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BEHIND EVERY SUCCESSFUL WOMAN IS…

As I contemplated what I wanted to express in this dedication, I was struck by something I read in a newsletter recently about women and aging: “As we age, the ache for connection gets louder, and more vital. The secret to joyful longevity isn’t just green juice. It’s community.”

It made me think about my own personal connections and who was in my close community—those who I immediately want to call with any good news… or sad news… or often for advice.

I thought about all the aspects of my life that this book explores, which began in the 1960s, when women were still expected to limit their dreams to homemaking and childbearing. However, from an early age I learned that when I said yes to unexpected opportunities, more of them came my way. One by one, each experience brought me further than I could have imagined.

Looking back, I sometimes wonder how I pulled it all off.

But of course, I know the answer: It was only possible with the help of an amazing group of extraordinary women—intelligent, loyal, and hard-working. And thus, this book’s dedication became clear: Behind every successful woman is a cadre of other strong, capable women who helped her get there.

This ensemble of women doesn’t consist of childhood friends or former college roommates—they are the women who worked by my side over the past five decades, colleagues who became family. They traveled the world with me, helped manage my career and, at times, my home life too. They made it possible for me to balance the demands of a national broadcast career with motherhood. Along the way, they became my confidantes, my closest girlfriends, and my lifeline. These women are still such an important part of my life and we get together for lunch regularly. There is no question, I could never have done it all without them.

Let me introduce them to you.

When I moved to New York City and then transitioned from local news to GMA cohost, the network paired me with TV veteran Chickie Silver to guide me as I learned to navigate my new role. She became like a second mother—advising me on everything from what tone to take in an interview to what I should wear. Chickie helped me hire Elise Silvestri—fresh out of college, just starting her career. It was her first job, my first national role, and I had a seven-week-old baby in tow. Neither of us knew exactly what we were doing, but we figured it out together. Elise went on to become a talk-show producer. She later worked with me on other programs, and after years of Elise helping me with my baby at work, I made sure that she was able to bring her baby to work. She stood beside me as a matron of honor at my wedding to my husband Jeff Konigsberg, and I’ve stood beside her through marriage, motherhood, divorce, and remarriage. Decades later, she still manages my speaking engagements. Our bond has never wavered.

Stepping into Elise’s big shoes, Debbie Bierman ended up supporting me in a phase of my life neither of us anticipated: the tumult of a painfully public divorce. She not only had to manage my schedule and travel, as expected, but she also had to wrangle a relentless press, while helping me stay grounded enough to do my job. As with so many of the women who worked beside me, I celebrated her weddings and baby showers, just as she steadied me through storms.

Jill Seigerman came into my life when I was a single working mother with three young girls. We worked together for eight years, and what an eight years it turned out to be! She always described her role as “staying two steps ahead of Joan”—ensuring cars, flights, and hotels were booked and interviews all ran seamlessly, but she did so much more than that. Jill saw me through my last years at GMA and into the uncharted territory that followed as I took on daring exploits on Behind Closed Doors and went on to reinvent myself again and again. Along with Elise, she was a matron of honor in my wedding to Jeff.

When I started Joan Lunden Productions, my daughter Lindsay Weinberg presented me with a thoughtful business proposal for why she should helm operations. For over a decade, she ran my company as vice president, in charge of managing the staff as well as every other aspect of my career. A talented writer and producer, she was a tireless worker and a loyal protector of me and my Joan Lunden brand.

It’s an amazing gift in life when one of your children joins you in your life passion, and in my case, two of them did. Lindsay’s younger sister, Sarah Krauss, stepped in at one of my most vulnerable times—fighting breast cancer. Drawing on her talents and experience as a writer and producer, she documented and recorded my daily battle and developed a website, Alive, to help other women as they struggled with the disease. Not only were Lindsay and Sarah the perfect people for their jobs, our work together connected us in ways none of us could have imagined.

When I was finishing this book, it was during one of many brainstorming sessions with my current partner-in-crime, Nicole O’Neill, that I got the idea for this dedication. We were discussing a list of things I needed for the book—copy that needed to be written and videos we needed to find. I couldn’t help but be in awe and great appreciation for how she handled each request, saying calmly and confidently, “I got you. I’ll work on this tonight when my daughter goes to sleep.” It’s what we women do. And it’s what we women do for each other. It reminded me of what Margaret Thatcher said: “If you want something said, ask a man; if you want something done, ask a woman.”

And finally, within my close circle of smart, capable female friends is one who would literally walk the plank for me, Laura Morton. She is in a category of her own. She has worked with me over the past three decades on videos and books, and I’m proud to say is now the publisher of this one. Laura and I met just after I divorced in 1993—another challenging point in my life and career. She was my wing-woman as I reentered the dating world, but thanks to her, I didn’t have to face it alone. Once again, I had a fiercely loyal woman to stand by me, demonstrating the power of friendship and the power of the female connection.

This book is dedicated to all of them—to the women who have lifted me, steadied me, and stood beside me.






AN INTERACTIVE MEMOIR

I’ve worked in television for most of my adult life, and so much of my story exists on video, from the news segments I anchored to the commercials, campaigns, and live events I took part in. So when it came time to write this book, I realized I had a unique opportunity: I could not only tell you my story but show it to you.

Throughout these pages, you’ll find QR codes that look like the one at the bottom of this page. Each one links directly to a video connected to the story you’re reading—whether it’s a pivotal moment in my career or a behind-the-scenes glimpse into my personal life. To use the codes, open the camera on your smartphone and hold it over the image. A small prompt or link will pop up on your screen—usually near the top or the bottom. Be sure to tap that prompt; it’s what actually takes you to the video. Just seeing the QR code in your camera isn’t enough.

I hope this interactive experience brings the story to life in a whole new way.
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GMA’s final tribute to Joan, 1997








INTRODUCTION

I’ve come to realize that I have spent my entire life in a full sprint—always chasing, always pushing forward, always revving the engine to its highest gear.

The running started early. By elementary school, I was placed in a grade-up program, surrounded by older kids, where I was expected to keep pace. I raced through the years, skipped a grade in high school, started college at sixteen, and launched into a career that was anything but slow. My life wasn’t something that unfolded naturally—it was a high-performance roller-coaster ride, looping through five presidential inaugurations, five Olympics, and three royal weddings. I’ve reported from twenty-eight countries, jumped with the Golden Knights, trained with SEAL Team 6, and, yes, even bungee-jumped off a bridge in New Zealand.

And yet, looking back now, I sometimes wonder: Did I even have time to absorb it all?

There are moments—big, important moments—that I should have treasured forever, but I find myself turning to Google and YouTube just to remind myself that they even occurred. That’s what happens when life moves at warp speed: you don’t get to slow down long enough to truly take it all in.

I’ve met the most incredible people along the way—big dreamers, big thinkers, big doers—who dared to aim high, and in doing so changed the world. I’ve met computer geniuses who quite literally altered the way we live our lives. I’ve met doctors and researchers who have spearheaded groundbreaking discoveries. I’ve met busy, everyday moms who have marched on Capitol Hill to demand social change, and twentysomethings who have created international organizations to serve the needs of the less fortunate in countries around the world. These people lived their purpose.

It made me wonder how I defined my purpose. Was it in the power of the interviews and world events I covered? Or was my purpose to use the platform I’d built to spotlight important medical breakthroughs and advocate for social change?

Exploring that question is one of the reasons I’m writing this book.

The other? To answer the question people love to ask someone who has been in the public eye: How did you move on?


WHAT HAPPENS AFTER THE SPOTLIGHT SHIFTS?

When I left Good Morning America after twenty years, a reporter asked me, “After being in a role like this, do you think you’ll ever be able to top it?”

Rude, right? But also… a fair question.

Twenty-five years later, I guess the answer is no.

Not that I needed to top it—or even wanted to.

The truth is, I didn’t chase the next big TV gig in earnest. Instead, my career morphed, evolved, and expanded in ways I never expected. And maybe that’s the real story here: reinvention, resilience, and what happens when you step off a fast track and into the unknown.

Of course, constantly pushing forward is what landed me at so many crossroads in my life. In my twenties, I found myself at one such crossroad: breaking into the male world of media. In my thirties, I found myself at yet another crossroad: staying on the job and in the public eye throughout my pregnancy and negotiating a network contract that would allow me to bring my baby to work. In my forties, I faced the crossroads of midlife, when I didn’t recognize myself or my body, took charge of both, and transformed my health. In my fifties, I married a man ten years younger than I was and dared to have two sets of twins—with the help of a surrogate. In my sixties, challenged by social stereotypes about aging, I pivoted from interviewing change-makers to championing medical and social causes myself. And now, in my seventies, I’m daring to live my new “younger-older life,” refusing to be a prisoner to the age on my driver’s license.

We’ve all been at crossroads; we’ve felt the ground beneath us shifting. Perhaps you’ve had to reinvent yourself—and maybe you weren’t ready to. If so, we have more in common than you might think.

Here’s what I’ve learned: No matter how successful you are, life will knock you down from time to time. The question is, how do you get back up?

You might be reading this book because:


	
You’re going through a tough time, and you need a kick in the ass to keep going.

	You’re trying to balance career and family, and you feel like you’re failing at both.

	You’re watching your industry push you out in favor of someone younger, cheaper, or shinier—and you don’t know what’s next.

	You’ve lost someone you love, and you’re wondering why you still feel that ache years later.



I’ve been there. I’ve experienced all of it, and I promise you that even when you don’t know what’s coming, you can always bet on yourself.




YOUR ROAD MAP FOR REINVENTION

If you’re buying this book for yourself, I hope it gives you solace to know that you’re not alone.

If you’re buying this book for your daughter, I hope she sees it as a blueprint, a road map for what’s coming.

While I was the first woman to do a lot of things, the truth is that reinvention isn’t just for the ambitious—it’s for all of us.

And if there’s one thing I want you to take from this book, it’s this: No one gets to tell you when your best days are behind you. You decide that.

I’ve learned that you don’t have to chase the next big thing to keep growing. Sometimes reinvention doesn’t look like topping what came before; sometimes it’s about embracing what is and being open to whatever comes next.

That’s where I am now.

Still dreaming. Still doing. Just with a little more perspective.








Chapter 1 COME FLY WITH ME



May your dreams defy the laws of gravity.

—H. JACKSON BROWN JR.



An alarm blared inside the cockpit.

Colonel Buda blurted out, “Oh shit.” Not the words one wants to hear from a U-2 pilot when approaching the Armstrong Limit, where exposure to the atmosphere can kill you in sixty to ninety seconds.

This wasn’t how today was supposed to go.

For nearly two decades, I had been the host of Good Morning America, delivering breaking news and stories that took viewers around the world. They had seen me go on plenty of adventures, but this was different. My prime-time series, Behind Closed Doors, took my reporting to another level, granting me access to places the public never saw—from training with Navy SEALs to learning spy techniques with the Central Intelligence Agency.

This day had started like any other high-adrenaline Behind Closed Doors shoot—except this time, I would be strapped inside a U-2 spy plane, heading for the edge of space. The U-2 wasn’t just a plane, it was a Cold War relic, a spy aircraft designed to fly undetected at the highest altitudes. No civilian had ever been granted permission to fly in one before.

I was encased in a pressurized suit like those worn by the first space shuttle astronauts, which caused even the simple act of breathing to drain my strength. As I stepped out of the transport van and shuffled toward the flight line, where the massive U-2 reconnaissance aircraft waited, I felt as agile as the Stay Puft Marshmallow Man of Ghostbusters fame. Air Force Squadron Commander Colonel Mario Buda was already several paces ahead, moving effortlessly despite the weight of the oxygen tank strapped to him. By contrast, I was struggling with the ten steps leading into the cockpit.

Once I was aboard, two crew members snapped, strapped, and secured me into the tight space behind Buda (most U-2s have only one seat). I wasn’t a passive joyrider that day—I had undergone an extensive Air Force training program that taught me how to read my dauntingly complex instrument panel and how to escape into near space if, heaven forbid, a disaster occurred.

The moment the canopy closed over my head, the claustrophobia that had been creeping in since they sealed me into the space suit intensified. I reassured myself by briefly reaching my right hand down along the edge of my seat to locate the ejection handle, just as I’d practiced during flight simulation the day before.

I tried to refocus, shifting my thoughts away from disaster response to our upcoming flight sequence. At one point, Buda would briefly turn the controls over to me so I could pilot the aircraft while cruising at 150 knots. I rehearsed my opening lines for the show several times, committing them to memory:

Flying at sixty thousand feet above the earth, at the edge of the atmosphere in a U-2 reconnaissance plane, I’m Joan Lunden, and this is Behind Closed Doors…

Before we taxied, I had my first official duty: calling the control tower. “Pinion seventy-one, taxi with Lima.” (True confession: I was pretty proud of myself, and we hadn’t even taken off yet.)

Our request to taxi onto the runway came back affirmative.

The moment was surreal, yet somewhat familiar. I was practically born in the cockpit of a plane—albeit not one that could fly into near space like the U-2. My father was an avid private pilot—so avid that he wouldn’t marry my mother until she qualified for a pilot’s license. He said he wanted her to be a copilot in the air as well as in his life.

As we accelerated down the runway, a blue Camaro driven by Major Brandon King sped alongside us for a final visual check. “Aircraft is good,” he assured us through our helmets’ comms system. “No leaks. All flight controls in position. You’re clear.”

Buda’s voice crackled through my helmet. “Watch your knees. Here we go.”

In seconds, we were climbing in what felt like a vertical trajectory.

Our three-hour flight plan from Beale Air Force Base called for us to travel along California’s northern coast, where I grew up, and onward to Washington State before heading south again. Since my eighty-two-year-old mom still lived nearby in Sacramento, the producers let me bring her along. “Glitzy Glady,” as everyone called her, was undoubtedly flirting with the generals in the control tower now that I was out of sight.

I looked to my left and marveled at Mount Shasta’s peak below, haloed by piles of cumulus clouds. (I’ve been a TV weathergirl, so I know my cumulus from my cirrus.) Just as I was taking it all in, Buda slid the sunscreen from the canopy. What an experience it was, zooming between earth and space in Technicolor contrast between aquamarine skies below and deep cobalt space above. I never wanted this moment to end.

Since the mid-1950s, the Air Force and the CIA have used Lockheed’s U-2 for gathering vital security information without being detected by ground-based radar or reached by enemy fighters and missiles. We have this aircraft to thank for, among other findings, photos of Soviet missiles aimed from Cuba at the United States during the Cold War. What blows my mind is that the U-2 doesn’t have the same landing gear other planes have, with one wheel in the front and two in the back. Instead, the U-2 relies on only two wheels in alignment, like a bicycle, making it the most difficult airplane in the entire Air Force fleet to land. One of the crew described the landing process to me as “trying to drive a semi down a tightrope.”

After Buda checked the atmospheric conditions, he determined that it was safe for me to take the plane’s yoke in my hands. “We don’t wanna go below about 130 or above about 160,” he reminded me. As I learned in my training, if you fly the plane 10 knots too fast at altitude, it will literally rip apart and disintegrate, and if you fly 10 knots too slow, you can stall the craft and take it into a spin. No pressure, Joan.

“Am I doing okay?”

“You’re doing great. Ready to climb again?”

Buda took the yoke back and we climbed to more than sixty thousand feet, where we admired the curvature of the earth. I had never expected to see this except in those gorgeous NASA pictures.

The show’s executive producer and director, Eric Schotz, broke into my reverie and told me to record the show’s open. “Flying at sixty thousand feet above the earth, at the edge of the atmosphere in a U-2 reconnaissance plane, I’m Joan Lunden—”

An alarm blared inside the cockpit.

Buda blurted, “Oh shit.” Not the words one wants to hear from a U-2 pilot when approaching the Armstrong Limit, where exposure to the atmosphere can kill you in sixty to ninety seconds.

My heart was beating in my throat. “What?”

“We just lost the AC.”

I took a long breath and thought, “No big deal. I’m in a pressurized suit. Who cares about air-conditioning?” But then Buda clarified that AC didn’t mean air-conditioning in this instance.

“It’s our alternating current, Joan. We’re at risk of fire!”

My hand reflexively shot to the ejection handle, and I reminded myself that if given the command—egress, egress, egress—I would pull it and the mechanism would thrust me out of the aircraft, strapped to my seat. At an altitude of three miles, the parachute would automatically open, and I’d have to simultaneously manage the pressure in my space suit and guide myself to a safe landing with the straps. No biggie. I’d dreamed the whole sequence last night and had a perfect landing.

My positive self-talk was interrupted when Buda opened his mic and made what could only be called a holy-shit announcement: “This is Colonel Mario Buda calling in an emergency aboard a U-2 reconnaissance aircraft. We are currently headed to Beale Air Force Base; we have a full load of fuel and two souls aboard.”

Two. Souls.

Beale went on high alert, mobilizing rescue crews. Just as the airfield came into view, Buda spoke again, his voice controlled but firm. “Joan, I’m sorry to say we have another problem. I’m trying to put our landing gear down, and my instruments say it isn’t responding.”

It isn’t responding?

As I listened, I still didn’t feel a sense of panic—although, in retrospect, I probably should have been more scared. But I’d flown in many planes for this show, and we’d never had a story go sideways when covering the armed forces. Ever.

“I need you to look in the lower left corner of your instrument panel,” Buda instructed. “Tell me if the gear is up or down.”

I checked. “Still up.”

All hell then broke loose in the control tower. We would need to do a low flyover so the ground crew could visually confirm whether the landing gear was truly stuck or if it was just a faulty reading.

As we flew ten feet above the runway, I glimpsed the emergency vehicles—bright lime green, lined up in formation. Alongside them were firefighters in silver Teflon suits, braced for the worst. Forget that this unusual aircraft has only two wheels; we would need to land on the plane’s belly—no wheels at all—if that landing gear really was still up inside the plane.

Buda’s voice remained steady. “Joan, I want to go over emergency procedures, just in case the plane catches fire. Are you with me?”

With him? I was hanging on his every word.

Meanwhile, Eric had realized my mother was in the control tower. She hadn’t caught the gravity of the situation—too busy flirting with an Air Force colonel, thank God. Eric discreetly signaled the officer and whispered to him, “Please get her out of the tower now. Her husband was killed in a plane crash.” The officer whisked her away under the guise of a base tour.

The moment of truth came as Buda flew the huge aircraft over the runway for a visual inspection from the ground. We were so low that I could now actually see the firefighters’ faces through their helmets. At the speed we were traveling, it all happened in the blink of an eye, but we could hear the cheers in the control room through our helmet comms as it was reported that our landing gear was firmly down.

After all that, we circled around and came in for a normal landing after a flight that was anything but normal.

As we taxied in, my mind drifted to my father—his excitement over his shiny new twin-engine plane, the bigger, more powerful aircraft that had worried my mom. The one that had taken his life.

And here I was, pushing limits, staring down fate, flying at the edge of space.

I guess I truly am my father’s daughter.



[image: Image: QR Code.]
https://flowcode.com/p/eerhqJbqCI



An emergency aboard Joan’s U-2 flight









Chapter 2 MEET THE BLUNDENS



Encourage and support your kids, because children are apt to live up to what you believe of them.

—LADY BIRD JOHNSON FORMER FIRST LADY OF THE UNITED STATES



Let me tell you about my family, the Blundens. (Yes, that’s my real last name, as I’ll explain later.)

My father, Dr. Erle Murray Blunden, was born to Seventh-Day Adventist missionaries in New South Wales, Australia, in 1912. His mother, Nellie, was an English teacher; his father, Harold, was a pastor who later became a global church leader. Dad was raised proper—pageboy haircut, short pants with knee socks, ramrod posture, and afternoon tea.

In 1914, Harold and Nellie set sail for China with their three young children to further their missionary work. Twelve years later they moved to the US and settled in Southern California. This is where the Adventists had established the College of Medical Evangelists, which later became Loma Linda University School of Medicine and was where Dad earned his medical degree in 1937.

He wasted no time in setting up a practice in Fair Oaks, a Sacramento suburb, taking over from a doctor who had passed away. But medicine wasn’t his only love; his fascination with aviation soared alongside his career. He joined the Fair Oaks Flying Club, and before long, he and a group of fellow enthusiasts purchased 150 acres to create a private airport called Phoenix Field.

Around this time, Dad’s world expanded in another life-changing way: He met my vivacious mother.

Mom, Gladyce Lorraine Somerville, was born in 1919 in Chaseley, North Dakota, experiencing an upbringing quite different from my father’s. She grew up doing farm chores and attending a one-room schoolhouse. When she moved to California as a young woman, she landed a well-paying job in Shell Oil’s accounting office. She told me she felt like the luckiest girl in the world when she met my father—handsome, wholesome, respected. Dad, for his part, was drawn to the fiery redhead who spoke her mind, including her declaration that she was not willing to become an Adventist. Dad didn’t drink, smoke, or eat meat; Mom loved her filet mignon with béarnaise sauce—oh, and the martini with an olive that goes perfectly with that.

Theirs was a classic case of opposites attracting. And yet, despite their differences, they shared one deep longing: to have a family of their own. After multiple miscarriages, Mom and Dad decided to adopt the newborn son of an unmarried hospital nurse. Dad was in the delivery room when Jeff was born, and Mom was over the moon when they brought him home. Her girlfriends threw her a baby shower, but she spent most of it in the bathroom throwing up—turns out she was pregnant with me. Seven months and twenty-nine days after Jeff’s birth, I arrived. We were raised like twins, and were often dressed alike.

While Dad was setting bones and saving lives, Mom carved out her own domain. She was a force in the Women’s Auxiliary for doctors’ wives, serving as president and chairing fundraisers. The secret to being a good 1950s wife and mother, according to her? “After a day of shopping and lunching with the girls, come home and immediately throw some onions in hot oil. As the aroma fills the house, everyone thinks you’ve been cooking all day.”

I can’t resist sharing one of her tricks with bacon. I often did my homework in the kitchen while she made her favorite sauce, always starting with diced onions sautéed in bacon grease. One day, it hit me: Dad doesn’t eat bacon.

“Is there a difference between eating bacon slices and using bacon drippings in a recipe?” I asked.

Mom’s mischievous smile told me she’d been caught. “A little bacon adds so much flavor,” she said smoothly. “Daddy doesn’t know it’s in there—he just knows he likes my cooking.”

At seven, I accepted this logic without question. Was it an ethical dilemma? Maybe. But did I ever rat her out? Nope. Not even when Dad complimented the meal. Still, I must have felt a little guilty, since I remember it so vividly decades later.

Ironically, today’s health-conscious world praises plant-based diets, proving Dad and the Adventists to have been ahead of their time. But Dad’s passion for health went far beyond our dinner table; it followed him into the operating room and extended to every patient he cared for.

At the end of the day, when other doctors headed home, Dad went back to the hospital for rounds, checking in on patients after their surgeries. If I was lucky, I got to tag along—the aspiring Dr. Joan Blunden at Dad’s side. I always selected a pretty dress with a bouncy crinoline skirt underneath and buckled-up black patent leather Mary Janes, worn with white ankle socks trimmed in frilly lace.

On the drive to the hospital, Dad would tell me about the patients we would visit and what to expect in their rooms. Mercy General had a distinctive “hospital smell,” likely from the cleaning solvent used to make sure everything was purified. Even as a little girl, I never found the smell off-putting because I knew it kept the patients safe. Daddy told me so.

In each patient’s room, Dad proudly presented me to his patients. “This is my daughter, Joan. She wants to be a doctor one day.”

The patients always talked to me as Dad lifted their wrists to check their pulse, counting the beats for thirty seconds, according to the time on his gleaming silver watch. Sometimes he asked me to do a pirouette to show off my dance skills, which I’d learned at the Shari Lou Casey Dance Studio, along with acrobatics, tap, and baton twirling.

In later years, my dance studio marched in every parade within a ten-mile radius. Shari Lou and her husband, Jim, plucked me from the majorette formation to perform acrobatics on my mom’s two-toned Ford Fairlane 500. Classic car fans know it’s technically a hardtop, but at the push of a button, the top folded into the trunk. Jim Casey built a large wooden platform (painted gold, of course) that rested atop that open space, leaving a small cutout for himself at the wheel. I wore a gold sequined costume and gold ballet shoes as I performed handstands, headstands, cartwheels, and splits atop the moving car.

Enough 1950s nostalgia; I mention some of these memories only to emphasize the deeper meaning of such experiences. Little boys have always had coaches who encouraged them to test their mettle and win trophies and accolades. While little girls also get that encouragement today, it’s been a long time coming. Thanks to the Caseys, I got a chance to stand out too. It’s hard to overestimate how these opportunities benefitted my self-confidence, which would serve me well later in life.

By 1959, Dad’s vision for a “fly-in ranch” on our five acres at Phoenix Field was taking shape. Our home was built around an airplane hangar. There was no garage, much to Mom’s dismay, but when Dad said, “Let’s fly to Reno for dinner,” he won the day. We’d walk down the hall past our bedrooms, and he’d slide open the massive hangar doors, pull the plane onto the tarmac, fire up the engine, and taxi out to the runway.

Several of Dad’s medical colleagues were flying enthusiasts, and it wasn’t unusual for them to land at the airport and taxi right up to our house—like pulling into a driveway—for weekend brunch. Mom put on quite a spread, but Dad had one request: “Glady, they’re pilots! Dial back the screwdrivers and mimosas.”

Dad was a quiet giant in cancer surgery who often flew to other cities for conferences or to assist on complex surgeries, and sometimes we went along. On one trip to San Francisco, Mom took Jeff and me shopping while Dad gave a lecture. Later, we went to the hotel where Dad was speaking. As Mom led us into a grand ballroom, we saw hundreds of doctors listening to Dad talk. Another man stood beside him on stage, nodding along. Near the end, Dad introduced this man as his patient and asked him to remove his shirt.

I gasped, grabbing Mom’s hand. Sections of the man’s body—from his shoulder to his waist—were gone.

Mom squeezed my hand and whispered, “For some patients, removing the sick part means they can live a long and happy life. Your dad says scientists are working on new ways to treat cancer patients.”

We weren’t supposed to see or hear any of that, but we did. And I never forgot it. Moments like that made me see my father not just as my dad but as someone who was larger than life—someone who saved people. Someone who always seemed invincible.

Maybe that’s why it was so easy to believe nothing bad could ever happen to us. Life was full of adventure, and in the winters it meant heading to Squaw Valley, known these days as Palisades Tahoe. My parents bought a home there just before the 1960 Winter Olympics, and some of our happiest memories were made on the slopes in the company of the Klein family. Dr. Marvin Klein was a gynecologist and close friend and colleague of my dad’s. He and his wife, Helen, were raising two children, Richard and Barbie, who were the same ages as my brother and me.

Dr. and Mrs. Klein and my dad, who were all excellent skiers, would hire an instructor to spend the day with us kids so they could enjoy the more advanced slopes at their own pace while we advanced our skiing skills under supervision. What about Glitzy Glady? Mom never learned to ski, but she always dressed to look the part in the very latest ski attire. And she’d complement her outfit with an oversize pair of tortoiseshell cat-eye sunglasses—never ski goggles, as they would mess up her weekly shampoo and set.

January was “Birthday Month” in our family, and if there was snow in Squaw Valley, that’s usually where we celebrated Mom on the fifteenth and Jeff on the twentieth. On Friday morning, January 17, 1964, Mom was scrambling eggs and frying her famous hash brown potatoes when we heard on the morning TV news that the entire state of California was expecting stormy weather, and Lake Tahoe was in for heavy snowfall. Jeff and I were super excited at the prospect of skiing on fresh powder.

That weather report may have been a source of concern for my mom, since we were driving there, and also because Dad would be flying in from an American Cancer Society conference in Los Angeles in his new twin-engine plane, a Cessna 310. This was a big step up from the single-engine planes he’d always flown.

Mom was against that plane. “It’s way more powerful and, therefore, way more dangerous.” But Dad’s confidence was unshakable, and as much as Mom worried, she eventually relented.

By the time we arrived at our destination, the morning sun was shining so brilliantly that it made us squint. Sure enough, as the day progressed, a light snow started to fall. I will always remember that magical scene as we schussed back and forth across the slopes, our tongues catching snowflakes. Jeff and I squeezed every possible moment out of that day, quitting only after the snow started driving sideways, our visibility too impaired to continue. We had to call it a day. A fabulous day.

After dinner and a mind-numbing episode of The Flintstones, the phone still hadn’t rung. As conditions outside worsened, Mom would pick up the receiver every once in a while to be sure we hadn’t lost service. While my brother and I were excited to hear from Dad about his first flight in the new plane, we were so exhausted that we didn’t complain when Mom said it was time for us to go to bed.

Of course, that left Mom waiting alone, worrying. She knew Dad had taken off from Los Angeles because he’d called to say it was stormy, so he had to file a VFR flight plan with the LAX tower, which was customary when flying in inclement weather.1

As an obedient child, I went to bed as asked, but my last thought before falling asleep was, I sure hope nothing has gone wrong in that big shiny new airplane.

I dozed off and dreamed about flying with Dad. Not in the new Cessna—I’d never even seen the inside of it. No, we were in our red-and-white Beechcraft Bonanza, and Dad was guiding us back toward Phoenix Field. As was his usual custom, he spoke a little ditty into his headset: “Little flower in the tower, tell me the runway and the hour.” This was his signature way of asking the controller what runway to land on and at what time. Mom always told him it was way too corny, but sometimes I heard the air traffic controllers chuckling.


	
1 A Visual Flight Rules (VFR) flight plan outlines a pilot’s intended route and departure and arrival times, and it allows pilots to fly under both VFR and Instrument Flight Rules (IFR) during the same flight.








Chapter 3 MISSING



There are moments which mark your life.

Moments when you realize

nothing will ever be the same

and time is divided in two parts:

before this, and after this.

—JOHN HOBBES IN FALLEN (SCREENPLAY BY NICHOLAS KAZAN, 1998)



I awoke to a hand on my shoulder and a whisper in the dark. “Joni, wake up.”

Jeff’s voice pulled me from a deep sleep, the edges of my dreams still clinging to me. His grip on my shoulder was firm. Not a nudge—a grip. “Come on,” he said, his voice tight. “Mom needs us downstairs.”

Mom needs us?

When we reached the living room, I saw them—two uniformed officers standing just inside the front door, their hats in their hands. The taller officer cleared his throat. “Mrs. Blunden, they’ve lost contact with your husband’s plane.”

Mom sat on the couch, gripping the armrest as their words hit the air like a thunderclap. I felt Jeff stiffen beside me.

Lost contact. Not crashed. Not dead. Just… lost.

Mom faced us, a steeliness in her voice. “We don’t know anything for sure yet.”

There had been heavy rain and a lightning storm in LA when Dad had taken off, and the weather was still so bad that they had been unable to send out search planes.

When the officers left, Mom took a deep breath and squared her shoulders, trying to put on a good face. After clearing her throat, she said, “Let’s not jump to conclusions. We still don’t know what happened, kids. Let’s start packing up our things so that we can leave as soon as it’s light out and get back home as quickly as possible.”

I turned toward the stairs, my legs heavy beneath me. Missing. The word sat like a weight on my chest. What if we got home and there was no news? What if we got home and the news was worse?

Outside, the wind howled against the windows, snow piling up in thick drifts.

By morning, the officers were back, and a snowplow was clearing a path to the main highway. The officers explained that Dad’s plane was presumed down somewhere between Los Angeles and San Francisco. Presumed down. It wasn’t the same as gone, but it wasn’t far off either.

Then came the excruciatingly slow drive home to Sacramento. We sat in an unnatural, uncomfortable silence, afraid to say anything. And what could we say? Despite our entire lives being shaken to the core, I think Jeff and I were afraid to ask questions; we knew there were no answers—not yet, anyway. Besides, Mom had her eyes glued to the snow-packed road, determined to get us back home safely, where hopefully we’d get word about Dad’s whereabouts.

I kept my forehead against the cold glass window, watching the trees blur past, my thoughts drifting to Dad. Dr. Erle Blunden, cancer surgeon. The kind of doctor people trusted with their lives.

It seemed like we couldn’t go anywhere without someone stopping him—the grocery store, a restaurant, the gas station.

“Dr. Blunden, you saved my mother’s life.”

“Because of you, my husband lived to see his grandchildren.”

“You operated on me seven years ago, and I’ve been healthy ever since.”

I had been so proud to walk beside him as his little shadow, knowing that my dad was the one everyone looked up to. It was an extraordinary life. A secure life.

Until now.

By the time we arrived home, the house was full—doctors’ wives were bustling in the kitchen, murmuring in hushed tones. Despite the crowd, I didn’t hear a thing.

At sunrise the next day, the search resumed. By midday, the news arrived. As we started hearing details of the morning search and the discovery of the crash site, with no survivors, it was difficult watching Mom’s normally smiling, exuberant face melt into agonizing sadness and despair. I felt as if there was absolutely nothing I could do to help. My mother could organize a fundraiser, manage a household, and keep a social calendar running like a well-oiled machine. But this?

There was no script for this.

The wreckage of Dad’s new airplane, or what was left of it, was found strewn over the side of a mountain in Malibu Canyon less than half an hour’s drive from the LA airport. No one could figure out what had caused the crash. It would never be known.

The house didn’t feel normal—not only because Dad wasn’t there but also because so many ladies were helping Mom plan the funeral and coordinate meals. I didn’t know where to put myself, and in a strange way, I almost felt like an onlooker. While the adults were scurrying around, “handling everything,” my brother and I were lying on the carpet in the living room in front of the television. Nothing seemed real, and it was too scary to try to make sense of what had happened or what effect it would have on our lives. When you’re young and your existence depends on your parents, it’s hard to imagine how your life will go on in such circumstances.

I overheard one of the women say that it would be a closed casket, and then Mom asked if she could just take a look at him before the service. I had to control my gasp when I heard the answer: “Oh dear Glady; the plane hit the side of the mountain at full speed, so there really isn’t a body left for you to see.”

One of the ladies who was there comforting Mom had gone through the same thing herself a year earlier. Her physician-husband had been one of my dad’s close colleagues and also one of his flying buddies. Like Dad, her husband had crashed along with another doctor as his passenger. It was my dad who had gone to her house to tell her the horrible news. I heard her say under her breath, “Those men and their damn airplanes.”

In fact, the Bonanza aircraft that Dad and so many of his colleagues had flown for years had once been dubbed by the aircraft industry as “the doctor killer.”

In the midst of the turmoil that was playing out in our house, I think the adults sometimes forgot that young ears were nearby, and while we may not have looked like we were paying attention, we were curious and listening. One of the doctors’ wives said to my mom, “Joni was such a daddy’s girl; I imagine this will be harder on her.” She was right. I was very much a daddy’s girl. He was always telling me how I could be anything I wanted to be when I grew up. My dad’s constant words of encouragement ring in my ears to this very day. They are, quite often, my inspiration to rise above the roadblocks of life, to succeed as a parent, a spouse, a worker, and a friend, and to be the best I can be.

Decades later, I received a social media message from the wife of an LA County deputy:


Joan, with a lump in my throat I heard you speak of your father’s death. My husband was one of the deputies who retrieved your father’s body and that of his passenger. He came home that night extremely upset. Please know we never forgot about that awful accident.



It was only a paragraph, but it was a paragraph connected to my dad’s final moments. The only other connection I’d had to the crash had been a grainy black-and-white photograph from a newspaper that I found in my mom’s mementos after her passing. With this stranger’s remembrance of Dad’s crash, I suddenly felt like I could create a mental image of the crash site and what those final moments must have been like for Dad. As much as I didn’t want to think about it, I couldn’t help myself. I read it again, and again, with tears streaming down my face.

The FAA authorities said there hadn’t been enough left of the plane to determine the actual cause of the crash, but they speculated that the plane might have had electrical problems—and perhaps they were unable to trust their instruments. Apparently, Dad had experienced some electrical issues with the plane on the trip down to Los Angeles and put it into service to be worked on at LAX while he was at the conference. They had deemed it good to go; however, after Dad had taken off, there was no radio communication with the plane.

Another theory was that Dad might have had a heart attack. As we received more details, we were surprised to learn that Dad wasn’t alone in the plane. He had offered to fly Dr. Byron Hall, a cancer researcher, home to San Francisco on his way to us in Lake Tahoe. Dr. Hall was also an avid private pilot and was likely excited to have a chance to fly in the new plane. From accounts given by people who lived in the area, it appeared that the plane had gone down into the canyon and then back up before plummeting into the mountainous area, seemingly at full speed.

If Dad did have a heart attack, he would have slumped forward, pushing the yoke forward as well and causing the plane to descend rapidly. Since Dr. Hall was also a pilot, he may have pulled my dad back into his seat and yanked hard on the yoke to stop the descent, but as the plane headed upward in a steep incline, that could have caused the engine to stall and they would have plunged back down again.

While Dad was only fifty-one, he was a hardworking, driven man. A heart attack wasn’t out of the question, even though he had just had a complete physical, which was required for him to receive the certification to fly the new twin-engine aircraft. That medical report had deemed him healthy and in good condition.

None of us would ever know exactly what had happened in those final moments. There were only theories. Guesses. And grief.



A long black limousine. A church too small for the crowd. People standing outside in the drizzle, listening over a speaker. These are my recollections of the funeral. When the service ended, my brother and I sat in the limo overhearing people as they passed by.

“So many people in that church are alive today because of Dr. Blunden.”

“I don’t think there’s ever been a funeral this big in Sacramento.”

“Oh, those poor children, losing their father so young.”

Hearing Dad spoken about in the past tense made my stomach churn.

Inside the church, the pews had been packed with doctors, nurses, and former patients. The sound of crying had filled the air. Even men cried. People had approached Jeff and me to say how much they had loved and respected Dad, and how devastated they were. They were well-meaning comments, but a burden on our young hearts.

Even with the overflowing crowd at the funeral, I don’t think I fully grasped how much my dad meant to the world. I had always been his little shadow, walking beside him in hospitals, in restaurants, in grocery store aisles. He was larger than life, a man people depended on. And now he was gone. The world felt emptier without him. Smaller.






Chapter 4 PICKING UP THE PIECES



Don’t pray for life to be easy. Pray for yourself to be strong.

—REVEREND PHILLIPS BROOKS



Anyone who has lost a loved one knows that once the funeral is over, people tend to go back to their normal lives. The family is left to grieve and to figure out how to go on. My father’s death was sudden and unexpected. While it changed our family structure, Mom was determined not to let it change our lives entirely. She now had to take over as both mother and father to raise my brother and me. At fourteen and thirteen years of age, my brother and I were just getting to know our dad as young adults. There was so much unfinished business—so much we still needed to learn from him and say to him.

My mom was a strong woman, and while nothing could ever have prepared her for this, she rose to the challenge. “It’s the three of us now. We’re a team, and we will be okay.”

Mom’s first order of business was to find a doctor to take over Dad’s medical practice. She knew how important my dad’s patients were to him, so she desperately wanted to find a doctor who had the personality and background to make them feel comfortable. Without a moment’s hesitation she reached out to Loma Linda University to find a Seventh-Day Adventist physician. They recommended a Norwegian surgeon, Dr. Trygve Opsahl, who was cut from the same cloth as Dad—he was serious, soft-spoken, and service oriented. Most of Dad’s patients stayed with the practice because of Dr. Opsahl.

Mom also had to figure out how to handle both the family finances and the finances of the multiple business projects Dad had had in the works. He’d launched quite a few endeavors in recent years. While he was a sought-after surgeon, he also had a big dream: to build a much-needed hospital in our community. In 1962, he had helped bring a group of investors together to begin construction on that dream, which would become the American River Hospital.

He had also partnered with his friend, colleague, and skiing partner Dr. Marvin Klein to build their own medical building, the Country Club Medical Center. At about the same time, they bought a plastic surgery hospital out of bankruptcy court in the Los Angeles area. They planned to bring the Bel Air Hospital back to life as a general hospital. Dad was realizing his life’s mission: to bring quality health care to more people in need, and to open new medical institutions that would help patients regardless of race, religion, status, or ability to pay.

Mom understood that it was critical for her to dig down deep and find the strength and courage to keep our lives as normal and upbeat as possible. But even our longtime resident gardener, Mr. Dillard, who’d idolized my dad and had always been so loyal, and whom we thought would remain with us and continue to maintain the property that they had worked so hard to cultivate, came to Mom shortly after the funeral. “I’m so sorry, Mrs. B, but I’m afraid I have to leave. I know you’re a wonderful person, but I just can’t work for a woman.”

Putting on a happy face could not have been easy, especially since a lawsuit was filed against my father’s estate by the grown children of Dr. Byron Hall, who had perished in the crash with my dad. It was a lawsuit they could never win. It claimed willful negligence, meaning that my dad crashed the plane on purpose with no regard for his passenger. While they would never be able to prove such a thing about Dad—the missionary and doctor who saved lives—it tied up his estate and his life insurance, as well as every business project he’d left behind, as it dragged on through the courts.

Mom had to deal with the attorneys, insurance companies, and bankers while trying to support us. I honestly don’t remember being aware of just how difficult that time was for her, but I do remember constantly hearing her on the phone pleading with the bankers to give her more time, until the estate could get settled.

In fact, a few times I remember Mom stopping the car as we were pulling into the driveway, jumping out, and ripping a legal notice off a tree near the gated entrance, hoping we wouldn’t ask questions. She was defiant in how she ripped those notices down, but I also think she had to have been embarrassed—in fact, mortified, not to mention frightened—about what these creditors could actually do to us. She eventually told me they were foreclosure notices from dispassionate banks that did not give grace to a widow trying to untangle an estate that was complicated by a lawsuit.

I was too wrapped up in the dramas of my own teenage world to understand the magnitude of what she was dealing with. Then again, maybe my mom did such an amazing job at keeping life normal for my brother and me that I didn’t have to. When the estate was finally settled, we were able to stay in our home and life continued, but those few years were really trying for my mom.

Mom’s story is not unlike the stories of many other women, who, after enjoying a nice lifestyle, suddenly had to reenter the workforce due to a death or divorce. My vivacious and tenacious mother ultimately decided to go into real estate sales, since, as the wife of a prominent doctor, she knew a lot of people in our town, assuring her a built-in clientele.

Meanwhile, construction on the medical center was almost complete, and those twenty medical offices needed tenants. Since Dr. Klein was a partner in that business and his wife, Helen, was a real estate agent too, she joined forces with Mom. It was a crash course in business for Mom—contract negotiations, leases, financing, and so on.

Mom and Helen also had to get the Bel Air Hospital staffed and ready to reopen as a general hospital. It was an overwhelming task, but in a surprising twist, it also provided an unexpected adventure for Helen’s daughter, Barbie, and me. At the end of the school year, the four of us packed up and headed for Bel Air.

Most hospitals in that era were like the ones Dad took me to when I accompanied him on his rounds in my crinoline dresses and Mary Jane shoes, but this one was a contemporary round building perched on a hilltop overlooking opulent mansions. Each patient room had spectacular views of Los Angeles, and Barbie and I were told we could sleep in a different room every night if we wished—and we did.

Our moms gave us an easy task: counting leftover inventory from when the hospital specialized in plastic surgery, like saline breast implants. Barbie and I laughed hysterically as we counted out five hundred right boobies and five hundred left boobies. (There were safety issues concerning rupture and gel exposure with those first-generation saline breast implants, and they were eventually outlawed.) On some days, to entertain us, or perhaps to get us out of their hair as they worked, our moms dropped us at Huntington Beach to spend the day sunning (and, I should add, scheming ways to be noticed by the surfer boys—as if they would ever give two glances to a couple of girls fresh out of middle school).

While it may have been giggles and sunscreen for us that summer, I can only imagine how Mom and Helen must have been feeling at the prospect of it all—interviewing hundreds of people in order to hire nurses, chefs, maintenance staff, secretaries, and a hospital administrator to run the place. With Mom’s overwhelming desire to fulfill my dad’s dream, each hire and each order for medical and kitchen supplies must have filled her with such relief and satisfaction. In just a few short months, a staff was in place and the kitchen was up and running, ready to serve patients. The hospital was poised for its grand opening. When I think about it now, it was an astonishing accomplishment.

I suspect that the enormity of the tasks before Mom distracted her from her grief and let her begin to heal. In fact, I think that summer away from our family home—the home where Dad’s absence was so glaring—served as a healing respite for us all.

I don’t think it ever really occurred to me just how young my mom was when she lost my dad, until I turned forty-one and was newly divorced and asking myself some of the same questions she must have been asking: How do I go forward and create a new life for myself? How will I care for my young children by myself? Will I ever find love again?

I was watching Mom transform herself into a businesswoman, meeting the challenges of the moment while maintaining a calm and positive home life for her children. I now understand that watching her in those years following my father’s death, as she remained strong and determined in the face of adversity, provided me a master class in resiliency and reinvention.






Chapter 5 GO AHEAD—UNDERESTIMATE ME. THAT’LL BE FUN.



Life isn’t about finding yourself.

Life is about creating yourself.

—GEORGE BERNARD SHAW



That sun-filled summer in Los Angeles with my good friend Barbie felt like a turning point. Finally, I could just be a teenage girl again, tuning out the tragedy and feeling almost normal. As an adult, I recognize that it would have taken more than a summer in Bel Air to lift Mom from her own personal hell, but at fourteen, I was more focused on how to dress and act as a freshman at Bella Vista High. I would be starting school solo, since Mom had enrolled my brother at Menlo, a private prep school for boys in Atherton, California. She hoped he’d benefit from the male influence there, now that Dad was gone.

Like most kids, I was nervous on my first day—everything was new. I had no idea where my locker, classes, or the gym were, and Bella Vista was huge—nearly two thousand students were enrolled there. As usual, I was one of the youngest on campus, mixing it up with the older kids. But I was used to that.

As mentioned earlier, it had started when I began elementary school. The principal’s solution to overcrowding was to create overflow classrooms, blending younger, advanced students in with kids in the next grade up. I’d tested above my first-grade level and landed in a second-grade class while still answering to a first-grade roll call. Skipping grades wasn’t an option at the time, and with my September birthday, I was already younger than my normal classmates, let alone the second graders. This continued throughout my years in grammar school.

One perk of being in the advanced class? I could take Spanish, which thrilled my dad. He loved flying to Mexico with Mom in our plane, he loved practicing the language with me, and he loved the idea of my following in his footsteps as a doctor. Over breakfast, he’d grin and speak to me in Spanish, delighted that I was absorbing it so easily. “Joni, imagine when you’re a doctor and you have Spanish-speaking patients. You’ll be able to connect with them in a way most doctors can’t.” I would smile back, because at that point, I believed I would become a doctor too. But while Dad saw my future so clearly, I was still trying to figure out my place in the present.

In the fall of my fifth grade year, two new faces appeared in my classroom at Earl Le Gette Elementary—fraternal twins, Jed and Jay Johnson. Jay had curly blond hair and a mischievous streak, while Jed was quieter, more preppy. It didn’t take long for them to become part of our world. In fact, over time, Jed became like another sibling, and Mom became a second mother to him.

By 1961, I had completed the sixth-grade coursework, even though I was technically still in fifth grade. When my classmates—including Jed and Jay—moved on to middle school, I was left behind with a group of kids I barely knew.

Rather than letting me advance to middle school, the administration at Earl Le Gette kept me in the same grade, repeating the curriculum while acting as a teacher’s assistant. At the time it felt like a wasted year, but looking back, I can see that stepping into that leadership role shaped me in ways I didn’t yet understand.

The following year, I reunited with my friends at Kingswood Middle School, where childhood friendships started shifting into what adults called puppy love. Jed and I decided we were a “couple”—whatever that meant at eleven years old. We might have held hands or said sweet things to each other, but none of us smoked, drank, or experimented with anything beyond innocent romance.

Over time, our puppy love deepened into a lifelong friendship that lasted until his passing in 1996, as you’ll see in later chapters.

At the end of seventh grade, history repeated itself: My friends moved on to high school, and I was left behind once more. I swore to myself, Never. Again.
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