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AUTHOR’S NOTE

The fictional Anti-Terrorist Task Force (ATTF) represented in this novel is based on the actual Joint Terrorist Task Force (JTTF), though I have taken some dramatic liberties and literary license where necessary.

The Joint Terrorist Task Force is a group of hard-working, dedicated, and knowledgeable men and women who are in the front line in the war against terrorism in America.

The characters in this story are entirely fictitious, though some of the workings of the law enforcement agencies portrayed are based on fact, as is the American air raid on Libya in 1986.




BOOK I

America, April 15 The Present

Death is afraid of him because he has the heart of a lion.

Arab proverb




CHAPTER 1


You’d think that anyone who’d been shot three times and almost become an organ donor would try to avoid dangerous situations in the future. But, no, I must have this unconscious wish to take myself out of the gene pool or something.

Anyway, I’m John Corey, formerly of the NYPD, Homicide, now working as a Special Contract Agent for the Federal Anti-Terrorist Task Force. I was sitting in the back of a yellow cab on my way from 26 Federal Plaza in lower Manhattan to John F. Kennedy International Airport with a Pakistani suicide driver behind the wheel.

It was a nice spring day, a Saturday, moderate traffic on the Shore Parkway, sometimes known as the Belt Parkway, and recently renamed POW/MIA Parkway to avoid confusion. It was late afternoon, and seagulls from a nearby landfill—formerly known as a garbage dump—were crapping on the taxi’s windshield. I love spring.

I wasn’t headed off on vacation or anything like that—I was reporting for work with the aforementioned Anti-Terrorist Task Force. This is an organization that not too many people know about, which is just as well. The ATTF is divided into sections which focus on specific bunches of troublemakers and bomb chuckers, like the Irish Republican Army, Puerto Rican Independence Movement, black radicals, and other groups that will go unnamed. I’m  in the Mideastern section, which is the biggest group and maybe the most important, though to be honest, I don’t know much about Mideastern terrorists. But I was supposed to be learning on the job.

So, to practise my skills, I started up a conversation with the Pakistani guy whose name was Fasid, and who for all I know is a terrorist, though he looked and talked like an okay guy. I asked him, “What was that place you came from?”

“Islamabad. The capital.”

“Really? How long have you been here?”

“Ten years.”

“You like it here?”

“Sure. Who doesn’t?”

“Well, my ex-brother-in-law, Gary, for one. He’s always bad-mouthing America. Wants to move to New Zealand.”

“I have an uncle in New Zealand.”

“No kidding? Anybody left in Islamabad?”

He laughed, then asked me, “You meeting somebody at the airport?”

“Why do you ask?”

“No luggage.”

“Hey, you’re good.”

“So, you’re meeting somebody? I could hang around and take you back to the city.”

Fasid’s English was pretty good—slang, idioms, and all that. I replied, “I have a ride back.”

“You sure? I could hang around.”

Actually, I was meeting an alleged terrorist who’d surrendered himself to the U.S. Embassy in Paris, but I didn’t think that was information I needed to share with Fasid. I said, “You a Yankee fan?”

“Not anymore.” Whereupon he launched into a tirade against Steinbrenner, Yankee Stadium, the price of tickets,  the salaries of the players, and so forth. These terrorists are clever, sounding just like loyal citizens.

Anyway, I tuned the guy out and thought about how I’d wound up here. As I indicated, I was a homicide detective, one of New York’s Finest, if I do say so. A year ago this month, I was playing dodge-the-bullets with two Hispanic gentlemen up on West 102nd Street in what was probably a case of mistaken identity, or sport shooting, since there seemed to be no reason for the attempted whack. Life is funny sometimes. Anyway, the perps were still at large, though I had my eye out for them, as you might imagine.

After my near-death experience and upon release from the hospital, I accepted my Uncle Harry’s offer to stay at his summer house on Long Island to convalesce. The house is located about a hundred road miles from West 102nd Street, which was fine. Anyway, while I was out there, I got involved with this double murder of a husband and wife, fell in love twice, almost got killed. Also, one of the women I fell in love with, Beth Penrose by name, is still sort of in my life.

While all this was going on out on eastern Long Island, my divorce became final. And as if I wasn’t already having a bad R&R at the beach, I wound up making the professional acquaintance of a schmuck on the double homicide case named Ted Nash of the Central Intelligence Agency who I took a big dislike to, and who hated my guts in return, and who, lo and behold, was now part of my ATTF team. It’s a small world, but not that small, and I don’t believe in coincidence.

There was also another guy involved with that case, George Foster, an FBI agent, who was okay, but not my cup of tea either.

In any case, it turns out that this double homicide was not a Federal case, and Nash and Foster disappeared, only  to reappear in my life about four weeks ago when I got assigned to this ATTF Mideastern team. But no sweat, I’ve put in for a transfer to the ATTF’s Irish Republican Army section, which I will probably get. I don’t have any real feelings about the IRA either way, but at least the IRA babes are easy to look at, the guys are more fun than your average Arab terrorist, and the Irish pubs are primo. I could do some real good in the anti-IRA section. Really.

Anyway, after all this mess out on Long Island, I get offered this great choice of being hauled in front of the NYPD disciplinary board for moonlighting or whatever, or taking a three-quarter medical disability and going away. So I took the medical, but also negotiated a job at John Jay College of Criminal Justice in Manhattan where I live. Before I got shot, I’d taught a class at John Jay as an Adjunct Professor, so I wasn’t asking for much and I got it.

Starting in January, I was teaching two night classes at JJ and one day class, and I was getting bored out of my mind, so my ex-partner, Dom Fanelli, knows about this Special Contract Agent program with the Feds where they hire former law enforcement types to work with ATTF. I apply, I’m accepted, probably for all the wrong reasons, and here I am. The pay’s good, the perks are okay, and the Federal types are mostly schmucks. I have this problem with Feds, like most cops do, and not even sensitivity training would help.

But the work seems interesting. The ATTF is a unique and, I may say, elite group (despite the schmucks) that only exists in New York City and environs. It’s made up mostly of NYPD detectives who are great guys, FBI, and some quasi-civilian guys like me hired to round out the team, so to speak. Also, on some teams, when needed, are CIA prima donnas, and also some DEA—Drug Enforcement Agency--people who know their business, and know about connections between the drug trade and the terrorist world.

Other team players include people from the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco & Firearms of Waco, Texas, fame, plus cops from surrounding suburban counties, and New York State Police. There are other Federal types from agencies I can’t mention, and last but not least, we have a few Port Authority detectives assigned to some teams. These PA guys are helpful at airports, bus terminals, train stations, docks, some bridges and tunnels under their control, and other places, like the World Trade Center, where their little empire extends. We have it all pretty much covered, but even if we didn’t, it sounds really impressive.

The ATTF was one of the main investigating groups in the World Trade Center bombing and the TWA 800 explosion off Long Island. But sometimes we take the show on the road. For instance, we also sent a team to help out with the African embassy bombings, though the name ATTF was hardly mentioned in the news, which is how they like it. All of this was before my time, and things have been quiet since I’ve been here, which is how I like it.

The reason the almighty Feds decided to team up with the NYPD and form the ATTF, by the way, is that most FBI people are not from New York and don’t know a pastrami sandwich from the Lexington Avenue subway. The CIA guys are a little slicker and talk about cafés in Prague and the night train to Istanbul and all that crap, but New York is not their favorite place to be. The NYPD has street smarts, and that’s what you need to keep track of Abdul Salami-Salami and Paddy O’Bad and Pedro Viva Puerto Rico and so on.

Your average Fed is Wendell Wasp from West Wheatfield, Iowa, whereas the NYPD has mucho Hispanics, lots of blacks, a million Irish, and even a few Muslims now, so you get this cultural diversity on the force that is not only politically cool and correct, but actually  useful and effective. And when the ATTF can’t steal active-duty NYPD people, they hire ex-NYPD like me. Despite my so-called disability, I’m armed, dangerous, and nasty. So there it is.

We were approaching JFK, and I said to Fasid, “So, what did you do for Easter?”

“Easter? I don’t celebrate Easter. I’m Muslim.”

See how clever I am? The Feds would’ve sweated this guy for an hour to make him admit he was a Muslim. I got it out of him in two seconds. Just kidding. But, you know, I really have to get out of the Mideast section and into the IRA bunch. I’m part Irish and part English, and I could work both sides of that street.

Fasid exited the Shore-Belt-POW/MIA Parkway and got on the Van Wyck Expressway heading south into JFK. These huge planes were sort of floating overhead making whining noises, and Fasid called out to me, “Where you going?”

“International Arrivals.”

“Which airline?”

“There’s more than one?”

“Yeah. There’s twenty, thirty, forty—”

“No kidding? Just drive.”

Fasid shrugged, just like an Israeli cabbie. I was starting to think that maybe he was a Mossad agent posing as a Pakistani. Or maybe this job was getting to me.

There’s all these colored and numbered signs along the expressway, and I let the guy go to the International Arrivals, a huge structure with all the airline logos, one after the other out front, and he asked again, “Which airline?”

“I don’t like any of these. Keep going.”

Again, he shrugged.

I directed him onto another road, and we were now going  to the other side of the big airport. This is good trade craft, to see if anybody’s following you. I learned this in some spy novel or maybe a James Bond movie. I was trying to get into this anti-terrorist thing.

I got Fasid pointed in the right direction and told him to stop in front of a big office-type building on the west side of JFK that was used for this and that. This whole area is full of nondescript airport services buildings and warehouses, and no one notices anybody’s comings and goings, plus the parking is easy. I paid the guy, tipped him, and asked for a receipt in the exact amount. Honesty is one of my few faults.

Fasid gave me a bunch of blank receipts and asked again, “You want me to hang around?”

“I wouldn’t if I were you.”

I went into the lobby of the building, a 1960s sort of crap modern architecture, and instead of an armed guard with an Uzi like they have all over the world, there’s just a sign that says RESTRICTED AREA—AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY. So, assuming you read English, you know if you’re welcome or not.

I went up a staircase and down a long corridor of gray steel doors, some marked, some numbered, some neither. At the end of the corridor was a door with a nice blue-and-white sign that said CONQUISTADOR CLUB—PRIVATE—MEMBERS ONLY.

There was this electronic keycard scanner alongside the door, but like everything else about the Conquistador Club, it was a phony. What I had to do was to press my right thumb on the translucent face of the scanner, which I did. About two seconds later, the metrobiotic genie said to itself, “Hey, that’s John Corey’s thumb—let’s open the door for John.”

And did the door swing open? No, it slid into the wall as far as its dummy doorknob. Do I need this nonsense?

Also there’s a video scanner overhead, in case your thumbprint got screwed up with a chocolate bar or something, and if they recognize your face, they also open the door, though in my case they might make an exception.

So I went in, and the door slid closed automatically behind me. I was now in what appeared to be the reception area of an airline travelers’ club. Why there’d be such a club in a building that’s not near a passenger terminal is, you can be sure, a question I’d asked, and I’m still waiting for an answer. But I know the answer, which is that when the CIA culture is present, you get this kind of smoke-and-mirrors silliness. These clowns waste time and money on stagecraft, just like in the old days when they were trying to impress the KGB. What the door needed was a simple sign that said KEEP OUT.

Anyway, behind the counter was Nancy Tate, the receptionist, a sort of Miss Moneypenny, the model of efficiency and repressed sexuality, and all that. She liked me for some reason and greeted me cheerily, “Good afternoon, Mr. Corey.”

“Good afternoon, Ms. Tate.”

“Everyone has arrived.”

“I was delayed by traffic.”

“Actually, you’re ten minutes early.”

“Oh . . .”

“I like your tie.”

“I took it off a dead Bulgarian on the night train to Istanbul.”

She giggled.

Anyway, the reception area was all leather and burled wood, plush blue carpet, and so forth, and on the wall directly behind Nancy was another logo of the fictitious Conquistador Club. And for all I knew, Ms. Tate was a hologram.

To the left of Ms. Tate was an entranceway marked CONFERENCE AND BUSINESS AREA that actually led to the interrogation rooms and holding cells, which I guess could be called the Conference and Business Area. To the right, a sign announced LOUNGE AND BAR. I should be so lucky. That was in fact the way to the communications and operations center.

Ms. Tate said to me, “Ops Center. There are five people including yourself.”

“Thanks.” I walked through the doorway, down a short hallway, and into a dim, cavernous, and windowless room that held desks, computer consoles, cubicles, and such. On the big rear wall was a huge, computer-generated color map of the world that could be programmed to a detailed map of whatever you needed, like downtown Islamabad. Typical of most Federal facilities, this place had all the bells and whistles. Money is no problem in Fedland.

In any case, this facility wasn’t my actual workplace, which is in the aforementioned 26 Federal Plaza in lower Manhattan. But this was where I had to be on this Saturday afternoon to meet and greet some Arab guy who was switching sides and needed to be taken safely downtown for a few years of debriefing.

I kind of ignored my teammates and made for the coffee bar, which, unlike the one in my old detective squad room, is neat, clean, and well stocked, compliments of the Federal taxpayers.

I fooled around with the coffee awhile, which was my way of avoiding my colleagues for a few more minutes.

I got the coffee the right color and noticed a tray of donuts that said NYPD and a tray of croissants and brioche that said CIA and a tray of oatmeal cookies that said FBI. Someone had a sense of humor.

Anyway, the coffee bar was on the operations side of the big room and the commo side was sort of elevated on a low  platform. A lady duty agent was up there monitoring all the gidgets and gadgets.

My team, on the operations side, was sitting around somebody’s empty desk, engaged in conversation. The team consisted of the aforementioned Ted Nash of the CIA and George Foster of the FBI, plus Nick Monti of the NYPD, and Kate Mayfield of the FBI. WASP, WASP, Wop, WASP.

Kate Mayfield came to the coffee bar and began making herself tea. She is supposed to be my mentor, whatever that means. As long as it doesn’t mean partner.

She said to me, “I like that tie.”

“I once strangled a Ninja warrior to death with it. It’s my favorite.”

“Really? Hey, how are you getting along here?”

“You tell me.”

“Well, it’s too soon for me to tell you. You tell me why you put in for the IRA section.”

“Well, the Muslims don’t drink, I can’t spell their f-ing names on my reports, and the women can’t be seduced.”

“That’s the most racist, sexist remark I’ve heard in years.”

“You don’t get around much.”

“This is not the NYPD, Mr. Corey.”

“No, but I’m NYPD. Get used to it.”

“Are we through attempting to shock and appal?”

“Yeah. Look, Kate, I thank you for your meddling—I mean mentoring—but in about a week, I’ll be in the IRA section or off the job.”

She didn’t reply.

I looked at her as she messed around with a lemon. She was about thirty, I guess, blond, blue eyes, fair skin, athletic kind of build, perfect pearly whites, no jewelry, light makeup, and so on. Wendy Wasp from Wichita. She had not one flaw that I could see, not even a zit on her face or a  fleck of dandruff on her dark blue blazer. In fact, she looked like she’d been airbrushed. She probably played three sports in high school, took cold showers, belonged to 4-H, and organized pep rallies in college. I hated her. Well, not really, but about the only thing we had in common was some internal organs, and not even all of those.

Also, her accent was hard to identify, and I remembered that Nick Monti said her father was an FBI guy, and they’d lived in different places around the country.

She turned and looked at me, and I looked at her. She had these piercing eyes, the color of blue dye No. 2, like they use in ice pops.

She said to me, “You came to us highly recommended.”

“By who? Whom?”

“Whom. By some of your old colleagues in homicide.”

I didn’t reply.

“Also,” she said, “by Ted and George.” She nodded toward Schmuck and Putz.

I almost choked on my coffee. Why these two guys would say anything nice about me was a total mystery.

“They aren’t fond of you, but you impressed them on that Plum Island case.”

“Yeah, I even impressed myself on that one.”

“Why don’t you give the Mideast section a try?” She added, “If Ted and George are the problem, we can switch you to another team within the section.”

“I love Ted and George, but I really have my heart set on the anti-IRA section.”

“Too bad. This is where the real action is. This is a career builder.” She added, “The IRA are pretty quiet and well behaved in this country.”

“Good. I don’t need a new career anyway.”

“The Palestinians and the Islamic groups, on the other hand, are potentially dangerous to national security.”

“No ‘potentially’ about it,” I replied. “World Trade Center.”

She didn’t reply.

I’d come to discover that these three words in the ATTF were like, “Remember Pearl Harbor.” The intelligence community got caught with their pants down on that one, but came back and solved the case, so it was a draw.

She continued, “The whole country is paranoid about a Mideast terrorist biological attack or a nuclear or chemical attack. You saw that on the Plum Island case. Right?”

“Right.”

“So? Everything else in the ATTF is a backwater. The real action is in the Mideast section, and you look like a man of action.” She smiled.

I smiled in return. I asked her, “What’s it to you?”

“I like you.”

I raised my eyebrows.

“I like New York Neanderthals.”

“I’m speechless.”

“Think about it.”

“Will do.” I glanced at a TV monitor close by and saw that the flight we were waiting for, Trans-Continental 175 from Paris, was inbound and on time. I asked Ms. Mayfield, “How long do you think this will take?”

“Maybe two or three hours. An hour of paperwork here, then back to Federal Plaza, with our alleged defector, then we’ll see.”

“See what?”

“Are you in a rush to get somewhere?”

“Sort of.”

“I feel badly that national security is interfering with your social life.”

I didn’t have a good reply to that, so I said, “I’m a big fan of national security. I’m yours until six P.M.”

“You can leave whenever you want.” She took her tea and rejoined our colleagues.

So, I stood there with my coffee, and considered the offer to take a hike. In retrospect, I was like the guy standing in quicksand, watching it cover my shoes, curious to see how long it would take to reach my socks, knowing I could leave anytime soon. Unfortunately, the next time I glanced down, it was up to my knees.




CHAPTER 2


Sam Walters leaned forward in his chair, adjusted his headset-microphone, and stared at the green three-foot radar screen in front of him. It was a nice April afternoon outside, but you’d never know that here in the dimly lit, windowless room of the New York Air Traffic Control Center in Islip, Long Island, fifty miles east of Kennedy Airport.

Bob Esching, Walters’ shift supervisor, stood beside him and asked, “Problem?”

Walters replied, “We’ve got a NO-RAD here, Bob. Trans-Continental Flight One-Seven-Five from Paris.”

Bob Esching nodded. “How long has he been NO-RAD?”

“No one’s been able to raise him since he came off the North Atlantic track near Gander.” Walters glanced at his clock. “About two hours.”

Esching asked, “Any other indication of a problem?”

“Nope. In fact . . .” He regarded the radar screen and said, “He turned southwest at the Sardi intersection, then down Jet Thirty-Seven, as per flight plan.”

Esching replied, “He’ll call in a few minutes, wondering why we haven’t been talking to him.”

Walters nodded. A No-Radio status was not that unusual—it often happened between air traffic control and the aircraft they worked with. Walters had had days when it  happened two or three times. Invariably, after a couple of minutes of repeated transmissions, some pilot would respond, “Oops, sorry . . .” then explain that they had the volume down or the wrong frequency dialed in—or something less innocuous, like the whole flight crew was asleep, though they wouldn’t tell you that.

Esching said, “Maybe the pilot and co-pilot have stewardesses on their laps.”

Walters smiled. He said, “The best explanation I ever got in a NO-RAD situation was from a pilot who admitted that when he laid his lunch tray down on the pedestal between the pilots’ seats, the tray had pressed into a selector switch and taken them off-frequency.”

Esching laughed. “Low-tech explanation for a high-tech problem.”

“Right.” Walters looked at the screen again. “Tracking fine.”

“Yeah.”

It was when the blip disappeared, Walters thought, that you had a major problem. He was on duty the night in March 1998 when Air Force One, carrying the President, disappeared from the radar screen for twenty-four long seconds, and the entire room full of controllers sat frozen. The aircraft reappeared from computer-glitch limbo and everyone started to breathe again. But then there was the night of July 17, 1996, when TWA Flight 800 disappeared from the screen forever . . . Walters would never forget that night as long as he lived. But here, he thought, we have a simple NO-RAD . . . and yet something bothered him. For one thing, this was a very long time to be in a NO-RAD status.

Sam Walters punched a few buttons, then spoke into his headset microphone on the intercom channel. “Sector Nineteen, this is Twenty-three. That NO-RAD, TC One-Seven-Five, is coming your way, and you’ll get the  handoff from me in about four minutes. I just wanted to give you a heads-up on this in case you need to do some adjusting.”

Walters listened to the reply on his headset, then said, “Yeah . . . the guy’s a real screwup. Everyone up and down the Atlantic Coast has been calling him for over two hours on VHF, HF, and for all I know, CB and smoke signals.” Walters chuckled and added, “When this flight is over, this guy’s going to be doing so much writing, he’ll think he’s Shakespeare. Right. Talk to you later.” He turned his head and made eye contact with Esching. “Okay?”

“Yeah . . . tell you what . . . call everyone down the line and tell them that the first sector that makes contact will inform the captain that when he lands, he’s to call me on the telephone at the Center. I want to talk to this clown myself so I can tell him how much aggro he’s caused along the coast.”

“Canada, too.”

“Right.” Esching listened to Walters pass on the message to the next controllers who would be getting jurisdiction of Trans-Continental Flight 175.

A few other controllers and journeymen on break had wandered over to the Section 23 console. Walters knew that everyone wanted to see why Supervisor Bob Esching was so far from his desk and out on the floor. Esching was—in the unkind words of his subordinates—standing dangerously close to an actual work situation.

Sam Walters didn’t like all these people around him, but if Esching didn’t shoo them off, he couldn’t say anything. And he didn’t think Esching was going to tell everyone to clear out. The Trans-Continental No-Radio situation was now the focus event in the control center, and this mini-drama was, after all, good training for these young controllers who had pulled Saturday duty.

No one said much, but Walters sensed a mixture of curiosity, puzzlement, and maybe a bit of anxiety.

Walters got on the radio and tried again. “Trans-Continental Flight One-Seven-Five, this is New York Center. Do you read me?”

No reply.

Walters broadcast again.

No reply.

The room was silent except for the hum of electronics. No one standing around had any comment. It was unwise to say anything in these kinds of situations that could come back to haunt you.

Finally, one of the controllers said to Esching, “Paper this guy big-time on this one, boss. I got off to a late coffee break because of him.”

A few controllers laughed, but the laughter died away quickly.

Esching cleared his throat and said, “Okay, everybody go find something useful to do. Scram.”

The controllers all wandered off, leaving Walters and Esching alone. Esching said softly, “I don’t like this.”

“Me neither.”

Esching grabbed a rolling chair and wheeled it beside Walters. Esching studied the big screen and focused on the problem aircraft. The identity tag on the screen showed that it was a Boeing 747, and it was the new 700 Series aircraft, the largest and most modern of Boeing’s 747s. The aircraft was continuing precisely along its flight plan, routing toward JFK International Airport. Esching said, “How the hell could all the radios be non-functioning?”

Sam Walters considered for a minute, then replied, “They can’t be, so—I think it has to be either that the volume control is down, the frequency selectors are broken, or the antennas have fallen off.”

“Yeah?”

‘Yeah . . .”

“But . . . if it was the volume control or the frequency selectors, the crew would have realized that a long time ago.”

Walters nodded and replied, “Yeah . . . so, maybe it’s total antenna failure . . . or, you know, this is a new model so maybe there’s some kind of electronic bug in this thing and it caused total radio failure. Possible.”

Esching nodded, “Possible.” But not probable. Flight 175 had been totally without voice contact since leaving the Oceanic Tracks and reaching North America. The Abnormal Procedures Handbook addressed this remote possibility, but he recalled that the handbook wasn’t very clear about what to do. Basically, there was nothing that could be done.

Walters said, “If his radios are okay, then when he has to start down, he’ll realize he’s on the wrong frequency or that his volume control is down.”

“Right. Hey . . . do you think they’re all asleep?”

Walters hesitated, then replied, “Well . . . it happens, but, you know, a flight attendant would have come into the cockpit by now.”

“Yeah. This is too long for a NO-RAD, isn’t it?”

“It’s getting to be a little long . . . but like I said, when he has to start down . . . you know, even if he had total radio failure, he could use the data link to type a message to his company operations, and they’d have called us by now.”

Esching had thought about that and replied, “That’s why I’m starting to think it’s antenna failure, like you said.” He thought a moment and asked Walters, “How many antennas does this plane have?”

“I’m not sure. Lots.”

“Could they all fail?”

“Maybe.”

Esching considered, then said, “Okay, say he’s aware of a total radio failure . . . he could actually use one of the air-to-land phones in the dome cabin and call someone who would have called us by now. I mean, it’s been done in the past—you could use an airphone.”

Walters nodded.

Both men watched the white radar blip with its white alpha-numeric identification tag trailing beneath it as the blip continued to crawl slowly from right to left.

Finally, Bob Esching said what he didn’t want to say. “It could be a hijacking.”

Sam Walters didn’t reply.

“Sam?”

“Well . . . look, the airliner is following the flight plan, the course and altitude are right, and they’re still using the transponder code for the transatlantic crossing. If they were being hijacked, he’s supposed to send a hijacking transponder code to tip us off.”

“Yeah . . .” Esching realized that this situation didn’t fit any of the profiles for a hijacking. All they had was an eerie silence from an aircraft that otherwise behaved normally. Yet, it was possible that a sophisticated hijacker would know about the transponder code and tell the pilots not to touch the transponder selector.

Esching knew he was the man on the spot. He cursed himself for volunteering for this Saturday shift. His wife was in Florida visiting her parents, his kids were in college, and he’d thought that going to work would be better than sitting around the house alone. Wrong. He needed a hobby.

Walters said, “What else can we do?”

“You just keep doing what you’re doing. I’m going to call the Kennedy Tower supervisor, then I’ll call the Trans-Continental Operations Center.”

“Good idea.”

Esching stood and said, for the record, “Sam, I don’t believe we have a serious problem here, but we would be lax if we didn’t make some notifications.”

“Right,” Walters replied as he mentally translated Esching’s words to, We don’t want to sound inexperienced, panicky, or too incompetent to handle the situation, but we do want to cover our asses.

Esching said, “Go ahead and call Sector Nineteen for the handoff.”

“Right.”

“And call me if anything changes.”

“Will do.”

Esching turned and walked toward his glassed-in cubicle at the rear of the big room.

He sat at his desk and let a few minutes pass, hoping that Sam Walters would call him to announce they’d established contact. He thought about the problem, then thought about what he was going to say to the Kennedy Tower supervisor. His call to Kennedy, he decided, would be strictly FYI, with no hint of annoyance or concern, no opinions, no speculation—nothing but the facts. His call to Trans-Continental Operations, he knew, had to be just the right balance of annoyance and concern.

He picked up the phone and speed-dialed Kennedy Tower first. As the phone rang, he wondered if he shouldn’t just tell them what he really felt in the deepest part of his guts—something is very wrong here.




CHAPTER 3


I was sitting now with my colleagues: Ted Nash, CIA Super Spook; George Foster, FBI Boy Scout; Nick Monti, NYPD good guy; and Kate Mayfield, Golden Girl of the Federal Bureau of Investigation. We’d all found swivel chairs from unoccupied desks, and everyone had a ceramic coffee mug in his or her hand. I really wanted a donut—a sugar donut—but there’s this thing with copsa and donuts that people find funny for some reason, and I wasn’t going to have a donut.

We all had our jackets off, so we could see one another’s holsters. Even after twenty years in law enforcement, I find that this makes everyone’s voice a couple of octaves lower, even the women.

Anyway, we were all leafing through our folders on this alleged defector, whose name was Asad Khalil. What cops call the folder, by the way, my new friends call the dossier. Cops sit on their asses and flip through their folders. Feds sit on their derrières and peruse their dossiers.

The information in the folder is called the book on the guy, the information in the dossier is called, I think, the information. Same thing, but I have to learn the language.

Anyway, there wasn’t much in my folder, or their dossier, except a color photo transmitted by the Paris Embassy, plus a real short bio, and a brief sort of This-is-what-we-think-the-prick-is-up-to kind of report compiled  by the CIA, Interpol, British MI-6, the French Sûreté, and a bunch of other cop and spook outfits around Europe. The bio said that the alleged defector was a Libyan, age about thirty, no known family, no other vitals, except that he spoke English, French, a little Italian, less German, and, of course, Arabic.

I glanced at my watch, stretched, yawned, and looked around. The Conquistador Club, in addition to being an ATTF facility, doubled as an FBI field office and CIA hangout and who knew what else, but on this Saturday afternoon, the only people there were us five of the ATTF team, the duty officer whose name was Meg, and Nancy Tate out front. The walls, incidentally, are lead-lined so that nobody outside can eavesdrop with microwaves, and even Superman can’t see us.

Ted Nash said to me, “I understand you might be leaving us.”

I didn’t reply, but I looked at Nash. He was a sharp dresser, and you knew that everything was custom-made, including his shoes and holster. He wasn’t bad-looking, nice tan, salt-and-pepper hair, and I recalled quite distinctly that Beth Penrose got a little sweaty over him. I had convinced myself that this was not why I didn’t like him, of course, but it certainly added fat to the fires of my smoldering resentment, or something like that.

George Foster said to me, “If you give this assignment ninety days, then whatever decision you make will be given serious consideration.”

“Really?”

Foster, as the senior FBI guy, was sort of like the team leader, which was okay with Nash, who was not actually on  the team, but drifted in and out if the situation called for CIA, like it did today.

Foster, dressed in his awful blue-serge-I’m-a-Fed suit,  added, rather bluntly, “Ted’s leaving on overseas assignment in a few weeks, then it will only be us four.”

“Why can’t he leave now?” I suggested subtly.

Nash laughed.

By the way, Mr. Ted Nash, aside from hitting on Beth Penrose, had actually added to his list of sins by threatening me during the Plum Island thing—and I’m not the forgiving type.

George Foster said to me, “We have an interesting and important case that we’re working on that involves the murder of a moderate Palestinian by an extremist group here in New York. We need you for that.”

“Really?” My street instincts were telling me that I was getting smoke blown up my ass. Ergo, Foster and Nash needed a guy to take the fall for something, and whatever it was, I was getting set up to go down. I felt like hanging around just to see what they were up to, but to be honest, I was out of my element here, and even bozos could bring you down if you weren’t careful.

I mean, what a coincidence that I wound up on this team. The ATTF is not huge, but it’s big enough so that this arrangement looked just a little suspicious. Clue Number Two was that Schmuck and Putz requested me on this team for my homicide expertise. I was meaning to ask Dom Fanelli how he’d heard about this Special Contract Agent thing. I’d trust Dom with my life and I have, so he was okay on this, and I had to assume that Nick Monti was clean. Cops don’t screw other cops, not even for the Federal government—especially not for the Federal government.

I looked at Kate Mayfield. It would really break my cold, hard heart if she was hooked up with Foster and Nash to do me.

She smiled at me.

I smiled back. If I was Foster or Nash and I was fishing for John Corey, I would use Kate Mayfield as bait.

Nick Monti said to me, “This stuff takes some getting used to. And you know, about half the cops and ex-cops who sign on here leave. It’s like we’re all one big happy family, but the cops are like the kids who didn’t go to college, live at home, do odd jobs, and always want to borrow the car.”

Kate said, “That’s not true, Nick.”

Monti laughed. “Yeah, right.” He looked at me and said, “We can talk about it over some brews.”

I said to all assembled, “I’ll keep an open mind,” which means, Fuck you. But you don’t want to say that because you want them to keep dangling the bait. It’s kind of interesting. Another reason for my bad manners was that I was missing the NYPD—The Job, as we called it—and I guess I was feeling a little sorry for myself and a little nostalgic for the old days.

I looked at Nick Monti and caught his eye. I didn’t know him from The Job, but I knew he had been a detective in the Intelligence Unit, which was perfect for this kind of work. They supposedly needed me for this Palestinian homicide case and I guess other terrorist-related homicide cases, which was why I was given a contract. Actually, I think they have a contract out on me. I said to Nick, “Do you know why Italians don’t like Jehovah’s Witnesses?”

“No . . . why ?”

“Italians don’t like any witnesses.”

This got a big laugh out of Nick, but the other three looked like I’d just had a brain fart. The Feds, you have to understand, are so very politically correct and anal retentive, so very fucking frightened of the Washington Thought Police. They’re totally cowed by the stupid directives that come out of Washington like a steady stream of diarrhea. I  mean, we’ve all gotten a little more sensitive and aware of our words over the years, and that’s good, but the Federal types are positively paranoid about offending anybody or any group, so you get stuff like, “Hello, Mr. Terrorist, my name is George Foster, and I’ll be your arresting officer today.”

Anyway, Nick Monti said to me, “Three demerits, Detective Corey. Ethnic slur.”

Clearly Nash, Foster, and Mayfield were somewhere between annoyed and embarrassed that they were indirectly being made fun of. It occurred to me, in a sensitive moment, that the Feds had their own issues with the NYPD, but you’d never hear a word of it from them.

Regarding Nick Monti, he was about mid-fifties, married with kids, balding, a bit of a paunch, and sort of fatherly and innocuous-looking, the kind of guy who looked like anything but an Intell man. He must have been good or the Feds wouldn’t have stolen him from his NYPD job.

I perused the dossier on Mr. Asad Khalil. It appeared that the Arab gentleman moved around Western Europe a lot, and wherever he had been, some American or British person or thing had met with a misadventure—a bomb in the British Embassy in Rome, bomb in the American Cathedral in Paris, bomb in the American Lutheran Church in Frankfurt, the ax murder of an American Air Force officer outside of Lakenheath Airbase in England, and the shooting dead in Brussels of three American schoolkids whose fathers were NATO officers. This last thing struck me as particularly nasty, and I wondered what this guy’s problem was.

In any case, none of the aforementioned stuff could be directly linked to this Khalil guy, so he had been put under the eye to see who he associated with, or to see if he could be caught in the act. But the alleged asshole seemed to have  no known accomplices, no ties to or affiliations with anybody or anything, and no known terrorist connections, except Kiwanis and Rotary. Just kidding.

I scanned a paragraph in the dossier, written by a code-named agent in an unnamed intelligence agency. The paragraph said, “Asad Khalil enters a country openly and legally, using his Libyan passport and posing as a tourist. The authorities are alerted, and he is watched to see who he makes contact with. Invariably, he manages to disappear and apparently leave the country undetected, as there is never any record of his departure. I highly recommend detention and interrogation the next time he arrives at a point of entry.”

I nodded. Good idea, Sherlock. That’s exactly what we were going to do.

The thing that bothered me about this was that Asad Khalil didn’t sound like the kind of perp who would show up at the American Embassy in Paris and give himself up when he was way ahead on points.

I read the last page of the dossier. Basically what we had here was a loner with a bad attitude toward Western Civilization, such as it is. Well, okay, we’ll see what the guy is up to real soon.

I studied the color photostat from Paris. Mr. Khalil looked mean, but not ugly mean. He was the swarthily handsome type, hooked nose, slicked-back hair, and deep, dark eyes. He’d had his share of girls or boys or whatever floated his boat.

My colleagues chatted about the case at hand for a moment, and it seemed like all we were supposed to do today was take Mr. Khalil into protective custody and bring him here for a quick preliminary interrogation, a few photos, fingerprints, and all that. An asylum officer from the Immigration and Naturalization Service would do some  questioning and paperwork, too. There are a lot of redundancies built into the Federal system so that if something goes wrong, there are no fewer than five hundred people passing the buck around.

After an hour or two here, we’d escort him to Federal Plaza, where, I suppose, he would be met by the appropriate people, who, along with my team, would determine the sincerity of his defection to Christendom and so forth. At some point, a day, a week, or months from now, Mr. Khalil would wind up in some CIA place outside of Washington where he’d spill his guts for a year and then get some bucks and a new identity, which, knowing the CIA, would make the poor guy look like Pat Boone. Anyway, I said to my colleagues, “Who has blond hair, blue eyes, big tits, and lives in the South of France?”

No one seemed to know, so I told them, “Salman Rushdie.”

Nick got a good laugh out of that and slapped his knee. “Two more demerits.”

The other two guys smiled tightly. Kate rolled her eyes.

Yeah, I was being a little over the top, but I didn’t ask for this gig. Anyway, I only had one more bad joke and two more obnoxious comments left.

Kate Mayfield said, “As you may have read in our assignment memo from Zach Weber, Asad Khalil is being escorted by Phil Hundry of the FBI, and Peter Gorman of the CIA. They took charge of Khalil in Paris, and they are flying Business Class in the dome section of the 747. Mr. Khalil may or may not be a government witness and until that’s established, he’s in handcuffs.”

I inquired, “Who gets the frequent flyer miles?”

Ms. Mayfield ignored me and continued, “The two agents and Mr. Khalil will deplane first, and we will be in the jetway, at the door of the aircraft, to meet them.” She  glanced at her watch, then stood and looked at the TV monitor and said, “Still inbound, still on time. In about ten minutes we should get moving toward the gate.”

Ted Nash said, “We certainly don’t expect any trouble, but we should be alert. If anyone wanted to kill this guy, they have only a few opportunities—in the jetway, on the way back here in the van, or in transit to Manhattan. After that, Khalil disappears into the bowels of the system, and no one will see or hear from him again.”

Nick said, “I’ve arranged for some Port Authority police officers and NYPD uniformed guys on the tarmac near the van, and we have a police escort to Fed Plaza.” He added, “So if anyone tries to whack this guy, it’ll be a kamikaze mission.”

“Which,” said Mr. Foster, “is not out of the question.”

Kate said, “We slapped a bulletproof vest on him in Paris. We’ve taken every precaution. Shouldn’t be a problem.”

Shouldn’t be. Not right here on American soil. In fact, I couldn’t recall either the Feds or the NYPD ever losing a prisoner or a witness in transit, so it looked like a walk in the park. Yet, all my kidding aside, you had to handle each one of these routine assignments as though it could blow up in your face. I mean, we’re talking terrorists, people with a cause, who have shown they don’t give a rat’s ass about getting a day older.

We verbally rehearsed the walk through the terminal, to the gate, down the jetway service stairs, to the aircraft parking ramp. We’d put Khalil, Gorman, and Hundry into an unmarked van with Kevlar armor inside, then, with one Port Authority police car in the lead, and one as a trail vehicle, we would head back to our private club here. The Port Authority police cars had ground control radios, which, according to the rules, we needed in the ramp area and in all aeronautical areas.

Back at the Conquistador Club, we’d call an Immigration guy to get Khalil processed. The only organization that seemed to be missing today was the Parking Violations Bureau. But rules are rules, and everyone has their turf to protect.

At some point, we’d get back in the van, and with our escorts, we’d take a circuitous route to Manhattan, cleverly avoiding Muslim neighborhoods in Brooklyn. Meanwhile, a paddy wagon with a marked car would act as decoy. With luck, I’d be done for the day by six and in my car, heading out to Long Island for a rendezvous with Beth Penrose.

Meanwhile, back at the Conquistador Club, Nancy stuck her head in the room and said, “The van is here.”

Foster stood and announced, “Time to roll.”

At the last minute, Foster said to Nick and me, “Why don’t one of you stay here, in case we get an official call?”

Nick said, “I’ll stay.”

Foster jotted down his cell phone number and gave it to Nick. “We’ll keep in touch. Call me if anyone calls here.”

“Right.”

I glanced at the TV monitor on my way out. Twenty minutes until scheduled landing.

I’ve often wondered what the outcome would have been if I’d stayed behind instead of Nick.




CHAPTER 4


Ed Stavros, the Kennedy International Airport Control Tower Supervisor, held the phone to his ear and listened to Bob Esching, the New York Center Air Traffic Control Shift Supervisor. Stavros wasn’t sure if Esching was concerned or not concerned, but just the fact that Esching was calling was a little out of the ordinary.

Stavros’ eyes unconsciously moved toward the huge tinted windows of the control tower, and he watched a big Lufthansa A-340 coming in. He realized that Esching’s voice had stopped. Stavros tried to think of something to say that would sound right when and if the tape was ever played back to a roomful of grim-looking Monday morning quarterbacks. Stavros cleared his throat and asked, “Have you called Trans-Continental?”

Esching replied, “That’s my next call.”

“Okay . . . good . . . I’ll alert the Port Authority Police Emergency Service unit . . . was that a 700 series?”

“Right,” said Esching.

Stavros nodded to himself. The Emergency Service guys theoretically had every known type of aircraft committed to memory in regard to doorways, escape hatches, general seating plans, and so forth. “Good . . . okay . . .”

Esching added, “I’m not declaring an emergency. I’m just—”

“Yeah, I understand. But we’ll go by the book here, and  I’ll call it in as a three-two condition. You know? That’s  potential trouble. Okay?”

“Yeah . . . I mean, it could be . . .”

“What?”

“Well, I’m not going to speculate, Mr. Stavros.”

“I’m not asking you to speculate, Mr. Esching. Should I make it a three-three?”

“That’s your call. Not mine.” He added, “We have a NO-RAD for over two hours and no other indication of a problem. You should have this guy on your screen in a minute or two. Watch him closely.”

“Okay. Anything else?”

“That’s it,” said Bob Esching.

“Thanks,” said Ed Stavros and hung up.

Stavros picked up his black direct-line phone to Port Authority Communications Center, and after three rings, a voice said, “Guns and Hoses at your service.”

Stavros did not appreciate the humor of the Port Authority police officers who doubled as firemen and Emergency Service personnel. Stavros said, “I have an incoming NO-RAD. Trans-Continental Flight One-Seven-Five, Boeing 747, 700 series.”

“Roger, Tower. Which runway?”

“We’re still using Four-Right, but how do I know what he’ll use if we can’t talk to him?”

“Good point. What’s his ETA?”

“Scheduled arrival time is sixteen-twenty-three.”

“Roger. Do you want a three-two or a three-three?”

“Well . . . let’s start with a standard three-two, and we can upgrade or downgrade as the situation develops.”

“Or we can stay the same.”

Stavros definitely did not like the cocky attitude of these guys—and they were mostly all guys, even the women. Whoever had the bright idea of taking three  macho occupations—Emergency Service, firemen, and cops—and rolling them all into one, must have been crazy. Stavros said, “Who is this? Bruce Willis?”

“Sergeant Tintle, at your service. To whom am I speaking?”

“Mr. Stavros.”

“Well, Mr. Stavros, come on down to the firehouse, and we’ll put you in a nice fireproof suit and give you a crash ax, and if the plane blows, you can be among the first to get on board.”

Stavros replied, “The subject aircraft is a NO-RAD, not a mechanical, Sergeant. Don’t get overly excited.”

“I love it when you get angry.”

Stavros said to Tintle, “Okay, let’s get this on the record. I’m going to the Red Phone.” Stavros hung up and picked up the Red Phone and hit a button, which again connected him to Sergeant Tintle, who this time answered, “Port Authority—Emergency Service.” This call was official and every word was recorded, so Stavros stuck to procedure and said, “This is Tower Control. I’m calling in a three-two on a Trans-Continental 747-700, landing Runway Four-Right, ETA approximately twenty minutes. Winds are zero-three-zero at ten knots. Three hundred ten souls on board.” Stavros always wondered why the passengers and crew were called souls. It sounded as though they were dead.

Sergeant Tintle repeated the call and added, “I’ll dispatch the units.”

“Thank you, Sergeant.”

“Thank you for calling, sir. We appreciate the business.”

Stavros hung up and rubbed his temples. “Idiots.”

He stood and looked around the huge Tower Control room. A few intense men and women sat staring at their screens, or talking into their headsets, or now and then glancing out the windows. Tower Control was not as stressful a  job as that of the actual air traffic controllers sitting in a windowless radar room below him, but this was a close second. He remembered the time two of his men had caused the collision of two airliners on the runway. It had been his day off, which was why he was still employed.

Stavros walked toward the big window. From his height of over three hundred feet—the equivalent of a thirty-story building—the panoramic view of the entire airport, bay, and Atlantic Ocean was spectacular, especially with clear skies and the late afternoon sun behind him. He looked at his watch and saw it was almost 4:00 P.M. He would have been out of here in a few minutes, but that was not to be.

He was supposed to be home for dinner with his wife at seven, with another couple. He felt fairly confident that he could make it, or at least be no more than fashionably late. Even later would be okay when he arrived armed with a good story about what had delayed him. People thought he had a glamorous job, and he played it up when he’d had a few cocktails.

He made a mental note to call home after the Trans-Continental landed. Then he’d have to speak to the aircraft’s captain on the phone, then write a preliminary report of the incident. Assuming this was nothing more than a communications failure, he should be on the road by six, with two hours of overtime pay. Right.

He replayed the conversation with Esching in his mind. He wished he had a way to access the tape that recorded his every word, but the FAA wasn’t stupid enough to allow that.

Again, he thought about Esching’s phone call—not the words, but the tone. Esching was clearly concerned and he couldn’t hide it. Yet, a two-hour NO-RAD was not inherently dangerous, just unusual. Stavros speculated for a moment that Trans-Continental Flight 175 could have  experienced a fire on board. That was more than enough reason to change the alert from a standard 3-2 status to a 3- 3. A 3-4 was an imminent or actual crash, and that was an easy call. This unknown situation was a tough call.

And, of course, there was the remote chance that a hijacking was in progress. But Esching had said that there was no hijacking transponder code being sent.

Stavros played with his two options—3-2 or 3-3? A 3-3 would definitely call for more creative writing in his report if it turned out to be nothing. He decided to leave it a 3-2 and headed toward the coffee bar.

“Chief.”

Stavros looked over at one of his tower controllers, Roberto Hernandez. “What?”

Hernandez put down his headset and said to his boss, “Chief, I just got a call from the radar controller about a Trans-Continental NO-RAD.”

Stavros put down his coffee. “And?”

“Well, the NO-RAD began his descent earlier than he was supposed to, and he nearly ran into a US Airways flight bound for Philly.”

“Jeez . . .” Stavros’ eyes went to the window again. He couldn’t understand how the Trans-Continental pilot could have missed seeing another aircraft on a bright, cloudless day. If nothing else, the collision warning equipment would have sounded even before visual contact was made. This was the first indication that something could be really wrong. What the hell is going on here?


Hernandez looked at his radar screen and said, “I’ve got him, Chief.”

Stavros made his way to Hernandez’s console. He stared at the radar blip. The problem aircraft was tracking unmistakably down the instrument landing course for one of Kennedy’s northeast runways.

Stavros remembered the days when being inside an airport Control Tower meant you’d usually be looking out the window; now, the Control Tower people mostly looked at the same electronic displays that the air traffic controllers saw in the dark radar room below them. But at least up here they had the option of glancing outside if they wanted to.

Stavros took Hernandez’s high-powered binoculars and moved to the south-facing plate glass window. There were four stand-up communications consoles mounted ninety degrees apart in front of the wraparound glass so that tower personnel could have multiple communications available while standing and visually seeing what was happening on the runways, taxiways, gates, and flight approaches. This was not usually necessary, but Stavros felt a need to be at the helm, so to speak, when the airliner came into view. He called out to Hernandez, “Speed?”

“Two hundred knots,” Hernandez answered. “Descending through fifty-eight hundred feet.”

“Okay.”

Stavros picked up the Red Phone again. He also hit the Control Tower emergency speaker, then transmitted, “Emergency Service, this is Tower, over.”

A voice came over the speaker into the silent Tower Control room, “Tower, Emergency Service.”

Stavros recognized Tintle’s voice.

Tintle asked, “What’s up?”

“What’s up is the status. It’s now a three-three.”

There was a silence, then Tintle asked, “Based on what?”

Stavros thought that Tintle sounded less cocky. Stavros replied, “Based on a near-miss with another aircraft.”

“Damn.” Silence, then, “What do you think the problem is?”

“No idea.”

“Hijacking?”

“A hijacking doesn’t make the pilot fly with his head up his ass.”

“Yeah . . . well—”

“We have no time to speculate. The subject aircraft is on a fifteen-mile final for Runway Four-Right. Copy?”

“Fifteen-mile final for Runway Four-Right.”

“Affirmed,” Stavros said.

“I’ll call out the rest of the unit for a three-three.”

“Right.”

“Confirm aircraft type,” Tintle said.

“Still a 747, 700 series, as far as I know. I’ll call you when we have visual.”

“Roger that.”

Stavros signed off and raised his binoculars. He began to scan from the end of the runway and methodically out from there, but his thoughts were on the radio exchange he just had. He recalled meeting Tintle a few times at the Emergency Committee liaison meetings. He didn’t particularly like Tintle’s style, but he had the feeling that the guy was competent. As for the cowboys who called themselves Guns and Hoses, they mostly sat around the firehouse playing cards, watching TV, or talking about women. They also cleaned their trucks a lot—they loved shiny trucks.

But Stavros had seen them in action a few times, and he was fairly sure they could handle anything from a crash to an onboard fire and even a hijacking. In any case, he wasn’t responsible for them or the situation after the aircraft came to a halt. He took a little pleasure out of the knowledge that this 3-3 scramble would come out of the Port Authority budget and not the FM budget.

Stavros lowered the binoculars, rubbed his eyes, then raised the binoculars and focused on Runway Four-Right.

Both rescue units had rolled, and Stavros saw an impressive assortment of Emergency Service vehicles along the perimeter of the runway, their red beacons rotating and flashing. They were spaced far apart, a procedure designed to avoid having a monster aircraft like a 747 wiping them all out in a crash landing.

Stavros counted two R1Vs—Rapid Intercept Vehicles—and four big T2900 fire trucks. There was also one Heavy Rescue ESU truck, two ambulances, and six Port Authority police cars, plus the Mobile Command Post, which had every radio frequency of every affiliated agency in New York as well as a complete phone center. He also spotted the Hazmat—the Hazardous Material Truck—whose crew had been trained by the United States Army. Parked in the far distance was the mobile staircase truck, and the mobile hospital. The only thing missing was the mobile morgue. That wouldn’t roll unless it was needed, and there was no rush if it was.

Ed Stavros contemplated the scene—a scene he had created simply by picking up his red telephone. One part of him didn’t want there to be a problem with the approaching aircraft. Another part of him . . . he hadn’t called a 3-3 in two years, and he became concerned that he’d overreacted. But overreacting was better than underreacting.

“Seven miles,” Hernandez called out.

“Okay.” Stavros began another patterned search of the horizon where the Atlantic Ocean met the New York haze.

“Six miles.”

“I got him.” Even with the powerful binoculars, the 747 was hardly more than a glint against the blue sky. But with every passing second, the airliner was growing in size.

“Five miles.”

Stavros continued to stare at the incoming aircraft. He’d watched thousands of jumbo jets make this approach, and  there was absolutely nothing about this particular approach that troubled him, except for the fact that even now the aircraft’s radios were eerily silent.

“Four.”

Stavros decided to talk directly to the person in charge of the rescue teams. He picked up a radiophone that was preset to the Ground Control frequency and transmitted, “Rescue One, this is Tower.”

A voice came back on the speaker. “Tower, this is Rescue One. How may I help you today?”


Oh, God, Stavros said to himself, another wise-ass. It must be the qualification for the job. Stavros said, “This is Mr. Stavros, Tower Supervisor. Who is this?”

“This is Sergeant Andy McGill, first guitar, Guns and Hoses. What can I play for you?”

Stavros decided that what he didn’t want to play was this idiot’s game. Stavros said, “I want to establish direct contact with you.”

“Established.”

“Okay . . . subject aircraft is in sight, McGill.”

“Right. We see him, too.”

Stavros added, “He’s on track.”

“Good. I hate it when they land on top of us.”

“But be prepared.”

“Still NO-RAD?”

“That’s right.”

“Two miles,” said Hernandez and added, “Still on track. Altitude eight hundred feet.

Stavros relayed this to McGill, who acknowledged.

“One mile,” said Hernandez, “on track, five hundred feet.”

Stavros could clearly make out the huge jetliner now. He transmitted to McGill, “Confirm a 747-700. Gear down, flaps seem normal.”

“Roger that. I got a fix on him,” McGill replied.

“Good. You’re on your own.” Stavros ended his transmission and put the radiophone down.

Hernandez left his console and stood beside Stavros. A few other men and women with no immediate duties also lined up at the windows.

Stavros watched the 747, mesmerized by the huge aircraft that had just passed over the threshold of the runway and was floating down toward the concrete. There was nothing about this aircraft that looked or acted any differently from any other 747 touching down. But suddenly, Ed Stavros was certain that he wouldn’t be home in time for dinner.




CHAPTER 5


The van dropped us off at the International Arrivals terminal in front of the Air India logo, and we walked to the Trans-Continental area.

Ted Nash and George Foster walked together, and Kate Mayfield and I walked behind them. The idea was to not look like four Feds on a mission, in case someone was watching. I mean, you have to practice good trade craft, even if you’re not real impressed with your opponents.

I checked out the big Arrival Board, and it said that Trans-Continental Flight 175 was on time, which meant it was supposed to land in about ten minutes, arriving at Gate 23.

As we walked toward the arrival area, we scoped out the folks around us. You don’t normally see bad guys loading their pistols or anything like that, but it’s surprising how, after twenty years in law enforcement, you can spot trouble.

Anyway, the terminal was not crowded on this Saturday afternoon in April, and everyone looked more or less normal, except the native New Yorkers who always look on the verge of going postal.

Kate said to me, “I want you to be civil to Ted.”

“Okay.”

“I mean it.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

She said, with some insight, “The more you bug him, the more he enjoys it.”

Actually, she was right. But there’s something about Ted Nash that I don’t like. Partly, it’s his smugness and his superiority complex. But mostly, I don’t trust him.

Anyone waiting for an international flight is outside the Customs area on the ground floor, so we walked over there and worked the crowd a little, looking for anyone who was acting in a suspicious manner, whatever that means.

I assume that the average terrorist hit man knows that if his target is protected, then the target is not going to come out through Customs. But the quality of terrorists we get in this country is generally low, for some reason, and the stupid things that they’ve done are legendary. According to Nick Monti, the ATTF guys tell dumb terrorist stories in the bars—then bullshit the press with a different story about how dangerous these bad guys are. They are dangerous, but mostly to themselves. But then again, remember the World Trade Center. Not to mention the two embassy bombings in Africa.

Kate said to me, “We’ll spend about two minutes here, then go to the gate.”

“Should I hold up my ‘Welcome Asad Khalil’ sign yet?”

“Later. At the gate.” She added, “This seems to be the season for defections.”

“What do you mean?”

“We had another one in February.”

“Tell me.”

“Same kind of thing. Libyan guy, looking for asylum.”

“Where did he turn himself in?”

“Same. Paris,” she said.

“What happened to him?”

“We held him here for a few days, then we took him down to D.C.”

“Where is he now?”

“Why do you ask?”

“Why? Because it smells.”

“It does, doesn’t it? What do you think?”

“Sounds like a dry run to see what happens when you go to the American Embassy in Paris and turn yourself in.”

“You’re smarter than you look. Did you ever have anti-terrorist training?”

“Sort of. I was married.” I added, “I used to read a lot of Cold War novels.”

“I knew we made the right move in hiring you.”

“Right. Is this other defector under wraps or is he able to call his pals in Libya?”

“He was under loose custody. He bolted.”

“Why loose custody?”

“Well, he was a friendly witness,” she replied.

“Not anymore,” I pointed out.

She didn’t reply and I didn’t ask any further questions. In my opinion, the Feds treat so-called defecting spies and defecting terrorists a lot nicer than cops treat cooperating criminals. But that’s only my opinion.

We went to a pre-arranged spot near the Customs door and met the Port Authority detective there, whose name was Frank.

Frank said, “Do you know the way, or do you want company?”

Foster replied, “I know the way.”

“Okay,” Frank said. ‘I’ll get you started.” We walked through the Customs door, and Frank announced to a few Customs types, “Federal agents here. Passing through.”

No one seemed to care, and Frank wished us good luck, happy we didn’t want him to make the long walk with us to Gate 23.

Kate, Foster, Nash, and I walked through the big  Customs and baggage carousel area and down a corridor to the Passport Control booths where no one even asked us our business.

I mean, you could show some of these idiots a Roy Rogers badge and walk through with a rocket launcher over your shoulder.

In short, JFK is a security nightmare, a teeming cauldron of the good, the bad, the ugly, and the stupid, where thirty million travelers pass in and out every year.

We were all walking together now, down one of those long surreal corridors that connect the Passport and Immigration area to the arrival gates. In effect, we were doing the reverse of what arriving passengers do, and I suggested we walk backwards so as not to attract attention, but nobody thought that was necessary or even funny.

Kate Mayfield and I were ahead of Nash and Foster, and she asked me, “Did you study Asad Khalil’s psychological profile?”

I didn’t recall seeing any psychological profile in the dossier and I said so.

She replied, “Well, there was one in there. It indicates that a man like Asad Khalil—Asad means ‘lion’ in Arabic, by the way—that a man like that suffers from low self-esteem and has unresolved issues of childhood inadequacy that he needs to work through.”

“Excuse me?”

“This is the type of man who needs an affirmation of his self-worth.”

“You mean I can’t break his nose?”

“No, you may not. You have to validate his sense of personhood.”

I glanced at her and saw she was smiling. Quick-witted fellow that I am, I realized she was jerking me around. I  laughed, and she punched my arm playfully, which I sort of liked.

There was a woman at the gate in a sky-blue uniform holding a clipboard and a two-way radio. I guess we looked dangerous or something because she started jabbering into the radio as she watched us approaching.

Kate went on ahead and held up her FBI creds and spoke to the woman, who calmed down. You know, everybody’s paranoid these days, especially at international airports. When I was a kid, we used to go right to the gate to meet people, a metal detector was what you took to the beach to find loose change, and a hijacking was what happened to trucks. But international terrorism has changed all that. Unfortunately, paranoia doesn’t necessarily translate to good security.

Anyway, Nash, Foster, and I went up and schmoozed with the lady, who it turned out was a gate agent who worked for Trans-Continental. Her name was Debra Del Vecchio, which had a nice ring to it. She told us that as far as she knew, the flight was on time, and that’s why she was standing there. So far, so good.

There is a standard procedure for the boarding, transporting, and deplaning of prisoners and their escorts; prisoners and escorts board last and deplane first. Even VIPs, such as politicians, have to wait for prisoners to deplane, but many politicians eventually wind up in cuffs and then they can deplane first.

Kate said to Ms. Del Vecchio, “When you move the jetway to the aircraft, we will walk to the aircraft door and wait there. The people we’re meeting will deplane first, and we’ll escort them down the service stairs of the jetway onto the tarmac where a vehicle is waiting for us. You won’t see us again. There will be no inconvenience to your passengers.”

Ms. Del Vecchio asked, “Who are you meeting?”

I replied, “Elvis Presley.”

Kate clarified, “A VIP.”

Foster asked her, “Has anyone else asked you about this flight?”

She shook her head.

Nash studied the photo ID pinned to her blouse.

I thought I should do or say something clever to justify the fifty-dollar cab ride from Manhattan, but short of asking her if she had an Arab boyfriend, I couldn’t think of anything.

So, the five of us stood around, trying to look like we were having fun, checking our watches and staring at the stupid tourist posters on the wall of the corridor.

Foster seemed suddenly to remember that he had a cell phone, and he whipped it out, delighted that he had something to do. He speed-dialed, waited, then said, “Nick, this is George. We’re at the gate. Anything new there?”

Foster listened to Nick Monti, then said, “Okay . . . yes . . . right . . . okay . . . good . . .”

Unable to entertain himself any further with this routine phone call, he signed off and announced, “The van is in place on the tarmac near this gate. The Port Authority and NYPD have also arrived—five cars, ten guys, plus the paddy wagon decoy.”

I asked, “Did Nick say how the Yankees are doing?”

“No.”

“They’re playing Detroit at the Stadium. Should be fifth inning by now.”

Debra Del Vecchio volunteered, “They were behind, three to one, in the bottom of the fourth.”

“This is going to be a tough season,” I said.

Anyway, we made dumb talk for a while, and I asked Kate, “Got your income tax done yet?”

“Sure. I’m an accountant.”

“I figured as much.” I asked Foster, “You an accountant, too?”

“No, I’m a lawyer.”

I said, “Why am I not surprised?”

Debra said, “I thought you were FBI.”

Kate explained, “Most agents are accountants or lawyers.”

Ms. Del Vecchio said, “Weird.”

Ted Nash just stood there against the wall, his hands jammed into his jacket pockets, staring off into space, his mind probably returning to the good old days of the CIA-KGB World Series. He never imagined that his winning team would be reduced to playing farm teams. I said to Kate, “I thought you were a lawyer.”

“That, too.”

“I’m impressed. Can you cook?”

“Sure can. And I have a black belt in karate.”

“Can you type?”

“Seventy words a minute. And I’m qualified as a marksman on five different pistols and three kinds of rifles.”

“Nine millimeter Browning?”

“No problem,” she said.

“Shooting match?”

“Sure. Anytime.”

“Five bucks a point.”

“Ten and you’re on.”

We shook hands.

I wasn’t falling in love or anything, but I had to admit I was intrigued.

The minutes ticked by. I said, “So, this guy walks into the bar and says to the bartender, ‘You know, all lawyers are assholes.’ And a guy at the end of the bar says, ‘Hey, I heard that. I resent that.’ And the first guy says, ‘Why? Are you a lawyer?’ And the other guy says, ‘No, I’m an asshole.’ ”

Ms. Del Vecchio laughed. Then she looked at her watch, then glanced at her radio.

We waited.

Sometimes you get a feeling that something is not right. I had that feeling.




CHAPTER 6


Crew Chief Sergeant Andy McGill of the Emergency Service unit, aka Guns and Hoses, stood on the running board of his RIV emergency fire and rescue truck. He had pulled on his silver-colored bunker suit, and he was starting to sweat inside the fireproof material. He adjusted his binoculars and watched the Boeing 747 make its approach. As far as he could determine, the aircraft looked fine and was on a normal approach path.

He poked his head into the open window and said to his firefighter Tony Sorentino, “No visual indication of a problem. Broadcast.”

Sorentino, also in his fire suit, picked up the microphone that connected to the other Emergency Service vehicles and repeated McGill’s status report to all the other ESV trucks. Each responded with a Roger, followed by their call signs.

McGill said to Sorentino, “Tell them to follow a standard deployment pattern and follow the subject aircraft until it clears the runway.”

Sorentino broadcasted McGill’s orders, and everyone again acknowledged.

The other crew chief, Ron Ramos, transmitted to McGill, “You need us, Andy?”

McGill replied, “No, but stay suited up. This is still a three-three.”

“It looks like a three-nothing.”

“Yeah, but we can’t talk to the pilot, so stand by.”

McGill focused his binoculars on the FAA Control Tower in the far distance. Even with the reflection on the glass, he could tell that a number of people were lined up at the big window. Obviously the Control Tower people had gotten themselves worked up about this.

McGill opened the right side door and slid in beside Sorentino, who sat in the center of the big cab behind the steering wheel. “What do you think?”

Sorentino replied, “I think I’m not paid to think.”

“But what if you had to think?”

“I want to think there’s no problem, except for the radios. I don’t want to fight an aircraft fire today, or have a shootout with hijackers.”

McGill didn’t reply.

They sat in silence a few seconds. It was hot in their fire suits, and McGill clicked up the cab’s ventilating fan.

Sorentino studied the lights and gauges on his display panel. The RIV held nine hundred pounds of purple K powder, used to put out electrical fires, seven hundred fifty gallons of water, and one hundred gallons of lite water. Sorentino said to McGill, “All systems are go.”

McGill reflected that this was the sixth run he’d made this week and only one had been necessary—a brake fire on a Delta 737. In fact, it had been five years since he’d fought a real fire on an aircraft—an Airbus 300 with an engine ablaze that almost got out of control. McGill himself had never had a hijack situation, and there was only one man still working Guns and Hoses who had, and he wasn’t on duty today.

McGill said to Sorentino, “After the subject aircraft clears the runway, we’ll follow him to the gate.”

“Right. You want anyone to tag with us?”

“Yeah . . . we’ll take two of the patrol cars . . . just in case they have a situation on board.”

“Right.”

McGill knew that he had a good team. Everyone on the Guns and Hoses unit loved the duty, and they’d all come up the hard way, from crap places like the Port Authority bus terminal, bridge and tunnel duty, or airport patrol duty. They’d put in their time busting prostitutes, pimps, drug dealers, and drug users, rousting bums from various places in the far-flung Port Authority empire, chasing toll beaters and drunks on the bridges and tunnels, taking runaway kids from the Midwest into custody at the bus station, and so forth.

Being a Port Authority cop was a strange mix of this and that, but Guns and Hoses was the plum assignment. Everyone in the unit was a highly trained volunteer, and theoretically they were ready to fight a blazing jet fuel fire, trade lead with crazed terrorists, or administer CPR to a heart attack victim. They were all potential heroes, but the last decade or so had been pretty quiet, and McGill wondered if the guys hadn’t gotten a little soft.

Sorentino was studying a floor plan of the 747-700 on his lap. He said, “This is one big mother.”

“Yup.” McGill hoped that if it was a mechanical problem, the pilot was bright enough to have jettisoned the remaining fuel. It was McGill’s belief that jetliners were little more than flying bombs—sloshing fuel, superheated engines, and electrical wires, and who-knew-what in the cargo holds, sailing through space with the potential to take out a few city blocks. Andy McGill never mentioned to anyone the fact that he was afraid of flying and in fact never flew and never would. Meeting the beast on the ground was one thing—being up there in its belly was another.

Andy McGill and Tony Sorentino stared out the windshield into the beautiful April sky. The 747 had grown larger and now had depth and color. Every few seconds it seemed to get twice as big.

Sorentino said, “Looks okay.”

“Yeah.” McGill picked up his field glasses and focused on the approaching aircraft. The big bird had sprouted four separate bogies—gangs of wheels—two from beneath its wings and two from mid-fuselage, plus the nose gear. Twenty-four tires in all. He said, “The tires seem intact.”

“Good.”

McGill continued to stare at the aircraft that now seemed to hover a few hundred feet above and beyond the far end of Kennedy’s two-mile-long northeast runway. McGill, despite his fear of flying, was mesmerized by these magnificent monsters. It seemed to him that the act of taking off and landing was something near to magic. He had, a few times in his career, come up to one of these mystical beasts when their magic had disappeared in smoke and fire. At those times, the aircraft had become just another conflagration, no different than a truck or building that was intent on consuming itself. Then, it was McGill’s job to prevent that from happening. But until then, it seemed that these flying behemoths had arrived from another dimension, making unearthly noises and defying all the laws of earth’s gravity.

Sorentino said, “Almost down . . .”

McGill barely heard him and continued to stare through his field glasses. The landing gear hung down with a defiant gesture that seemed to be ordering the runway to come up to them. The aircraft held its nose up high, with the two nose-mounted tires centered above the level of the main landing gear. The flaps were down, the speed, altitude, and angle were all fine. Shimmering heat waves trailed behind  the four giant engines. The aircraft seemed alive and well, McGill thought, possessing both intent and intensity.

Sorentino asked, “See anything wrong?”

“No.”

The 747 crossed the threshold of the runway and dropped toward its customary touchdown point of several hundred yards beyond the threshold. The nose pitched up slightly just before the first of the main tires touched and leveled themselves from their angled-down initial position. A puff of silver-gray smoke popped up from behind each group of tires as they hit the concrete and went from zero to two hundred miles an hour in one second. From the touch of the first main tires until the pair of tires on the nose strut dropped to make contact with the runway had taken four or five seconds, but the grace of the act made it seem longer, like a perfectly executed football pass into the end zone. Touchdown.

A voice came over the emergency vehicle’s speaker and announced, “Rescue Four is moving.”

Another voice said, “Rescue Three, I’m at your left.”

All fourteen vehicles were moving and transmitting now. One by one, they drove onto the runway as the huge airliner passed them.

The 747 was now abreast of McGill’s vehicle, and he had the impression that the rollout speed was too fast.

Sorentino hit the gas pedal, and the RIV V8 diesel roared as the vehicle sped onto the runway in pursuit of the decelerating jet.

Sorentino said, “Hey, Andy—no reverse thrust.”

“What . . . ?”

As the RIV gained on the aircraft, McGill could now see that the cascading scoops behind each of the four engines were still streamlined in their cruise position. These hinged metal panels—the size of barn doors—were not deployed in  the position to divert the jet blast to a more forward angle during rollout, which was why the aircraft was going too fast.

Sorentino checked his speedometer and announced, “One hundred ten.”

“Too fast. He’s going too fast.” McGill knew that the Boeing 747 was designed and certified to stop with just its wheel brakes and this runway was long enough, so it wasn’t a huge problem, but it was his first visual indication that something was wrong.

The 747 continued its rollout, decelerating more slowly than usual, but definitely slowing. McGill was in the lead pursuit vehicle, followed by the five other trucks, who were followed by the six patrol cars, who were followed by the two ambulances.

McGill picked up his microphone and gave each of the vehicles an order. They closed on the big, lumbering aircraft and took up their positions, one RIV to the rear, two T2900 trucks on each side, the patrol cars and ambulances fanned out to the rear. Sorentino and McGill passed under the mammoth wing of the aircraft and held a position near the nose as the jet continued to slow. McGill stared at the huge airliner out the side window. He called out to Sorentino over the roar of the jet engines, “I don’t see any problem.”

Sorentino concentrated on his speed and spacing, but said, “Why doesn’t he use his reverse thrust?”

“I don’t know. Ask him.”

The Boeing 747 slowed and finally came to a stop, a quarter mile short of the end of the runway, its nose bobbing up and down twice from the last of its momentum.

Each of the four T2900 vehicles had positioned themselves forty yards from the aircraft, two on each side, with the RIVs at front and rear. The ambulances stopped behind  the aircraft, while the six patrol cars paired up with an Emergency Service vehicle, though each patrol car was further from the aircraft than the fire trucks. The six men in the patrol cars got out of their vehicles, as per standard operating procedures, and were taking precautionary cover on the sides of their cars away from the aircraft. Each man was armed with a shotgun or an AR-15 automatic rifle.

The men in the trucks stayed in their vehicles. McGill picked up his microphone and broadcast to the other five trucks, “Anyone see anything?”

No one responded, which was good, since procedurally the other rescue vehicles would maintain radio silence unless they had something pertinent to say.

McGill considered his next move. The pilot hadn’t used reverse thrust, so he’d had to apply a lot of wheel brakes. McGill said to Sorentino, “Move toward the tires.”

Sorentino edged their vehicle closer to the main tires on the aircraft’s starboard side. Putting out brake fires was the meat and potatoes of what they did for a living. It wasn’t hero stuff, but if you didn’t get some water on super-heated brakes pretty soon, it wasn’t unusual to see the entire landing gear suddenly erupt into flames. Not only was this not good for the tires, but with the fuel tanks right above the brakes, it also wasn’t good for anyone or anything within a hundred-yard radius of the aircraft.

Sorentino stopped the vehicle forty feet from the tires.

McGill raised his field glasses and stared hard at the exposed brake disks. If they were glowing red, it was time to start spraying, but they looked dull black like they were supposed to.

He picked up the microphone and ordered the T2900 vehicles to check the remaining three gangs of wheels.

The other vehicles reported negative on the hot brakes.

McGill transmitted, “Okay . . . move back.”

The four T2900 vehicles moved away from the 747. McGill knew that the flight had come in NO-RAD, which was why they were all there, but he thought he should try to call the pilot. He transmitted on the ground frequency, “Trans-Continental One-Seven-Five, this is Rescue One. Do you read me? Over.”

No reply.

McGill waited, then transmitted again. He looked at Sorentino, who shrugged.

The emergency vehicles, the police cars, the ambulances, and the 747 all sat motionless. The Boeing’s four engines continued to run, but the aircraft remained still. McGill said to Sorentino, “Drive around where the pilot can see us.”

Sorentino put the RIV in gear and drove around to the front right side of the towering aircraft. McGill got out and waved up at the windshield, then, using ground controller hand and arm signals, he motioned for the pilot to continue toward the taxiway.

The 747 didn’t move.

McGill tried to see into the cockpit, but there was too much glare on the windshield, and the cockpit was high off the ground. Two things occurred to him almost simultaneously. The first thing was that he didn’t know what to do next. The next thing was that something was wrong. Not obviously wrong, but quietly wrong. This was the worst kind of wrong.




CHAPTER 7


So we waited there at the International Arrivals gate—me, Kate Mayfield, George Foster, Ted Nash, and Debra Del Vecchio, the Trans-Continental gate agent. Being a man of action, I don’t like waiting, but cops learn to wait. I once spent three days on a stakeout posing as a hot dog vendor, and I ate so many hot dogs that I needed a pound of Metamucil to get me regular again.

Anyway, I said to Ms. Del Vecchio, “Is there a problem?”

She looked at her little walkie-talkie, which also has this readout screen, and she held it up to me again. It still read ON THE GROUND.

Kate said to her, “Please call someone.”

She shrugged and spoke into the hand radio. “This is Debbie, Gate Twenty-three. Status of Flight One-Seven-Five, please.”

She listened, signed off, and said to us, “They’re checking.”

“Why don’t they know?” I asked.

She replied patiently, “The aircraft is under Tower Control—the FAA—the Feds—not Trans-Continental. The company is called only if there’s a problem. No call, no problem.”

“The aircraft is late getting to the gate,” I pointed out.

“That’s not a problem,” she informed me. “It’s on time. We have a very good on-time record.”

“What if it sat on the runway for a week? Is it still on time?”

“Yes.”

I glanced at Ted Nash, who was still standing against the wall, looking inscrutable. As with most CIA types, he liked to give the impression that he knew more than he was saying. In most cases, what appeared to be quiet assurance and wisdom was actually clueless stupidity. Why do I hate this man?

But to give the devil his due, Nash whipped out his cell phone and punched in a bunch of numbers, announcing to us, “I have the direct dial to the Control Tower.”

It occurred to me that Mr. Nash actually did know more than he was saying, and that he knew, long before the flight landed, that there might be a problem.

 
Supervisor Ed Stavros in the FAA Control Tower continued to watch the scene being played out on Runway Four-Right through his binoculars. He said to the controllers around him, “They’re not foaming. They’re moving away from the aircraft . . . one of the Emergency Service guys is hand-signalling to the pilot . . .”

Controller Roberto Hernandez was talking on a telephone and said to Stavros, “Boss, the radar room wants to know how long before they can use Four-Left and when we can have Four-Right available to them again.” Hernandez added, “They have some inbounds that don’t have much holding fuel.”

Stavros felt his stomach knotting. He took a deep breath and replied, “I don’t know. Tell radar . . . I’ll get back to them.”

Hernandez didn’t reply, nor did he pass on his supervisor’s non-answer.

Stavros finally grabbed the phone from Hernandez and  said, “This is Stavros. We have . . . a NO-RAD—yeah, I know you know that, but that’s all I know—look, if it was a fire, you’d have to divert anyway and you wouldn’t be bugging me—” He listened, then replied tersely, “So tell them the President’s getting a haircut on Four-Right and they have to divert to Philly.” He hung up and was immediately sorry he’d said that, though he was aware that the guys around him were laughing approvingly. He felt better for half a second, then his stomach knotted again. He said to Hernandez, “Give the flight another call. Use the Tower and Ground Control frequencies. If they don’t answer, we can assume they haven’t had any luck with their radio problems.”

Hernandez picked up a console microphone and tried to raise the aircraft on both frequencies.

Stavros focused the binoculars and scanned the scene again. Nothing had changed. The giant Boeing sat stoically, and he could see the exhaust heat and fumes behind each of the power plants. The various Emergency Service vehicles and the police cars held their positions. In the far distance, a similarly composed team sat well away from the runway, burning fuel and doing what everyone else was doing—nothing. Whoever it was that had been trying to get the pilot’s attention—probably McGill—had given up and was standing there with his hands on his hips looking very stupid, Stavros thought, as though he were pissed off at the 747.

What didn’t make sense to Stavros was the pilot’s inaction. No matter what the problem was, a pilot’s first inclination would be to clear an active runway at the earliest opportunity. Yet, the Boeing 747 just sat there.

Hernandez gave up on the radio and said to Stavros, “Should I call someone?”

“There’s no one left to call, Roberto. Who are we supposed to call? The people who are supposed to get the  fucking aircraft out of there are standing around with their fingers up their nose. Who should I call next? My mother? She wanted me to be a lawyer—” Stavros realized he was losing it and calmed himself down. He took another long breath and said to Hernandez, “Call those clowns down there.” He pointed toward the situation at the end of Four-Right. “Call Guns and Hoses. McGill.”

“Yes, sir.”

Hernandez got on the radiophone and called Unit One, the lead Emergency Service vehicle. Sorentino answered and Hernandez asked, “Situation report.” He hit the speaker phone button, and Sorentino’s voice came up into the silent room. Sorentino said, “I don’t know what’s happening.”

Stavros grabbed the radiophone and, trying to control his anxiety and annoyance, said, “If you don’t know, how am I supposed to know? You’re there. I’m here. What is going on? Talk to me.”

There was a few seconds of silence, then Sorentino said, “There’s no sign of a mechanical problem . . . except—”

“Except what?”

“The pilot came in without reverse thrust. You understand?”

“Yes, I fucking well understand what reverse thrust is.”

“Yeah, so . . . McGill is trying to get the flight crew’s attention—”

“The flight crew has everyone else’s attention. Why can’t we get their attention?”

“I don’t know.” Sorentino asked, “Should we board the aircraft?”

Stavros considered this question and wondered if he was the person to answer it. Normally, Emergency Service made that determination, but in the absence of a visible problem, the hotshots down there didn’t know if they  should board. Stavros knew that boarding an aircraft on the runway with its engines running was potentially dangerous to the aircraft and to the Emergency Service people, especially if no one knew the intentions of the pilot. What if the aircraft suddenly moved? On the other hand, there could be a problem on board. Stavros had no intention of answering the question and said to Sorentino, “That’s your call.”

Sorentino replied, “Okay, thanks for the tip.”

Stavros didn’t care for this guy’s sarcasm and said, “Look, it’s not my job to—Hold on.” Stavros was aware of Hernandez holding a telephone out to him. “Who is it?”

“A guy who asked for you by name. He says he’s with the Justice Department. Says there’s a fugitive on board Flight One-Seven-Five who’s in custody, and he wants to know what’s happening.”

“Shit . . .” Stavros took the phone and said, “This is Mr. Stavros.” He listened and his eyes widened. Finally, Stavros said, “I understand. Yes, sir. The aircraft came in without radio contact and is still sitting at the end of Runway Four-Right. It’s surrounded by Port Authority police and Emergency Service personnel. The situation is static.”

He listened, then replied, “No, there’s no indication of a real problem. There was no hijacking transponder call sent out, but the aircraft did experience a near miss—” He listened again, wondering if he should even mention the reverse thrust thing to someone who might overreact to a relatively minor mechanical problem, or maybe an oversight on the pilot’s part. Stavros wasn’t sure exactly who this guy was, but he sounded like he had power. Stavros waited until the man finished, then said, “Okay, I understand. I’ll get on it—” He looked at the dead phone, then handed it back to Hernandez. The decision had just been made for him and he felt better.

Stavros put the radiophone to his mouth and transmitted to Sorentino, “Okay, Sorentino, you are to enter the aircraft. There’s a fugitive on board. Business Class in the dome. He’s cuffed and escorted so don’t be pulling guns and scaring the passengers. But take the guy and his two escorts off the aircraft and have one of the patrol cars take them to Gate Twenty-three where they’ll be met. Okay?”

“Roger. But I have to call my Tour Commander—”

“I don’t give a shit who you call—just do what I asked. And when you get on board, find out what the problem is, and if there is no problem, tell that pilot to get off the damned runway and proceed to Gate Twenty-three. Lead him in.”

“Roger.”

“Call me after you board.”

“Roger.”

Stavros turned to Hernandez and said, “To make matters worse, this Justice Department guy tells me not to reassign Gate Twenty-three to any other aircraft until he gives me the go-ahead. I don’t assign gates. The Port Authority assigns gates. Roberto, call the Port Authority and tell them not to reassign Gate Twenty-three. Now we’re short a gate.”

Hernandez pointed out, “With Four-Right and -Left closed, we don’t need many gates,”

Stavros uttered an obscenity and stormed off to his office for an aspirin.

 
Ted Nash slipped his cell phone in his pocket and said to us, “The aircraft came in without radio contact and is sitting at the end of the runway. There was no distress signal sent out, but the Control Tower doesn’t know what the problem is. The Emergency Service people are there. As  you heard, I told the Tower to have them enter the aircraft, bring our guys here, and keep the gate free.”

I said to my colleagues, “Let’s get out to the aircraft.”

George Foster, our fearless team leader, replied, “The aircraft is surrounded by Emergency Service. Plus, we have two people on board. They don’t need us there. The less that changes, the better.”

Ted Nash, as usual, stayed aloof, resisting the temptation to disagree with me.

Kate concurred with George, so I was the odd man out, as usual. I mean, if a situation is going down at Point A, why stand around at Point B?

Foster took out his cell phone and dialed one of the FBI guys on the tarmac. He said, “Jim, this is George. Small change in plans. The aircraft has a problem on the runway, so a Port Authority car will bring Phil, Peter, and the subject to this gate. Call me when they get there, and we’ll come down. Okay. Right.”

I said to George, “Call Nancy and see if she’s heard from Phil or Peter.”

“I was just going to do that, John. Thank you.” Foster dialed the Conquistador Club and got Nancy Tate on the phone. “Have you heard from Phil or Peter?” He listened and said, “No, the aircraft is still on the runway. Give me Phil’s and Peter’s phone numbers.” He listened and signed off, then dialed. He held the phone out to us, and we could hear the recorded message telling us our party was unavailable or out of the calling area. George then dialed the other number and again got the same message. He said to us, “They probably have their phones off.”

That didn’t get any salutes, so George added, “You have to shut off the cell phones in flight. Even on the ground. But maybe one of them will break the rules and call the Conquistador Club. Nancy will call us.”

I thought about this. If I got worried every time I couldn’t complete a cell phone call, I’d have ulcers by now. Cell phones and beepers suck anyway.

I considered the situation as an academic problem thrown at me by an instructor. At the Police Academy, they teach you to stick to your post or stick to the plan until ordered to do otherwise by a superior. But they also tell you to use good judgment and personal initiative if the situation changes. The trick is to know when to stick and when to move. By all objective standards, this was a time to stay put. But my instincts said to move. I used to trust my instincts more, but I was out of my element here, new to the job, and I had to assume these people knew what they were doing, which was nothing. Sometimes, nothing is the right thing.

Debra Del Vecchio’s walkie-talkie squawked, and she held it to her ear, then said, “Okay, thanks.” She said to us, “Now they tell me that Air Traffic Control called Trans-Continental operations a while ago and reported that Flight One-Seven-Five was NO-RAD.”

“No rat?”

“NO-RAD. No radio.”

“We already know that,” I said. “Does this happen often? NO-RAD?”

“I don’t know . . .”

“Why is the plane sitting on the end of the runway?”

She shrugged. “Maybe the pilot needs someone to give him instructions. You know—what taxiways to use.” She added, “I thought you said it was a VIP on board. Not a fugitive.”

“It’s a fugitive VIP.”

So, we stood there, waiting for the Port Authority cops to collect Hundry, Gorman, and Khalil and bring them to the NYPD and Port Authority escort vehicles outside this gate,  whereupon Agent Jim Somebody would call us, and we’d go down to the tarmac, get in the vehicles, and drive to the Conquistador Club. I looked at my watch. I was going to give this fifteen minutes. Maybe ten.




CHAPTER 8


Andy McGill heard the blast of his truck’s horn and moved quickly back to his vehicle and jumped on the running board. Sorentino said to him, “Stavros called. He said to enter the aircraft. Some Federal types called him, and there’s a fugitive on board, in the dome. The perp is cuffed and escorted. Take him and his two escorts out and turn him over to one of the patrol cars. They all have to go to Gate Twenty-three where some NYPD and PA vehicles will be waiting.” Sorentino asked, “Are we taking orders from this guy?”

For a brief second, McGill considered a connection between the fugitive and the problem, but there seemed to be no connection, not even a coincidence, really. There were a lot of flights that came in with escorted bad guys, VIPs, witnesses, and whatever—a lot more than people knew. In any case, there was something else in the back of his mind that kept nagging at him and he couldn’t recall what it was, but it had something to do with this situation. He made a mental shrug and said to Sorentino, “No, we’re not taking orders from Stavros or the Feds . . . but maybe it’s time to board. Notify the Tour Commander.”

“Will do.” Sorentino got on the radio.

McGill considered calling the mobile staircase vehicle, but it was some distance away, and he really didn’t need it to  get into the aircraft. He said to Sorentino, “Okay, right front door. Move it.”

Sorentino maneuvered the big truck toward the right front door of the towering aircraft. The radio crackled and a voice came over the speaker saying, “Hey, Andy. I just remembered the Saudi Scenario. Be careful.”

Sorentino said, “Holy shit . . .”

Andy McGill stood frozen on the running board. It all came back to him now. A training film. About twenty years ago, a Saudi Arabian Lockheed L1011 Tristar had taken off from Riyadh Airport, reported smoke in the cabin and cockpit, then returned to the airport and landed safely. There was apparently a fire in the cabin. The aircraft was surrounded by fire trucks, and the Saudi Emergency Service people just sat around and waited for the doors to pop open and the chutes to deploy. But as luck and stupidity would have it, the pilots had not depressurized the aircraft, and the doors were held closed by the inside air pressure. The flight attendants couldn’t get them open, and no one thought to use a fire ax to smash a window. The end of the story was that all three hundred people on board died on the runway from smoke and fumes.

The infamous Saudi Scenario. They’d been trained to recognize it, this looked like it, and they’d blown it big-time. “Oh, shit . . .”

Sorentino steered with one hand and handed McGill his Scott pack, which consisted of a portable compressed air bottle and full face mask, then his crash ax.

As the RIV got under the door of the aircraft, McGill scrambled up the hand and foot rungs of his fire truck to the flat roof where the foaming cannon was mounted.

Rescue Four had joined his truck and one of the men stood on the second truck’s roof behind that truck’s foaming cannon. McGill also noticed that one of the men from  a patrol car had suited up and was deploying a charged high-pressure water hose. The other four fire trucks and the ambulances had moved farther away in case of an explosion. McGill noted with some satisfaction that as soon as someone said Saudi Scenario, everyone knew what to do. Unfortunately, they’d all sat around too long, like the Saudi firefighters they had laughed at in the training film.

Mounted on the roof was a small collapsible ladder, and McGill extended it out to its six-foot length and swiveled it toward the door. It was just long enough to reach the door handle of the 747. McGill put on his mask, took a deep breath, and climbed the ladder.

 
Ed Stavros watched through his binoculars. He wondered why the Emergency Service team had gone into a fire-fighting mode. He had never heard of the Saudi Scenario, but he knew a fire-fighting scenario when he saw one. He picked up his radiophone and called McGill’s vehicle. “This is Stavros. What’s going on?”

Sorentino didn’t respond.

Stavros called again.

Sorentino had no intention of broadcasting the fact that they’d belatedly figured out what the problem might be. There was still a 50-50 chance that it wasn’t the Saudi Scenario, and they’d know in a few seconds.

Stavros called again, more insistent this time.

Sorentino knew he had to reply. He transmitted, “We’re just taking necessary precautions.”

Stavros considered this reply, then said, “No indication of a fire on board?”

“No . . . no smoke.”

Stavros took a deep breath and said, “Okay . . . keep me posted. Answer my calls.”

Sorentino snapped back, “We’re in a possible rescue situation. Stay off the frequency. Out!”

Stavros looked at Hernandez to see if his subordinate had heard the Guns and Hoses idiot get nasty with him. Hernandez pretended he had not, and Stavros made a mental note to give Roberto a high efficiency report.

Stavros next considered if he should call anyone concerning this fire-fighting deployment. He said to Hernandez, “Tell Air Traffic Control that Runways Four-Left and -Right will be down for at least fifteen more minutes.”

Stavros focused his binoculars and stared at the scene at the end of the runway. He couldn’t actually see the right front door, which was facing away from him, but he could see the deployment of the vehicles. If the aircraft blew and there was still a lot of fuel on board, the vehicles that had moved off a hundred yards would need new paint jobs. The two fire trucks near the aircraft would be scrap metal.

He had to admit that there were times when the Emergency Service people earned their pay. But still, his job was stressful every minute of his seven-hour shift. Those guys got stressed maybe once a month.

Stavros remembered what the nasty Emergency Service guy had said—We’re in a possible rescue situation. This in turn reminded him that his part in this drama had officially ended as soon as the 747 had come to a halt. All he had to do was keep advising Air Traffic Control of the status of the runways. Later, he’d have to write a report consistent with his taped radio transmissions, and consistent with the fate of the aircraft. He knew that his telephone conversation with the Justice Department guy was also taped, and this, too, made him feel a little better.

Stavros turned away from the big window and went to the coffee bar. If the aircraft blew, he knew he’d hear it and  feel it, even up here in his tower. But he didn’t want to see it.

 
Andy McGill shouldered his fire ax in his left hand and put the back of his gloved right hand against the aircraft’s door. The back of the fire glove was thin and theoretically you could feel heat through it. He waited a few seconds, but felt nothing.

He moved his hand to the emergency external door handle and yanked on it. The handle moved out away from its recess, and McGill pushed up on the handle to disarm the automatic escape chute.

He glanced behind and below and saw the fire-suited guy from the patrol car on the ground to his right. He had the charged hand-line aimed directly at the airliner’s closed door. The other fire truck, Rescue Four, was fifty feet behind his own, and the guy on the roof was aiming the foaming cannon at him. Everyone had full bunker gear and Scott packs on and he couldn’t tell who was who, but he trusted all of them, so it didn’t matter. The guy at the foaming cannon gave him a thumbs-up. McGill acknowledged the gesture.

Andy McGill held the handle tight and pushed. If the aircraft was still pressurized, the door wouldn’t budge, and he’d have to smash through the small door window with his crash ax to depressurize the aircraft and vent any fumes that might be inside.

He kept pushing and all of a sudden the door began to open inward. He let go of the handle and the door automatically continued to pull itself in, then retracted up into the ceiling.

McGill ducked below the threshold of the door to escape any outpouring of smoke, heat, or fumes. But there was nothing.

Without losing another second, McGill pulled himself up into the airliner. He looked around quickly and saw he was in the forward galley area, which was where he belonged according to the floor plans on file. He checked his face mask and air flow, checked his gauge to make sure his tank was full, then propped his fire ax against the bulkhead.

He stood there in the galley and peered across the wide-bodied fuselage to the other exit door. There was definitely no smoke, but he couldn’t be sure about fumes. He turned back to the open door and signaled to the men with the fire hose and cannon that he was okay.

McGill turned back into the aircraft and proceeded out of the galley into an open area. To his right was the First Class cabin in the nose, to his left was the huge Coach section. In front of him was the spiral staircase that led into the dome where the cockpit and Business Class section were.

He stood there a moment and felt the vibrations of the engines through the airframe. Everything seemed normal except for two things: it was too quiet, and the curtains across the Coach and First Class areas were drawn closed. FAA regulations called for them to be open during takeoff and landing. And if he thought further about this situation, he would have wondered why none of the flight attendants had appeared. But that was the least of his problems, and he put it out of his mind.

His instinct was to check out one or both of the curtained compartments, but his training said to proceed to the cockpit. He retrieved his crash ax and moved toward the spiral stairs. He could hear his breathing through the oxygen mask.

He took the steps slowly, but two at a time. He stopped when he was chest-level to the upper deck and peered into the big dome of the 747. There were sets of seats paired  along both sides of the dome, eight rows in all, for a total of thirty-two seats. He couldn’t see any heads above the big, plush seats, but he could see arms draped over the rests of the aisle seats. Motionless arms. “What the hell . . . ?”

He continued up the staircase and stood at the rear bulkhead of the dome. In the center of the dome was a console on which lay magazines, newspapers, and baskets of snacks. Late afternoon sunlight filled the dome through the portholes, and dust motes floated in the sunbeams. It was a pleasant scene, he thought, but instinctively he knew he was in the presence of death.

He moved up the center aisle and glanced left and right at the passengers in their seats. Only about half the seats were occupied, and they were mostly middle-aged men and women, the type you’d find in Business Class. Some were reclined backwards with reading material on their laps, some had their service trays open and drinks sat on the trays, although McGill noticed that a few glasses had tipped and spilled during the landing.

A few passengers had headphones on and appeared to be watching the small individual television screens that came out of the armrests. The TVs were still on, and the one closest to him showed a promo film of happy people in Manhattan.

McGill moved forward and turned to face the passengers. There was no doubt in his mind that all of them were dead. He took a deep breath and tried to clear his mind, tried to be professional. He pulled the fire glove off his right hand and reached out to touch the face of a woman in the closest aisle seat. Her skin was not stone cold, but neither was it body temperature. He guessed she had been dead for a few hours, and the state of the cabin confirmed that whatever had happened, had happened long before preparations to land.

McGill bent over and examined the face of a man in the next row. The face was peaceful—no saliva, no mucus, no vomit, no tears, no tortured expressions . . . McGill had never seen anything quite like this. Toxic fumes and smoke caused panic, horrible suffocation, a very unpleasant death that could be seen on the faces and in the body contortions of the victims. What he was seeing here, he concluded, was a peaceful, sleep-like unconsciousness, followed by death.

He looked for the cuffed fugitive and the two escorts and found the handcuffed man in the second from last row of the starboard side seats, sitting in the window seat. The man was dressed in a dark gray suit and though his face was partly hidden by a sleeping mask, he looked to McGill to be Hispanic or maybe Mideastern or Indian. McGill never could tell ethnic types apart. But the guy sitting next to the cuffed man was most probably a cop. McGill could usually pick out one of his own. He patted down the man and felt his holster on his left hip. He then looked at the man sitting by himself in the last row behind these two and concluded that this was the other escort. In any case, it didn’t matter any longer, except that he didn’t have to lead them off the aircraft and put them in a car; they were not going to Gate 23. In fact, no one was going anywhere except to the mobile morgue.

McGill considered the situation. Everyone up here in the dome was dead, and since the entire aircraft shared the same internal atmosphere and air pressure, then he knew that everyone in First Class and Coach was also dead. This explained what he’d seen and not seen below. It explained the silence. He considered using his radio to call for medical assistance, but he was fairly certain no one needed assistance. Still, he took the radio off its hook and was going to transmit, but he realized he didn’t know quite what to say, and he didn’t know how he would sound  yelling through his oxygen mask. Instead, he keyed the radio button in a series of long and short squelch breaks to signal that he was okay.

Sorentino’s voice came over the radio and said, “Roger, Andy.”

McGill walked to the rear lavatory behind the spiral staircase. The door sign said VACANT, and McGill opened the door, assuring himself that no one was in there.

Across from the lavatory was the galley, and as he turned away from the lavatory, he saw someone lying on the floor in the galley. He moved toward the body and knelt. It was a female flight attendant, lying on her side as though she were taking a nap. He felt her ankle for a pulse, but there was none.

Now that he was certain that no passengers needed aid, McGill went quickly to the cockpit door and pulled on it, but it was locked, as per regulations. He banged on the door with his hand, and shouted through his oxygen mask, “Open up! Emergency Service! Open up!” There was no response. Nor did he expect any.

McGill took his crash ax and swung at the cockpit door where the lock was. The door sprang in and hung half open on its hinges. McGill hesitated, then stepped into the cockpit.

The pilot and co-pilot sat in their seats, and he could see their heads tilted forward as if they’d nodded off.

McGill stood there a few seconds, not wanting to touch the pilots. Then he said, “Hey. Hey. Can you hear me?” He felt slightly stupid talking to dead men.

Andy McGill was sweating now, and he felt his knees trembling. He was not a queasy man, and over the years he had carried his share of burned and dead bodies out of various places, but he had never been alone in the presence of so much silent death.

He touched the pilot’s face with his bare hand. Dead a few hours. So, who had landed the aircraft?

His eyes went to the instrument panels. He’d sat through a one-hour class on Boeing cockpits, and he focused on a small display window that read AUTOLAND3. He had been told that a computer-programmed autopilot could land these new-generation jets without the input of a human hand and brain. He didn’t believe it when he’d heard it, but he believed it now.

There was no other explanation for how this airship of death had gotten here. An autopilot landing would also explain the near-miss with the US Airways jet, and would probably explain the lack of reverse thrust. For sure, McGill thought, it explained the hours of NO-RAD, not to mention the fact that this aircraft was sitting at the end of the runway, engines still running, with two long-dead pilots.  Mary, mother of God . . . He felt sick and wanted to scream or vomit or run, but he stood his ground and took another deep breath. Calm down, McGill.

What next?


Ventilate.

He reached above his head for the escape hatch, activated the lever, and the hatch popped open, exposing a square of blue sky.

He stood a moment, listening to the now louder sound of the jet engines. He knew he should shut them down, but there seemed to be no risk of explosion, so he let them run so that the air exchange system on board could completely purge itself of whatever invisible toxin had caused this nightmare. The only thing he felt good about was the knowledge that even if he’d acted sooner, it wouldn’t have changed anything. This was sort of like the Saudi Scenario, but it had happened while the aircraft was still aloft, far from here. There had been no fire, so the 747 hadn’t  crashed like the Swissair jet near the coast of Nova Scotia. In fact, whatever the problem was had affected only human life, not mechanical systems or electronics. The autopilot did what it was programmed to do, though McGill found himself wishing it hadn’t.

McGill looked out the windshields into the sunlight. He wanted to be out there with the living, not in here. But he waited for the air conditioning systems to do their job and tried to remember how long it took to completely vent a 747. He was supposed to know these things, but he had trouble keeping his mind focused.


Calm down.

After what seemed like a long time, but was probably less than two minutes, McGill reached down to the pedestal between the flight seats and shut off the four fuel switches. Nearly all the lights on the console went off, except those powered by the aircraft’s batteries, and the whine of the jet engines stopped immediately, replaced by an eerie silence.

McGill knew that outside the aircraft, everyone was breathing easier now that the engines had shut down. They also knew that Andy McGill was okay, but they didn’t know that it was he, not the pilots, who had shut down the engines.

McGill heard a noise in the dome cabin, and he turned toward the cockpit door and listened again. He called out through his oxygen mask, “Anybody there?” Silence. Spooky silence. Dead silence. But he had heard something. Maybe the ticking of the cooling engines. Or a piece of hand luggage had shifted in the overhead compartment.

He took a deep breath and steadied his nerves. He recalled what a medical examiner once told him in a morgue. “The dead can’t hurt you. No one’s ever been killed by a dead man.”

He looked into the dome cabin and saw the dead staring back at him. The coroner was wrong. The dead can hurt you and kill your soul. Andy McGill said a Hail Mary and crossed himself.




CHAPTER 9


I was getting antsy, but George Foster had established a commo link through Agent Jim Lindley down on the tarmac, who in turn was talking directly to one of the Port Authority cops nearby, and the PA cop had radio contact with his Command Center, who in turn had contact with the Tower, and with their Emergency Service units down on the runway.

I asked George, “What did Lindley say?”

“He said that an Emergency Service person has boarded the aircraft and the engines are shut down.”

“Did the Emergency Service guy radio a situation report?”

“Not yet, but he broke squelch to signal that everything was okay.”

“He broke squelch and they could hear that outside the plane? What did that guy have for lunch?”

Ted and Debbie laughed. Kate did not.

George drew an exasperated breath and informed me, “Radio squelch. The guy has an oxygen mask on, and it’s easier to signal with squelch breaks than to try to talk—”

“I know,” I interrupted. “Just kidding.” You don’t often get a great straight man like George Foster. Certainly not on the NYPD where everyone was a comedian, and every comedian wanted to be top banana.

Anyway, my act was wearing thin here at the steel door of  Gate 23. I suggested to George, “Let me go outside and establish personal liaison with Lindley.”

“Why?”

“Why not?”

George was torn between having me in his sight and getting me out of his sight, out of his face, and out of his life. I have that effect on superiors.

He said to everyone, “As soon as the Emergency Service guy gets our people off the aircraft and into a Port Authority car, Lindley will call me, and then we’ll go down the stairs and onto the tarmac. It’s about a thirty-second walk, so hold your horses. Okay?”

I wasn’t going to argue with this guy. For the record, I said, “You’re in charge.”

Debra Del Vecchio’s radio crackled. She listened, and informed us, “The Yankees tied it in the fifth.”

So, we waited at the gate while circumstances beyond our control caused a minor delay in our plans. On the wall was a tourist poster showing a night view of the illuminated Statue of Liberty. Beneath the photo in about a dozen languages were Emma Lazarus’ words, “Give me your tired, your poor, your huddled masses yearning to breathe free, the wretched refuse of your teeming shore. Send these, the homeless, tempest-tost to me, I lift my lamp beside the golden door!”

I learned that by heart in grade school. It still gave me goose bumps.

I looked at Kate, and we made eye contact. She smiled, and I smiled back. All things considered, this was better than lying in Columbia Presbyterian Hospital on life support systems. One of the docs told me later that if it weren’t for a great ambulance driver and a great paramedic, I’d be wearing a toe tag instead of an ID bracelet. It was that close.

It does change your life. Not outwardly, but deep inside. Like friends of mine who saw combat in Vietnam, I sometimes feel like my lease ran out, and I’m on a month-to-month contract with God.

I realized that this was about the time of day I’d taken three bullets on West 102nd Street, and the first-year anniversary was three days ago. The day would have passed unmarked by me, but my ex-partner, Dom Fanelli, insisted on taking me out for drinks. To get into the spirit of the occasion, he’d taken me to a bar on West 102nd Street, a block from the happy incident. There were a dozen of my old buds there, and they had this big pistol range target of an outlined man labeled JOHN COREY, with three bullet holes in it. Cops are weird.

 
Andy McGill knew that everything he did or failed to do would come under microscopic scrutiny in the weeks and months ahead. He’d probably spend the next month or two testifying in front of a dozen state and Federal agencies, not to mention his own bosses. This disaster would become firehouse legend, and he wanted to be certain that he was the hero of that legend.

His mind went from the unknown future to the problematic present. What next?

He knew that with the engines shut down, they could be started again only by using the onboard auxiliary power unit, which was beyond his training, or by using an external auxiliary power unit that would have to be trucked out to the aircraft. But with no pilots to start the engines and taxi the airliner, what they actually needed was a Trans-Continental tug vehicle to get this aircraft off the runway and into the security area, out of sight of the public and the media. McGill put his radio to his face mask and called Sorentino. “Rescue One, this is Rescue Eight-One.”

McGill could barely hear Sorentino’s “Roger” through his head gear. McGill said, “Get a company tug here, ASAP. Copy?”

“Copy Trans-Continental tug. What’s up?”

“Do it. Out.”

McGill exited the cockpit, walked quickly through the dome and down the spiral staircase to the lower deck, then opened the second exit door across the fuselage from the one he’d entered.

He then pulled back the curtain to the Coach section and stared down the long, wide body of the 747. Facing him were hundreds of people, sitting up or reclining, perfectly still, as though it were a photograph. He kept staring, waiting for someone to move or to make a sound. But there was no movement, no response to his presence, no reaction to this alien in a silver space suit and mask.

He turned away, crossed the open area, and tore open the curtain to the First Class compartment and walked quickly through, touching a few faces, even slapping a few people to see if he could get a response. There were absolutely no signs of life among these people, and a totally irrelevant thought popped into his head, which was that First Class round-trip tickets, Paris to New York, cost about ten thousand dollars. What difference did it make? They all breathed the same air, and now they were just as dead as the people in Economy Class.

McGill walked quickly out of the First Class compartment and back into the open space, which held the galley, the spiral staircase, and the two open doors. He went to the starboard side door and pulled his mask and headgear off.

Sorentino was standing on the running board of their RIV, and he called out to McGill, “What’s up?”

McGill took a deep breath and called down, “Bad. Real bad.”

Sorentino never saw his boss look like that, and he assumed that real bad meant the worst.

McGill said, “Call the Command Center . . . tell them everyone on board Flight One-Seven-Five is dead. Suspect toxic fumes—”

“Jesus Christ.”

“Yeah. Have a Tour Commander respond to your call. Also, get a company rep over to the security area.” He added, “In fact, get everyone over to the security area. Customs, Baggage, the whole nine yards.”

“Will do.” Sorentino disappeared inside the cab of the RIV.

McGill turned toward the Coach section. He was fairly certain he didn’t need his Scott pack, but he carried it with him, though he left his crash ax against a bulkhead. He didn’t smell anything that seemed caustic or dangerous, but he did smell a faint odor—it smelled familiar, then he placed it—almonds.

He parted the curtain, and trying not to look at the people facing him, he moved down the right aisle and popped open the two exit doors, then crossed the aircraft and opened the two left doors. He could feel a cross-breeze on his sweat-dampened face.

His radio crackled, and he heard a voice say, “Unit One, this is Lieutenant Pierce. Situation report.”

McGill unhooked his handheld radio and responded to his Tour Commander, “Unit One. I’m aboard the subject aircraft. All souls aboard are dead.”

There was a long silence, then Pierce replied, “Are you sure?”

“Yes.”

Again, a long silence, then, “Fumes? Smoke? What?”

“Negative smoke. Toxic fumes. I don’t know the source. Aircraft is vented, and I’m not using oxygen.”

“Roger.”

Again, a long silence.

McGill felt queasy, but he thought it was more the result of shock than of any lingering fumes. He had no intention of volunteering anything and he waited. He could picture a bunch of people in the Command Center all speaking at once in hushed tones.

Finally, Lieutenant Pierce came on and said, “Okay . . . you’ve called for a company tug.”

“Affirmative.”

“Do we need . . . the mobile hospital?”

“Negative. And the mobile morgue won’t handle this.”

“Roger. Okay . . . let’s move this whole operation to the security area. Let’s clear that runway and get that aircraft out of sight.”

“Roger. I’m waiting for the tug.”

“Yeah . . . okay . . . uh . . . stay on board.”

“I’m not going anywhere.”

“Do you want anyone else on board? Medical?”

McGill let out an exasperated breath. These idiots in the Command Center couldn’t seem to comprehend that everyone was dead. McGill said, “Negative.”

“Okay . . . so I . . . I guess the autopilot landed it.”

“I guess. The autopilot or God. It wasn’t me, and it wasn’t the pilot or the copilot.”

“Roger. I guess . . . I mean, the autopilot was probably programmed—”

“No ‘probably’ about it, Lieutenant. The pilots are cold.”

“Roger . . . no evidence of fire?”

“Again, negative.”

“Decompression?”

“Negative, no oxygen masks hanging. Fumes. Toxic fucking fumes.”

“Okay, take it easy.”

“Yeah.”

“I’ll meet you at the security area.”

“Roger.” McGill put his radio back on his hook.

With nothing left to do, he examined a few of the passengers, and again assured himself that there were no signs of life aboard. “Nightmare.”

He felt claustrophobic in the crowded Coach compartment, creepy with all the dead. He realized he’d rather be in the relatively light and open space in the dome where he could better see what was happening around the aircraft.

He made his way out of Coach, up the spiral staircase, and into the dome. Through the port windows he saw a tug vehicle approaching. Through the starboard windows, he saw a line of Emergency Service vehicles heading back to the firehouse, and some heading toward the security area.

He tried to ignore the bodies around him. At least there were fewer of them up here, and none of them were children or babies. But no matter where he was on this aircraft, he thought, he was the only living, breathing soul aboard.

This wasn’t precisely true, but Andy McGill didn’t know he had company.

 
Tony Sorentino watched the Trans-Continental tug vehicle drive up to the nose wheels. The vehicle was a sort of big platform with a driver’s cab at each end so that the driver could pull up to the nose wheel and not have to back up and chance causing damage. When the hookup was made, the driver would change cabs and drive off.

Sorentino thought this was clever, and he was fascinated by the vehicle. He wondered why Guns and Hoses didn’t have one of these, then remembered that someone told him it had to do with insurance. Each airline had its own tugs  and if they snapped off the nose wheel of a hundred-fifty-million-dollar aircraft, it was their problem. Made sense. Still, Guns and Hoses should have at least one tug. The more toys the better.

He watched as the Trans-Continental driver hooked a fork-like towbar to each side of the nose wheel assembly. Sorentino walked over to him and said, “Need a hand?”

“Nope. Don’t touch nothing.”

“Hey, I’m insured.”

“Not for this you’re not.”

The hitch was complete, and the driver said, “Where we headed?”

“The hijack area,” Sorentino said, using the more dramatic but still correct name for the security area.

The driver’s eyes darted to Sorentino, as Sorentino knew they would. The driver glanced up at the huge aircraft towering above them, then back to Sorentino. “What’s up?”

“Well, what’s up is your insurance rates, pal.”

“Whadda ya mean?”

“You got a big, expensive hearse here, buddy. They’re all dead. Toxic fumes.”

“Jesus Christ Almighty.”

“Right. Let’s get rolling. As fast as you can. I lead, you follow. I have a vehicle in trail. Don’t stop until you’re in the security pen.”

The driver moved to the front cab as if he were in a daze. He climbed in, engaged the huge diesel, and began moving off.

Sorentino got into the cab of his RIV and moved off ahead of the tug vehicle, leading it to a taxiway that in turn led to the security area, not far from Runway Four-Right.

Sorentino could hear all kinds of chatter on his radio frequencies. No one sounded very happy. He broadcast, “Unit One moving, tug and aircraft in tow, Unit Four in trail.”

Sorentino maintained a fifteen-mile-per-hour speed, which was all that the tug could do pulling a 750,000-pound aircraft behind it. He checked his sideview mirrors to make sure he wasn’t too close or too far from the aircraft. The view in his mirrors was very strange, he thought. He was being followed by a weird vehicle that didn’t know its ass from its dick, and behind the vehicle was this monster silver aircraft, being pulled along like a string toy. Jesus, what a day this turned out to be.
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