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No one is coming. It’s up to us.


—motto, Phoenix Air medical team


The king called up his jet fighters, he said you better earn your pay


—The Clash
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CARTERSVILLE, GEORGIA


PRESENT DAY


Morning in North Georgia, and the massive steel doors of an unmarked hangar slowly roll open to reveal what looks at first like a shipping container. It’s forty-four feet long, eight feet wide, and painted the obscene white of a sterile field. It was conceived by the State Department, designed by Big Tech, tested by national security contractors, privately funded, and flown here by the Air Force. The US government loves an acronym and they named it the CBCS, or Containerized Biocontainment System, but really what you’re looking at is a way to bring people home when they’re far away and dying of something horrible. SARS, malaria, tuberculosis. All the hemorrhagic fevers. The container is here in this hangar because what existed before was ingenious but too small—it couldn’t scale up to match the pace of deadly pathogens. A healthy fear of those pathogens is the angel in the container’s architecture. It is one container among several and by itself has the capacity to hold four critically ill and highly contagious patients, plus their doctors, and was meant to be transported two abreast inside a 747, an aircraft so big it can swallow six of them with room left over. The CBCS was so far ahead of its time when it was introduced in 2015 that if six containers had been loaded onto a 747 that one aircraft would’ve represented more infectious disease bed space than existed in all US hospitals combined. Force multiplier may not be a strong enough term. This container and the others like it serve as testament to both our present preparedness and also to our past failures—at once hope and wrath. Because implicit in any rescue is the unavoidable fact that the worst has already occurred.
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BEECH MOUNTAIN, NORTH CAROLINA


JULY 2014


Dent Thompson stepped out into the rolling splendor of an Appalachian afternoon. It was Friday and he’d been on vacation since Sunday. The week had started with plumbing issues, nothing trivial. The entire basement had flooded, but that was behind him now, or mostly behind him, and Dent had finally settled into the languid rhythm of a long vacation. He had a Bud Light and a magazine, eased himself into a deck chair, and took a deep breath. Dent’s parents built this place. His dad designed it to look like a Swiss chalet with a gabled roof and exposed beams, that ornately carved molding. It sat on a piece of land 4,500 feet up the side of Beech Mountain in North Carolina, and after they were gone, they left it to Dent. From this spot he could look for a hundred miles over the vast woodland of the Tennessee Divide. Since inheriting the house, Dent and his wife, Pepper, regularly made the five-hour drive north from Atlanta. They had a close group of friends on the mountain, and before dinner they’d all sit on the porch and forget anyplace else existed.


Dent took a long sip of beer. His life in Atlanta was hectic beyond measure but here there was nothing except the denim blue of a summer sky, no sound at all but the birds or maybe Pepper—Southern, opinionated, never at rest—inside the house and raising a minor ruckus. He’d just opened his magazine when his cell rang. The screen showed a 202 area code.


Washington, DC.


He answered on the first ring.


“Dent, it’s Walters from State. Would that system you have work for Ebola?”


It was 3 p.m. on Friday, July 25.


Dent didn’t know Walters. Not really. He knew his full name was William Walters, that he was an Army veteran and a doctor who now ran an obscure organization within the State Department called Operational Medicine, which sounded to Dent like something out of a spy novel. The two had met a few months earlier during the Winter Olympics in Sochi. Dent and his brother, Mark, own a Georgia-based company called Phoenix Air, and during the Games they had a contract to shuttle presidential envoys to Russia and run medical standby for visiting Americans. Should’ve been routine, but Vladimir Putin was denying visas and barring entry and overall making life difficult for foreign businesses and governments and Dent and Walters had briefly teamed up for what at the time seemed like a major issue but which now, suddenly, (had Walters really said Ebola?) felt like it’d never been a problem at all.


Whatever ease Dent felt just a moment ago was gone. He shifted in his deck chair.


“For what now?”


“That biocontainment capability you talked about,” Walters said. “I need to know if it works.”


A pause. “Yeah, it works.”


Walters already knew Dent would say yes—salesmen sell and Dent’s a world-class salesman. Right away he shot back: “No, for real. Because the next thing that comes out of my mouth is me saying that you have to use it.”


That’s how fast it happened. A warm afternoon, nothing but tranquility, and then the United States government—the most powerful force on Earth—was calling him for help. Imagine God extending a finger across the cracked ceiling of the Sistine Chapel. Dent swallowed hard. Here things started moving fast. Walters is almost shockingly direct and told Dent without preamble that a couple of Americans were dying of Ebola in Africa (exact number and location unknown) and that no one else on Earth (literally, they’d tried) would or even could get them home. So more or less their only hope was Phoenix Air.


About that time Dent felt the bottom drop out. This was supposed to be a vacation but here he was, the beer slowly going warm in his hand, getting pulled into the deep end of something big. All Dent knew about Ebola was what everyone knew about Ebola—that it’s deadly and contagious and absolutely horrifying. That you liquify from the inside and then watch as the life drips out of you. That there’s no cure. His mind went to biblical plagues, to panic in the streets, to dying the most horrible death imaginable. To fear. Paralyzing fear. He thought about his employees and whether he could convince them to take this chance and if he even wanted to. Unsaid here but certainly not overlooked was the question of whether they should bring Ebola to the American continent. Seemed like inviting the unthinkable. There was also the very real fact that he didn’t know the first thing about Ebola or how to safely transport people who had it. He didn’t even know how many people they were talking about or where they were or what hospital would consider taking such a patient. He did know that the risks were huge, almost incalculable, and he knew too that nobody would blame him for saying no. Phoenix didn’t have to do this.


And yet.


Call it bravery or confidence, maybe overconfidence, a cowboy mentality—whatever the word for it is—but for over two decades Phoenix Air had been making its name by saying yes when everybody else said no. But first he had questions. The system Walters had called about was a highly advanced but wholly unproven piece of technology that Phoenix had created to fit inside the passenger compartment of a Gulfstream III aircraft. It was basically a one-person negative pressure tent, capable (in theory) of keeping even the most dangerous pathogens from getting out. The CDC had run it through an extensive proving process and certified that it had the ability to contain just about every known virus except Ebola. And though it had been thoroughly tested, it’d never been used. This was not an insignificant detail—a twelve-hour Atlantic crossing is no place to learn your experimental technology turns into a pumpkin at hour six.


“We don’t know anything about Ebola,” he told Walters. “But if you can bring down the government’s top doctors to tell me this thing is safe, we’ll do it.”


Walters said, “I’ll call you right back.”


A click. Then nothing. In the silence, Dent’s anxiety began to recede. He was once again on vacation, sitting on his deck with nothing but the green blanket of trees visible from his perch on Beech Mountain. The conversation he just had couldn’t exist here. Too quiet, too peaceful. And anyway, his demand that the government send its medical experts to inspect his technology—they’d never agree to that. Walters would call someone else. There’d be no more talk of Ebola. He leaned back, drank his beer. The trees pressed in. The world faded. He relaxed. He forgot. Then his cell rang.


The 202 area code again.
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Dent Thompson’s probably about the last person you’d expect to find in this situation. He looks like the sort of moderately successful guy who’s recently retired and now plays golf and gets dragged by his wife to parties. And maybe he would be if it not for his younger brother, Mark, because it was Mark Thompson who parlayed a short stint in the military and a love for skydiving into one of the most peculiar companies in America. Mark in both person and legend is unmistakably a pilot. He’s self-assured and laconic, the embodiment of Chuck Yeager, with thinning, windswept brown hair and a mouth forever curled into a faint smile like someone’s told him a joke he can’t share. He was born and raised in Atlanta and when he talks, if you close your eyes, it’s Billy Bob Thornton you hear. He’s been at the controls, variously, of an airplane or a helicopter or a race car since Richard Nixon was president. His misadventures, too numerous to count, include almost buying an airplane from suspected drug runners, going airborne and nearly dying after flipping a race car in Daytona, and briefly getting detained by US Customs agents while returning to the United States carrying Muammar Gaddafi’s suitcase nuke. Mark Thompson does not rattle easily.


And whatever Mark is, Dent by nearly every significant metric is his opposite. Dent is shorter and, despite an in-house personal trainer, rounder. He’s been described as looking like a painting of the fifth earl of somewhere, with wispy white hair and matching eyebrows that dance across his forehead and soften his imperious demeanor. Dent has a way of becoming the center of every conversation. Always talking, always selling, the kind of guy who works even the smallest problem from two or three different angles. You want him on your side. Where Mark is unflappable, Dent exists in a constant state of flap. It’s what keeps him vigilant, what’s made him so wildly successful. Decades at Phoenix have not left him immune to the romance of their work and, as often happens, when Dent reaches the point where a weird story gets weirder—like the time he bought an airplane from the Saudis while standing on an island in North Georgia wearing nothing but a bathing suit—his quick but measured voice pirouettes into high-pitched peels of excitement. Mark’s voice, when he talks, is so soft you have to lean in to hear it.


Their divergent personalities are deeply embedded in the company’s DNA. In describing Phoenix, one pilot’s wife shook her head and said simply, “Assembly of characters, my friend. Assembly of characters.” It’s an eccentric place and those eccentricities are byproducts of the radically different but reluctantly inextricable Thompson brothers. And so are its successes. In fact, if either of them ever stopped long enough to consider what had brought him to this particular witch’s house—how, after Ebola hit, Phoenix became the only outfit on Earth our government could turn to—each would find that the trail of breadcrumbs led straight back to his own brother.


By the time Dent Thompson was eligible to be drafted into Vietnam the government had instituted a lottery system. It’s hard to imagine now but at the beginning of each year a television station would broadcast the drawing of draft numbers. Picture a big spinning bingo basket with a man from the Rotary Club turning the handle. Inside were balls numbered from 1 through 365. For each day of the year, a numbered ball would be drawn and that would be the draft number assigned to it. Low numbers got drafted first and anything over 100 was basically an exemption. In 1968, Dent turned eighteen and became draft eligible. His birthday is March 23, and the bingo ball for that date was 240. Dent was exempted.


In an instant the threat of Vietnam was behind him, leaving Dent with an open but uncertain future. He went to college and decided afterward, of all places, to work at Disney World. When Walt opened his new amusement park in October 1971, Orlando was just a malarial outpost in the central Florida wasteland. Nothing but orange groves and dirt roads, more cattle than hotels. Dent arrived a few months later, along with thousands of recent college grads from all over the globe who wanted to be part of Disney World’s first summer. He got hired as a boat captain for the Jungle Cruise and partied all night with a batch of twentysomethings whose first taste of the real world was employee housing at the happiest place on Earth. It was the wildest time of his life. He decided to stay, got married (then divorced), and watched Orlando grow. And all the while Dent was working the angles. As a former communications major, he got talked into writing newsletters for the various employee clubs established to keep Disney’s young and rambunctious workforce out of trouble. The work was unpaid and even less glamorous, but Dent took it seriously.


To anyone else, this would’ve been a burden, something done for a favor or a six pack, but Dent saw it as a way to distinguish himself. His newsletters went to everyone on their respective distribution lists, and here Dent sensed an opportunity. To each list of recipients, along with the names of active members in good standing, Dent added the people above them—way above them. Department heads and regional directors, vice presidents, presidents, basically everyone short of Walt Disney himself stared in utter confusion once a month at the latest dispatch from the Scuba Club. It was a lot of extra work but Dent kept at it and pretty soon upper management took notice and he was rescued from the Jungle Cruise and brought into corporate communications where, in short order, he was placed in charge. And he stayed there, in Orlando, at Disney, perfectly content. Until a decade later, when he wasn’t.


As Dent headed home for the 1983 Christmas holiday, he was ready for a new start. And if the life he’d so far built for himself was coming to an end, then Mark’s was just beginning.


It had occurred to Mark Thompson, as he walked into the Army recruitment office and saw a poster of a helicopter hanging on the wall, that it’d be better to fly than walk and so he decided on the spot to be a pilot. It was 1969 and unlike Dent, Mark’s July 9 birthday was assigned draft number 1. He was going to Vietnam. Rather than waiting for his conscription date, he enlisted, was given his pick of jobs, and chose flying. By the time he finished basic and then flight school, the war was winding down and fewer soldiers were being shipped to Vietnam. He was offered an early release and took it. There wasn’t much need in the civilian world for well-trained but inexperienced helicopter pilots, so he got fixed wing certified and started flying small planes. Not because he loved to fly but because he loved to skydive. The logic here is tricky to follow, but in a classic example of the risk-equals-reward Thompson ethos, Mark figured there’d be more opportunities to jump from planes if he was also the one flying them. Mark by then was back in school and out of money and somehow managed to convince the dean of his small university to add skydiving to the curriculum as an elective—with Mark as instructor, chief pilot, and occasional participant.


Over time his recreational skydiving led to educational skydiving, which birthed a skydiving business, which gradually morphed into an air freight business that Mark quickly lost to his partners in a hostile takeover. And it was from the ashes of that failed venture that a new company arose.


Sort of.


Mark’s an entrepreneur and ideas guy, but like big picture thinkers everywhere he lacks the focus to sew up the details and see projects all the way to fruition. For that reason—along with a not inconsequential lack of cash flow—by the winter of 1983 Mark’s second air freight business, which he named Phoenix Air, had stalled. He needed help. At least, that’s what Dent had come all the way up from Orlando to tell him. Dent was done with Disney and wanted to return permanently to Atlanta, to join forces with Mark and turn this struggling one-man business into a family-run juggernaut. Mark wasn’t sure he needed a partner, but he knew his brother had the patience and salesmanship, the vast reserves of nervous energy to throw at the logistical and regulatory hurdles that lay between the floundering Phoenix Air and long-term success. Mark said yes and Dent packed the remains of his Orlando life onto a moving truck and came home.


It wasn’t long before Dent figured out why Phoenix was flatlining. For starters, the company’s headquarters sat in Mark’s basement and consisted of nothing but a lone desk and matching credenza, both overflowing with paperwork. Every communication Mark had gotten from the FAA about regulations and the corresponding proof that Phoenix was, in fact, in compliance—literally thousands of documents—was stuffed into drawers with no organization at all. Dent commandeered the files and got the company’s affairs in order, and it’s here that another, even more troubling, picture began to emerge. Phoenix specialized in flying automotive parts to assembly plants around the country, but there were a million companies who specialized in flying automotive parts to assembly plants around the country. There was so much competition that none of them, Phoenix included, were making any money. Dent figured they had two options—either continue on and risk being driven out of business by an overcrowded marketplace or strike out in a new direction entirely. Salvation required a big idea, so their first fork-in-the-road moment was also a chance for Mark to stake his claim as resident visionary. As it turned out, he did have an idea, a big one, an idea he was certain couldn’t fail. Dent sat up in his chair. Mark leaned back.


“We’re gonna start flying explosives.”


Cue the cymbal clash. You can almost see Dent’s mouth flopping open as Mark paced the room, explaining how only two companies were licensed to fly explosives in US airspace and how both of them, according to their pilots, were breaking the law. Mark knew the pilots and they’d told him that despite FAA regulations strictly forbidding it, planes loaded with dynamite were routinely left sitting unattended on crowded runways. In cities all over America. Sometimes overnight. It was only a matter of time before federal regulators caught on and shut them down, and once that happened there’d be no competition because there just aren’t that many pilots willing to strap themselves into an aircraft full of dynamite. But it was Mark’s kind of crazy. Hell, he told Dent, the only reason he hadn’t done it already was the long and tedious approval process, but then that’s exactly what his brother had signed on to handle.


“So. Are you in or not?”


Scrapping your entire business model and wading through miles of red tape and countless bureaucratic cul-de-sacs just to come out on the other side as one of a handful of companies willing to risk blowing itself up over the American Midwest isn’t most people’s idea of an attractive offer. You could’ve forgiven Dent for saying no. But there’s this other, unexpected, wrinkle to Dent’s personality, possibly the lone attribute the brothers share—Dent Thompson can’t stand to be bored.


Going all the way back to college when he picked up overnight shifts on an ambulance just for fun, Dent has always sought out adventure. While working for Disney, first as captain of the Jungle Cruise and later in corporate communications, he got restless and applied to be a reserve officer with the Orange County Sheriff’s Office. He worked in uniform patrol and the narcotics division. Mostly at night, always alone. Late one night he was dispatched to a little community south of Orlando called Taft where someone was driving around shooting into houses. It was quiet and dark when he arrived. Dent pulled over at the intersection of two dirt roads to listen for gunshots and saw a pair of taillights about a hundred yards off. He had just stepped from his cruiser to stare into the distance when he saw a muzzle flash, followed immediately by the crack of a bullet hitting the telephone pole just above his head and then the report of a large caliber rifle. Flash, smack, BOOM. Death had missed him by inches.


Dent dove into a drainage ditch and looked up just in time to see the car headed right for him. Call it an answered prayer but the car sped by and kept on going. Dent jumped in his cruiser and fell in behind the speeding car, yelling into the radio that he’d been shot at and was now in pursuit. Both cars raced along in a hail of dust and kicked up rocks until the road ended abruptly at a stand of cypress trees. The suspects stopped. Dent stopped. He flipped on his spotlight, flung open his door to crouch behind it and then thrust his pistol through the open driver’s side window. He was yelling into the PA—“Stay where you are, keep your hands where I can see ’em!”—when the department’s helicopter arrived and cast the whole thing into chaos. The rotor wash stirred up a tornado of dirt and debris and drowned out all sound. Dent had no idea where the suspects were or what they were doing. He was screaming for the helicopter to back off when in his left ear he caught the unmistakable sound of someone racking a shotgun shell. CH-CH. The neurology of fear and survival collided in a terrifying instant, and it all became clear. A shooter had disappeared in the rotor wash, crept around behind him, and this was it. He was dead. But the shot never came. Dent peeked over his shoulder and there, crouching next to him, wasn’t a killer but another sheriff’s deputy, who had arrived unnoticed in all the madness. Dent was jangly from the chemical response to near-death (twice over) but he was still alive. With a lazy Florida moon hanging over the pines, he arrested, booked, and jailed the shooters, then disappeared into the night to resume patrol.


This was the guy Mark had brought on to serve as counterpoint to his own cowboy flamboyance. To be the sober voice of reason. And so, yeah. Phoenix Air started flying explosives.
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The process for obtaining the clearance to fly explosives in civilian aircraft through US airspace, taking off and landing in cities across the country, quite literally a ticking timebomb, is every bit as long and tortured as it sounds. But Dent proved true to his word and saw it through. He filed and refiled the papers, submitted forms in triplicate, organized site visits, and underwent interviews. He endured. And after two years Phoenix abandoned auto parts for dynamite and blasting caps. Now that they’d slipped through the door, the brothers—who just a few months before were borrowing money for jet fuel—took it even further. They decided to specialize in only the most dangerous, difficult jobs and after another two-year process, became licensed to carry high explosives. They flew all over the world, to Norway and Indonesia, Malaysia, Australia, Afghanistan, everywhere, delivering down-well charges for the oil industry, and ejector seats, bombs, missiles, and rockets for the US military. They were now way out over the edge, and by the mid-80s, Mark had flown everywhere but Antarctica with the most dangerous cargo imaginable.


They’d gotten so busy Mark couldn’t do it all himself. It was time to hire pilots, but this was no ordinary casting call. They needed reliable, capable pilots, sure, but those skills can be learned. Mark insists he could teach a monkey to land a jet. The need for adventure, however, is either there or it’s not. And if it’s not, if a pilot would be happy just to shuttle passengers from Dayton to Chicago and back, then however good he might be, he’d not likely say yes when asked to fly into the Horn of Africa during a shooting war. For that they needed people comfortable operating in and around danger, people who meticulously and unfailingly follow every single regulation every single time, who are okay with lots of travel and no personal space, people who take the job seriously but also—because it can be so incredibly serious—are capable of laughing at it all. The right pilots would contain that delicate balance of sacred and profane. Though it wouldn’t happen until later, when Phoenix was much more established and had expanded into medical flights, few stories represent the gonzo lore of Phoenix Air and its people better than the Anchorage Beer Run.


Picture two bored pilots on a days-long layover. They’re sitting around the FBO, fixed-base operator, at the Anchorage airport waiting for a jet inbound from Asia. Major airports typically have an FBO that handles the smaller jets like the kind Phoenix flies. And Phoenix pilots are here so often—Anchorage is generally how they reenter the US when coming in off the Pacific—that they have the run of the place. They even keep a car there. An SUV. Bright yellow. These two pilots are sitting around the FBO with nothing but free time and a car, and they decide to make a beer run. Alaskan Amber had become almost fabled at Phoenix, and this was the only place you could get it. So if you’re flying through Anchorage, you grab some. And etiquette says if you’re getting some for yourself, then you get some for everybody else too.


The pilots buy beer for themselves, plus a case each for the incoming flight crew and, well, there’s the medical team on board, and the guys back home who like it, and oh yeah, they’ll be landing in Washington and wouldn’t it be a nice gesture to get a case for the ambassador. Pretty soon the SUV is full of Alaskan Amber. They slam the tailgate shut and head back to the FBO. And here’s where the two worlds of Phoenix Air meet. The first plane took off from an undisclosed location, part of a secret and incredibly delicate mission into an unfriendly country where an American citizen had been held hostage and brutalized and now, after months of negotiations through intermediary nations, has finally been released. His condition is fragile and there are questions about whether or not he’ll survive the long international flight. The plan is for the jet to touch down in Anchorage where the first crew will get out of the cockpit and the second will jump in and fly home. Easy.


Except somehow the media has gotten wind of the flight and their secret mission is no longer a secret. Dent’s found out about this and calls up the pilots to say reporters will be there, so keep a low profile. Absolutely reasonable advice, but he’s telling them this as they’re pulling up to the FBO in a bright yellow SUV packed full of pilots and beer. This kicks off a quick discussion—you can’t be seen loading beer onto a plane like Smokey and the Bandit, but then you can’t just leave it on the tarmac either. So a pilot jumps out of the truck, runs into the FBO, and grabs a box of trash bags. Back in Cartersville watching the news, Dent sees his airplane, the one carrying a freed hostage, being loaded with a dozen or more boxes wrapped in black plastic labeled medical supplies. The newscasters discussing these mystery supplies either don’t notice or fail to mention the condensation beading up on the packaging.


So gradually Mark found his pirates. Some he recruited himself, some heard about Phoenix through stories told in barrooms all across the world and showed up in Cartersville on the off chance they were true. They arrived just in time. Reagan’s government was focused on the Soviet Union, on Berlin and Nicaragua and Beirut. Nobody paid much attention to what was being flown where. Things got pretty wild. One night on an island off the west coast of Africa two Phoenix pilots touched down with a load of down-well charges for a remote drilling site. A group of terrified executives ran out on the tarmac screaming that they couldn’t accept the delivery, that while the plane was in the air a coup had broken out and if they were caught accepting explosives they’d be treated as participants. But the pilots couldn’t return home with the explosives, and after a tense negotiation on the runway, the executives loaded them all into the trunk of a Cadillac so they could be carted off and hidden. The pilots lifted off as the Cadillac sped away and rebels closed in on the airfield.


It might’ve gone on like this forever if not for the drug-using, womanizing Texas congressman Charlie Wilson, whose obsession with fighting communism led to a massive, and more or less unregulated, covert weapons program. For a decade, the US had been funneling hundreds of millions of dollars in weaponry to help the Afghan mujahideen defeat the Soviet Union. It was Wilson’s pet project and when it finally paid off, and the Russians limped home, those weapons were (perhaps not surprisingly) pointed at the West. A chastened American government now wanted accountability. Anyone moving explosives around US airspace was subject to renewed scrutiny. Certifications were no longer enough. Entire facilities needed security clearances and so did anyone working at a cleared facility—from pilots on down to the guy sweeping the floor. Many other companies simply walked away, but Dent threw himself into the additional screening and when they emerged, Phoenix, though still a tiny operation, found itself at the top of the hazardous cargo pyramid. The calls came flooding in.


Becoming the company that’ll do anything, no matter how crazy, leads to strange places, but in the case of Phoenix at least, the path was rooted in personality. Mark is guided less by corporate strategy than the desire to have fun, and Dent follows an always-be-closing sales credo, and when put together these complementary philosophies elegantly sum up the Phoenix ethos: Never say no. So even as the requests got wilder, Dent would respond by saying, “Of course we can do that.” Then he’d hang up and start yelling, “Now how in hell are we gonna do that?” The logic of figuring out how to pull off the impossible only after agreeing to do it—like becoming a pilot just so you can jump out of planes—is convoluted but born of necessity. Survival among aeronautical giants and entrenched government contractors, among prickly federal bureaucracies, took nerve and expertise but also flexibility. That in many ways Phoenix remained a company in miniature only helped. The legal team responsible for vetting these dangerous and complex missions was a single lawyer; upper-level management—the brain trust tasked with developing creative interpretations that stretched, without violating, FAA regulations—would fit into a single compact car. The mandate was clear, the chain of command simple. Dent could freely say yes to everything. So he did.


For most of the 1990s Phoenix managed Midway Island for the US government, overseeing the Pacific atoll’s growing ecotourism industry; in the Caribbean they flew planes retrofitted with radio and television equipment out of a base in Key West, broadcasting sports and international news to the Cuban people as part of a State Department effort, code-named Radio Martí, to undermine Fidel Castro. In the immediate run-up to Operation Desert Storm in 1990, Phoenix flew eighty-three Patriot missile warheads out of Dover Air Force Base, slipped into an informal, multinational backchannel that included a high-level Dutch government official named Hans van der Maat, and ultimately helped deliver the missiles to Saudi Arabia. That mission was done so quickly and quietly that the only piece of paper on the entire operation was a letter Dent wrung from the Department of Defense, which served as a Get Out of Jail Free card in case some overeager border agent pegged the pilots for terrorists and had them detained. In 2001, after anthrax-laced letters killed five Americans across four states, the CDC began stockpiling vaccines for any virus likely to be weaponized. The one thing they didn’t have was smallpox, so the US reached out to the only person who did—Vladimir Putin. The two governments worked out a deal and Phoenix was sent across the Atlantic and back to deliver vials of Russian smallpox to the US. Each success only further solidified their reputation as discreet practitioners of strange missions. And at the opaque convergence of foreign relations and international commerce there’s no shortage of strange.


It was late on a spring afternoon in April 2004 when the call came in. Department of Energy was on the phone explaining to Dent how Libyan dictator and global provocateur Muammar Gaddafi feared the US wanted him dead (he was right) and had reached out to the American government to see about getting himself straight with the West. What followed was a complicated process involving protracted negotiations between three sovereign states that had been dragging on since the Clinton administration but now, finally, only one concession remained—for Gaddafi to turn over his nuclear weapons. Experts were already disassembling them but someone needed to fly the radioactive fissile material back to the US for storage at a government nuclear facility in Alamogordo, New Mexico. Phoenix Air was the first name—possibly the only name—on the DOE’s short list and so, the man on the phone asked, would they be willing to do it. There was silence on Dent’s end of the line.


“Hello?”


“I’m listening,” Dent said.


The caller started talking faster now, assuring Dent that the Department of Energy would provide a stainless steel canister to store the nuclear material, plus a second just in case the first leaked(!). They also threw in an expert from the Oak Ridge National Laboratory in Tennessee. Aside from an aircraft, all that was required of Phoenix was to find a pilot willing to spend twelve hours in close quarters with a recently unspooled nuclear weapon. Dent put his hand over the receiver and yelled to Mark, whose office was only a wall away. Mark stepped out and leaned against the door—one leg crossed over the other, like an old ax handle. He had a cup of coffee in his hand and a pilot’s shirt with epaulets tucked into faded jeans. His big silver belt buckle, worn smooth over the years, shined in the overhead light.


Dent nodded his head at the phone: “DOE. They wanna know if we’ll go to Libya and pick up Gaddafi’s nuclear bombs.”


Mark sipped his coffee. “Yeah, I think I’d like to fly that one.”


Phoenix’s maintenance department removed the passenger seats of a Learjet 36 business-class airplane so the stainless steel drum provided by the Department of Energy to hold the confiscated fissile material could be secured (way) in the back of the aircraft. Mark and his copilot, Mike Ott, took off from Cartersville and flew to Oak Ridge National Laboratory to pick up Stan Moses, the government’s leading expert on nuclear weapons. From there they headed east to Tripoli, where Moses was whisked off to a cave in the Libyan mountains where the weapons had been stored. Mark and Mike hit the town. A government handler showed them around the capitol and the Roman ruins and even let them pose for pictures in the dictator’s throne room. After two days word came that everything was ready. The pilots returned to their aircraft and once the stainless steel container was loaded, Mark fired up the engines and lifted off into the North African sky. Libya was no longer a nuclear-armed nation.


Getting to this point had taken six years, two American presidents, and an untold number of diplomats. Over the preceding two weeks alone there’d been phone calls for clearances and permissions, for advice, for the notification of every relevant official on the Eastern Seaboard. All this before the plane could blast off for Libya and yet somehow, despite all this planning, no one had bothered to notify the nightwatchman in Bangor.


It was 2 a.m. in Maine when the lone US Customs agent working the graveyard shift at Bangor International Airport heard the first click of his Geiger counter. He carried two—one mounted to the front of his SUV and a second dangling from his belt, both set to detect the long-range alpha waves commonly emitted from smuggled nuclear material. They went off in unison. Beyond the customs building, Bangor International was quiet. But the clicking continued, then sped up, then became constant. A metronome keeping time to the rhythm of apocalypse. Whatever was billowing radiation into the night sky was getting closer. The agent stepped outside, turned toward the vast darkness of the Atlantic, and wondered what horrible thing was coming his way.


Mark was six miles out and closing fast. The Learjet roared in off the ocean, slowed for final approach, then gently touched down and taxied straight to the customs ramp. Mark pulled to a stop and powered down the engines. He opened the door directly behind the left seat, lowered the two-step ladder and was met by a flashlight beam and a customs agent who everyone would later agree was absolutely freaking the fuck out. It took a second to process, but Mark heard the mad click of the Geiger counter first and then, over it, the agent screaming:


“GET AWAY FROM THE AIRPLANE!”


Mark hooked his thumbs beneath his belt buckle, staring with mild fascination at the agent who by now was levitating with white hot anger. He stepped down onto the tarmac. The agent, who refused to get closer than fifty feet, demanded to know what in hell they’d brought into the US that’d set off Geiger counters from six miles out. Mark prefaced what he was about to say with assurances that all of this had been authorized by the sort of important people who authorize these kinds of things. So, remember, it’s okay. Then, casually, he explained that there was a nuclear bomb on the plane. Or parts of one anyway. Depleted uranium or enriched uranium maybe. Whatever kind could be weaponized, that’s what he had. If this response was meant to ease the tension, it did not work.


The agent flung his arms out in a mix of fear and impotent rage: “You’ve contaminated the whole country!”


At this point Stan Moses stepped forward. It was the Geiger counter that’d kicked this hornet’s nest in the first place, so he approached the agent and held out his hand. “Let me see that thing.”


The agent was so thrown by their sudden, radioactive arrival that he actually unclipped the device from his belt and handed it over. Moses, a trained engineer and expert at the government’s top nuclear research facility, is also a plainspoken son of Appalachia. After turning the Geiger counter over in his hand, he tossed it back to the agent. He’d figured out the problem: “This thing here’s a piece of shit.”


Maybe there had been a moment where the situation could’ve deescalated, where this whole thing might’ve been okay. That moment was now over.


“Give me your IDs! You’re coming with me!”


A phone rang 650 miles south in DC. The head of US Customs and Border Protection’s nuclear bureau, woken from a deep sleep, lifted the receiver and caught a panicked torrent of questions and expletives. Something about radiation and Geiger counters and nuclear weapons. This story has become legend and so there are differing versions of what happened next. One version has Stan Moses getting on the phone to explain to the bureau chief who he is and what he’s doing, then handing the phone back and listening quietly as the agent gets reamed out. In another, the bureau chief interrupts the agent to ask if he has in his office a copy of the manual on the importation and safe handling of radioactive material.


The agent nods at the phone. “Yes.”


“Get it down,” the bureau chief says.


The agent grabs the manual off a shelf and drops it on his desk.


“You see the author’s name on the cover?”


The agent nods. “Yeah.”


“Read it to me.”


“Stan Moses.”


A pause over the line. Then: “That man sitting across from you? He’s Stan Moses.”


Then the line goes dead.


After that they were free to go. Another crew flew the airplane the final leg of its journey to Alamogordo. Mark went home and told the whole thing to Dent, and over time it became just another in a long line of stories you simply couldn’t make up.
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