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FOREWORD



September 11, 2001, began benignly, with the most beautiful sunrise heralding soft winds and the clearest of blue skies. The entire East Coast of the United States was bathed in sunshine, signaling a high-volume day of few delays for the busy airspace of Boston, New York, and D.C. No ground delays were in the offing; normalcy reigned. Then the attacks began.

Through the shocking course of the series of events that started at approximately 8:15 a.m. and culminated at 10:03 in the lonely countryside of Pennsylvania, our aviation and military communities strove mightily to comprehend the meaning of the events that were unfolding. I was on my first day of a new job as the National Operations Manager of the Federal Aviation Administration that morning, overseeing the agency’s Command Center. The live television image of United Airlines Flight 175 streaking into the World Trade Center’s South Tower told all of us in aviation immediately that we were under planned attack; no pilot of any commercial airliner would deliberately fly an aircraft into a building. These exquisitely prepared professionals would sacrifice all to avoid loss of life on the ground. This is the pilot’s long and storied credo.

From the first notification of the possible hijacking of American Airlines Flight 11, we in air traffic control worked furiously to gain precisely that, control over an unprecedented and bewildering series of shocks to the system. A mere few minutes, from 8:56 until 9:03, elapsed between notification that United 175 was a possible hijack and the time it struck the South Tower. More than 4,000 aircraft were flying over the country that hour, and every one suddenly became a potential missile.

While some stories of that day have been told in great depth, we have read comparatively little of the drama in the skies. The consummate professionalism and skill displayed in responding to apparent chaos, while the military simultaneously improvised a complete defensive shield around U.S. airspace, is unparalleled. Pilots, crews, controllers, and the military collaborated in a magnificent effort, and it is this inspiring story that Lynn Spencer brings us.

Only when the last aircraft touched down that day did we allow ourselves to believe that the terror was over. Only now, thanks to Lynn Spencer, do we know the full story of the extraordinary and heroic actions of so many who confronted the challenges on the front lines that fateful day.

—Ben Sliney

FAA National Operations Manager on 9/11/2001








PREFACE



September 11, 2001, was our nation’s second Pearl Harbor. When the smoke cleared, the loss of life was actually greater, and the shock to our country equally palpable.

Years later, the 9/11 Commission Report gave us the explanations we sought. Finally, the inside story. I was one of the seven million citizens who flocked to the nearest bookstore to buy a copy. I wanted answers. I needed an understanding. As an airline pilot, the tragedy had been gut wrenchingly personal, and collectively, aircrews seemed to have a more difficult time leaving the tragedy behind.

When I finished reading the commission’s findings, I was much better informed, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that the story was incomplete. Something was missing. I felt compelled to dig deeper, so I began a journey to meet with the people behind the headlines: those who found themselves on the front lines that day in the cockpits of airliners and fighters, and in the control towers and military battle cabs. I went to their homes and their offices. I met their families. I listened intently as they shared their stories, and I experienced their pride, their sadness, their furor, and their unresolved emotions.

I also discovered that the 9/11 Commission Report did not even begin to tell the full story; that it did not convey the heroism, confusion, anger, bravery, and sacrifice that are an inextricable part of this tragedy. I invite you to reconsider what you know about the events of 9/11, and to experience 9/11 through the eyes and minds of those who were there. In talking with them, I was moved, comforted, astounded, and proud, and felt as though I had somehow touched history. I hope you will feel the same.









PRELUDE

Skies Severe Clear




Federal Aviation Administration Command Center, Herndon, Virginia, the Morning of September 11, 2001

Ben Sliney arrives early for his first day on the job as the national operations manager at the FAA Command Center in Herndon, Virginia, 25 miles outside of Washington. He feels invigorated, even eager to be taking charge, responsible for the hands-on management of the entire national airspace system.

With nearly 5,000 planes in the sky during peak hours and approximately 50,000 flights operating on any given day, the work of the Command Center keeps nearly 50 specialists intensely busy at their posts, around the clock, planning and monitoring the flow of air traffic over the United States. The Center is a communications powerhouse, modeled after NASA’s Mission Control. The Operations floor is 50 feet wide and 120 feet long, packed with tiered rows of computer stations, and at the front, seven enormous display screens show flight trajectories and weather patterns. The specialists work with airlines and air traffic control facilities to fix congestion problems and contend with weather systems. The job is demanding, and as Sliney makes his way through the tiers of desks, the center pulses with an energy so strong that he feels he can almost touch it.

Having spent many years with the FAA as a controller and then a manager, Sliney is intimately familiar with the workings of the agency. Originally he had trained to be a lawyer; he returned to the agency only six months ago after many years of working in a law partnership he started with a friend from law school. He hadn’t thought much about rejoining the agency until his friend, Jack Kies, the FAA’s manager of tactical operations, approached him with a tantalizing offer.

Kies wanted him to take the position of national operations manager, but thinking things over, Sliney asked instead for a job first as a specialist. He preferred to develop a comfort level with all the operational details of the Command Center from the ground up. Becoming a traffic management specialist, he was responsible for reroutings for weather, airspace congestion, ground stops, and all other traffic management issues for the entire East Coast.

After just six months, though, Kies again approached him about the job of national operations manager, in charge of supervising all activities on the Operations floor, overseeing the entire air traffic control system, and wielding the power to resolve all disputes arising among the 22 air traffic control zones, or “centers,” across the United States. This time, Sliney felt ready.

Another style of manager might sit back at his desk and start his first morning by asking for briefings from the center supervisors. Sliney instead makes the rounds.

“Class pictures today?” a weather specialist teases Sliney as he makes his way across the Operations floor wearing a conspicuous blue suit that matches his striking blue eyes.1

Sliney flashes back a bright smile. Having battled in the pits with the specialists, he knows the ribbing is good-natured. He owns at least a dozen suits, but he never wore one as a specialist, and he’s not surprised by the attention he’s getting.

“Masquerade party today?” ribs another of his former peers as he walks by.

Sliney pauses to make an exaggeratedly slow study of the guy’s own outfit before responding in his most formal courtroom manner. “I chose my attire carefully so as to reflect all of my readiness, willingness, and ability to manage the complexities of the National Airspace System. Your disguise, by the way, is perfect.”

The nearby specialists snicker, and Sliney hasn’t taken many steps before another of them calls out, “Hey, are we still allowed to talk to you? Do we need to address you as ‘Your Honor?’”

Sliney doesn’t miss a beat. “No, you may still address me as Ben. However, henceforth you may not approach me without permission.” Sliney is feeling good, confident that his team is on his side.

With picture-perfect weather across the nation—“severe clear” conditions in pilot-speak—nearly 50,000 flights are scheduled for the day, and over 3,000 of them are already airborne. It’s shaping up to be a great first day on the job.

Northeast Air Defense Sector, Rome, New York

For the first few days of a big training exercise, it’s always fun to bring in something fattening. Apple fritters are Bob Marr’s favorite morning treat, and he was happy to stop by the Price Chopper this morning on his way to the Northeast Air Defense Sector (NEADS) to pick up a few dozen. The gesture would be good for morale, he figured, as his troops head into what promises to be 10 grueling training days of 12-hour shifts that will test their preparedness.

Now at the command post, Marr stares out from the glass-enclosed battle cab at the rows of workstations where his staff are at the ready at their computer consoles, radars screens, and communications equipment. They are awaiting the kickoff of the first big event of Operation Vigilant Guardian, the annual simulated exercise, or “simex,” run by North American Aerospace Defense Command (NORAD), which oversees NEADS.

Although the military bases scattered around the country might give the impression that our soldiers and aircraft sit armed and ready to defend the nation at a moment’s notice, in fact the vast majority of troops train to deploy only overseas. NORAD alone is responsible for the detection of and response to an attack against the mainland United States. To accomplish this critically important mission, NORAD command is divided among three subordinate regional headquarters: Alaska, Canada, and the continental United States (CONR). CONR is further divided into three regions: the Western Air Defense Sector (WADS), the Southeast Air Defense Sector (SEADS), and the Northeast Air Defense Sector (NEADS). All report to the CONR commander at Tyndall Air Force Base in Florida, who, in turn, reports to the NORAD commander at Peterson Air Force Base in Colorado.

The air defense of the continental United States is charged to the military branch known as 1st Air Force, which at the height of the cold war boasted 175 jets on alert, meaning fully armed and ready 24/7 to launch at a moment’s notice. On this day, the number of alert jets has dwindled to 14 due to post–cold war budget cuts. The 1st Air Force deals regularly with search-and-rescue operations for planes that have crashed, assists the FAA in locating lost civilian aircraft, participates in drug interdiction operations, and is tasked with responding to hijackings, which are very rare. Critics have argued for years that the fighters are unnecessary, little more than babysitters.

Because 1st Air Force was transferred from active duty to the Air National Guard in 1993, the 14 jets are stationed at seven Air National Guard fighter squadrons across the United States. Two of those squadrons fall under Bob Marr’s jurisdiction: a detachment of four F-16s at Langley Air Force Base in Virginia and a larger unit of 18 F-15s at Otis Air National Guard Base on Cape Cod. Both facilities keep two jets scramble-ready at all times, armed, fueled, and ready to launch.

NORAD training exercises of one kind or another go on almost any given week, ranging from table-top drills, in which commanders sit in conference rooms and contemplate attack-and-response scenarios, to comprehensive, live-fly exercises. In these, fighters are positioned all across the skies of North America, engaged in mock air battles. These live-fly exercises were much more common during the cold war, when preparation for responding to a Soviet attack was the cornerstone of U.S. military defense. In those days, F-106 and F-4 fighter aircraft intercepted and engaged huge forces of B-52s in simulated attacks. The exercises have been scaled down in recent years.

The current exercise is taking place off the shores of the northeastern United States and Canada. Yesterday was consumed by simulated intelligence briefings and meetings setting the stage for the mock engagements to come. The actual exercise will kick off today. It is the kind of war game that the Russians usually respond to, even in this post–cold war ear, and Marr’s not surprised that they have announced plans to deploy aircraft today to several of their “Northern Tier” bases. The Russians are still eager, Marr knows, to show that they too have military capabilities. During previous NORAD exercises, Russian jets have penetrated North American airspace, and Marr is prepared for them to do so today as well. If they do come down the coast during today’s exercise, armed fighters will greet them and escort them back to their own territory. He has ordered additional fuel and weapons loaded on his alert aircraft, just in case. The jets typically carry only “hot guns,” meaning six-barrel 20 mm guns capable of firing 6,000 rounds per minute, with the exception of Florida’s Homestead fighters, which, due to their close proximity to Cuba, carry live missiles as well. Today all of the alert fighters are loaded with live missiles in anticipation of any show of force that might be needed to respond to the Russians.

Marr has gotten a jump on today’s work and has finished his first status briefing. He wanted to get it out of the way early so that he could plan for the surprises he knows the simex guys are concocting. Scanning the five 15-foot screens that line the front wall of the Operations floor, he thinks, Any time now. An edgy excitement runs through the highly secure facility.

Marr is well suited for command, nearly impossible to fluster, and boasts a long history in aviation and the military. He flew on active duty for nearly 18 years, until 1994, protecting America in an F-15. Then, when he left active duty, he became captain of a Lear 36 that was contracted as part of a simulated “target force” hired to stage attacks on the United States. That job was an enjoyable turnaround given all the time he’d spent on the other side of that equation, but after 20 months he returned to the Air National Guard as the director of exercises. He was soon promoted to vice commander and, in 1999, to NEADS commander. Standing in the battle cab—a raised glass-enclosed room at the rear of the Ops floor, jokingly referred to by the Ops staff as the “fish tank”—Marr surveys his troops as they prepare for the tricks to be thrown at them. He is fully confident in their ability to contend with whatever comes their way today.

Boston Center, Nashua, New Hampshire

In a darkened, screen-filled room in Nashua, New Hampshire, air traffic controller Pete Zalewski is seated at his high-resolution computer screen in the Boston Regional Enroute Center, one of the 22 FAA air traffic control centers responsible for handling long-distance, high-altitude flights in the United States. His shift began at 6:30. A controller’s job is so stressful that nearly 20 to 30 minutes of each hour worked is spent on required breaks, but Zalewski thrives on the pressure, and he’s enjoying another frenetic, no-margin-for-error morning.

He is one of the 260 controllers at Boston Center who are responsible for flight separation—keeping airliners well away from one another—in the 165,000 square miles of airspace over Connecticut, Vermont, Massachusetts, Rhode Island, Maine, New Hampshire, New York, and northeast Pennsylvania, including the major metropolitan areas of Boston and New York.

Today he is responsible for aircraft at altitudes over 20,000 feet in an area just west of Boston. He’s monitoring many of the westbound departures out of Boston Logan, New England’s busiest airport, which logs one takeoff every two minutes. As flights depart the airport toward the west, they quickly enter his airspace on their climbs toward their final cruising altitudes. He monitors each aircraft and gives instructions to the pilots to keep them on course, away from other planes, and clear of any severe weather. This is busy airspace, and keeping the airplanes apart is a finely choreographed group effort.

When a plane flies into a controller’s sector, the pilot—who’s been “handed off” by the previous sector’s controller—calls up to announce his presence on the new controller’s radio frequency. Each controller has a discrete frequency, and all planes flying into a controller’s sector are told to tune into that particular frequency. While they are flying through that air space, all planes on that frequency hear all of the communications between all of the pilots and the controller managing that frequency. Zalewski’s job is to make note of each aircraft on his radar screen as it enters his airspace, acknowledge the flight, manage its course, and then monitor it, along with all of the other planes in his sector, until it leaves his section of the sky, handing it off to the next controller.

In high-altitude airspace like that Zalewski is controlling, there are only fast-moving aircraft, and each is required to “squawk” a certain transponder code assigned by air traffic control. Every aircraft is equipped with a transponder, which emits a coded signal during flight, and this transmitted code assists in identifying flights on the controller’s crowded radar screens. The transponder code also shows up on the collision-avoidance systems of other aircraft, alerting pilots about planes near them. Ground-based radar equipment picks up the transmitted information and sends it to the controller’s screen, so that, on his screen, Zalewski sees all the aircraft in his sector along with a tag, or data block, that accompanies it. The tag tells him the plane’s call sign, which refers to the airline and flight number, as well as its ground speed and altitude. If a pilot enters an incorrect code, or a special code to signify a radio failure or other emergency, that number will flash where the ground speed normally displays, alerting the controller right away.

Zalewski has had no such problems to contend with this morning. The weather is great, and at Boston Center things are moving along nicely.

Boston Logan Airport

In the stark lower level of Boston’s Logan Airport, United Airlines Capt. Rick Johnson can’t help but feel as though he is running on five cylinders as he finishes up his flight planning at Operations. Passengers are not allowed to venture into these mostly windowless, less finished, linoleum-lined hallways in the lower level of all airports. They’re like basements, with long sterile hallways connecting crew lounges, airline operations offices, and, in hub airports, employee stores, chief pilot/inflight offices, and employee cafeterias. The areas are well secured and can be entered only through coded and alarmed doors because from this area, flight crews and ground personnel have direct access to the tarmac, where the planes are parked.

Johnson’s wake-up call came far too early on this last day of a four-day trip, and he is waiting for the caffeine to kick in from a second cup of freshly brewed lobby coffee. Pilots can live anywhere they want and commute by plane or car to their assigned base. Johnson is based in Chicago but lives in Denver. Each week, he flies to Chicago, flies his three-or four-day schedule, then returns home for his time off. He’s enjoying this flight schedule so far. The weather’s gorgeous and he’s getting along well with his first officer, Tony Stella, who is an all-around great guy.

Johnson arrived in Ops to find it vacant. Unlike United’s hub airports Chicago and Denver, each boasting expansive and busy employee areas, Boston is considered an “out station.” Only a small number of United flights arrive and depart each day, so the area is small and generally quiet. Crews come here to pick up their flight plan, use the computer, check the weather, and make calls to Dispatch, if necessary, before heading out to the aircraft.

When he arrived he took a quick look at the weather radar: severe clear. Won’t take much to earn my pay today, he thought as he grabbed his bags to head out to the smoking area and a lone picnic table.

He is sitting atop the table resting his feet on the bench and taking a drag from his Marlboro Red when a quick glance at his watch tells him it’s 7:55, time to get to work. Backtracking past Operations and toward the flight side of the airport, he walks out onto the tarmac and toward his waiting aircraft, passing in front of a United Boeing 767. That flight, United Flight 175, is just getting ready to push back from the gate. When Johnson passes in front of the towering wide-body, he glances up at the pilots and can see the first officer is drinking a cup of coffee. Figuring the pilots are from the West Coast and are also feeling the effects of an early morning wake-up, he offers a quick wave. The first officer nods back with a warm smile and a toast of his coffee cup. Just then Johnson feels a strange hair-standing-up-on-the-back-of-your-neck sensation.

Meanwhile, just across the ramp at Gate 67B, Delta First Officer Dave Dunlap enters the cockpit of his Boeing 767. Taking off his pilot’s hat, he glances at the small photo of his wife and their 2-month-old son that he has tucked into the lining and smiles at them. Then he props the hat up on the ledge next to him, as he always does, so that he can see them at any time during the flight. He misses them terribly when he’s gone, but he loves his job. After all, he’s at the top of his game, flying a wide-body aircraft for one of the best-paying and most sought after airlines in the industry.

As with so many other pilots, his identity is closely tied to his job, and when he meets people for the first time he can’t help but let them know that he’s an airline pilot. Sometimes he can even be fairly obnoxious about it. “I’m a pilot and YOU are not” is his less than subtle message. He can’t help it, he is proud of his skills. Not everyone can fly a 40-ton airliner and react to wind shear, rejected landings, engine fires, and hydraulic failures like they’re everyday occurrences. Pilots are forced to stay sharp. Every six months they need to prove their skills on a check-ride—or find another job. Dunlap knows that if he loses an engine just after takeoff, his passengers will hardly detect any change in the plane’s flight because of his precise and expertly trained response. He’ll do what it takes to keep that plane within 5 degrees of the assigned heading, not losing a single knot of airspeed or even a foot of altitude. And he’ll remain methodical and perfectly calm while he’s doing it.

Unlike many of his colleagues who resent being the number 2 guy in the cockpit, doing the lion’s share of the work while earning half the captain’s pay, Dunlap is happy for now with the goal of being the best first officer that any of the Delta captains he works with has ever flown with.

This morning Dunlap is feeling optimistic. He’s looking forward to getting back home to southern California and four days off. The weather for the whole route is forecast as severe clear, and he’s been told by clearance delivery that they are looking at an on-time departure.

Finished early with all his preflight checks, Dunlap is able to shoot the breeze a bit with the captain, Paul Werner. They discover they are both big fans of The Simpsons, and Dunlap recounts the episode in which two male characters both sense that death is imminent. They are facing a nuclear meltdown because Homer, who works at a nuclear reactor, put his jelly donut down on the control panel, setting off a spill. They look at one another, facing their final moments, and one says, “Sir, there may never be another time to say…I love you, sir!” Taken aback, the other responds, “Well, thank you for making my last moments on earth socially awkward.”

The two pilots chuckle.

“So if anything happens to us today,” Dunlap announces, “I’m going tell you I love you, and the rest is up to you!”

Werner just laughs.

Just then, an American Airlines Boeing 767, Flight 11, is pushed back off its gate. Their flight, Delta 1989, is next. Scheduled just behind them is United 175.









CHAPTER 1

American 11, Do You Hear Me?




Boston Center, Nashua, New Hampshire, 7:59 a.m.

American Flight 11 receives takeoff clearance at 7:59 and is handed over from the controllers at Logan to the FAA’s Boston Center after reaching 11,000 feet. The plane appears on Pete Zalewski’s radar screen just after passing through 20,000 feet, and he radios the flight crew climb and course instructions.

“American 11, turn 20 degrees right.”

“20 right. American 11,” comes the prompt reply from the cockpit.

“American 11, now climb/maintain flight level 3-5-0,” Zalewski continues, instructing them to head up to 35,000 feet.

He receives no response.

“American 11,” he repeats, “climb/maintain flight level 3-5-0.”

Still nothing.

“American 11, Boston,” he radios, requesting a call back from the pilots. “American 11, uh, the American on the frequency, how do you hear me?”1

Again, there is no response. When a crew is handed off to a new controller, they’re given a new frequency and are expected to check in right away. In this case, either the pilots aren’t paying attention, Zalewski thinks, or, more likely, there is something wrong with their radios or perhaps with the frequency. Airliners have two primary radios for communicating; each can transmit on two frequencies, one that is active and another that is normally inactive. The pilot simply has to flip a switch to go between the two radios, or between the inactive and active frequencies. They usually listen to just one frequency at a time, and they can hear all the communications between the controller and other aircraft on that frequency. They can also listen to both active frequencies available to them simultaneously, although that gets confusing, like having a phone to each ear.

If a crew doesn’t check in right away, it’s usually because they’ve accidentally tuned to the wrong frequency or because they got the frequency information wrong. In that case, they just go back to the previous frequency and ask for a clarification. Such mishaps are not uncommon, and it usually doesn’t take a crew much time to get onto the correct frequency.

Zalewski wonders if the pilots have returned to the frequency of their last sector, so he calls them on that frequency, but they’re not there. Next he tries them on the emergency or “Guard” frequency, 121.5. This frequency is reserved for emergency communications with aircraft in distress, and airline crews usually monitor it continuously on their secondary radios. Zalewski figures the American 11 pilots should hear him if he calls them on that. But again he gets no response. He then tries several more times on the normal frequency, but to no avail. Zalewski is getting concerned, but not overly so. His radar tells him that the plane is still on course and the pilots have not yet changed their transponder to the “loss of radio” code, 7600. They may not yet realize that they have fallen out of the loop. If they are aware, Zalewski is confident that the crew is working on the problem.

“American 11, this is Boston Center. How do you read?” he repeats again and again. “American 11, if you hear Boston Center…please acknowledge.”2

He begins systematically running through a checklist in his mind, trying to recall all the eventualities that might account for the loss of communication.3 The crew may be significantly distracted or dealing with some problem on the aircraft. In a worst-case scenario, he figures, they may have experienced a failure in their avionics equipment or some other electrical problem. There doesn’t seem to be any issue on his side of the equation; his other flights are hearing him just fine.

He reports to his supervisor that American 11 is not responding, and then, at 8:14, just as the flight is officially labeled “NORDO,” no radio contact, the plane’s transponder signal is turned off. This is rare, and not a good indication at all. No pilot would turn off his or her transponder, so this indicates a serious electrical failure on board the aircraft.

American 11 is no longer transmitting any signal to other aircraft or to air traffic control, and the plane’s altitude is now a matter of sheer guesswork. The flight has become a simple blip on Zalewski’s screen, with no data tag, what’s called a primary radar return. The radar picks up the plane only because of its large mass, but no additional information is transmitted. Zalewski keeps his eyes riveted on the blip, afraid to lose it in the sea of returns that fill his monitor.

“Would you please come over here?” he calls out urgently to his supervisor. “I think something is seriously wrong with this plane. I don’t know what. It’s either mechanical or electrical, I think, but I’m not sure.”4

When his supervisor asks him if he suspects a hijacking, though, Zalewski replies without hesitation, “Absolutely not. No way.”

Hijacking is completely out of the realm of his experience. Hijackings are a thing of the past, a concern of the ’60s and ’70s. The operating manuals provided to controllers and pilots, which outline every imaginable procedure and regulation dictating pilot and controller actions, have only three or four pages dedicated to hijacking procedures. They’re just not relevant these days.

At their peak in 1969, hijackings were committed by refugees or criminals and were nearly always headed to Cuba. As a precaution airliners carried navigating data, known as approach plates, for the Havana airport. Diplomatic procedures were in place to ensure the return of planes and passengers, and most incidents were resolved without violence. In subsequent years, extortion-centered hijackings increased, in which hijackers commandeered aircraft for political purposes or monetary gain all around the globe, from Egypt to Pakistan, Singapore to Ethiopia. Yet as hijackers increasingly ended up dead at the hands of highly trained teams of negotiators and commandos, hijackings became less and less common. Zalewski can’t imagine what is going on; but it’s not that.

His supervisor instructs him to use standard operating procedures for handling a “no radio” aircraft, which includes calling back to the last sector that worked the flight and asking the aircraft to “ident,” meaning to press a button on their transponder that makes their data tag light up on the controller’s screen. If the pilot presses the Ident button, this lets the controller know that although the pilot cannot communicate, the crew is at least hearing controller instructions. Controllers can also ask the dispatcher of the airline company to try to reach the pilot, or enlist the help of other company flights. All airlines have a staff of dispatchers who also monitor their flights and can communicate directly with their pilots via various methods. Pilots of the same airline can communicate with each other on special company frequencies. Nearby flight controller Tom Roberts, who is working another American flight on his frequency calls to another American flight he is working on his frequency. He asks that pilot to attempt to contact the pilots of American 11, and within moments the pilot reports back that he’s tried without success.

Zalewski is becoming increasingly anxious. He’s never lost communication for this long—or to this degree—with one of his flights, and he is desperately continuing to try get through.

“American 11, Boston.”

“American 11, if you hear Boston Center, ident.”

“American 11, if you hear Boston Center, ident please or acknowledge.”

He keeps his eyes glued to the flight’s radar blip on his screen, and now, to his amazement, he sees the target making an abrupt turn toward the south, taking it significantly off course. He is shocked. Standard operating procedures dictate that, in the event of loss of radio communication, a flight continue along its planned route. The last thing a pilot would do when out of radio contact is to divert from the flight plan, leaving controllers with no clue as to where the plane is going.

With no way now to predict the aircraft’s course and no altitude information for the flight, Boston Center controllers have no choice but to clear, or “sterilize,” the entire airspace around the plane to create a buffer zone. They cannot have other aircraft coming into its proximity. Aircraft separation is urgent if a crash is to be averted. Working at a frenzied pace, the controllers call every aircraft between zero and 35,000 feet—and between New York, Albany, and Syracuse—to keep them out of the way. At least 20 flights are at immediate risk.

Meanwhile, planes have continued taking off from Logan and are heading into the danger zone. One of them is United 175. It is 8:23 when the cockpit crew checks in with Boston Center. They had taken off out of Boston at the same time that American Flight 11 turned off its transponder. The Boeing 767, under the command of Capt. Victor Saracini, is climbing toward its initial cruise altitude of 23,000 feet, and the cabin crew is beginning preparations for the meal service.

“Boston, morning, United 175’s out of 19 for 2-3-0,” Saracini announces when he checks onto Zalewski’s frequency.

“United 175, Boston, uh, Center, roger,” Zalewski responds. But he is quickly distracted by an odd transmission he has just heard on the frequency.

“We have some planes. Just stay quiet, and you’ll be okay. We are returning to the airport.”

“Uh, who’s trying to call me here?” Zalewski calls out to the voice. “American 11, are you trying to call?” The voice is heavily accented and he can’t readily understand the nonstandard phraseology he’s hearing.

He is sure that the transmission is coming from the wayward flight. Are they heading back to Boston? he wonders.

The ominous voice continues, as if the speaker is unaware that Zalewski is even addressing him. “Nobody move. Everything will be okay. If you try to make any moves, you’ll endanger yourself and the airplane. Just stay quiet.”

Clearly the speaker is using the handheld radio in the cockpit, which he must think transmits only to the passengers, when in fact that radio transmits out to whatever active frequency the pilot is using. Only once the pilot flips a switch on the radio panel is its transmission restricted to the cabin of the plane.

There is now no doubt that American 11 is being hijacked. Zalewski calls out to his supervisor, “John, get over here immediately! Right now!”5 and immediately starts to hand off his other flights to a neighboring controller’s frequency so that he can concentrate on American 11.

“Delta 351, Boston Center on 125.57,” he calls, giving the flight that frequency to switch to.

“2-5-5-7, Delta 351,” the pilot parrots back.

“Flexjet 420, Boston Center 125.57,” he says to the next.

Not only is this a hijacking, but it’s no normal hijacking. Pilots would always find a way to let air traffic control know that they are dealing with a hijacker, and hijackers don’t know how to turn off transponders or use radios!

Stunned by the urgency in his voice, the other controllers up and down his aisle stop to stare at Zalewski.

“This is really scary,” a controller two positions down comments.

Zalewski calls to an assistant to pull the tapes that are automatically recorded of all transmissions to and from the center and to listen to the troubling transmissions he’s just heard. He isn’t sure he has made out clearly exactly what was said, and he knows that those transmissions will be critical in evaluating what’s happening.

Supervisor Dan Bueno immediately calls the FAA’s Command Center to notify them, and Zalewski continues to hand off his flights while keeping his eyes intently on the small blip that is the only identifier of the hijacked plane.

“United 175, contact the, um, Boston Center on 133.42,” he directs.

“Okay, 3-4-2. United 175, so long.”6

Though Zalewski has not been able to get through to American 11, a remarkable communication is about to be made from the flight: a courageous call is placed from the cabin of the plane.

American Airlines Reservations Office, Cary, North Carolina, 8:19 a.m.

Nydia Gonzales is on duty in American’s Southeastern Reservations Office in Cary, North Carolina. As an operations specialist, her responsibilities include monitoring any emergency situations with American flights and forwarding information to American System Operations Control at headquarters in Dallas. At 8:19, one of the reservation agents receives an alarming call from a woman claiming to be a flight attendant on a hijacked American plane, and the agent immediately patches the call through to Gonzales.

When Gonzales picks up her phone, the caller calmly identifies herself as the number three flight attendant on American Flight 11, out of Boston. She is calling from one of the seatback Airfones in the cabin. She hurriedly relays that two flight attendants have been wounded and one passenger fatally stabbed, and she believes her aircraft is being hijacked. The passengers cannot breathe; something’s been sprayed in the cabin. The flight attendants have tried to communicate with the cockpit but have been unable to.

Gonzales is stunned. She knows that someone at headquarters needs to be hearing this call, now. But her telephone system is not set up to transfer calls, so she holds the phone to her ear and grabs another phone to dial the airline’s emergency line to the operations center in Dallas.

When the American Airlines’ operations center emergency hotline rings at 8:27, manager Craig Marquis picks up. Gonzales excitedly explains that she is on the phone with a caller claiming to be a flight attendant on a hijacked plane. With a phone to each ear, Gonzales hurriedly relays that the caller says her name is Betty Ong, on American 11, a Boeing 767 en route from Boston to Los Angeles.7

Marquis is not sure what to think. Could this be a hoax? Remaining calm, he pulls up the personnel record for Betty Ong and asks Gonzales to have the flight attendant verify her employee number. His face drains of color when the information Gonzales relays matches the record on his screen. He then looks further in the record to see that Betty Ong is indeed listed as a flight attendant working American Flight 11 today. Okay, he thinks, so I’m dealing with something real. But could this be an incident of air rage that the flight attendant is misinterpreting?8

In his 20-something years at American, Marquis has faced his share of multimillion-dollar, airline-impacting decisions. He stays calm.

“I’m assuming they’ve declared an emergency,” he tells Gonzales, figuring that the pilots must have reported the hijacking to the air traffic controller whose airspace they’re in. “Let me get ATC on here. Stand by.” He initiates a call to air traffic control at Boston Center. “Okay, we’re contacting the flight crew now and we’re…also contacting ATC.”9

Betty Ong continues to talk to Gonzales. She relays that the hijackers are in the cockpit with the pilots, that the first-class passengers have been moved to the back, and the plane is now flying erratically. Gonzales focuses on providing reassurance, working to keep her voice calm. She is stunned that somehow Ong is managing to maintain such composure.

“We’ve contacted air traffic control,” Marquis quickly reports back to Gonzales. “They are going to handle this as a confirmed hijacking, so they are moving all of the traffic out of this aircraft’s way.”10 Then he asks Gonzales to find out if there is a doctor on board.

“No, no doctor,” she reports back moments later.11

Ong then fills Gonzales in that the hijackers came from first-class seats 2A, 2B, 9A, and 9B. Marquis directs one of his staff to look up the flight and see who was assigned those seats. Meanwhile Marquis is informed by Boston Center that controllers there have heard radio transmissions from the plane indicating arguing in the cockpit. What they’ve actually heard is the transmission instructing the passengers to remain in their seats, but the information is relayed inaccurately. He also learns, correctly, that the plane has made an unauthorized southerly turn over Albany. Following protocol, Marquis calls out to an aide to notify the FAA Command Center that the airline has a confirmed hijacking.

FAA Command Center, Herndon, Virginia, 8:30 a.m.

Ben Sliney is making his way among the tiered rows of computer stations in the Command Center toward the glass-enclosed conference room at the far side of the Ops floor for the daily 8:30 meeting. The meeting is convened among all department heads and is a forum for briefings about the status of things in all sections: training, plans and procedures, computer operations, international operations, and system efficiency. As the National Operations Manager, Sliney is expected to present an outlook for the coming days’ operations and expectations. Delays and what they did or will do about them are naturally the focus, as well as anything that may be newsworthy, like a huge backup at some airport. A staff member from FAA headquarters in downtown Washington, D.C., attends telephonically and reports to the highest echelons of the FAA as needed.

Sliney has thoroughly reviewed yesterday’s operational log entries and delay summaries, which each air traffic control center must submit every day, and he’s prepared to brief further up the chain as to any elements of the previous day’s operations that may be called into question. He will also discuss the weather outlook, airport and route congestion, and any staffing shortages affecting operations. He is well prepared, but what he’s not prepared for is what happens next.

As he strides toward the conference room, one of the supervisors calls to him, “We may have a hijacking out of Boston.”

Sliney is startled. As far as he can recall, it’s been years since the last hijacking in the United States.

“American Flight 11—a 767 out of Boston for Los Angeles,” the line supervisor continues.

Sliney flashes back to the routine for dealing with hijackings from the days when they were more common. Keep other aircraft away from the errant plane. Give the pilots what they need. The plane will land somewhere, passengers will be traded for fuel, and difficult negotiations with authorities will begin. The incident should resolve itself peacefully, although the ones in the Middle East, he recalls, often had a more violent outcome.

“When was the last time we had a hijacking?” he asks. The supervisor shrugs, and Sliney continues into the conference room, thinking So much for a quiet first day on the job!

It has, indeed, been many years since the last hijacking of a U.S. airliner. In 1987, a fired USAir employee used his invalidated credentials to board an aircraft with a pistol. He hijacked the flight and killed the pilots. The plane crashed. More recently, in 1993, a Lufthansa flight that was hijacked in Europe flew into JFK Airport in New York. In that case, the hijacker surrendered.

Sliney begins the meeting by announcing the news of the apparent hijacking and then commences with his briefing. The weather is clear across the nation and they have no current equipment, staffing, or airspace restrictions. The volume of air traffic will necessitate some spacing restrictions between aircraft to smooth the flow in some congested sectors. They might need to order some short-duration ground stops at airports that have too many arrivals scheduled in order to prevent a bottleneck—and then holding—for incoming flights.

His briefing is interrupted when the same supervisor comes in and whispers into his ear that the situation with the hijacking is developing. American Airlines has just called and there’s a report that a flight attendant may have been stabbed.

Sliney decides his place is on the Operations floor, and he excuses himself, announcing to the room, “Look, this hijack situation has seriously escalated and I need to get back to the floor. There is an unconfirmed report indicating that a flight attendant may have been stabbed.”

The others quickly clear the room, heading to their posts. On the floor, the supervisor reports to Sliney on the rest of the call from American Airlines headquarters and the information from Betty Ong. He also reports that the plane’s transponder has been turned off so that no flight data is showing on controller screens. The latest information from Boston Center is that the aircraft has turned south and is now 35 miles north of New York City.

Sliney looks up at one of the large screens at the front of the Command Center and sees that what was the track for American 11 is in “ghost,” meaning that no transponder data is being received. Instead, the computer is giving track information based on the previously stored track data.

Sliney directs his staff to query facilities on the north-south line the flight appeared to be on when it was last seen and determine if anyone was talking to or tracking the flight. The plane is somewhere, and they need to find it. He then requests a teleconference between the FAA’s Boston Center, New York Center, and headquarters so that all parties can get caught up and can share information in real time. The higher echelons at headquarters in Washington will make the determination as to the necessity of military assistance in dealing with the hijacking.

The standard hijacking protocol calls for the air traffic facility that first becomes aware of the incident to pass the information up the FAA chain of command, from the facility to the Command Center to FAA headquarters. There, a hijack coordinator contacts the National Military Command Center, or NMCC, to officially request fighter assistance. Once the NMCC receives authorization from the secretary of defense, orders are transmitted down the military command chain, in this instance to NORAD, then CONR, and then to NEADS, to issue a scramble order, getting fighter jets in the air to intercept the hijacked plane and follow it. The nearest alert aircraft in this instance are at Otis Air National Guard Base on Cape Cod.

Boston Center, Nashua, New Hampshire, 8:30 a.m.

Back at Boston Center, supervisor Dan Bueno has just hung up with the FAA Command Center in Herndon. His next move is to request military assistance from the 102nd Fighter Wing at Otis Air National Guard Base on Cape Cod. He knows it’s not standard operating procedure to call the military directly—that’s supposed to be done by FAA headquarters—but he’s checked the FAA regulation manual, and in the back under section FAAO 7610.4J. Appendix 16, it states that fighters can be launched directly at FAA request, so he is going to make that happen. He may not be FAA headquarters, but he is FAA!

When he reaches tower control at Otis, though, the controller tells him to contact NEADS, under Bob Marr’s command. That’s the protocol.

“You’ve got to go through the proper channels,” the controller says. “They’re the only ones with the authority to initiate a scramble order.” So much for the back page of the regulations manual.

Despite the emergency situation with American 11, controllers still need to take breaks in order to stay alert, and Tom Roberts is now relieved from duty for a scheduled coffee break. Forget the coffee! Roberts thinks, and instead he hurries over to controller John Hartling’s desk, whose airspace American 11 is heading for. Just as he gets there, American 11 blips onto Hartling’s screen. Hartling hasn’t heard the word yet about the hijacking. The concentration required for the job is so intense that controllers operate on a need-to-know basis. They don’t need to know what’s happening in other controllers’ sectors unless it might affect their own airspace, and distractions are rigorously kept to a minimum.

“You see this target here?” Roberts says to Hartling. “This—this aircraft we believe is hijacked, and he’s last reported at 29,000 feet.”

Hartling stares incredulously at the blip on his screen. It’s bad enough that he has no access to the flight data or identifying information for the plane, that he’s just got a primary radar return with no data tag—but it’s a real shocker hearing the plane could be hijacked.

With no altitude data for the plane, he turns to another flight that has just moved into his airspace, United 175, to ask for assistance getting a read on American 11’s altitude. The United pilot has just checked onto his frequency, after being handed off from Zalewski’s sector.

“Do you have traffic?” Hartling asks the United pilot. “Look at, uh, your 12 to 1 o’clock at about, uh, 10 miles southbound to see if you can see an American 767 out there please.”

“Okay, we’re looking,” Captain Saracini responds. Then moments later, “Negative contact, United 175 Heavy.” He has added the “Heavy” tag to his call sign to indicate that he is a wide-body aircraft.

Hartling tries to give him a better description in hopes that the crew can spot the aircraft. He really wants to know its altitude and he knows that it’s not easy for a pilot to spot another aircraft in the vast sky unless he knows exactly where to look.

“Okay, United 175, do you have him at your 12 o’clock now and five, 10 miles?” Hartling offers.

“Affirmative,” the pilot now responds, “we have him, uh, he looks, uh about 20, yeah, about 29, 28,000.”

“Okay, thank you.”

Considering that airliners typically fly between 450 and 500 miles per hour, and because their flight paths are converging, Hartling chooses to err on the side of caution and move United 175 away from American 11.

“United 175,” he directs, “turn 30 degrees to the right. I want to keep you away from this traffic.”12

“Thirty degrees to the right, United 175 Heavy,” the pilot responds, and the 767 compliantly rolls into a gentle right bank.

With United 175 out of American 11’s flight path, Hartling passes the United plane on to the next link in the air traffic control chain, Dave Bottiglia at the New York Center in Islip, Long Island. Hartling then continues to track American 11 as it approaches New York. He can tell that it is flying much faster than the 450 mph it should be moving.

Meanwhile, per Supervisor Dan Bueno’s instructions, Boston controller Joseph Cooper has gotten through to the NEADS facility in Upstate New York to request fighter assistance.

NEADS, Rome, New York, 8:37 a.m.

Bob Marr is in the battle cab expecting the Vigilant Guardian exercise to commence at any moment. Today’s training exercise runs a number of scenarios, including a simulated hijacking in which the perpetrators overtake an aircraft for political purposes, directing it to an island in order to seek asylum.

There’s no way to know exactly when the exercise will begin—it just will—so the NEADS staff go about their normal business of monitoring until something different happens. When it does, each section will do what they’ve been trained in order to respond to the challenge or threat. The three operational groups—Surveillance, Identification, and Weapons—are interdependent. The Surveillance technicians find targets and pass on their coordinates to Identification, who determine what the target is and if it is friend or foe. The ID techs then hand off the target to Weapons, who give scramble orders to fighter jets and direct them to their target.

At 8:37, Tech Sgt. Jeremy Powell, who works on the Ops floor in support of the senior director in charge of the Weapons section, receives the phone call from the FAA’s Boston Center controller Joseph Cooper.

“Hey Huntress,” Cooper says, using the NEADS call sign, “we have a problem here. We have a hijacked aircraft headed toward New York, and we need you guys to scramble some F-16s or something up there, help us out.”13

“Is this real-world or exercise?” Powell asks, looking across the Operations floor to the simulations team, to see if he can discern whether this may be one of their tricks for the morning.

“No, this is not an exercise, not a test,” Cooper responds urgently.

Powell bolts up and turns toward the ID section behind him on the Ops floor. “We’ve got a hijack going on!”

Assuming that the exercise has begun, the leader of the ID section directs her team into action.

“We have a hijack going on. Get your checklists. The exercise is on.”

“No,” Powell urges, “you don’t understand. We have a no-shit hijack!”

The ID supervisor raises her eyebrows. Okay, she figures, taken somewhat off guard. Quickly shifting gears, she thinks, I know this routine. Sitting just next to her is the mission crew commander technician, whose job it is to support the mission crew commander, or MCC. The MCC is in charge of the entire Ops floor, and if there is anything at all happening, he needs to know about it. The MCC tech gets on the building’s paging system and calls for the mission crew commander, Maj. Kevin Nasypany, to return to the Ops floor immediately. The loudspeakers in the building crackle as the call to Nasypany goes out.

The technician then bellies up to his console, which shows the entire northeast sector, to look for an aircraft squawking the universal hijack code. Pilots have three special transponder codes that they can dial in: 7500 for hijacking, 7600 for loss of radio, and 7700 for other emergencies. Any of them will cause the airplane’s tag to light up on his radar screen, but he doesn’t see any such tag.

Nasypany arrives on the Ops floor moments later to talk of a hijacking. No, that can’t be right, he thinks, the hijacking simulation doesn’t start until later. Who screwed up?

“The hijack’s not supposed to be for another hour!” he snarls, clearly not happy with this early mistake.

In the battle cab overlooking the Ops floor, Marr and his staff make note of a huddle of people gathering. Sergeant Powell, who took the call from Boston Center, is up on his feet and mouthing something to Marr that Marr can’t make out. Since only the MCC has a hotline into the battle cab, Powell doesn’t have any other way of communicating directly with the commander. It’s not his job.

Marr has participated in enough training missions to know this is something out of the ordinary. Clearly, he thinks, the simex is kicking off with a lively, unexpected twist. Marr sends one of his officers to check out what’s going on. His bet is that his simulations team has started off the exercise by throwing out a “heart attack card” to see how the troops respond to a first-aid call from a fellow soldier, testing their first responder training.

The officer Marr sent to the Ops floor rushes back into the battle cab after a brief conversation with the Boston Center controller, still on the line on Powell’s telephone. “It’s a hijacking, and this is real life,” she reports to Marr, “not part of the exercise. And it appears that the plane is heading toward New York City.”

This is an interesting start to the exercise, Marr thinks. This “real-world” mixed in with today’s simex will keep them on their toes. A direct call from a regional FAA facility is not the customary means for requesting military assistance with a hijacking. The 1993 Lufthansa hijacking had been textbook in terms of FAA-military coordination. On that day in 1993, Marr spoke directly with his counterpart at the FAA and explained that they needed to start a request up their chain of command, or the military would not be able to respond quickly enough if the hijacking, which took place in Europe, came to the United States, which it did. Then he went up the same route of his own chain of command, letting them know that they should be prepared for a request for military assistance from the FAA. Several hours later, Marr received notification that military assistance was authorized, and the Otis F-15s, and later the Atlantic City F-16s, were scrambled.

Proper request or not, Marr decides to act first and ask questions later. At 8:37 he directs Mission Crew Commander Nasypany to order the two F-15 alert aircraft at Otis Air National Guard Base to battle stations. A battle stations order requires the pilots to suit up into their full flight gear and get into their jets. There, they’re ready to start their engines and taxi out should a scramble order follow.

Otis Air National Guard Base, Cape Cod, Massachusetts, 8:34 a.m.

Though the Otis tower controller had directed Dan Bueno from the FAA’s Boston Center to call NEADS, he decides that he should also go ahead and alert the Otis Operations Center that a call from NEADS might be coming. If the information Bueno was giving about a hijacked flight was accurate, he figures a call will be coming from NEADS soon and a scramble order is likely. He knows the fighter pilots will appreciate the heads-up.

MSgt. Mark Rose is on duty at the Operations desk when the phone rings. As the superintendent of aviation management, he is in charge of flight records and currency for the Wing’s pilots. He’s not sure what to make of the call.

“What do you have available?” the tower controller asks. He has not taken the time to first identify himself, and Rose has no idea where the call is coming in from.

“What are you talking about?” he responds. He knows what the caller is asking, but you just don’t blurt out that kind of information: “Yeah, I’ve got 24 F-15s armed with AIM-120 Amraam missiles capable of locking onto targets at 50 nautical miles…” For all he knows, this could be a wrong number or a crank call.

The tower controller then identifies himself and offers a quick explanation that he’s had a report of a hijacking. Rose knows it’s time to forward the call to someone better suited to respond. The director of operations for the fighter squadron, Lt. Col. Timothy “Duff” Duffy, is standing next to him, chatting with some pilots who are getting ready to depart for a routine training flight.

“Duff, you got a phone call,” Rose says.

When he left home this morning, Duff couldn’t help but think that it was a perfect day to fly—it felt like the first day of autumn. The chances were slim, though, of his getting up in the air, because he was scheduled to sit alert for the next three days, and alert scrambles were few and far between.

“Who is it?” Duff asks, looking over at Rose and thinking that the only person who knows he is here this early in the morning is his wife.

“Otis tower—something about an apparent hijacking under way: American 11, a 767, out of Boston and headed for California.”

Well, it’s not my wife, he thinks. At an alert site such as Otis, the word “hijacking” is not used casually. Scramble orders involving a commercial airliner are not all that uncommon; often enough a flight loses radio contact or carelessly dials in an incorrect transponder frequency, or gets off course and flies a little too close to someplace it ought not to be. Jets are scrambled to investigate and report back. But a hijacking? That’s a whole different matter, and for Duff, whose primary job is as a commercial pilot and who is part time with the Guard, the word hits very close to home. He fully expects that he and the other alert pilot on duty, his wingman, Maj. Dan “Nasty” Nash, will be getting a scramble call, so he grabs his handheld radio and calls for Nash to suit up.

Duff is betting that they’re going to at least be ordered to go to battle stations. It’s a fairly rushed process, so if there’s even a chance of that call, Duff would just as soon have a head start.

Wingman Nasty Nash is a full-time National Guard F-15 pilot. Muscular, and in extremely good physical condition, he is a classic fighter pilot: all business. A man of few words, he comes across as not just serious but borderline offensive, and that’s when he’s not speaking. When he does speak, he uses the fewest possible words. He does have a sensitive and reflective side—he just doesn’t often show it.

Nasty wasn’t scheduled to sit alert this week, but the pilot who was is part of the training mission flying this morning. So by a twist of fate, Nasty has been left covering the guy’s alert shift, “holding the alert packet” for him.

“Have you ever done a hijacking?” Duff asks Nasty as he fastens his G suit.

“No,” Nasty responds with his hallmark brevity.

“I have,” Duff says, and he recounts his experience with the 1993 hijacked Lufthansa flight. Since the FAA and law enforcement have primary responsibility for dealing with hijackings, the military is brought in only to give “safety of flight” support. There are very clear rules about the use of the military, and their presence is strictly to monitor and report back—nothing more. If something happens to the hijacked aircraft—maybe there is an explosion on board—the fighters are able to report to the pilots on the extent of the damage.

In 1993, Duff explains, the Otis F-15s, and later the Atlantic City F-16s, were scrambled. The fighters intercepted the aircraft off the coast of eastern Canada and initially stayed at a distance of about 10 miles in trail. As the hijacked plane approached JFK Airport, the fighters moved in closer, to around 5 miles, and stayed a bit above the aircraft and out of sight. They did a low fly-by as the plane landed, then circled overhead while the hijacking played out on the ground, finally returning to their bases when the crisis was resolved. No one was injured, and the hijacker surrendered.

In light of Duff’s experience, Nasty tells him, “You’ve got the lead.”

But Nasty had been designated lead in the alert roster, so after strapping into this G suit, Duff makes a quick trip across the hall into the Command Post to report the switch.

As he enters the Command Post, the supervisor of flying has a phone to each ear, talking to Otis tower on one phone and NEADS on the other.

“I’m 1, Nasty’s 2, and we’re going to the jets,” Duff reports, and the supervisor calls back to him.

“It’s an American 767 from Boston to California—American Flight 11—and it looks like the real thing.”

“Okay, we’re going to the jets,” Duff responds, heading out the door before finishing his sentence.

He sprints out to the alert truck to join Nasty, and within minutes the pilots are being driven across the ramp to the alert hangar, where their fully fueled and armed F-15s await. Duff can’t help but think about his sister, who is a flight attendant for American. She often flies the Boston–L.A. route. He forces the thought out of his mind, reminding himself to remain focused on his mission. If I can’t effect change, I have to let it go, he tells himself.

When they are halfway across the tarmac, the claxon blares, indicating an order to battle stations. The radio in Duff’s hand crackles to life: “Alpha-Kilo 1-2, Battle Stations!”

He and Nasty are way ahead of the game, and Duff is glad he made the decision to suit up right after getting that call from the control tower. It has saved precious time. His pulse quickens while the truck speeds across the ramp, and he can’t help but think about the troubled flight. Being a commercial pilot, he pictures the scene in that cockpit and imagines what those pilots must be going through.





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/Images/colophon.jpg





OEBPS/Images/crlogo.jpg
/P





OEBPS/Images/MSRCover.jpg
Touching History

The Untold Story of the Drama That Unfolded
in the Skies over America on 9/11

LYNN SPENCER

FREE PRESS
NewYork London Toronto  Sydney





