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For our men and women in uniform and the families who stand with them.

And for my own family. With special love for my grandchildren, Magnolia, Morgan, Eric, and Gus.





Introduction

IN OCTOBER 2010, JUST BEFORE the sun set over the beaches of Normandy, I walked with a group of veterans, young and old, to the American Cemetery, through rows planted with thousands of white crosses. We moved slowly, lifting umbrellas as a soft rain grew heavier. The weather seemed right for the occasion. Right for us.

I had by then spent more than a decade in combat zones and devoured books about long-ago battles, but I had never been to Normandy. I wasn’t the only one. I know all of us were trying to imagine the drama and horror of those days in 1944, when so many men sloshed through the waters of the English Channel, climbed onto the beach, and struggled toward the bluffs to push their way into occupied France. Those lucky enough to make it that far. Standing where we were, we thought mostly of the others, the less fortunate souls who made it to this place only after their bodies were found and they were laid to rest under one of the small crosses that stretched to the horizon.

We proceeded without saying a word. It is a place where you keep your thoughts to yourself. Or that is what we first assumed, until a voice bellowed above the grounds of the hallowed cemetery. Awkward, insistent. An eruption that would startle us all—if only for a few moments—and teach us a profound lesson.

I had come to Normandy on an “Army Staff Ride,” an official US military trip in which an Army historian leads military personnel and their guests to famous battlegrounds to share insights about war. I had been invited by General Carter Ham, the commander of US Army forces in Europe. I’d first met General Ham in 2004, during one of my many trips to Iraq, when he served as commander of US forces in Mosul.

The gray light of the day had begun to fade, and General Ham turned our group toward the large American flag that has flown over the cemetery since it was established as a temporary burial ground on June 6, 1944, the day of the D-Day landings. Several members of our group had been asked to help in the lowering of the flag. The cemetery historian explained the procedure.

As we listened to him describe the protocol for this simple ceremony, I spotted an elderly man in the crowd of tourists nearby, wearing a black baseball cap with giant gold letters that read: “Korean War Veteran.” He was a big man, stooped and a bit fragile looking. He watched our group intently, although none among the group were in uniform. I learned later that his name was Martin LeMaster and he had served as a corporal in the US Marine Corps. LeMaster may have been elderly, but there was nothing wrong with his hearing; he had listened to every word the historian had uttered about the flag-folding protocol, and his reaction was swift.

His shuffle gained power as he made his way to our group and zeroed in on the young man at my side. LeMaster raised a finger to the young man’s chest.

“Don’t you know how to fold an American flag?” he asked. There was a bitterness in his voice. It was an accusation.

The young man straightened up. He was small, in his twenties, wearing a checkered cotton shirt and khaki pants, indistinguishable from any number of college students or young professionals back home.

He stood wide-eyed and nearly froze in place as LeMaster hovered over him. “Yes, sir, I do,” he answered quietly. Nothing more.

The moment hung there in the rain, the ceremony on hold because an old veteran had challenged a young man in civilian clothes, questioning his knowledge and perhaps his patriotism as well. Neither man seemed inclined to say more. It was only a matter of seconds, but to me it seemed an endless wait.

Mercifully, the leader of our group stepped forward, and with a few words he said what needed to be said.

“Sir,” he began, addressing the older Marine, “my name is General Carter Ham and I would like you to meet Staff Sergeant Salvatore Giunta. Salvatore Giunta, to whom President Obama is going to present the Medal of Honor.”

The Medal of Honor. It’s hard to overstate what that means. Certainly, US Marine Corps Corporal LeMaster, veteran of the Korean War, needed no explainer. The Medal of Honor is the US Armed Forces’ highest military decoration. It’s the oldest such award, and of the many millions of Americans who have fought for their country, fewer than four thousand have received it. Most were awarded during the Civil War, and more recently nearly all have been given posthumously. Giunta would be the first living Medal of Honor recipient since the Vietnam War.

If Martin LeMaster’s challenge had seemed over-the-top, a small but jarring aggression in the middle of a cemetery, I felt for him now, standing there. He looked at General Ham and turned back to Staff Sergeant Giunta, a young man who knew how to fold his country’s flag and who had known things and done things for his country that were hard for those of us who never served to fathom. Even for a veteran of the Korean War.

LeMaster let out a stunned and sober, “Whoa,” and took a step backwards. And then, pulling himself upright with all his strength, the old Marine slowly lifted his hand in a salute to the young soldier, a faint tear of gratitude in his eye. Sal Giunta returned the gesture, saluting the veteran who had fought in a war decades before he was born. And then Giunta said, “Your service allows us to live the way we do. We all owe you thanks.”

General Ham invited the old veteran to help with the sunset ceremony. As “Taps” played and a small crowd gathered, these veterans, one a Medal of Honor recipient, the other a proud veteran of the Korean War, lowered the flag over the graves of the thousands of service members who had died in World War II.

Martin LeMaster told me later it was the greatest day of his life since his return from Korea. He had also learned a lesson, standing on that hallowed ground—one I had learned in my own way long before: There is no sure way to spot a hero.



How could anyone have known Sal Giunta was a hero? Who would have imagined it, looking at him there, in his ordinary civilian attire? Just a few years prior to that day in Normandy, he had been mopping the floors at a Subway sandwich shop in Iowa. But he had felt a call to duty. He joined the Army and went to war. In October 2007, at twenty-two, in Afghanistan’s Korengal Valley, while under withering enemy fire, he exhibited what his Medal of Honor citation calls “unwavering courage, selflessness and decisive leadership.” Extraordinary attributes that helped “defeat an enemy ambush and recover a fellow American soldier from the enemy.”

On that afternoon in Normandy, after the flag had come down and the last light of the day was gone, we were leaving the cemetery, retracing our steps along a row of the white crosses. It was still raining. Sal Giunta was at my side, quiet as we walked, moved by what had happened with the old Marine.

There among the crosses, he leaned my way and said, in a voice just above a whisper, “I’m nothing compared to any of these men.”

That is a sentiment I have heard often during my decades covering the remarkable 9/11 generation of warriors and their families. Whether it is a survivor from a bloody battle, or a spouse back home dealing with loss, none consider what they have done anything other than ordinary. That is true of everyone in this book. They don’t believe they deserve to be called heroes. Perhaps there is a lesson in that. The one sure way to spot a hero may be to look for the ones who insist they are not.



People sometimes ask why I am so interested in stories about war and our troops. I understand why they ask. I’ve had the privilege to cover all kinds of stories, and at this stage of my career I could turn down certain assignments—but I run first to the world’s conflict zones. While I’ve reported on my share of presidential campaigns and natural disasters and other issues that have little or nothing to do with the military, when I get on a plane for ABC News, it’s more often than not to go to a battlefield or a warship, a military base or military hospital. I have no military background of my own, no ancestral ties to the military, and I didn’t grow up in a family or culture that was tethered to war or the military life. But I have interviewed dozens of American generals and battlefield commanders, hundreds of soldiers and Marines, and I’ve made sure to meet their families too.

I grew up as a fatherless, scaredy-cat little girl. I tell people this when they wonder why I ever go to dangerous places, as a way of convincing them that I am hardly a thrill seeker, and I certainly don’t take long trips to Iraq or Afghanistan or Ukraine for the rush of adrenaline. But perhaps that childhood fear has something to do with why I go. I remember hating the fact that I was so often afraid, and I remember thinking, even at a young age, that I wanted to do something to change that.

Going to a war is an aggressive way to counter one’s fears, but the men and women I’ve met in war zones rarely seem frightened—or at least they seem to have conquered their fears and learned to face them. Or disguise them. It’s a quality that can be both awe-inspiring and sometimes terribly sad—I have witnessed countless examples of both—and it has always intrigued me.

Another, simpler answer: You learn in these places how a moment can reveal character, and I have learned valuable lessons from the servicemen and -women I have come to know, life lessons about courage and selflessness, purpose and resilience, that have relevance for us all. I also learned, early on in my time as a war correspondent, that true heroes are rarely the ones you’d imagine. The generals have said this to me too. All too often, the swaggering soldier or Marine who exudes bravado and bluster isn’t the one who shines in the moment. And I have been moved by those who aren’t battlefield heroes, but who suffer the loss of a father or mother, brother or sister, son or daughter, husband or wife—or whose loved ones return home as shadows of who they were before they went to war. These people serve their country too, in powerful ways.

From the first day I started covering the Pentagon more than thirty years ago, I kept two words in my head like a mantra: “Respect. Remember.”

At first, those words were a reminder of how to cover the institution of the military; to hold it accountable, to press for truth, and to do so from a starting point of respect, remembering what it had done for all Americans. I wanted to be worthy of the military’s trust, so that I could be the first to report difficult stories as well as covering missions and victories.

Since then, those words have come to characterize how I approach covering stories of individual soldiers and of people touched by the military. I have witnessed the extraordinary courage of young service members and their families and watched from close range—in battlefields and on the home front and in the hospitals in between—as these people show remarkable courage and resilience and conquer unimaginable pain.

Too often their stories are lost or overrun by the broader narratives of the wars they are sent to fight—that’s the nature of a busy news cycle. But I find it hard to forget or walk away.

So that’s one more answer to that question. One more reason why I keep going. And one reason why I am writing this book.



Few Americans have heard of Captain Rosemary Mariner. Or Dr. Rocco Armonda. Or Specialist Steven Schulz and his mom, Debbie. Fewer still will know Josh Webster, Kevin Mott Jr., Danielle Thiriot, or Mark Little. The list is long, far longer than this book can cover, of men and women who have answered the call, time and again, people whose valor and selflessness know no bounds.

When you spend so much time covering war, you meet men and women at all ranks, people who are not easily forgotten. Some of their stories are unhappy ones—tragic, even—but many are inspiring and uplifting. I feel privileged to have found these people and they have stayed with me. I’m writing this book because I think every American should know their names.

I first met Sergeant Mark Little in an American combat support hospital in Baghdad, on a cloudless day in September 2007. I was watching as a young man was brought in on a stretcher. Even from my vantage point it was clear: Both his legs were gone, or about to be.

The remarkable thing about Mark Little wasn’t his injury. It was a tough time in a tough war, and sadly, he was hardly alone. What struck me was that from his very first moments in that setting, under such terrible circumstances, he was smiling. Painkillers, sure, but he had just suffered a grievous, life-altering injury and he was determined to fight his way through it.

I made a mental note: “Whenever I get back home, I’m going to find Mark Little’s family.” I knew that if my son had gone through anything like what he had suffered, and someone had been with him, I would have wanted to talk to that someone. I would have wanted to know.

I had overheard Mark say he was from Falls Church, Virginia, not far from where I live. Two weeks later, I met his mother at Walter Reed Army Medical Center in Washington, DC. Her son had been brought there to continue his recovery.

She was appreciative and of course she wanted to know everything about that day in Baghdad. We spoke for a long time, at Mark’s side. At one point, I asked Mark about the moment he’d realized how bad his injuries were.

“Ma’am, they aren’t bad,” he said with a smile. “I’m alive.”



In this book, I share stories about people I have interviewed over the years who have shaped how I think about service, honor, and war. Individually, their stories are deeply inspiring. Together, they offer something beyond inspiration: insight into what it means to live with a life-defining courage and sense of purpose.

Unlike Sal Giunta, who received the Medal of Honor he so richly deserves, none of the people in this book have received national recognition. They represent the generation that has answered the call to service since 9/11, who collectively serve as powerful antidotes to the corrosive cynicism that prevails in so much of our culture today. In that sense this is a patriotic book.

It is also personal for me. I have known many of these people and their families for decades. These aren’t portraits drawn from internet searches; they are people whose stories are in my reporter’s notebook, etched in my memory—in my heart. A few of those profiled here have intersected with one another over the years, but I wanted to give each their own separate chapter.

So in these pages you will meet a combat neurosurgeon. A lifesaving pararescueman. A fighter pilot who is also an artist and finds a profound, Zen-like peace in the sky. One soldier who laughs off his injuries and a Marine who became a successful entrepreneur, whose startups help people who have suffered from the same spinal injury that altered his life. They were talented battlefield leaders who were loved and revered by their men.

There are trailblazers here as well. A woman who inspired a generation of combat pilots, and the extraordinary pilot who followed in her “contrails.” And there are mothers. Their sons are heroes, no question; but as I have come to know the moms, it’s their humanity and selfless service that have stayed with me.

Taken together, these stories remind us of the power of selflessness and commitment to a common purpose. They offer profound lessons in leadership and response to crisis—even, in some cases, at low rungs of an organization—that will be valuable to people in any line of work or human endeavor. They remind us that life can turn on a moment, and that the outcome can be determined by both the hand of fate and the degree or preparation for whatever that moment may bring. They tell us that all the division and cynicism roiling through the nation’s bloodstream isn’t a given—in fact, in one of our nation’s largest and most important institutions, they are hard to find. They remind us that as a nation, we are woefully disconnected from the men and women who are sent to fight our wars.

Visiting Normandy that day, I was deeply moved by the act of remembering the hundreds of thousands of people who shipped out on D-Day, many running toward their deaths to stop Nazi Germany from overtaking Europe. I thought, too, of the mothers and fathers, spouses, children, sisters, and friends whose own courage held up the country, those soldiers left behind. Regardless of our politics or thoughts about any given war, the safety of this country depends on people who give deeply of themselves. I’m not here to judge the wars themselves, or how they were prosecuted. Readers will make up their own minds, or probably already have. It is those who went to war I want to honor. They volunteer and get to work, ready to sacrifice for the greater good. For the person next to them. For the mission. They might have had no idea what shape the sacrifice could take. But they go, and for many, when their moment comes, they are unselfish. Unflinching. They are heroes.



In 2024 I found retired Army neurosurgeon Rocco Armonda in eastern Ukraine, in a hospital near the front lines. He had been working long hours in a crowded surgery ward, his patients among the more than fourteen thousand soldiers and civilians brought during the past year into the triage wing of Dnipro’s Mechnikov Hospital. It was nonstop work, awful work, a steady flow of shrapnel wounds and brain injuries and lost limbs and worse. The Ukrainian doctors and nurses were exhausted but determined; many said they considered themselves every bit the fighters that the soldiers were.

“It was a simple call,” Rocco Armonda told me. “One of my old Army buddies was helping Ukrainians doing trauma work and said they needed neurosurgeons, and I was there.”

“I was there.” I have heard that sentiment often from service members. “You have a problem? I’m coming—I’m on my way….” So many veterans feel the tug of mission long after their military service is over. I have seen the power and impact of that devotion up close. In this case, in the tragic yet inspiring setting of a frontline surgery ward.

Rocco Armonda was one of those surgeons who could have practiced his craft anywhere, but he was a West Point grad, and so he took his skills to Afghanistan and then to Iraq, and then to the renowned Bethesda Naval Hospital in Maryland, where he was on duty in 2006 when my colleague Bob Woodruff came in clinging to life by the thinnest of threads.

Dr. Armonda was there. There, for a day and night of lifesaving operations on Bob Woodruff’s brain, after he had been gravely wounded by a roadside bomb in Iraq.

Two decades later, I had found Dr. Armonda again, now a volunteer in another war zone, joining the long days and nights on duty at Mechnikov Hospital where he says they have seen ten times the number of traumatic brain injures he saw in Iraq and Afghanistan.



Rosemary Mariner is the oldest member of the group in these pages. “Trailblazer” is an overused term, but that’s the word for her. From an early age, growing up in San Diego, Rosemary had a passion for flying. Her mother was a World War II Navy nurse, and her father served in the Army Air Corps and then as an Air Force attack pilot during the Korean War. Rosemary’s interest in flying for the military may also have been kindled by tragedy; her father and his copilot were killed in a plane crash in 1956. Rosemary was three years old when she lost her dad—something she and I had in common.

As a young girl, Rosemary had watched planes at Naval Air Station Miramar and worked odd jobs, cleaning houses and washing aircraft, to earn money for flying lessons and flight time. It wasn’t long before she began piling up the “firsts.”

She was the first woman to graduate from Purdue University’s aeronautics program—which she did at age nineteen. She got her pilot’s license and was one of the first eight women selected for the Navy’s pilot training program. In 1974, Rosemary was among the first six women to earn wings as a US Naval Aviator and was the first woman to fly a frontline tactical strike aircraft.

First. First. First.

Trailblazer.

There would be more glass ceilings to break. 1982: first female aviator assigned to an aircraft carrier. 1987: first woman screened for command of an aviation unit in the US Navy. And in 1990, first woman to command a Navy aviation squadron.

By the time I met her, in 1993, Rosemary was already a superstar pilot; I just hadn’t known. She told me her goal was to repeal the laws that forbade women from flying in combat. In the years that followed, I watched her fight for that. I also saw that beyond her own successes, Rosemary was playing a “Mama Bear” role for many young women in the military, as they faced sexism and abuse on their journeys up a very difficult ladder. She did not want special treatment for women—she wanted equal treatment.

I think about Rosemary Mariner every time I spend time with women in war zones. Even they don’t know about her. So I have to assume most Americans don’t either.

When she died of cancer at sixty-five, the Navy conducted an all-female pilot flyover over New Loyston Cemetery in Maynardville, Tennessee. Fittingly, this was the first time an all-woman Navy crew had performed the maneuver at a military funeral. The woman who fought to make that flyover happen, Danielle Thiriot, whose bombing missions in Syria helped defeat ISIS, is one of the heroes profiled in this book.

Other hidden heroes? Charles Wickware, the fighter pilot who’s also a chronicler of war, a highly decorated aviator who uses his camera and paintbrush to document his time on aircraft carriers and on dangerous bombing runs. Charles does it for the same reason I am writing this book: He wants the world to know.

You will come to know the miracle that is Derek Herrera, a Marine Raider who had made a name for himself in Haiti and the Middle East before the attack in Helmand, Afghanistan, that left him paralyzed, and who since then has channeled his energies and intelligence into the entrepreneurial arena, founding a series of startup companies that design medical devices to improve quality of life for people with spinal cord and other debilitating injuries.

And you will meet Josh Webster, an Army officer who was also a US Air Force pararescueman—a member of an elite division whose missions include perilous helicopter rescues and then providing medical treatment to wounded military personnel, often in the middle of intense combat.

Kevin Shaeffer and Steve Workman exemplify this 9/11 generation perhaps better than anyone. They were both in the Pentagon the day a hijacked plane hit the building. Shaeffer, a young Navy officer, was severely burned in the attack. Sergeant First Class Workman helped save his life. Both men have gone on to do remarkable and, in Shaeffer’s case, history-changing work.



When he was younger, my son, Jake, would understandably get upset with me—for heading off in the middle of a weekend or at halftime of one of his football games to go to the ABC News bureau in Washington or to New York or to Baghdad or Kabul or Sana’a or…

“I know you feel badly when I leave, Jake,” I would tell him. “I feel badly too. Believe me. But it’s important that you know that so many of the people in these places, they leave home all the time. And they don’t come home after a week or two, like Mom does.”

I wouldn’t say the rest of it, not to my young son. The bit about how those soldiers on the other side of the world would be gone more than a year, typically—more than a year of no bedtime stories or warm hugs or family dinners. The fact that they don’t get to choose where they go or what they do. For sure they don’t get to say, “Sorry, my kid’s game is today, so I won’t be able to be there….”

Or the fact that when they do come home, all too often they are broken, in one way or another. And that some never come home at all.

Along with everything else, this book is an extension of that message to my son, to be shared with all Americans. Another way to make some connections between those who serve and the rest of us. It was a lesson both of my children learned and saw up close.

In 1980, 18 percent of American adults were veterans; by 2022, that had dropped to about 6 percent. Most people, especially those with college degrees, don’t know anyone on active duty.

In 2009 I gave the commencement address at Norwich University, America’s oldest private military college, which has an unusual blend of military and civilian undergraduates. It seemed a good place and moment to get at that chasm in our culture.

“Today I ask each of you—traditional student and cadet alike—to do your part to build bridges between the military and civilian communities,” I said. “I hope that those of you who remain in civilian life maintain friendships that you have made here with cadets, wherever they may be deployed. But just as importantly, I hope that those of you who go off in careers in the military make as real an effort to remain rooted in civilian society. Because we are one nation, and we must remain united if we are to succeed in managing the challenges that await us.”

Later that year, at the university’s Homecoming Weekend, an actual bridge on the Norwich campus was dedicated, linking South Hall, a civilian dormitory, to the barracks on the Upper Parade Ground. A bronze plaque containing words from my commencement address is part of that structure.

We need more of these bridges. I hope this book can provide some of the bricks and mortar required to build them.
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Navy Lieutenant Kevin Shaeffer (right) received the Purple Heart and Army Sergeant First Class Steve Workman the Soldier’s Medal for Valor for the events that unfolded at the Pentagon on 9/11.





CHAPTER 1 Sailor, Survivor, Spy

Kevin Shaeffer and Steve Workman


BANDS OF SCAR TISSUE STILL color the seared skin on Kevin Shaeffer’s hands, arms, and face. The gash in the hollow of his neck has healed into a deep purple thread. Those are the visible wounds, suffered at the Pentagon during the terrorist attacks on September 11, 2001, that left thousands dead, thousands more injured, and a nation mourning, yet resolute. President George W. Bush vowed that America would hunt down the man behind the deadly strikes, Osama bin Laden—however long it took and wherever he was hiding. 9/11 was the deadliest attack on American soil in history. But from that destruction rose a new generation of warriors, intelligence officers, and public servants determined to preserve our values, freedom, and democratic ideals.

I met Kevin Shaeffer at the Pentagon Memorial twenty years after he nearly died from the catastrophic injuries he suffered on that day. And we would meet again years later when he was finally allowed to reveal a mission he had long kept secret. Kevin Shaeffer’s link to Osama bin Laden began well before 9/11 and continued for decades afterwards. He was on the ship that fired the first shots at bin Laden’s hideout in Afghanistan, and he was watching real-time video at the CIA when bin Laden took his last breath. It is hard to imagine anyone with a stronger connection to the 9/11 generation than Shaeffer.

Kevin Shaeffer’s first brush with al-Qaeda came on the night of August 20, 1998, in the Arabian Sea, where US warships were preparing for battle. Less than three weeks had passed since al-Qaeda terrorists had blown up US embassies in Kenya and Tanzania, ramming massive truck bombs into the embassy grounds that left more than 220 dead. Bin Laden had declared war on America and Shaeffer was on a mission to pay him back.

The sea was relatively calm that night. A steady roll of white froth slapped onto the ship’s bow. Nothing out of the ordinary, which was fortunate for the sailors on board the USS Elliot, given the launch orders they had received. The destroyer was one of four American warships targeting what intelligence had determined were terrorist training camps in the Khost region of Afghanistan. Bin Laden’s camps. Alternately fingering the Naval Academy ring on his right hand and the wedding ring on his left, twenty-six-year-old Lieutenant Shaeffer peered over the bridge of the huge warship. His job as a navigation officer was to ensure that the ship was undetectable. Polished and professional, the junior officer could not hide his excitement as the ship’s missiles were readied for launch. Shaeffer had spent plenty of time aboard Navy warships, but this was the first time he would see action up close. It was also the first time the United States would try to take out bin Laden and his al-Qaeda followers.

At approximately 8:30 pm the launch began. A barrage of Tomahawk missiles blasted into the night sky. Seventy-six cruise missiles rose nearly simultaneously from the ships and the submarine that was accompanying them. Lieutenant Shaeffer felt the roar and marveled at the power of the weapons as he watched the bright white trails streak upward and then arc north, to Afghanistan. His pride swelled when he heard that President Clinton had announced to the nation that the “pre-emptive strikes” had targeted “one of the most active terrorist bases in the world,” citing “compelling evidence” that Osama bin Laden was planning further attacks. As the ship steamed away from its launch site and back to safety, Shaeffer thought how fortunate he was to be part of this history-making night.

But bin Laden was not at the training camp, nor were any senior al-Qaeda leaders. They had left hours before the strikes. The damage to the camps was largely confined to infrastructure and the mission was widely viewed as a failure. The threat from al-Qaeda was far from over.

Two years after that failed attempt to take out bin Laden, in October 2000, al-Qaeda suicide bombers steered a small boat loaded with a thousand pounds of explosives into the side of the USS Cole destroyer during a refueling stop in Yemen. Seventeen sailors were killed and nearly forty wounded. The attack rocked the Navy and prioritized the intelligence community’s focus on al-Qaeda.

At the time of the bombing of the Cole, Lieutenant Shaeffer was stationed at the Pentagon. He and his wife, Blanca, a Navy officer he had met when they were midshipmen together at the Naval Academy, were working “shore duty” assignments. After months at sea, the two sailors had been “two ships passing in the night, sometimes literally,” in Shaeffer’s words, so the desk job came as a welcome change. Blanca, also a lieutenant was now at the Strategic Systems program office in Dahlgren, Virginia, part of the Trident Missiles Program. Kevin was working with the strategy and concepts branch for the Chief of Naval Operations. They settled in Fredericksburg, midway between their two workplaces, but still a long commute for both.

Kevin Shaeffer was not an intelligence analyst at the time, but his workspace in the Navy Command Center was next to that of the officers investigating the Cole bombing. His interest in counterterrorism had intensified after the failed mission to kill bin Laden.

The Command Center tracked Naval operations around the globe 24-7 and coordinated responses to international events. Big screens monitored ships at sea, while others were tuned to cable news. Offices in the Pentagon form five concentric rings around a large outdoor courtyard, starting with the A ring and ending with the outermost E ring. The rings are connected by ten equally spaced corridors, like a giant five-sided pie divided into slices. Between the B and C ring was an outdoor causeway where maintenance and supply vehicles could make deliveries and carry out repairs. The Command Center where Shaeffer worked was on the first floor of the Pentagon, in the C ring on the westernmost side of the building, between corridors 4 and 5.

Lieutenant Shaeffer’s job largely entailed mountains of reading, meetings, and research. Shaeffer found it both stimulating and rewarding. He was contributing to the Navy’s future and assessing the strategic challenges it would face worldwide. The three Navy colleagues who shared his cubicle cluster made it even more fulfilling. At twenty-nine on 9/11, he was younger than most and did not have children yet, but he enjoyed hearing stories from his fellow officers who were juggling jobs and parenting.

Commander William Donovan, thirty-seven, had three young children, Lieutenant Commander David Williams, thirty-two, had two young ones at home and was expecting a third, and thirty-nine-year-old Commander Patrick Dunn’s wife was two months pregnant with their first child.

On the morning of September 11, 2001, the men were all at work by 7:00 am, a typical start time for most Pentagon employees. Lieutenant Shaeffer had one of the longest commutes. He and Blanca were living about sixty miles south of the Pentagon, so Shaeffer commuted each day by train. Blanca had left the day before for a work assignment in Pittsfield, Massachusetts, in the western part of the state. All told, it usually took him about ninety minutes to get to work. The long commute gave him a chance to catch up on the news and prepare for his regular morning meeting with his department head, Captain Robert Dolan Jr., an affable forty-three-year-old father who, like Shaeffer, was a Naval Academy graduate.

The Command Center was always bustling, and this morning was no different. Shaeffer dropped his lunch at his cubicle, shuffled through some papers, made small talk with the others in the office, and took one last glance at the TV monitors before heading into his morning meeting.

After an hour or so of planning and mapping out assignments for the day, Shaeffer and his strategy team headed back to their cubicles. But no one took their seats. They could see that every eye in the Command Center had suddenly locked onto the TV screens.

At 8:46 am, American Airlines Flight 11 had plunged into the North Tower of the World Trade Center. Shaeffer stood stunned, watching the black smoke rising from the skyscraper, stark against the bright blue sky. And then, at 9:03 am, audible gasps could be heard across the Command Center as United Airlines Flight 175 crashed into the South Tower and erupted in a massive fireball.

The officers in the Command Center were suddenly on full alert. When the first plane hit, there had been talk of an accident, but they knew now it was no accident and began tracking what minimal information was available. One thing was certain: The country was at war. But not for a moment did Kevin Shaeffer and his colleagues feel they were at risk in the Pentagon. The building was a fortress, and a newly reinforced one at that. Some on Shaeffer’s team stood quietly watching, absorbing the enormity of the moment. Others began making phone calls to loved ones behind the shoulder-high divides separating the desks. Commander Pat Dunn called his pregnant wife to make sure she knew what was happening. Shaeffer stood transfixed, unable to take his eyes off the screens. He was still standing thirty-four minutes later, at 9:37 am, when American Airlines Flight 77, with seven thousand gallons of jet fuel and fifty-nine innocent souls on board, barreled through the Pentagon’s limestone walls and into the first floor with a thunderous roar.

Fire engulfed the Navy Command Center. The plane tore through the outer rings of the Pentagon, incinerating everything and everybody in its path. Shaeffer was instantly blown off his feet and set on fire. Rolling on the floor to put out the flames, he struggled to breathe through the veil of acrid smoke. He felt as if he were melting. His khaki uniform stuck to his arms and torso as if the polyester had been ironed onto his skin. His hands were slick with jet fuel and his lungs burned from inhaling fumes. Mangled wires hung from the collapsed ceiling, the furniture upended and pocked with shrapnel. He could see no one through the blackness, but he heard what he thought were the last gasps of life around him.

In the seconds that followed, there was silence. He sensed he was the only survivor. Blanca filled his panicked thoughts and he imagined that he would never see her again. He needed to stay alive. He needed to find his way out of this hellscape. “Keep moving, keep moving,” he said to himself, as he began clawing and climbing through piles of scorching debris, skin peeling as he propelled himself through the rubble. Frayed wires sparked above him as water rained down from broken pipes. It was so dark he could not find his way or know what direction to turn. And then a flicker. As the dust dissipated, he could just make out a faint glow through the haze. Adrenaline pushing him through his pain, Kevin Shaeffer stumbled toward the light. Toward life. Toward forty-one-year-old Army Sergeant First Class Donald “Steve” Workman.

Workman had felt the immense power of the impact in his office—adjacent to the Command Center, but one level below it. Workman had no idea that a plane had hit the building, but he knew everyone had to get out of there. “You need to evacuate. Start moving slowly, no panic,” he calmly told his colleagues. The corridors quickly crowded with people fleeing the building, but Workman, an Army paratrooper assigned to the Army’s Quadrennial Defense Review, had no intention of leaving the building himself. He climbed the nearest stairway and headed straight toward the impact area, stopping only to soak his shirt in water and grab a small fire extinguisher. Down the hallway, an older man, encrusted in soot, appeared out of a curtain of smoke. Workman rushed and asked if he was OK and if anyone else was behind him. The man looked at Workman solemnly and said, “Hell yes, my entire crew.”

Moving forward cautiously through the smoke, the Army sergeant could see only destruction and flames in front of him, nothing that resembled an office space. Wires sizzled as he hollered, “Is anyone here? I will come to you.” Again and again, he screamed, “Anyone here? I can help!” Nothing. Heat was now making it impossible to go any farther; the fire was rapidly moving toward him. He had to retreat, had to find another way. Workman headed to the maintenance corridor, hoping the outdoor causeway would be intact. Racing around the corner, he could see the causeway was largely untouched beyond a few piles of bricks next to the crumbling scorched wall of the C ring. He peered inside a large hole that led into the Command Center, briefly entering the flaming space, and once again hollering for survivors. It wasn’t until he crept back out that he found Navy Lieutenant Kevin Shaeffer crumpled just outside the hole, smoldering.

“I need help; please help me,” Shaeffer pleaded. Workman dropped to the ground beside him and did a quick check. Skin was hanging from Shaeffer’s ears and arms. Workman worried that if he touched the flesh, it would fall off. Some of it already had. Shaeffer’s face was a mass of blisters, his uniform charred and molded to his body, and his breathing labored. Farther down the causeway, Sergeant First Class Workman spotted a maintenance vehicle. He waved down the driver, but he was unable to get close to Workman. The vehicle, which had a flat surface on the back of it, was blocked by a pile of bricks that had fallen from the building. Workman began tossing the bricks to clear the path. Shaeffer sat motionless until the cart was able to back up next to him. Workman then carefully slid his arms under Shaeffer’s shoulders, avoiding the most severe burns, and like a forklift hoisted the young officer onto the cart. Shaeffer, with a desperate intensity, gazed at Workman and said, “Please don’t let me die.”

Staring right back at him, Steve Workman said, with all the conviction he could muster, “I got you.”

One hundred and twenty-five people were killed inside the Pentagon when Flight 77 slammed into the building that morning. Forty-two of them were in the Navy Command Center. Kevin Shaeffer’s hunch was right. He was the only survivor on his team, the only person in the area where he worked who was still alive. Among the dead were his cubicle mates, Commander William Donovan, Lieutenant Commander David Williams, and Commander Patrick Dunn, along with their boss, Captain Robert Dolan Jr., the proud father of a fifteen-year-old daughter and nine-year-old son.

Shaeffer had survived the initial blast, but despite his assurances, Steve Workman knew it was far from clear he would make it through the day. He resolved to stay at his side. Given Shaeffer’s severe burns and difficulty breathing, Workman knew his lungs were likely damaged. The Army sergeant first class barked orders to the maintenance driver to head to the Pentagon clinic for immediate care. The clinic was a safe distance from the blast area, so Workman assumed triage for the survivors had begun there. He was wrong. When they arrived they found the door locked: The staff had apparently evacuated. Workman pounded on the door, a young nurse finally opened it, and they managed to get Shaeffer into the treatment room and on a gurney. After numerous attempts to find a vein, her hands shaking over the raw flesh, the nurse was finally able to insert an IV. But Shaeffer had to get to a hospital and fast. He was going into shock. Workman had loosened Shaeffer’s belt and elevated his legs by placing a small garbage can beneath them while the IV was being inserted. He started rolling him out of the treatment room but then paused. Workman noticed a small oxygen bottle, grabbed it, and put it between Shaeffer’s knees as they headed outside.

On the large grassy area on the Pentagon’s north side, far from the smoking wedge where Shaeffer had been hit, a few ambulances were lining up. Workman pounded on the outside of the first one he saw and guided the gurney to the rear. The ambulance had come from Walter Reed Army Medical Center, so the driver assumed that was where the wounded man would be taken. Workman pushed Shaeffer in feet first and kneeled beside his head near the door. Someone outside closed the door quickly, wedging Workman’s left knee between the door and the gurney.

On a good day it would take at least twenty minutes to drive to Walter Reed. On 9/11, with thousands of Washingtonians evacuating the city in a panic, the gridlock made it nearly impossible to drive those ten miles to the hospital. And the driver was brand-new. “I’m not sure how to get to the hospital,” Workman heard her say to the man next to her.

In the back of the ambulance, Workman asked Shaeffer for a family contact and scribbled Blanca’s phone number on his hand. The Army sergeant had left his phone, car keys, and wallet in his office when the evacuation had begun. There were no medics in the back of the ambulance, but Workman figured out how to connect an oxygen mask on Shaeffer to the large tank in the vehicle. He kept Shaeffer talking as the ambulance careened over curbs and banged into the bumpers of cars stopped in the road. They were desperate to get to Walter Reed.

Twenty-five minutes into the ride, an alarm began blaring inside the ambulance. Workman had no idea what the alarm meant and hollered, “What’s that noise?” The attendant up front shouted back that the oxygen tank was running out. A moment of panic, and then Workman remembered. Still tucked between Shaeffer’s knees was the small oxygen bottle he had grabbed before leaving the Pentagon. It would last the rest of the roller-coaster ride to the hospital, until they finally burst through the doors of the emergency room.

A team of doctors and nurses was wheeling Shaeffer down the hallway when Workman heard the Navy lieutenant cry out, “Steve! Steve!” Workman hurried up to the gurney. Shaeffer wanted to know his last name. He was determined never to forget the man who saved him.

Workman left his name with the nurses and gave them Blanca’s number before heading back down to the ER entrance. He hopped in the first ambulance he could find and headed back to the Pentagon.

In the ER, scissors sliced through what was left of Shaeffer’s uniform and nurses peeled it off his burnt torso. Painkillers were administered through the IV, and a catheter was inserted.

The doctors then began tugging carefully on Shaeffer’s raw, swollen fingers to remove his rings. The wedding ring on his charred left finger, the class of ’94 Naval Academy ring on his right. They wouldn’t budge. The pain was unbearable. A doctor called out for a ring cutter before the swelling got worse.

“Stop! Wait a minute,” Shaeffer yelled. He wasn’t about to let them cut into his beloved rings. He reached first for his wedding band, grimaced, and with all the strength he could summon he pulled it off. Then he clutched his academy ring, yanking it over his damaged flesh. He handed the rings to a nurse and lay back down, thinking, “Now you can get on with saving my life.” Kevin Shaeffer then passed out. Salvaging his rings was his last conscious memory of that horrific September day.

Blanca, still in Massachusetts, had been trying to reach her husband from the moment she saw that the Pentagon had been hit. But cell servers were overwhelmed and none of her calls were going through. She assumed he had been evacuated and she was simply not able to get through. But then the call came: Her husband was badly injured and at Walter Reed. With flights grounded across the country, her colleagues rented an SUV so they could drive her back to Washington. For nine hours, traveling down the dark roads and highways, she could only imagine what kinds of injuries her husband was enduring.

Back at Walter Reed, the doctors were worried most about the skin that remained on Shaeffer’s arms. Fluid was building up from the burns and the skin was tightening, constricting the blood flow to his extremities in the same way a tourniquet would. Incisions were made on each arm to relieve the pressure and save his limbs. As soon as he was stable, he was transferred by helicopter for the short flight to Washington Hospital Burn Center, one of the best hospital units for burn victims in the country.

It was 3:00 am on September 12 when Blanca finally arrived at the Burn Center. She found her husband covered in sterile dressing, mummy-like. He was swollen, sedated, and had a trach tube in his neck to keep him breathing and to drain black sludge from his lungs. His hands and arms had been immobilized by his sides. The doctor on duty told Blanca they would do everything possible to keep her husband alive, but his tone was sobering. This would be touch-and-go for a long time to come. Both Kevin and Blanca had faced challenges in their years of service, but what lay ahead for both would be the biggest challenge of all.

When Kevin Shaeffer did wake from his haze of sedation he was slammed with a pain he described to me as “white-hot” and of a “different dimension.” A fifty, he said, on a scale of one to ten. Part of his right ear was missing; his face was blackened and blistered, his upper body, arms, and hands a tapestry of trauma. Forty-seven percent of his body had been seared. Some of the burns were nearly bone-deep, and some of the most serious could not be seen from the outside.

Almost immediately he developed an infection in his inflamed lungs. The tube running down his throat was pumping up slime from his lungs, but the infection was getting worse. Within twenty-four hours Shaeffer was moved to a special rotating bed to keep the sludge from accumulating and to clear the lungs more quickly. He was strapped down tightly, which exacerbated the pain, but at least it kept him from falling out as the bed flipped one way and then the other. A burnt man tethered to a mechanical windmill.

He would stay on that rotating bed for weeks, pumped up with antibiotics, his shaved head in a vice, immobilized. The only relief from the constant rotation was another kind of hell as his sterile dressings were peeled from his arms, hands, and torso four times a day. He could not speak because of the tube in his throat, but Blanca soon managed to read his swollen lips and translate for others. One of the few moments of joy in those painful days came when a Navy petty officer arrived in Shaeffer’s room bearing his wedding and class rings. Blanca quickly took to wearing the rings on a chain around her neck, fingering them often in the same way her husband had.

During those long days, either Blanca or Shaeffer’s parents or sister was always at his side. His Navy family was there too. Prayer circles were formed, meals delivered. Even the Chief of Naval Operations, Admiral Vernon Clark, came regularly to keep the family company while quietly grieving the loss of Navy colleagues who had not survived the attack.

Admiral Clark had been in his office on September 11, on the outer ring of the Pentagon, in a corridor that was some distance from where the plane hit. His office shook violently and the shatterproof glass on the windows flexed as he tried to take stock of what had happened. He likened it to being aboard a Navy destroyer when Tomahawk cruise missiles launched.

Devasted by the loss of forty-two Navy and civilian personnel in the Command Center, he focused on caring for the families and for the survivors. Ten of his sailors had been hospitalized, but none nearly as serious as Shaeffer. The day after the attack, only two remained in the hospital. By the third day there was only one.

When Clark first visited Shaeffer at the Burn Center he was shocked by what he saw. And what he heard. A low-pitched howl generated by the breathing machine pulsed loudly through the room. Shaeffer’s bandaged upper body heaved up and flopped down with each mechanical breath. Admiral Clark would come back day after day, week after week, bringing food and comfort to the family. Shaeffer’s visitors were restricted during those early days, so the Admiral would stay in the waiting room with family members. He received updates on Shaeffer’s condition twice a day, at the top of his daily Navy briefing notes.

The only non-family visitor who was allowed into the room from the beginning was Steve Workman. The day after Shaeffer was transferred to the Burn Center, Blanca was told that someone in uniform was outside asking how her husband was doing. In the hallway was Sergeant First Class Workman, in battle dress, the man who had saved his life. Shaeffer was too heavily sedated for Workman’s visit to register, but Workman gave the family all the details he could, ending the visit with a huge embrace. Years later he would still remember how Shaeffer’s mother “squeezed the life out of me.”



After handing Lieutenant Shaeffer over to the doctors at Walter Reed on September 11, Sergeant First Class Workman had returned to the Pentagon. He was sure others needed help. The ambulance driver who had taken him to the hospital told him she’d heard it was a plane that had hit the Pentagon. When they pulled up to the building, smoke was still whirling above the massive gash in the side of the building. Thirty ambulances waited outside, but so few people in the plane’s path had survived that the ambulances sat empty. Workman tried to get back inside, thinking there had to be someone he could help, but no one was allowed in the building. It was still too dangerous. He spotted what he thought was a piece of the aircraft and alerted an FBI agent on the scene.

Looking at the carnage and seeing the news cameras, Workman realized his wife and two sons were likely seeing these images as well. He’d had no chance to think about that, and now, with his phone still in his Pentagon office, he would have to find another way to make contact.

Workman’s wife, Angie, an elementary school teacher in nearby Springfield, Virginia, had been home for hours shaking with fear. The staff at the school knew that Angie’s husband worked at the Pentagon, so they had her leave as soon as they heard the news about the attack. Word was spreading throughout the Army that the plane had hit very near her husband’s office. Her best friend, Darlene Pacheco, had received a call from her husband, Army Master Sergeant Patrick Pacheco, who had seen the images of the Pentagon and the reports of the damage. Master Sergeant Pacheco told her he was almost certain Steve had been killed given where his office was located in the building. Darlene never let on she’d heard this when she talked to Angie, but she was crying uncontrollably, nevertheless.

Angie had sent another friend to pick up her teenage son Adam from class at a nearby high school, but the traffic was now so tangled from people leaving Washington that it was hours before he was home. Angie had no solid information to provide Adam, but given how much time had passed without hearing from her husband, she feared the worst.

Their oldest son, Steven, was at the University of Oklahoma watching the news on television. His fraternity brothers surrounded him as he sat silently. He knew his mother had not yet heard from his dad.

In fact, Steve Workman was lucky to be alive. He had arrived at the Pentagon just before the attack, and just after a ten-mile run. He hadn’t even had time to change out of his civilian clothes when he was asked to run upstairs for a quick meeting with Lieutenant Colonel Jerry Dickerson and a few other colleagues. On his way out, he introduced himself to thirty-eight-year-old Staff Sergeant Maudlyn White, whom he met in a hallway. A native of St. Croix, in the Virgin Islands, and the single mother of a seven-year-old daughter, she was on the first day of her Pentagon assignment working with the Army quadrennial review team. “We’ll chat later,” Workman said, giving her a quick smile and waving goodbye before walking back down to his office. He would soon learn that Dickerson and White and every one of those Army colleagues had died in the attack.

It was close to 2:00 pm when Workman finally got hold of his family. Outside the Pentagon, he found a woman with a cell phone, and after numerous tries on the overtaxed circuits he reached his wife. She sobbed on the other end of the line, saying, “I thought you were dead.” Emotional conversations with his sons soon followed, but the most emotional call was with his dad, in Oklahoma. The Army veteran, who Workman says “is the toughest guy I know,” was so overcome hearing his son’s voice that he was unable to speak.

Steve Workman made his way home that evening on the Metro, Washington’s subway system. Covered in soot and sweat, with no wallet or phone, he asked for a free ride, explaining to Metro officers what had happened. The doors opened wide, and Workman headed home, to be safe in the arms of his family.



The Pentagon was soon back to business and planning a war. Sergeant First Class Workman’s office space was covered in an inch of water and the smell of fire and smoke permeated everything, but there was plenty of space in the undamaged parts of the sprawling building. He had hardly had time to think about what he’d witnessed, and the friends he had lost, when he learned that the Army had one more difficult assignment for him.

Six days after the plane struck the Pentagon, the remains of Staff Sergeant Maudlyn White, the young woman from the Virgin Islands whom Workman had met briefly in the hallway on September 11, were positively identified. With so many dead, the military was reaching out to soldiers to serve as “CAOs”—casualty assistance officers. Steve Workman was asked to notify Staff Sergeant White’s seven-year-old daughter, Vielka, that her mother was dead. The child’s father had never been part of her life. Maudlyn had not even listed him on Vielka’s birth certificate.

Workman was given a script by the Army Casualty Affairs Office to read to the child. He took one look at it and told them, “There is no way I am reading this.” Workman told me it was horribly graphic. The suggested text—“Your mother was burned beyond recognition… identified through dental records”—was completely inappropriate for a child to hear. He arranged instead to seek guidance from the Army chaplain and a child psychologist. The chaplain told him to be gentle but clear. Don’t leave any room for the girl to think her mother might be coming back. Skip phrases like she “has gone to heaven” or “passed away.” The chaplain, a psychologist, and a one-star general were all with Workman when he went to visit Vielka.

The little girl was sitting on the couch, her hair braided in two pigtails. Her mother’s close friend from St. Croix and the friend’s older children were there as well. After a brief introduction, Sergeant First Class Workman dropped down on a knee. He looked at this tiny child and said, “Sweetheart, I am so sorry to tell you this, but your mama is dead.” Vielka stared in disbelief, reached out and wrapped her arms around Sergeant First Class Workman, and cried, “I want my mama, I want my mama.” Steve Workman tried not to break down himself, but almost everyone around him, including the general, was weeping.

“I know you want your mama, sweetheart, I know, baby,” Workman said. “I know this hurts.” A few days later, he escorted the remains of Maudlyn White to Arlington National Cemetery, where a folded American flag was handed to little Vielka White, who would remain in the custody of her mother’s close friend. A few hours later, Steve Workman was back at the Burn Center with Kevin Shaeffer.

Workman’s primary focus had become the young Navy officer fighting for his life. Shaeffer’s words, “Please don’t let me die,” kept running through his mind. A profound bond had been formed, and a profound sense of responsibility. Keven Shaeffer wanted to live, and Steve Workman was going to do everything possible to make sure that happened. For Shaeffer’s sake and for his own.



In the week that followed the attack, Kevin Shaeffer seemed to be making slight progress. The infection in his lungs had subsided somewhat, but now his arms became an even bigger problem. Burns damage the skin’s protective barrier, creating a breeding ground for infection. Dead cells on his damaged skin were being cleaned and removed numerous times a day, but the infection was winning. No amount of antibiotics or exotic drugs seemed to work. The infected cells were amassing so quickly the doctors feared sepsis would set in.

The medical staff at the burn unit was strategizing with experts around the country. They were willing to try anything to save Shaeffer’s arms and his life. Anything. The doctors decided to place maggots on Shaeffer’s arms, live maggots that would feed on his dead skin. As horrendous as it sounded, it was an approach that had been used for centuries. The maggots were bred in a sterile laboratory for just this purpose—to eat dead cells and leave the healthy ones alone. As grotesque as the idea sounded, Shaeffer told the doctors, “Go for it.” Blanca insisted on only one thing. She was so revolted by the idea that she asked them not to say the word “maggots.” Instead, a nurse came up with a more acceptable moniker. The little white worm-like creatures would be called the medicals. For days, these “medicals” feasted on Shaeffer’s arms, chomping away at the infected tissue. The treatment helped, but it was not enough.

By early October, the infection from both his arms and his lungs began creeping into the rest of his body. It was the onset of sepsis, and it was spreading fast. His mother had the early-morning visitation duty the morning the infection took hold. Shaeffer asked her to remind Blanca to bring a new toothbrush, and minutes later his heart stopped cold. Splayed out on that hospital bed he flatlined. Doctors and nurses quickly surrounded him. A jolt from the defibrillator revived him, but minutes later, while a doctor was telling his family in the waiting room what had just happened, he flatlined again. The paddles revived him once again. Twice he essentially died, and twice he came back. The danger was not over. Shaeffer was placed in an induced coma.

The moment he heard about the cardiac arrest, Steve Workman headed for the Burn Center to be with Shaeffer’s family. At the Pentagon, Admiral Clark’s executive officer walked in to give him the bad news. Clark, the head of the Navy, was told Shaeffer might not make it through the night. He pushed his entire staff into action to expedite Shaeffer’s medical retirement in case he died that night, a move that would guarantee that Blanca would receive better benefits than if he were still on active duty. And Admiral Clark prayed.

Reverend Dick Foth was a close friend and religious adviser to the Admiral. They had prayed for Shaeffer every day. The Reverend was aware that Admiral Clark did not like the way some people were constantly asking God for things they wanted. So, when he reached out to Foth after hearing about Shaeffer’s deteriorating condition, Foth modified his usual approach.

“Dear Lord,” said the Reverend. “We know that only you know what will happen to Kevin, but Lord, if it is all the same to you, we would like Kevin around for a while longer.”

The next morning, Admiral Clark got a call from an aide: “You won’t believe it, sir. Kevin just sat up in bed and said, ‘What’s going on?’ ” Shaeffer had no memory of flatlining. None. When he saw Blanca, the first thing he mouthed was, Did you bring the toothbrush?

Shaeffer calls it a miracle among miracles. Admiral Clark says he is very careful when talking about the possibility of miracles, but this one was hard to deny.

Miracle or not, in the coming days Shaeffer made undeniable gains. Numerous surgeries followed. Skin grafts and a blood clot in a lung set him back. And there were days when the physical therapy was excruciating. But slowly and






















































[image: A picture of a large crowd of people, viewed from behind, with Lieutenant Kevin Shaeffer and Steve Workman in the foreground. ]
Steve Workman (left) with Kevin Shaeffer during the memorial ceremony marking the twentieth anniversary of the 9/11 attacks.
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