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			Advance Praise for 
Cleared for Takeoff

			“Cleared for Takeoff is a powerful reflection of a young Black woman who dared to claim space where there was none and who, in the face of tragedy and transformation, found her way back to herself. This book moved me deeply. It is a story of purpose, perseverance, and the enduring power of belief.”

			—Kamilah Forbes, 
former executive producer of the Apollo Theater

			“Cleared for Takeoff is the deeply personal story of Captain Nia Gilliam, a pilot who navigated both the heights of a glass-ceiling-shattering career and the turbulence of a world in crisis. From the chilling silence of the Newark runway on 9/11 to Gilliam’s courageous decision to step away from the pilot’s seat for her own battle for survival, her journey defines resilience. A must-read memoir about purpose, identity, and the strength required to soar when the world feels grounded.”

			—Amy Marino Spowart, 
president and CEO of the National Aeronautic Association

			“For the Black women who followed her as pilots, and for all of us in aviation and beyond who know that competence and passion come in so many different forms, you will be inspired, as am I, by Nia and her story.”

			—Greg Principato, 
president of the FAI–World Air Sports Federation
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			For every woman who ever doubted herself but climbed anyway.

			For those who lost their lives on September 11, 2001, and for all whose lives were forever changed that day. I carry you with me in every takeoff and every landing.

		

	
		
			Author’s Note

			This memoir is drawn from my memory and from journal entries, and I’ve adhered to the emotional truth while doing my best to faithfully represent and honor the people and experiences depicted within. In the interest of narrative clarity and to protect privacy, some names, identifying details, timelines, and locations have been changed.

		

	
		
			One

			At 5:00 a.m. the shriek of the hotel alarm clock jolted me awake. By 5:30, I needed to be clearheaded, standing up straight, and reporting for work at Boston Logan. That kind of get-up-and-be-ready was no great challenge for me. I knew what it meant to snap awake from a dead sleep, then to pounce into readiness like a soldier. When I was eighteen, I’d enlisted in the Illinois Air National Guard and attended basic military training to help pay for college. Every morning, we woke up to reveille, that undeniable, twenty-one-second military tune, and by the time the bugler hit the last note, I had to be dressed, downstairs, and in formation underneath the barrack. After being tardy once—for which I was reprimanded, then punished with push-ups, planks, and laps around the barrack—I vowed never to be late again. From then on, I showered at night and slipped into bed wearing a bra, panties, and black socks, ready to jump into my uniform and dash downstairs at the first sound of the bugle. This girl forevermore knew the meaning of ready.

			Da, da da-da-da

			Da, da da-da-da…

			Now, with that memory blaring in my head, I ran into the hotel bathroom to splash water on my face and brush my teeth. My daily uniform was a perfectly pressed white collared shirt, navy-blue pants and blazer—shoulder epaulets and wings already in place. I glanced at the alarm clock. Five minutes to catch the hotel’s five-fifteen shuttle to the airport. After a last check of the room, I snatched my pilot’s hat from my luggage handle, then rolled my suitcase out the door and into the elevator.

			I dashed across the lobby, out the front door, and into the van, where James, my favorite driver, smiled and said, “Good morning, Captain.”

			James was a kind-eyed Black man, probably in his late sixties. He was cheery no matter the hour, and he always called me “Captain,” knowing perfectly well I was still a first officer. I’d told him I was twenty-five, only a year and a half into my career as an airline pilot, and that I had at least another year to go before I’d be eligible for the training to upgrade me to captain. But James wasn’t having it.

			“You’re the first Black woman pilot I’ve ever met,” he said, his face beaming with the kind of pride I’d seen on my mother’s face many times before—when I gave the welcome address at my eighth-grade graduation, when I was elected class president, when I received my high school diploma at the end of my junior year, and when I earned my private pilot’s license just six months after my eighteenth birthday. “You’re the captain. Captain Nia.”

			Returning his smile, I said, “Captain has a nice ring to it. Good morning.”

			I was the only Black female pilot at my airline. In the United States, there were only fifteen of us across all airlines, so I graciously accepted James’s term of admiration. I loved my job. Every time I stepped into my uniform, I lived the dream I’d had since I was ten. I’d been a laser-focused kid, obsessed with flying machines and the idea of one day being a pilot. Flying wasn’t just something I’d wanted to do. It was something I talked about, fantasized about, read about, and wrote about. I breathed it. And in time it became who I was.

			I still lived with my parents in a suburb of Chicago because, at the time, regional airline pilots made only $17 per hour. The wage was so low, I didn’t know when I’d be able to live on my own, but I worked hard, spent little, and saved every cent I could. When I was scheduled to operate an early flight from my base, I commuted to Boston the night before. It was a regular routine for me. That morning was day one of a four-day trip, and the assigned captain was Shye Gilad. I was always excited to see Shye’s name on my schedule. We’d flown together many times, and I used those flights as learning opportunities. He was the type of captain I wanted to emulate: laid-back and easygoing, but also a consummate professional who strictly followed company procedures. During a low-threat environment, or cruise altitude as we call it, it was typical of him to sing a verse from a song he’d written and performed with his rock band. But as soon as we began descent, he would lock into focus with the precision of a surgeon. I couldn’t imagine a better captain to observe and support as first officer.

			I entered the crew room, a large space enclosed by white walls, except for the storefront windows that faced the ramp area, where aircraft sat parked. I tiptoed past a flight attendant asleep on the sofa and assumed he was a commuter like me. Probably got off duty late the previous night and missed his flight home. Then I strolled over to the industrial table, where ten computer terminals lined the back wall, and logged into the crew tracking system to notify the company I was officially reporting for duty at 0530 hours.

			Shye walked in and greeted me with a warm smile, and with that cool, raspy voice of his, he asked, “You want anything from Starbucks?”

			Like most pilots, the blood that ran through my veins was Arabica coffee bean, black. “Aw, thanks. I’ll have a caramel macchiato, extra caramel.”

			He grabbed our flight plan paperwork off the table. “I’ll get our coffee and meet you on the plane.”

			I walked out the door of the crew room to the ramp level, where the thirty-two-passenger Dornier 328JET was parked. Its door folded down into a built-in stairway at the forward left side of the fuselage. Affectionately called the “DoJet,” we pilots nicknamed it the “SlowJet.” It climbed like a rocket—four thousand to five thousand feet per minute, outpacing even the big jets—but once it leveled off, it slowed to a crawl. It was like driving a Porsche in the way it handled curves like a dream, but then it topped out at the speed of a Mini Cooper. Other jets passed us left and right, but for me, the DoJet wasn’t about keeping up. It was about the feel of it. On takeoff, the nose lifted with such eagerness it pressed me back in my seat with a force that made me grin. Flying the DoJet always reminded me why I loved to fly. The climb gave me a rush, the handling gave me confidence, and when I set it down smoothly on a short runway, I felt I’d really accomplished something. Passengers on a DoJet probably noticed the plane’s smooth ride, but in the flight deck, the experience was much more complex. It was pure joy.

			I dropped my suitcase by the nose of the plane. One of my first responsibilities was to make sure the aircraft was airworthy, so I checked around the jet for signs of oil leaks, then examined the tires, wings, and sensors, looking for obstructions or signs of damage. I did a full circle, and when I was satisfied all was in order, I walked up the stairs, stored my luggage in the forward cabin closet, climbed into the flight deck, and sat in the right seat.

			As part of his captain duties, Shye initiated a crew briefing with our flight attendant, Deborah, and me to review standard performance expectations and procedures in case of an emergency. Once the crew brief was completed, Deborah gave me the thumbs-up, signaling she was ready for the passengers. I called flight ops over the radio: “Delta Ops, Flight 6413 is ready to board.”

			As the passengers boarded, I completed my interior preflight check of the instruments and reviewed the flight plan route, while Shye picked up the handheld mic for our welcome: “Good morning, ladies and gentlemen. From the flight deck, this is your captain, Shye Gilad. On behalf of myself and First Officer Nia Gilliam, I’d like to welcome you aboard Delta Connection Flight 6213 from Boston to Newark.” He went on, and I finished organizing my navigation charts. Then, as Shye and I discussed our assigned route to Newark, Deborah peeked her head into the flight deck and said, “The cabin is ready” and closed the door. Those words meant the passengers were settled and the flight attendant was ready, so it was time. Soon, we’d be in the air. I took a big breath and let it out slowly. With every flight came the same rush I’d felt my first time flying a plane. It never got old, never became routine. Every time I went up in the air, the exhilaration was the same as in those early days when I’d first experienced taking charge of a plane. And every flight reminded me I’d made it to the place I’d dreamed of.

			Logan Airport sits in Boston Harbor just off the Atlantic, and the wind blowing from the ocean can make takeoff and landing challenging, but on this day there was barely a breeze. I looked out the flight deck window and watched the sun rise over the water and into a sky that promised to be bright blue. I was working with a crew I liked and trusted, and taxi and takeoff had gone smoothly. September 11 was already turning out to be a great day to fly.

			We landed in Newark, parked at our gate on time at 7:45 a.m., and expected to be on the ground for forty-five minutes before flying back to Boston. With a schedule like that, the captain and first officer usually alternated pilot duties for each leg, but today we were scheduled to fly five legs: two Boston/Newark round trips, followed by a Newark overnight. We agreed Shye would fly the first round trip, while I’d work the radios, then we’d switch roles for the second round trip, and for the Newark overnight, we’d flip a coin.

			Newark Airport wasn’t a popular destination among fellow crew members. It was nicknamed “Sewerk” because of its close proximity to both LaGuardia and JFK, where the surrounding airspace was usually congested. Ground operations were often just as congested because of the high volume of international and domestic flights, and that often led to delays that made for an extra-long workday. Today, I had the sense there would be no delays.

			As we waited for passengers to board, I looked out across the clear, royal-blue Newark sky and spent a few minutes thinking about things I had to be grateful for. I was young and healthy, my parents were alive and well, and I had a career I loved, one that involved doing important work that made it possible for countless people to visit loved ones, conduct important business, and see parts of the world they’d dreamed of. My heart was full.

			We welcomed our new passengers onboard Delta Connection Flight 6214, completed our checks, and received our clearance to Boston. At eight-thirty, we pushed back from the gate on instruction from a ramp tower controller, a critical team member in the air traffic system who directs planes around a busy airport like a traffic cop keeps cars safe and orderly on a busy roadway. Then we heard “Blueridge 6214, due to flow control, contact Ground Metering for taxi instructions.”

			Our engines were running, and we were ready to go, but we were being delayed for flow control. Flow control is like using an on-ramp traffic light to pace the cars entering a freeway. Traffic jams in the sky are usually caused by bad weather or airport closures, but this was a perfectly clear Tuesday morning. I’d expect a lot of traffic on a busy Friday evening or early Monday morning, but why today?

			After several aircraft ahead of us were given taxi instructions, Ground Control gave us clearance. I repeated the instructions back to the ground controller, and we started moving. Then the ground controller continued. “Blueridge 6214, hold short of taxiway November to let a UPS 767 go in front of you, then follow behind the Continental 737 to runway zero-four left. You are number ten in line for departure.”

			We continued taxiing slowly to the runway, listening to Ground Control on one radio and Newark Tower on the other. That’s when I heard the voice of a pilot from another flight waiting to depart. “Do you know anything about the smoke coming out of the World Trade Center?”

			Smoke coming out of the World Trade Center?

			Air Traffic Control didn’t respond immediately. The pause seemed like a long one, but eventually a controller came over the air. “Yeah, we see it. We’re looking into it.” Then, following standard protocol, the Tower controller handed that pilot’s departing flight off to Departure Control, signifying they were officially en route.

			I was on the right side of the plane, so I couldn’t see Manhattan. Shye looked out his window as we inched closer to the runway. Then in a flat voice he said, “Nia, you should see this.”

			I unclicked my seat belt and pulled off my shoulder harness. Kneeling on my seat, I leaned over the thrust lever quadrant. “I can’t see anything.”

			Shye adjusted his seat back to give me more room. “Do you see it now?”

			I tried to stretch farther, but our high wing created a blind spot. “No.” I sat back in my seat, readjusted my seat belt and shoulder harness. “How does it look?”

			He answered in a low voice, almost as if he were talking to himself. “Not good.” Then, still looking out his window, he said slightly louder, “You’ll see when we get on the runway.”

			Another pilot came over the radio. “Tower, any word on what’s happening with the World Trade Center?”

			Air traffic controllers are masters of lean speech. There are no communicators I know of who are more efficient or effective, and whenever we heard from Tower, the message was always crisp and clear. But what came next was unlike anything I’d heard on the job since the day I became a pilot. “We know but would rather not say over the radio at this time.”

			Shye and I looked at each other, and his expression matched my confusion. Controllers always told us what was going on. We were all on the same team. For them to withhold information implied they knew something that would be detrimental for us to know. But what?

			I said, “Maybe a plane hit one of the towers. Why else would ATC not tell a bunch of pilots about a fire in a building across the river?”

			Shye stayed quiet, so I wasn’t sure if he hadn’t heard me or disagreed with me. I continued to theorize. “You know, those small planes that tour up and down the Hudson? Maybe there was an accident. Maybe one crashed.”

			Shye thought for several seconds, then said, “It could be another Oklahoma bombing.”

			I shrugged. We were both just guessing, and sliding down into a dungeon of frightening scenarios wasn’t going to get this plane in the air. It was time to shove dark possibilities aside and focus on the job. We were now number two in line for takeoff. I made the PA announcement. “Ladies and gentlemen, we are next in line for departure. Flight attendant, prepare for takeoff.”

			Newark Tower cleared the Continental aircraft in front of us onto the runway. “Blueridge 6214, hold short of runway zero-four left.”

			Shye inched the plane even closer to the runway. “Nia, wait till you see this smoke. It’s really bad.”

			I thought, If it’s that bad, maybe I don’t want to see it.

			We taxied just short of the runway, and that’s when all of Lower Manhattan stretched out before my eyes. There it was, thick black smoke flowing from the top of the World Trade Center’s North Tower. Shye hadn’t exaggerated. It looked like a smokestack.

			The Continental Airlines 737 on the runway ahead of us was cleared for takeoff and began to accelerate. Normally, I’d watch a departing flight until it was in the air, but I was distracted by the smoke billowing from the North Tower. The situation in Manhattan looked grim, and we still had no idea what had caused the fire or whether it was even close to being under control.

			My pulse throbbed in my neck. I didn’t know which was worse, not knowing what had caused that ghastly fire or the fact that nobody from Air Traffic Control was telling us anything.

			We were next for takeoff.

			I continued to monitor the Ground Control frequency while holding short of the runway, which wasn’t standard procedure, but I was hoping to hear an update on the smoke. Instead, a voice came in from Newark Ground. “All departures out of Newark are stopped.”

			I raised my eyebrows. “Shye, did you hear that?”

			His voice was flat. “Yeah.”

			I wondered if he felt relief. I certainly did. It had to be a serious situation if they were stopping all departures. I didn’t want to be in the air.

			I asked, “Do you want me to tell Deborah?”

			“Not until we hear from the Tower.”

			Technically, we were already under Newark Tower’s control, so anything I heard on the Ground frequency wasn’t meant for our flight. Still, we were holding short of the runway, and if all departures out of Newark were being stopped, our takeoff should be canceled any second.

			A voice from the Tower interrupted my thoughts. “Blueridge 6214, position and hold, runway zero-four left.”

			“Position and hold” meant we were about to take off. I repeated the instructions, but as I spoke, I thought, What the hell? They said they were stopping all departures.

			Shye and I completed the pre-takeoff checklist and taxied into position, facing north. I checked the white runway markings to verify we were on the correct runway, then mentally locked in for the takeoff sequence that usually follows immediately after. But at least five minutes passed while we remained in position. The radio was silent. No instructions. Just the low hum of the engines idling behind us.

			On a normal day, this would be a simple delay, but nothing about this day seemed normal. Sitting there waiting…waiting…gave me several minutes to watch what was happening across the river. The Manhattan sky was brilliant blue, except for where black smoke continued to gush from near the top of the north WTC tower.

			It was very strange to watch something so terrible from all the way across the Hudson River. It was just a distant, quiet, surreal scene of black smoke rising from a skyscraper and up into a blue sky. Being so far away made the situation seem unbelievable, as if at this distance I was far enough away to tell my heart I simply wasn’t seeing what my eyes were clearly seeing. Still, I prayed firefighters were getting the situation under control, prayed people were helping each other and getting out of the building quickly. I prayed for the lives of everyone in the building and everyone near it.

			Then a plane appeared in the sky. I saw it clearly through the smoke, flying strangely low and headed straight for the towers.

			What was that plane doing there? And why was it flying so low?

			I looked over at Shye, who was focused on the runway, staring down the centerline, as if he’d had enough of the mystery fire and had decided to put his focus back on the job. His stoicism in the flight deck had always impressed me, but in that moment, I had an urge to snap him awake somehow. Why wasn’t he saying anything about that bizarrely low-flying aircraft? “Shye!” I demanded, pointing at the towers. “Look at that plane!”

			He glanced at the towers, but didn’t say a word.

			“What’s that plane doing so low?” My mind raced as I tried to reason through the situation. “Maybe it’s the media or something, trying to get a closer look?” But wouldn’t they use helicopters?

			Then Shye spoke. “Could be one of those planes that fight fires.”

			“Yeah, that makes sense,” I said, even though it didn’t. The plane looked like a large transport jet, nothing like the turboprop airplanes that fly over California forest fires. Still, Shye’s guess was the only logical explanation for why the FAA’s minimum obstacle clearance altitude wasn’t being complied with. Maybe in the next few seconds we’d see a huge wall of water drop right into the heart of the smoke, and that would be that. Then later, we’d hear about an office fire that got out of control for an hour and was put out.

			But the plane flew past the North Tower, right by the smokestack, then headed southbound down the Hudson and past the Statue of Liberty.

			Although it looked unusual to see a plane flying so low in the city, it was normal to see one flying down the river. I’d flown many times up the Hudson and past the Statue of Liberty northbound on my arrival into LaGuardia.

			I watched the aircraft begin what looked like a well-executed turn back in the direction of the Twin Towers. As it continued to fly toward the buildings, I kept hoping I’d soon see the release of an enormous spray, like water from a giant water gun. The closer the plane got to the tower, the more at ease I felt.

			Any second now. Any second now, cascades of water would tumble from the plane and onto the fire.

			But there was no water. The plane flew straight into the side of the South Tower.

			“Oh my God!” I screamed, clapping both hands over my mouth in shock. The plane disappeared into an explosion, and now the side of the building was a fierce inferno of flames and dense smoke.

			I turned to Shye for…for something, maybe consolation. Maybe I was hoping he’d tell me I hadn’t seen what I’d just seen. But he looked past me and out the right-side window, his mouth wide open. His usually almond-colored skin was pale. No consolation there. No denial on his face. No comfort. Just speechless horror.

			We’d both just watched a plane slam into the side of the World Trade Center. And now enormous plumes of smoke rose from both towers.

			My eyes filled with tears and blurred my vision. When I’m jolted with fear or something horrible happens, it goes right to my stomach. Anxiety, sadness, trepidation as I anticipate an important exam, wait in the wings before giving a speech, watch the clock as I stand by to hear potentially distressing news—it usually manifests as mild nausea. This wasn’t mild. The coffee I’d drunk only a few hours earlier crept up, and I was seconds from vomiting all over the flight deck center console that houses our thrust levers.

			Then Newark Tower came over the radio. “Blueridge 6214 cleared for takeoff.”

			What? Takeoff?

			The radio transmission had jerked me out of my fog, and I looked at Shye for a response. It was my job to communicate over the radios, so I needed to speak and speak now. But I wasn’t sure what to say because it made no sense that we were actually expected to take off.

			My right thumb hovered over the talk switch, and I stayed silent.

			“You okay?” Shye asked, but it sounded more like a statement.

			“Yeah,” I said. That was a huge lie. I was nowhere near okay. My stomach was queasy, and my mind was swirling. I’d never flown with my emotions tossed around like this. I asked, “Are you okay?”

			Shye took a breath and sat up straight. “Yeah. Let’s go. We have a job to do.” He pushed the thrust levers forward. “Let’s go, let’s go.”

			As the captain, Shye had the final authority to accept or reject the takeoff clearance. Our airplane was mechanically sound, and we had a job to do. That meant take off.

			I swallowed hard, pushing down the coffee that was trying to climb up my esophagus. Then I cleared my throat with a cough, which stopped the impending vomit but created a lump in my throat. I’m usually clear, smooth, and assertive when I speak, but now my voice was weak, as if I were speaking for the first time after days of silence. But I got the words out. “Cleared for takeoff, Blueridge 6214.”

			I proceeded as my training had taught me. I said all the required words and adhered to procedure. Although I’d just witnessed a horrific plane crash and explosion, and although every instinct in me said to stay on the ground, do not take this plane into the air, like Shye, I chose to follow protocol and do my job. And that choice almost put an end to the career I’d dreamed of for most of my life.

		

	
		
			Two

			In 1986, when I was ten years old, I decided I wanted to be the world’s first Black female astronaut. Once I’d made the decision, I kept it alive with the fuel of daydreams and what I read in the books I devoured day and night. I was going to be an astronaut, and that was that.

			Our family lived in a Chicago suburb called Broadview, which looked a lot like the nice family neighborhoods I saw in reruns of TV shows from the fifties. Kids in Broadview rode bikes down sidewalks that edged manicured lawns. On summer weekends, the singsong of the ice cream truck sent us running to the street, and we played outside until the streetlights came on and our parents called our names across the neighborhood. Hanging out at the Broadview Public Library was my idea of a great way to spend an afternoon. On most Saturdays, I hopped on my banana-seat Huffy, sped the four-minute ride to the library, locked the bike, and dashed past the checkout desk to the youth shelves, which were lined with books about space exploration. I loaded my arms with as many books as I could carry, checked them out, and previewed each one before stuffing them in my backpack to ride home looking like Quasimodo. It was a small library, so it wasn’t long before I’d read every book about aviation and aerospace in both the young-adult and adult nonfiction sections. So I read them all again.

			Day after day, I barraged my parents with facts about pilots and planes, NASA and space travel. I loved reading and thinking and talking about all of it, and I wanted Mom and Dad to be as excited as I was about my new passion. “I’ve been reading about female astronauts!” I told my mom one night before dinner, after I’d finished the book To Space and Back. “Sally Ride and Kathryn D. Sullivan. But there aren’t any Black female astronauts.”

			“I’m not surprised,” she said as she stood at the stove stirring spaghetti sauce. Mom was June Cleaver with the mindset of Angela Davis. She kept a spotless house, and dinner was always hot. My mother also had an active mind and great ambition for herself and her kids. Before Black history was taught in our school, she made sure my older sister, Kamilah, and I knew where we came from. She sat us on either side of her and read books about colonization and how the slave trade affected Black people, handing the book back and forth between us and letting us take turns reading paragraphs. Although I was barely a decade old, I was acutely aware of the history of injustice that Black people, my people, had had to overcome. My mother made sure I knew that women, Black women in particular, had faced unfair obstacles throughout history, and she explained that with every generation came the responsibility to advance the cause of women even more. My mother was the first feminist I knew. Her favorite saying was “I am woman, hear me roar,” and although I didn’t really understand the feminist movement, I knew that phrase was meant to empower me.

			My mother also rotated flash cards of Black inventors, artists, and trailblazers on the kitchen refrigerator, constantly exposing us to information about magnificent Black people like Garrett Morgan, who invented the traffic light and gas mask; Dr. Daniel Hale Williams, who performed the first successful open-heart surgery; and Marian Anderson, the singer who broke barriers by performing at the Lincoln Memorial after being denied the stage at Constitution Hall in Washington, D.C. Every night before bed, Mom called Kamilah and me to the refrigerator and quizzed us on each name, making sure their stories stayed with us. In those trailblazers of the past, she wanted us to see our futures. Eventually, I felt I knew those people on our refrigerator. They gave me pride in my culture during a time when Black people weren’t heavily celebrated or even represented in mainstream media. My mother knew the importance of representation and mentorship, so whenever she could, she chose Black female doctors, dentists, dance instructors, and piano teachers for our family. When she couldn’t find a Black woman to lead our Girl Scout troop, she stepped in and did the job herself.

			Even though my mother was still facing the stove, I sat up straight as I smiled and declared, “I want to become the first Black female astronaut to pilot a shuttle.”

			“Okay,” she said without glancing my way. “Dinner’s ready. Go wash your hands.” I thought she’d be excited about my space dreams. But she wiped her hands on her apron and pointed to a plate on the counter filled with collard greens, cornbread, pinto beans, and a fried pork chop. “Don’t touch that plate,” she said. “It’s your father’s.” I sighed and went to wash my hands.

			My dad was a reserved man who took his work as an X-ray technician seriously, but made it clear he was also deeply committed to our family unit. While some of my friends’ dads took over rooms with their big voices and big opinions, Dad’s was a quiet power. He never missed a school event, sometimes slipping in late and sitting in the back because he’d only just gotten off work. I could always find his steady smile in the crowd, and he clapped just as hard for my friends as he did for me, as if every kid belonged to him, too. Watching him throughout my childhood showed me I didn’t need to have the loudest voice in the room, that strength took many forms. He taught me that being strong is sometimes a matter of knowing your values and staying true to them because your values will be tested and it is strength that will hold you steadfast to them, to the essence of yourself. He rarely preached or lectured, but instead spoke quick bits of wisdom at just the right time. “Everything has a place” was one he said often, and he lived by that—steady, organized, and dependable.

			Whenever I gushed to my father about my space aspirations, he simply nodded and let me talk. I knew Dad didn’t know much about space, but he was a listener. Mom also knew little about space travel, but she always reminded me, “If you put your mind to something, you can do it.”

			For several months after my big career announcement, I continued to read and dream of piloting into space. And I plotted the steps I’d have to take to reach that goal: I’d stay focused in school, study aviation in college, fly for the military, then work for NASA. I knew it was a mountain I’d committed to climbing, but every mountain climb is about taking one step after another. This Chicago girl had her sights set on becoming the world’s first Black female astronaut, and to me, a goal like that wasn’t unrealistic. I’d grown up free to dream and invent and use my imagination, so even the loftiest goals were within my reach.

			From the age of three to eight, I shared a bedroom with Kamilah, and in that room, she and I built things and disappeared into imaginary worlds. One of my favorite in-room creations was the tent we made by draping a large sheet across our twin beds and anchoring the top by tucking the sheet as tightly as we could under the mattresses to create a taut, flat roof. A nightstand sat between the heads of our beds, so at the foot of the bed was the entrance we crawled into, dragging pillows, blankets, and flashlights into our beloved hideaway. Once inside that tent, the outside world disappeared. There were no adults, no homework, no chores—just a dreamy little universe where neither time nor reality existed.

			While indoor camping, we sang our favorite songs by Michael Jackson and Prince. We ran through “Thriller” and “Little Red Corvette” so many times that one of us eventually declared, “This is boring,” and we turned our attention to TV shows. Kamilah loved The Facts of Life. She felt most connected to Tootie because they both liked roller skating. But my favorite show was Lost in Space, a sci-fi drama from back in the sixties that was in syndication and aired daily on one of Chicago’s local channels. Every weekday, I hurried home from school to watch the adventures of the Robinsons, a family who had planned to spend five years exploring a distant planet but were set adrift in space after the scheming Dr. Smith sabotaged the mission and threw their spaceship off course. In every episode, the Robinson parents and their three kids ventured into the unknown, tried to fix their ship, and managed to survive encounters with aliens. Something about the Robinsons, especially the kids, made me think adventure wasn’t just for TV, that maybe even I could venture out into the unknown for real one day, maybe even on my own. I was so invested in the show that on the pale yellow walls inside our bedroom closet, I drew circles and squares to represent the panels of the spacecraft I was going to fly into outer space, where I’d find and rescue all of them. I pressed the circles to start my rocket ship’s single engine, then made explosion sounds to signify blastoff, while pretending the squares were the instruments for navigating to a distant planet. Eventually, I moved beyond my fantasy of rescuing that family lost in space, but I continued to think of them fondly as I gazed at the sky and hoped they’d find their own way home.

			When I finally got a bedroom to myself, my parents let me choose the room’s decor. I was all about purple—the walls and bedding and rugs—and I wanted glow-in-the-dark stars on the ceiling. I spent many hours in my purple paradise, looking out my bedroom window at the clouds floating in the sky, and at night I stared out at the stars and hunted the Big Dipper, the Little Dipper, and other constellations. Before fading off to sleep, I looked up at the stars glowing on my ceiling and dreamed of space, of traveling way out in the magnificent dark sky, where those magical stars flickered through the night.

			I was a self-entertaining child. I did homework without being told and in my free time played mom to my beloved Cabbage Patch Kid, who came with his own birth certificate. Sometimes, I set my Cabbage Patch Kid beside me and rested a pencil on his hand, pretending he had homework, too. I would tell him, “School is important. Let’s both focus on our assignments until we’re all finished.” Sometimes, he became my co-pilot, lying next to me on the carpet as we blasted off from my bedroom floor into the glow of the stars on my ceiling. When I wasn’t happily occupied by indoor activities, I played outdoors, usually riding my bike around the neighborhood, often carrying my rope and meeting with friends to jump Double Dutch. My books, my bike, and my doll were all I needed to be happy in those days. But in the summer of 1986, I saw a movie that changed me.

			SpaceCamp. In the film, a bunch of teenagers go to a camp to learn about NASA and find out what it means to train to be astronauts. During a space shuttle engine test, instructor Andie, a NASA-trained astronaut, and four teenage campers are accidentally launched into space, and with no ground contact, they work together to try to land the shuttle. Earlier in the film, the Kathryn character declares she wants to be the first female shuttle commander, and during the gang’s misadventures in space, she serves as the pilot, confronting her doubts during reentry and ultimately guiding the shuttle to a safe touchdown. I watched the movie five times, each time connecting more and more with Kathryn. She was confident and passionate about flying, and I wanted to be just like her. Now I knew more than ever I wanted to pilot the space shuttle. While Lost in Space had entertained me for countless hours and had fired up my imagination, SpaceCamp etched a sharp edge of reality to the idea of traveling beyond Earth. The movie felt grown-up and real, and it made me more confident than ever that I could, that I would, one day explore outer space.

			One snowy evening that winter, I was lying across my purple comforter flipping through a photobook of military airplanes when my mom came home from her teaching job later than usual. All the women I knew had jobs outside the home—all the mothers in my extended family and all my friends’ moms—and I knew managing both a career and a family took a lot of work, but the way my mom balanced them made it all look like a well-oiled machine.

			“Hi, Mom,” I said, extending my arms out to greet her. We hugged, and I warmed her cold face against my cheek.

			She reached into her tote bag, which was always stuffed with papers to grade, and pulled out a few pieces of printer paper stapled at the top. “I have something to show you.”

			It felt important, so official, my mother reaching into her work bag to retrieve something for me. It was a copy of an article from The Chicago Defender, dated 1922. An article from almost seventy years ago? My heart began thumping.

			She handed me the papers and said, “I remembered hearing a story about a Black woman who had to go to Europe to learn to fly planes because no one would teach her in the U.S.”

			A Black woman from seventy years ago who was so determined to become a pilot, she went across the world to make it happen? I wanted to know everything I could about her. “Wow!” I said. “Thank you so much!”

			Mom pulled off her hat and set it in the hallway closet. “I thought you’d like that. Her name was Bessie Coleman. I wanted to get you a book about her, so I called several libraries, but only the DuSable Museum had heard of her.”

			The DuSable Museum of African American History was small but important. It was the only place I knew of that celebrated the history, culture, and achievements of Black people, local and national figures. We visited the museum a few times a year, and I always felt honored to stand amid the art, documents, photos, and artifacts honoring Black people. At the DuSable, I felt connected, a part of something big and important. Each visit reminded me that our history mattered, and that pride showed in how I carried myself, spoke up, and moved with confidence. When teachers talked about history but didn’t mention people who looked like me, I didn’t feel slighted, nor did I doubt my value. I noted the omission with quiet confidence. I knew there was more to the story, and I walked around every day with a sense that I belonged and mattered as much as everyone else.

			“I wish I could find more information about her,” Mom said as she walked past me and into the kitchen.

			I followed her, clutching the papers. She tied an apron around her waist and stood at the sink washing her hands. I lingered in the middle of the kitchen reading the article. Mom asked, “Are you hungry?”

			I didn’t look away from the article. “No, no thank you.” I didn’t care if I ever ate again! I dashed to my room gripping the article, then leaped onto my bed and started reading about this woman the journalist called a “Negro aviatrix.”

			Bessie Coleman trained at a prestigious French aviation school after being denied entry to American institutions because she was Black. She then returned to the United States and worked as a stunt pilot performing daring aerial flights, but only in front of integrated crowds. I was captivated by this fact, that she insisted on flying for events where everyone was allowed, and where, regardless

			
			
			
		

	OEBPS/9798217087471_nav.xhtml

		
			Contents


			
						Cover


						Title Page


						Copyright


						Contents


						Dedication


						Author’s Note


						Chapter One


						Chapter Two


						Chapter Three


						Chapter Four


						Chapter Five


						Chapter Six


						Chapter Seven


						Chapter Eight


						Chapter Nine


						Chapter Ten


						Chapter Eleven


						Chapter Twelve


						Chapter Thirteen


						Chapter Fourteen


						Chapter Fifteen


						Epilogue


						Acknowledgments


						About the Author


						About Storehouse Voices


			


		
		
			Landmarks


			
						Cover


						Cover


						Title Page


						Contents


						Start


						Copyright


			


		
		
			Print Page List


			
						i


						iii


						iv


						v


						vii


						1


						2


						3


						4


						5


						6


						7


						8


						9


						10


						11


						12


						13


						14


						15


						16


						17


						18


						19


						20


						21


						22


						23


						24


						25


						26


						27


						28


						29


						30


						31


						32


						33


						34


						35


						36


						37


						38


						39


						40


						41


						42


						43


						44


						45


						46


						47


						48


						49


						50


						51


						52


						53


						54


						55


						56


						57


						58


						59


						60


						61


						62


						63


						64


						65


						66


						67


						68


						69


						70


						71


						72


						73


						74


						75


						76


						77


						78


						79


						80


						81


						82


						83


						84


						85


						86


						87


						88


						89


						90


						91


						92


						93


						94


						95


						96


						97


						98


						99


						100


						101


						102


						103


						104


						105


						106


						107


						108


						109


						110


						111


						112


						113


						114


						115


						116


						117


						118


						119


						120


						121


						122


						123


						124


						125


						126


						127


						128


						129


						130


						131


						132


						133


						134


						135


						136


						137


						138


						139


						140


						141


						142


						143


						144


						145


						146


						147


						148


						149


						150


						151


						152


						153


						154


						155


						156


						157


						158


						159


						160


						161


						162


						163


						164


						165


						166


						167


						168


						169


						170


						171


						172


						173


						174


						175


						176


						177


						178


						179


						180


						181


						182


						183


						184


						185


						186


						187


						188


						189


						190


						191


						192


						193


						194


						195


						196


						197


						198


						199


						200


						201


						202


						203


						204


						205


						206


						207


						208


						209


						210


						211


						212


						213


						214


						215


						216


						217


						218


						219


						220


						221


						222


						223


						224


						225


						226


						227


						228


						229


						230


						231


						232


						233


						234


						235


						236


						237


						238


						239


						240


						241


						242


						243


						244


						245


						246


						247


						248


						249


						250


						251


						252


						253


						254


						255


						256


						257


						258


						259


						260


						261


						262


						263


						264


						265


						266


						267


						268


						269


						271


						273


			


		
	














OEBPS/images/9798217087471_cover.jpg
(s =

A PILOT'S MEMOIR OF PURPOSE
AND RESILIENGE AFTER 9/11






OEBPS/images/9798217087471_title_page.jpg
CLEARED ror
TAKEOFF

A PILOT'S MEMOIR OF PURPOSE
AND RESILIENCE AFTER 9/II

0

STOREHOUSE
VOIGES

NEW YORK





