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When Near-Death Experience Exposes Undercover Ethnography

ABSTRACT Invoking the styling of classic spy stories, this essay provides an account of a

commercial aviation emergency landing that blew the agent/author’s “cover” as a full partici-

pant ethnographer. Using an experimental autoethnographic format, the piece offers an evoc-

ative portrayal of a perceived near-death experience and its aftermath, as well as critical

commentary on writing autoethnography with a fictionalized framing. In the closing “debrief,”

the author sheds her agent persona to describe the process of writing about traumatic

events and to analyze how those events focus attention on methodological and ethical consid-

erations for qualitative research. KEYWORDS Autoethnography; Participant observation;

Performative writing; Ethics; Speaking for others

BRIEF

The goddamned rivets blew my cover.
For nine months, I ran a quiet operation. I blended in, asked around a little,

mostly kept to myself, just watching. I was on assignment with, well, let’s just say
a loosely affiliated group of big brains who wanted answers. It was an information-
seeking mission. It was never supposed to get dangerous. So when I found myself
mid-mayday on a plane plummeting toward the earth, I got to thinking how life
isn’t exactly fair.

Little did I know that was just the beginning.

***

The day started like any other. A tense morning meeting followed by debriefing
with another agent. By the time I arrive at the target location, I’m tired. Ready
for a drink and a quiet ride home. But first, duty calls.
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Navigating through foot traffic, I surveil the opposition. Like many hostile
territories under the thumb of a dictator, it’s controlled, organized, cold. I do
my best not to sneer at the blue shirts and brass badges, mere costumes in this
theatre they call “security.” I follow custom though, getting into line, providing
the correct documents, submitting to appropriate screenings. Like all the other
lemmings around me, I kick off my shoes, allowing my baggage and person to be
searched without comment. Like I said, a quiet operation.

My orders are to infiltrate the organization, observe convention and find
ways to bring it down. Get to know the locals, figure out why they put up
with tyranny for so long. Without attracting attention. Without lethal
force. Without any fun?

With such parameters, I’m a ghost, in it for the long haul, working under an
assumed identity. For all intents and purposes, I’m a homesick graduate student,
traveling home frequently, a nervous flier who arrives at the airport hours early,
“just in case.”My “tools”? A cellphone, a laptop, and a wicked sense of curiosity.
Who would suspect?

***

The truth is, I was a university student enrolled in a communication studies
doctoral program. Despite the long hours, working as an ethnographer afforded
me an excellent cover, protection if people got nosy. These notes about airport
security? Oh, just homework. Do I have permission to research at the airport? Pub-
lic spaces are fair game, at least according to my university’s Institutional Review
Board (IRB). As a new researcher, however, I grappled with the ethics of observ-
ing and recording people without their knowledge, a consideration not required
by my day job. I judged the project worth the risks—surely understanding air-
port security interactions in order to improve them is vital knowledge.

***

Like any good passenger, I sit in the gate area, jabbering on the phone, enjoying
a comfortable Southwest Airlines-branded chair. The middle console holds my
laptop, electricity greedily sucked up through convenient outlets. To anyone
watching, I’m a typical technology-obsessed, self-absorbed traveler. But
while my best friend regales me with a work fiasco, I hawk the crowd. I
notice others settling in, reading the paper, snarfing pizza, playing on their
phones, ignoring everyone around them. No one pays me much attention.
After  minutes, the gate agent shouts announcements and oblivious
bodies rush to line up.
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“Gotta go, my flight is boarding. Love you!” I all but spit into the phone. In
order to keep up my cover, I play the game, hurrying off to stake my claim in
line like everyone else.

“Love you! Have a safe flight,” she says, actually meaning the latter part.
Eyes rolling at my flying-phobic friend, I reply, “I will.”
I laugh. Minutes before, I’d posted on social media a smart-ass reply to my

mother who also told me to “be safe.” I wrote: “Why do people keep telling me to
have a safe flight as if I’m the pilot? I promise not to crash the plane from row .”
The message, with timestamp and location, would be clear to off-site friends.

Little did I know how ironic those words would soon become.

***

Trundling down the gateway, the desert heat oppresses. Ninety-nine degrees on
the first of April? Surely Mother Nature has a better sense of humor than that.
I tug my small red suitcase, stooping to pick it up when entering the airplane.
I greet the flight attendant, like always, perhaps one habit from real life that sets
me apart from the crowd.

“Hi, how are you?” I ask the woman with a perfectly coiffed blondish-grey
bob, looking for any spark of recognition. Flying the same routes every other
week introduces risk, but I find that while I may recognize flight crews, they are
oblivious to me. Just the way I like it.

“Good, how are you?” she inquires, not really seeing me.
“Good,” I reply, taking stock of the front rows.
The pasted-on smile does not reach her eyes. Typical. Ordinary. Mundane.

***

Choosing a place on the open-seating airline is a careful process. I prefer the
front third of the plane to expedite exiting and lessen the effects of turbulence.
An airsick agent is a useless agent.

My work is about assessing and avoiding risk while gathering intelligence. I
typically haunt row seven, although I realize row nine generally gets faster bev-
erage service. From this vantage, I can see over the plane’s wing, keep eyes on the
forward galley and mark passenger movement. The ultimate goal? To get a row
without a middle seatmate. This increases personal comfort and enables me to
write briefs without peering eyes.

I usually find success in targeting a row with an unassuming older male on
the aisle—someone who doesn’t stare or make eye contact like he wants me to
sit there. A honeypot I am not. I generally avoid people I’ve talked with while in
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line, too many questions. On the plane, I’m all business. Plus, it’s the one time I
can be out of pocket for an hour or two. And, as I soon explain to my seatmate,
I really don’t like people anyway.

I choose row eight, window seat as always. The gentleman on the aisle
wears a logoed polo, jeans, and a scratched gold wedding band. After stand-
ing to allow me entry, we ignore each other until it’s clear no one is going to
join us. As is typical between regular commuters, we congratulate each other
on “scaring off” anyone who may have wanted to sit between us. Removing
the leatherette laptop bag I used to block the now-unclaimed middle seat, I
joke about my anti-social tendencies and share a story about a recent flight
during which a drunk seatmate got fresh and I helped him disappear (for the
remainder of the flight, anyway). We exchange pleasantries and then focus
on our respective tasks—he on the in-flight magazine; me on intelligence
from the field.

I admit everyone has an off day now and again. That’s probably why I was
concentrating more on the vodka-tonic I planned to order and seeing my dear
husband for the first time in ten days than on the brief I was reading. Perhaps
that’s why I was completely unprepared for the day’s turn of events.

***

A gunshot sounds and I hunch, instinctively covering my ears. The airplane
pitches down, diving toward the earth.
Fuck.

***

Los Angeles Air Route Traffic Control Center (ARTCC)1: Southwest , uh,
was that you?
SWA: Yes, sir. [Unintelligible.] Declaring an emergency descent. Declaring
an emergency. We lost the cabin.
ARTCC: Yeah, Southwest , I’m sorry I could not understand that. Please
say again.
SWA: Request an emergency descent. We’ve lost the cabin. We’re starting
down.

***

Disoriented, I gape at the oxygen masks dangling in front of me. I did not
anticipate a change in cabin pressure.

This cannot be happening, I think.
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My heart threatens to pound out of my chest. With hypoxia tingling my fin-
gers, I fumble for the mask, arching up to reach it and suck in life-preserving
oxygen. My mask was apparently stuck in a tangle of translucent tubing. Con-
fused, I desperately stretch to push my face into the soft orange plastic. A force-
ful tug finally pulls it down, the metal wire giving way. I worry briefly that I
broke something. Will the oxygen still flow? I hold the mask to my face with
both hands, breathing deeply, trying not to hyperventilate, commanding myself
to calm down.

Air rushes through the vents, blasting us, deafening.
Bitterly amused, I realize that although I’ve witnessed hundreds of in-flight

safety demonstrations, I’ve never absorbed the proper way to wear an oxygen
mask. I drape the elastic around my head and almost cry when the mask won’t
stay in place. Such a trivial worry at the time. I feel guilty for not paying better
attention, for never going through aviation safety training. I thought I had more
important work to do. I finally realize I’ve neglected to pull the straps tight.

As I get enough oxygen to steady my breathing, I take stock. The man next
to me is frozen, completely tense, eyes closed, hands balled on his legs as if the
force of his clenching will keep him safe. I reach out to comfort him, feeling
compelled to do something as our plane plummets.

We hold hands for a minute as the woman across from us shrieks hysteri-
cally. In her s, she wails. I’m angry, wanting someone to shut her up. The only
thing more upsetting than our situation is her grating cries. It occurs to me that
had I been seated closer, I would have slapped her by now. I’ll find out later she
was crying “My son, my son” because her young child refused his mask. I tell
myself that had I been able to see the boy, I could’ve mustered up more compas-
sion, but probably not. My concern is mainly for the other passengers . . . the
majority of us trying to hold on.

The captain mumbles something about fastening our masks and listening to
the flight crew, but I can’t really understand what he’s saying. It’s too loud in the
cabin with the whooshing of air through the vents overhead. I’m not used to
being without communication in an emergency, it’s disconcerting.

We’re still pointed toward the ground. As we pitch downward still, falling
faster and faster, the momentum pushing us forward in our seats, the plane shud-
ders. My seatmate grabs my hand once more and I struggle to hold in my tears.
I am acutely aware that agents do not cry and I suck it up. I look around to see a
woman two rows behind me go from surprised to shocked to uncontrolled tears
streaming down her face. I want to reach out to her, but I’m too far away.
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Behind me, I notice a ceiling panel flapped down, but its connection to our
predicament is not immediately clear. Nothing about this situationmakes sense.
In addition to denial, I’m angry. Life is great. I’m making gains on my assign-
ment. I’m newly married. I’m kicking ass at work, about to test into a new level.
To die in a plane crash would be so . . . unfair.

Ahead of me, I notice a young man helping others with their masks. He is
tall with dark curly hair, and smiling. I wonder instinctively who he works for.
He winks at me. One of ours?

Soon, a flight attendant comes by to check on us, borrowing one of the
extra masks from each row to maintain her flow of oxygen. “Are you okay?
Do you need help with your mask?” It’s the same employee I greeted upon
arrival. This time her eyes are kind, her calm exterior belies whatever inter-
nal fear she must feel.

The air warms and the flight attendant comes by again, indicating oxygen
masks are now unnecessary. We must be at or below , feet. An elderly
man behind me keeps the orange cone on his mouth for the remainder of
our flight. The plane is leveling off now and my rational brain kicks in. If
we are straight and level with both engines, then we must be okay, right? I
look around at the bright desert, knowing that dozens of airports litter the
desolation below. Even if we lose both engines, the odds are in our favor that

For each row, four oxygen masks descend.
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we can glide down safely. I cling to that knowledge and pretend to be an
agent once more.

Intelligence will be important if we make it, I think, pulling out my cellphone
and snapping pictures of the cabin. As the only confirmed agent on this flight, I
aim to be thorough. I take a panorama, sweeping clockwise, catching dangling
oxygen masks and still-startled passengers. I’m not alone in taking photos, how-
ever, so I don’t worry about standing out.

I vacillate between committed agent and scared-shitless human being. Hu-
manity wins out and I send a text message to my husband, T, the only person
I really trust. Although I’m % sure we’ll be fine, it’s the % that bothers me.
By some miracle, my phone has half a bar of reception. I pray the message will
get through. Right now, T’s in the air too, a civil pilot practicing airshow for-
mations in an experimental aircraft. For fun, you know?

I’m trained to be precise in my communication. Clarity is paramount. How
the hell am I supposed to convey “I might die in a fewminutes and I love you so
muchmy heart aches at the thought of never seeing you again” without freaking
someone the hell out? It takes some doing.

At : p.m., I write, “Emergency landing min after take-off. I love you.” I
find out later that others wrote messages like, “Plane going down. Love you.”
Seriously?

When the pilot, silent for the duration of our adventure, finally pipes
up to tell us that we’ll be attempting an emergency landing at a
nearby military base, I write, “Landing in Yuma shortly,” followed by
“Everything should be fine but I want you to know how much you mean
to me.”

Reading the words now still makes me tear up. A sign of weakness? Perhaps.
Necessary communication for my sanity? Absolutely.

I conclude texting at : p.m., telling T, “Safe landing in Yuma [AZ].”
He never replies.
When we finally speak an hour later, I realize he’d switched off his phone

and got my messages in reverse order—“safe landing” first before he knew any-
thing was wrong. The bastard never felt any of my terror.

Had I stopped there, kept my experience private, I might not be writing this
report. I might still be on my mission, working diligently to disrupt the hege-
mony of airport security fascists. But no, I couldn’t not communicate my expe-
rience. And I pay the price.

***
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Inside the cabin of Southwest .
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Using pre-determined channels to communicate with my handler, I tweet:
“Emergency landing in Yuma, thanks to our amazing @Southwestair pilots for
a safe landing.” It was the @ sign that changed my life.

Realizing the date—April Fool’s day—I post photos to corroborate my story,
to show I wasn’t throwing up a smoke screen. I needed help. What I got was
the most intense scrutiny of my life. By tagging Southwest, I inadvertently
announced my identity to the world. My “followers” shot from  friends and
spambots to  people eager to hear about my firsthand experience. A signifi-
cant proportion of these followers? Members of the Inquisition Squad who
would go on to quote me and cite my pictures to their audiences of millions.
How was I ever going to get out of this alive? But I’m getting ahead of myself.

***

After  minutes of fruitless re-dialing, T finally calls back.
“Hellllooo?” I answer, twisting in my seat to watch the captain deplane and

talk to investigators. A moment ago, I’d asked him what it was like to fly the
plane with a hole in it. Just like normal, apparently, aside from the whole
diving-toward-the-earth-thing. The cause of our trouble was a -foot-long rent
in the fuselage, near the ceiling panel that I soon realize flopped down and
bashed a flight attendant in the face.

Oxygen masks.
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“How are you?” T asks, only now reading my text messages—when we were
safe in Yuma.

“Same-old, same-old, you know.”
I tell him the story, a condensed version, aware that my seatmate is eaves-

dropping. T explains with the nonchalance of a seasoned pilot, terms like “ex-
plosive decompression” and “metal fatigue.” No big deal. He admits never
experiencing depressurization or oxygen masks. I can tell he’s envious. Pilots,
what strange birds.

“You’re all over the news,” he says. Oh shit, I think.
“Really? Is it that big of a deal?” I wonder, fooled by T’s casual tones into

thinking that I shouldn’t feel as shaken up as I do.
I wait for him to convey some expression of worry, but it doesn’t come. Not

yet anyway.
He explains that Southwest had already been fined for a decompres-

sion event a year ago, that they were likely aware of these types of prob-
lems after paying huge bucks to the Federal Aviation Administration.
Huh.

***

The x-foot hole in the roof of the Southwest  jet, a burst seam in the
fuselage skin.
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For more than four hours, we sit on the tarmac of an active military base,
trapped in the plane. Muggy air, sticky bodies, but a surprisingly chill atmo-
sphere. Outside, soldiers wander. I ache for an update, but instead I sit, talking
to my seatmate, Gary. The captain speaks earnestly into his cellphone. Pacing in
the late afternoon sunlight, his erect posture suggests military training, too. Po-
lice, soldiers, and paramedics alternate through the cabin. Announcements are
few. We wait.

“One helluva April Fool’s joke,” someone behind me snorts.

“I wonder if this means free flights for life,” I chime in.
“I still can’t believe this happened,” adds Gary. “I need a drink.”
Don’t we all, I think.
Holding court in Row , Gary describes his family. His wife and stepdaugh-

ter. His sales work with a gardening supplier that keeps him on the road and in
the air. His plans for when we get home. I feed him details from my cover.
Finals are in a few weeks. I’m headed home to see my husband and will now
definitely be late for dinner.

All around, passengers take pictures, tell stories, and watch our news
coverage on cellphones. The atmosphere is calm, but people seem antsy
to get home. My phone battery already died, but I get news from all
around.

Our captain, having inspected the damage, stands in the baking heat of an active
military base.
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“We’re the lead story on CNN!” a man behind me exclaims, and notes
someone aboard called a news station in Sacramento, CA, our destination
city.

“Someone actually called the news from the plane?” his neighbor spits, with
an air of disbelief and condemnation.

They read the story aloud, mocking the woman’s description. “Really, a ‘loud
pop’? It was more like a gunshot.” True story. Civilians aren’t trained to analyze
and describe details of their surroundings. The imprecision would normally
irritate me.

When I finally get off the plane, I’ll learn just how different the various
reports are. Until then, I wait until the new plane finally arrives and we are
allowed to disembark.

***

Side by side, the two s stand out garishly in the muted military surround-
ings. Orange, blue-purple, and red, the jets seem more out of place than the
 civilians dragging carry-ons from one set of steps to another. From the top
of moveable stairs, I look across to the old plane. The fuselage rupture is obvious.
It’s as if a giant knife flipped up an envelope flap. It strikes me how not-scary it
seems from the outside.

I ask the could-be-teenage marine standing sentry at the new airplane’s
entrance, “A typical day at work?”

“We deal with this type of thing all the time,” he replies, missing my sarcasm.
Hardly, I think. He means they helped a military aircraft with an emergency

landing earlier in the day.
Without an ounce of trepidation—seriously, I’m too tired and anxious to get

home—I climb into the new cabin. I breathe in cool air and pray for a quick
departure. I am already two hours late for dinner.

“We’d like to share with you some of the safety features of this Boeing ,”
the flight attendant chimes once we’ve all settled in. Gary and I claim Row ,
viciously guarding the middle seat once more.

Holding up the demonstration seat-belt, the flight attendant quips, “Well,
we think you already know how to use this . . .”

Passengers laugh.
“Although we don’t anticipate a change in cabin pressure . . .”
Passengers cackle.
Pulling out the bright orange oxygen mask we already know intimately, she

remarks, “Bet you wish you’d paid attention all those times, huh?”
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You have no idea, I think.
Before takeoff, a Southwest customer service manager, flown in on the new

plane, asks if we are all okay to continue. At this point, no one refuses to fly.
The new pilot uses the flight attendant’s microphone to ask if we are ready.

Together, we give him thumbs-ups over the seats in front of us.
Up, up, and away.

***

All things considered, the continuing flight is uneventful. Flight attendants
hand out free drinks and I finally get my vodka-tonic. A ground-crew
member provides peanuts, her orange reflective vest and dirty t-shirt con-
trasting markedly with our well-kempt flight attendants. She’s friendly
though, and gives me as many bags of honey-roasted nuts as I want. Three,
for the record. It occurs to me then, as I suck down a drink on the job, that
we’d been stranded for four hours without food with another two left to go.
The libation loosens the knot in my neck and I chatter with Gary for the
remainder of the flight.

As we land, I powder my nose. Gary teases me as I reapply the lipstick long
ago eaten away, “You better get ready for your cameo.” I roll my eyes, slapping
him lightly on the shoulder.

I’d admitted tweeting some photos and having a couple reporters ask me
about the experience. No big deal. I’m mostly dolling up to see my husband.
I still don’t realize the depth of the shit I’m wading into.

***

Walking into the gate area, I can’t help but smile like a Cheshire cat. Home.
Finally.

The terminal stands empty and noticeably quiet—typical for any late-evening
arrival. Only one small television camera suggests anything out of the ordinary.
Until getting downstairs, that is.

While T waits outside to whisk me away—engine running and poised to cir-
cle the terminal because lingering outside airports is verboten—I search for a
path to maneuver through the throng of relieved loved ones. Before getting to
T, however, I face one last hurdle: the shiny black eyes of TV cameras and eager
microphones of local reporters.

“Are you Twitter girl?” one reporter demands, yanking her cameraman in
my direction.

Twitter girl? Not exactly.
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After three on-the-spot interviews with local Sacramento stations, I figure I
can step back into obscurity. What was I thinking?

***

The primary interrogation lasted almost five days, the Inquisition Squad
ruthlessly attacking. They didn’t use obvious methods like solitary confinement,
starvation, or waterboarding. No, instead, they kept after me, insidiously
hounding me to get the truth. Who was I? What was I doing on that flight?
What was going to happen now? They didn’t seem to know what they were af-
ter exactly, only that there was something. Unfortunately, it didn’t take long for
them to figure out what that something was.

It started with my cellphone. Their internal intelligence was better than I
would have expected. They shouldn’t have been able to get my private line, but
they did. As soon as I got a charge for my dead battery, the calls came and didn’t
stop for days. On the night we landed, rings sounded at: : p.m., : p.m.,
: p.m., : p.m., and midnight. And then my unlisted home number.
Local, national, and then international inspectors pounding “dial” keys until
I wanted to cry.

***

At  a.m. the next day, a black sedan arrives at my house and sweeps me away to
a private chamber in the bowels of downtown Sacramento. Graffiti, trash, and
human refuse welcome me. Inside, they give me a drug (of the caffeinated
variety) that will make me talk, strap me down with microphone wires, and
level burning lights into my retinas. The interrogators2 couldn’t be bothered to
face me themselves, instead they lob questions via satellite and record my an-
swers. I’m not alone at this point. Somehow, they recruited another passenger
from the flight to make it seem like a routine interview, to keep it on the level.
I knew the truth, of course.

I’m home by  a.m., buzzing from less than three hours’ rest, and I burrow
into our lumpy leather couch instead of disturbing a slumbering T. The calls
keep coming. : a.m.,  a.m., : a.m., and every  or minutes for the rest
of the day. Reporters care little for timezones. I answer most, knowing that if I
let them go to voicemail, I’ll just be putting off the inevitable. I feel compelled to
address all the questions. Shutting them down will look suspicious, won’t it?
Doesn’t everyone crave  minutes of fame?

In addition, a thousand Twitter messages and myriad emails flood my inbox.
One reporter, unable to reach me, tracked down my estranged father on
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On the set of the first live interrogation.
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vacation in Hawaii for his th birthday, initiating his first phone message to
me in more than a year.

The sound of a ringing phone sets my teeth on edge. Sleep deprivation, in-
evitably part of their plan, sets in and makes me punchy, vulnerable, prone to
errors. I lash out at T, who doesn’t understand why I keep choosing to speak
with reporters anyway.

When they taste blood in the water, the questions change. Why did I fly so
much, anyway? Who did I work for? Did I realize what a brouhaha I caused
with my photos?

At this point I learn the suspected cause of the rapid decompression was
tired metal, as T speculated early on. Metal fatigue—the technical term—or
invisible-to-the-naked-eye cracks in the airplane’s skin. Imagine bending a
paperclip back and forth until it’s just about to break. That’s metal fatigue.
Somehow, the rivets in the fuselage broke loose, causing wide-spread fractures,3

which ultimately led to the cracking of my secret identity.
Like I said, the goddamned rivets blew my cover. Or my photos of the rivets’

work anyway.

***

My biggest mistake was underestimating the widespread attention that
would close in. Using social media as part of my legend seemed like a clever
ploy. Hide my intelligence in plain sight and communicate with my controller
using micro-blogging? It fit the profile of a typical university student perfectly.
Too perfectly.

Finding a survivor of the flight who was articulate, comfortable on camera,
and apparently social media-savvy seemed irresistible to reporters. It wasn’t long
before the world paid attention to this “student” and her pretty pictures. My first
blog post detailing the incident, written a few sleepy hours after the  a.m. inter-
rogation, boasted thousands of hits overnight—topping out at , views
at the initial writing of this report. My Twitter followers grew exponentially
and continued to rise. As someone used to writing for a few dozen audience
members—mostly family and friends—the sudden explosion of attention
was intense, the blowback impossible to avoid. I had no idea how to handle
a “public.”

Exhausted and still not dealing with the ordeal’s physical side effects—ringing
ears, body aches, nausea, anxiety—it was a small-potatoes interrogator who
finally fished out my secret. He got me to admit, at least vaguely, what my mis-
sion was all about. There was an exposé on a local TV station,4 complete with
pictures and details from my private life.
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I knew I was in trouble when, after that, one of the mini-bosses at Southwest
called to see how I was doing. How am I doing? I wondered.

***
The question buzzed in my brain for a week until I was dropped off at a
secondary target location to fly back to the home office. I don’t know what I
expected—more cameras, more interrogation, more recognition?

I got nothing of the sort. The Interrogation Squad had moved on to newer,
more timely, and more lucrative, subjects. To my intense surprise, I slipped back
into anonymity as if nothing had gone awry. As if my life hadn’t been turned
upside-down. As if my story hadn’t been compromised and spread around the
world. I was anonymous again, albeit a little less so when I started crying during
the beverage service on my first flight after the incident.

Although they knew the game I was playing, they certainly didn’t seem to
care. I’d been weighed, measured, and deemed an acceptable risk. I’d been
underestimated.

Game on.

DEBRIEF

The Southwest  incident occurred weeks before I was due to finish my doc-
toral coursework and, if successful, move home to prepare for comprehensive
exams. My world fell apart precisely when I’d convinced myself it was go-time.
I gave myself the usual procrastinator’s pep-talk: Four more weeks of school.
Three more papers. You can do it. This weekend will be productivity central.

And then I met an oxygen mask.
Ten days later, when I began to conceive of myself as a student again, I sidled

into Professor Bud Goodall’s office, short on time. Given recent events, my paper
for his narrative class would shift from the “mission” mentioned above—a
creative nonfiction piece about my research examining the emotional experi-
ence of airport security5—to an account of Southwest . Our class had just
read Angela Carter’s postmodern twist on classic fairytales,6 and I felt inspired
by her revisioning and destabilization of “typical” viewpoints. At first, I wanted
to tell the Southwest  story from multiple angles—passenger, flight attendant,
captain, airline, etc. I envisioned layering them together to show how perspective
matters—how it’s not just a story, but many stories that emerge from experiences
like this.

In particular, I obsessed about telling the tale of the rivets.
The goddamned rivets that blew my cover? The goddamned rivets that

popped from the fuselage skin—like popcorn I imagine—they were unhappy.
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Well, one rivet was mercilessly unhappy. He ached to escape the ticky-tacky,
too-perfect subdivision. But when he did . . . he loosened the order and
wrenched up the whole goddamned neighborhood.

Behind a desk piled high with papers and telltale minutia of scholarly life,
Professor Goodall scanned the first few pages of my rivet(ing?) draft after
fiddling with a European music station and taking a swig of his ever-present
Coca Cola®, from the can. He smirked, telling me it was fine, his lingering
Southern twang softening the “i” sound. He may have even shrugged.

“Well?” I asked, tipping my chair forward onto two legs.
“Your main character doesn’t have any flaws,” he said, peering over thinly

rimmed frames, smiling. In order for the story to “work,” I needed a hook,
something interesting. What is my character’s—my—secret? How, as a recent
student of narrative theory, had I bypassed the insight that character develop-
ment and storyline are critical to narrative scholarship?

Weighted seconds passed before the epiphany.
The hook? I was found out. I believe I even uttered the words “blown cover.”

Not only was I a passenger on the flight, I was an undercover researcher having
spent the previous nine months as a participant observer in airports across the
country, operating without official permission (but with the blessing of the IRB,
of course). All of a sudden, mine was a spy story about the perils of complete
participation.7

In an exaggerated way, I learned how it feels for researcher and participant
identities to collide and what it means for researchers to impact a scene dramat-
ically. My pictures, the images that “broke” the story so spectacularly,8 were
extensions of my ethnographic observations.

The most common query from the “Inquisition Squad” was: “What made you
think of taking photos?” I don’t know if any reporters registered my hesitation as
I formulated a response that did not exactly implicate me as a researcher. So many
people reflected that they would be “too scared” to think of taking photos and
praisedmy “presence ofmind” to record the incidents. Only one or two pressedme,
asking about my background as a doctoral student. To them, I shared about my
research and how the impulse to take photos stemmed from my ethnographer’s
habit of recording surroundings. I did not, however, confess that clinging to my
“researcher” identity is likelywhat gotme through sooutwardly calmand composed.

For a while, I felt a very real fear that the airlines or Transportation Security
Administration (TSA) would notice news reports indicting me as a researcher
and try to stop my project in the name of national security. Subsequent inter-
views with TSA officers would showme that my paranoia was not without merit.
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Already I had caused enough hubbub to have Southwest Airlines representatives
reach out to me personally. I also worried how people would feel knowing that
someone is trolling the skies, researching in airports.9

When I returned to my scenes a week after the incident and subsequent
news coverage, I felt utterly exposed. Did people recognize me? Could folks see
“almost-plane-crash survivor” written on my body?

No. Despite having my face plastered on national and international news, no
one paid me any extra attention. To my intense surprise, the inattention—
especially after such media scrutiny—made me feel alone, isolated. I felt discon-
nected from other people, other travelers, the rhythm of everyday life.

Until I began to write.
It started with my personal blog. Unable to sleep the day after the event, I

wrenched out and posted a visceral account of the experience—echoed in this
essay. Having blogged consistently for two years prior to the emergency landing,
it did not occur to me to avoid writing about the incident publicly. As I aban-
doned the “rivet’s tale,” I followed my professor’s advice and the styling of other
performative writers, and wrote myself into the story.10 And then I got to think-
ing about what stylized, inspired-by-a-true-story narrative writing can do.

Writing the story in an autoethnographic style helped my own sensemaking
processes11 as I made meaning out of a “near miss” life-or-death situation, one
with no physical markings, only psychological scars. I took inspiration from
Carolyn Ellis,12 who begins analyzing her brother’s death in a plane crash with
a personal reflection before “debriefing” with scholarly works. Although unin-
tentional, this narrative bears strong resemblance to “fictocriticism,” a style that
blends genres including fiction, criticism, and theory into a single text.13 Follow-
ing other writers who adopt fictionalized framing to tell stories14 and styling
myself as a research spy enabled me to reconstruct the Post Traumatic Stress
Disorder-inducing events with creativity and humor.

But I also recognize that burying myself within the caricature of a prototypi-
cal undercover agent embedded distance among me, my memories, and the
audience.15 The trope that I imagine allows readers to identify with an unimag-
inable experience via a familiar character could also be construed as a smoke-
screen to avoid confronting the issues. Laboratory research about therapeutic
writing emphasizes reconstruction of traumatic events and exploration of
associated emotions. Researchers argue that part of what makes therapeutic
writing successful—defined by improved physiological, psychological, and
behavioral outcomes—is the construction of narratives that help order and cog-
nitively process experiences.16 Would, I wonder, therapeutic writing, wherein
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trauma survivors find relief from emotional injury through systematic journal-
ing,17 be as helpful if written in a fictional format?

But it’s more than meaning making, of course.
This type of writing provides not only connection and resonance through

the use of a familiar trope, but also critical commentary on aspects of broad and
local culture, a powerful characteristic of autoethnography.18 Caricatures en-
trenched in the story—the self-obsessed passenger, perma-grin flight attendant,
obsessive/oppressive news media—offer subtle commentary on fixtures in popu-
lar culture. Is a Twitter-based “news story” going to be controversial for long
in an age of prolific smartphone use and narcissistic social media tendencies?
How do private citizens, albeit those with public social media profiles, protect
themselves from aggressive media inquiry?19 Will moments of vulnerability
like holding a stranger’s hand be possible when we have closed ourselves off to
human interaction in public spaces, preferring to Tweet, text, and Facebook,
over having conversations?

And of course, the tongue-in-cheek comparison of full-participant ethnogra-
phers20 as undercover spies invites consideration of assumptions sometimes
made of/by researchers that—like agents—researchers are not supposed to have
feelings, or at least not allow them to affect the work; that gathering data can
seem like a matter of life and death; that research, even small-fry ethnography,
will effect major organizational change.

While many in ethnographic and autoethnographic studies have embraced
the role of emotion in research, discussions about the relevance of emotional
experience in various contexts like autoethnographic writing, in-depth inter-
viewing in sensitive settings, methodological process, and between researcher
and participant, persist.21 This essay illustrates the impacts of emotion at various
stages of research, including how unexpected moments can change the entire
course of a project.

Likewise, the essay points to the perils of over- and under-estimating the
impact of research on a scene and context. For instance, I would have never
fathomed as a personal blogger and six-months-new Tweeter, that a few images
and a short tale could garner so much attention. Imagine using social media re-
sources to communicate important scholarship publicly and shifting how we
talk about research “impact.” Of course, sharing photos of an ancillary research
context also brings up sensitive ethical questions for researchers in public spaces.
Consider the possible blowback of publicized photos from inside a context that
is meant to remain confidential. Since the incident, I have learned to be careful
with what and how I communicate about my research, since I work in public
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and often identifiable spaces. Then again, as this tale shows, over-estimating the
impact to certain audiences, especially large institutions like the TSA, may be a
waste of worry. I went on to complete two more years of research and a disser-
tation focused on airport security with no fallout, despite alerting the TSA via
repeated unsuccessful attempts to gain formal access.

In the intervening months and now, years, since experiencing Southwest 
and writing this essay, I have shared the story more times than I can count. First
on “Good Morning America,” then on the Wall Street Journal radio’s “Daily
Wrap” show,22 MSNBC, the Discovery Channel, and other local and national
news outlets.23 I am keenly aware that the story is partial though. It’s my telling.
One of hundreds, at least.

I learned this viscerally when, just before the one-year anniversary of the
event, I was invited to Germany for what I thought was an interview. Having
never traveled abroad, and once I determined the film company’s offer was not
an elaborate hoax, I thought:Why not take a free trip to Europe? In a whirlwind
 hours, I arrived in Frankfurt, was shuttled to Wiesbaden and finally landed
in Speyer, a small town with a big attraction called the Technik Museum, a park
with more than  airplanes on display.

Looking down from the deck of the Boeing  exhibit at the Technik Museum in
Speyer, Germany.
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In a Boeing , hoisted  feet into the air on massive poles and banked
 degrees left such that occupants on board feel slightly tipsy, I learned I was
not going to be asked to recount my story, but rather to reenact it.

In the wrong airplane.
With no other passengers.
With as much drama as possible.
As the film crew set up inside the , which is significantly larger and taller

than the , the director pummeled me with questions about the Southwest
 event. I realized the “script” in his hands was a highlighted and annotated
copy of my first blog post.24

Unease bubbled up when they made me sit in an aisle seat on the wrong side
of the plane since it had better lighting than my seat in Row . As we filmed, the
three-man crew used a wind machine to send plastic-cup-and-napkin debris
flying. It was then that I realized it was no longer my story being told, but
a representation of my representation. The director’s vision required me to
manufacture more expressed panic and (e)motion. Eventually, despite several
attempts at resisting and trying to set the story right, I acquiesced to his vision
and channeled my inner actress.

The cabin of the Boeing was rearranged to allow spectators to view inside the
cabin. Film crew members maneuver around mannequin flight crew.
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Now, years later, I puzzle over realist notions implicit in trying to get a
story right, as if there is a stabilized and permanent version of events. Isn’t
the German film director’s dramatized version of Southwest  as valid as
the portrayal filtered through my lens as a passenger? After watching the
reconstructed melodrama in which “Gary” was  years too young, the air-
plane clad in incorrect livery, and with painters’ masks instead of oxygen
masks, I am inclined to say “No.” Have I mentioned that his rendering in-
cluded a dubbed-in chorus of screaming, major flying debris, and gale-force
winds spliced with scenes of other airplanes exploding into flames?—images
that in no way reflect the events as pictured in photos or witness accounts.
Images that rudely conflict with what Norman K. Denzin refers to as empir-
ically verifiable “historical truth.”25 But, I know the power of narrative is not
necessarily realism or factual accuracy, but insight and meaning making.
Jillian A. Tullis Owen, Chris McRae, Tony E. Adams, and Alisha Vitale
offer an important discussion of “truth troubles” that autoethnographic
authors face, including privileging certain types of truths (like emotional
resonance or relational ethics) over others (such as historical accuracy). The
authors consider balancing artistic style and good storytelling with honesty
in nonfiction prose.26 In watching the German film with dramatic images
of myself juxtaposed with more standard (and personally comfortable)
interview excerpts, I wonder if the audience had trouble discerning which
version of me to believe. Thus, I acknowledge that the film, including my
overwrought but highly-praised-during-filming performance, represents a
possible version of events with an emotional tenor that might resonate more
than my own telling. Although I do not like all of it, I must grant that the
film offers a compelling, valuable story nonetheless.

In processing all of this, I also reflected on the privilege of voice. I
viewed the Southwest  experience as my story to tell. Consequently,
I understand better now why groups take umbrage at the authoritative
stance of writers who encounter, but are not actually part of a community,
and share stories that are not “theirs.” In particular, I identify with the unsett-
ling experience of having my words and memories translated—in this case into
German and not academese—without control over process or outcome.
Although logically I know that once we set our words free their meaning and
power take on lives separate from ourselves, it is quite something to recognize
that fact on-screen and in full color.

Subsequently, I have considered ways that I as a researcher represent scenes,
memories, and interview stories. How often as a young, white, married,
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educated, academic woman have I been cavalier—even inadvertently—with
words and experiences of participants from other social, racial, cultural groups
than my own? A little heavy handed on drama in fieldnotes? Insensitive about
the anxiety with which some interviewees approach recorded conversations? To
what extent have I, like the Inquisition Squad, exploited people’s unique view-
points without concern for what telling stories feels like, forgetting the emo-
tional work connected with telling certain kinds of tales?

Similarly, Linda Alcoff writes about ethical issues related to “speaking for”
others, including when people in positions of power speak on behalf of others
in ways that reinforce problematic interactions, diminish agency, and ulti-
mately, oppress.27 She suggests that far from avoiding the practice—how could
we write about our experiences if we did not include some mention of others—
we should do so carefully, considering the location and identity of speaker and
audience, the work that speaking will do to a group or community, for better or
worse. She cautions: “We are collectively caught in an intricate, delicate web in
which each action I take, discursive or otherwise, pulls on, breaks off, or main-
tains the tension in many strands of the web in which others find themselves
moving also.”28

Southwest  and the resulting narratives demonstrate a veritable system of
webs, to continue Alcoff ’s metaphor, wherein an eyewitness account trumped
the organizational account (i.e., Southwest’s) for a time, but was then coopted
and reframed for a multitude of purposes by many parties with little demon-
strated care for the people and organizations involved. I imagine other passengers,
as well as airline employees, felt, for a time, the reverberations of my words on
their own webs of experience. After witnessing my story spin off into unimagin-
able directions spanning several years, I now take Ellis’s discussion of ethics,
which admonishes ethnographers to consider the relational implications of writ-
ing in the short and long term, more seriously.29

Having tasted life on the other side of the keyboard—being written about
instead of doing the writing—I am more sensitive to the people influenced by
my words. But I also know that unlike the words I type—those, I can choose—I
cannot control how stories evolve. Being committed to a way of seeing the
world that accounts for relationships of power, knowledge, and voice means, as
I found out, being open to discomfort in representation and sharing the power
inherent in storytelling.30 As I continue with ethnographic and autoethno-
graphic research, I will consider more carefully how, and with whom, and in
what contexts, I tell stories. Although I would not go as far as thanking the god-
damned rivets, I do appreciate the insight.
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APPENDIX A. SPY TERMINOLOGY

Agent—a person obtaining intelligence for an intelligence agency (see also
“Spy”)
Blowback—unintended consequences of a covert operation
Blown—exposed (as a spy)
Commint—communication intelligence
Compromised—when an agent or operation is exposed and no longer secret
Cover—life story created for an undercover agent (see also “Legend”)
Friends—agents who provide information to an operative/handler
Ghost—discreet agent working without the notice of targets
Handler—one who manages and acts as a point of contact for agents
Honeypot—trap set to kill, compromise, or capture an enemy using sex as a
lure
Intelligence—information across any number of disciplines (e.g., human, com-
munication, chemical)
Legend—life story created for an undercover agent (see also “Cover”)
Spy—casual term for one who gathers information for an intelligence agency
(see also “Agent”)
Target—agency, individual, or location under surveillance
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