The only time I was afraid…
When you hold the lives of 3 people and $100B dollars of hardware in your hands it is best to start the morning with a double espresso.
I work on NASA’s International Space Station Program in mission operations.  I am a flight director for the ISS program which means when you see TV images of NASA’s mission control with the men and women sitting around their computers I direct them, and the astronauts, much like a conductor. Although I had already been a flight director for 4 years and had trained for countless hours to handle emergencies, I still wondered if I would have the right stuff if indeed I had to handle a major emergency, 
On the morning of March 13, 2009 I came in to start my shift.   Literally as the off going flight director was heading out the door he mentioned that they were tracking some debris that could hit the space station but he was pretty sure it was going to be ok.   But a shortly after taking the shift one of my flight controllers, tells me that updated measurements says there is a chance it could hit. 
There are over half a million pieces of space debris, mainly pieces of old rockets or long dead satellites, orbiting the earth at tens of thousands of miles an hour.  A piece of metal about the size of a silver dollar hit the ISS, itself going 17,500 mph, like a stick of dynamite.  Within 12 seconds the crew would black out as the air rushed out of the station.  This is the sort of thing that keeps me up at night.  My colleagues and I squirmed uncomfortably watching the movie Gravity.
With only a few hours to it approached the ISS it only took me a second to realize that we didn’t have time to calculate a maneuver to get out of the way.  It is times like this I wish I was in charge of the Millennium Falcon and could tell someone on my team to “punch it chewy -  get us out of here”.
So what was I going to do?  After discussing it with my team I decided the best option was to shelter in the Soyuz – the little Russian spacecraft about the size of a Volkswagen Beetle that brought the crew to the ISS and would take them home.  It was attached to back side of the ISS.   It was also their lifeboat in an emergency.  If the astronauts were in the Soyuz and the ISS got hit, maybe the crew would survive and be able to punch off the ISS and come home.  
But sheltering the Soyuz is not like hiding in a closet during a Tornado Warning.  You have to power up the life support and computer systems on the Soyuz.  We also wanted to put the ISS in the best possible configuration in case it was hit.  This meant spending time to close and lock over a dozen large hatches so if that module was hit not all of the Station would depress. We also wanted to position the giant solar arrays – each the length of a foot ball field edge on to minimize getting hit.  But this reduces power and some things had to be shut down.  We also wanted the astronauts to position cameras so we could see what was happening on the ground.  And my team and I continued to think of things as we raced against the clock to get ready.  This was a lot of work and also meant that no science would be done today – which is the reason we are there.
This was a tough decision, and one of many we routinely have to make as flight directors.    
I took 30 seconds to call my boss to let him know what was going on… I knew he wouldn’t want to be caught by surprise by his boss ala “What the hell is your flight director doing”?
My next hurdle was to  convince the Russian Flight director.  It was, after all, their Soyuz.  But they also believed in the Big Sky Theory.      Eventually he agreed.
So we called the crew, a mix of Americans and Russians, and explained what was going on.  They listened patiently, knew we had their backs and jumped into action without skipping a beat.  
When we had done all we could we watched the clock.  I looked at my trajectory officer – waiting for him to signal that it had passed.  I looked at the rest of the team watching their data for any sign of an impact.  Loss of pressure.  Systems failing.  The spacecraft tumbling out of control.  Time passed and after a few high pucker minutes, as we refer to them, the event was over.  No alarms were sounding.  It has missed.  Relief.  The team had worked the problem, kept their cool and everything was ok.  The training had paid off.  We had developed a new procedure that we would use again in the future.  
With that we called the crew and told them we were in the clear and they could begin backing out of the configuration and try to get back to what they were doing.
I had been so focused that I had never stopped to panic or worry.  I just was trying to continually calculate the best option.  I took a deep breath and for the first time I turned around.  There is a glassed off gallery for VIPs and visitors to watch the action in Mission Control.  I looked up and noticed that my boss was sitting up there.  And his boss.  In fact every boss – all the senior management was sitting up there watching us work the problem.
And for the first time, my breath caught and my knees buckled for just a second…if I had known they were watching….  I hadn’t trained for that.   We never knew exactly how close it came to the ISS but we do know that failure was not an option that day.
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