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102 MINUTES: The Untold Story of the Fight to Survive Inside the Twin Towers, by Jim Dwyer and Kevin Flynn. Times Books. 322 pages. $26.

Atop the North Tower of the World Trade Center, a young restaurant manager calls her mother after the first airplane crashes into the building. In the South Tower, a bank vice president watches another one approach. A janitor uses a squeegee to pry open elevator doors. 

These are just a few of the harrowing stories in 102 Minutes, a minute-by-minute account of what happened to 325 individuals inside the towers on that awful day more than three years ago. To get it, Jim Dwyer and Kevin Flynn of The New York Times conducted hundreds of interviews with those who survived, and with friends and relatives of those who did not.

It can be tough to follow so many stories, even though some of those individuals are given only a brief mention. But the overwhelming number serves to underline the magnitude of the event and the chaos surrounding it.

The book alternates between the victims' personal accounts and after-the-fact investigative reporting about what happened, including the systemic failures that contributed to the loss of life. For example, New York City fire codes were changed in the 1960s so fewer stairwells were required in office buildings. This increased the amount of rentable space in buildings and benefited the real estate industry, but was disastrous on 9/11.

But it is the victims' stories - alternately heartbreaking, stomach-turning, inspiring and poignant -- that are most compelling. For example, we learn that Tom Kelly, one of the firefighters, had been a construction worker at the World Trade Center 30 years earlier. On their first date, he had sneaked his future wife into the unfinished building to look at the city's skyline.

It took the authors three years to describe what happened in 102 minutes, using transcripts of recorded conversations among firefighters inside the buildings, e-mails, voicemail messages, news reports and government documents as well as the interviews. The book is worth the wait.
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