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PROLOGUE
As midnight came on September 11, 2001, I stood at my wife’s bedside in the William Randolph Hearst Burn Center at New York-Presbyterian Hospital.
Webs of plastic tubing fed her intravenous fluids and medications. Over the next twenty-four hours she would receive approximately twenty liters—forty-two pounds—of fluids to replace those she was losing through her wounds. She was heavily sedated and would remain in this drug-induced sleep for weeks. She was on a ventilator to support her breathing; there was a feeding tube in her nose. Her body was wrapped in white gauze, and she was draped in sheets and blankets to keep her warm. At 8:48 that morning, she had been burned over 82.5 percent of her body as she entered the lobby of 1 World Trade Center.
At 8 that morning she had been a vibrant, athletic, and beautiful woman, decisive and demanding and the picture of health.
At about 8:30 she had breezed through our living room telling me how she’d solved a scheduling problem that morning, making business calls that delayed her normal departure about fifteen minutes. She lingered in the hallway, saying good-bye to our ten-month-old son, Tyler, and then she headed off to work, going downstairs and hailing a cab to take her to the World Trade Center, where she was (and is) a senior vice president, partner, and director of global data sales for Cantor Fitzgerald.
Less than twenty minutes later, listening to the “Imus in the Morning” program as I was about to leave for work, I heard Imus break in and say, “What’s this? A plane hit the World Trade Center?”
I ran to our terrace, which looks down Manhattan’s West Street toward the twin towers, and saw a vast hole billowing black smoke from the top of Tower One. I could see that the plane had hit at or just below Cantor Fitzgerald’s offices and that the impact had been huge. I tried to persuade myself that Lauren, that anyone at Cantor, could still be alive. I kept calling her telephone numbers but her office line was busy and her cell phone wasn’t ringing. I paced the apartment, pounding the wall and calling her name, then watched as the second plane hit Tower Two, seemingly right at the 84th floor, my office at Euro Brokers.
I felt like the man on a battlefield who leaves his unit for a moment, only to look back as it is blown up before his eyes.
Friends and family kept calling our apartment to make sure we were all right. I could not say whether Lauren was alive; I was almost certain she was dead.
But she wasn’t.
Arriving at the World Trade Center, she’d heard a whistling sound, entered the lobby to investigate, and been met by an explosive fireball. She ran outside in flames. A bond salesman over at the World Financial Center saw her and two others as they ran from the building, raced across West Street, and put out the flames that were consuming her. Lauren was lucid enough to tell him her name and our phone number. People had fled and there was no one else around for blocks. As heavy pieces of steel debris fell from a thousand feet above them, he stayed with Lauren until the ambulance came.
At 9:35 our phone rang once and went silent. A moment later it rang again. A breathless voice said, “Mr. Manning, I’m with your wife. She’s been badly burned but she’s going to be OK. We got her in an ambulance.” The phone cut off before he could tell me where she was being taken. I was to learn later that the caller was a bond trader. His buddy, the bond salesman, had just saved Lauren’s life.
Lauren’s parents called from Savannah, Georgia; they literally dropped the phone when I told them the news, got in their car, and took off for New York.
Twenty minutes later a nurse called to tell me Lauren was at St. Vincent’s Hospital, eight blocks away. Fighting tears, not knowing what to expect, I made my way there through the stunned crowds headed north on Hudson Street. At one point I turned around and saw Tower One wreathed in black smoke. I did not realize Tower Two had already come down.
I entered St. Vincent’s moments before it was closed to all but patients and medical personnel. I found Lauren in a bed on the 10th floor, all but her face covered in white sheets. She looked normal, though as if she had a deep tan, but her eyebrows had been burned off and her beautiful blond hair was charred.
The first thing she said was “Get me to a burn unit.”
Then she said, “Greg, I was on fire. I ran out. I prayed to die. Then I decided to live for Tyler and for you.”
She asked me to apply balm to her blistered lips. Her pain grew and she begged for morphine. She became less aware. Her face began to swell. They transferred her to a private room and asked me to step out. For the next two hours the nurses dressed her wounds.
At 5 that afternoon, Dr. Edmund Kwan, a plastic surgeon affiliated with St. Vincent’s and New York-Presbyterian, secured Lauren a bed in the Burn Center and ordered her sedated and intubated to protect against respiratory arrest during the transport. The ambulance driver headed across 14th Street, up an FDR Drive closed to all but emergency vehicles, and rolled to a stop in the hospital’s ambulance bay. Within minutes we were in the Burn Center on the 8th floor. Lauren was wheeled to a glass-walled room and doctors and nurses surrounded her bed. Someone led me to the waiting room and I sagged into a chair.
The hours passed. With the city locked down, home seemed far away, unreachable. Joyce, Tyler’s nanny, stayed with him that night as I dozed on the floor of the waiting room just down the hall in case I was called to Lauren’s bedside. My friend Bill Fisher kept the vigil with me. Members of other patient families slept there too, in chairs or on cots. Lauren’s mother and father arrived at noon on Wednesday. They would stay in our apartment for the next three months and be there for Lauren and Tyler. Lauren’s sister came in from New Jersey and her brother drove up from North Carolina. I asked my own family in Florida—my mother and father and sister—to remain at home; I did not have a place for them to stay if they came, and I promised to keep them continually posted on Lauren’s condition.
On Thursday evening, a gray-haired man in a white coat met with us in the waiting room. He was Dr. Roger Yurt, the medical director of the Burn Center, Lauren’s doctor in the pages that follow. In a calm voice he described what she was up against. The first seventy-two hours were the resuscitation phase, during which she was receiving an extraordinary quantity of fluids to replace those her body was dumping. If she survived this phase, Dr. Yurt would perform numerous grafts in the ensuing weeks to close her wounds and control her injury. Only after she was “closed” would she be out of danger; until then, infection would be a constant threat.
The prognosis was bleak, but the meeting with Dr. Yurt brought me the first twinge of hope. If there was anyone on earth who could save her, I thought, he was the one.
Late Saturday night, September 15, another critical patient, who had been brought in at the same time as Lauren, died, reducing by one the cadre of bereft and shattered families who had bonded in the waiting room since Tuesday. Dr. Palmer Bessey, Dr. Yurt’s associate director, had to deliver the news to the patient’s family, and as I was leaving the Burn Center that night he looked up and told me, “She’s hanging in there pretty well.” He paused. “She’s going to get sicker before she gets better.” He paused again, then said with quiet ferocity, “But we’re going to do everything we can to pull her through. I don’t want those bastards to get another person.”
In the early afternoon of Sunday, September 16, I was told that Lauren’s chances were less than 50-50, probably far less. (I was later to learn they were about 15 percent.) I found solace with a rabbi who was in the waiting room visiting another patient. He was not on the hospital staff, but at my request he came in to pray by Lauren’s bedside so that she might hear the holy language and know that we were praying for her.
That night, another World Trade Center burn patient died.
Day after day the phone at home never stopped ringing; friends, colleagues, and family called from around the world. It grew difficult to repeat the full story, but I realized that the short version was becoming little more than a medical summary and said nothing of her courage.
So on the afternoon of September 19, I sat down to type an e-mail update on Lauren’s condition. I wanted to thank everyone for their prayers and for their support, and to tell them how she was doing in ways that would convey just how hard she was fighting. So many things I was seeing deserved to be remembered: the resolve and morale of the medical staff, the love of friends and family, the bravery that was already evident as I stood by Lauren’s bed.
As a token of my faith in her, I signed both of our names at the end of that first note, and to every one that followed.
The daily e-mails became a compulsion.
On November 19, I wrote:
“As you all know, I am doing two meaningful things: I am being there for Tyler and Lauren (with an enormous assist from her mother and father), and I am writing these e-mails, which represents, after caring for my family, the most valuable thing I have ever done. I have wanted it to build a network of love for Lauren so that when she needs it, the embrace that will take her in will encircle the globe. I have also appreciated hearing from people that my words have been inspiring; it is equally inspiring to have them read. But the soul of inspiration in this story is, of course, Lauren.”
This book is for her.

 
	

From: 
	

Greg

	

To: 
	

Everyone

	

Date: 
	

Wednesday, September 19, 2001 5:30 PM

	

Subject: 
	

 Lauren Update



First of all, I want to thank all of you, and all of the others to whom you speak about Lauren. The love that has flooded in and the prayers that are being uttered on her behalf have helped us immensely.
She is still heavily sedated due to her condition, but they say she can hear my voice, so I tell her about everyone I have spoken to, that they send their love and best wishes, and their prayers, including numerous congregations across the spiritual spectrum, both synagogues and churches around the world. I have been informed that this evening the Baptists will be added to this group.
Lauren is putting up a heck of a fight. She has been through two surgeries and continues to hold on. She has a long road in front of her, but she is hanging in there, and we are by her side constantly. As of 5 PM Wednesday she remained stable.
For those of you who may not know the story, she was entering the lobby of the North Tower of the World Trade Center when a fireball exploded from the elevator shaft. She and two others managed to run out of the building, all three of them on fire. A passerby across the street ran to them, reaching Lauren first, and put the flames out. He then put Lauren in an ambulance, so she was the first person evacuated. He certainly saved her life.
She was at St. Vincent’s, where I joined her, and then at 5 PM Tuesday rode in the front of the ambulance when she was transferred to the Burn Center at NY-Presbyterian.
When I got to St. Vincent’s, she told me that she had decided to live for Tyler and for me; so I am taking her at her word.
Thank you for all your support and prayers.
Love,
Greg & Lauren
 
	

From: 
	

Greg

	

To: 
	

Everyone

	

Date: 
	

Friday, September 21, 2001 12:38 AM

	

Subject: 
	

 Lauren Update for Sept 20 (Thursday)



Lauren had a good day today—they are easing back on the ventilator support and she is tolerating that well; she is maintaining her blood pressure, and her stomach is functioning normally. She is looking good, too. She is showing encouraging signs of healing on her own in places that were not as seriously affected.
We need to keep our expectations on an even keel because she still has a very long road in front of her. But all of these are good signs.
Yesterday I mentioned that Lauren had already had two surgeries. Several hours after she reached the Burn Center on September 11, they incised the burned skin along the entire length of her left arm to relieve swelling and preserve the pulse to her left hand. On Tuesday the 18th, her surgeon grafted the backs of her legs and most of her back using her own skin.
Her next graft surgery will be early next week if she remains stable and continues to exhibit encouraging signs. Tomorrow she is scheduled for her first visit to the “tank,” the room where patients are given a water bath that helps in removing the burned tissue and promoting healing.
We appreciate all of your prayers; we are thankful (I am thankful) that Lauren is loved by so many people. I continue to admire her strength. She really is a tough lady.
The hour is late but I wanted to share this news with you all.
Love,
Greg & Lauren
 
	

From: 
	

 Greg

	

To: 
	

Everyone

	

Date: 
	

Friday, September 21, 2001 10:12 PM

	

Subject: 
	

 Lauren Update for Sept 21 (Friday)



Hello All—
Lauren continues to hang on. She did not visit the tank today after all, but she continued to do OK—her blood pressure was lower in the morning but it was back to 110 when I left the hospital at 9 tonight. She will probably go to the tank tomorrow. One of the nurses did say that her grafts looked good today during “burn care,” a changing of the bandages and washing of the wound areas that is done every twelve hours by a team of nurses.
I had the opportunity today to meet with the gentleman who helped rescue one of the other patients on the ward, Jennieann. He was at the hospital visiting with her family. I forgot his name, unfortunately!
He was in the Marriott World Trade Center hotel (formerly the Vista) when the first plane hit. For those of you who know the former World Trade Center layout, he was just beyond the revolving door between the WTC lobby and the Marriott. He helped Jennieann as she emerged from the smoky haze on the WTC side of the revolving door, the 1 World Trade Center (North Tower) lobby. But when the second plane hit, he sat down; she urged him to get on his feet and leave the hotel with her. They left through a side exit to Liberty Street (for the experts, through the Tall Ships Bar).
It later turned out that this man had lost his sister and his niece on that second plane—and lost another family friend on the first! There is a lot of tragedy sitting in that waiting room at various times of day.
Lauren’s parents are doing the day shift at the hospital. I think that schedule will help make it possible for me to go back to work, at least for a couple of hours a day, starting next week. But don’t worry—Lauren is still priority one.
Tyler is also doing well, prospering from the care he is receiving from the child care team of Joyce Monday to Friday and Lauren’s parents during evenings and weekends. I am back on my regular morning duty, waking up with Tyler and feeding him his morning bottle, changing him, and hanging with him until it’s time to feed him his cereal.
Thank you again for your best wishes and prayers.
Love,
Greg & Lauren
 
	

From: 
	

Greg

	

To: 
	

Everyone

	

Date: 
	

Saturday, September 22, 2001 11:32 PM

	

Subject: 
	

 Lauren Update for Sept 22 (Saturday)



Lauren had another good day. The way the nurses tell it, she is not giving them as much work as she did on previous days. Of course we are still in the early stages, with many more to go, both surgeries and general healing, before she can be declared out of the woods. But every gradual step is important.
Now that she is off “paralytic” agents, she can contribute to her own breathing. This is a step down from the mandatory ventilator setting she had been on. She is maintaining her blood pressure well, and has been weaned off several other medications.
Though she is still sedated and on heavy pain medication, her eyelids are beginning to open slightly, and I touched her arm and stroked her beautiful hair as I spoke to her tonight. She is more aware than she has been.
She is finally due to visit the tank tomorrow, which is the fifth day after her second surgery. The doctors will check how the graft has done on her buttocks.
I read to her from the book A Poem a Day, brought to me with a lovely inscription from my friend Dan Gold. Unfortunately, most of the poems are pretty depressing, being mostly about leaving this mortal coil; but there are some great ones about love, including several Shakespeare sonnets. My favorite to read to her today is Robert Burns’s “My Love Is Like a Red, Red Rose.”
 My Love is like a red, red rose
 That’s newly sprung in June:
 My Love is like the melodie
 That’s sweetly play’d in tune!
 As fair thou art, my bonnie lass,
 So deep in love am I:
 And I will love thee still, my dear,
 Till a’ the seas gang dry:
 Till a’ the seas gang dry, my dear,
 And the rocks melt with the sun;
 I will love thee still, my dear,
 When the sands of life shall run.
 And fare thee weel, my only Love,
 And fare thee weel a while!
 And I will come again, my Love,
 Tho’ it were ten thousand mile.
OK, put down the Kleenex.
Again (and again), thank you for your prayers and support.
Love,
Greg & Lauren
 
	

From: 
	

Greg

	

To: 
	

Everyone

	

Date: 
	

Sunday, September 23, 2001 11:55 PM

	

Subject: 
	

 Lauren Update for Sept 23 (Sunday)



Lauren visited the tank today, and her grafts looked pretty good. Some areas did not take on her legs, not unexpected and primarily due to the sheer size of the graft that was done, but those areas can be regrafted. Her back looked good. Her face also looks good. Her vital signs continue mostly stable.
The process of weaning her off the ventilator support and reducing the sedation is gradual, over time. Today this resulted in her being more aware of her surroundings, including turning her head very slightly in response to my voice, moving her eyes under her eyelids.
She was also taking on more responsibility for her breathing, a good sign but too big a step right now; her breaths were shallow, and she was not oxygenating as well as with the 100 percent ventilator support.
The nurse managed the situation, and that is mostly what happens. Lauren is still very critical, so the days are a continual process of managing every event, whether a slight drop in blood pressure, a spike in fever, falling out of sync with the ventilator, to get her back to a normal setting.
While Lauren was more aware, I read her some poems again, referred to a number of her friends by name while conveying their best wishes to her, and again told her about the pictures we’ve taped to the wall of her room (pictures of the two of us with Tyler, a picture of Tyler, a picture sent by Leslie of Lauren, Deirdre, and Leslie when we all got together in December). Someone has written on the whiteboard in there, “We love you Lauren!”
A number of you have written back asking how I’m doing (“how are YOU doing,” like in that beer commercial). I am doing OK. I could do without all of this, but I have much to hope for. It is sometimes hard to maintain an even keel (well, almost all the time) but I give it my best shot. I have been eating and sleeping, and last week actually went to an Off Wall Street Jam jam session and rehearsed with the Rolling Bones (I play bass). It’s a long road, but mostly, right now, I am focused on being there for Lauren.
Thank you again for all your prayers and for all the offers of help.
Love to all,
Greg & Lauren
 
	

From: 
	

Greg

	

To: 
	

Everyone

	

Date: 
	

Tuesday, September 25, 2001 12:27 AM

	

Subject: 
	

 Lauren Update for Sept 24 (Monday)



Another good day. Lauren was stable throughout the last twenty-four hours. The grafts on her back and legs looked good, except for one area on the top of her right thigh, but that may yet be OK; the part that didn’t take was the outer layer of skin-bank skin, not Lauren’s own, so there may still be good news underneath.
As I’ve mentioned, last week she received extensive grafts to her back, the backs of her legs, and her buttocks. There are three ways that burn sites can be grafted: with cadaver skin from a skin bank, called a homograft, a temporary measure since it is rejected within two to three months; with artificial skin, a silicone rubber material with a matrix underneath to help the growth of the foundation layer of skin, the dermis (which later receives a graft of the outer layer, or epidermis); and with the patient’s own skin, called an autograft. The autograft is the only permanent solution; it is harvested from the patient’s undamaged skin areas, called donor sites, which heal normally within about two weeks, at which point they can be used again.
Lauren’s back and legs received autografts; her buttocks were grafted with artificial skin. During her visit to the tank this morning, she did lose the graft of artificial skin, but this is not as much of a concern, since it can be replaced.
She is due for her second major surgery at 7:30 AM on Tuesday, a one-and-a-half-hour procedure that should be over by midmorning (give or take some time to go down to the OR and be returned to the burn unit floor). Her left arm will be regrafted (this was always expected) and they may attempt to graft her left hand, all with her own skin.
Lauren is unlikely to remember any of this period. She remains deeply sedated, although there are moments where she is more aware. In both cases, she is very stubborn. For example, over time, they try to wean her off the ventilator, permitting her to breathe more on her own. Yesterday, this led to a period of rapid and shallow breathing that was out of sync with the ventilator. The ventilator had been set to deliver a certain number of breaths per minute, which the nurse said Lauren “did not like,” adding, “You told us she was strong-willed, didn’t you?” Her efforts to breathe were conflicting with the ventilator’s attempts, leading to sub-par blood oxygen.
The settings on the ventilator were then changed. Now the machine senses the increase in pressure when Lauren seeks to breathe on her own, and assists to ensure that she gets a complete breath. She seemed much more comfortable this evening.
I was able to buy her a boom box today, which means less poetry and more Willie Nelson in the room. Tomorrow, I will bring a few CDs to vary the selection. I think the music will be very helpful, some easy blues mixed with classical. Overnight I left the radio tuned to Lite 106.7; I hope someday she forgives me for this.
As far as the report on me, I went to a friend’s tonight for an informal dinner. There were around ten people there, most of them connected in some way to the tragedy. Two of them were in 2 World Trade Center when the first plane hit Tower One, saw the rain of debris, and recognized that they had to get out. Another person watched the attacks from a New Jersey ferry pier, feeling sick and helpless as he followed the arc of the second plane.
We talked about people who had been lost, many of them close friends of the people there; while it was occasionally somber, mostly people had a good time, which we all needed. Many congratulations to the hostess (you know who you are), who also made some excellent stars and stripes cookies.
I thank everyone for their responses to these updates—even if I don’t have the chance to respond individually, I read every piece of e-mail, and I am grateful for everyone who is lending their love and support.
Thanks from both of us!!!
Greg & Lauren
 
	

From: 
	

Greg

	

To: 
	

Everyone

	

Date: 
	

Wednesday, September 26, 2001 12:32 AM

	

Subject: 
	

 Lauren Update for Sept 25 (Tuesday)



Lauren’s surgery went well today. She went down to the OR promptly at 7:30. She was the first case. The operation took a little longer than expected and she did not come back up until noon, but the reasons were good—the doctor was able to do a little more than he anticipated, grafting her left arm, the back of her left hand, and a spot on her right arm with her own skin.
Today’s sites won’t heal for two weeks; last week’s sites will heal in about seven more days. Therefore, she is not due for more graft surgery until at least a week from today. If these grafts take, the size of her burn will have been reduced from 82.5 percent to 30 percent. Based on these grafts healing, her doctor says that her prognosis has improved, though she remains in highly critical condition. Nevertheless, this is an important step.
I can’t remember if I’ve written the analogy I use to describe her situation, but it’s this—she is expected to spend a day in the unit for every percent burn, meaning close to three months. For that entire time, she is highly critical, with the greatest risks posed by infection. I see it as comparable to an eighty-three-mile journey through enemy territory. Anything can happen at any time, but we are now fourteen miles in, and we don’t have to repeat that part of it. So we hope for the best.
This was, therefore, another good day. Her vital signs remain strong. Her body temperature dropped a bit during surgery, but well within the range of the expected. Her lungs continue to oxygenate well, which is vital for her healing process.
I have seen troops in camouflage at the unit several times; this morning I asked one of them if he was National Guard, and he said he was regular army. I shook his hand, telling him my wife was in the unit and wishing him good luck with every part of his mission. It turns out he was a colonel, the top guy coordinating the disaster health services deployment from around the country.
The two nurses who have taken care of Lauren for the past five days are actually part of this deployment. In total, fifteen nurses from this team are at the Burn Center.
Lauren’s day nurse is from a burn unit in Minnesota. Her night nurse is from Boston, and I believe she is the overall coordinator/manager of the deployment team. They are rotating out in the next several days, though the night nurse says she expects to rotate back in a couple of weeks. Both nurses have been terrific in letting me spend time with Lauren, and in keeping me informed when I call in for updates during the day and overnight. Also in climbing around me while they tend to Lauren so I can sit by her side, touch her arm, and read to or talk to her.
The regular staff nurses from the unit have also been great.
Lauren’s day nurse for the first few days came by to check on her and me today, dressed in a shirt and tie; when he is not tending to patients, he is an instructor in the hospital’s nursing education program.
It turns out that the nurses on the unit are rooting very strongly for Lauren, and for all the other critically ill patients from the WTC attacks. There is something about these injuries being deliberately inflicted that has deeply affected everyone.
In my view, there are two Ground Zeros in New York; the one at the disaster site, where rescue teams are combing through the rubble in a desperate search for living survivors, now against odds where survival would be well beyond miraculous. The other Ground Zero, or “Grounds” Zero, are at the NY-Presbyterian Burn Center and at every other hospital ward in the city where critically injured patients from this tragedy are being treated.
The doctors and nurses in these wards—of course I’m extrapolating from what I see in my own little part of this world—work around the clock and incredibly hard. The difficulty of what they do, and the grace with which they do it, is incredible. The most remarkable visible part of it is the bedside manner—everyone is courteous, polite, full of information, and as completely attentive to the emotional welfare of the families as to the moment-to-moment well-being of the patients.
Whether or not this is their training protocol, they are terrific at it, which means that at one key level the families are able to relax, knowing that their loved ones—including my Lauren—are at the place they need to be to have the best chance for survival and recovery.
Some related facts:
1. Yesterday a young woman who had been mentored by Lauren at Cantor Fitzgerald came by to offer her love and support. She had been let go from eSpeed the night before the attack. She is still here but she lost a number of her closest friends; she was grateful to Lauren, who she said was always good to her and looked out for her. (Of course, I went in and told Lauren that she’d been there, as I tell her of every visitor.)
  About an hour earlier, I had been given a teddy bear by one of the staff at the Burn Center who had been trying for days to get me to accept one. I had finally relented. But it quickly became clear that this young woman was meant to have the teddy bear, so I gave it to her and said she should consider it as coming from Lauren.
  It seemed a little silly but also appropriate because it probably really WAS from Lauren, in some way, and it was clearly ready to be hugged. And it must have been the right thing to do, because she took it.
2.  A picture of our wheaten terrier, Caleigh, with her paws crossed on a pillow, which Lauren had taken, has been added to the family gallery on the wall.
  As of this evening, Lauren was doing well, “holding her own,” and that’s a nice way to go off to sleep.
Love,
Greg & Lauren
 
	

From: 
	

Greg

	

To: 
	

Everyone

	

Date: 
	

Wednesday, September 26, 2001 11:54 PM

	

Subject: 
	

 Lauren Update for Sept 26 (Wednesday)



Tonight has been difficult for Lauren; she needed more fluids than expected to keep her blood pressure up, she has a touch of pneumonia, and also a blood infection. Her need for fluids had stabilized by the time I left, however, and she is on three different antibiotics.
As I noted yesterday, infection may be the greatest obstacle to a successful recovery from a significant burn injury. In addition to making the patient sick, infection can decrease blood flow to the skin, which can undermine recent skin grafts as well as limit the regrowth of skin at donor sites. For someone with the massive burn injury Lauren suffered, eventual infection is certain. In fact, she has been fortunate not to have shown evidence of a significant infection before this.
Antibiotics are used to fight the infection when it is discovered, and the patient’s blood is cultured to identify the specific infectious agent. But antibiotics can’t kill anything by themselves; they require the assistance of the patient’s own immune system. In the case of a patient with Lauren’s level of injury, the immune system may not have much to contribute.
Fortunately, these doctors have many years of experience treating this particular problem. Lauren also benefits from being well along in her treatment course, having had three surgeries in all and having done pretty well after them. Depending on whether she remains stable and the infection can be controlled, she is still due to have her next surgery next Tuesday.
We are at fifteen and a half days and counting.
During the afternoon, there was a tea party in the waiting room. A woman named Claire has been doing these weekly tea parties at Columbia Presbyterian for years, in the pediatric neurology and cardiology wards. She moved the gathering down to the NY-Presbyterian Burn Center temporarily, following the September 11 attacks. She and a group of volunteers bake about fifteen different desserts, then come in with urns of hot water and coffee, trays of tea sandwiches, tablecloths, silverware and china teacups, golden doilies, and stars-and-stripes napkins, and proceed to serve this feast to the family members of patients on the ward.
All the women were wonderful to talk to. One of them had several pictures of her own sister, who had been badly burned in a propane explosion (60 percent, including face and hands), but two years later has returned to running a construction company with her husband, who was also burned, but not as badly, and who goes biking, cross-country skiing, and rock climbing! The pictures and the story were an inspiration.
At sundown, I began my Yom Kippur fast—I have already lost ten pounds since this began, but I think I will lose another few tomorrow—and at pretty much that same moment a gospel choir arrived and sang. A large group of friends of one of the WTC burn patients, who was not as seriously burned, held a brief prayer meeting with him in the waiting room, and then a dozen donuts and a huge tray of chocolate chip cookies appeared. Someone offered me a cookie; I declined, telling him I was fasting, and he said, OK, here, have a donut.
I’m not sure the donut part is in the Bible. (I passed.)
That’s really it for today; we continue to admire the way Lauren is hanging in there, and we hope for a better tomorrow.
And I am exhausted, so good night!
Love,
Greg & Lauren
 
	

From: 
	

Greg

	

To: 
	

Everyone

	

Date: 
	

Friday, September 28, 2001 2:01 AM

	

Subject: 
	

 Lauren Update for Sept 27 (Thursday)



Lauren had a good day today, which was very good news following her not so good day on Wednesday.
At that time, as I wrote, she needed more fluids than expected to keep up her blood pressure, and there were signs of infection. Fortunately she rallied, and started to maintain her pressure on a fairly low dose of dopamine, with a normal body temperature. The infection was cultured so they could be sure she was on the correct antibiotic. As of early Thursday evening, she had been stable for most of the day.
I just spoke to her night nurse (I am up very late—more on that in a moment) and her pressure is now a little low, but they are raising her dopamine dose to see if that will improve it.
That’s the way it goes all day long—they manage her condition so that she can continue to heal.
This is important; the better she fights the infection, the better her grafts will do, the better her donor sites will heal, and the better the prognosis for her next graft surgery early next week.
I attended Yom Kippur services in the hospital, joined by my friends Mitch and Wendi. The service was in an auditorium on the 11th floor, and was designed for hospital patients and their families. It was a short-duration service, but it brought a taste of the entire liturgy, and I was able to say Lauren’s name during the prayer for healing. My record of attending services has not been terrific over my life, but I am glad I did the right thing this time around, with the help of friends.
The walls at the Burn Center are beginning to be covered with huge posters sent by school classes around the country, hundreds of individual greeting cards drawn by elementary-school kids, and a box of individual get-well notes, each of which had a bag of Hershey’s Kisses taped to it.
Good Samaritans continue to donate food and other assorted goodies to the families in the waiting room; today’s snacks included brownies and granola bars and bottles of Poland Spring water.
I had an enjoyable dinner out to break my fast, and then tonight I played that gig at the Red Lion.
I did that with some trepidation; I was nervous about doing something so frivolous, but everyone told me it was important that I not stop doing things I enjoy, so I decided to play.
We opened with a short version of “You Can’t Always Get What You Want,” segueing into “Street Fighting Man”; Billy, our band leader, framed these tunes with some choice words regarding the terrorist attacks.
Midway through the set I stepped up to the microphone to dedicate a song to Lauren. At first, I couldn’t get people to quiet down for my announcement, but they stopped once I mentioned where Lauren was. Briefly, I said that we had all been affected in different ways by the tragedy, as a city but also individually to varying degrees. I said that my wife was in the Burn Center at New York-Presbyterian, fighting for her life as a result of the attacks.
I told everyone that I had searched for a Stones song that would be appropriate to dedicate to her and chose “Wild Horses” but wanted to point out that I was not dedicating certain of the lyrics. First of all, Lauren is not a graceless lady—she is extremely graceful. Secondly, the last line of the song says “Let’s do some living after we die”; I told everyone we weren’t going to do that, we were going to do some living before we die. That drew some applause.
We played a passionate version of “Wild Horses” and I felt very good about having dedicated it to her.
Other than that, we actually rocked tonight; we had twenty people dancing right in front of us, and everyone was performing—our singer went into the audience, as did our lead guitar player. Everyone in the band was dead-on.
By the end of the set, I was very glad I had played—it felt nice, for an hour or so, to have different, far more trivial concerns, such as remembering the chords and notes to a song. Following the set, a number of people came up to me to give me their best wishes for Lauren’s recovery.
Actually, I think the Stones themselves might have been satisfied with the way we played tonight.
Another friend came by the Red Lion this evening, after helping to hold a memorial for his good friend who was missing from my firm, Euro Brokers, in the disaster. The service was held in Stamford, Connecticut. My friend had printed 200 to 300 programs but close to a thousand people showed up. This man had three children; his death, like all the others, was an outrage.
The CEO of my firm, Gil Scharf, came by the hospital today to ask about Lauren and told me how the firm is rebuilding in its temporary space. He also told me stories of some of the employees who were lost, including staffers who helped people down to the lower floors and then, because of the PA announcements stating that the building was secure and appeals on their walkie-talkies from colleagues who were still upstairs and needed help, went back up to our floor (84) and were never seen again. The fact that so many people died while trying to help others makes their deaths doubly tragic.
Howard Lutnick, Lauren’s CEO, also stopped by the Burn Center today. It seems more and more as if all the good works in Lauren’s life, and the modest good works that I have accomplished, have affected many people who are now visiting the hospital and rooting for her. I appreciate all these visits. They truly mean a lot. I tell her about everyone who writes or comes by. She’s the one who is doing all the heavy lifting.
Love,
Greg & Lauren
 
	

From: 
	

Greg

	

To: 
	

Everyone

	

Date: 
	

Friday, September 28, 2001 9:52 AM

	

Subject: 
	

 Followup Message, Sept 27



I apologize for writing last night’s update in a state where my faculties were to a good degree on sabbatical. I think I left out a very important piece of news:
Tyler was eleven months old yesterday.
Happy eleven months, Tyler!!!!
Best—
Greg
 
	

From: 
	

Greg

	

To: 
	

Everyone

	

Date: 
	

Saturday, September 29, 2001 12:40 AM

	

Subject: 
	

 Lauren Update for Sept 28 (Friday)



Today was a stable day. Lauren still has the septic infection, which they are fighting with antibiotics, but her lungs are functioning well, as is her stomach, two very important factors. The oxygen and the protein intake she is receiving through a feeding tube are needed to build new tissue and for her skin to heal.
I have a better understanding now of something the doctor told me about doing Lauren’s grafts. He said he would “mesh 3-to-1” when doing autografts. Basically, a special machine is used to create a mesh pattern in the donor skin—her own skin—that permits it to cover an area three times as large as the site from which it was taken. The homograft, or skin-bank skin, is then placed over this mesh, creating a layer that enables the autograft beneath to heal better. The goal is for the mesh to take and for healing to occur in the open spots. More than one graft is often necessary to finish each site.
The grafts already done look good, which means the majority have probably taken. Unfortunately, the infection does have an adverse effect on the healing process, both of the grafts and of the donor sites. That is why Lauren’s time in the burn ICU is such a balancing act. Negative factors have to be controlled so that positive factors can win out. The good aspect for Lauren is that she was strong and healthy going in, so she has managed to keep herself mostly stable, a word that has become very important for the families of all the burn patients.
I may have mentioned this before, but the best any of us can say to each other when we first arrive in the morning, search for the other families, and ask about the condition of their sister/husband/ son/daughter/wife, is the one-word answer “stable,” followed by a shrug.
Her nurse explained to me tonight how Lauren’s various systems were adjusting on their own to maintain stability. For example, her heart was pumping faster to maintain her blood pressure despite a slight dilation of blood vessels due to infection. A glass-half-full type of sign.
I put two pictures, of Lauren and of Lauren, Tyler, and my dad, up on her wall. The pictures are an important way for the nursing staff to make a connection to her. They are all looking forward to meeting her when she is more awake, later in her treatment course.
That alone should tell you how difficult the work is that these nurses do; the patients arrive gravely injured, frequently unable to communicate, and highly critical. The medical and nursing staffs often fight for weeks to keep the patient improving; this is well before they have a chance to encounter the patient’s personality. The staff first gets to know the patient through the family visitors, and the photographs help the staff connect with the life they are trying to help the patient return to.
The WTC disaster families have been there for seventeen days now, and we know each other well. We watch one another’s bags, and I have a running joke with one family, who always ask me if I have a million dollars in my briefcase. One day I apologized and said, actually, just under a million; I was told that wouldn’t be worth stealing. The next day I said I had two million.
This bonding between families is due to the utter stress of the situation; we have all spent days, now weeks, and hopefully will spend months, worrying minute to minute about a loved one’s condition. It is the same as if a surgical procedure were to last for weeks on end. We learn to read the facial expressions and voices of doctors and nurses; if new nurses come on the rotation, I have found I need to speak with them for at least fifteen minutes before I feel I have a good gauge of how they assess Lauren’s condition. While they are all using the same objective standard, each has a slightly different way of communicating. Eventually, though, it all comes down to how many different ways they define “stable.”
So we, the waiting, speak to each other, and to the staff psychologists and chaplain and the Red Cross volunteers who wander through, and we are visited by Good Samaritans of all types who provide food and candy and water and magazines. And in the end, we alone understand what we are going through: we are the loved ones of critically injured patients from a massive tragedy in which most victims either died or walked out under their own power.
We, the waiting, are therefore at somewhat of a disconnect from the world at large, which is pursuing closure (not my favorite word), whether coping with loss of a family member; coming to terms with having one’s life saved by something so trivial as arriving late for work; or honoring the heroism of lost firefighters, and police, and managers who made sure their staffs got out of the building first, as well as support staff in many companies who helped coworkers out and were still doing this when the buildings came down.
Most of the world is already viewing the attacks from a distance, but we are pretty much still there at Time Zero, with the outcome unknown.
The bonds we have formed are deep. One of the family groups that were there the first few days were the mother and sister and boyfriend of a woman, “D,” who had walked down from the 78th floor of Tower Two (the South Tower) with severe burns. I got to know D’s sister “M” pretty well (sorry about the code names!). As I was leaving on the fifth night, one of the attending doctors was gathering D’s family in a small waiting room. The next day, they were no longer among the waiting.
I had wanted to find out their names and send a card; but yesterday, almost two weeks later, M came to the waiting room to see us, to talk about how she and her family were coping with losing D, and how D’s fourteen-year-old son was taking it. At one point we actually did a group hug, even laughing just a little while we did it. But that didn’t hide how hard it was for M, or how difficult the day-to-day remains for the rest of us.
However, we are all making it through, with the help of the huge support networks that have sprung up all around us. Including y’all. I thank everyone again for all your encouraging responses. It really does help us, me and Lauren, to know how many people care.
Love,
Greg & Lauren
 
	

From: 
	

Greg

	

To: 
	

Everyone

	

Date: 
	

Sunday, September 30, 2001 1:12 AM

	

Subject: 
	

 Lauren Update for Sept 29 (Saturday)



Lauren remains stable. Her nurse this evening extended her hand in a flat line to indicate that she had been very stable for the past several days. While she continues to receive antibiotics to manage the continuing infection, she is clocking through the twelve-hour shifts in intrepid style.
She remains sedated, though when I spoke to her today, I could see her eyes moving under her eyelids in a way similar to REM sleep, so I think she was hearing me. I made sure to tell her that Tyler loves her very much.
The music of choice today was a Bach CD featuring Dirk Freymuth, a name that sounds as if it had to have been thought up by Douglas Adams for Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy. The music, however, is very good (well, of course Bach is good), by which I mean consistent in modulation; no selections are jarringly different from the others on the CD, so the listening experience is soothing.
Given that I am in charge of the music, the Bach CD is in a rotation with Dwight Yoakam, Eric Clapton, Sting, Willie Nelson, and Patsy Cline. I know, you’re thinking that this will speed her recovery by provoking Lauren to get out of bed tomorrow and smack me. On some level, though, I think I know what I’m doing.
The calendar told me that this was a Saturday, but the days have really begun to blend together; there is little variation from one to the next, and they are all pretty much lousy.
But as I noted to one of the other families as I was leaving the hospital tonight, what we need are more lousy days like these—lots more.
I talked about bonding with other patients’ families yesterday. Each of the patients is highly critical, so the news from hour to hour for any one of them can vary pretty sharply. Any deviation from stable (followed by a shrug) causes your mood to drop, while any return to stable from a serious problem can trigger elation. Each patient is fighting a very different and very private war against any number of potential dangers. A patient with a smaller burn area but a more severe lung injury may have far less need for grafts but is far more vulnerable to lung infections or a collapsed lung. Lauren is fortunate that while her burn is very severe, her lungs are permitting her to oxygenate her blood and so promote healing. Another patient struggles with a very severe burn, 90 percent, and has yet to be taken to surgery.
The relative need for a hug passes from family to family based on the most recent status report, and the status during any twelve-hour period can often be determined just from reading the faces and the body language of each patient’s family. We all struggle to give each other reassurance, but we are all vulnerable to a sustained feeling of helplessness very similar to the feelings of most of the world as they watched the towers fall on September 11. We know the outcomes we want, but all we can do is watch, wait, and hope for the best.
Today I spent most of the day with Tyler. I am helping him to learn to walk holding only one of my hands (actually, I am continuing Joyce’s work on this project). Today I had his right hand in my left, and as he stood next to me, I took a single step and he imitated me, and then I took another with the other foot and he followed me again. We took a number of steps in this manner—first my foot, then his much smaller one, almost in a rhythm. I am aware of the high sugar content of this story, but it was very cute if you were there.
Thanks again, everyone, for all your prayers and support.
Love,
Greg & Lauren
 
	

From: 
	

Greg

	

To: 
	

Everyone

	

Date: 
	

Tuesday, October 2, 2001 1:12 AM

	

Subject: 
	

 Lauren Update for Oct 1 (Monday)



This was a good day. Filled with some emotional and some extraordinary experiences, but for Lauren, an encouraging twenty-four hours.
Regarding her grafts, as I have noted, when she receives an autograft, her own skin, there is a layer of skin-bank skin placed on top of that to promote healing. Until the skin-bank skin sloughs off, they do not know the status of the autografts. In Lauren’s case, the skin-bank skin was coming off possibly a little early, so the nurses were not positive on the status of the autografts. Hence my mood yesterday.
It turns out that 80 to 90 percent of the autografts have adhered. Within the context of what remains a highly critical situation, that is truly excellent news. She is maintaining her blood pressure without support, she is oxygenating well, and her other major organ systems are also functioning. She is able to absorb sufficient nutrition to promote healing and the growth of new tissue. This is a very important factor and explains the encouraging news regarding the autografts. She is no longer receiving any paralytic agents, and she is being weaned off some other medications. For someone in her situation, while she remains at high risk, she has a number of factors pointing ever so slightly in her favor.
In her second surgery her buttocks were grafted with artificial skin; these did not take. And the 10 to 20 percent of autografts that did not take will have to be redone. Also, certain areas that were not touched in her three previous surgeries have not healed on their own, so they will have to be addressed.
Lauren’s next surgery is scheduled for Wednesday. At that time the doctor will also take another look at her hands, which have so far not been touched. This is a good thing; she has strong pulses to her hands, and the longer she has a chance to heal on her own, the better her prognosis in that area.
Today was also the day of the Cantor Fitzgerald firm-wide memorial. Cantor Fitzgerald lost 658 employees, and a total of 698 people, including workmen, visitors, and contract employees, died on the Cantor floors. The service was held in Central Park and it drew thousands, all somber. People I had not seen in years, people who left Cantor years ago, streamed in. A woman who worked for me years ago, and had been based at Cantor Fitzgerald’s corporate bond desk when she reported to me, saw me and hugged me, crying, and I realized she had not known until then that I was OK. She also did not know that Lauren and I were married, had an eleven-month-old, or that Lauren was in the hospital from this dastardly attack. She will be praying for Lauren, but I should add one other detail.
This same woman had attended an event some years earlier at which both Lauren and I were present. That very night, this woman said she thought we were an item. This was news to me, since absolutely nothing had happened yet between us. But then something did, so yesterday I told her that she had called it all those years ago. Her response: she wasn’t surprised; she has always been intuitive. This was a brief moment of levity in what was a solemn afternoon.
Many, many people came up to me and asked about Lauren, including many I had never met but who worked with her or had an office near hers. And one person said, “Lauren is our hope.”
There was a wall of remembrance at the entrance, where photographs and collage memorials of the missing were posted; note cards were provided so that people could post their own reminiscences beside the picture of someone they loved. The wall was very moving; there were many photographs, and loving notes, but it did not bespeak the desperation of searching families the way a similar wall of “missing” posters had done at the Plaza Hotel crisis center that Cantor had set up just a couple of weeks earlier. To me, this meant that the business of the day was not to memorialize specific individuals, but to come to terms with and accept the collective loss while paying a fitting  tribute.
Thousands of seats were arranged in rows beneath a huge tent; on each of the seats was a teddy bear, with the name of the schoolchild who had sent it. Those who spoke were on a raised, covered stage, with a podium diagonally to their left. Behind them were the Harlem Boys Choir and their accompanists, and draped across the very back of the stage was a huge American flag.
Mayor Giuliani spoke movingly; he eulogized Cantor’s employees as everyday heroes who made a key aspect of the economy, the bond market, function as a result of their hard work. And he said a very simple thing: “We’re right, and they’re wrong.” Meaning that our society is about freedom, the exchange of ideas, the rule of law, and respect for human life; and that the terrorists are against those things. He spoke of his admiration for the way Cantor had staggered back onto its feet in two days, and the example this was for all Americans.
He received a number of ovations, but none bigger than when he arrived and when he finished speaking. It was very clear that he has risen to be a figure of global prominence because of his leadership in the wake of the disaster; he has also become a father figure to the injured of his city, and through his physical presence alone has helped soothe the pain of thousands of us in mourning. His resolute voice, and his unambiguous pride in the city and its people, gave all our spirits a lift.
Three wives and one husband of lost employees spoke; each gave a moving eulogy of their lost spouse, and the lives they had lived. Two priests and a rabbi led us in prayers and gave brief remarks.
Howard Lutnick spoke of how proud he was of the people who had been lost, and also of the people who survived. Of the unimaginable pain and sorrow that had been experienced, but also of the hope that had risen from it almost immediately, and of how he felt that the firm had bonded almost into a single entity, a “family of one.” He said that gave him faith that the firm could face the future well, functioning as a business while continuing to help the families of those who had died. He spoke of how after the tragedy new widows had called to make HIM feel better, and that he found this utterly beyond his experience of human behavior.
The choir sang all the songs of the moment, and beautifully: “God Bless America,” “We Shall Overcome,” and “The Battle Hymn of the Republic.” In two other songs, “America the Beautiful” and “Amazing Grace,” they were led by Judy Collins, whose voice remains clear and haunting.
And then it was over and I walked to the hospital, knowing that Lauren had been stable earlier but still hoping to speak to her doctor to allay my fears from the previous night. Once I had that conversation, I learned of something else that was happening that evening: the Emir of Qatar would be visiting the Burn Center to show his support. The Weill-Cornell Medical College is building the Weill Medical College of Qatar in Qatar, so the head of state was coming to pay his respects to the victims of a terrible tragedy.
I was in Lauren’s room when the entourage came through, their passage highlighted by repeated flashes of cameras and flanked by a large security detail. I was seated on a swivel chair at Lauren’s side, facing the hallway; this is the perch from which I read and speak to her. And then the Emir was passing the room, and Lauren’s doctor gestured toward us and the Emir looked at Lauren and at me and dipped his head. I nodded at him, and he nodded at me, and they moved on.
A full day and a good day, and most of all for Lauren. And that may be because the prayers being uttered on her behalf had a significant boost, according to this e-mail from my mother:
“By the way, I don’t know if you were informed of this, but ___ told me that her niece lives in Ireland six months of the year and in the U.S. the other half. When she heard of Lauren’s misfortune [her niece] called her priest in Ireland and asked that a prayer be made for Lauren from her church over there. The priest was so touched by the request that he telephoned every priest in Ireland and asked that prayers be dedicated to Lauren Manning this day, so congregants in churches all over Ireland dedicated their prayers to ask God to protect and keep Lauren Manning. I thought it was a magnificent gesture. I hope it helped.”
I think it did.
Best to all,
Love,
Greg & Lauren
 
	

From: 
	

Greg

	

To: 
	

Everyone

	

Date: 
	

Wednesday, October 3, 2001 1:15 AM

	

Subject: 
	

 Lauren Update for Oct 2 (Tuesday) (plus Greg’s visit to a special site)



Lauren continues to hang in there; another stable day. She is still scheduled for her next operation tomorrow at just after noon. In addition to several new grafts, she will also receive a tracheostomy, where the breathing tube is placed through the upper chest. After about three weeks, breathing tubes that run through the mouth, as hers does now, can begin to cause serious problems.
They are also backing off a bit more on Lauren’s sedation; she is still not very aware of her surroundings and her eyes are still closed, but she has the ability to try to lift her arms, and I felt her doing that with her right arm today. This is better for her, as it gives her a chance to move, though very slightly, and helps her lungs. It is a very tiny step in the direction they want to take her.
Today I retrieved a book of Mark Twain’s humorous sketches, which our friends Milena and Frank had left for me with their doorman. I was finally able to read Lauren some amusing material, and started with “Punch, Brothers, Punch,” an essay I’m sure none of you have ever heard of but which is very funny.
Lauren also received several new cards and prayers from her friend Leslie. We had a number of visitors in the waiting room, including Lauren’s friend Harvey, whom I had never met. Harvey’s son interned for Lauren this past summer.
Earlier this morning, before I left for the hospital, I took a look at Tyler and could not believe how cute he has become. He is so expressive, so active, and when he is happy, he has this extra-powerful smile where he ratchets up the happiness quotient to an almost intolerably adorable level. He is completely uninterested in crawling—he wants to stand, he wants to cruise around, he wants to get into the kitchen cabinets and the stereo cabinets, and he has reminded me that before all this nastiness went down, Lauren and I were ready to begin baby-proofing our apartment.
As the Rolling Stones song says, “Time Waits for No One.” Certainly, Tyler is not waiting. I watch him develop and I want him to have his mother again as soon as possible. It is a blessing in one way that he is so young, but I also wish that Lauren could be sharing in these days. So we are trying to videotape him and to record this period so that she won’t really miss it. (I should say that I would not have been organized enough to get any of this together; her family charged up the camcorder and a neighbor bought tapes; I just took the video once I was spoon-fed the supplies.)
Most of my morning was spent running an important errand that I did not want to wait too long before doing. If you find the description ponderous or depressing, just skip it!
I visited Ground Zero today, a visit arranged by a new contact, Lucie Ferell, a nurse from Minnesota who is with the American Red Cross. Over the past week, she has spent considerable time at the hospital coordinating Red Cross assistance with the various patient families. She has pointed out that this disaster is larger than anything the organization has experienced, and notes that we are all—patients, families, health care workers, and volunteers—writing the rules as we go: how to deal with individual loss and collective loss, and how to cope with the daily and long-term struggles that so many of us are facing.
As a senior Red Cross volunteer, she is entitled to an ID with a green stripe, granting full, unrestricted access to Ground Zero. This permits her to escort family members of the September 11 tragedy to the site. She arranged for me to see the site today. I invited my friend Mitch to accompany us.
The three of us rode to the World Trade Center in his car, retracing Lauren’s and my typical daily commute: down Washington Street to Houston Street, right one block on Houston, then left down West Street to the Trade Center. Before the attacks this was a $4.70 cab ride, taking about five minutes; the distance was roughly one and a half miles.
Lauren would typically make the U-turn just past Vesey Street and pull into the turnaround for 1 World Trade, entering through the West Street revolving doors. That is what she did on September 11, suffering her injuries just inside the lobby of 1 World Trade (the North Tower).
I would ride my cab half a block farther, making a U-turn at Liberty Street by the Marriott World Trade Center, getting out at the corner, and then walking another half block to the entrance to 2 World Trade (the South Tower).
This morning, the first checkpoint heading south was at Canal Street. Lucie showed her green-stripe ID; we had to show a photo ID such as a driver’s license, and proof of employment (in my case, my Port Authority World Trade Center ID). We were waved through, down a single southbound lane on the northbound side of West Street that was lined by orange traffic cones.
We passed three more checkpoints on the way south, each with successively more police (the final checkpoint had six), finally reaching the block north of Vesey Street. The last two southbound blocks on West Street were completely wetted down on both the northbound and southbound sides. We pulled over, climbed out of the car, and crossed Vesey Street to enter Ground Zero.
It was hard to believe that both towers were simply gone, that the streets themselves were gone, but it was all real. Mitch noted that the scene reminded him of nothing more than a post-apocalyptic movie, with the set built on an impossibly large scale.
I waited for emotion to sweep over me, but I was numb. Mostly, I served as tour guide, giving a detailed description of what had stood where, and where Lauren and I had gotten out of cabs, gone into the buildings, and gathered to go home at day’s end. I realize now that while I had been visualizing the catastrophic destruction in my imagination, I still saw the buildings and the plazas as intact. That is no longer true.
Instead, there are rolling hills of rubble. The World Trade Center Plaza is a sea of debris. In the center you can still see the metal globe sculpture that formed the plaza’s centerpiece; it has been badly dented. Heavy machinery was in action throughout the site. Firemen were gathered in several locations, as were demolition workers. Two K-9 officers passed, their rescue dogs on leashes.
At the World Financial Center, a corner of the American Express Building has been scraped off like the side of a cardboard box, and still has a piece of the Trade Center hanging from it. Smashed windows showing the impact zone extend in an inverted parabola up thirty or forty stories.
The surrounding buildings along the perimeter of what had been the Trade Center complex are charred on their faces like the sides of a fireplace where the flames have gotten out of control.
It was hard to tell where the sidewalks and bridges had been, since almost no original features remained. The pedestrian bridge from the World Trade Center to the World Financial Center atrium was completely gone, had already been cleared, except for its central concrete support. The entrance to the atrium was completely caved in.
And of course the towers were gone. The sun was shining on us from the east at 10 in the morning; buildings I used to look over to watch the ferries ply the Hudson now towered more than fifty stories above our heads.
Where there had been a modern urban landscape of giant office buildings and a newly paved boulevard flanked by nearly finished pedestrian and bicycle paths and freshly planted lawns on September 10, there was now a series of hillocks resembling a scrap-metal strip mine. The ground smoked from subterranean fires like smoke fields near an active volcano. Huge sections of the street were caved in. Steel framing hung down like pieces of rusted tinsel, from both the partially destroyed skeleton of the lower World Trade Center buildings and the collapsed sections of the street.
Seventy-foot-tall remnants of three side walls of 1 World Trade Center, blackened by flames and bent sideways by implosion, framed a pile of pulverized rubble that rose forty or fifty feet above grade. And this rubble pile fills underground shopping concourses, parking garages, and subway and PATH tunnels extending another seventy to eighty feet below grade. Structural beams poked from the debris pile, beams of steel and concrete more than twelve inches on a side. Other beams were twisted like matchsticks into U shapes.
The lobby windows of both towers had probably been fifty feet high. The steel framing of these windows is still there, creating an illusion of scale that makes the full-sized material handlers, with their eighty-foot-long jointed booms and hydraulic grabbing shovels, resemble Tonka trucks, toys rolled onto a dirt pile and scratching at its surface.
Huge flatbeds and double-length dump trucks wait in line to be loaded and dispatched. The material handlers seem to be making scarcely a dent in the debris, but nevertheless fill up one of these double-length trucks in about ten minutes. As each truck leaves, the next one backs in to take its place, and the crane crabs sideways on its treads and resumes loading. Towering over this scene are giant cranes with boom arms that
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