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Ironworkers Mike O’Reilly, Sean Daly, Tim Conboy, Gary Holder, and operating engineer John Shaffner stand on the steel frame for the derrick crane at the top of 3 WTC, with One World Trade Center in the background. July 2015.
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He is still up there, a quarter of a mile in the sky. He holds, in his hands, an aluminum balancing pole. He walks, he kneels, he salutes, he runs. He carries his life over the city. He makes eight passes along the three-quarter-inch wire, all the time refusing the idea of failure. Back and forth he goes, a slice of daring between the two towers, though the towers themselves are gone.

It all happens in the backspin of memory, of course, or in the smithy of the imagination, but Philippe Petit’s tightrope walk across the World Trade Center towers in 1974 still happens today precisely because it was—or rather, is—a work of art. Petit’s walk speaks to the human need for both beauty and shock, for presence over absence, for the act of creation in the face of destruction.

The walk also speaks to the art of the narrative. Stories are the fundamental building blocks of our universe: They are as old as time itself. Once upon a time… Stories outlast death. And when we tell them—especially if we tell them well, and honestly, and candidly, and proudly, and tinged with the music of the human—we bring the world alive again.

So if we go to tell the story of a place that insists on being called the Freedom Tower—even though officially it’s One World Trade—we might just say that it’s a 1,776-foot building in downtown Manhattan, and we might remark on its iconic status, and we might drill into the tragedy of two towers that stood before it, and we might talk about the political shitstorm that surrounded its making—the wait and the waste and the wastrels—or we might talk about it as a cathedral of greed, and we might even unwrap a patriotic lozenge to soothe the curious tinge of sorrow in our throat, or we might go even further—the way Scott Raab and Joe Woolhead have done—not just into the building itself, but into the steel of it, the bones of it, the liver of it, the cranium of it, and beyond that, into the full thumping heart of it, the lives of the ironworkers and the architects and the cement truck drivers and the city hall suits, and, most poignantly, beyond that again, into the souls of the 2,977 victims who are remembered there, those souls to whom we are inextricably linked, because like it or not, this is everyone’s story, yours and mine, too. And even though we seldom acknowledge it, we last, through our stories, so much longer than our buildings.



A concussion is a blunt-force injury that changes the way our brain functions. It’s all there in Newton’s Laws of Motion. When the skull is stopped, the brain, surrounded by cerebral-spinal fluid, continues its original motion and—boom!—the brain strikes the hard inside surface of the skull, leading to a bruising and swelling, a tearing of blood vessels, and a profound injury to the nerves, resulting then in a possible loss of consciousness, dizziness, blurred vision, memory problems, fatigue, and sometimes death.

America—and much of the world—was immediately concussed when the attacks occurred in 2001. We were sent reeling. Twenty years on, it doesn’t take too much hindsight to see that the punch-drunk boxer came out in us afterward. We were still on for the fight, still on for the payday, still on for the press conference, still wrapping the white towels around our necks. Come on pay TV, follow me jogging the dawn roads, throwing my fists at the sky. This is going to be one hell of a brawl. We’re going to take on Iraq and Afghanistan and whoever the hell else comes our way. But behind it all there was something else going on. Not many people were talking about it. America was feeling the sweats, the dizziness, the dropped forks, the dodgy moments on the stairs, the changes in mood and behavior. The promoter was in one ear, and the doctor was in the other.
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Union Square. September 15, 2001.



Even two decades on, we’re still in the middle of the fight—but one of the things about a severe concussion is that if it’s managed properly, the patient can learn to recover.

We are living now in the exponential age, in a carousel of quickening, where everything is faster-smaller, faster-cheaper, faster–incomprehensibly reduced, not least our expectations for what constitutes America. Raab and Woolhead know this. One can almost feel them grasping out for a sense of meaning, a way to say that the other America—the nuanced version, the dignified version, the layered version—is still within our grasp.

This, in its elemental form, is a book about recovery. It’s also about hope in the face of all available evidence. What Raab and Woolhead do, through their words and photographs, and the consequential images that sear themselves on our minds, is confront the everyday torments and the sorrows and, yes, even the well-meaning fuckups, and find a deep dignity in them—dare I say it, an American dignity. They take us beyond the traumatic encephalopathy that the country fell into, and they use storytelling and image-making as the fundamental basis of that recovery. The fact of the matter, as Raab says, is that the building now exists. It is composed as much of desire as it is of concrete. It simply had to be built. It took ten years and nearly four billion dollars, and it survived a series of traumas. If it had remained as two towers of projected light shining up in the sky—a gorgeous image, let us not forget—it would have fallen short, because one of the things this country now needs is absolute practicality within the dreamed reality.
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Ironworkers Jim Brady and Billy Gehegon linger near steel columns, soon to be lifted into place on top of 1 WTC, making it the tallest building in New York and surpassing the Empire State Building (1,270 feet in height) by one foot.



The Freedom Tower is one of the most environmentally sustainable skyscrapers in the world. Part of the eco-friendly design includes smart lighting, wind power, and steam heating. The windows are made of an ultraclear glass. The waste steam generates electricity. There is a rainwater collection system on the roof. The lights automatically dim on sunny days. The building also remembers: the inner beams are covered in graffiti, including the signatures of all the tradespeople who worked the structure, and many of the names of the dead from 2001, and also a message from Barack Obama, who visited the construction site and wrote, on a steel beam that was hoisted to the top of the tower: We remember, we rebuild, we come back stronger.

But—beyond the aspirational—you can go down there any day, even during the pandemic, and you can see men and women going about the everyday business of getting to work. There are magazines to publish, and real estate deals to be done, and cybersecurity to negotiate, and all manner and means of human interaction to witness. Indeed the ordinary can sometimes turn extraordinary, as happened in November 2014, just after the building opened for business.

Two window washers had to be rescued by over a hundred New York City firefighters when the pair were left dangling precariously in their rig sixty-nine stories above the ground. The firefighters had to use a diamond saw to cut through the glass and lean out over the void to pull the men to safety. They were taken briefly to the hospital and treated for hypothermia.

The story hit the front page of the New York Times, precisely because it made us think of other stories, reminding us that good things can sometimes occur and help us fill up the emptiness in the national soul.



When the towers came down I thought a lot about eyelashes. I lived, at that stage, on East Seventy-First Street, about five crow-flying miles from the World Trade Center. For a good few days, the ash drifted up from downtown and some of it settled in an eyelash pattern on the windowsill of my home office. I began to wonder what the ash contained: the contents of a résumé, a part of an office desk, a flake of shoelaces. It was a chilling thing to think that a couple of thousand bodies might be aloft in the air—their shirts, their ties, and, yes, their eyelashes.

But just about everything was chilling in those days. Everything had meaning. The lone dog that walked across the Brooklyn Bridge. The fire hydrant wreathed in flowers. The supermarket shelves empty of eyewash. The trucks heading in the direction of Staten Island to a place called Fresh Kills, not to mention the mothers and fathers following behind, wondering if some memory of their sons or daughters might be found inside.

My father-in-law, Roger Hawke, a lawyer, was in the first building to be hit that morning, the second one to come down. He got out: He survived. When he finally came uptown, hours later, my four-year-old daughter, Isabella, ran into his arms and then immediately recoiled. He was still covered in dust from the glaucoma storm of debris—oh, the eyelashes—through which he had walked. She hid in a cupboard. When I found her, I asked her what was wrong.

“Poppy’s burning,” she said.

I said to her that Poppy wasn’t burning, but maybe there was some smoke on his clothes from a fire downtown. She looked up at me and said: “No, he’s burning from the inside out.”

She might, I thought then, have been talking about a nation.

My daughter is twenty-four years old now. When I am asked about her—who she is, and what she does—I say that she is smart and brilliant and invested in politics, in particular the politics of immigration and the environment, and she carries, by the way, a copy of the U.S. Constitution in her pocket wherever she goes. Her grandfather still remembers the day when he walked down the World Trade Center staircase, and he will forever recall the faces of those young men and women, firefighters and police, who were hurrying their way upward to try to save others.

My daughter doesn’t remember that day, but she has been told the story of it.



There once was a 450-pound steel cable strung across the gap between two high towers, and a man walked along it. The towers are no more, and there is no cable between them, but the man is alive, both literally and figuratively, and the walk is still being walked, simply because we have the power to fire lines of braided, quilted, imaginative thought along the neurons in our brains: stories.

It might all be a vast coincidence, of course, or a product of my own febrile imagination, but I like to think that we are all braided together in extraordinary ways, Raab and Woolhead and the window washers and the firefighters and Petit and beyond, and we are reminded through the art of the pen and the camera that we don’t live in a place that permanently burns from the inside out. Rather we get so much of our light from the process of telling our stories, no matter how dark some of them happen to be. Or, for that matter, how bright.

Build the building and shine the lights, too. That’s the message. Make it livable and affordable and workable, but also allow it the ability to have the potential to be a beacon for change.

—February 2021
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PROLOGUE

JOE WOOLHEAD
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In 1990, I had arrived in the United States for the first time, settling in New York with a couple of hundred dollars and a dream and the determination to become a filmmaker. I had no green card; like a lot of Irish immigrants, I came into the country on a holiday visa. The first year in the city, I took any work to simply survive. Jobs such as busboy, mover, and casual laborer kept me going. In 1992, I received my green card. This gave me the opportunity to find steadier work as a plasterer and a mason. Nothing like cement to keep my future solid, my dream smoldering, and my belly filled.

Then the “Year of the Nightmare” happened, a turn of phrase my mother used to refer to 1996. A tragic family event unfolded in February of that year, when my brother Brendan was a passenger on a London bus that was blown up by the IRA. Being Irish and incoherent due to his injuries, he was initially under police guard and handcuffed to his hospital bed. In the meantime, his name and his likeness were plastered all over the media, accusing him of being an IRA terrorist. With the help of a civil rights lawyer, the English authorities conceded that such accusations against my brother were groundless. Brendan was exonerated, but in October of the same year, he sadly passed away.

On my return home to Dublin for the funeral, I told my parents about my own near-fatal accident. On May 3 of that nightmarish year, my legs were severely crushed by fallen granite slabs at a job in the mezzanine level of the Chase Bank headquarters not too far from the Twin Towers. Apart from my leg injuries, I sustained multiple other injuries, which would take seven years of operations, pain management, and therapy to sufficiently recover from to resume work.

In the meantime, I applied for a film course at Hunter College and was accepted in 1998. I had hoped this degree would help me to brush up on my filmmaking skills, acquired in Ireland back in the eighties. Going back to structured study also spurred on my creative endeavors fueled by my love of photography and poetry.
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On the morning of September 11, I was living in Corona, Queens, having breakfast in a room not big enough to swing a camera when I heard on the radio that a small plane had crashed into one of the Twin Towers. In those few minutes wondering whether this was an accident or a terrorist attack, I was transported back to that horrible year when my brother died and I was practically crippled for life, and I thought about my life before and after that time, what might have been, wishfully imagining sometimes that the bombing had never even happened, much like the way my mind whirred now whenever I heard of any bombing and I would imagine the wasted potential, the wasted dreams of all those lives lost.

Then I heard another plane had hit the second tower. I grabbed my camera, my trusty Canon AE-1 Program that my eldest brother, Gerard, had bought for me in San Francisco in 1982. I headed for the subway. I got out at Sunnyside, where I picked up ten rolls of film in a ninety-nine-cent store with my last $10. I got back onto the number 7 train, stuffing the film rolls into my right pocket so that I knew, when one roll was shot, I simply transferred it to the left pocket.

In 2001, cell phones weren’t in widespread use, so when I boarded the train, I noticed half of the people in my carriage were oblivious to the terrifying events that had just occurred in downtown Manhattan. There were other passengers who were staring out the window aghast at the black, smoldering holes in the distant towers. I thought of the lines from Yeats’s poem “Easter, 1916”—“All changed, changed utterly: A terrible beauty is born”—and thought of the hard new reality the entire world was about to confront.

I photographed the towers from the front window until the 7 train went underground. I transferred at Times Square and went as far south as the subway could safely go, to the stop at Canal Street, then ran the rest of the way to downtown Manhattan as dazed crowds traveled away from the towers burning in the near distance.

What I witnessed that day, and on subsequent days, can be seen in the photos of people fleeing, the injured bodies, the firefighters running toward the fires, the second tower collapsing, the Winter Garden an unrecognizable flaming wreckage, the collapsed interior of Tower 6, the evening sun over a still-burning ground zero, and frightened, furious faces everywhere I looked. My experience is harder to explain. I’ll never forget the feeling of loss and dread, and bitterness and anger welling up inside me during those three days I spent there shooting and how super-real or hyper-real in a visceral sense everything seemed.



In 2002, I returned for the first anniversary to pay my respects. Somehow, I was funneled into the crowd of mourners, first responders, and security who walked down a massive construction ramp into the foundation area seventy feet below street level. Clouds of dust swirled in gusts around the mourners as they converged on an enclosed ring area where flowers were being tossed and prayers were being said. Soon, there was a sea of colors at the center of the site. Truly, on that terrible day of remembrance, all of us wept for our losses.

Two years passed. My old roommate and friend Dara McQuillan called. He was working with Silverstein Properties, the chief developer of the WTC site, and he needed some photographs of the July 4 groundbreaking ceremony for the Freedom Tower. Ultimately, Dara would ask me to document Silverstein’s efforts to rebuild the World Trade Center full-time. I knew this opportunity was a once-in-a-lifetime shot to capture the building of a new World Trade Center.

I became obsessed, driven by the idea that the prevailing narrative of the World Trade Center as a place of doom and gloom could be transformed, that people’s perceptions could be altered by the visuals of the progress of work at the site and that ultimately, seeing my pictures in the news, people would see progress and construction where the old towers used to be, and they would be made aware of the great changes happening on the ground and high up above the restless city streets as steel and concrete were riven together into spectacular form and new towers were seeded into New York bedrock.
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I began to latch on to this notion of getting the “big picture” by making many, many pictures and building a mosaic of images that would incrementally showcase the progress of work on-site. I would even imagine this “big picture” as a visual superstructure with the elements or materials made of images, yet, unlike a building, which is solid, my vision would mutate as the real buildings continued to rise around me, floor by floor, conquering space. Another analogy I played with was the notion of a thousand photographers scrambling all over the site and still not being able to cover the multiple critical steps in the development of this complex of buildings.



In the fall of 2006, I was hired by Esquire to travel to a shipyard in Virginia and photograph steel arriving from Rotterdam that would serve as the first columns for One World Trade Center. I met Scott Raab in our hotel lobby, two minutes late for our appointment. He huffed audibly and gave me a look that made me feel like a circus flea. He asked me if I was serious about my work as we raced to meet the incoming ship. With minutes to spare, we made it before the ship docked and unloaded its priceless cargo.

While I went below deck to capture the workers rolling off the steel pieces, Scott went to interview the captain. At one point, I stumbled into the captain’s quarters unannounced, cutting off Scott midquestion, and he gave me his second withering look of the day. In his next essay, he immortalized me as “the putz with the camera” who barged in on his interview with the good captain, and I was sure that was the end of our brief partnership. Still, I’d never felt so honored, being cursed out in print.
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Thankfully, as the months progressed and the foundations began to come together creating floors where there had only been bedrock, Esquire called again. This time, I drove with Scott to Banker Steel, a mill in Virginia that was fabricating the raw steel shipped from Europe. The factory was mesmerizing—all the sights and noises and smells pervading the place. Soon after that trip, Scott invited me to his house in New Jersey for dinner, where I met his lovely family. I ended up staying late, having one of those rare kitchen conversations that go deeper than you meant to go, but when you go that deep, it turns out to be all right, comforting somehow, because you’re in great company. We talked a lot about life, and all that it entails to keep things together and to keep on—exactly what he was writing about in his stories about the World Trade Center.



The years passed. The buildings grew up, conquering space, conquering blue sky.

I had developed a strong rapport with the workers on-site. My background in construction put me in good standing with the crews. Since I was visiting the site so much, one of the ironworkers jokingly referred to me as the “the mayor of the World Trade Center.” Being at ease with the workers was crucial. It gave me the freedom to move naturally with the workflow and without disturbing them. Having been injured on the job, I understood the hazardous nature of construction and the importance of minding my own business.

Sometimes, that was easier said than done.

Even though I was officially working for Silverstein Properties, I was still closely watched by site inspectors. I felt like I had a target on my back after being kicked off several times for known and unknown offenses. Fortunately, Dara would smooth things over with the authorities and I would be back shooting in no time. I always managed to fight my way back on-site. Still, there was one time when I thought I would never get back on-site, and that was after I captured the photograph that graces this book’s cover.

In 2012, with almost one hundred floors complete of the new WTC, Esquire asked me to get a video for their new social media page, a defining image that was shot within the building itself and captured both the frame of the building and the city beyond. It wasn’t an easy request. I spent weeks trying to figure out the right shot. Then, one beautiful morning, on the ninetieth floor, I encountered a supervisor who showed me the shot he had just taken with his flip phone of a crane inspector hanging off the boom of the “slider” crane attached to the side of the building. It was exactly the shot I was looking for.

I raced up to the ninety-second floor for a better view. I ripped away the protective netting on the outside staircase and set up my shot, recording five workers on the crane as they inspected the steel struts for any damage from lightning strikes the night before. After several minutes recording, I had the foresight to shoot four or five frames and then continue recording. The cover shot of this book is one of those frames. Subsequently, the image went viral and took on a life of its own. Ever since, people who see my image have made this unconscious connection to the iconic photograph Lunch Atop a Skyscraper (1932) by Charles C. Ebbets, of workers having lunch on a steel beam during the building of Rockefeller Center. Funnily enough, even though I’m the one who shot the photograph, I just can’t see the connection between them. Later, I was even interviewed for a documentary, Men at Lunch, about the famous photograph, and I still didn’t see the connection!

Unfortunately, as this minor visual triumph was happening in my life, I got the call from the Port Authority that I was barred from the site. I was devastated. I was never given a clear explanation for why they chose to bar me. One excuse they offered was one of the workers pictured was not safely tied off, but that was clearly untrue. It would be over six months before I was granted access again.

After getting back on, I continued to photograph at a furious pace until I had amassed a trove of images—nearly three million. As work continues on completing the WTC master plan, that shot number is still growing. And I still imagine the “big picture” coming into focus as the city rises again.

—December 2020
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THE FOUNDATION

SEPTEMBER 2005
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On a warm, wet cotton ball of a June morning, Marc Becker is walking ground zero. Becker’s forty-seven, with twenty-six years spent working construction, thick-chested and slope-shouldered, wearing jeans, an untucked short-sleeved denim work shirt, and a royal-blue hard hat. A red-bordered security ID hangs from a cord around his neck.

He’s seventy feet below street level, on the floor of the sixteen-acre pit, an off-kilter quadrangle dug forty years ago to hold the World Trade Center.

Four years after 9/11, ground zero is a landscape of damp dirt, rock, concrete, and steel. It is hallowed ground—soaked, like every other square inch of the planet, in blood and sacrifice—but it is not an empty hole, not by a long shot. A 460-foot construction ramp slopes down into ground zero from Liberty Street, the pit’s southern border, passing over a covered train track that snakes through the site. Every few minutes, another commuter train from New Jersey curves into the rebuilt station that sits below Church Street, along the pit’s eastern edge. Across from the station, at the pit’s western boundary, two trailers sit shadowed by a massive, pockmarked, four-decades-old concrete wall reaching all the way up from the floor of the pit to a construction roadway that runs parallel to the six broad lanes of West Street.

“What you’re standing on,” Becker says, “was the basement of the whole complex for the towers—the original B6 level, as is. That’s why this is like holy ground to people—they were still pullin’ stuff out, if you know what I mean. Spring of ’02, they were still finding parts down here. Remains.”

It’s easy to feel overwhelmed by this patch of earth. The last resting place of nearly three thousand murder victims—you feel every moment that it’s a privilege to be here, and you worry that it’s a sacrilege, too—it’s also a spot where steel will rise once more to the sky, and folks will come not only to mourn but also to work.

“We’re ready to build,” Becker says. “We’re ready to go. I don’t get involved in politics. All I can tell ya is we’re ready to build. I’ve been here since 9/11; it’s very personal to me. I saw all the horrors. I mean, the horrors. I saw what the poor souls looked like after they jumped outta the buildings. Whatever got pulled outta the debris, I saw it. It’s personal. It’s personal. I don’t forget it.”
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Superintendent at One World Trade Center Marc Becker (right) in a discussion with superintendent Joe Capone (left) and engineer Brian Troast (center) in the foundation of the World Trade Center site. August 2006.



Becker builds buildings. That’s not only what he does; that’s also who he is. And in New York City, 9/11 was personal beyond the butchery: The hole in the skyline where the Twin Towers rose is a hole in this city’s heart. Here, they build ’em high. Knock down the Twins, they go higher.

“This is slab on grade,” Becker says, talking about the scuffed stubble of old concrete and rebar set into the deep bedrock, Manhattan schist, to anchor the Twins. “We hit rock from eighteen inches to two feet down. With the new tower—going by the original design—the new slab on grade was gonna be two feet below. You’re right on top of the rock then. We’d take all this out and lower it—bring in heavy machines with hammers on ’em to start breakin’ the rock.”

The original design. Becker’s referring to the 1,776-foot-tall building to be called the Freedom Tower, and the original design for it was trashed in May, a month ago. This is a bad thing for Becker—for a lot of folks—after nine months spent working down here, getting ready to build again.

Back on July 4, 2004, they sank the cornerstone into the ground. The imam and the reverend said prayers. The governor spoke of rebirth, resolve, and sacred duty. Photos were taken. Then everyone took off.

After the holiday, Becker and the crews went right back to work.

Now he points toward Vesey Street, along the north end of the pit, where the jagged concrete slabs and steel support beams of the original parking garage—the B4 level, a floor above the train tracks—have been left jutting horizontally from the concrete wall in a rough zigzag trussed with steel, new and old.

“The slabs were very weak from all the damage. You see the beams that go back to the slurry wall, these cross braces? We had to put all that in. Once that was in, we were able to demo these slabs. They were so weak that you just couldn’t chop ’em down—they would collapse on you. There was a whole sequence of how to remove the slabs over that B4 slab and the trains—over an active, running train. It went without a hitch.”

This slurry wall, the three-foot-thick, eleven-acre rectangle of scarred concrete within the pit, was built in 1967 to seal the Trade Center’s foundation against seepage from the nearby Hudson River, whose eastern shoreline used to slice right down this site. The bathtub, the workers called it, and still do. It was held in place by more than a thousand steel-cable tiebacks fed through six-inch holes drilled through the walls, then grouted and jack-yanked at a forty-five-degree angle deep into the bedrock until the seven basement and subbasement levels of the World Trade Center were erected. The buildings themselves, once raised, held the bathtub in place.

After the WTC buildings were destroyed—not only the Twins but four other office buildings and a hotel—and the 1.5 million tons of wreckage was removed, these exposed bathtub walls were what remained. Pocked by its myriad round, rusted iron snouts that had sealed the now-corroded anchoring-cable holes, the slurry wall was in dire need of shoring up.
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Becker and the men he works with had to pin back the wall with fresh tiebacks where they could. But here, along Vesey, where the train exits the pit, where the walls were badly hurt, and where the original design placed the north side of the Freedom Tower, they braced the slabs to keep the slurry wall from collapse until they got to work building the new tower.

To the world beyond the bathtub walls, ground zero is a hole, a mournful memory, a symbol. But to the men who build buildings, it’s the worst kind of job—a job left undone. They put up the towers that stood right here, they climbed the pile of what was left, and they carted it all away. They rebuilt these train tunnels and tracks, raised this new station—ahead of schedule and under budget—and got the Port Authority Trans-Hudson (PATH) line back in business. They braced these walls and they figured out how and where to plant the Freedom Tower’s column footings—the steel-and-concrete bases sunk into bedrock to anchor the rising steel, spread its weight, and keep it from sinking—without tearing up the railroad tracks.

“We had footings literally between the PATH tracks,” Becker says, and you can hear the pride and frustration in his voice. “We were building the main tower columns in between those PATH tracks.”

The bathtub was clean. The cornerstone was laid. Almost four years after 9/11, ground zero was good to go.

And then, just as the first order for the Freedom Tower’s foundation steel was drawn up, it turned out that the New York Police Department had serious concerns about the building’s design. It was only twenty-five feet away from West Street. The base of the 1,776-foot tower was open, exposing the columns. The NYPD was worried about truck bombs, is what it boiled down to.

All the work stopped, and some very important people looked stupid. George Pataki, New York’s governor. Larry Silverstein, the real estate developer who signed a lease on the World Trade Center six weeks before 9/11 and was ready to start rebuilding on September 12. And the folks over at the Port Authority of New York and New Jersey, the brooding quasi-governmental behemoth that built the old WTC and still owns these sixteen acres. Awfully stupid.

On May 4, Governor Pataki issued a statement pledging “yet another magnificent design that will once again inspire the nation and serve as a fitting tribute to freedom.”

Then Pataki gave the architects and engineers a mere eight weeks to redesign the whole thing and move it farther from West Street. On this day, Pataki’s deadline is just three weeks away, and Marc Becker has no clue what’s going to happen to all the work already done here.
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But Becker is sure of one thing. “I know it’s gonna happen,” he says. “I just don’t know when.”

He walks over to the cornerstone, twenty tons of Adirondack Mountain granite. It’s covered by a tarp and hidden inside a blue plywood box in one corner of a column footing in the southeast corner of the imaginary parallelogram that was going to be the footprint of the Freedom Tower. The rest of the footing—eleven feet deep—is half-filled with pooled rainwater.

Will they have to move the stone?

“I don’t know.” He shrugs. “I have no idea.”

Twenty yards south of the cornerstone, a two-hundred-foot square traces the footprint of the old north Twin, marked with orange-and-silver traffic cones spaced to cover the top of its sheared-off perimeter columns, still sunk into sixty-ton bedrock. Another square of cones marks the south Twin.

Two offset squares, one north, one south, two hundred feet per side—the length of a standard Manhattan street block. Here they stood, and here they slammed to earth.

Nothing will be rebuilt here. Even as the work crews prepped the site, Marc Becker kept the Twins clear.

“No piece of equipment,” he says now, “no machinery, no storage in these footprints—always outside of it.”

Here the heart aches. It hurts here. To stand here knots your throat; it fills your eyes. Here there are no ghosts—everyone’s gone for good—and this moment, like every moment, passes.

Even then, you dare not breach those lines. You rebuild, but you don’t ever forget. Here they died. Here time stopped.
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