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The Middle East from the Mediterranean, showing the position of Afghanistan.
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The Pentagon, Arlington, Virginia.




INTRODUCTION


9/11/01


Lower Manhattan, New York. It was an ordinary Tuesday. Lieutenant Terri Tobin sat in her small office on the thirteenth floor of 1 Police Plaza, a dignified modern building in Lower Manhattan. The office had the bric-a-brac of modernity: shelves and files and paperwork and a computer. Her only window gave a view of a narrow corridor and, on the other side of it, a sink where the coffee cups were washed. Someone burst into the office at 8.48 or maybe 8.49 a.m.1 talking fast: ‘A plane just went into the World Trade Center.’ Her mind reacted fast: “Must be a small plane, a Cessna or something, and the pilot’s had a heart attack.” A minute after that she was heading down towards the police garage for a car.


The World Trade Center stood a mile away but its Twin Towers – the north tower at 1,368 feet, the south at 1,362 – were so immense that they could be seen from here and everywhere else.2


Her mind, still reacting fast, thought, “They’ll be evacuating people eastwards”, so she decided that rather than meet this flow of people as she tried to work her way west, she’d go round the tip of Manhattan and miss them. She got there at 8.54. She knows that because she saved the time on her beeper and 8.54 was ‘when we were mobilised’.


By then the nightmare was already written in fire across the beautiful, pastel-blue sky of late summer.


Peshawar, Pakistan. Dusk wasn’t far away in the first big town in Pakistan on the road from the capital of Afghanistan, Kabul. Tahmeena Faryal, a young woman who had dedicated her life to women’s rights, was at home. It was 5.54 p.m., or thereabouts. Peshawar was a bustling town with bazaars where you could buy anything from videos to hair clips: everyone had something to sell. ‘I saw it on television. We didn’t have any electricity that night – in Pakistan, sometimes you don’t – and we had to turn on our emergency generator. I’d heard that something had happened, along with some neighbours who’d heard the same thing. The first feeling I had was one of sadness because it was a terrible thing - on that first day it could have been 20,000–30,000 people dead. We didn’t know. We were talking that night and we said the Taliban and bin Laden should be the first suspects.’


Brooklyn, New York. Marian Fontana was excited because this was her wedding anniversary and her husband Dave, a firefighter, would, when he finished his 24-hour shift, start a month’s holiday. On the day before, their son Aidan had started school full-time, which meant that Marian and Dave would have most of the day to themselves.


She was into theatre production and had received an invitation to try and get a grant. That was to be in the evening and when she’d said, ‘No, no, no, it’s our anniversary and I can’t,’ he’d replied, ‘I’ll get off work and we’ll go out during the day. Then you can go to this thing at night.’ She found that very touching. They intended to visit the Whitney Museum in Manhattan – since Aidan was born they rarely went to museums – and she had a friend working there who’d give them a special tour. Marian had rung Dave at 8.30 a.m., just before she left to take Aidan to school. Dave was happy to be on holiday and, like her, was excited about the anniversary. She asked, ‘Are you finished?’ and he replied, ‘I’m finished, I’m dressed and I’m ready to go.’ That meant the next shift had arrived to relieve him. She said, ‘I’ll meet you in ten minutes’ (at a coffee shop across the street). He said, ‘Great, I’ll be there.’


Gothenburg, Sweden. Ulla Åsberg had been walking home in the solid and stolid port, and ‘just as I opened the door my phone rang. I picked it up and my ex-husband said, “put on the TV.”’ It was 2.54 p.m., or thereabouts. ‘Then a lot of Afghan people phoned and said, “have you heard the news?” I said, “It’s just on the television now.” My first thought was, “It’s Osama bin Laden.” I told my ex-husband, “This is Osama behind this.” He said, “How can you be so sure?” and I replied, “I just know.” In one way I couldn’t be sure but in another way, inside myself, I could.’


Åsberg had spent a lifetime working in the charity sector, including two hard years in Kabul.


‘Then I had to phone my kids. My son is in Lahore working as a volunteer and I knew he didn’t have a TV, so this is what happened with me. Then I was stuck with the TV like everybody else and I sat there totally shocked.’


Peshawar, Pakistan. Dr Aqila Noori was a charity worker and, as it happened, worked for the same Swedish charity as Åsberg. She had spent the day at their offices and was now at home. ‘I was just watching television. It was Pakistani television and we were not aware that anything had happened. They said, “Breaking news is coming” and they showed the pictures. We had a CNN connection and directly we changed it to CNN. My first reaction? I was too much surprised that such destruction would happen in the world because the people, they were too aggressive.’


Later, e-mails would come in to charity offices purporting to be from Americans saying, ‘We will destroy you people, we will even destroy your children. You have killed innocent Americans.’ The origin of these e-mails was invariably unknown and Dr Noori is ‘sure they were from local people’. That would have been fundamentalist Pakistanis wanting to discredit the United States by pretending to be Americans.


Manhattan Island, New York. Diane Kenna, a dedicated marathon runner, worked for stockbrokers Merrill Lynch in their building next to the Twin Towers, but the view from her desk was north-west and so she didn’t ever see them through the window. She was on the seventh floor – the trading floor – and, at about 8.30 a.m., had gone outside for her second cup of coffee. She bought it from a little street-car vendor on the corner of the street. She took the coffee back in, and during the elevator journey up talked of work and jobs and stress with a colleague. She reached the trading floor: 600 or 700 people, mostly male, volatile and noisy. They all felt a vibration, a whooosh ‘like a huge wind hit the building’. Trading rooms being what they are, as she says, there was some joking. People were saying, ‘Maybe it’s a bomb, like ’93, maybe we can go home for the day.’ She decided she’d go back outside to see what had happened. The thought was that it might even have been that a taxi cab had crashed.


Manhattan Island, New York. Marilynn K. Yee, an experienced New York Times photographer in her fifties, had just finished her first job of the day far uptown. She’d been covering mayoral candidate Mike Bloomberg voting in the primary election. She thought she’d drive down to Chinatown because the Times didn’t carry that many pictures of ethnic groups and a picture of one of them voting had a good chance of being used.


She phoned the picture desk and they gave her a job, at noon: another political shot. She’d go there after Chinatown. She got into her car at around 8.35 a.m. and as the journey progressed she noticed the traffic wasn’t really moving. A voice on the radio said a plane had hit the World Trade Center. She thought, “what?” and tried to work out what could be happening. She assumed it was a light plane and the incident would be over long before she got there. Then the voice said that people were jumping from the tower. She phoned the picture desk again.


Estoril, Portugal. Christina Lamb, an experienced Sunday Telegraph foreign correspondent in her mid-thirties, was on a sabbatical. She had known Afghanistan for more than a decade but, now, she’d a book to write on the exploration of the Amazon – she had just come back from Brazil where she had spent a couple of months researching it.


Married to a Portuguese, they had a ground-floor apartment by a swimming pool. They went there so that she would have some peace and quiet for the writing and her two-year-old son Lourenço could learn some Portuguese. She’d spent a couple of days preparing the apartment because normally it was a holiday place. This particular Tuesday was Lourenço’s first day at nursery school and by lunchtime he was back. She was ready to begin writing but, as journalists do, switched on the TV news. It was 2.54 p.m., or thereabouts. What she saw she found difficult to believe. Lourenço was just at the age when he liked planes and could say the word. He kept shouting, ‘Mummy, plane!’ because the image was being shown again and again.


The coverage was from CNN but with Portuguese commentators, and now they talked of an attack on London. Her mind moved immediately to Canary Wharf, the tower where her office was, and so similar to the Twin Towers: taller by far than anything else around it. She also thought, “We are in Portugal and we are safe.”


That did not prevent her from reaching for the phone to ring the Foreign Desk. She knew it was the biggest thing that had ever happened in her life and she wanted to cover it.


Munich Airport, Germany. Valerie Powell, an experienced British nurse with the charity Merlin, had been working in Tajikistan with Afghan refugees and was returning to London via Munich. When she reached the airport at around 2.54 p.m. she was struck by ‘how quiet and empty it appeared as I went to check in for my onward flight. Looking downstairs to the restaurant area I noticed many people in front of the TV screen.’ Curious, she went to see what was on. She remembers the absolute silence; not one person speaking. She couldn’t understand the commentary because it was in German, but she didn’t need to. She watched, horrified, until she had to board her London flight. She realised the implications of what she had seen. She knew she’d be going back to work with refugees.


The shoreline, New Jersey. Debbie Barrett was asleep in the house she shared with her fiancé Brian Cummins. He also had an apartment in Manhattan and had spent the Monday night there, as he did when he was working very late or had to be back at work very early. He’d called her that Monday night, they’d spoken for an hour and the final words were, ‘I love you’. She had a rule that he would not call her before 9 a.m. – ‘I used to get mad because he’d call me at 6–6.30 when he got to work.’


He held a senior position with Cantor Fitzgerald and his office was on the 104th floor of the north tower.


It was somewhere between 8.46 and 9 a.m. – maybe even 8.54 – when the phone rang, waking her. It wasn’t Brian but a friend who worked a few blocks away from the World Trade Center and who had been speaking on the phone to Brian at the moment of impact. She heard him screaming, ‘Brian’s building’s been hit, Brian’s building’s been hit. I don’t know what’s happened. Turn on your television.’ He said his building was shaking and thought Wall Street was being bombed. As he spoke she could hear explosions.


‘Debbie, I’ve got to go, we’re under attack, we’re being evacuated.’ Within seconds the phone rang again and now Brian’s brother was screaming, ‘Turn on your television, turn on your television. Does Brian have his cell phone with him? What’s his number, what’s his number?’


Nobody knew the truth: it was a lifetime too late for that.


The Pentagon, Arlington, Virginia. Naval Chief Sheryl A. Alleger had arrived at her office on the fifth floor at 8.30 a.m. and carried out ‘turn over’ with her immediate supervisor, who left soon after to deliver some documents. Alleger was settling in to her day’s work when the phone rang; it was a female friend in the Air Force she had been stationed with. ‘I know you don’t have a TV,’ the woman said. ‘You need to go downstairs and watch CNN. Just go.’ Alleger descended one floor and went to the Under Secretary’s outer office where three people were already standing there watching.


CNN were broadcasting the aftermath of the first plane hitting. She watched live as the second plane hit and watched President George Bush speaking. Just then, the phone rang in the office and a colonel answered it. He made no conversation, replaced the receiver and said, ‘That was the Command Center and they are reporting an unconfirmed aircraft headed in this direction. We need to move.’ Thirty seconds later it felt as if the whole Pentagon had been lifted and set back down again.


Faisalabad, Pakistan. Jacqui Tong, a thirty-nine-year-old Medical Coordinator with Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF), was emerging from her bedroom into the common room of the charity’s house along an ordinary street. Dusk was coming in, as it was in Peshawar. Three of her team were there and one grabbed her arm and told her what was happening. They crouched over their high-frequency radio that was tuned to the BBC World Service and she can still remember the eyes of the person she was looking into the whole time: he was completely stunned. She can still remember, too, that they knew who must have done it and they mouthed the name: ‘Bin Laden.’ This was a calculation based on the fact that ‘he would be capable of something like that’. Jacqui knew all about Osama bin Laden and the Taliban because this, her seventh tour for MSF, had taken her to Afghanistan.


London, England. Margaret Owen, a sixty-nine-year-old lawyer specialising in the plight of Third World widows, was in her local mini-market in Shepherd’s Bush. It was 1.54 p.m., or thereabouts, on a crisp, dry afternoon. Her son Dan and his wife and baby had flown back to the United States the day before, Dan to resume his job at the World Bank next to the Pentagon. The radio was on in the mini-market but the other six customers, and the Asian owners, paid no attention to what was coming out of it. Owen did and she was thinking, ‘This isn’t a very funny spoof – that a plane’s gone into the World Trade Center. That’s really peculiar, and not very funny.’ Still nobody paid any attention, just kept on with their shopping. Now she thought, ‘Is this a play? It’s a bit early for the afternoon play on the BBC.’ She walked back to her pretty terraced house and the phone rang. A great friend of Dan said, ‘Put on your television.’


London, England. Seema Ghani, a twenty-three-year-old Afghan exile, was working as a project manager with a big consultancy firm. The office was open-plan and ‘all of a sudden one of my colleagues shouted from the other end that a plane just hit the Twin Towers in New York.’ That would have been at about 1.54 p.m. Everyone gathered round his screen to watch and listen. Phones began to ring in the silent office and people went to answer them. Someone shouted, ‘Another one.’ Ghani felt a sense of shock so profoundly that, although ‘I knew my phone was ringing, I just couldn’t bring myself to go and pick it up’. She heard a radio announcement that said it seemed to be a terrorist attack. She had no way of knowing that it would end her exile: she’d go back to Kabul to run an orphanage.


Manhattan Island, New York. Renée Mangalo, a New York defence attorney in her early thirties and, like Diane Kenna, a dedicated marathon runner, lived in a Greenwich Village apartment she shared with a room-mate. The primary election was taking place and before work she was going to vote. She would do that on Sixth Avenue, which had a direct view of the World Trade Center and the Twin Towers framed against this perfect early-autumn morning. She noticed a ‘big crowd’ and she heard people saying, ‘Oh my God, look at that.’ She had absolutely no idea what had happened or, by definition, who had done it, but she could see a hole near the top of the north tower. The fire had not begun.


She did not know much – if anything – of Osama bin Laden but she’d read a lot about the Taliban and the plight of women in Afghanistan under their rule because ‘I was so distraught about it’. As a practising Catholic, a rule in her life was that people were not inherently evil but circumstances made them so. After this morning she would never think that again.


She went in to vote and make a phone call to find out what the hell was going on. And she would ring her boyfriend Frank, who was in the New York City Fire Department, because he’d certainly know. The fire brigade was bound to be involved, one way or another. As she made the call it was about 8.54 a.m. She never did get through and so she knew nothing yet; and neither did anybody else.
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They were all going to find out, and some would be spared most of the anger and the fear and the grief. Some wouldn’t.


The context of this book embraces not only the United States and Europe but a tract of the Arab world: specifically Pakistan and even more specifically Afghanistan, that rugged and forbidding place which had been at war with itself and others for a couple of generations.


We need an historical cameo to fill out the context. The Soviet Union, pouring its might in, was bled and beaten into retreat in 1988. The organisation known everywhere as the Taliban – which struck at the Twin Towers on 11 September 2001 – was created from Afghans who were Islamic fighters and Afghans who had been trained in religious schools in Pakistan. In 1994 they were appointed by the Pakistan government3 as bodyguards for a convoy into Afghanistan. They protected it against looters, took over the city of Kandahar and by 1996 had Kabul as well. They brought order to a war-exhausted and anarchic country but were determined to set up the purest Islamic state in the world. Among other things, that meant removing basic rights from women.


In 1989 Osama bin Laden, a Saudi from a very wealthy family, founded a group called al-Qa’eda with the stated aim of driving the United States military out of the Saudi Arabian peninsula. The group had tentacles worldwide, with training camps and guesthouses4 in Pakistan, Somalia, Kenya and Afghanistan. Al-Qa’eda provided money for the Taliban, and bin Laden came to live in Afghanistan as a ‘guest’.


Al-Qa’eda resolved to fight a holy war against the ultimate evil: the United States. One attempt had already been made, in 1993, to blow up the World Trade Center but it had gone wrong. Al-Qa’eda would come back, and, at 8.46 a.m. on 11 September, they did.


This book is not choreographed; it has gender but no agenda. It comprises in-depth interviews with a broad spectrum of women touched, mentally and physically, by a war like all other wars: men launched it and (almost without exception) men prosecuted it. No doubt in time men will sit in judgment on it, and those who fought it, too.


Ground Zero has many levels.


The participants represent different aspects and were chosen without preliminary research. I knew none of the people before I began and some I came across entirely by chance – Kenna and Mangalo, for example, because they were fleetingly mentioned in an article on the New York City Marathon. I had no idea what they’d tell me. Others, like Lt Tobin and Chief Alleger, were kindly found by their respective press offices. Again I had no idea what they’d tell me until I sat down with them.


I wanted ordinary people and, cumulatively, I wanted them to say, ‘This is what it was like, this is what it is like.’ It is a book about experiences, not conclusions. Those must wait for another day.


I have tried to be unobtrusive. The questions I asked were open and I let the answers evolve in any direction they were going. I did, however, ask each participant two specific questions: If there were more women leaders would there be fewer wars? and What would you have done after 11 September? Those answers evolved, too.


At the end of most chapters I have put in a sub-section entitled ‘Silences and Other Voices’, which has allowed me to include shorter interviews and explore a wide variety of related material. It goes into some unexpected corners and some painful wounds.


I have been astonished, and I do not wield that word carelessly, by the willingness of strangers to open up their hearts to me and let me reproduce what came from those hearts. I therefore salute immediately the main participants, who you have met briefly already. In order, Lt Terri Tobin, Tahmeena Faryal, Marian Fontana, Ulla Åsberg, Diane Kenna, Christina Lamb, Debbie Barrett, Chief Alleger, Jacqui Tong, Seema Ghani and Renée Mangalo.


I owe a special debt to Flora Myer because it was in conversation with her that the idea for this book was born. My original thought was to tell stories of eleven people touched by the war but, ruminating, she said eleven women might be more interesting because, as with so many aspects of life, here they were on the receiving end yet again. E.L. Gordon, an old journalistic friend, scanned what seemed the entire North American media output and directed me to whatever was relevant.


I thank those who made Silences and Other Voices relevant and revealing, primarily Marilynn K. Yee because she was honest about the implications of trying to cover tragedy with a certain dispassion, and took the trouble to search out photographs from her superb portfolio. The book is richer for having them in. Jennifer Middleton, Staff Attorney of Lambda Legal Defense and Education Fund, explained the legalities that might touch every unmarried couple, and Dr Aqila Noori of the Swedish Committee charity gave me an update on the situation in Afghanistan. Lucy Aita spoke about the vagaries of human nature. A doctor, who could not give her real name in case of reprisals against her family still in Afghanistan, laughed her way through choosing to be known as Miss X, Miss K of Kabul or Miss Afghan – she chose to be Miss Afghan.


Some were conduits to the interviews and deserve thanks, also: James Kliffen of Médecins Sans Frontières; David Martin of Merlin who set up an e-mail interview with their nurse Valerie Powell in the field – and special thanks to her for responding in such detail; Ron A. Steiner of the US Navy’s media department in the Pentagon – a ferociously efficient (and agreeable) man; Carmen Melendez of the NYPD; Karen Bartlett, formerly of the Fabian Society; Dennis Roddy of the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette, who did his best; Dianne C. Baumert-Moyik, president, Baumert PR and Design, Inc; Angela Keen of the Sunday Telegraph, London, Foreign Desk – and I am particularly grateful to Robin Gedye, that newspaper’s Foreign Editor, for giving permission to use material from three of Christina Lamb’s feature articles.


I must add a particular word of thanks to Amelia Nice, Advocacy officer of WOMANKIND (Raising the Status of Women across the World) who became an instant and enthusiastic supporter of the book, and helped me enormously with contacts. One of them was Margaret Owen, founder of Empowering Women in Development and Widows for Peace and Reconstruction, who gave chilling insights.




ONE


The Policewoman




I was literally blown out of my shoes and thrown at least thirty feet, where I landed face down on a small grassy area. All I heard was people screaming – for help, for God – and then it became pitch black. I was struck in the back of my head. I heard the helmet I was wearing split in half.





Lieutenant Terri Tobin of the New York Police Department was born into the job. You can’t put it any other way and even she says it’s genetic: ‘My father was an officer with the NYPD. I am one of five children and four out of the five of us became law enforcement officers. My sister got off the hook because . . . she married an officer. I do think it is genetic, although living day in day out with someone like my father, who truly loved what he did, came across as the best advertisement for the NYPD.’


Tobin, a native New Yorker, is single and ‘just turned 40’ in December 2001. She’d been in the police for nineteen years and at the time the ‘focus’ of her work was media relations. She was, however, widely experienced. ‘There are over 6,000 women in the NYPD and they do the same job as men for the same pay. It’s all civil service. We are trained to use guns, and gender does not change that training. I have never shot anybody, thank God. Sure, I have waved the gun at people and been present at gunfights. I have never fired my weapon and I think that is true of 95 per cent of all NYPD officers. They do a twenty-year career without firing their weapon other than for training purposes. Murders tend to make the headlines when they happen but they are a very rare occurrence.’


And she sat in her office at 1 Police Plaza, amid the bric-a-brac. She was wearing ‘civilian attire – I had on a skirt and blouse. My shoes weren’t high heels, they were flat like a loafer.’


She was about to move from media relations to frontline duty inside nine minutes. It was 8.46 a.m. on 11 September and someone burst in. She grabbed a pair of sneakers, because the World Trade Center covered 16 acres and ‘I knew that I was going to have to be running around, so it seemed like the most efficient thing to do’.


She set off urgently for the police garage and a departmental car, which was assigned to her. She put the sneakers in the trunk and drove, with a sergeant sitting next to her on the passenger seat. ‘There were two people walking up the ramp to the garage from our photo unit so I stopped. Obviously I knew where they were going. I said, “hop in, I’ll take you over.”’


The police headquarters was on the east side of Lower Manhattan, the World Trade Center on the west. Its evacuation would be to the east, and since some 50,000 people worked in the Twin Towers, they’d be blocking her passage through. She went south, to follow the tip of Manhattan and go round the evacuation.


‘In my mind, as I was leaving, I thought it was a Cessna and the pilot had had a heart attack. I never thought of a commercial airline except when I was on FDR Drive by the base of the Brooklyn Bridge and I saw the amount of paper that was floating. It was like a ticker tape parade.’ She could see the north tower and ‘I started thinking, “there is a huge hole in that building”. I know that I was there by 8.54 because I saved the time on my beeper. That’s when we were mobilised.’


Lieutenant Tobin has carefully set down her experiences from this moment on1 and I propose to quote it in its entirety:




On September 11 my colleagues and I responded to the World Trade Center. Arriving shortly after the first plane had hit, the north tower had flames shooting out and the ground was covered with shattered glass. The NYPD had mobilised us to Church and Vesey Street, where the Command Staff dispersed us to posts.


The First Deputy Commissioner, Joe Dunne, grabbed me and told me to get an ESU [Emergency Service Unit] helmet and put it on. The second plane hit the south tower, and a huge explosion along with shooting flames and flying debris shook the ground. It was at this point I became aware of people jumping out of the north tower; some people jumped holding hands while others jumped individually. I can’t imagine what a hell it must have been for them being inside the towers at this point; some people were on fire as they jumped from the windows.


I went into the north tower to assist the uniformed personnel who were evacuating people. I was also sent in to make sure that the pathway out of the building was clear and that no unauthorised people were in what we refer to as the ‘frozen zone’. The officers there were doing a great job, and no matter where you looked there was an officer directing people to safety. I crossed over to the south tower and saw a photographer taking photos of people coming down the escalator. As he was impeding the process and shouldn’t have been there, I escorted him out of the building to Church and Liberty.


As I had parked close to that location I thought, ‘it’s going to be a long day, I should change into my sneakers’. I walked underneath the overhang of the south tower and got close enough to pop the trunk of my car, when I heard a very loud rumbling noise behind me. I turned and started to walk back to the south tower. Then all of a sudden people started running toward me, screaming that the building was coming down. When I looked up, the building had already begun to pancake.


Due to the force of the explosion, I was literally blown out of my shoes and thrown at least thirty feet to the west side of West Street and Liberty, where I landed face down on the small grassy area in front of One World Financial Center. All I heard was people screaming – for help, for God – and then it just became pitch black. As I was laying on the ground, and debris was falling all around and on top of me, I was struck in the back of my head. I heard the helmet I was wearing split in half and fall off my head.


There was blood flowing down the back of my neck and when I reached back, I felt a huge piece of cement embedded in my skull. I thought for a moment that I was unconscious because it was totally black and totally quiet, but I was aware of how hard it was to breathe. At one point, I pulled my shirt up to cover my nose and mouth. The time sequences are very difficult to recall but, as the black smoke started to clear, I was able to make out a silhouette of a firefighter on my right who called out, ‘are you okay?’. I said, ‘yes’ and he yelled back not to move and to keep my nose and mouth covered.


I was hearing someone scream and moan to my left, so I reached out and felt fingers which I grabbed. I shouted to the person that I was a Lieutenant with the NYPD and there was a firefighter to my right and we would help them. I told them to stay down and repeated the same instructions the firefighter had yelled to me. There were very loud explosions in the darkness and I thought we were being bombed. The air was very heavy and my eyes were burning as well as my throat.


As the blackness began to lift, I told the person whose hand I was holding that I was going to try to see if I could get up, but wouldn’t let go of their hand. I was able to get the top half of my body out of the rubble. As I knelt, I realized that the hand had come up too easily and when I looked down I was holding a hand and an arm with no one attached to it. I tried climbing over to the area, but there was no body to be found. Kneeling, I discovered I was enmeshed in building cables and it took me a while to get untangled. When I was able to get to my feet, I turned to where my car was parked and it was engulfed in flames, along with an ambulance and fire truck. I joined with the firefighter who had been on my right and two EMS [Emergency Medical Service] workers. The EMS workers had saline solution and we washed out our eyes and spit out the black soot that was in our mouths and throats. I thought I had spit out a piece of cement, only to find out later it was my wisdom tooth.


The EMS workers then wrapped my head in gauze to stop the bleeding from my head. It was eerily silent, but as we were able to listen closely we heard people calling out for help. As we could decipher where they were calling from we moved as a group toward the voices and began digging through the rubble to get the people out. We knew that the people at our location were other rescue workers, as all civilians were directed in the opposite direction.


Shortly after, people started screaming bloody murder that the second tower was coming down and to get out of the area. I started to run toward the water but2, unknown to me at the time, I had a fractured ankle and before I knew it a second cloud of debris was upon me.


I was hit hard in the back and fell but, as the blackness started to engulf me again, I got up and was able to run into a nearby building. It turned out to be an apartment building that had lost its power. I followed the emergency lights into the interior of the building. When I got to the elevator shafts and saw that they were stopped on the first floor I opened the door to the stairwell and there were at least a hundred frightened and panicked people lined all the way up.


I told them to filter out of the stairwell and enter the lobby but stay away from the glass windows. After they were all down I went back to the door I had entered. The white ash, which later I found out was pulverized cement, filled the air. Through the haze I saw two NYPD members, belonging to our Technical Assistance Response Unit (TARU) out on the street. I went out and called them. They came over immediately and they told me that we were evacuating people by boat to Jersey. It was at this point that one of the officers told me there was a shard of glass through my blouse and sticking out of my back, between my shoulder blades.


One officer said he would go to the boat with me and the other said he would begin evacuating the building. Once at the dock, there were two boats being loaded and an additional two Harbor Units were pulling in. The Captain of the Harbor Unit called over two EMS workers who told me they were going to cut my blouse off so they could pull the shard of glass out. As they did this, they poured peroxide over the wound and wrapped me in gauze. Once wrapped up, they immediately put me on a Harbor Launch which took me to Ellis Island.


There I was then taken by ambulance to a medical center in New Jersey. I was met by a triage team3 who took me into the emergency room, where they immediately did a chest x-ray and sent me up to surgery. Because of the blunt trauma to my head, the surgeon could not give me anesthesia but she was able to cut the cement out and stitched me across the back of my head. She then tended to my back where she stitched me between the shoulder blades.


An x-ray of my ankle showed it was fractured but due to the lacerations and open wounds in the area they were unable to cast it. The doctors told me I had suffered a severe concussion and recommended that I not be alone for forty-eight hours. The doctors also told me how lucky I was to be alive and I couldn’t agree more.





This remarkable human testimony was complete unto itself in one sense but, in another, seemed to demand amplification.


Lieutenant Tobin, taking the overview six months later, is sure that a ‘guardian angel’ was watching over her. ‘First, I get a helmet on. There was a report of a third plane in the area – an F16 [fighter plane] which, on the ground, we obviously didn’t know until it passed. Only then did we have an idea of what it was. I jumped on the ESU truck and I got one of their helmets. It’s made so that bullets can’t go through it – much heavier than the one I had in my trunk. If I hadn’t had that helmet on when that slab of cement came crashing through, I would have been decapitated. Then to come across a photographer and if I didn’t have to remove him I would have been in the lobby when that building came down, no chance of escape. So then I’m outside the building. Then the force of the explosion actually blew me up – the rush of air lifted me out of my shoes. Then to land on a patch of grass in Manhattan, and they’re kinda few and far between on the landscape of the city . . .’


In the film last night,4 one of the things that struck me was the thud of the bodies. Did you hear that? I know you saw them . . .


‘It was horrendous. You didn’t realise until they got closer that they were actually human beings: the buildings were so tall and the volume of debris that was falling . . .’


Could you see them hit the ground?


‘[softly] Oh yeah.’


Is that easy to live with now?


‘[softly again] Oh no. [Pause] Oh no. [voice rising] And I can’t imagine the hell that they were in to make that choice. I don’t fault them, obviously, but what an evil choice: jumping 90 floors to my death or do I stay here and burn? I think that’s a very hard feeling to live with as an officer. We are not used to being helpless – and to be there watching those bodies come down and be helpless, that’s not a word or a feeling that we experience too often.’


And some holding hands.


‘[softly] yes.’


One of the most striking things about your description was that even in the most extreme moments of your discomfort, when you cannot possibly have known whether you’d be alive or dead in the next 60 seconds, you were still trying to help people.


‘That’s exactly what we’re trained to do.’


But you’re not trained to cope with the Twin Towers coming down. Nobody on earth is trained for anything like that.


‘If you were in my position, and you get up out of the rubble, you look at fire engines burning, an ambulance burning, my own car in flames and it feels like I was in the middle of a war zone. I was in the middle of a war zone, it’s an accurate description. Someone here said to me “why didn’t you get out after the first tower fell? At least you wouldn’t have gotten the glass injury if you had left.” I think it was a half an hour between the first tower coming down and the second tower coming down [north tower at 9.28, the south tower at 9.58]. My question back to the person is “how could you in good conscience leave when you know that there are people in that rubble?” You’d be running away from the whole of your life. You stay and you dig and you do whatever you can to get people out. You don’t walk away and you don’t run away.’


Did you feel it was really happening?


‘It was really surreal, although I must say I didn’t think those buildings would come down, and getting knocked on the head threw off my thought process. I remember when I got up – I had no shoes on, my clothes were torn – that I looked at my hands and I don’t have my car keys. I turn around and I look at my car. It’s on fire. Then the thought process went, “I guess I don’t need my car keys.” It was trying to make a connection between all of it.


‘It’s bizarre but we have these pagers, they are called Operation Pagers. I was getting beeped every two minutes by the people who made it back to this office. I caught some of them and they said “Terri, please call the office.” At that point, I am at Ground Zero, I’m just at the site. Obviously it took a while to get extricated from the rubble and then I was focused on getting these people out. At a certain point I became aware of the beeps and they’re coming in every two minutes. The last beep said to me, “Terri, if we don’t hear from you we are listing you as missing.” I had a cell [mobile] phone with me but when the tower came down so did the cell site so I had no way of communicating with the office to say “I’m alive” and to check on the people I had responded with, because at this point I had no idea.’


The arm and the hand. How do you take something like that?


‘I think having the hand put it into perspective for me. Injured as I was, I was extremely lucky. Nothing to complain about.


‘At first I was taken to Ellis Island and a National Park Ranger5 came over to me. He said, “is there anyone I can call?” I said, “yes, my boss.” He said, “before you start, I can’t reach [area codes] 212, 718 or 917” and for me that eliminates 90 per cent of my world, but I have a sister that lives on Long Island and I gave the number and her name. He asked, “what is the message?” I said, “just tell her I’m alive.” So he’s saying to her, “I’m calling from Ellis Island,” but he doesn’t say I’m there with him, only that somehow I’ve got in touch with him and asked him to call her on Long Island. My sister is saying, “I think she’s at training in Brooklyn” – she had no clue that I had actually been at the World Trade Center.


‘She called my sister-in-law and she reached my brother, who is also an NYPD officer. He was off duty that day. My sister-in-law said, “listen, I’ve just had this strange call. A National Park Ranger on Ellis Island rang to say Terri is shaken up but she’s OK.” My brother put two and two together and he is aware that injured people needing hospitalisation are going to Ellis Island. He has been like an angel in my life, my brother. He makes his way over to the medical centre but I’d been taken to a medical centre in New Jersey. He finds out, he tracks me down and he walks in the door.


‘I’m laying there and, to be honest with you, there was this sense – not only in New York but New Jersey – that thousands of people who’d need medical attention were going to rise up out of the rubble. One of the great shocks was that no one came.


‘When I got to the hospital the doctor said, “we have good news and bad news.” They’d done an x-ray. I said, “well, what’s the good news?” They said, “a surgeon is here and we’re going to take you up to an operating room – it’s actually a recovery room but we’re going to operate on you there. The bad news is, because you’ve had such a blunt head trauma, we can’t give you any anaesthesia.” They never know when they’re putting you under whether it’s because of the anaesthesia or whether you are sleeping because you have internal bleeding. They never take that chance. I said, “OK,” they stitched the back of my head and I was wrapped in this immense turban.’


Did you feel pain when they took this concrete out?


‘Well, she said, “I am going to try and give you a local,” and started injecting with needles and I said, “you know what? Your needles are hurting more than the actual stitches so why don’t you not give me the local and just do what you need to do.” Likewise with my back. And because I had all these open cuts and lacerations on my feet – I was in bare feet – they couldn’t cast my ankle.


‘It wasn’t until I got to the hospital in New Jersey that I even knew the Pentagon was hit. It might have been just because of my hearing [nerve damage, as we shall see], but I thought there was someone in Pakistan who had done it. It wasn’t registering and when I got back to the office it wasn’t about Palestinians, either. Bizarre.


‘I am laying there and in walks my brother. I said to the doctor, “is there anything you want to do?” and she said, “you’ve got to have a CAT scan6 and an M.R.I” – that takes pictures of the interior of your head. “And you can’t be alone for several days, obviously.” I said, “listen, my brother is here, I’ve got a ride back to New York, I’m outta here.” I had no clothes, I had nothing, so they gave me a pair of green surgeon’s pants, a pair of bootees and a blue paper top, the disposable ones like you wear in hospital.


‘Obviously I’d had my gun with me when I got to hospital and it had been taken away so my brother went and retrieved it for me. We were getting into the car. Another officer, a Lieutenant, was there because he’d escorted another Lieutenant – who’d been injured – over to the hospital. He said, “are you going back to Manhattan?” I said, “yes” and he said “could you drive me back to the World Trade Center.” He jumps in the car, we drive back to the World Trade Center, let him out and see if there is anything we can do there.


‘It’s about four o’clock in the afternoon. My brother said, “where to now?” and I said, “Kevin, I need to go back to my office to let them know I am alive and well.” I came walking in and in the time since I left New Jersey to the time I got here someone from the hospital was able to get through – an officer from the local police department there – so they knew that I was alive. I said, “Kevin, go. The phones are ringing off the hook here.” At this point I was running on adrenalin – I did not sleep for 48 hours.
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