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How could we forget those ancient myths that stand at the beginning of all races, the myths about dragons that at the last moment are transformed into princesses? Perhaps all the dragons in our lives are princesses who are only waiting to see us act, just once, with beauty and courage. Perhaps everything that frightens us is, in its deepest essence, something helpless that wants our love.

RAINER MARIA RILKE: Letters to a Young Poet

Translated by Stephen Mitchell





I AM THE CENTRAL PARK JOGGER





Prologue



“I’ve got news,” Elizabeth Lederer, the chief prosecutor in my case, said over the phone. Her voice was controlled; I could tell she was trying to hide her emotion.

Her call came in early June 2002, when I was more than halfway through the writing of this book, and left me too stunned to respond. Matias Reyes, a convicted murderer and serial rapist serving thirty-three years to life, claimed he alone had dragged me into a ravine, raped me, and left me for dead. DNA evidence placed him at the crime scene. He could not be charged because the statute of limitations in the case had expired.

As the ensuing investigation wore on, I struggled to understand the implications. We had always known there was another involved in the attack, so that part of his confession merely told us his identity. But if he was telling the truth that he had acted alone, then the five who had been convicted for the crimes against me were innocent. Questions assailed me. Could Reyes be believed? What if the wrong people had gone to jail? To what degree would I again be involved if there was a new investigation?

What I thought was a closed chapter in my life was reopened. Headlines screamed “Jogger” once again. I was living the horror as I had not lived it before, since I had been beaten into a coma the first time around.

Reyes became real to me in a way the five had not. I didn’t want to see him in the paper, hear him talk on the television news. He had murdered a woman and raped more, forcing some at knifepoint to make a choice: “Your eyes or your life.” How the hell did I survive?

But through all the recent developments, one thing remained constant: there is nothing I can add or contribute to what happened that night. The traumatic brain injury inflicted on me leaves me unable to remember anything of the attack. In a way, that makes me feel helpless. Not as a victim, but as someone who wants to contribute to the truth. Part of my being at peace with the events of April 19, 1989, however, is accepting that I will never know.

On the morning of December 19, 2002, New York State justice Charles J. Tejada announced his decision to vacate the convictions of five young men—Antron McCray, Raymond Santana, Yusef Salaam, Kevin Richardson, and Kharey Wise—for various combinations of robbery, riot, assault, sexual abuse, rape, sodomy, and attempted murder in Central Park that April. New York’s Criminal Procedure Law—Section 440.10 (1) (g)—provides that, among other criteria, if “new evidence” is such that it would probably have resulted in a verdict more favorable to the defendant if it had been received at trial, then a court may vacate the convictions. After the judge did just that—vacated the convictions—the Manhattan District Attorney said he would not seek a retrial.

But these developments have not changed my purpose in writing this book. It has taken me fourteen years to go public with my story, and that story isn’t about the justice system, about who attacked me, or whether one confession or five were true. It is about reclaiming a life, my life.

I built a life until I was twenty-eight, was struck down, and so had to build another. Two lives, and I’m proud of both. My book is about something I did, not what was done to me. I needed help, and my story is also about the nature and effect of that help.

I offer my story and the lessons I learned as an invitation to heal.









Preface

“I’m Okay”




Shortly after 9 P.M. on April 19, 1989, a young woman, out for her run in New York’s Central Park, was bludgeoned, raped, sodomized, and beaten so savagely that doctors despaired for her life and a horrified nation cried out in pain and outrage.

I am that woman, until now known only as the Central Park Jogger, and this is my story.

For fourteen years I’ve been reluctant to tell it, despite repeated entreaties from magazines, book publishers, and movie and television studios. I was counseled—and believed—that only by remaining anonymous could I return to the normality of my life before the attack. Well, I’m “normal” now; I’m okay. And many other factors have convinced me that it’s time to write about my experiences under my real name. But I’ve not “returned” to the young, ambitious, workaholic associate of the Energy and Chemicals Group in the Corporate Finance Department of Salomon Brothers. My physical and cognitive abilities are different. Different things matter to me. What I value is different, though my values haven’t changed. I see the world through different eyes and am more appreciative of the people, places, and life around me.

I went for a run and had my life interrupted. No one comes that close to death without being transformed in some way, and I’ve learned to accept the changes, both positive and negative. After April 19, the world reached out to me because I was so brutally attacked, and I benefited profoundly from the outpouring of support. Now I’m reaching back out to the world. I’m proud to tell you that my name is Trisha Meili. To be able to write this at all represents an important breakthrough in my healing.
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Mention the Central Park Jogger to virtually any adult in New York City, and to millions across the country, and they’ll relive their sense of shock at what happened to her, even fourteen years later. I’m not sure why this is so. In the intervening years, there have unfortunately been innumerable beatings and countless rapes (during the week I was attacked, twenty-eight other rapes were reported across the city), yet my case is remembered while the others are forgotten by all but the victims, the victims’ immediate families and friends. Perhaps it is because this assault revealed the basest depravity human beings are capable of—the attack was believed to have been committed by a group of teenagers between the ages of fourteen and sixteen, out only to have some “fun”—and people shuddered to realize such cruelty exists in our exalted species. Perhaps it is also the randomness of the attack (Tom Wicker, in a New York Times column, called the act “inexplicable”), the sense that “there but for the grace of God go I.” And perhaps it is because people wanted to affirm that there is a better, higher part in the vast majority of us and could display that nobility in their desire to comfort me. That comfort, expressed through prayer, through letters, through gifts, through kindness, played an essential part in my recovery. The love and support I received from so many surely motivated me to keep pushing ahead and moving forward.

For more than ten years I’ve been looking for a way to turn what was truly horrible into something positive, to use my experience as the basis for inspiration, not pity. As it turned out, the attack, meant to take my life, gave me a deeper life, one richer and more meaningful than it might have been. A newspaper reporter once dubbed me “Lady Courage.” I was proud of that description, a recognition that what I was going through wasn’t easy; it took hard work to recover; and even today the process continues. It took courage to give up my privacy. I never intended to become famous or an inspiration. I am an ordinary woman who experienced an extraordinary trauma. But as the years passed, the ideas I wanted to express became clearer in my mind, continued to nag at me, and I felt compelled to take the risk of stepping out of my privacy. My story is not essentially about violence in the cities nor the success or failure of our criminal justice system. Nor is it about vengeance or hate. Rather it is about the capacity of the human body and spirit to heal.
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It is also about power. Not military power or corporate power, but powers that are far more important and eternal. The power of touch, for example, and the power of intention. The power of the body and the power of the mind. The power of doing. The power of no resentment. All these were shown to me during my rehabilitation.

In May 2001, my mother died unexpectedly. She was an important figure in my life, perhaps too important. There is probably no greater pain to a mother than to see her child suffer, and while she was alive, she fought fiercely to keep our tragedy private. The attack on me was also an attack on her and on our entire family, for my suffering, as a therapist said, had a ripple effect that sent waves of hurt to all of them. Still, in my final conversation with my mom, she supported my desire to use my experience to help others. Her passing was in one way a release, a sign that I had her permission to write about what had happened to me and what I had learned from it.

Another motivation to write is a recent experience of speaking at a rehabilitation hospital. I was there at the invitation of Dr. Jon Kabat-Zinn, founder and former director of the Stress Reduction Clinic at the University of Massachusetts Medical Center. Our audience was a large group of clinicians and patients in various stages of recovery from head injuries. This was my first time “going public,” and I was not sure of the response.

It was the confirmation of my audience more than my own prepared words that calmed me down. Some of the people had severe head injuries and asked about my own. I told them that I had overheard the phrases “brain damaged” and “permanently injured” and “she’ll only be able to come back so far,” and I had fooled the speakers (usually doctors) by the extent of my recovery and they might too. I didn’t make false promises, I only said what was true for me, yet it was obvious that I had struck a chord. One man in a wheelchair, who had been in a coma for fourteen weeks, was thrilled that I had been in a wheelchair too and was now walking—not perfectly, but walking. He told me I had given him great motivation, and that he would “beat this”—his own disability. His faith was as powerful to me as mine was to him. Another asked me how I had come so far on my own, and I said I hadn’t done it on my own, that doctors, nurses, therapists, family, friends, and strangers had given me hope, and from hope there emerges possibility.

I saw that my answers inspired my listeners, and I realized that I would have to write my story down in the belief that I might reach others. This book is the result.









Chapter One

“Wilding”




At 5 P.M. on the day of the assault, I turned down a dinner invitation from a friend because I had too much work to do at the office. This was not unusual. At age twenty-eight, I was on the fast track at Salomon Brothers, one of the top-tier investment banks on Wall Street, and often worked late; it was one way to stay on the track.

Before I left the office, Pat Garrett, a colleague of mine who worked in the adjoining cubicle, asked my advice about a new stereo. Three months earlier I had moved into a building on East 83rd Street and had bought a system that I had described to Pat as ideal for a smallish New York apartment.

“Why not come over and take a look at it?” I suggested.

“Sure,” he said, delighted. We had become good friends at Salomon, though our romantic attachments lay elsewhere.

“Come around ten. That’ll give me time to go for a run before you get there.”

There was no chance I’d forgo the run. I was obsessed with exercise and had run marathons in Boston and many 10K races in New York City. Since I normally arrived at work at seven-thirty, running in the morning would have meant getting up too early. Besides, a night jog was a fine way to relieve the stress of the day. I varied my route occasionally, as the mood struck me, but often, after entering Central Park on 84th Street, would turn north to the 102nd Street crossdrive. At night, this area of the park was secluded and dimly lit, but the only concession I made to its potential danger was to go there at the beginning of my run, rather than later at night. That friends had warned me about running alone at all at night may have goaded me to continue. I had been running there for two and a half years without their advice, and I didn’t need it now. Like many young people, I felt invincible. Nothing would happen to me. I can be determined, defiant, headstrong—and maybe there were deeper issues that drove me to take the risk.

“Great,” Pat said. “I’ll be there at ten.”

And while I remember the five-o’clock call, I don’t remember the conversation with Pat; I’ve reconstructed it here after later talks with him. Indeed, the dinner invitation is my last memory of anything—words, events, people, actions, touch, sights, pain, pleasure, emotions; anything—until nearly six weeks later.
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Just before nine that night, a group of more than thirty teenagers gather on 110th Street, the northern end of Central Park, for a night of “wilding”—senseless violence performed because it’s “fun and something to do.”* They throw rocks and bottles at cars entering the park; punch, kick, and knock down a Hispanic man, drag him nearly unconscious into the bushes, pour beer over him, and steal his food. They decide not to attack a couple walking along the path because the two are on a date, but do go after a couple on a tandem bicycle, who manage to elude them. They split into smaller groups, then come together, then split again, like dancers in a sinister ballet. In all, eight are assaulted, including a forty-year-old teacher and ex-marine named John Loughlin, whom they beat unconscious.

Reports from that time allege that between eight and fifteen of them spot a young woman jogging alone along the 102nd Street crossdrive. There they tackle her, punch her, and hit her with a sharp object. Soon they drag her down into a ravine where one of the teenagers rips off her jogging pants. The woman is in excellent condition, and she kicks and scratches at them, screaming wildly; it is difficult to pin down her arms and legs. Finally, she is hit in the left side of the face with a brick or rock. Her eye socket shatters and she stops fighting and screaming.

By this time, John Loughlin, having regained consciousness, has been found by the police and reported his assault. He is taken to a hospital. The cops, now aware of the attacks from reports by some of the victims, have fanned out, looking for the assailants. The park goes quiet.

Three and a half hours later, two policeman, Robert Calaman and Joseph Walsh, sitting in an unmarked car at the 102nd Street crossdrive, are approached by two Latino men, shouting excitedly about a man in the woods who has been beaten and tied up. The policemen drive closer to investigate. Walsh gets out of the car and sees a body in the mud off the pavement, lying faceup and thrashing violently.

The men were wrong. It is the body of a woman. Naked except for her bra, which has been pushed above her breasts; her running shirt has been used to gag her and tie her hands in a praying position in front of her face. Walsh tells her he’s a policeman.

“Who did this to you?” he asks. “Can you speak to me?”

There is no response. She is bleeding profusely. One of her eyes is puffed out, almost closed. The policemen call an ambulance. EMTs arrive. She is taken to Metropolitan Hospital, known for its acute-trauma care, and rushed to the emergency room. She is met by Dr. Isaac Sapozhnikov, attending physician in the ER, who instantly calls Dr. Robert S. Kurtz, director of Surgical Intensive Care, at his home. Dr. Kurtz issues instructions for the immediate care the Jogger needs and comes in early that morning. He will supervise her treatment for the seven weeks she is at Metropolitan.

It is astonishing that the Jogger is alive. She is in deep shock, her blood pressure so low that the ER staff are unable to get an accurate reading. Her body temperature is eighty-five degrees, and she is unable to breathe on her own. A technician stands by her side to pump oxygen down a tube in her throat. Last rites are administered.

The woman is bleeding from five deep cuts across her forehead and scalp; patients who lose this much blood are generally dead. Her skull has been fractured, and her eye will later have to be put back in its place. When it comes time for surgery, Kurtz will be surrounded by a crackerjack team: two plastic surgeons, an expert on severe injuries to the eye; an ear, nose, and throat specialist. But for now, he—and Dr. Sapozhnikov before him—has only the emergency room staff to assist him.

The victim’s arms and legs are flailing violently, the aftereffects of massive brain damage, and that night have had to be tied to the gurney since there are not enough night nurses to monitor her constantly. The jerking and thrashing mean that both halves of her brain have lost their ability to control the movement of her extremities, to say nothing of her ability to think or feel. Many will stand by her bed in coming days and interpret this as the Jogger still fighting for her life.

There is extreme swelling of the brain caused by the blows to the head. The probable result is intellectual, physical, and emotional incapacity, if not death. Permanent brain damage seems inevitable.
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As promised, Pat gets to Trisha’s apartment building at ten. He rings up. No answer. Funny, he thinks, she must still be in the shower. He waits, rings again. When there’s no response, he goes to a phone booth at the corner and calls her. He gets her machine. “Hi, I’m not able to answer the phone right now, but if you’ll leave your name and number…”

“Trisha, where are you? It’s the story of my life, women always standing me up,” he jokes. “I’m going home. Hope everything’s okay.” A tendril of worry takes root, grows. How could she have forgotten that they were supposed to meet? He calls Trisha’s former boyfriend, Paul Raphael, since Paul and Trisha often ran together. Paul doesn’t know where she is either. Pat considers calling the police, but doesn’t, thinking they’d laugh at him. It’s a regret he carries to this day.

Trisha is usually the first one in the office, so when Pat gets in around eight the next morning and doesn’t see her, the alarm bell rings more loudly in his brain. He asks Joanne, Trisha’s secretary, if she might be traveling. No, Joanne answers. His concern mounts.

Meanwhile, Peter Vermylen, a more senior member of Salomon’s Energy and Chemicals Group, and one of the people who has strongly warned Trisha against running in the park at night, is driving from his home in New Jersey to the PATH train that will take him to New York City. On the way, he listens to a radio report so disturbing that when he gets to the parking lot, he stays in his car until it finishes. A young woman has been attacked in Central Park, and he knows that Trisha jogs there almost every night.

He reaches Salomon Brothers and looks toward Trisha’s desk. It is empty. She usually gets in before he does, he thinks. He asks Joanne if she has heard from Trisha. She says no. He asks her to call Trisha’s apartment. No answer. Deeply worried now, he decides to contact the police, and after a couple of unproductive calls he reaches the precinct where a group of detectives have been assigned to the case. He tells the detective who answers the phone that he might know the victim and gives him Trisha’s name, age, occupation. The detective describes the victim’s hair as curly and medium brown, and Peter feels reassured: Trisha’s is dirty blond and straight. But then the detective asks if the woman wears a “distinctive piece of jewelry.” Peter puts his hand over the mouthpiece and asks Joanne about it. She describes it to him—it is a gold ring shaped into a bow—and he passes the information to the detective. “It’s her,” the detective says, and Peter hears him call to his colleagues, “We’ve got her. She’s an investment banker.” He asks Peter additional questions, but Peter can’t talk. He’s gasping for breath.

He calls Terry Connelly in Administration with the news. The detectives want someone from the firm to go to the hospital to identify the victim, and Peter volunteers for the job. No, Terry says, he’ll go himself, along with a close friend of Trisha’s, Pat Garrett. Peter tells him about the ring.

Pat and Terry go together to Metropolitan Hospital. They’re stopped by a security guard in the lobby. The place is a madhouse. Cops are everywhere. Reporters clamor for access and information.

“No one’s allowed up,” the guard tells them.

“But I’m here to identify her,” Pat insists.

“We’ll show you a picture.”

It’s impossible to identify the woman in the picture; her face is unrecognizable. Pat insists on seeing Trisha in person. His reason tells him the woman in the photograph with her battered body, swollen face, and puffy eyes is Trisha. But emotionally, he’s not prepared to say, “Yeah, that’s her.”

Reluctantly, a policeman escorts the two men upstairs. There is a guard outside Trisha’s door, and a small group of doctors and nurses whispering nearby. Otherwise, silence. Pat opens the door, looks down at the figure on the bed. The woman’s head is covered by bandages. Her face is so badly beaten and swollen it looks like some grotesque Halloween mask, barely human. Pat can’t believe that the body before him is alive. He’s still not positive it is his dear friend who is lying in front of him. A policeman enters, shows him the ring the victim wore—and Pat’s heart breaks. It is a little golden bow.

Pat calls the office to ask Joanne for numbers from Trisha’s Rolodex and embarks on one of the most difficult jobs he’s ever had to do: he must break the news to Trisha’s family.
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The cops have been busy. Acting on tips and interviews, they have soon winnowed out suspects from the group allegedly in the park, among them Steve Lopez, fifteen; Antron McCray, fifteen; Raymond Santana, fourteen; Yusef Salaam, fifteen; Kevin Richardson, fourteen; and Kharey Wise, sixteen. They are black and Hispanic. Some live in Schomburg Plaza, a government-subsidized housing development directly north of Central Park, others in the Taft Houses project on Madison Avenue. Most are from two-parent, blue-collar environments. Nothing in their outward circumstances would mark them as capable of this violence. When two are put into Rikers Island prison, they are beaten by other inmates furious at the nature of their alleged crime.

On April 20, Elizabeth Lederer, one of New York’s top prosecutors and a renowned trial attorney, is assigned to the Jogger case by Linda Fairstein, head of the Sex Crimes Prosecution Unit; it has been put in Fairstein’s department because technically this is a sex crime, not yet a homicide. Lederer, already alerted that she will be the lead prosecutor in the case, goes to the 20th Precinct on West 82nd Street at 8 P.M. The investigation has been moved here from the much smaller Central Park station house, where some of the teens were initially taken and interrogated by detectives for hours. Primed by the police, Lederer spends the rest of the night of the twentieth and day of the twenty-first getting on videotape most of the suspects’ individual responses to her questions about the attack. The parents of some are there for the questioning, as is usually required for suspects under the age of sixteen, since otherwise what they say may not be admissible as evidence in a trial.

Some of the teenagers are arrogant and hostile; some are more subdued. Some admit to being part of the group who assailed the jogger; one—Wise—tells Lederer “this is my first rape.” Later, confessions will be recanted and the defense will argue that they were coerced. Though divergent in many respects, and though no clear physical evidence links the teens to the crime, the stories have enough similarities in their details to convince Lederer they are true. At the same time they point blame in so many different directions that she knows the task of putting together a solid, irrefutable scenario of the events of April 19 to present to a jury will be Herculean.
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The media goes into a frenzy. New York City in 1989, as New York Times columnist Bob Herbert later describes it, is “a city soaked in the blood of crime victims. Rapists, muggers, and other violent criminals seemed to roam the city at will…. Someone was murdered every four or five hours.” The “Jogger case” speaks to the city’s worst fears, its deepest divisions, and indeed the nation’s fears and divisions. The major national stories that have occupied the press—the spread of the spill of oil from the Exxon Valdes, the closing arguments in the Iran/contra trial, the scandal involving House Speaker Jim Wright—are pushed to the sidelines. Because the body wasn’t discovered until the early-morning hours of the twentieth, full morning newspaper coverage doesn’t begin until the twenty-first, though the afternoon papers already had the story. Once it starts, it doesn’t stop. It is the lead story on local and national television for many days, and the newspaper coverage is even more extensive. Beyond the papers in the immediate area, the story is picked up within days by the Boston Globe, San Francisco Chronicle, Los Angeles Times, Northern Virginia Daily, USA Today, Seattle Times, Detroit News, Pittsburgh Post Gazette, Houston Chronicle, Dallas Times Herald, and Milwaukee Journal, among others. The International Herald Tribune runs a long story on the Jogger, and the case is covered both in the Evening Standard of London and La Presse Étrangère in Lebanon. A special hospital spokesperson is assigned to brief the media first hourly, then daily. As soon as they can, weekly and monthly magazines feature the Jogger and/or her alleged assailants. All three major women’s magazines—Ladies’ Home Journal, Good Housekeeping, and McCall’s—have comprehensive coverage. In December, the Jogger is chosen as one of Glamour‘s Women of the Year, and People magazine names her one of the Year’s Most Interesting People.

There is an unwritten law among journalists that names of rape victims are not to be revealed, and in this case only a few break the rule, notably the Amsterdam News, New York City’s leading African-American paper, which urges fairness for the teenagers. Sensationalist headlines are everywhere. The teens are described as a “Wolf Pack”; there is a strident call to bring back the death penalty. The fate of the victim has resonances that affect the hearts of the journalists themselves, and although many of them know her identity, their obvious empathy and sympathy keep them quiet.
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Family and friends begin to arrive at the hospital, among them several Salomon employees including Kevin O’Reilly, the Jogger’s boyfriend at the time, though few at Salomon know this. When the Jogger’s aunt, Barbara Murphy, gets there from New Jersey, she is amazed to see “men in suits” clustered outside the victim’s room. Then one of the Jogger’s two brothers, Steve, thirty-two, a labor lawyer, hurries in. He lives in Hartford, Connecticut, and was the first person Pat Garrett called from Metropolitan after identifying the victim. The Jogger’s parents, Jack, a retired marketing manager at Westinghouse, and Jean, a homemaker, Republican committeewoman, and eight-year school director on the Upper St. Clair School Board, fly in from their home near Pittsburgh. Salomon sends a limousine to pick them up, but, not expecting one, they miss connections and take a cab to the hospital. The cab door is opened by a policeman who has been alerted to expect them, and he escorts them into the hospital.

The Jogger’s other brother, Bill, thirty-five, an assistant district attorney in Dallas, arrives from Texas. By the time he gets to his sister’s room, someone has cleared the surroundings of all but doctors, nurses, and family members. (Steve will later stand guard against reporters trying to worm their way into the waiting room or overhear conversations in the corridor; one even disguises himself as an orderly and tries to get into the Jogger’s room that way.) Now the Jogger’s closest relatives have each had a chance to look at her. Gathered in the visitors’ waiting room, they grasp the extent of the tragedy. The sporadic movements of the Jogger’s arms and legs are her only signs of life. Her face is unrecognizable, even to them. That night, one family member asks the doctors to remove the restraints, but is told it’s too dangerous. She might hurt herself or pull out one of the many tubes—for breathing, for food, for elimination, for the monitoring of heart and other functions. Salomon will pay for full-time private nurses to attend her.

The family members meet in a conference room, where they are visited by Dr. Kurtz. He is not reassuring. They will set up a round-the-clock vigil at her bedside, in eight-hour shifts, until—they dare not finish the sentence. Day after day passes, and their beloved Trisha is still comatose.
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New York City itself goes into mourning. The rape of a slim, seemingly frail, innocent woman—she weighs less than one hundred pounds—seems a rape of the city itself, and her fate becomes the major topic of discussion in every borough, every community. Some call her foolish for venturing into the park at night, but New York Times columnist Tom Wicker affirms in her “the primacy of freedom over fear—all honor to her for that.” Mayor Ed Koch, who has offered Trisha’s parents lodging at Gracie Mansion (they refuse), calls for a day of prayer, and churches, synagogues, and mosques hold special services. Many in the black community are defensive, warning that those in custody might be unjustly accused. Others are sympathetic. Neighbors of the suspects hold a prayer vigil outside the hospital. Members of four of the suspects’ families send flowers and express their grief.

Metropolitan Hospital is besieged by strangers wishing to help in any way they can, and a separate location is set up where blood can be donated to replenish that given to the Jogger. Salomon sets up a blood-donation center for its employees as well. The hospital switchboard is overwhelmed by calls asking for information about the Jogger’s condition or simply conveying good wishes and prayers for her recovery. Flowers pour in from all over the country, including eighteen roses from Frank Sinatra. None beyond the immediate family know that a doctor, though not Dr. Kurtz, has told them in a moment of particular brutality that “it might be better for all if Trisha died.”
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The attack hits the people at Salomon Brothers particularly hard. John H. Gutfreund, chairman and chief executive officer, and Tom Strauss, president, were told immediately of the tragedy, and an attempt was made to keep the news from the employees until there could be more definitive word on the Jogger’s fate. This was futile, and on the first day the company is in shock. Gutfreund and Strauss go to the hospital, and soon many other Salomon employees are traveling to Metropolitan to pay their respects. Trisha has made a special effort to be friendly with her coworkers—reserve has long been a character trait and she has battled against it—and has succeeded. She is in fact loved, which adds heightened emotion to the suspense. Will she survive? her colleagues wonder. Will she ever wake from her coma?

On the twenty-first, a notice from Gutfreund goes to all employees:


There will be a service of prayer for the recovery of Trisha Ellen Meili at the Church of the Heavenly Rest, Fifth Avenue and 90th Street, tomorrow, Saturday, April 22, at 6:00 P.M.

Please bring a candle.



Lisa Borowitz from the Corporate Communications Department is assigned to handle all calls coming into the firm regarding Trisha—for a while there are some two hundred a day. She will remain in that job for many months. And the company does much more. The Meili family has a comfortable income, but the medical bills, beyond Trisha’s insurance coverage, will be staggering. For starters, in addition to the cost of the private nurses, Salomon will also pay her hospital costs.
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At first, the Jogger’s survival is the key issue. There is a terrible moment on April 27 when the breathing tube is removed and it is found the Jogger can’t breathe on her own—it’s the only time, Dr. Kurtz testifies at the trials of the defendants, that he felt like crying.

A second extubation is done on May 2; the crisis is resolved.

Still, questions about her eventual recovery haunt everyone. It is soon probable that the patient will survive, but in what condition? The worry revolves around the long-term damage to the brain. Will she be able to walk—let alone run—again? Once the eye is repaired and the socket rebuilt, how will her vision be affected? What about her fine-motor skills? Will she be able to fend for herself without assistance? Will she ever be able to live alone? What about her capacity for speech, for memory, for reasoning? No one knows or dares predict the outcome.

[image: logo]

Some of the care is nonmedical. Along with Trisha’s family, Pat Babb, one of the private nurses, is especially loving and attentive. After some five days, there is physical therapy, even if it is only stretching the patient’s arms and legs and exercising her ears and nose by pulling on them while she remains in a deep coma. Even before Trisha can talk, a psychiatrist, Mary Ann Cohen, begins neurological rehabilitation. She stands by the bed, telling Trisha where she is and that she is surrounded by those who care for her. Each family member speaks gently to her, assuring her of his or her love. There are few signs that the comatose woman internalizes any of this, but the psychiatrist and the Meili family are convinced it helps.
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The Jogger’s pulse quickens when her mother speaks to her and holds her hand—but she remains comatose for twelve days, and when she is at last semiconscious, she can identify a few words and objects, as Dr. Kurtz reports to the press and to Gutfreund at Salomon.

On May 3, fourteen days after the attack, Gutfreund sends another memo to the Salomon employees:

We thought you might be pleased to read the latest report (3 P.M. today) issued by Trisha Meili’s doctor at Metropolitan Hospital: “Today we are happy to state that favorable trends that began to manifest yesterday culminated in removal of the patient from the ventilator. She can now utter single-and two-word phrases. She can also read signs with her name on them, as well as the words Yes and No. When told that a nurse at her bedside wanted to take up jogging, the patient replied ‘me too.’ While her neurological condition is still far from normal, patient is now out of a coma. She still has a low-grade temperature but overall has improved markedly over the last two days.”


The report does not go into great detail. Coming “out of a coma,” which actually began on May 1, is a gradual process. It does not mean the Jogger has regained her memory or sense of self, nor that she realizes what has happened to her or where she is. She can identify simple words on flash cards, gasp a hoarse hello to her father, move her eyebrows voluntarily. “She still suffers moments of delusion and fluctuates between lucid and unresponsive,” Dr. Kurtz tells the New York Times. She is still in critical condition. And her parents have had to sneak out of their hotel through its kitchen to avoid the press stationed in the lobby and anxious for their reaction to the signs of progress. They know something the media does not: their daughter has pneumonia.

On May 8, there is another memo from Gutfreund:

The following is an update on the medical condition of Trisha Meili, as reported by Dr. Robert S. Kurtz, Director of the Surgical Intensive Care Unit at Metropolitan Hospital Center. Dr. Kurtz said: “Our patient’s maximum temperature in the last 24 hours was 100.4, but at present she does not have a fever. Over the weekend the patient had a transient period of reduced alertness. However, a repeated CAT scan of her head disclosed no new pathology and the patient has returned to her previous state of alertness. She is still not well oriented to time and place, though she has now for the first time made reference to some of her friends and family members. Today she was able, for the first time as well, to help in transferring herself from stretcher to bed. Her pneumonia of last week continues to resolve but we’re maintaining a close watch for any further sign of infection. However, a gallium scan designed to search for sources of infection thus far has shown nothing new. We still consider her to be in critical condition.”


And on May 9, another memo, also quoting Dr. Kurtz:


“Our patient’s maximum temperature was 99.7 which implies continued healing of her pneumonia. The patient shows further evidence of slow progress in recovery from neurological injuries. She is able to name objects today such as a stethoscope which she was only able to describe by function but not name last week. Her orientation to time and place has improved but is still not complete.

“We plan to repair the patient’s facial features including the bony supporting structure of the eye. The date tentatively set is May 17th, assuming no change in the patient’s condition occurs.

“We would now classify the patient as being in serious rather than critical condition.”



The bulletins hearten all who read them. What they do not reflect, however, are the dangers the Jogger faces.
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After an examination undertaken two weeks after the coma eases, her neuropsychologist issues a highly pessimistic report. It reads in part:


Summary and Recommendations: The patient is a 28 year old woman who sustained a severe head injury with excessive blood loss, resulting in moderately severe cerebral edema and coma lasting about two weeks. Approximately two weeks post-coma, she presents with signs of severe cognitive dysfunction suggestive of widespread cerebral impairment which is in the process of recovery. At this point, she manifests limitations in all areas of cognitive functioning. Even so, there have been some signs of incremental gains in specific areas over the course of several days. Most limiting at present are problems with attention and concentration, perseveration, memory and construction skills.

The severity of the patient’s condition raises serious concerns about her prospects for long-term recovery. However, it is far too early to make predictions concerning outcome….

Once the patient’s acute medical needs are met, the present findings strongly suggest that she will require an intensive rehabilitation program that specializes in the treatment of patients with traumatic brain injury…. Several months after placement in a…rehabilitation program, it is suggested an independent neuropsychological assessment be undertaken to evaluate her progress and assist in long-term planning.



This evaluation is not included in bulletins to the press.
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And so it went, doctors working nonstop to save my life, neurologists watching for signs of understanding, my family by my side, my friends visiting as often as they were allowed: continuous activity, continuous motion, continuous crisis—so much so that many on the staff were worried I was being overstimulated—and I aware of none of it. What I now know of these first weeks I learned from what I’ve read and been told.

Memory is a tricky facility. When asked to recall their earliest memories, children often remember things their parents told them rather than retrieving the event itself. In my case, entering a kind of second childhood at age twenty-eight, this was not much different.

I didn’t just come out of the coma, all facilities on “go”; the recovery of even a small part of what were the capabilities of my brain and body was slow and incremental. And on the day the coma began to lift, I was running a temperature of 106. As my recovery progressed, I began to remember faces, words, pictures, the names of things. Sometimes the memory would last, sometimes disappear. (One of the common neurological tests is to ask the patient to identify an object, tell her what it is if she can’t, and then ask for the same identification fifteen minutes later.) My family and my neurologists told me how my memory improved day after day. But as I write this, I have no memory at all of those first weeks at Metropolitan. My amnesia is as complete for that time as it is for the attack itself.

Indeed, my first memory is of an incident that took place on May 26, five and a half weeks after I was admitted. I was lying in bed. An old boyfriend of mine named Ken Hansen, who had evidently visited me many times before, was standing by the base of the bed next to my nurse. I had asked the nurse a question, but Ken answered it for her. (He later told me I had asked the same question many times and had evidently not registered the response.) I was furious. He always talked a lot, and here he was doing it again. How dare he answer a question not addressed to him? He went on talking, and this I remember vividly:

“Shut up, Ken,” I said. “I want to hear it from her.”

Nothing like a gracious reentry into human society.

* Since I have no memory of the events, I’ve relied on accounts from myriad newspaper and magazine articles written at the time, as well as from Unequal Verdicts: The Central Park Jogger Trials, by Timothy Sullivan. These accounts were largely based on often conflicting statements given by some of the teenagers when first questioned by authorities as well as on statements by victims of other attacks that night. Matias Reyes’s confession, however, has raised serious questions about the initial accounts given by the teens.
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