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Advance praise for

    THE WOMAN WHO WASN’T THERE

“I finished reading this book weeks ago, but I can’t put it down. It continues to haunt me, and it will you as well. A story impossible to believe . . . except it’s all true.”

—MEREDITH VIEIRA

“Alternately heartbreaking and horrifying, The Woman Who Wasn’t There is a compelling real-life mystery as disturbing as a psychological thriller. The depths of Tania Head’s deception hit me like a punch in the gut.”

—TERENCE WINTER, creator and executive producer of Boardwalk Empire

“Thought provoking, heart wrenching, and unbelievable. . . . Even knowing the outcome, I could not put the book down, awed by the stunning impact of one woman on so many lives.”

—MARIAN FONTANA, author of the New York Times bestseller A Widow’s Walk

“Not since Professor Harold Hill in The Music Man has a con been portrayed in such an empathetic and yet unsparing manner. At the end of Fisher and Guglielmo’s masterfully nuanced portrait, Tania Head’s deception of the survivors becomes understandable—even as it remains unforgivable—as a remarkable outgrowth of the capacity of the human psyche to deceive others by deceiving itself first.”

—JOHN J. FARMER, JR., dean of Rutgers Law School–Newark and author of The Ground Truth: The Untold Story of America Under Attack on 9/11

“Taut and riveting as a mystery novel, except that it’s all true. The tale of Tania Head, the ‘celebrity survivor,’ is a fascinating psychological study of the best and worst of human nature. In their deft, compelling narrative, Robin Gaby Fisher and Angelo J. Guglielmo, Jr., slowly but inexorably lift the curtain on one of the saddest, most senseless, and yet most spectacular frauds in recent history. You will not be able to put this book down until you finish the last sentence, and when you do, you will shake your head in wonder.”

—AMY ELLIS NUTT, author of Shadows Bright as Glass and Pulitzer Prize–winning writer for the Star-Ledger
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PROLOGUE


I used to think I was a filmmaker first, and getting the story was the only thing that mattered. And I then met Tania Head, and everything changed.

—Angelo J. Guglielmo, Jr.




PART 1


2001





AUGUST 14, 2001


Tania dug her freshly painted toes into the gold-speckled sand and walked to the edge of the water where Dave was waiting. This was what she had imagined growing up. An American Prince Charming. The fairy-tale romance. A setting right out of her favorite movie. How could she be so lucky? Tania wondered. Was it possible this was all a dream? She blinked, wide awake. Dave was still there.

It was mid-August, high season in Hawaii, and a gentle breeze blew in off the Pacific, caressing Tania’s bare shoulders like a warm shawl. The justice of the peace cleared his throat, a signal that the ceremony was about to begin. Just then a raucous wave crashed on shore, splashing Dave’s Irish linen trousers and the skirt of Tania’s white cotton beach dress. Tania and Dave looked at each other and nodded in solidarity. As the tropical sun melted on the Maui horizon, with only the local official, and two strangers from the hotel as witnesses, the beaming couple promised to love, cherish, and honor each other, through whatever came their way.

“This is the best day of my life,” Tania said.

Dave nodded and pulled her close. “Me too,” he said.

Sometimes Tania thought her life was too good to be true. She had lived a privileged existence. Born into a wealthy family from Barcelona, Spain, Europe’s largest metropolis on the Mediterranean Sea. Growing up in the trendy l’Eixample district, the canvas for much of the early-twentieth-century masterworks of Art Nouveau architect Antoni Gaudi. Attending the best private schools money could buy. She could hardly wait to show Dave her homeland. The family residence was a short walk to the bustling Passeig de Gràcia, Spain’s richest avenue, with its million-dollar apartments and fussy storefronts bearing names like Chanel and Gucci and Cartier.

Tania preferred the cobbled streets, medieval labyrinths, and rich, romantic history of the nearby Gothic Quarter, or Barri Gòtic, in the center of old Barcelona. It was in the Barri Gòtic that King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella welcomed Christopher Columbus back from his New World adventures in 1493, and Pablo Picasso abandoned traditionalism for his celebrated avant-garde style around the turn of the twentieth century. That was also where Gaudi presided over his magnum opus—construction of the Church of the Sagrada Familia—until his tragic death in 1926, when he was walking to confession and was struck by a tram. As a young girl, Tania would sit for hours in the Placa del Pi, the prettiest square in the Barri Gòtic, and watch the tourists, who came there from all over the world. The storied quarter was a fertile stage for a Catalonian schoolgirl with a prodigious imagination.

Tania had wanted for nothing growing up. Her tennis and riding skills were honed in Spain’s most exclusive country clubs, and her friends hailed, as she did, from Catalonian aristocracy. Her parents spared no expense when it came to education. Tania attended prestigious Opus Dei schools—Orthodox Catholic academies with high-priced tuitions—where she studied American literature and mastered the English language at an early age.

If Tania could have changed one thing about her providential existence, it would have been to be born in America. Indeed, her infatuation with the States began when she was in grade school, and the girl begged her father to buy her an American flag, which she displayed proudly on a prominent wall in her bedroom. Her ticket to the United States had been acceptance to Harvard University, and then to the Stanford University business school, and she had planned her life precisely, quickly climbing the corporate ladder at Merrill Lynch to become its senior vice president for strategic alliances. As her career flourished, Tania lost touch with her personal life, and she had decided that maybe work was enough, when she found the man she would call her soul mate.

On the night that Dave and Tania met, in February 1999, a freezing rain was pelting downtown Manhattan. Tania, who lived in San Francisco then but often worked at Merrill Lynch’s New York headquarters, had put in a fifteen-hour day at the World Trade Center, hammering out the details of a merger between a California commodities company and a rival East Coast financial firm. It was nearly midnight when she left her office in the south tower, and she was bleary eyed and eager to get back to her midtown hotel for a hot shower and the soft bed. Dave had left his office at the consulting firm of Deloitte & Touche, in the neighboring north tower, at the same hour. Taxis are scarce after dark in the financial district, and Tania sighed with relief when she spotted one idling nearby at the corner of West and Vesey Streets.

Running in her heels through puddles of slush, she was about to reach for the car door when a blustery wind caught her umbrella, turning it inside out. Ice pellets lashed her face and stung her eyes. “Great,” she groaned through clenched teeth. As she wrestled the wind for the umbrella, trying not to think about her fingers, which were now numb from the cold, she almost missed the man slipping into the back of the taxi from the other side. “Hey!” she cried, yanking open her door. “You stole my cab!”

Tania often described that fateful meeting with Dave as being like a scene from a romantic comedy. There she stood, drenched and windblown, with tousled hair and a scowl on her face, and staring back at her from inside the taxi was this handsome guy, about her age, with celadon eyes and a radiant grin. As she glared at him, still trying to get her point across, he reached into his pocket and pulled out his business card. “My name is Dave,” he said, seemingly amused. “You can have the cab. But you have to promise to call me.” Tania grabbed the card and pushed it into the pocket of her wet wool coat. “Yeah, sure,” she said, watching her runaway umbrella tumble down West Street.

Tania returned to the West Coast the following day without giving the man in the taxi another thought. But two weeks later, she was back in New York, waiting for take-out sushi in the World Trade Center concourse, when someone tapped her on the shoulder. She turned around, and there he was again. At first she couldn’t place him, not until he said, “I never should have let you have that cab, because you never called.”

“Oh my God,” she said, flustered and groping for words.

“Can I buy you a cup of coffee?” he asked.

“Okay,” she said in a faltering voice. “But I don’t have much time.”

Tania and Dave spent three hours talking that afternoon. She would have spent all day with him, but there was a meeting upstairs that she couldn’t miss. Still, with what she had learned in that short time over coffee, Tania was smitten. Dave was twenty-four years old, two years younger than she was, and he was consulting on a long-term project for the insurance brokerage firm Marsh & McLennan. He lived uptown with two of his roommates from Penn State University, and his hope, he told Tania, was to pursue an MBA from Harvard once his project in the World Trade Center was finished. He expressed his love of the outdoors with a poem he recited for her:

You are enveloped by nature’s beauty,
for just a moment you abandon your incarcerated body

What really struck Tania about Dave was not so much his good looks, or his broad range of interests and talents, or even the fact that he knew about La Diada de Sant Jordi (the annual celebration of the patron saint of Catalonia, when it is a tradition to give a rose and a book to a loved one), but that he volunteered in a soup kitchen on weekends and taught children to read for a local literacy organization. She had always considered herself a social activist.

Tania, a discreet Catalonian woman, was normally reticent about opening up to strangers, but it felt right with Dave, talking about her family and her career and her dreams for the future. She trusted him instinctively. She told him about her early life in Barcelona, about her mother being from a long line of diplomats, and that her father was a business tycoon whose work had often taken the family to the States when she was a girl. Although she had grown up in a great class system, attending the best schools and traveling with her parents to all parts of the world, she had been taught to be humble and compassionate to those who were less fortunate. Her family didn’t differentiate socially the way her status-minded counterparts did, which she considered a great gift. Social justice was in her blood, and when most of her peers were beginning to experience the tony singles bars along Las Ramblas, she was lighting candles for Miguel Angel Blanco, a member of Nuevas Generaciones, the youth arm of the People’s Party of Spain, who in 1997 was kidnapped by a group of armed Basque separatists and executed when the Spanish government ignored their demand for the return of all political prisoners.

Tania shared with Dave her dreams of living in America and how, as a very young girl, she’d hung the flag on her bedroom wall. At the age of seventeen, she was recruited by Esade, then ranked by the Wall Street Journal as the number one international management school in the world. But when she was accepted into Harvard’s early admittance program, she seized the opportunity to come to the States. The ivy-covered campus in Cambridge, Massachusetts, was everything she had imagined it would be, and she fit right in, people watching on the banks of the Charles River and listening to jazz after dark in Harvard Square. After Boston, the new age culture and Spanish influence of Northern California took her to Stanford for graduate school, and she ended up settling in San Francisco.

“I have to see you again,” Dave told Tania when they parted that day.

“As long as you don’t steal another cab,” she said, trying to sound coy.

After several months of exorbitant phone bills and bicoastal dating, they fell in love. Tania eventually moved to New York, and they bought an enormous apartment together in an exclusive building on the Upper East Side and a golden retriever puppy they named Elvis. Money was no object. They bought whatever they wanted and flew off for weekends on a whim. She was a rising star at Merrill Lynch, and he postponed his plans to attend Harvard when his consulting company promoted him to a senior management position. They had achieved the American Dream, and they weren’t even thirty years old. Although their meeting seemed coincidental, they both believed it was destiny. A wedding day was inevitable.

Tania loved recalling the day in the early spring of 2001, when they had been together for over a year, and Dave surprised her with the marriage proposal during dinner at Windows on the World. They chose October 12 as their wedding date: the National Day of Spain. The wedding would be planned to Tania’s mother’s specifications at the Plaza Hotel on Fifth Avenue and Central Park South, in the gilded Terrace Room, with five hundred guests and all the trimmings of a high society affair.

A few months wasn’t much time to plan such a spectacular social splash, however, and the pressure of the task mounted with all of the decisions that had to be made. Tania and Dave, who both were exacting and obstinate, began bickering over every detail, right down to the filling in the wedding cake and the color of his morning coat. It didn’t help that Dave’s mother was always fussing about this or that. You would have thought that it was her wedding, Tania complained to a friend.

By summer, Tania and Dave were fighting every day. Dave’s mother was making so many demands that the tension had reached a breaking point, and Tania wasn’t even sure she wanted to go through with the wedding. But her doubts dissolved when, on one particularly steamy August night, she was reminded why she had fallen for Dave in the first place. Tania had dragged herself home from work and pushed open the apartment door to find a path of rose petals inside. She followed the petal trail down the hall and into the dining room, where she found Dave, dressed in a coconut bra and a grass skirt, dancing the hula to a recording by Don Ho. On the dining room table were steaming dishes of Hawaiian food that Dave had prepared from recipes he’d found on the Internet, and two plane tickets to Hawaii for the next day.

Tania had been to Hawaii, but never to the Grand Wailea Resort on the beach in Maui, and it was spectacular. Dave had booked a sprawling suite with panoramic views of the orchid trees and the ocean that was usually reserved for celebrities. Barbra Streisand, George Clooney, and Julia Roberts were just a few of the A-listers who had stayed there, he told Tania. She was enchanted by the place.

It was their third day on the island when Dave announced that he had a surprise.

“What? Another one?” Tania asked.

“It’s just beginning,” he said.

Dave had scheduled an afternoon in the hotel’s famous Spa Grande. After a couple’s massage, Tania was given the royal treatment. Dave had arranged for her to have a manicure and pedicure. A stylist combed her hair into a loose upsweep, and a makeup artist applied pink stain to her lips and cheeks. When she was all finished, a hotel employee appeared at the door to her changing room with a white garment bag.

“What is this?” Tania asked.

“Please, put it on,” the woman replied.

Inside the bag was a simple but beautiful long white dress hanging from a satin-covered hanger. Tania slipped into it, and the garment fit as if it were made just for her.

“Shoes?” Tania asked.

“No, no,” the woman said. “Just your bare feet.”

The woman motioned for Tania to follow her out of the spa. As they walked through the hotel’s ornate lobby, four brawny men dressed as ancient Hawaiian tribal warriors, carrying fiery torches, met them. They escorted Tania from the hotel to the beach, where Dave was standing by the water, in the middle of a circle of white orchids.

“Will you marry me?” he asked. “Right here? Right now?”

The ceremony had been magical, and, after a dinner under the stars, Tania and Dave called their families and friends to announce that they were “Mauied.” Their parents could only be mollified by assurances from the newlyweds that the “official” wedding at the Plaza would still take place on October 12 as planned.

Standing under the stars, Tania found herself worrying about the price of such unadulterated joy. Happiness was fleeting, so how long could they possibly expect their lives to remain one long continuum of bliss?

Watching waves lap the shoreline, she felt Dave’s hand brush her face.

“Where are you?” he asked.

“I was just thinking that I never want this to end,” she said.

“It never will,” he said, deep dimples pleating his chiseled face.



SEPTEMBER 11


At 8:46 a.m., one hour and six minutes after pushing back from the gate at Boston Logan International Airport, American Airlines Flight 11, a Boeing 767 carrying eighty-one passengers and ten thousand gallons of fuel, and moving 470 miles an hour, plowed through the upper floors of the World Trade Center’s north tower. At the time, Tania was conducting a meeting in Merrill Lynch’s conference room on the ninety-sixth floor of the south tower. The meeting had just convened, and members of her team were grumbling about the end of summer and the finality of a merger they’d been working on for months, which meant that, regrettably, they would soon be going their separate ways. All at once, the building shook, and the lights in the conference room flickered. People outside the closed door squealed.

“What the hell happened?” one of Tania’s colleagues asked.

“I’ll go check it out,” another team member said.

“No, no,” Tania insisted. “Let me go.”

People in the office were gaping out the windows facing the neighboring skyscraper.

“What is it?” Tania asked.

“The north tower is on fire,” a woman said plaintively.

The phones on the floor were ringing off the hook, but people couldn’t seem to tear themselves away from the windows to answer. Tania joined the others and couldn’t believe what she was seeing. Giant balls of fire shot from a gaping hole toward the top of the breached building, and plumes of black smoke coiled around the top floors like a giant snake. People speculated about what could have caused the wreckage. Had it been another bomb, like the one detonated in the basement of the north tower eight years earlier? Maybe a small plane, or a helicopter, or a commuter flight? They were always flying too close to the towers.

Standing there, Tania tried calling Dave but got that pulsing “circuit’s busy” sound. So she pressed her face to the glass and counted down stories from the top of the adjacent skyscraper to the ninety-eighth floor offices of Marsh & McLennan. An accumulating sense of dread swept over her as she counted down. “One hundred one, one hundred, ninety-nine . . .” Dave’s floor was burning and belching smoke. The fireball was so intense that she could feel the heat radiating from the other tower. As she stared at the gloomy scene across the way, disbelieving, powerless, wondering what to do, a chorus of horrified screams broke out among her coworkers.

Tania didn’t grasp what was happening, not at first. Not until a colleague cried out that someone was about to jump from the north tower. She looked toward the top of the burning skyscraper and saw a man teetering on a ledge outside the Windows on the World restaurant. It had only been a few months earlier that she and Dave were there on the one hundred seventh floor, having that romantic dinner, and he dropped to one knee and proposed. “How could life have gone from that to this?” Tania wondered, watching the horrified reaction of her colleagues to the desperate man, clinging to the building, a quarter mile in the sky. One thing was certain: whatever was happening in the other tower was going to change all of their lives.

As the number of wary spectators grew, everyone jostling for a look at the unfolding disaster, Tania struggled to keep her place at the window. She recalled reading once that the architect of the World Trade Center, Minoru Yamasaki, had a fear of heights and purposely designed the towers with small windows to make them feel more secure. On her first day on the job on the ninety-sixth floor, she had nevertheless suffered from a dreadful bout of vertigo and worried that she wouldn’t be able to work in the building. The sensation had only lasted a day, though, and she didn’t experience it again. Not until she saw the man on the ledge, and then she felt as if the floor beneath her were falling away.

In a few short minutes, the black smoke swirling around the top of the north tower had gotten so dense that Tania could no longer see the man. But others had begun dropping from the upper floors, spiraling inelegantly against a void blue sky toward a certain and terrible death. One after the other, men and women plunged out of gaping holes and broken windows, thrashing and flailing, trying against impossible odds to hold on to what was left of their lives. At first Tania thought they were blown out of the building. But, watching closely, she could see some of them making conscious choices to die by falling rather than by fire. Defiant in the face of death, they would at least choose how to end their lives. Could one of them be Dave? One man leapt and immediately began flapping his arms, as if he were trying to fly. It was that moment, watching the poor man’s macabre attempt to save himself, that Tania decided to leave the south tower, despite the voice on the public address system insisting that their building was safe. “We have to get out of here,” Tania said to her coworkers. “Now!”

The World Trade Center elevator system required people to take two elevators between the ground and the upper floors. Passengers rode nonstop express elevators to transfer lobbies on the forty-fourth and seventy-eighth floors, where they walked across a hallway to catch smaller elevators to the higher stories. Rather than wait for the local elevator to shuttle them down from the ninety-sixth to the seventy-eighth floor, Tania decided to walk down the eighteen flights to the sky lobby and catch an express to the ground from there. “This way!” she called over her shoulder. Only her assistant Christine had followed her to the stairs.

The seventy-eighth-floor sky lobby was jammed with people poised between going up or down. Did they listen to their instincts and leave the building? Or heed the advice of the security officers who encouraged them to return to their offices rather than put themselves in harm’s way outside in the plaza? Tania pushed her way from the emergency stairwell into the crush of bodies, pulling Christine in behind her. The lines for the express elevators, each capable of descending to the ground in a minute, stretched from one end of the lobby to the other. Everyone was jittery, nudging and elbowing one another, trying to get closer to the front. It smelled like fear.

Christine was trembling and near tears. There was no reason to be afraid, Tania said, trying to console her. The voice on the public address system said the south tower was safe. But even as she tried to reassure her assistant, Tania had a gnawing feeling in her stomach. What had happened in the other building? Rumors were flying, but no one knew for sure. People carrying BlackBerry phones were able to get sporadic messages from the outside and shared whatever news they had, but it wasn’t much.

If only she knew that Dave was all right. Tania looked at her phone. No service. “Damn,” she said. The phone slipped through her clammy hands. With people standing shoulder to shoulder, there was barely room to bend down to pick it up. No one was willing to move for fear of losing his or her place in line. Was it her imagination, Tania wondered, or were the elevators taking forever?

As cars arrived and left, some packed so tightly that the last people in were pushed out, Tania tried to stay calm. Her mind was made up. She was leaving, and panicking wouldn’t get her any closer to getting out of the building and finding Dave. The first thing that she was going to do when she finally saw him was to apologize for the dustup over his mother’s birthday present that morning.

On the subway on the way to work, Dave had said he wanted to buy some silly tchotchke for his mom. Tania thought that they should get something nice or, at the very least, treat her to a birthday dinner at the restaurant of her choice. They were still arguing when she left him at the turnstile in the World Trade Center Plaza at seven thirty, and he headed up to his office. She had taken a few extra minutes to finish her coffee and bran muffin before going up to work a little before eight. Thirty minutes later, Dave called her, wanting to make up. He didn’t like it when they argued. “Want to grab a quick cup of coffee downstairs?” he asked. “Can’t,” she had said dismissively. “I’m just about to go into a meeting.” Had she even said good-bye?

Elevators came and went, but the lines in the sky lobby didn’t seem to move. Tania took a deep breath through her nostrils and then exhaled slowly. It was a relaxation technique called pranayama that she had learned in her yoga class. “Focus on the breath,” the instructor had said. “Pay attention to the flow of air as it moves in and out of your body.” Purposefully, mindfully, she inhaled deeply into the pit of her stomach, up through her chest to her collarbones, and then slowly released the breath through her nose. After a few breaths, her heart seemed to settle down a bit. Tania wasn’t necessarily a religious woman, but now she prayed that Dave had gone down for coffee without her. Of course he had. Soon it would be her turn on the elevator, and she would find him down on the street, waiting for her. The time was right around nine o’clock.

At that moment, United Airlines Flight 175 was screaming across New York Harbor. The Boeing 767, also bound from Boston to Los Angeles, carried fifty-six passengers, two pilots, and seven flight attendants. It passed the Statue of Liberty, banked hard left, and hurtled toward the south tower. Tania heard what sounded like the whine of a hundred airplanes. A woman standing near a window at the south end of the sky lobby screamed.

“Another plane is coming! Another plane is coming!”

At first Tania thought that the woman was just hysterical. But the sound of jet engines grew louder and more ominous. “What’s going on?” Christine cried. Tania grabbed her assistant and embraced her. “I’ll take care of you,” she said.

Everything happened so quickly after that. The sickening scream of the jet engines as the plane advanced with impossible speed. People crying. People screaming. People dropping to their knees in prayer. There would be no escape, no safe berth, Tania thought, as the roar grew louder and meaner. “It’s coming for us,” she said to herself. “We’re all going to die right here.” The windows exploded in a million shards of glass. Tania saw the silver wing of the United jet slice through the sky lobby, shredding everything in its path. The force of the impact tore Christine from her arms. Marble walls disintegrated, and whole sections of ceiling collapsed. The building bowed sideways, and then snapped back fiercely. An elevator filled with people disappeared down a black, bottomless shaft. Tania was caught in a ferocious wave of heat. She felt as if her lungs were on fire and she couldn’t take a breath. She realized that she was flying through the air, toward the bank of elevators, where flames were shooting from the empty shafts. “Please let this be over fast,” she prayed. “I know I’m going to die. Please don’t make it hurt.”

She awakened under a jagged slab of marble, to the stench of burning flesh. Gagging, she suddenly realized that she was smelling her own skin burning. The sky lobby, which moments before had been bustling with people, was a snarl of twisted steel, pulverized wallboard, and dangling wires. The elevator shafts glowed red, and in the dim light of the small fires seething around her, Tania could make out the bodies. The lobby was strewn with the dead and the dying. A vast canvas of grief. Rolling over to try to free herself, she realized that she was lying beside a mortally injured person. She recognized the dress on the headless torso. It was Christine.

Tania let out a long, silent scream. “These are the very last moments of my life,” she thought. “Why does it have to end now? Why does it have to end here, like this?”

It was getting harder to breathe. Blinded by dense smoke, she didn’t know where she was, and she didn’t know how to get out. Looking over the carnage, she recognized the remains of some of her other coworkers. They must have followed her down the stairs after all. She had led all of them to a merciless death. Her anxiety turned to despair and finally to resignation: She would never get to wear the white princess gown she had chosen for her upcoming wedding. She would never get to tell Dave she was sorry for bickering with him that morning. “It’s no use,” she thought, surrendering to the sound of her own death knell. She would die in the south tower too.

Then, just as Tania closed her eyes, she felt someone slapping her back, causing her a nauseous kind of pain. She swung with her good arm. “Why are you hurting me?” she cried, by then nearly delirious. “Please stop hurting me.” Kneeling over her was a man with a red bandanna wrapped around his face. He wasn’t trying to hurt her. He was patting down her burning clothes with his jacket. The man’s eyes were kind and knowing.

“Are you real?” Tania asked.

“Just stay awake,” he said. “Stay awake.”

Tania clung to the sound of his voice. “I found a stairway,” he said. “I’m going to show you the way. Can you get up? Are you able to make it to the stairs?”

Tania wiggled her toes and then moved her legs. “I think I can,” she said. Pain coursed through her body as she slowly rose to her feet. Her right arm dangled from a thread of sinew, and she tucked it into her jacket pocket to keep it from falling off. With the man in the red bandanna supporting her, she walked over bodies and body parts.

“I don’t think I can go on,” she said, wiping blood from her forehead.

“Just keep moving,” he said, his voice strong and unwavering.

Trudging forward, her attention was drawn to a sudden, slight movement in the sea of stillness. She could barely make out the form of a man in the murkiness, a man camouflaged by a knot of grisly bodies and his own terrible burns. “Wait,” Tania said, kneeling beside him. Gasping for breath, the dying man reached for her. “Please give this to my wife,” he said, dropping something hot into her hand. The gold wedding band in her palm was inscribed with a woman’s name and the word Forever. Tania wiped away tears as she stared into the man’s eyes. “I’ll find her and I’ll give it to her,” she promised, placing the ring in her pocket, but the man was already gone.

“The stairway is just ahead,” the man with the red bandanna said, summoning Tania forward. “We’re almost there. You can’t help him now.”

The door to the stairs was partially blocked by debris, but there was enough room to squeeze through. The stairwell was stuffy, and smatterings of ghoulish-looking people were slowly making their way down. Panic-stricken, Tania turned to her rescuer. “I’m so scared!” she cried. “Go,” he said, putting his hand on her shoulder. “You can do this.” Tania trusted the stranger. It wasn’t like her to give up, and she had so much to live for. She thought of the beautiful white princess wedding gown hanging in her closet at home. She had spent weeks searching for just the right dress for the formal ceremony, and it was perfect. The wedding was only a month away. Dave would be sick with worry by now. Taking a deep breath, she pressed through the doorway and began her descent.

When she turned to look back, the man with the red bandanna was walking back into the smoke.



A LONG WAY DOWN


 

Will you stay with me, will you be my love
Among the fields of barley

Tania sang in a low whisper. She was certain that she would lose her mind if she stopped. As it was, her sanity was cracking. Singing her favorite Sting songs helped to muffle the ominous echoes of crashing planes and doomed coworkers that were trapped inside her head. Others in the stairwell moved forward slowly, single file, looking dazed, saying nothing. The stairs were slick with a paste of water spilling from broken pipes and powder from pulverized Sheetrock. Tania was puzzled by how orderly things seemed in the narrow passageway. They were traumatized people navigating a long, uncertain procession from hell, yet no one panicked or pushed to get ahead.

Occasionally someone glanced at her and then quickly looked away. She must have been a sight, she thought, burned and bleeding, covered in a fine, gray dust, her tattered jacket hanging in shreds from her blackened torso. But her mangled right arm was the worst. It was still tucked into her jacket pocket, but she didn’t know how long it would stay attached. Tania was light-headed and beyond weary, with no way of knowing what was ahead of her. She had hobbled down probably only two or three stories since leaving the man with the red bandanna on the seventy-eighth floor, but it felt like fifty. Each flight seemed longer and harder than the last, and she didn’t want to think about how many more there were to go until she would finally reach the bottom. With each movement, an ungodly pain tore through her body, and she tried not to scream. So with every agonizing step, she sang.

Oh can’t you see
you belong to me
Now my poor heart aches
with every step you take

There was a moment when she didn’t know where she was anymore. It felt as if she were drifting outside of her body. She thought, “I’m already dead!” and maybe all of the people around her were dead, too, ghostly troops marching toward some godforsaken afterlife. But then her stoic Catalan resolve kicked in and, like a thunderclap in the dead of night, snapped Tania out of her delirium. No, she wasn’t dead, and she wasn’t going to die. Not like this. Not in some grim, gray stairwell.

Soldiering on, she thought about her family back in Spain and her upcoming wedding at the Plaza. And Dave. Her beloved Dave. What would he say if he knew she hadn’t tried her best to survive? What floor was she on, anyway? She didn’t even know. The heat in the stairway was suffocating, and with every step forward, her breath became more labored. Tania’s eyes stung, and her lungs felt as if they were burning from the inside out. Her vision blurred, and, when she winced, silvery stars darted behind her closed eyelids. The stairwell started to spin, faster and faster it went, and, all at once, she was six years old and playing with her classmates at the Opus Dei School in Barcelona. They were skipping in a circle and singing, “Here we go round the mulberry bush, the mulberry bush, the mulberry bush. Here we go round the mulberry bush. On a cold and frosty morning.” The sweet sound of her own childlike voice soothed her. Then everything went dark.

When Tania came to, she was lying alone on the hard stairs. She tried moving, but her legs were lame. Was it her brain or her body getting in the way? she wondered. Somehow she had to get herself out of the building. She heard her father’s voice. “In this family, we don’t give up, we overcome,” he always said. Just then a clatter of voices wafted up from somewhere below her, and she spotted a small pack of firefighters, loaded down with heavy equipment, trudging up the steps. She held out her hand.

“I’ve got this one,” one of them said, stooping beside her limp body and signaling the others to go ahead.

The young New York City firefighter was breathless and dripping sweat. Kneeling over her, he spoke reassuringly. His eyes were soft and kind, but she saw him look at her dangling arm.

“Okay, sweetheart,” he said. “You’re going to be okay. I’m going to get you out of here. Can you put your good arm around me?”

Tania fought to stay awake. People upstairs were dying, and they needed to be saved. “The seventy-eighth floor,” she said in a weak, shaky voice. “There are people up there who are terribly hurt.”

“Help is on the way for them,” the firefighter said. “Now, let’s get you out of here.”

Tania rose slowly to her knees and, with the firefighter’s help, forced herself to her feet. She was weak and wobbly, and her heart pounded out of her chest. Leaning heavily on his arm, she walked down one step, then another, and another. She could feel the building shaking and swaying. She tried to sing, but the words no longer came.

“You’re doing great,” the firefighter said, encouraging her, willing her to go on. “We’re getting there. You can do it. Only twenty flights to go.”
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