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The ground began (o shake vi-
olently, like an earthguake was
rumbling through. Then a guy next
to me yelled the building was com-
ing down. 1 looked up in panic and
saw the smoldering edifice, crum-
hling like a huge house of cards.
We made our mad dash for safe
ty from Broadway on down Wali
Streetf.

By this poinl. the streel was
thick with people. cach one wilth
only one thing on his or her mind:
“(rod, lel me gel out of here be-
fore I'm crushed to death.”

The lady directly in front of me
iripped in her high heels and feli
flat on her face, I wanted o help
her up bui there just wasn't any
timne, A thick eloud of seoly smoke
mixed with small pieces ol debris
was cascading down on the nar-
row sireet.

With a group of about 12 olher
Irighiened men and women. 1 was
able fo dack into a little alcove at
14 Wall 8. AL first we just hud-
dled against the lecked metal
doors, as the small area bogan 1o
{ilt up with thick, acrid smoke, 1
had clear visions of smothering to
dealh there on Wail Street. Sev-
erat of the women hegan weeping
pitifully. T was in shock.

The smoke was so thick our lit-
tle istand of salely turned ink-
black. You couldn’i see your hand
in fronf of your face. My heart
racing, I covered my face wilh
my shirt and gol as low to the
ground as possible.

Several of us began banging on
the metal doors. It seemed like an
elernity in that inky blackness, [
saw myself dead; for the first time
in my lifel realized that death was
more than ]U‘%l a dislani possibii-
ity. :
I banged on thaL door with alt
© my strength, and finally if opened

and a shatt of pure, clean, white

light came flooding info thal dark-

ness. A middie-aged guy with a

beard shouted for uslo make haste

in coming in, to keep the smoke

out of the building. - .

Escape, then .cblia_h_se_ '_ :

We went up severa flighis of '

slairs into a hallway, where I
collapsed near a hank of eleva-
tors, not so much from exbaus-
lion as the fear of what had jusl
happened. 1 must have looked a
sighl — my hair and face turned
an ashen gray {rom lhe soot —
because e guy who had res-
cued us kepl asking me if §
needed medical attention. 1 said
no and sat agains! the wall, try-
ing 1o coilect my thoughts.
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I got up and made if to a wa-
ter fountain. T washed my f{ace
and gargled some waler around
my throat and spif, to clear the
acrid soot oul of the back of my
throat. A late arvival came up the
nearby staircase and told vs the
second World Trade Center tow-
or had just come down. He said
he bad been in a building across
the streef and had seen it all,

We looked at each other in dis-
helief. “This is war,” one guy
shouted.

Stunned, angry, shocked

1 had o gel a phone. 1 fell an
obligation to call my editor, tell
him what I had been through and
let him know } was OK. Bul the
phone lines were down. 1 couldn't
reach him. 1 called my mother to
leli her T was. ail righl and lefl a
message for.my fiancee on my
lome phone. 1 was still kicking.
Then I began walking through the

_building, trying to get peaple's re-

action to what was happening.
‘The people { spoke with gener-
ally expressed shock, anger and
fear. Another common reaction
wag concern (hat loved ones whe
waorked in or near the Twin Tow-
ers or in tower Manhattan, for

" that matter, were all right. There

were reports of another piane cir-

.- cling lower Manhaitan and peo-
> plein 14 Wall St. were scared their

huilding was being targeied. The

.building -fire ‘marshal said he

thought it might be best if every-

- body went down to the basement.

We agreed and followed him down
the stairs,The lurn of ovvnts left
everyone stunmed,

“This is s0 horrible,” sald Mar-
guerite Cianci of Great Kills, an
administrator for Deuische Bank,
which is located at 14 Wall St. She
wondered how civilized people
could do such a thing. *F think il's
time this country did something
about, this,” she said. “And I mean

whafever il takes.”

Aswelalked, afriend came over
o say there had a report of a bom¥
in Stuyvesant High School. The
school was being used as a triage
facility.

Mrs. Cianci said she was very
close lo a mother and daughler
who worlk in the WTC. She had
heard {he mother was OK but was
still worried aboutl the daughter.
Her face was a mask of complete
shock. An investment banker from
Uptown, who identified himsel{
only as “Boyver,” said he was nau-
seous. “If there was anything in
my slomach righi now it would
be coming up,” Boyer said, rub-
bing his already red eves. He said
he and his wile had just moved lo
the cily from Washington. *1 guess
this wasn't an opportune time 1o
come here,” ke said.

Stiil seeking reaction, [ walked
to a health club in the basement
of the building. The exercise ma-
chines were silent and people sat
watching television monilors o
get the latest on the {ragedy, One
woman sitling off by herse was
weeping quietly, Each new dis-
closure coming over the televi-
sion was greeled with sighs of
shock (rom those waiching.

“This can’t be happening,” one
woman said, as a report came in
of an airplane attack on the Pen-
tagon. She burst info tears when
she learned the Pentagon was on
fire.

“What's happening, whal's hap-
pening, why is this happening?”
she repeated, as il reciling a
mantra.

On television, & national news
anchor was saying the attacks
were "nol only a national tragedy
bui. a natlional securily event.”
When a reporl. came in thatl Pales-
tinians on the West Bank were
celebrating over the allack, ihe
weeping woman turned away
from the television in disgust.

Burning rubble

When the dust had cleared
somewhat, I decided to walk
down Lo South Ferry and along
the way gel as much public re-
action as possible. The streets of
Lower Manhatian were relative-
Iy deserted. Merchants had
abandoned their hot-dog carls
and fruit stands, life heing more
imporiant than commerce. The
roadways and sidewalks woere
coverad with a thick, gray layer
of soot thal blew up info the air
as vehicles moved by, I looked
like Christmas in late summer.

Looking back at where the Twin

Towers had heen, all thal could
be seen was thick, brownish smoke
climbing skyward as the remains
of the huildings continued Lo burn.
People on the street walked along
like zombies, some covering their
moutls with their hands against
the dust, ethers wearing surgical
masks - which emergency med-
jeal technictans were handing oat
along the street,

“T was there when the firsi tow-
er came down” said Tina
Matthews of Dongan Hills. “1
thought 1 was going to die. T pan-
icked” The execulive assistant
said i was going 1o take a couple
of days before she {inds the nerve
10 come back into Manhatian,

“Al T can say is, I'm confused,”
saild David Jerome of Manhatfan,
a Wall Streel trader. °I pever
thought I'd see a terrorist atlack
on the eity like this, Now we have
(o find out whe's behind it and
deal with the situation.”

Heading toward
the harbor

Nearby, Al Ronadonna of ¥lai-
bush, Brooklyn, was crying
unashamedly. “All those poor peo-
ple in the towers, so many gone,”
said the maintenance man. “This
nation should have been heller
prepared for something like this.”

The Whitehall Ferry Terminal
had been {urned into an emer-
geney room. More than a dozen
ambulances were Hined up outside,
1t was noon when I got there and
no really bad cases had been
broughl in, bul EMS Chief James
Basile said the emergency med-
icat service was ready for the on-
slaught. “For ali infents and puz-
poses, Lhis is an emergency room,”
Basile said. There were makeshifi
cols, handages, medical equip-
ment and medications.

Basile's people were basically
dealing with smoke inhalation cas-
es. Dorma Lindo of Brooklyn said
she had fallen in the streel on
Broadway when the first tower
collapsed and lain there, soot-cov-
ered, for several minules, unlil a
firelighter came along and helped
her up, then got her to the ferry
{erminal.

“I've never been so scared as
ihis,” said Ms. Lindo, a restaurant
worker. In {iie panie, she said, she
Jost her pockethook. “All my mon-
ey, my keys are gone,” ghe said.

A man who lives in Ballery
Park City said he had been
forced to evacuate his buitding
“because the management. told
me Lthey couldn't ensure the

structural integrity of the build-
ing. They told us Lo head loward
the water, toward the harbor,”

As he walked toward the har-
hor the man, who said he suffers
frem emphysema, began having
severe difficulty in breathing and
was brought to the ferry termi-
nal.

“Inever thought I'd see anything
an this scale,” he said. *1 just think
the Bush adminigiration should
have been more forceful wiih®
these people. It's time 1o get vid”
of Osama hin Laden, Now.” .

Leaving the terminal, § headed
casl, trying o avoid the clouds of |
dust, and hoping to make my way
back to Cily Hall. Al thai poini 1
didn’t know the huilding and oth-
er city structures had been evac-
uated,

On the way, I passed New York
Downiown Hospital. It was pan-
demonium, as ambulance after
ambulance broughl in vielims
whose injuries ranged from bro-
ken bones to smoke inhalation.

To my surprise i saw Jerry
Cammarala, the youth services
comissioner and Staten Island's
Board of Educalion member. He
was nol hurt. “The integrity of
America was chalienged today,”
said Cammarata. He then
launched into & harrowing aceount.
of having been in the Office of
Emergency Management's oftfices’
ai Barclay Sireet near the Twin®
Towers al the time the two low--
ers began to collapse.

Isveryone was fold to clear the
building, Cammarala said. The of-
fice was on an upper [loor. When
officials got to the ground level’
and out to the street, he said, they*
were told to run for their lives.:
He said the first tower appeared:
Lo go down like one of those con-
trolled building demoiifions where!:
the floors implode in sequence. He'
declined o even venture a guess’
of how many died in the lragedy,
“That number hag to be signifi-
canl,” Camimarata said sadly.

Then I recalled my own near-’
brush with death on Wall Sireet
earlier in this remarkable day. As’?
the afterncon wore on, [ spoke’
with a man who said this attack:
will live on in $he American imag-~
ination mueh like Lthe Kennedy as-
sassination.

“Just like with (ke assassination,’
everybody will remember where
he was on {he day this happened,™’
he said. .

(Meginald Patrick Is the Citv Hall Baroau
Chief for the Staten Jsland Advanee, e hay
warked at the sewspaper for 25 vears, and has
worked i its City jlait burcav far 13 vears)




