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I first got wind of the impending disaster at about 8:52 A.M., riding the suburban rail into New York to begin a day of teaching at City College. Ironically, my first appointment was to attend a student's dissertation defense off-campus on, of all things, the treatment of panic. As I busily scribbled a few last questions in the margins of her tome, the conductor announced, quite nonchalantly, "For those of you who might be affected, we just heard that a plane hit the World Trade Center." No other details. People's heads emerged from their newspapers and work documents to exchange quizzical looks. My first thought was that some idiot pulling a stunt in a two-seater must have slammed into the tower.

A middle-aged blonde woman up a few seats and facing me from across the aisle called a colleague on her cell phone. Her eyes widened and she said, "Are you kidding?" then reported to us all, "It was a commercial plane!" Again, unable even to imagine a full-sized Boeing 767 slamming into this monolith of New York, I thought it must have been one of those small corporate planes. But by the time I got out and onto 125th Street, the second plane had hit the South Tower. I stopped with a crowd of others to listen to an older black man's car radio, blasting as he sank, already looking exhausted and glazed over, into his seat. The radio announcer spoke of hijackers. Now I had the first wisps of an eerie feeling that something had gone terribly wrong.

Not knowing what else to do, I continued on with my day as planned. I stopped by the Wiz to buy a large, portable sound system to use in a colloquium I was scheduled to give the next day--ironically again, on the topic of affect regulation and emotional soothing in families--for which I had spent hours preparing and gotten quite jazzed up about. Employees and customers were gathered around a large-screen TV broadcasting live images of the smoking towers. I gazed for a few minutes at the gaping hole in the side of 1 World Trade Center and thought assuredly, "Someone will take care of this," then paid and left, not wanting to be late to the dissertation defense.

Ten minutes later, I was on my way in a cab, stuck in traffic, listening to a radio reporter at the scene carrying on about rumors of terrorist hijackers in her sharp-edged, emotionally detached reporter's voice. All of the sudden she cried out, "Oh my God! It's coming down! The tower is coming down!" Silence. "Oh my God!" Silence. "Oh my God, I can't believe it, the tower came down!" Silence. And then, quietly, almost sobbing: "Oh my God!" I felt my stomach turn into a knot as a chill passed over me. I finally realized that something profoundly new and horrendous had occurred, something for which I had no ready explanation and no hope of ready solution.

It was this moment, in which the vulnerable human being inside the polished reporter's voice emerged raw and uncensored, grabbing my nervous system, that best captures for me how the sheer unimaginableness of this event pushed us New Yorkers out of our celebrated implacability and gritty penchant for viewing everything wacky and unexpected as normal, and laid bare our naked humanity. And these days, that naked humanity is what we crusty New Yorkers, experts in shielding our souls from the gaze of others, now see in each other's faces.

Like everyone else, I'm still trying to comprehend the magnitude of these past several weeks. I keep noticing in myself and others how we hold onto our ways of making sense until the force of the facts pushes us hard up against the membranes of our beliefs and they snap, and we fall into a space where our world as we knew it can no longer anchor and soothe us. As I reconciled each new fact with my own template for reality, I felt, to paraphrase a line from the old Talking Heads song, a "gradual loosening of every surface."

Here are just a few examples of how my mind automatically tried to wrap itself around the facts, only to find that wrapping shredded moments later. Hearing my colleague at the college later that morning tell me, with slackened jaw, of people jumping out of the windows, I thought for a brief, completely irrational, moment that perhaps they jumped from the lower floors, unable to get my mind around the image of people leaping to their death from tens of stories above the earth. Or this: preparing to leave my office, packing up work for the train ride home, I suddenly bolted upright as I remembered that all the bridges and tunnels were shut down, realized that I would not get home that night, perhaps for many nights to come, and that I would be separated from my wife and two small children. Or, still thinking somehow that I needed to teach classes the next day, I called my program chairman to tell him I planned to volunteer with the Red Cross for the next two days, unless of course he needed me to report to the college to carry on with the usual schedule--as if anyone would be doing anything usual that morning after.

The only thing that seemed jarringly normal in all the chaos of those first few days was the weather--glorious, sunny, autumn days, bringing the kind of balmy air that serves as a reward for enduring the hot, sticky New York summer. Of course, by then, the air downtown was already choked with soot, paper and metal fragments, flying everywhere and settling in like a horrifying total eclipse.

Looking out the picture windows from my perch on the top floor of the college, way uptown at 137th Street and Amsterdam Avenue, my gaze took in all of Manhattan: from the expansive green lawns and gently undulating paths of a Harlem park directly below, to row after row of rooftops and sidewalks and city streets, to the smoldering wreckage of two skyscrapers far in the distance. I thought of the massive suffering going on down there, and imagined again the people flying out of windows. I was suddenly filled with a powerful sense of horizontal vertigo, as if the collapsed World Trade Center had become a gigantic emotional magnet pulling me there--to do something, anything: offer some emotional soothing to those who had seen too much, counsel firefighters who had already lost their mates, and if psychological help wasn't yet needed, put years of weight-training to use in helping to pull metal off "The Pile" in the desperate search for life. I called around to some of my colleagues in the trauma field to let them know I was available. No one yet knew where to go or what had been set up. Then a student called to let me know that his wife, who worked in 2 World Trade Center, was okay, and said he'd stopped by the Red Cross and that they were looking for licensed mental health volunteers. I jumped on the subway and emerged a few minutes later at Lincoln Center, just a few blocks from the Red Cross building at 66th and Amsterdam.

Of course, I was not alone. Hundreds of folks--medical and mental health professionals, students of all sorts, retirees and many others--had responded to the same powerful urge to lend a hand. A short, stocky woman in her early sixties wearing a Red Cross vest and the manner of an affable Army lieutenant thrust a form into my hands, barking at me to fill it out and go sit in the mental health section. Waiting there among other colleagues ready to serve, I felt increasingly frustrated as the hours ticked by, even as I recognized the organizational challenges facing the relief effort.

The lieutenant came over and bellowed that they'd be expecting us to do 12-hour shifts the first few days; anyone not prepared to do so should leave now. No one moved. Someone went out and brought back a couple of pizzas and Power Bars. My cell phone got passed around as people called home, settling in for a long night.

Things seemed to get rolling when another staffer picked the first 20 of us to go across the street for an orientation. We filed out, across a plaza crammed with volunteers, into the building and up to the third floor. After another hour or so, the head of mental health, a roly-poly fellow with a big smile, close-cropped blonde hair and thick, black-rimmed glasses, gave us a rundown on disaster mental health: stick with the basics, no psychotherapy, "and please, we know some of you may believe in it, but no EMDR." Then we were invited downstairs to eat. Two hours later, at around 10:30 P.M., I was assigned with six others to go to a shelter for families of missing firefighters. Just as we headed toward the door, a call came in: the city had already provided six psychiatrists at that shelter, we were not needed there. Given the option to stay and possibly be assigned somewhere else that night or go home to sleep and come back tomorrow, I accepted a colleague's offer to crash at her place nearby.

At 6:30 A.M., the phone rang. The voice on the other end sounded panicked: "How soon can you get here?" I arrived 40 minutes later, a bit crapped out but eager to start, wearing the same set of clothes as the day before.

By late morning, I was on a Red Cross van headed downtown to a shelter set up in a high school just over a police line, about 15 short blocks from Ground Zero. Aside from our route down the West Side Highway, jammed with relief vehicles of all sorts, the streets were jarringly empty. Whitish-gray smoke rose up from the site of the former WTC, acrid tendrils wafting over us. Coming out of the van, the driver motioned to me to carry a huge box of bananas into the shelter, fresh additions to the food that had arrived the day before. I girded myself emotionally for what I expected--a roomful of disoriented, ash-covered survivors needing care. So it was another jolt, even a disappointment, to find the shelter virtually empty, except for the Red Cross staffer in charge, two nurses who had been up all night tending to the occasional drop-in, a security guard, a table full of snacks, the TV blaring and one young, fragile-looking woman pacing back and forth. Jim, the Red Cross staff person in charge, reviewed the last 12 hours for me and another psychologist deployed to this shelter.

Few survivors had stopped in. The situation was similar at other shelters. Even the medical units were finding themselves filled with more docs and nurses to treat than victims of the tragedy. It was becoming painfully clear that many had perished or were trapped in the rubble. I looked around the old, cavernous school entry hall, the walls an institutional yellow, the floor a harsh linoleum. The televised images and sounds of the towers being struck blaring over and over again from the corner, echoing in this almost empty room. The distressed young woman was pacing alone. At that moment, I felt a shift inside that grew over hours and days, from the rush of adrenaline, the sense of being caught up in the whirl of violence, the anxious buzz of preparing to meet overwhelming chaos, to a sense of profound quiet, of stillness--a sorrowful peacefulness. That quiet, sorrowful peacefulness has continued to be my closest companion as I've met with those I have counseled and consoled from that day on.

I spent time with a wide variety of people that day, all connected by one tragic circumstance, yet all with their own story, their own particular fears and vulnerabilities, their own ways of coping. The young woman pacing, who had come to the shelter early that morning to volunteer, but who had desperately needed the warmth of others--she was unable to talk about her fears of world destruction with her mother, with whom she lived and worked, and who refused to acknowledge the disaster at all. Two elderly women, one walking with a cane, who had escaped their smoke-infested apartment downtown and had been forced to take a room at an exorbitant rate by the fancy Soho hotel where they had ended up huddled in the lobby; unable to afford another night, they now had nowhere else to go. Two younger women, newly discovered neighbors from Battery Park City, next to the World Trade Center, who had been up all night after the disaster, running for their lives under the hail of metal and body parts. Unable to sleep, they were wired and jumped at every click and pop, hanging on to a sense of normalcy through the rumor-fed hope they would be allowed to return to rescue their cats. The school custodian, eyes tearing, who repeatedly voiced his shame at not making it here to work yesterday, whose son had escaped 4 World Trade Center and walked home to the Bronx, and who had several friends in building services unaccounted for. In talking with each of these people and many others since then, I found it important not only to hear what they had experienced, to normalize their symptoms of acute stress and underscore their efforts at coping, but to encourage them to take charge of how much and how quickly to share with me.

I also listened for how this traumatic event had disrupted their relationships at multiple levels--to their own bodies and emotions, to others whom they could not find or who may have perished, even to their sense of security in relationship to New York, the country, the world. Wherever possible, I encouraged them to reconnect with some part of their world that could offer them care and soothing. But mostly what I offered people was the urgent simplicity of empathic listening, of meeting in the sad, quiet stillness that we all now shared.

In the weeks since the disaster struck New York, my life has started to assert its old rhythms. Classes are again in full swing, private practice hours are filling up, my To Do lists are once again jam-packed. My wife and I just found a much bigger house in our community; tomorrow we'll place a bid.

And yet, I'm still drawn to that frightening pile of metal downtown, and to the images and emotions it evokes in me. While the old-shoe familiarity of my chaotic daily routine feels comforting, in a crazy kind of figure-ground reversal, this "real life" now seems less authentic, less preoccupying, somehow less normal than my life when it centered on responding to the World Trade  Center crisis.

A few days ago, I was working on a book chapter, grateful for the escape provided by the lovely trance of writing. I clicked to save my document and was alarmed to receive a mysterious query from the computer: "Do you want to replace the Existing Normal template?" My first response was No! My Existing Normal seemed just fine, thank you. Yet, the computer clearly urged me to click YES, which I eventually did, not knowing what the consequences would be. Unsettled again, my mind careened back to images of the collapsing World Trade Center.

It seems that we have all had our Existing Normal wrested away from us--along with our beliefs about what can happen here, how safe we are, what can happen to tall buildings and the people in them and how we live our lives day to day. Just like my little computer snafu, it happened suddenly, without warning, without our assent or control. And the challenge now, for me and other therapists, is to help others and ourselves salvage what we can of the old Existing Normal as we expand our minds and hearts to learn to live with the new Normal, unsettling and uncertain as it may be.       
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