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To our four children, Macklin, Cathryn, Nora, and Claire.
Love is in the heart, not the head.

—MOM AND DAD



About This Book


Writing one book with two voices is a challenge, especially with your spouse. This manuscript began as my personal therapy over the summer. Throughout our marriage I have always picked up a pen when life got difficult or confusing. When Bob was injured, I began keeping a daily journal, knowing that the reporter in him would want to learn every detail of his time after his injury and during the early fog of his recovery.

As I began to write, it became clear that we had a story to tell. And it was obvious that there were places where Bob needed to tell the story in his words. There were numerous memories and feelings that only he had experienced.

Writing the book became part of Bob’s therapy too. We remembered together. Sometimes I wrote what he dictated and he edited what I wrote. And while my voice and perspective appears more frequently on the pages, what we’ve ended up with, we hope, is a panoramic view of a marriage and a family, a crisis and a recovery.

The two perspectives are not so much a “he said/she said” as perhaps a little Mars/Venus. I’m the raw emotional writer who likes to dissect my feelings, and Bob’s tendency as a journalist is to stick to the facts. Probing his emotions on the page did not always come naturally. “But how did you feel?” I often asked him when I read his sections. I sometimes got eye-rolling in response.

The fact that Bob could focus at all on writing the book, a mere seven months after his traumatic brain injury, is a testament to his will to recover and his persistence and determination to drive his own recovery.

What started as a therapeutic exercise for me, intended at first only for our family, has become something we both hope can inspire and help other families, who will find their own strength to rise to challenges, crises, and tragedies if their lives are upended—in an instant.

Lee Woodruff






Lee

Orlando, Florida, January 28, 2006

There is a ride at Disney World called the Tower of Terror, and on the weekend of January 28, 2006, my four children, even the twin five-year-olds, begged me to go on that ride over and over again.

Housed in a re-created aging Hollywood hotel, the ride begins where you climb into a creaky elevator that snakes its way through the creepy premises. An electrical storm kicks up, and right on cue something goes wrong with the power. The elevator in the eerie hotel suddenly drops. The descent is so rapid, so sudden, that it almost sucks your diaphragm up into your throat, and right before the drop there is a moment where you are literally suspended in air, too stunned to scream. It feels as if speed, motion, light, and time literally freeze.

We must have taken that ride a half dozen times. And then the feeling returned the following morning as I rolled over in my king-sized hotel bed. The day before, the kids and I had been to the Animal Kingdom in Disney World. We’d marveled at the African safari ride, ridden rapids in Asia, and gotten soaked as we howled our way down the man-made white water. After an early dinner we’d rented a pedal bike with another family and laughed until we cried as we raced other bikers around the lake, while fireworks from Epcot exploded overhead.

Tucking four kids into bed that night, I silently congratulated myself on a good weekend. I’d come to Disney to shoot a pilot TV show for Family Fun. We’d spent two days on set and then the rest of the time had been the kids’ reward: combing the parks for Disney character autographs for the twins and thrill-seeking rides for the older two. We’d planned to fly back home on Sunday and get ready for school.

Toting around four children by myself was not new. That weekend my husband, Bob Woodruff, the newly anointed co-anchor of ABC’s World News Tonight, was thousands of miles away in Iraq. We spoke to him briefly that day, in between the safari and the rapids ride. He and his crew had had a tiring day covering the Palestinian elections before flying on to Baghdad in advance of President Bush’s State of the Union address. The plan was to bolster ABC’s Iraq coverage at an important moment in the war. The pace was blistering, common to any foreign correspondent who must keep moving and file stories from faraway places in time zones eight to twelve hours ahead of our own.

Bob and his crew were operating on an aggressive schedule with only a few hours’ sleep each night. As usual, the itinerary was punishing. Get in, get the stories about the Iraqi military, anchor from Baghdad during Bush’s address, do some pieces for Good Morning America, and, on the way back, try to finalize an interview with the King of Jordan in Amman, the Jordanian capital.

Our conversations with him from Disney World had been short and tough. The cell service in Iraq was spotty and the time difference was frustrating. We had one conversation midday Saturday, as he and his crew were going to bed in a military compound somewhere in Baghdad. He exhaustedly mumbled something about getting much-needed sleep the next day. Exactly what he said didn’t register with me at the time. My daughter Cathryn was determined to buy a puka shell necklace. With my shoulder cradling the cell phone, I negotiated some cash from my wallet while keeping an eye on the twins, who were dangerously close to a fence in front of a bamboo grove.

Later, Bob would swear that he told me has was going to embed with the military for some exercises, while I would swear he said only that his team was going to relax for the day. At the end of our conversation I passed the cell phone around so the kids could say hi. This was common practice in our house—good-nights, kisses, homework help, all via satellite. When your father covers news around the world, the phone becomes a primary communication tool, for better or worse.

“Do you feel safe there?” I asked absentmindedly, collecting the change from Cathryn. “Are you okay?” It was a stupid rhetorical question, made more absurd by the fact that we were currently standing in Disney World, “the happiest place on earth,” while he was somewhere in the most violent place on the planet.

“I do. We’re surrounded by the military. It’s fine,” he reassured me. He and his cameraman, Doug Vogt, couldn’t know that the elevator was about to drop. In the ocher-colored sands on a godforsaken highway outside Baghdad, they were about to enter their own Tower of Terror.

         

That night I called the front desk to request a 7 A.M. wake-up call. With the bigger kids sleeping next to the twins, perhaps I could slip downstairs the next morning and take a quick swim in the pool before breakfast. Even though it was January in Florida, the water was invigorating and it would be a great way to start our last day in Orlando.

In a few days Bob would be home and we’d be a family again. His new appointment as co-anchor had set a grueling pace for the past month, even the weekends. His days had been crammed with photo shoots, press conferences, and ad campaigns. The new program with Bob and Elizabeth Vargas was committed to go to the story, to have one anchor on the road and one in the studio as often as possible. Bob relished the challenge. It was a new era at ABC News. There was an excitement at the broadcast that was a welcome tonic after the months of sorrow following Peter Jennings’s illness and then death from lung cancer. Bob and Elizabeth would give the news department something to rally around, after feeling like a ship without its beloved captain.

“Just get through January,” I had told Bob, as he left for the Middle East on that fateful trip. It had become a kind of mantra for us after the announcement, as he shot out of the gate as a newly minted co-anchor.

“I really don’t want to leave you guys,” he said, as he leaned into the door frame of my home office, rolling suitcase in hand. He looked exhausted, distracted, and not eager to get back on a plane to return to Iraq for the sixth or seventh time in three years. The town car was already idling in the driveway.

“Just get through January,” I repeated, “and life will take on a more normal pattern. We’ll have weekends again, and we can be a family.”

He reeled off everything he’d packed, hoping I’d figure out what he might have missed. This was familiar territory, this nonchalant leaving. It should have had more weight, but to give it any more importance would have jinxed it in my mind. Pakistan, Afghanistan, Iraq, the Gaza Strip: give him a kiss as always, treat it like a normal morning, and he will come home safe and sound. I had a work deadline that day, and the sooner I got him on the road the faster I could finish my task.

Frankly, I didn’t think a lot about Bob over the Disney weekend either. The days had been full and the kids eager to pack in as much as possible. Bob drew sustenance from being on the road; the stories, the energy, the adrenaline rejuvenated him. He loved being a journalist, and that meant leaving us for stretches of time. We may not have always liked it, but we had made peace with it as a family. Periods of being intensely together were interlaced with periods of being apart.

As I rolled over and turned off the bedside light that Saturday night in Disney World, I thought we would all rise to this new challenge of Bob’s career as well. “Co-anchor.” It was good and bad. Good because he had reached the pinnacle of his profession, a plum job in television news, a successor to one of broadcast journalism’s icons. Bad because we would see him even less. Our definition of family time would need some revising.

The Sunday morning phone call pierced the quiet and I jolted awake to a bedspread of floral and chintz in a totally unfamiliar room. It took me a second to register where I was. Ah, right, I thought. Disney World. The wake-up call.

I rolled over and picked up the receiver. “Thank you,” I said, and lazily began to set it back on the cradle. I had decided to lie there for a few more minutes before I snuck out the door.

“Lee?” A faint voice came from the receiver, now almost back in place. Geesh, I thought. Personalized wake-up calls, how very Disney. I brought the phone back to my ear to thank the man.

“Lee, it’s David Westin,” the voice said.

He had my immediate attention. My brain fired signals to my body as I bolted up on the pillows. The president of ABC News does not make social calls to employees’ wives at 7 A.M. on a Sunday morning, even a co-anchor’s wife. I licked my lips and swallowed. My mouth was dry.

“We’ve been trying to reach you,” he said, in a slow measured voice. He stopped for a beat as if to gauge how he would say his next line. “Bob has been wounded in Iraq.”

I sat straight up, trying to process the information I was hearing. Every synapse in my brain was firing. “Wounded?” I said to David Westin, as calmly as I could. “What do you mean wounded?”

“He was on an embed outside of Baghdad riding with the Iraqi army. We don’t have a lot of information right now, Lee, but we are getting it as fast as we can. We are getting him the best care possible.”

“David.” I interrupted him. “Is my husband alive?”

“Yes, Lee. Bob is alive, but we believe he may have taken shrapnel to the brain.”

I tried to digest what that meant and couldn’t comprehend it. He was alive; I’d start with that. The rest was gravy.

“What was an anchor doing on a military exercise?” I asked, voice rising. “The last thing I knew he was doing a story about an ice cream shop in Baghdad. I thought they were sleeping!” My mind grasped for facts, searching for what I knew or thought I knew. I was back in the Tower of Terror.

         

You can’t know how you would behave in a crisis until it drops out of the sky and knocks you down like a bandit: stealing your future, robbing you of your dreams, and mocking anything that resembles certainty. Sudden tragic events and even slow-burning disasters teach us more about ourselves than most of us care to know.

I felt the panic in my voice as I spoke to David Westin, and slow tears streamed down my face. At the same time, I began to feel a cool steely calm seep into my brain. It slowly formed a cocoon in which I could think and react rationally, disembodied from my emotions. In the months to come, this cocoon would allow me to handle the very public nature of this crisis, synthesize information, deal with teams of doctors, communicate with family, and take care of the business at hand without collapsing into a mass of spineless marrow.

For now, that steely calm began to morph into the part of me that became “the General.” The General would make important decisions, hold things together for the troops, lead the charge, and—most important for our team—ensure we didn’t lose a single man on the battlefield. The General was beginning to take over.

“Lee, we have a plane waiting to take you and the kids home to Westchester,” David said. “You just have to tell us what time. It’s fueled up and ready to go.”

I felt I needed to keep him on the line for some reason. I wasn’t ready to start making decisions. I didn’t want to take my first step into this new world. I wanted to relish my old life for just a minute more. All four of my children were blissfully sound asleep beyond my door. Inside my room their secure little lives were being hacked apart while they dreamed, oblivious to the chaos.

“Okay,” I said in a small voice. “Tell me what you know. Please tell me what happened.”

“Bob and the crew were traveling on a road in Taji on a routine ride,” David said. “Bob was in an Iraqi armored vehicle. We believe he was doing a stand-up at the time, and they were hit by an IED [improvised explosive device] in an orchestrated attack on the convoy. There was gunfire after that, but neither man was hit. Bob and the cameraman, Doug Vogt, have been taken by helicopter to Baghdad and are going into surgery.

“Apparently he asked Vinnie, his producer, if he was alive; he did come to.” David spoke coolly and rationally, but he was clearly rattled.

So he spoke, I thought. He spoke. This is going to be okay. The General in my brain dictated that nothing less than recovery would be acceptable. There were no other options. Bob would be okay. He was always okay. He was lucky and bright and hardworking and a good man. Things like this didn’t happen to good people. I could feel hope in my heart, on its simplest level, as clear and bright as the streak of a shooting star. Hope is the most basic human emotion. It was the hope that wives have had since the days of the caveman, when they sent their mates out past the campfire to fight marauding tribes. Hope was good. It was a brain-stem reaction. The General in my brain moved hope into the front lines, preparing for the next maneuver.

“Lee,” David gently reminded me, “there are security people on the ground to escort you out of there. The plane is standing by; you just need to tell us what you want to do. Let us know what time you want to go. When you get home, we are working on getting you to Germany, where Bob will be transported.”

For one moment the silliest thought flashed through my mind. I thought about how much my kids had wanted to ride the Soarin’ attraction and see the rest of Epcot. The part of my brain that was still in shock weighed the option of not ruining their perfectly planned morning for about a tenth of a second before I clicked into action.

“David, let me process this,” I said. “I have to call Bob’s folks and my family, and then I have to wake up the kids and pack. And I need to think. Let me just get outside of this hotel room so I can talk, and then I’ll call you back as soon as possible.”

I slipped on some clothes and grabbed my cell phone. No one stirred on the pull-out couch or in the second bedroom. Four innocent heads dreamed kid dreams. I sucked in my breath and eased the door shut behind me. How would I tell them their father had been hurt in Iraq? Was there a right way to do this? It was all their worst fears boiled down into one phone call.

There was a small lake outside of our hotel, and I immediately set off around it at a fast pace, heart racing, lungs pulling in fresh air. I dialed the number for Bob’s parents’ house without thinking through what I would say.

“Hello?” Bob’s mother, Frannie, answered on the first ring, her voice slightly tense. It was 7:20 A.M. on a Sunday.

“Mom?” I said.

“What’s wrong?” she asked immediately. After seventeen years, my mother-in-law could read my voice almost as well as her son’s. Days later, one of Bob’s brothers reminded me it had been their dad’s birthday.

“Bob has been hit in Iraq and he may have taken shrapnel to the brain,” I said matter-of-factly. The General was in full swing. I was already thinking ahead to the next call. I had completed one lap around the lake already and was keeping my voice low as I passed other joggers and early morning walkers.

“Oh, God,” Frannie said. It was half moan, half cry. It was the visceral pain a parent feels when something tragic happens to a child, the upending of the natural order of the universe. Then my mother-in-law’s own inner General took over. It was the last time I would hear or see anything resembling weakness. She was a master at pulling it together. This was a woman who had raised four boys with sports teams and ER visits, crazy schedules and reams of laundry. She’d gotten them all into navy-blue blazers for Sunday-night country club dinners. Yet somehow she never let anyone see her sweat.

Frannie would call Bob’s brothers, so I moved on to my family, with a simple plan for fanning out information. I would make only two calls and then get back to the room to pull us out of here. I was on lap two or three around the lake. Moving felt better than inertia. It felt like I was taking action.

Bob’s elder brother, Dave, heard the news from his mother and collapsed on the kitchen floor with a cry. Brother Mike, the third son, heard the news on NPR while driving in Ann Arbor, Michigan, with his cell phone turned off. He headed immediately to his parents’ house in the Detroit suburbs. Youngest brother Jimmy was setting up a ski race course for his sports marketing company at the X Games in Aspen. Frannie Woodruff called while he was in the shower. When he saw the message on the phone Jimmy instinctively knew it was about Bob. He turned on the TV and saw a photo of our family flash on the screen. From the moment they first heard the news, each brother began a journey toward Bob and our family that would spin a web of love and protection around us for months to come.

I called my own parents next. They were calm and rational and concerned. They would call my two sisters. Calls begot calls. Aunts, uncles, dear friends, cousins: like a dye spreading through tissue, the horrible news began to trickle out to the people we loved.

As I rounded the edge of the lake, my cell phone lit up. It was Melanie Bloom, the one person I knew in the world who could understand what I was going through. Her husband, David Bloom, an NBC correspondent and good friend, had been embedded with the army during the 2003 invasion of Baghdad. He had died of a pulmonary embolism on Iraqi soil. Melanie understood the cost of being married to a journalist. She was also the only person outside of Disney World who knew what hotel I was in. We’d had a long chat on the phone the evening before, as I had watched my kids swim in the pool.

“Lee,” Mel said, in her breathy, almost Marilyn Monroe voice. For her, this must have felt like raking up all the pain of her own initial phone call about David three years earlier. This was, as she and I used to say so many times after her husband died, a “fresh hell.”

“Mel.” I collapsed into tears. “Can you believe this? What is happening? I’m outside, and right now I have to go back in and get my kids up. I have to tell my kids. How did you do this?” I moaned.

“Lee, it’s going to be okay. It will be okay. Bob is going to be all right, I can feel it.” Mel began calming me down. “One foot in front of the other,” she said. “Just take one task at a time. First you have to pack, and then you tell the kids.”

I called David Westin back at home. I figured I could get out in an hour and a half. I’d need to give the kids some food, talk to them, and get on the road. I silently congratulated myself for having organized our things the night before and laid out some clothes. I would need to appear as calm and in control as possible. No matter what size blaze was raging around us, I was determined my children would not smell smoke.

“We’re having a hard time keeping a lid on the story, Lee,” David told me. “We’re going to need to release it to the media.” It was already midafternoon in Iraq. The attack had happened around noon; surely Baghdad was already buzzing with the news. The media was only holding off in deference to the family.

“Go ahead,” I said, understanding a firestorm might follow. “Our two families have been told.”

“Okay,” David replied, his voice heavy. It would be a dreadful and emotional day at ABC bureaus all around the world, and David Westin knew it.

“David, what do I say to the kids? I have to go tell the kids now.” A wail began to creep up the base of my throat. I was circling a set of stairs right outside the hotel entrance, and was crying softly. A fresh wave of morning walkers with coffee cups eyed me with skepticism, no doubt convinced I was a hysterical type, a woman with a hormone imbalance.

“Do you want to talk to Sherrie?” David’s wife was a onetime PR person for ABC who worked at Sesame Workshop. I knew her to be a calm, measured person. Surely she’d know what to say, I reasoned.

David handed the phone to Sherrie. She outlined a strategy for dealing with my two different-aged pairs of kids and gave me some phrases that would let the kids know it was serious but that I was in control. Her empathetic yet confident voice made me cry again. I felt terror rising in my throat but the General choked it back. I hung up and proceeded to the hotel elevator. I took a deep breath as it rose and marveled that this was actually happening. My husband had been hit by a bomb in Iraq. I was about to tell my children. I let out my breath, feeling a pressing weight as the elevator doors opened and I headed back to our room.

Bob

Taji, Iraq, January 28, 2006



Heavy rains had turned the dung-colored earth into a thick ankle-sucking mud at Camp Taji, one of the largest military staging areas in Iraq. Everywhere we stepped, our boots were covered in an ocher-brown paste. The landscape surrounding the base was flat and desolate and each building looked much like the next. There were few trees, and although the base was located close to the town of Taji the area seemed more like a large village surrounded by wide, chaotically busy roads.

The army base, about ten miles northwest of downtown Baghdad, had been an old Iraqi facility that the Americans had taken over and refurbished after the invasion. It boasted the largest post exchange, or PX, in Iraq, with a Subway, Burger King, and Pizza Hut on the premises. The newly built dining facility offered soldiers a remarkable array of food, given the circumstances, and a new gym gave the men a place to work out, watch movies, and play games.

The soldiers’ quarters were in air-conditioned and heated trailers; the temperatures fluctuate to extremes in Iraq, from blistering heat to chilling desert cold during the winter months. You don’t actually see the cold because the landscape remains forever the same, dusty and flat, during every season of the year.

This was my fifth time in Iraq since the invasion in 2003, and the situation had changed dramatically since the heady days of riding in tanks into Baghdad to topple the government. Central Iraq, especially, had continued to degenerate into a dangerous region for coalition forces and Iraqis alike.

Along with my three crew members, I had spent the night on the base as an embed, as reporters living among the military were called, in preparation to go out with the Raider Brigade, part of the army’s Fourth Infantry Division, for a day of observation. For the past six days I had been traveling with Vinnie Malhotra, a New York–based producer; our Canadian-born cameraman, Doug Vogt; and Magnus Macedo, our Brazilian soundman. With President Bush’s 2006 State of the Union address just two days away, the war in Iraq would be center stage. At ABC News we wanted to get a firsthand look at the handover of U.S. military activities to the Iraqi forces.

Vinnie Malhotra and I had worked together for a long time. He was the son of Indian immigrants, but Vinnie was as American as the Gap. Although I often treated him like a kid brother, he was sharp as a tack and ambitious, a solid producer with a wonderful sense of humor. On the road we kept up a comfortable and often humorous banter.

Our first assignment together had been in Pakistan after the September 11 terrorist attacks, and later that fall we moved to Kabul, Afghanistan, living in a small house on the outskirts of the city and covering the events after 9-11.

Vinnie had spent years as a producer largely for Peter Jennings, but he began to work with me when I was on the road. We had made several trips together to Iraq, winning an Emmy Award for our coverage of the state of southern Iraq. Doug Vogt had been our cameraman for that assignment and we had fanned out around the southern region of the country, which in those days was much easier to do. We had traveled by car from city to city, checking into hotels and interviewing people we met on the streets. The extreme sectarian violence that was such a hallmark of present-day Iraq had not begun in earnest.

Vinnie had traveled extensively with me, covering the shuttle launch at the Kennedy Space Center in Florida and Pope John Paul II’s death in Rome. I had also worked with Doug numerous times. Doug was one of the best cameramen—or “shooters,” as they are known—in the business. He intellectualized a story and knew instinctively what to shoot. He had accompanied me on my third trip to Iraq in 2003. Doug was smart and reserved, with a soft Canadian accent we loved to imitate. At age forty-six he was a tennis fanatic and had beaten me handily in a hard-fought tennis match in Quetta, Pakistan, just before the U.S. invasion of Afghanistan. Ironically, shortly after our competition, the hotel was attacked by a mob angered at our coverage of the Taliban.

Our soundman, Magnus Macedo, was a charming, charismatic, always smiling Brazilian. I had never heard Magnus utter a negative word about anyone. He seemed intrinsically happy and his longish curly hair made him a chick magnet. At bars the women always seemed to find Magnus. When I reported from North Korea in 2005, Magnus was my soundman. He was dedicated and hardworking, and his Brazilian roots had taught him never to miss a good party.

We had come to Baghdad, having just covered the Palestinian elections, where the Hamas party had unexpectedly defeated the rival Fatah party. The Palestinian elections were exhilarating; breaking a story like this was everything that made me love what I did for a living. The chance to be in the moment while history was being made was the reason I had switched careers from lawyer to journalist fifteen years before. The previous night, as I walked among the triumphant people celebrating on the street with Hamas, yelling slogans and pumping their fists in the air in excitement, I marveled again that I was actually paid to do what I loved.

We hit the ground running in Baghdad and put together what would turn out to be my last news piece for over a year. It was a story about a Baghdad ice cream shop, of all things, a slice of real life in the midst of a chaotic and violent city. With many news stories about the horrors of war, there is no real context for Americans to get a sense of what daily life is like for the Iraqis, and we wanted to find a way to convey that. This little ice cream shop was an oasis in a land pockmarked by war. It was a simple story, an example of how life goes on. Over time, the shop had had some close calls; car bombs had exploded mere blocks away. But in the evening, Iraqi families gathered there with their kids and shared an ice cream, and for that brief moment they could try to forget that they were standing in the middle of the worst war zone the world had seen in a long time. It was an unexpected story of resilience amid a terrible backdrop. We fed the story to World News Tonight and set our minds ahead to the next day.

Arriving at the bureau sometime after midnight, we prepared for our trip with the military the next morning. We each grabbed body armor from a pile on the floor of the Baghdad office. Doug had his own helmet and flak jacket that he carried into every war zone. I grabbed a helmet and flak jacket with a neck guard. Somehow, the next day, too tired to think much about it, I would end up with a different jacket, the one with no neck guard that I was wearing when the convoy was attacked.

It had been nearly two years since I had last been to Iraq, and much had changed. I needed to get up to speed quickly. I was to anchor a live broadcast from Iraq around President Bush’s State of the Union address, while Fareed Zakaria, international editor for Newsweek and an ABC political analyst, would provide political commentary and act as a sounding board for questions. Elizabeth Vargas would anchor from Washington, D.C., with George Stephanopoulos providing in-depth analysis at that end. I felt considerable pressure to take in as much as possible during our short time on the ground.

On Saturday, January 28, at Camp Taji, I interviewed Colonel James Pasquarette, commander of the First Brigade Combat Team of the Fourth Infantry Division, at the base in Taji. Under the colonel’s command, American soldiers were fanned out among the Iraqi army as “military transition teams,” a kind of advisory unit. These small groups of Americans lived and worked with the Iraqi units, helping to speed their evolution into an effective fighting force. Due to the violence in that area, the American soldiers often would have to assume the lead with certain tasks, but they were working hard to pass day-to-day security over to the local Iraqis.

In order to see as much of this cooperation as possible firsthand, we would travel with the military and watch their daily rounds. I am a firm believer that to cover a story you have to get out in the field and see it with your own eyes. We needed to know what the military was thinking about their circumstances. We wanted the best possible assessment of how effectively the Iraqi troops were assuming responsibility for the security of their own country. We were looking for concrete examples of the cooperation between U.S. and Iraqi troops. The American troops felt positive that Taji was a good model for what the rest of the country could become. American troops were letting the Iraqis take the front seat in the security of the country.

In one instance, the American soldiers had the name of someone in the village who they believed was running guns into Taji. The Iraqi soldiers had been ineffective in shaking people down, so the Americans felt they had to take the lead. The advisers started grabbing civilians and asking questions through the translator. There was a clear intimidation factor when U.S. soldiers were asking the questions, and it seemed to get better results.

Driving along the road, we saw the dead body of an Iraqi man. We were told that he was a bus driver, an informant for the U.S. Army who had been shot forty-five times. He was soon dragged in front of an Iraqi police station as a somber warning, and by the time we circled back to the area the man’s body had been put in a crude coffin and placed in the outer courtyard of the police station. There was a long trail of blood leaking out from the coffin’s seams and the Iraqis were rounding up suspects. The American troops had surrounded the Iraqis so they would not be harmed. I went over to try to talk to some of the suspects through a translator. Each one assured me of his innocence.

The sun was dropping and at about 6 P.M. we finally stopped filming and headed back to the base, where I bought a black long-sleeved nylon shirt and some new Ray-Ban sunglasses, since I was constantly losing mine. My ability to misplace things like keys, sunglasses, and passports had long been a joke with my family and was fast becoming one with my crew as well. Our group turned in at about 11 P.M., and we joked that the next six hours of sleep would be the most we had gotten in an entire week.


Bob

Taji, Iraq, January 29, 2006



Early the next morning we four packed our gear in an SUV and drove to the mess hall. We were in great spirits. We had gotten some terrific interviews from the soldiers and we’d gained a greater understanding of what was happening on the ground on the eve of the president’s speech, where we knew he would address the issue of training Iraqi troops for an ultimate handover at this critical juncture of the war.

Over breakfast we talked about how much footage we already had and how we probably didn’t really need to do this final part of the embed. But we had pushed hard for access to the military and the Fourth Infantry Division had been gracious enough to set up this opportunity for us on short notice. They had gone out of their way to make room for our crew, and it would have been rude, we thought, to have canceled on this last leg. Besides, we were relying on a military helicopter to take us back to Camp Victory in Baghdad that afternoon. We would get some last shots and interviews on the road to Taji and get back to Baghdad to cram for the live State of the Union broadcast. I needed to memorize notes, information, and talking points. I was nervous but excited by the challenge. Broadcasting live during big events is like the Super Bowl of TV news. You need to be firing on all cylinders and access information immediately.

That morning the military wanted to take us to an Iraqi water treatment plant, which provided fresh water for the town. Insurgents had attacked the facility while it was under U.S. protection and now it was in the hands of the Iraqi soldiers, who were doing a good job of securing it. A huge hole had been blasted through the center of the plant by a rocket-propelled grenade and the station grounds were muddy. It was the first time the sun had shone in a week.

“Man, I hate driving over this shit. You never know what’s underneath there,” the driver of our Humvee muttered under his breath. We knew he meant improvised explosive devices, or IEDs. The insurgents had been clever about placing these bombs, and the number of IED blasts had ratcheted up in the past few months. The men had good reason to be jittery. I was too.

I interviewed the Iraqi in charge of the mission that day and he seemed confident in the Iraqis’ ability to secure their own facilities in and around Taji. I knew that to some degree he was underplaying the level of danger and violence. I also saw that he was a proud Iraqi commander and appreciative of the American efforts to help them.

Doug wanted to walk out toward the road to film the treatment plant from another angle. Immediately First Sergeant John McFarland and another soldier walked over to Doug and Vinnie, guns up, to scan the area. They seemed unusually tense about any one of us being in an open space and searched the tops of nearby buildings with their eyes. When Doug and Vinnie came back off the road, the soldiers seemed to relax.

Our convoy continued on its planned route, stopping at another water access point and then on to a checkpoint along another corridor, where a great deal of control had been turned over to the Iraqi army. The next step was to take a drive down a dual carriageway road toward the town of Taji, which was one of the success stories for the military.

The road was being patrolled by the American Fourth Battalion, along with the First Brigade, Ninth Iraqi Army Division, and it had been a major IED attack area. With an aggressive coalition campaign to root out insurgents, intelligence had improved in the area and it was now considered a successful example. The road was still pocked with blast craters, and we were warned to keep our protective gear on at all times. We were told that an advance team had just swept the road minutes earlier for IEDs. It would be a five-or six-minute ride and we decided I would try to do a stand-up—where the reporter talks on camera—as we rolled along. I wanted to be on top, where some of the Iraqi soldiers rode.

Waiting at the checkpoint, I saw Iraqi vehicles patrolling the street and I began peppering the commander with questions.

“What are those APCs doing?” I asked. “Is it possible to go in one?” That way I could talk to Iraqi soldiers patrolling the highways. This was where the rubber met the road in terms of the handover. This was the critical part of the story that was impossible to tell from sitting in the Green Zone or even from an American Humvee.

Each Iraqi brigade mixed old Soviet tanks with smaller armored personnel carriers, or APCs, mostly holdovers from Cold War days. When Saddam Hussein had been in power, he had had warehouses of tank parts, but they had been ransacked and destroyed during the invasion. Now much of the army’s efforts were spent keeping these old dinosaurs running in the desert sands. But with their hulking metal frames and mounted guns, they were still an imposing sight for the enemy and usually had the desired effect.

Major Bill Taylor green-lighted our decision to ride in an Iraqi vehicle to get a view of what was happening through the eyes of the Iraqi troops on patrol. Doug fixed a camera on the front of the tank, and Major Taylor placed an Iraqi interpreter in the vehicle with us to help translate for the soldiers. One Iraqi soldier manned a mounted gun in the right hatch.

Doug and I decided we would position ourselves together in the left hatch when we came up above.

All four of us climbed into the darkness of the tank. The doors closed and the vehicle started its slow rumbling forward.

With the tank in motion, Doug climbed up through the hatch with his other camera and realized with a jolt that as the convoy vehicles had peeled off from the jumbled mass, our Iraqi vehicle was now in the lead. He yelled down into the hatch to let us know. We were all surprised and even concerned, as this was not standard procedure for journalists traveling with the military.

I had hoped to do a stand-up in the top of the hatch where I would speak and Doug would film as we were moving, but Magnus warned me that the roar of the diesel engine might override my voice on the sound track. Doug and I decided to give it a try and, at the very least, get some pictures of the Iraqi soldiers on top of the vehicle. I climbed up to the top of the APC to survey the road. As expected, it was tough to compete with the rumble of the engine. I popped back down into the hatch to confer with Magnus and Vinnie about the sound. We looked at some digital pictures Vinnie and I had taken. I climbed back up onto the second hatch; on the opposite side of the tank an Iraqi soldier sat watching the road. Magnus was having some issues with his sound equipment, so I went down below again and came back up next to Doug to confer with him. Doug was filming the Iraqi soldier in the front of the tank and I was behind Doug, gazing straight ahead. Doug remembers that the interpreter was advising us to go below as we were approaching a stand of palm trees where insurgents had positioned themselves. I have no recollection of that conversation.

All told, we had traveled only three miles or so when there was a giant explosion, a deafening, horrific blast that rocked the tank. What the hell was that? was the first thought Vinnie and Magnus had below, followed quickly by the certain knowledge of what it was.

Hidden behind some trees, a band of Iraqi insurgents had detonated a crude roadside bomb with a remote-controlled device. The IED was a 155-millimeter shell, one of the biggest artillery shells available. Often a vehicle merely running over a bomb will initiate the blast, but this was a well-planned complex attack. The bomb was set off to the side, on the left of the roadway, about three to five yards from the tank. Rocks and stones had been packed around the shell in the dirt to magnify the damage.

Hundreds of rocks shot upward with the force of bullets. The white heat of the firepower ripped through the air like an apocalypse. The explosion shot up and under the tank, powerfully showering the side of the vehicle, the angle of the blast effectively saving our lives as most of the shrapnel flew over our heads.

I took a direct hit to the left side of my head and upper body. More than a hundred little rocks and countless fragments of black dirt were blasted into my face, peppered around my eyes, tattooed onto the bridge of my nose and ear, and shot into my jaw and under the helmet. One marble-sized rock sheared off the bottom of my jawbone, cracked two teeth, and entered the soft flesh of my neck. A second marble-sized rock ripped into my cheek and up into my sinus, coming to rest up against the eggshell-thin bone of the eye socket. Another rock tore into the chin strap of my helmet, blowing it off my head and into the sand several yards away. The force of the blast was so strong that it crushed my skull bone over the left temporal lobe of my brain. Small shards of my cranium were driven into the outer surface of my brain, and the force was so great that my left eyeball was slightly displaced in the socket.

Three large rocks and dozens of smaller ones shot under my flak jacket in the back by the armhole, slicing into the flesh and cartilage of my scapula like tiny dulled knives, coming to rest just a millimeter from my chest wall, heart, and lungs.

Doug was still filming as his skull absorbed the concussive blast from the front, but his helmet stayed on. The force of a giant rock slamming into his helmet shattered his skull. Only a few rocks hit Doug, though, as the force of the blast slammed him onto the top of the tank on his back. In shock from the concussion, he could not move and lay staring up at the blue cloudless sky. The Iraqi soldier riding at the front of the tank had one of his hands blown off.

Below the hatch, Magnus had been holding Doug’s legs as he filmed. The blast caused Magnus to fall back and lose his grip. Vinnie and Magnus looked at each other for a split second and screamed. Doug’s camera fell down into the hatch and instantly Vinnie looked up and saw my body sway and crumple down into the tank in a kind of macabre slow motion, blood streaming down my face. As I fell into the vehicle, my helmetless head and the back of my neck ricocheted off the hard metal on the sides of the hatch like a child’s rubber ball.

Vinnie grabbed me by the flak jacket and began screaming, “Open your eyes, Bob! Bob, open your eyes for me!”

Omar, the translator, who had lived through dozens of IED blasts, yelled at Vinnie to cover my neck with his hands where a giant shrapnel hole was pumping out blood. Seconds after the bomb went off I was completely unconscious and Vinnie, unsure if I was even alive, immediately followed instructions. The sound of Omar’s commanding voice snapped him out of shock and pressed him into action.

Outside the tank, the convoy was now engaged in a complex attack. This was increasingly becoming a signature maneuver of the insurgents; they would set off an IED to draw the troops out to help the wounded and then barrage the scene with small-arms fire and rocket-propelled grenades. Other army vehicles immediately circled our personnel carrier to protect it, and some of the soldiers hopped out to fire back. Major Taylor’s men began driving the insurgents back with weapons and another group of Iraqi soldiers took the lead, peeling off on foot to go after the enemy.

Although the vehicles had circled our own, it was several minutes before the arms fire was under control enough for the soldiers to come to our aid. Doug could still not move. Pinned on top of the tank, he was semiconscious and bleeding from the head. Magnus, terrified that Doug would be hit in the gunfight, climbed up the hatch to pull him in.

On the hard floor of the APC I suddenly came to, opened my eyes very wide, and began spitting blood as I tried to focus. There was so much blood on the left side of my head that Vinnie told me later it looked like syrup. He could see only my left eyeball through the blood. Vinnie remembered later how odd it had seemed that blood in such massive quantities looked black and not red.

My eyes opened and closed again, and I rolled to the side and spat out more blood. Vinnie was still bravely trying to stanch the blood from the gaping wound on my neck.

“Put your hands on his neck,” screamed the Iraqi interpreter again. “Stop the blood with your hand and push against the vein.”

Vinnie kept screaming at me to stay awake. He was convinced I was dying.

“You’re going to be okay!” Vinnie and Magnus shouted at me. Pinned inside, Doug remained in shock, staring straight ahead. The two hatches were open on top and Magnus and Vinnie could hear gunfire all around. Our only way out was the back hatch, which remained closed as the firefight raged on outside. Until the situation was stabilized, no one could get to us.

There was yelling all around outside the tank. Many of the soldiers in the division were new arrivals and this was their first conflict experience. It was chaos and confusion, blood and tissue, adrenaline and the smell of gunfire and fear.

Relief overtook Vinnie’s rising panic when a Bradley vehicle pulled up next to the APC. John McFarland suddenly opened the back hatch of the APC. “Bring him out, bring him out now!” he yelled. Omar helped Vinnie pull me out of the tank, one man carrying my feet and the other my head. It was a painstaking process, given my wounds, but within a few minutes I was safely on the other side of the vehicle, in and out of consciousness on the ground, lying in a patch of sunlight on a litter. Magnus helped Doug, who by now could walk on his own.

“Medic, we need a medic,” Vinnie shouted. “Get a medic!”

“We don’t have a medic. There is no medic,” answered a soldier nearby.

Another soldier atop the closest Humvee, holding an M-4 rifle, looked over and said calmly, “Just keep talking to him. Keep the words coming. Just keep talking to him to keep him conscious.” He was only about nineteen or twenty but spoke in such a measured, authoritative voice that it allowed Vinnie to focus. It was the only thing that made sense to him in the midst of all of that chaos.

“Stay with me. You’re going to be okay,” Vinnie said. I began to come to again, and the reality and confusion of what had happened hit me hard. “You are going to be okay, you are going to be okay,” said Vinnie, leaning over me.

Suddenly, awake again and confused, I began to scream. “Am I alive?”

“Yes, you are alive,” Vinnie screamed back. “Hang in there, you are going to be okay.” At the time, Vinnie didn’t really believe that. We were in the middle of a gunfight on a godforsaken dusty Iraqi road. I was bleeding profusely; we were miles from the closest hospital and scared as hell.

“What happened?” I screamed.

“It was a bad accident,” Vinnie replied, squeezing my hand to keep me focused. “Stay with me, you’ll be okay.”

The blood on my head and neck was cascading down my body. I began to feel the pain of my wounds and as I reached up toward Vinnie I saw the blood on me, everywhere, and it scared me.

“This hurts,” I screamed, kicking my legs and flailing on the ground. “This fucking hurts.” I tried to stand but Vinnie held me down.

“We need to kick somebody’s ass,” I yelled, as gunfire rang out somewhere in the distance.

It was a ridiculous thing to say, given my position, but a trace of a smile crossed Vinnie’s face. Bob is still in there, he thought, and fighting back. If we can just keep him alive until we get medical attention. But there was so much damned blood, Vinnie thought. So much blood. It was now pooling on the litter. It was on everything. Vinnie knew he would see my blood in his nightmares for years to come.

“We’re getting you out of here, buddy.” Vinnie squeezed my hand again.

I rolled over on my left side, the injured side, and rolled back immediately, screaming in pain and spitting more blood. My orthopedic surgeon told me later that he could have put his entire fist through the hole in my back. Vinnie had not known I even had a wound on my scapula, he was so focused on stopping the blood pouring out of my head and neck.

“Oh, no, oh, no,” I moaned, watching blood stream from my mouth. To Vinnie, I seemed unusually calm. I kept trying to pick myself up, spitting blood again and again and pulling my knees to my chest in a fetal position to deal with the pain.

Soon after that I passed out, and for more than a month I would be completely unaware of anything that was happening around me. My mind would journey to a place that to this day I cannot describe or even remember.


Lee

Orlando, Florida, January 29, 2006

As soon as I came down the hallway back to my hotel room, my twelve-year-old daughter, Cathryn, rushed toward me, a look of spooked panic in her eyes. “Where have you been, Mommy? Has anything happened to Dad?”

“Why?” I said, in my calmest mommy voice.

“Well, the phone kept ringing and woke us up. Alix called from Family Fun and asked if you were all right, and then Melanie called and said she is praying for you and loves you,” she said breathlessly. With loving honey-brown eyes, a huge heart, and long coltish legs, Cathryn was her father’s daughter.

“Come on,” I said. “Let’s get out of the hallway and into the room.”

“Mom, tell me,” she demanded, planting her feet.

“Let’s get Mack first,” I reasoned. Miraculously, the twins were still asleep on the pull-out couch. This would make my life easier, as our two teams of kids, as Bob called them, Team A and Team B, were six years apart. The dialogue between the two teams would be very different.

Mack, our fourteen-year-old, was awake and studying my face as I walked in. I began talking immediately.

“Guys, Dad has been hurt in Iraq. He was riding in a tank with the army and something blew up. We don’t have a lot of information, but he is getting some great medical care.”

“Is he alive?” Cathryn asked. Her eyes narrowed a bit.

“Yes, absolutely,” I said immediately. “I think your dad is going to be fine. He’s tough, he’s a fighter. And I have a feeling in my heart that everything is going to be okay, I really do. But we’re going to pack up and leave now to get back home.”

“Mom?” Mack asked softly, rolling over in bed to look straight at me. “Is Dad really going to be okay?”

My words stuck in my throat. I never wanted to lie to my children or give them unrealistic hope. “I believe Dad will be okay, Mack. He has some wounds, but they are treating them. And your dad always thinks about safety. I’m sure he had on his helmet and all of his gear, so whatever happened he was protected as much as he could be.”

Mack grabbed the remote and flipped on the TV, which just happened to be set to CNN. As if on cue, the blond anchor said, “ABC anchor Bob Woodruff was wounded in Iraq with cameraman Doug Vogt.” A picture of Bob flashed up on the screen. I rushed to the TV and turned it off. It was the last time I would watch the news, or any other TV program, for months.

My cell phone started ringing almost immediately, with calls from friends and colleagues. I turned it off so I could take action. I had four children to pack up and get out of Disney World. I had two children who still had no idea about their daddy’s grave injuries, and then I had to get on a plane for Germany that evening, devising some kind of plan for the kids’ care in my wake. The clock was running down.

I left Mack and Cathryn in charge of getting the twins dressed. Then I jumped in the shower. Something about the solitude of the big tiled bathroom and the huge luxurious shower stall terrified me. With the door shut my resolve began to fade. I began to sob quietly as the running water masked the sound.

All at once the bathroom door jerked open and Cathryn came in and saw my face. Hard as I tried to pull myself together, her own calm broke and she began to cry.

“Mommy, you’re crying,” she wailed in a terrified voice. “Are you telling us everything? I thought you said Dad was going to be okay.”

“I believe so, sweetie, I really do. But this is scary for Mom, and we are far away from home right now. I’m sad and I wish Dad were here. Everybody needs to have a good cry when something happens, Cath. Now go and help the girls get dressed so we can get on the road, okay?”

Stepping out of the shower I looked hard at myself in the mirror. I saw sad eyes staring back, red-rimmed from crying. I needed to stay strong, I told my reflection. I needed to make the kids feel I was in charge. My job now was to get them back home. From there, I thought, we’d come up with another plan, take the next step.

Lee

New York, January 29, 2006

Bob was already in his black unconscious state. The rest of his news crew and colleagues back at ABC headquarters, however, were in the midst of a crisis. And Bob was the story, as the news spread quickly by television and Internet.

At about 1 P.M. Baghdad time, Kate Felsen, an ABC News senior producer who had been with Bob in Baghdad, reached Martha Raddatz, ABC’s senior White House correspondent and previously the network’s Pentagon reporter. Martha was one of the most connected journalists in the business when it came to the military. She was also a personal friend.

Kate briefed Martha on what she knew about the attack. “Bob, Doug, Vinnie, and Magnus were on an embed and they were hit by an IED,” she said. “It’s bad.”

“I’ll get right on it,” Martha said immediately, and dug up some private numbers. Although she would never take credit for it, in those early hours, Martha helped ensure that Doug and Bob were afforded the same lightning-quick care normally given to the military.

Martha felt sick to her stomach. This was a tough story for her, a friend, to be on. Her first call was to General Pete Chiarelli, commanding general for all U.S. forces in Baghdad. Her second call was to General George W. Casey, Jr., the overall strategic commander, a four-star general.

Chiarelli told her that both men had been transferred from Taji to a combat support hospital in Baghdad, where they would be assessed and then flown to a field hospital in Balad that handled severe casualties. He also told her Bob’s Glasgow Coma Scale, a routine test performed on head-injury patients as soon as they reach the hospital to assess neurological function. Although Bob’s scale was between 3 and 4 out of a possible 15, General Chiarelli seemed mildly hopeful. Martha made a few more calls to people in high places.

“The report I gave you about Bob,” began the general a short time later on the phone to Martha, “it is not looking so good now. I think it’s very bad.” General Chiarelli spoke carefully and slowly. “He was hit in the head and the shoulder.” Martha’s stomach turned over. She’d been to Iraq dozens of times and understood the fate of most of the soldiers who suffered head injuries. They called these men “the walking wounded.” Most often the scars were invisible, but the damage inside the brain was permanent. It had become the signature wound of this war.

Kate Felsen called Martha back in Washington at about 2:30 Baghdad time. She was at the Baghdad hospital in the Green Zone and had had a glimpse of Bob and Doug as they were being rushed into surgery. She was sobbing on the phone.

Clark Bentson, another producer traveling with Bob who was with Kate at the hospital, remarked that there were so many tubes and so much dried blood on Bob’s head that he looked horribly burned. “Doug is going to be fine, just fine,” a nurse reassured Kate and Clark over and over. No one was saying anything about Bob. A colonel asked Clark if he had permission to make life-and-death decisions about him.

Back in the Good Morning America studios in New York’s Times Square, Kate Snow and Bill Weir, weekend anchors, had begun broadcasting the Sunday edition. It was 7 A.M. in New York and 3 P.M. in Baghdad.

Suddenly, Snow heard executive producer John Green’s voice in her ear with the news about the attack. She struggled to maintain some composure as she began to deliver the news on the air. Kate and her husband, Chris, were friends and neighbors of ours, and our children played together. She fought back the urge to cry. She and Bill were visibly shaken.

In Washington that morning, This Week with George Stephanopoulos was gearing up to go on the air after Good Morning America. George heard the news in the Washington bureau and immediately called home to his wife, Ali Wentworth, breaking down as he told her what he knew.

Back in the New York studio, Diane Sawyer and countless others had come in early on that Sunday morning after hearing the news. Diane sat silently watching the monitor with the rest of the newsroom, waiting for information. Like everyone else, she would tell me later that she was stunned by the horror and magnitude of what had happened.

From the moment he broke the news to me at Disney World, David Westin began a chain of regular e-mail updates to the concerned ABC staff. From that point forward, he would work to keep everyone informed, while at the same time protecting our family’s privacy as well as that of the Vogts.

There was a feeling among the entire broadcast community that day that blended respect, horror, and reverence. For anyone who had spent time in Iraq or any other place of conflict or danger, there was a response I would hear repeated so many times from Bob’s colleagues: “That could so easily have been me.”

Back in Balad, Vinnie and Magnus had finally made it to the hospital where Bob and Doug had been quickly flown by helicopter from Baghdad. They were still covered in Bob’s and Doug’s blood. Shortly after they arrived, insurgents began shelling the Balad hospital with mortars. The attack continued while doctors were operating on Bob. Now that the two men were patients in the military’s care, a veil of privacy was dropping. The doctors would no longer release detailed information to ABC personnel.

“Your friend is going into surgery and Doug will be next,” one of the medical team finally told Vinnie and Magnus after their repeated badgering for more details. “The army has shut down information on Bob Woodruff.”

Lee

Orlando, Florida, January 29, 2006

Somewhere on the way to the airport my cell phone rang. It was Dr. Tim Johnson, the ABC News medical editor.

“Bob is going into surgery now,” Tim said. “I know you are about to board the plane. Lee, you need to think about whether or not you want to be in the air when he is being operated on. We could reach you in the plane, but it would be difficult.”

Bob’s life was hanging by a thread and Tim was asking me to think about whether I wanted to be incommunicado during such a delicate time. But internally I was processing things differently. Bob would be okay. Surgery? Fine. Doctors fixed things. Expert doctors would be caring for Bob and making sure that his outcome was good. If the ultimate goal was to get home and get the kids back, why would we sit on the tarmac waiting for news, delaying our return home even more? We just needed to get going. Heading home meant somehow moving closer to Bob and to answers.

It wasn’t until later that I would understand that Dr. Tim was gently trying to tell me that at that very moment it was touch-and-go. I would later learn that in the middle of the Iraqi desert in some converted barracks where generators provided the power source, a surgical team that knew not to hesitate was about to cut through my husband’s skull with a bone saw to relieve the rapid swelling in his brain. Major Debra Muhl, an OR nurse and air force reservist, was shaving Bob’s head. As she prepped him for surgery, she leaned into his good ear to be heard over the commotion and chaos. “We’re going to take very good care of you, Bob,” she whispered, “so hang in there.”

What I would come to understand, weeks later, was that in the midst of the Iraqi desert, miles from the nearest hospital, my husband had a chance for the best outcome possible from a head injury in the hands of the military medical team. Doctors would tell me later that if this kind of head injury had happened in the States, Bob would probably not have survived.

I honestly don’t remember how we got on the private plane. I don’t recall if we went through security or walked to the tarmac. I do remember the pilot touching my back as I climbed the slim set of stairs. He told me how brave my husband was and that he was praying for him.

Fortunately, the kids were focused on how cool the plane was. I tried to keep it upbeat and make it feel like an adventure. “Look at the screen,” I said. “It tells us where the plane is right now and over what state.” They seemed amazingly up. I had done a good job so far of appearing positive and in control. In the hotel room I had given the twins a simple explanation that their daddy was hurt and we had to get home. Mack and Cathryn were hunched over homework, and the twins focused on their handheld video games.

Somewhere down below the clouds, thousands of miles away, Bob was lying on an operating table, but the reality of a head injury meant nothing to me. I knew that Bob had briefly been conscious and that was probably a positive sign. I knew he was in good medical hands, and I trusted the military doctors. Every day they treated people in Iraq who would have to redefine themselves because their lives had turned on a dime, in one bleak instant.

I loved my husband fiercely. Our marriage was strong and in a good place and I had come to terms with our life together, living as we did at the whim of breaking news. I thought about his strength and his love for us. I thought about how many producers and cameramen and colleagues had told me over the years how proudly he would talk about his family when he was on the road.

We were lucky. We’d had adventure as a couple and as a family. We’d taken risks for Bob’s career and we’d traveled. We understood the importance of comfort without the need for luxury. There were lots of categories in which we could receive better grades, but we’d carved out a life that we loved. That life dangled near a cliff right now. As tears rolled down my cheeks I hugged myself and pulled my knees up to my chin in the plane seat. I wasn’t good at the unknown. Improvising wasn’t my strong suit.

All at once Cathryn was next to me in the aisle with what seemed a trumped-up question about some schoolwork. She was checking up on me, gauging my every move. Darned if she hadn’t caught me crying again! I smiled through the tears, as if that might tell her not to worry.

“Mom?” she asked. “Are you okay?”

“I am, sweetie,” I answered, willing my tears to stop. “I’m just having a moment. This has all happened so fast and I’m just emotional. It’s a lot to take in, isn’t it?”

“Uh-huh. Can you quiz me on the names of the thirteen colonies?” she asked. I was grateful for the distraction.

As the plane began to descend, my cell phone rang. It was Vinnie, calling from the hospital; the army neurosurgeon, Major Hans Bakken, was on the line “in the theater,” as they called it.

“Mrs. Woodruff?” An authoritative, decidedly military voice launched into a rapid-fire monologue of medical terms. “I’ve just finished operating on your husband. He suffered a concussive blast and had a penetrating brain injury due to the explosion. His skull was fractured, so we had to do a hemicraniectomy. The original material was contaminated, so we were unable to save the bone. We do not know the extent of the damage. We are unsure about the function of his left eye and ear. He has a serious head wound and we are going to prepare to transport him to Landstuhl, Germany, as soon as he is stable.”

“I…uh…will he live?” I asked feebly, fighting a fluttering feeling of terror.

“Yes, ma’am, he is alive,” said the doctor more softly, after a pause, afraid, I was sure, to say anything more. In the coming months I would live on this delicate seesaw: doctors offering some kind of hope while reciting the potential for cold hard outcomes.

In order to survive my journey and to maintain that flame of hope, I would need to tell myself that Bob was different. That through sheer force of will and love for his family, he would control his own outcome. There were many, many times when I tried to tell people that they simply “didn’t know Bob.” Sometimes I would have to avert my eyes from the pitying, knowing looks that told me I was too shocked or stunned or naive to know what a pockmarked road lay ahead.

“I’m going to hand you back over to Mr. Malhotra now,” said Dr. Bakken.

I was stunned. What the heck did the guy just say? I thought. Half of it had sounded like medical code, and it was delivered at a machine-gun pace. I was still dazed when I heard Vinnie’s voice, fighting his own fear to reassure me.

“Lee? Are you there?” Vinnie asked. Something about his familiar tone made me feel connected to the events and to Bob.

At some point during the conversation with the doctor the plane had landed and taxied down the runway. As I stumbled out the door, I registered a look from the pilot and co-pilot as they stood at attention on the tarmac. It was a mixture of respect, sorrow, and empathy. It was a look I would come to recognize many times.

“Vinnie, what was that?” I screamed into my cell phone. “What is happening? That was horrible. What the hell did he just tell me about my husband?”

The kids were piling out after me and Cathryn was rapidly approaching, with her built-in X-ray vision and bionic round-the-corner hearing.

“What’s wrong, Mommy?” she asked, eyes boring into my face.

“I just talked to the doctor, sweetie, and Dad’s operation went fine. They are very optimistic,” I said, fighting the urge to let my knees buckle and drop to the asphalt, sobbing.

Mimi Gurbst, vice president of news coverage for ABC and Bob’s friend and mentor, piled out of her car with Bob’s assistant, Lauren Lipani. Behind them was a van. Mimi was gesturing to me, ready to whisk us away.

I needed some space to process what had just happened and what was going to happen next. My life was zooming out of my control. There was a ticket waiting for me to fly to Germany, and I needed to think about who would accompany me. Who would care for my kids? How would I airlift myself out of a jam-packed life and abandon my responsibilities? As all these thoughts swirled around me, one thing became crystal clear. I had to get to Bob. Everything else was insignificant.

“Mimi, I need a moment,” I said, giving her a bear hug and battling back tears at the sight of a familiar face. “Can the kids go with Lauren?”

I fell into the front seat of her car, hugging my purse. My children were redirected into the van with Lauren, who would become fresh meat for the twins’ volley of questions and stories from Disney World.

“I’ll see you at home!” I waved feebly out the window. Somehow on this car ride I would need to recharge sufficiently to calm the kids, pack a suitcase, and get on a plane to Germany to see what was left of my husband.

Lee

Westchester County, New York, January 29, 2006

I was numb. The energy I’d expended to be cheery in front of the kids for that entire morning had completely deserted me in Mimi’s car.

Mimi was trying to cheer me up, telling me Bob stories and asking about our trip to Orlando. I robotically guided her to my house from the highway. All too soon we pulled into the driveway and sat for a moment while I gathered fresh reserves of courage to walk in the door and turn the page to some sort of new chapter.

“What did you do the day he left?” Mimi asked.

“Well, I helped him pack.” I smiled. “I don’t have to tell you how disorganized he is when it comes to things like that. We got everything he needed together for his trip. And then…” I trailed off, remembering suddenly that we had made love that morning. Despite how hurried we had been and into our own schedules and demands, we had stopped for a moment of intimacy. And for a brief second I let the inevitable what ifs intrude before I pushed them back down and far, far away from my thoughts. I was grateful, grateful that no matter what faced me in the future, we had that moment in our past, like the end of an engrossing book or a movie.

A big gray SUV pulled up behind Mimi’s car in the driveway and my friend Karin Kukral climbed out. She had obviously heard the news. Her face was a welcome sight. In the entire journey following Bob’s injury, Karin’s expression of friendship was one of the most appropriate. She handed me a goodie bag for the plane, with magazines, candy, gum, aspirin, and a toothbrush. She fought back tears valiantly and gave me a giant hug. Then, with barely a word, she jumped in her car and drove away. Just like that.

It was friends like Karin whom I would come to rely on and be amazed by. These were the friends who refrained from calling repeatedly, friends who dropped off meals and food and slunk away. They made Costco runs for toilet paper, took my children for playdates, and drove them to soccer practices, confirmation classes, and countless other extracurricular activities.

Karin had nursed her father through a serious time in the hospital and knew how to behave in the wake of a tragedy. It meant simply letting someone know you were there without any expectation of a response. Even when I pushed them away, my dear friends quietly pushed back.

I don’t remember at what point the silent army of good friends began to enter my house that Sunday or how they all formed into efficient units and divided labor wordlessly like a swarm of worker bees. All at once my kitchen was humming. Somehow, everyone seemed to know just what to do. Cell phones were going nuts, food and flowers were coming to the door. Mothers offered to take my kids to various houses and I nodded numbly. Somehow Mack’s ride came and he slipped out the door while I was upstairs. None of us could know it would be almost two weeks before I would see my children again.

Once they were all gone, I felt relieved to focus solely on the trip to Landstuhl. We decided that my brother-in-law Shawn McLoughlin, Melanie Bloom, and Bob’s brother David would go with me.

“I’m coming with you, Lee,” Mel had insisted on the phone. “You don’t even have a say. You were with me every step of the way for a year after David died, and I’m going to be with you for Bob.”

My sister Nancy’s passport had lapsed, so her husband, Shawn, was elected. A loving bear of a man with a heart the size of a football field, Shawn was exactly the kind of guy you would want to be with if there was anything that needed fixing. Mel would offer me the solace of a best friend and be my rock as a fellow journalist wife, and Shawn would provide the fierce protective flank.

David Woodruff, Bob’s older brother, almost didn’t come. Our initial thought had been to leave him in charge of Bob’s parents, who were flying with him from Detroit to New York to be with the kids and await more information. But it was important that he come as a member of Bob’s family. In the end it would prove an invaluable decision, for he became the “face of the family” as spokesperson to the media.

As I flitted around the house, somehow my sense of humor was heightened and completely intact. I knew it was a defense mechanism to keep me from thinking or feeling too much in the vacuum of information. My veins throbbed with pure adrenaline and I felt a duty to protect the people around me from faltering or falling apart. I moved from room to room like a butterfly, unable to focus on any task for more than a second.

My sister pressed two prescription bottles into my hands, one for sleeping and the other for anxiety. Somehow she had thought of this critical detail with lightning speed and had already contacted a doctor. My college friend Nora shooed me upstairs. There were only a few hours remaining before I needed to leave for the airport. “You’ve got to eat something, and you’ve got to pack a bag,” she said, and then she took me by the arm and led me to the master bedroom.

“We’ll pack some things for Bob too,” she said optimistically.

Mimi Gurbst also came upstairs. Packing my bag for Landstuhl, she soon discovered the answer to one of the questions she had tortured Bob about at the office: boxers or briefs?

“I can’t believe I’m rifling through Bob Woodruff’s underwear drawer!” she exclaimed. “Do you know how many women would like to be in this position?”

“I’d be wearing gloves made for toxic waste if I were you.” I giggled and then turned to face my own closet with a heavy sigh. In Florida, the weather had been balmy and sunny. In January, in the heart of Germany, it would be downright frosty.

“You’ve got to take some comfortable clothes for the flight,” said Nora.

“Ummm…” I mumbled absentmindedly. “What about yoga pants?” I yanked open a drawer and pulled out my comfortable cotton workout pants with the flared legs.

For what felt like an eternity I would be forced to live with the poor judgment of my “comfortable clothes” decision. As I pasted myself into black skintight yoga pants and fake Ugg boots, looking like something out of a Josie and the Pussycats forty-fifth-reunion tour, I had no way of knowing that I would be stuck in that outfit as events snowballed.

For the next sixty hours—exactly the time that we were in Germany before heading back—I would walk the halls of a military hospital in skintight black pants with visible panty lines, leaving very little to the imaginations of the armed services members, army doctors, and family members who inhabited the base.

At Kennedy Airport we located Bob Murphy, ABC senior vice president and friend to Bob since his early days as a reporter. Bob Murphy had been assigned to be the ABC liaison for us. His role was to smooth the way and help facilitate anything that needed to be done for Bob and Doug.

As a group we were all slightly awkward with one another at first. I realized that I represented the only connection to each of the other four people and I felt duty-bound to make sure everyone knew one another and got along. It was so very Emily Post that in the midst of my fear and grief I was trying to orchestrate relationships, hoping that everyone liked each other. As with most harrowing events, experiencing it together bonds people to one another.

I need not have worried. The five of us who set out to JFK on that cold crisp January night would return as a cohesive unit. We would dub ourselves “The Landstuhl Survivors” after the popular CBS reality show. Our moniker would provide the framework for many jokes that masked sorrow, terror, and uncertainty. It would be a way for us, and ultimately for Doug Vogt’s entourage too, to connect, laugh with one another, and form a community around our tragedy.

Flying through the night, I was unable to concentrate on my book. Ambien provided only a short sleep. I tried to focus on Bob and what he might be doing at that moment. Somewhere in the skies over the Middle East, he and Doug were flying on a military transport plane rigged to carry the injured.

Would I find the man I had fallen in love with or would I find something worse, different, immutably changed?

I had taken an anti-anxiety drug at Melanie’s urging, but it only served to make me feel disconnected in a scary way. I was not a person who drank much, and drugs had never held much appeal. I liked being in control, and the pill made me feel unfocused and unplugged from my life. It short-circuited my fighting spirit. I knew I would need to fight for Bob. I understood enough from past brushes with tragedy to know I had to be present for every moment. To blunt it would do no good. I needed to feel it all: the horror, the shock, the grief, the hope. Only then would I be able to begin to move through it.

I tried to focus on the novel in front of me. It was a tale about a sinister misguided kid who massacres some of his classmates Columbine-style. His mother had tried everything to connect, but the child was born with a burning anger.

“Life could be worse,” I whispered to myself as Melanie slept soundly beside me. For the moment I took tiny solace in the fact that the hideous pain of the wife and mother in the book trumped mine.

Lee

New York, 1986

It’s easy to assume that I married Bob Woodruff because of his “dreamy” green eyes or his cut Ken-doll jaw. There are lots of other attributes I’ve heard women tick off to me about my husband over the years, but the simple fact is that I married Bob Woodruff because of his brain. Bob was the smartest guy I’d ever met. Somehow, I was wise enough to know that the looks part of the package fades. But laughter, fun, and a shared sense of the world—they make the stuff from which two people can really construct a life together.

We knew each other in passing at Colgate University, where I was a class ahead of him and, for the most part, uninterested in younger guys. It wasn’t until our paths crossed in New York in 1986, after we’d both graduated, that we took another look at each other.

It was mid-May, and I was at the South Street Seaport in lower Manhattan helping my sister Nancy with a bridal shoot for a newspaper. We broke for lunch at a restaurant, where Nancy had arranged for a cake to be brought to the table to celebrate my birthday. I was twenty-six. It was the first big stretch in my life where I wasn’t dating one special person, and I was enjoying that freedom.

As I lifted my head to laugh at something the photographer had said, I saw Bob out of the corner of my eye. He was dressed in a dark suit and walking through the restaurant accompanied by some very lawyerlike people.

There had always been something very alive about Bob Woodruff. His walk had a springy bounce, a way of almost rolling up on his toes, that exuded confidence. His eyes were deep-set but sparkling, and he had a ready smile. He looked, perhaps, like someone you would judge to be a cocky, pompous pretty boy.

In reality, Bob was an extremely smart guy who put little stock in the great genes life had dealt him. He was a bit shy, uninterested in clothes, passionate about playing sports, a friendly but serious competitor, and hugely curious about the world. He had a gift for languages, had backpacked solo in the Middle East, lived and worked on a kibbutz, and in 1986 was attending law school at the University of Michigan. Bob was largely unfazed by almost any situation; he approached life with the awe and wonder of a child. He possessed a single-minded focus, the ability to tune everything else out, including my voice, and zero in on whatever he was concentrating on. I had often thought that if Bob were deep into some intellectual pursuit and a fire started in the building, he might burn up before he detected smoke.

This trait could be enraging at times, if you were his partner, and at other times it was a gift. It allowed him, as a journalist, to stay completely focused on writing a script under deadline, despite the chaos or conflicts raging around him.

I wouldn’t learn any of these things about him until later. For the moment he was the guy I vaguely knew who had dated the same gal all through college. One of my only memories of him had been as a sophomore, when he was a freshman. My girlfriends and I were living off campus in an apartment and, too bored to cook dinner, we had snuck into the dining hall to grab a free meal. I remembered seeing a completely green young kid with the most striking eyes. I remembered how he had held his books under his arm, a quaint affectation that somehow seemed out of place. And I distinctly remembered turning to my friends with a superior air. “Look at that guy with the books,” I’d said. “Could he look any more like a freshman?”

Buried for years, that image came rushing back. Me with the horrible long-term memory. And now here he was, years later, in Flutie’s restaurant just as we were taking a break inside. Like so many moments that hinge on fate, a half-hour difference in either direction and we would have missed each other completely.

As he walked past the opening to our area of the restaurant, I impulsively yelled “Woody!” which had been his nickname on campus. He turned toward the call and, as he would tell the story years later, he “saw a roomful of beautiful models…and Lee.”

After a brief hello I introduced him to my sister Nancy. “Nan, this is a friend of Phil Foussard’s from college, Bob Woodward.”

Bob cleared his throat before correcting me. “Uh, actually it’s Bob Woodruff,” he said, smiling.

For years we would laugh about that first introduction. It became part of our lore, part of our story that we told our children and our friends. When Bob lay heavily sedated, comalike, in Washington, D.C., twenty years after our first encounter, I finally had a chance to tell the story in person to Bob Woodward. He and his wife, Elsa, were guests at an intimate dinner, a gathering meant to get my mind off the horror of my life, to pry me from the hospital and into a warm home. Bob Woodward had laughed and with a gentle humility had said sweetly, “And now his name is more famous than mine.”

Somehow during our brief chat among the models in the restaurant, Bob and I set up a dinner date. He was headed for Hong Kong to work in the law offices of Millbank Tweed for a month, but he would be back. “I’ll give you a call,” he promised.

As he walked away to find his colleagues, my sister Nan muttered, “He’s cute, you should go for him.” A tiny zing of interest went off in my head.

Almost exactly a month later, he picked me up at my apartment in Chelsea and we walked down into the West Village and stumbled on a random restaurant. I recall the night as long hours spent talking and talking and feeling instantly comfortable. Because I knew enough about him to know he was a decent guy, I let my defenses down all the way. There is a natural high that comes from new romance, and as we made our way back out into the night he tentatively slipped my hand into his.

Our summer courtship was a whirlwind, but the weeks were counting down until Bob had to return to Ann Arbor for his last year of law school. Liberated woman that I was, I grabbed Bob on the steps of a church late one weekend afternoon. “Don’t say anything back to me right now.” I placed my finger over his lips. “I just wanted to tell you that I love you.” My heart was pounding, and I figured I’d take a chance. What did I have to lose? He was leaving for Ann Arbor in less than a week and we’d be facing the challenges of a long-distance relationship regardless.

Bob’s eyes widened slightly, in the involuntary fight-or-flight reaction of the male animal since the dawn of time. There was no question that he was taken aback, and I watched his face regain its composure.

I don’t remember exactly what his response was. He did have the good sense not to parrot back an I-love-you-too. He mumbled something along the lines of how much I meant to him and how I had just surprised him. He hadn’t been looking for anything resembling a relationship, and now here I was. I knew he had many things he wanted to do in his life. Getting tied down to one girl wasn’t exactly in his personal playbook at age twenty-five, especially a girl who would be hundreds of miles away.

We said goodbye a few days later, immensely sad, unsure of where the next year would take us and not pledging to date exclusively. I may have tipped my cards to Bob early on, but I wasn’t dumb enough to make any demands.

Fate intervened that fall as my marketing firm, Porter Novelli, was hired to help auto company Audi of America fight off allegations of unintended acceleration in its cars. I quickly volunteered to work on the troubled automotive account, based just outside of Detroit. It was conveniently located about forty minutes from Ann Arbor, where Bob was living with three other third-year law students in a slum house just two steps away from being condemned. For one entire law-school year we lived apart, Bob as a carefree student and me as the suit-clad marketing consultant. Whenever possible, I scheduled meetings in Detroit on a Friday or Monday so I could stretch my time with Bob over the weekend.

Weekends in Ann Arbor were a lifetime away from the sophistication of Manhattan. They were filled with fall leaves and record snowfalls, attending Big Ten football games and watching Bob play rugby against other midwestern schools. I would drill him in Chinese, and we’d laugh at my poor pronunciation and silly methods for memorizing words. We shared private jokes and smiled way too much. I was more than smitten. The early stages of our love affair, as with most young couples, were the best kind of opiate.

Back in New York, my daily routine was to get to my office extra early after my morning swim and type a letter to Bob. He received at least four a week and began to look forward to them as a ritual. In many ways those letters provided the extra glue that kept everything together until Bob accepted an offer to work for Shearman & Sterling in New York City. His interest was in international law, and Shearman had offices as far-flung as Hong Kong. Surely the Mandarin Chinese he had studied would set him apart.

In October 1987, just as Bob began his white-shoe law-firm job with a new office and a secretary, the stock market took a heavy hit. The rage for mergers and acquisitions that had fueled the investment world for the past few years came to a screeching halt. This meant that law firms that had served the investment banks with phalanxes of associates doing diligence and poring over documents now lost this lucrative stake.

The Far Eastern deals that Bob had imagined, together with exotic Chinese junks in Hong Kong harbor, evaporated overnight. Day after day in his midtown office there was little to do other than read The Wall Street Journal cover to cover. He was bored. And a bored Bob Woodruff was never a good thing.

Bob had made a number of mainland Chinese friends in law school and one of them, Ye Ning, had connections in Beijing that might be useful. After less than a year in his law office, Bob needed a change. He was intrigued by a potential teaching position in China. It would allow him to improve his Chinese and satisfy his thirst for travel, experience, and adventure. Slowly he began to explore his options. Unsure of what this meant for us, I rarely broached the topic. I had been promoted to vice president at my firm, and my own future looked bright.

My next assignment was to spend a year on the Sports Car Club of America (SCCA) racing circuit, promoting the winning record and attributes of the new all-wheel-drive Audi Quattro. All at once, my life ebbed and flowed around the race schedule, crisscrossing the country from Sonoma, California, to Lime Rock, Connecticut, the only female on the team of a very testosterone-filled sport. The distinctive smell of the fuel, the heat of the rubber on the black asphalt, and the octane-charged super-hum of the cars zooming around the track became my home for eight months. Occasionally, when Bob could, he would join me at various races.

In early May we had a race in Napa Valley. The rolling hills around the track were a verdant green with wildflowers sprinkled everywhere. After the race, Bob and I took a walk, and talk turned to the future. He had received offers to teach American law at two Chinese universities, one near Shanghai and the other in Beijing.

The subject of Bob’s leaving made me nervous. I knew I couldn’t push for a commitment; that wasn’t my style, and ultimatums in relationships were not my specialty. However, as a full-fledged New Yorker, I was not about to give up my apartment in the city without some inkling about my future.

At twenty-eight, I was beginning to feel as if I had accomplished many things in my career at a fast and furious pace. The concept of settling down was becoming more appealing. And although I had no immediate thoughts of starting a family, I was aware of the call of the ovaries. I wanted kids at some point, and I wanted some years as a young married woman before having them. Bob Woodruff was, for me, the perfect mate. If I married him, my life would never be dull, never predictable or routine. As a girl who grew up in the same Albany suburban house for sixteen years, there was something attractive about his gypsy feet. He was smart, fearless, ambitious, loving, interesting, kind—and best of all he shared my sense of humor.

This last attribute, almost more than any other, was to see us through the peaks and valleys in our marriage. It was the shared ability to laugh at ourselves and our situation, even when tensions were at their highest, that enabled us to survive as individuals, as a couple, and ultimately as a family. We couldn’t possibly have imagined then, with our adult lives rolling out in front of us like a red carpet, how much we would be tested—and how much we would need to laugh in order not to cry.

Lee

Landstuhl, Germany, January 30, 2006

We landed in Frankfurt at 11 A.M. on January 30, and all five of us buzzed through customs as if on wheels. We piled into a giant van with our suitcases, half of mine packed with Bob’s things in what would prove to be an act of extreme hopefulness and naïveté about his condition. On the long flight from JFK, protected in the darkness of the airborne capsule, I’d had a brief interlude to reflect on what had happened in the previous twelve hours, regain some composure, and set my jaw. Now, hurtling down the autobahn, we couldn’t get there fast enough. I wanted to see him, to touch him, to understand exactly what we were dealing with.

Melanie was on a cell phone talking to NBC, where her late husband, David, had worked. They wanted her to go on the Today show and talk about how she was accompanying me. It was a big story. Bob was the only anchor to have been injured in a war, and as such he had put a public face on the hideous casualties men and women in Iraq were suffering every day.

Tom Brokaw had called a number of times and I needed to call him back. He and his wife, Meredith, had become good friends after David Bloom’s death in Iraq. I respected Tom’s quiet mentoring of Bob and his counsel throughout the past three years of Bob’s career. When I heard Tom’s comforting distinctive voice, I wanted to cry. He was concerned and yet, at the same time, incredibly reassuring. I told him what I knew, which still wasn’t much, and said we were on our way to see Bob. He echoed what many would tell me in the weeks and months to come: “Whatever we can do…”

What happened next would drive home for me how different and how public my world had become. My husband was a face of ABC News and, as one of its anchors, he was a franchise. Once ABC heard that NBC wanted Melanie Bloom to go on the air, Good Morning America and Today, fierce morning competitors, began a complicated dance to figure out how to best cover the story. News was, after all, still a business, and injured anchors made for good copy. The spat between the morning programs would play itself out in New York at many different levels, some of which I wouldn’t learn about for months.

         

Landstuhl was a typical German village with American highlights. I noticed the golden arches of McDonald’s among local German shops. We climbed a steep hill to the military base, where we entered the back way. Apparently, camera crews and reporters were massed at the front of the base, broadcasting live and looking for scraps of information.

Bob and Doug had arrived at the Regional Medical Center hospital about five hours earlier. Jumping out of the van, I was desperate to see him. My husband was here, somewhere in this building! We were led down long corridors, teeming with people in uniform, toward the family waiting area in the hospital. It felt odd to be thrust as a civilian into a military environment. I wondered about the men and women I saw. They were so young.

As we turned the last corner, I saw Vinnie in the hallway. He was talking to Tina Barbarovic, a producer from London who had worked with Bob for years. Tina was a close family friend and had left her new baby, Alex, in London to be with Bob, meet our crew, and smooth the way.

When I saw them both I ran down the corridor, sobbing, in my Josie-and-the-Pussycats pants and boots, my giant backpack flopping. I must have cut a disturbing figure. I fell into Vinnie’s arms, crying softly. “Oh, Vinnie,” I moaned. “I want to see him!” The rest of our group filed in and began to make introductions. Tina and Vinnie had new information and shared bits and pieces of the story and the events leading up to the attack. For the most part I tuned out. I would learn the full story later. I had so many questions. What had Bob been doing there that day? Had he taken an unnecessary risk for a story? Most important, what did the doctors think about his prognosis?

Before long, Chief of Surgery Guillermo Tellez came into the waiting room in his sand-colored military uniform with ribbons, stripes, and a name tag on his chest. Dr. Tellez was joined by neurosurgeon Major Peter Sorini, still in his green scrubs. They both struck me as kind men with truthful eyes that, I was certain, had seen too much on CCATT, the Critical Care Air Transport Team planes that flew between their base and Iraq three times a week. The realities of war, the cold hard outcome of conflict, was on full display in these corridors.

The disorientation of being suddenly jetted into a military world struck me again. So many other wives had walked in my shoes over the past three years of this war. For the military wives, there was community, understanding, and comradeship. For me, the wife of a journalist, whose only mission had been to get the story, there was no such structure.

The doctors gave us a quick briefing and tried to answer our questions. Bob was stable, he was in the intensive care unit, and they’d already performed a number of operations, especially on his shoulder and back to remove shrapnel. He had taken the full impact of the blast and they had performed a hemicraniectomy, the removal of half of his skull, to save brain function and let the brain swell. They were hopeful for Bob’s full recovery. Bob was a young strong man in terrific shape, and that would help him battle back physically. I felt a measure of calm at the news, but I had so many questions. I needed to see Bob first before I could begin to know what to ask.

The military was still in the process of determining where Bob would go next, but it looked like it would be either Walter Reed or Bethesda Naval, both military hospitals in the Washington, D.C., area. He would undergo more surgeries there, they explained. But as he and Doug were stable, they were hoping to get them out on the next CCATT plane the following evening. If Bob remained in stable condition, he would be cleared to fly.

While it was far too early to tell what the end result would be, the injury to Bob’s brain seemed focal, according to Dr. Tellez. There was no shrapnel in his brain, just a few shards of bone from when the skull had shattered upon the blast impact. One larger shard had been removed in Balad. These were not deep wounds, the doctor explained. The point of injury was located in the left temporal lobe, the area of the brain that typically controls speech and language in a right-handed person. It was what they called Bob’s dominant side. His sinus was off midline but would be okay. There were pieces of shrapnel—rocks, in fact—embedded all around the left side of Bob’s face, in the eye area, mouth, and neck. The surgeons had removed dozens of rocks already, but more would need to come out in Washington.

The concussive effects of a bomb blast, car accident, or any other violent head trauma disturb and shear neurons throughout the brain. The cognitive injuries a person could suffer were impossible to predict at this stage. Each brain injury is highly individual, and recovery still remains somewhat of a mystery to medical science. But the more faculties a person has going into an injury—intelligence, motivation, engagement in life, even support from family and friends—the better the prospects for recovery. Bob was a smart man, at the top of his game. He had the tools to give him the best chance.

I could feel the General in me already applying the filter and moving me into the zone—a bubble of optimism where I could choose to hear only positive information, to think only positive thoughts.

“One final thing,” said Dr. Tellez, addressing the group again, the fingers on both his hands touching at the tips. “This kind of injury…it is complicated. It takes a long time for the brain to heal; it’s about patience. Always remember that this is a marathon, not a sprint. Healing from brain injuries can easily take up to eighteen months, even two years.” My own brain was brimming with so much information, it could not hold that important nugget at the time. Over and over we would hear the marathon analogy until it made our spines shiver. It made us want to bargain with the devil, to trade this for any other insult, anything but a head wound. I would have preferred so many other traumas, so many other problems for Bob, almost anything at all.

“Would you like to see your husband now?” Dr. Tellez asked kindly, turning to me. “You can go in two at a time.” It was midafternoon in Germany. It felt as if we’d been waiting for days.

I’d both anticipated and dreaded this moment ever since I’d gotten the phone call. I wanted to walk into that room in every combination possible with the people around me. Part of me wanted to be alone with Bob, to face him for the first time by myself. But I also wanted to walk in with Mel, dear sweet Mel, my doppelgänger in so many ways; I remembered the day, three years before, when we had stared together at her husband’s unnaturally serene face in the coffin. I wanted to walk in the room with David, Bob’s brother and flesh and blood, who had fallen to his knees and called out when he heard the news. And I wanted to see Bob first with Shawn, my sister’s husband and one of Bob’s closest friends and confidants. These people were the bones that were propping me up on the journey.

“You and David should go,” said Shawn softly.

David and I looked at each other and I jumped up. My legs were stiff and my back ached. I began to feel nauseated, frightened, apprehensive. I knew the person I was about to see would look vastly different from the man who had blithely kissed me goodbye two weeks earlier.

“Let’s go, Lee.” Dave grabbed my arm.

As we rounded a corridor, we were met by a nurse whose tag read ANN SHULL. “You’ll need to gown up before you go in,” she told us. There was something knowledgeable, maternal, and comforting about her. I would have wanted her as my nurse and was instantly glad that she was caring for Bob. “There is a vicious bacterium found in the soil of Iraq named Acinetobacter,” she went on matter-of-factly. “The soldiers carry it back with them. We don’t want it to infect anyone else.”

David and I traded quick looks, but Ann was on to the full-body demonstration with lightning speed.

“Here is how we do it: sterile gown ties in the back, tie both top and bottom strings of the mask, and put on the gloves last.” She pointed to the pile of neatly folded paper gowns and demonstrated on herself.

Ann wasn’t finished. There were things she wanted us to know to be prepared for Bob’s condition. “His head is shaved and very misshapen, as his brain is swollen right now. The opening in the cranium is allowing the brain some room to swell, but it doesn’t look pretty. There are a lot of tubes running out of his body. Each one of these lines serves a function, from his catheter to his feeding tube and the lines for antibiotics. I’m going to take you to his feet first so you can get your bearings and then I’m going to take you over to his good side. Please let me know if you feel queasy,” she said, with a sympathetic look. “We don’t need more head injuries.”

Ann led us into a room. “You’ll notice the room is very cold and your husband is naked except for a sheet. That temperature is to keep the body’s swelling down.” Before I could register all that information, there was Bob.

My first thought was how great he looked, tan and Adonis-like, with a sheet arranged scantily over his groin. He looked like a statue or wax model of himself, lying there completely still. The upper part of his chest was shaved where multiple EKG leads had been stuck to the skin and attached to monitors by wires. His body was perfect, swollen from the fluids they had pumped into him but simply bigger, not a scratch I could see from the front. He looked muscular and incredibly strong. Then my eyes moved up to his head. From the neck up, my beautiful husband had been transformed into some kind of freakish human experiment.

Bob’s head was grossly swollen to the size of a rugby ball, misshapen at the top where his brain pushed out of the missing skull flap. His head was shaved except for a strip of hair down the back, a sort of shoddy Mohawk, giving him the appearance of an Indian brave, especially with the makeshift loincloth.

A clear tube filled with garish pink liquid protruded from the top of Bob’s head, with a bulb at the end to collect the fluid. A ventilator had been shoved in his mouth and down his throat, forcing his battered and swollen lips into a crude oval shape and breathing for him as his chest rose and fell in an exaggerated, pulsed motion. There was dried brownish blood around some of his fingertips and under his nails. Mixed with that, I knew, were bits of the Iraqi soil from the ground where he had lain, bleeding and thrashing. I wanted desperately to wash that blood off. Other tubes ran from his body, hooked to monitors around his bed that beeped in the rhythmic hum of the ICU that would become so familiar to my ears in the weeks to come.

Around his neck a cervical collar held his head in place, and from the right side, in profile, I could see the beauty of his features, swollen but intact. Circling to the left of his bed was like landing on the far side of the moon. It was the left side of Bob’s face and head that had taken the blast, and I sucked in my breath as I examined what remained of his face. There were cuts and stitches all over his cheeks, forehead, and neck and around his eyes. His lips were swollen with stitches running vertically from his top lip to his bottom. Contusions and stitches ran across the bridge of his nose, which was also swollen and slightly off-center. His left eye ballooned like a goldfish with a deep purple color, and I noticed some blood caked around the inside. There was no way that eye could have survived the blast, I thought. His ear was misshapen, like a cauliflower, and stitched where it had split. Blood and clear fluid leaked slowly from somewhere deep inside.

A giant incision, stitched with black thread, ran down the left side of his neck. I learned later that they had made this exploratory cut in the Balad hospital to make sure the artery wasn’t damaged and cutting off blood flow to the brain—a routine procedure for any blast injury.

There were giant wounds on Bob’s back where shrapnel had ripped into the armhole of his flak jacket from the ground on an upward trajectory. Three large rocks and many smaller ones had blasted holes the size of a fist into his scapula and shattered it, but none of us would even see this wound for weeks. It would have to heal while he lay on it. The priority was to keep his head in as stable a position as possible.

It occurred to me that when Bob recovered he would want to see a picture of what he looked like now. The reporter in him would never be satisfied with our descriptions and stories. He would want to see how little he resembled his former self. Now he was a giant Elephant Man likeness that lay like a corpse before me. But pictures were a chance we could not take. The Internet had opened up a realm of possibilities for disseminating information and photos. Countless careers had been ruined, launched, or revitalized when bootleg pictures “anonymously” appeared on the Web. Photographic images of Bob’s gruesome face were something we couldn’t risk. (Months later I would be proved right about Bob’s dismay, when he would remark ruefully, over and over, how he wished we had documented that portion of his journey.)

After this initial inspection my eyes came to rest on his dark eyebrows. The four Woodruff boys have distinctive eyes and brows, inherited from their mother, Frannie. Untamed, they would revert to a Cro-Magnon unibrow. But with a little careful grooming, those brows were strong and definitive. They had always been a part of Bob’s familiar look to me.

It was his eyebrows I focused on in the cold cramped room of the ICU to blunt the shock of the rest of his face. His left brow had been sliced vertically by shrapnel and a series of stitches ran through it. But his right brow was perfect, more perfect than I’d ever seen it. As a co-anchor of World News Tonight he had had his own makeup person, and in all his travels in the last month I had never noticed just how perfectly she had tamed them. This silly detail seemed to cheer me. It was the only thing on his face that resembled anything normal and familiar.

“It’s not as bad as I thought it would be,” I said, looking up at Dave, who was performing his own silent inspection. In hindsight, this was a ridiculous understatement, a reaction born of shock. But in reality, as awful as Bob looked, I had imagined so much worse. I had imagined body parts blown off, a whole side of his head gone. He was in horrible, horrible shape and we didn’t know what the outcome would be, but he was here. Physically he was here, in the same room with me. Right now that counted for a lot.

“Hi, honey, it’s Lee,” I said tentatively from the foot of his bed, touching his feet. “I’m here, and I love you so much. Dave is here too.”

“Hi, Bob, it’s Dave,” he boomed. “Your big brother.” We both began to speak very loudly, as if he were deaf instead of sedated. We’d all read the National Enquirer stories about people who woke up from comas after ten years and claimed to have heard every word that was spoken at their bedsides.

“You’re in Germany, honey,” I said. Ann had explained that we should reassure him and tell him everything was okay and talk to him about where he was. “You’ve had an accident, but you’re going to be okay.” I was trying to put some power behind my words and sound as if I meant it. I moved to his right side and kissed his swollen face through the hospital mask. I felt as if he must hear me somewhere inside, but nothing moved.

People respond to tragedy in so many different ways. For those of us gathered in Landstuhl, gallows humor would become a way of coping, of sweeping the playing field of the horror and tragedy that had exploded into our lives. I would lead the charge with my offbeat sense of humor and somehow, by doing that, give everyone else permission to laugh. Laughter would keep us sane, it would provide relief. Even laughter was a tiny way to take action.

“What’s with the forty-year-old-virgin look with the shaved chest?” I asked Bob jokingly, referring to a scene from the movie in which the man tries to wax his hairy chest to appeal to women. In the end it is so painful he can’t continue and leaves the job half finished. I rubbed his shaved chest and yanked at the hair further down. No reaction.

“You look beautiful, baby,” I said, through tears. “So beautiful. A few cuts here and there, a little roughed up maybe. Look at it this way: They won’t be able to call you a ‘pretty-boy android’ anymore.” I began to cry. I was referring to a comment a reporter had made in a newspaper column after Bob and Elizabeth were named co-anchors of World News Tonight. Dismissing Bob’s ten years of network reporting, much of it in overseas hot spots, they had gone for the easy sixth-grade groin kick.

The moniker became an ongoing joke between us at home whenever Bob grumbled about taking out the garbage or sorting the recycling. I’d pull out that old chestnut to get him moving. This time it didn’t elicit a smile.

I continued a running monologue in Bob’s right ear about who was here and who had come to Germany. Dave took over when I flagged. All the while I kept my hands on his cold body, looking for contact and connection. In the zone in my head, I could see only positive things. This would all be all right, the voice in my head told me. It would be the hardest thing I had ever done, but it would be okay in the end.

Ann came back in, ready to catch either one of us if it looked necessary. “Maybe you want to take a break and rotate out,” she suggested wisely.

“He’s so cold,” I said lamely.

“I know he feels cold, but I promise you he is not uncomfortable. The temperature is keeping his brain from swelling further and helping to stabilize him,” she said, gently steering me ever so slightly toward the door.

“We just need to check a few things on Bob now and the room is so small….” She trailed off. It was clear that she wanted us to leave. Dave and I peeled off the gloves and gowns and backed out of the room. I let out a deep breath and Dave put his arm around me.

“How are you doing?” he asked. His face was white.

“I’m okay,” I answered. “I thought he looked good, all things considered. I could see him in there.”

It was easy to hear the word injury and assume that meant it would be a matter of weeks before things knitted themselves back together. A broken collarbone, a snapped ankle, some dislocated fingers. These were easy to repair. Bob would have some recovery time and be back on the air. A sane person, a person whose mind was not in the zone, would have taken one look at Bob and wondered if he would survive, let alone ever function again. Bob’s injuries were foreign to me. They were for the victims of car accidents, traumatic violence, or war.

When David and I reentered the family waiting room, the next couple had paired up. Shawn and Melanie were ready to take their first look at Bob. “It was okay,” I said, falling into Mel’s arms and hugging Shawn. “He looks okay. He’s there.” Dave nodded. Either he was going along with my game or he really believed Bob looked all right.

Mel and Shawn returned ashen. Mel was crying and Shawn was supporting her, visibly shaken. Clearly they were not wearing my rose-colored prescription glasses.

“Lee,” said Shawn, “Jesus. You told us he looked good. He looks terrible. My God, he’s so swollen, and his head—” Shawn broke off suddenly, as if realizing for the first time he was talking to the wife.

“Oh, Lee.” Mel sighed. Her eyes were red-rimmed and her voice barely a whisper. She didn’t need to say anything else.

We had to get out of the little room. We were starving. Shawn and Mel pried me from the waiting room and found a kind of commissary, a cross between an inexpensive-looking European coffee bar and a bad American fast-food place. The only thing I could imagine swallowing was a muffin and coffee. The muffin turned to virtual sawdust in my mouth and I spat it out. (I couldn’t eat for the rest of the day, despite everyone’s admonishment to keep my stamina up.)

“Well,” I said, unsure of where to begin. “What do we think?”

“You heard the surgeon, Dr. Tellez,” said David. “I liked him, and he said Bob could make a full recovery.”

Shawn piped up, eager to raise my spirits, as Mel rubbed my back in a sisterly way. “He’s going to be okay. Just look at the guy. He’s a fighter; he’s going to drive this comeback. You two have been through so much together, do you honestly believe he is going to bail on you now? You just have to believe.”

And the funny thing was, despite the horrible scene—the bloated head, my husband’s disfigured face—at my very core, I honestly did.

Bob

New York, Spring 1988



Six months after joining the law firm of Shearman & Sterling in 1988, I walked into a partner’s office and announced that I wanted a leave of absence. I was going to China.

“Why are you choosing to leave us, Mr. Woodruff?” the partner wanted to know.

“I have decided to take a one-year position in Beijing,” I told him, “teaching American law to Chinese lawyers at the Beijing University of Politics and Law.”

The partner fumbled with his bifocals and pulled a file from a drawer in his expansive wooden desk. “Well, you have a decent record. I see that you speak Chinese. But Mr. Woodruff, you’ve only been here eight months. That’s a little unusual, isn’t it?” The man glanced over the top of his glasses to get a better look at me, this young punk who had accepted a fat salary and then had the audacity to walk away for something else.

“I understand if you can’t accommodate the request for leave,” I said, moving forward in my chair. “I plan to go. It’s a great opportunity for me to strengthen my Chinese, and I believe that China will play a pivotal role economically, sooner than anyone thinks.”

The partner looked at me with renewed interest. He fumbled in another drawer for a file. “I—uh, need to have a conversation with a few people, but coincidentally, Shearman & Sterling has been debating about opening a satellite office in Beijing. We’ve been toying with sending an associate over there to help grow our relationship with the state oil company. It might be nice to have someone on the ground.”

“Really?” I said eagerly.

“We might be able to use someone else there who didn’t need to be on an expat package.” The partner put his fingers to his temple as he perused the contents of the new file. “This might actually be a decent thing for us,” he said in a softer voice, rising to shake my hand. “I’ll get back to you.”


Lee

New York, Spring 1988

It was April 1988, closing in on May. Bob’s teaching job in China would start in September, and the weight of our future hung between us. Every once in a while, one of us would dance up to the line and then do-si-do back. As independent and up-front as I was, I was not going to be the one to bring up marriage first. And I knew from our discussions that Bob was wrestling with the fact that a wife didn’t quite fit into his life vision for himself at this juncture.

Months earlier, Bob had put in for a three-week spring vacation to mountain-climb in Peru. An accomplished climber, he was excited to head to South America, shuck off the suit and tie for a few weeks, and get back to the wilderness. He would return in mid-May, and with his September departure to teach in China looming I held firm to my decision that I would not follow him there without some kind of commitment. But if we were to get married, time was running out to pull off a decent bash.

Our discussions had begun to zero in a bit more on the future, and it seemed we agreed we’d like to be married to go. But he left for Peru without popping the question. Unable to speak to him during the entire three weeks, I spent each agonizing day wondering if I should be making plans or not. This noncommittal behavior on Bob’s part didn’t do too much to earn my family’s favor either.

The day Bob returned from Peru, he called from the airport to say he wanted me to meet him in the Sheep Meadow in Central Park. He had a beard and was wearing a felt Peruvian cowboy hat. There was a picnic blanket over one shoulder and a big bag from a nearby take-out restaurant in his hand. He dropped it all and ran toward me with a look that told me he had missed me as much as I’d missed him. Bob was tanned from the sun’s glare on the snow, muscled and gorgeous. I thought he was the most alive person I had ever met.

After a giant hug, a long kiss, and a Sound of Music–style mountaintop reunion, Bob laid out some cheese and a bottle of wine. “Lee McConaughy, will you marry me and be my wife?” he blurted out, before the cork was out of the bottle.

I’m not proud of my answer. But it was the first thing that came to my mind, looking at this unshowered unshaven boyfriend, unwrapping Cracker Barrel cheese on a paper plate. “Are you freaking kidding?” I said. Could this guy, who’d been on a mountaintop with only men for three weeks, just off the plane, with no engagement ring, really be proposing to me in this way? It had to be a joke, and I thought it was a very cruel one.

His hurt look told me what I needed to know.

“You’re serious,” I said. “Right?”

“I’m more serious than I’ve ever been. I had a lot of time to think on this trip, and what I realized is that I’ve never met anyone quite like you. You’re the person I want to go through time with.”

“Yes,” I said. “I say yes. I will.” No one would ever be able to say I didn’t know exactly who I was marrying. I was more sure than ever that our life together would be filled with adventure and uncertainty.

         

Our wedding, on September 11, 1988, was an entire weekend affair. My mother and I pulled it off in three short months, with only a few minor disagreements.

Despite the chaos of a “quickie wedding” as Bob and I called it, I had no hesitation or doubts about Bob as my mate. I knew we looked at the world the same way and would never be one of those couples chewing slowly at Denny’s toward the end of our lives with nothing to say. Soul mate is overused, but it was the best term I had to describe how I felt about my new husband. He was the person with whom I wanted to face whatever life threw at us. Of course, at twenty-eight, with the toughest thing I’d weathered in my life having been a bad boyfriend breakup, I couldn’t possibly imagine what life would have in store.

Just before the wedding, my gynecologist found a small benign lump in my breast. We had gone through a round of doctor’s visits, knowing we wouldn’t have U.S. medical care for a year. The decision was made to remove the lump, since there would be no chance for the doctor to wait and watch it. Time was running out. There was only a week or so before the ceremony.

Bob stuck by my side for every doctor’s appointment, the surgery, and through the recovery period, worried and doting. My mother, I could tell, was especially pleased. No parents could be thrilled about a new son-in-law dragging their little girl around the world, but watching Bob’s loving care of me must have eased their own concerns.

By the wedding weekend I sported a bandage on my chest that was barely covered by my wedding dress. I look at pictures of that weekend now, me very thin from the wedding and moving stress, an oversized flesh-colored Band-Aid right above my bikini top, standing confidently, on the wooden dock, ready to take on the world.

I see those two young people now. I remember my dress and the pride with which my father walked me up to the steps of the stone chapel and down the aisle. I still hear my friends tell me they will never forget the look on Bob’s face as he saw me in that dress for the first time. “It was rapture, pure undistilled love,” my roommate, Nora, had said later. “It’s the way every woman would love for a man to look at her.”

I think of that young couple now—us—running out of the dark stone church and into the bright sunlight, rice raining down, bursting with happiness and anticipation for our adventure to China and beyond. Our life would be, like anyone else’s, impossible to script. But as we sat on the train the next day, snaking our way along the banks of the Hudson River back to New York and then to JFK for our flight, we felt like the luckiest couple in the world. Together, we believed, the power of two could make anything possible.

Bob

New York, Summer 1986



On my first date with Lee, in the summer of 1986, I laughed so hard my stomach hurt. I was still a month shy of turning twenty-six, and falling in love was the furthest thing from my mind.

I’d never met anyone quite like Lee before. She was a study in contrasts: a tomboy, independent, confident, and bold, yet giving, sweet, and feminine. She was intellectual, curious, and quick witted, a dedicated and loyal friend. Lee was a fascinating combination of the Ivory girl mingled with the best of Saturday Night Live.

I don’t think Lee was ever fully aware of it, but she had a kind of gravitational pull with humanity. People just wanted to be around her. Not only did she make them laugh and feel at ease, but she was genuinely interested in everyone, from the waitress to the corporate CEO. She was the girl every woman wanted to befriend and confide in and yet she was also one of the boys. Lee was asked by men if she had a sister more than any other woman I know.

Very early on in our relationship I would get a sensation in my heart when Lee walked into the room, and I still feel it to this day. I call it a “pang,” and it’s the feeling of my heart turning over, a little flip, the physical manifestation of love.

When I decided to pursue a job in China, Lee and I were at a crossroads in our relationship, after dating for almost two years. She’d wanted some kind of commitment before chucking her Manhattan life and taking off across the globe with me. The thought of marriage at age twenty-seven was still something I had never considered for myself, but I knew that if we parted ways I might always regret it. I had met my perfect woman at a time when I had not been searching at all. And I was smart enough to recognize it.

During an arduous climbing trip in the Western Andes of Peru, I realized I missed this woman more than I could have imagined. I’d had three weeks to think about our relationship, but one incident in particular crystalized my decision.

Our climbing team was 16,000 feet up the side of Pisco Mountain when one of the men began having trouble breathing. We were there with a team of doctors measuring the effects of oxygen deprivation for a medical study. As the air got thinner, we were all experiencing labored breathing, but this one climber was clearly in trouble. There was real concern about whether or not he would make it if he didn’t get to a lower altitude.

As darkness fell, his condition worsened. At 9 P.M., four of us tied ropes around our waists and attached the ropes to him. Slowly, deliberately, we walked him down the mountain to about 5,000 feet. It took six hours in total darkness on the icy, rocky terrain, and it was one of the hardest things I had ever done.

When we completed our descent, exhausted but exhilarated, I thought about what it meant to rely on another human being like that: to be tied to someone and have absolute faith that they will get you down the mountain. It was what I imagined a good marriage should be. All at once it seemed important to be connected to someone like that. I wanted to be the kind of person someone could rely on and, in turn, rely on them.

A week later, on the top of our second high peak, Huascarán in Peru, we were at more than 22,000 feet. Somehow, it all became clear to me. The air was cold and thin, my breathing was labored, and the wind chapped my cheeks as I looked out across the other mountaintops in the range. The possibility of death seemed closer there on the roof of the world. One fall, one slip; it could happen in an instant. And if you didn’t take the chance to marry the person you loved, to be with the person you belonged with, you could lose it. I felt my mortality in that moment more keenly than ever.

After I got home I called Lee immediately. I had no ring, I hadn’t even paused to shower or shave. Worst of all, and it would haunt me for years as a family joke, I had not asked her father for her hand in marriage. But all of a sudden, the most important thing in my life was asking this woman to marry me.

Part of me was glad there had been no phones on our climb. If we’d been talking to each other every day, if I’d been able to relay every little activity of our trip, I might not have been able to pull back and examine my life so clearly. Our enforced silence for those three weeks had given me the chance to step away from our relationship and see it for what it really was.

When Lee said yes, I was ecstatic. She supported my decision to take an enormous pay cut and make almost nothing teaching overseas for a year. I realized I would have a wife who wasn’t afraid to take a risk or a chance. She had worked for years in the same company, and now she was going to roll the dice and do something completely new. What’s more, she seemed genuinely excited by the idea. We would head to China and start our married life with a big adventure. Neither one of us could have imagined how deeply our year there would affect the course of our lives and my future career.


Lee

Landstuhl, Germany, January 30, 2006

Gallows humor has its roots in the quest for sanity. When the situation is so black, so dark, that grief or fear threatens to overwhelm, there is nothing like a good joke or two to resuscitate hope.

The Landstuhl Survivors nickname had stuck. Inspired by the popular TV show about teams who compete for survival under harsh environmental conditions, we each continued to find opportunities over the days and weeks that followed to “vote people off the island.” First there was Shawn, getting his luggage stuck in a revolving door at Frankfurt, and then David and Shawn sharing twin beds that were dollhouse size and fighting for sleep between loud snores. Every hurdle and event, small or large, became fodder for our fun.

We would add to the Landstuhl Survivors team and broaden it once others joined us, but for now the jokes kept us smiling. They reminded each of us that we were tethered to one another, so the person who slipped would feel the strength of the rope attached to the one ahead.

The day after Bob’s injury there was more television morning-show madness. We’d decided that Melanie needed to lay low and Tom Brokaw was going on Today to talk about Bob and his friend David Bloom, two journalists cut down at the top of their careers.

ABC had lined up President David Westin to go on the air, but it was evident we also needed a family spokesperson. After a quick powwow, we decided that big brother David would be the perfect person to throw in front of the press corps feeding frenzy. Not only did he look remarkably like his brother, he was articulate and comfortable in front of the camera.

The Landstuhl doctors who had worked on Bob had already strolled in front of the cameras to give a stock statement about how well Bob and Doug were doing. As we watched the news piece later that night, we were stunned but comforted by Dr. Tellez’s pronouncement that they expected a full recovery.

It was the surprise of the briefing, without our direct consent, that would galvanize us to forge the veil of secrecy we would drop over Bob. We needed to control what was said about his condition, partly because it was our personal business but also because the situation was so grave and so volatile. Moreover, I had not had a chance to talk to my children further about the extent of their father’s injuries. I desperately wanted to do that in person.

Bob’s outcome would be unknown until he could wake up and we could begin some rudimentary assessments. Anyone who saw ABC’s co-anchor lying immobile, his head grossly swollen and his face blasted by shrapnel, would never have believed this was a man who might one day return to work. We needed to protect Bob’s future until he could show us what remained of the person we loved. We needed to give him time to heal before anyone, especially the press, could rush to judgment about his ultimate recovery.

Once Dave Woodruff had been elected to trot out in front of the cameras and give updates, he would be interviewed by ABC’s Jim Sciutto and then would go live on Good Morning America as the family spokesperson.

I felt bone tired. Mel and I needed to find our belongings, take a shower if possible, and try to nap. I had to lie down and keep up my strength. As we walked out the back way to avoid the throngs of press, I saw Jim Sciutto, who’d been allowed inside the base.

“Jim Sciutto!” I yelled. “It’s Lee Woodruff, Bob’s wife.” He looked tall and handsome in a tailored winter coat. He was dark-haired, with intense but friendly eyes. If I squinted only slightly I could see my Bob of ten years ago.

A few different emotions rolled over Jim’s face. Pain for Bob, pain for me, happiness, I assumed, to see me, confusion as to why I was yelling to him gaily when my husband lay in critical condition inside. And, of course, disorientation over why a forty-five-year-old woman was wearing yoga clothing at a military hospital.

We embraced and Jim’s kind hug, which symbolized for me the concern and support of all of Bob’s ABC colleagues at that moment, broke my composure. I began to sob in his arms, as my nose ran onto the shoulder of his charcoal gray wool coat.

Later, talking to Jim, out of the corner of my eye, I saw two figures approach, and froze for a second. I knew that the van had been dispatched to get Doug’s wife from the Frankfurt airport and that she was accompanied by ABC’s deputy bureau chief from London, Robin Wiener. I ran toward them, picking up steam as I got closer. I could see my breath in the freezing January air, and the ground was cold and hard. The sky was a bright sapphire blue, a welcome sight after the fluorescent lights of the waiting room.

“I’m Lee, Bob’s wife,” I said simply, focusing on Doug’s wife for the moment. Robin instinctively hung back, suitcase in hand. She and I knew each other from living in London, and I mouthed her a big hello as I focused on her companion.

“I’m Vivianne,” she said, with a delightful, unplaceable accent I would later learn was Brazilian.

She was slightly shorter than I, with beautiful round eyes and a ready smile. Her face was open and friendly, set off by warm auburn hair. I knew that she and Doug had three daughters and lived in Aix-en-Provence, France. Looking closely, I thought I recognized the fissures of stress and grief etched just below her eyes. To the casual observer she might have appeared simply tired. I knew better.

“Oh, Lee,” she said, dropping her bag. We embraced, and I had a vague sense of time freezing just for a second, everyone around us uncomfortably watching our grief as we both burst into tears.

“I’m so sorry,” I whispered. “I’m so sorry for both of us, for them, for everything.” Part of me had irrationally assumed all along that somehow this was partially Bob’s fault. As the anchor and the person in charge of the story on the ground, Bob was the boss, and part of me felt a displaced sense of responsibility and guilt, not dissimilar to what the ABC executives who had originally conceived of Bob’s trip must have felt. But that kind of guilt made no sense. It certainly didn’t change what had happened.

Vivianne looked me hard in the face. We had both had a lot of time to think on our respective flights about the “other wife.” Our two men lay in the same military hospital. We were civilian wives, without special recovery groups on the base to surround us and help us cope. We would have to rely on each other and on our families.

Neither of us would ever really feel that we belonged in this world. To Vivi, it was completely foreign. To me, less so, as I had watched the military embrace David Bloom after his death and watched their display of respect and honor for his family. But it was different. We were not military families. We would live in a netherworld between two lives, with our noses pressed up to the glass of that other understanding tribe, with its unspoken knowledge and welcoming arms. That camaraderie of shared experience would be just out of reach in our hometowns, isolated as we were from other families whose lives had been blown up by war. We would ultimately choose to fend for ourselves emotionally in our houses back home, nursing terror and grief in our hearts, curling into fetal positions to gather the strength required to get children out the door, and pasting smiles on our faces for breakfast. Vivi and I would learn the temporary healing powers of e-mailing each other when hope was in low reserve or calling to buck each other up when we despaired on the slow road to recovery.

Vivi and Robin were desperate to see Doug, of course. We knew we would meet up later. Melanie and I finally retreated to our room on the base at Fisher House to catch some sleep before heading back for more doctor briefings and another chance to see and touch Bob.

“Oh, Mel.” I sighed, flopping on the bed. “Why us? First David, and now Bob. What does all this mean? How do we handle it with our kids?”

“I don’t know, Lee,” Mel answered. “I don’t have the answers right now, but you have to find hope in the fact that Bob is alive.” She would tell me later that she was still reeling at how horrific Bob looked, how critical his condition was. Already the people around me were at work, asking the tough questions, looking for extra information, buffering me against the horribly bad possibilities to allow me to stay somewhat in the zone.

“I’m so scared, Mel,” I said, shivering in the cold room. The little heater against the wall was cranked on full, and it was beginning to warm the room with a noisy ticking sound. Already the sleeping aid I had taken was seeping into my brain. In the early days, before I came to rely on pills to sleep and to take away any dreams, the medication would hit me like a hammer after about ten minutes. It was blessed black and dreamless sleep—bottomless—a nothingness that would last for hours until I would awake suddenly, feeling oddly refreshed and yet not refreshed at all.

In that first brief span of wakefulness, I would learn to cherish the few seconds before consciousness returned. In those golden moments, time hung suspended, much like the elevator in the Tower of Terror but without the fear. In those first waking seconds I could trick myself into believing that everything was just as it had been before Bob’s injury. My husband was on assignment somewhere, my children were snuggled in their beds unaware of life’s cruelty, and I’d be rising to make that first cup of coffee alone in the kitchen, warming my hands around the mug.

And then, before I could hold on for just a minute longer, I would fully awaken into my new fresh hell.

Bob

Beijing, September 1988



When I first saw the school that we would call home for the next year I was shocked by the primitive conditions and how run-down it was. I could see Lee’s reaction; she wasn’t taking it well. I felt instantly guilty. Some honeymoon. As much as I felt otherwise, outwardly I needed to stay positive to cheer Lee up. I began to talk about all of the interesting things we would do, from backpacking around Asia to learning about our new city.

Looking back at our marriage, I realize how many times we each filled that void for the other. When one person was down, the other one would pull them out of it, like a teeter-totter. Even if I didn’t feel energized about the Chinese University of Politics and Law campus, there was much about China that excited me, and I drew on that enthusiasm to raise Lee’s spirits.

As a foreign teacher, I earned the equivalent of $150 a week, which was four times what the average teacher at the school made. Half of my salary would be paid in Foreign Exchange Certificates (FECs), the money that foreigners used in China, directly convertible into dollars and other foreign currencies. The other half would be paid in Renminbi (RMB), the people’s currency, which was not transferable outside the country but was useful for food and other local items. As foreigners we were technically expected to use only FECs, and all of the shopkeepers and taxi drivers would demand it. But as teachers we carried special cards that allowed us to use the people’s money legally. There was a brisk black-market trade in exchanging U.S. dollars for RMB, and once a month or more I would bike down to the heart of the old city and find the budding entrepreneurs chanting “Chanja munney?” in a low voice.

My students were Chinese lawyers of all ages who had been slated by the Chinese government to deal with foreigners. Therefore, they were brought for a two-year period to the Chinese University of Politics and Law in Beijing, essentially to study American contract law. Use the foreigner to teach the Chinese how to bargain with the foreigner was the basic formula.

The university had asked me to teach what they called American Economic Law. Since there is no such legal discipline in the United States or Europe, I taught a mélange of contract, commercial, business and finance, and antitrust law, all of which concerned the economy or economics.

Speaking in front of thirty-five people for twelve hours a week was a new experience, but one made easier by the nature of my students. I lectured in English, without an interpreter, so if I didn’t know the exact answer to a legal question, I could just speak very quickly or use relatively complex words to confuse the students to the point where they were too embarrassed to ask further questions.

“That’s a really good question, Ma Qing,” I would say professorially, “but, as you certainly know by now, the UCC, in light of its convoluted travaux preparatoires is silent on the issue. Any other questions?” Silence. Teaching law was a piece of cake.

The 1988 U.S. presidential election was well-timed to coincide with an introduction to the American political process. The students’ first written assignment was to vote for either George H. W. Bush or Michael Dukakis and explain their reasoning. Out of 65 students, 58 voted for Bush. The most common answer was, “George Bush is a friend of China and knows China well.” Bush had been the chief of the U.S. Liaison Office in the People’s Republic of China under President Gerald Ford, living in Beijing from 1974 to 1976. (At that time there was no official ambassador, as the United States recognized Taiwan as the “official China.”)

One of my students, a young woman, told me she had picked Bush in our class election because “his wife looks like she could be his mother and a man needs a mother to take care of him so he may concentrate on affairs of state.” The few who liked Michael Dukakis reflected a general fear in China that would prove prophetic. “Dukakis is younger than Bush. When a leader gets older, he becomes crazy like Mao Zedong.”

China’s Cultural Revolution, from 1966 to 1976, had made it difficult to talk about politics or politicians with most Chinese, especially in public. However, over the course of the year, the ice slowly began to melt. By the New Year in 1989, it had been less than two years since the last political movement, the antibourgeois liberalization campaign of 1987, but the government was giving every indication that such liberalization was necessary if China was to move ahead.

Mikhail Gorbachev, the leader of the Soviet Union, would be coming to Beijing to make peace after a thirty-year chill. The year’s Asian Development Bank meeting would be held in Beijing, and for the first time since the civil war a Taiwanese government representative would make official contact with the mainland government, a huge political step forward. Even the military, which had seen its power emasculated by Deng Xiaoping’s reforms, was slowly learning the ways of the West. The People’s Liberation Army, as it was known, had become a 51-percent equity partner in some of Beijing’s newest and nicest joint-venture hotels.

The resultant relaxed atmosphere emboldened even the most wary Chinese. When martial law was imposed in Tibet in March, several of my students openly agreed with my criticisms of the government. One woman even went so far as to make an antigovernment presentation in class. “The misinformation campaign carried out by the government should not prevent us from looking critically at their policy. Do you think Tibetans really tear the skin off live people as a religious ritual?” she asked the class. “Did they really invite us to ‘liberate’ them from such cruelty? To say that Tibet is historically Chinese sovereign territory is to say that Vietnam, Mongolia, and part of Southeast Asia are also ours,” she continued. The rest of the class listened intently. Although about half of my students were Communist Party members and several were official “monitors,” or watchdogs, the student was never reprimanded for this remarkable speech.

But despite such flashes of political bravery, most students I spoke with felt helpless and hopeless about their future in China. Increased exposure to the West and improved political conditions in the Soviet Union and in Eastern Europe had made many of the Chinese particularly depressed about their own condition and future.

I would become very close to many of my students, who were interested in the law and in American freedoms, but even more fascinated by our conversations. Often, I would purposely push the envelope a bit, eager to get inside their minds, which had been so brainwashed, or at least limited, by the constricted world they lived in. Almost without exception, each of my students was eager, hungry to understand the world outside of their borders. And I was hungry and eager to absorb as much of China as I could.


Lee

Beijing, September 1988

The truth of the matter is, after a fairy-tale wedding and an indulgent but brief Hong Kong honeymoon, I spent the next three days of my marriage crying my eyes out and considering divorce.

We landed in Communist China with a thud. It was the fall of 1988 and, in contrast to the lushness of Hong Kong with its vital and rich pulse and its exotic smells and sounds that echoed old China, Beijing felt like a dry, dusty, leafless place. The airport was stark and concrete, soldiers toted machine guns, and the planes scattered around the unused runways looked as if they were unchanged from Mao’s era.

The “campus” of the Chinese University of Politics and Law, or Zheng Fa, was bleak and impoverished-looking. The interior roads were dirt, and I couldn’t see plants, trees, or grass anywhere. Random piles of yellowish soil sat as if someone had decided to begin construction and then abruptly stopped. When a slight wind kicked up, the dirt would blow off the tops of the piles and set itself into little swirls. There were only a few buildings, pasted into a patch of land on the side of one of the city’s main roads.

As we walked up the concrete stairs of Building Number 2 to our room for the first time, our luggage thumped against the steps. People stopped and stared openly at us, two da bizis (the Chinese term for foreigner, meaning big nose), one of them very blond from the summer sun. Dozens of bicycles were pulled inside the first-floor hall and chained like a herd of metal animals. On the stairs leading to the second floor, a pile of burned papers and some garbage had been swept into a corner. Just smelling the scent of the concrete building’s cooking oils, garlic, the ever-pervasive thick blue smoke of the cheap Chinese cigarette tobacco, and the odor of human beings living closely together, my mind became numb.

I could read the shock on Bob’s face as well. The conditions were much worse than they had described. I quickly tried to absorb the reality of where I would be living for the next year. An older woman was out in the hall, chopping a fresh chicken whose neck she had just snapped. There was a pervasive scent of urine in the building. I watched a young man with tousled wet hair hawk up a huge wad of spit with a guttural sound and shoot it out on the concrete floor of the hall. I think I flinched visibly. A long plastic sign outside the dorm had said, in Chinese and English, NO SPITTING PLEASE.

The jungle toilets, or “hygiene rooms,” were located at the other end of our hall, stalls each with a hole in the concrete floor that would once again make me grateful for my mother’s gas-station-restroom squat technique. Pity the poor soul who was constipated in China; you’d have to have thighs like Arnold Schwarzenegger to survive.

Two long concrete troughs with ten faucets each were located across from the stalls, for bathing, washing vegetables, and doing dishes. The water was not potable. Owing to their multipurpose use, the hygiene rooms reeked of sewage and rotting food. Dirty dishes were often stacked in the long filthy farmhouse-style sinks. Much to my horror, dotted around the doorless stalls of almost every hole in the ground were used sanitary napkins. I learned later that the toilets were emptied and used as night soil for the crops. God forbid anything unsanitary should go down the holes.

Our room was the biggest shock—a small cinder-block area about 15 by 20 feet, the size of a double prison cell, with one window facing east. We had two metal-framed twin beds pushed together with a kind of poor man’s futon. Our pillows were stuffed with grain and covered with pink towels, which served as pillowcases. There was a small desk and one little closet. As a professor, Bob was entitled to a mini refrigerator and a television, on which we could get CCTV and reruns of the American action-cop show Hunter. Wherever we went, when people found out we were American, they would routinely ask if we knew Hunta.

Every morning, right on cue, an old loudspeaker system strung across the campus on rickety poles and sagging wires would come to life at 6:30 A.M. A scratchy record would play the national anthem, and then a screechy voice would shout out repetitive numbers as a form of enforced exercise for the students. We never saw any organized group participating, but the loudspeaker system remained, to wake us every morning. We soon learned to roll over and go back to sleep. Only once, on an otherwise unremarkable morning that held no obvious significance, the barely audible anthem was replaced by Madonna’s “Like a Prayer,” which blared with a defiance that lifted our spirits and then was abruptly shut off. In the entire time we were there, it never happened again.

This was Peace Corps living at best. When all the introductions had been made and the tours completed, the clothes unpacked and the giant map of China rolled out and taped to the wall, I sat down on the bed, close to tears.

“Babe, what’s the matter?” Bob asked, concerned and solicitous.

“Well, I miss everyone and this is…well, not what I expected.” So much had happened in the last week, a marriage and a honeymoon, and now I felt instantly beamed into this very foreign land.

I realized that, as I was completely absorbed in organizing our wedding and the details of moving, Bob had been preparing for actual life in China. Far better than I, he understood what it would require. Whereas Bob had traveled and backpacked in the Third World, I had never focused on the particulars of living in a developing country. The closest my sheltered suburban upbringing had brought me was a family vacation to rural Mexico. While Bob was energized by the adventure he saw all around him, I just wanted a bath with lots of bubbles and a soft pillow. No one would ever accuse me of being a princess, but a little creature comfort didn’t seem too much to ask for at this stage of the game.

“This is going to be great,” Bob said, holding me. “You’ll see. I know the setting here is a little rough, and now I know why no one sent me pictures even after I asked for them.” He grinned at me hopefully, working hard for a smile in return. He too was feeling hugely disappointed by the school but could see he had to buck me up first.

My lip began to quiver and the tip of my nose started to turn red, sure signs I was about to cry.

“We’re a team,” he said gently. “And we are going to travel and see the country and backpack through Asia. We will have had this special time together for the rest of our lives,” he added, brushing a piece of hair out of my eyes.

For the next two days I cried on and off. In hindsight, I know some of it had to be simple exhaustion. I had just been through a wedding, my family and friends were halfway around the world, I didn’t speak the language, and I wasn’t sure I ever could. The sounds were guttural and I seemed to have a tin ear. Would I ever be able to function independently, as I had hoped?

On day two, sitting in our room as Bob attended an orientation with his new students, a few more tears ran down my cheek as I composed a letter home. I wondered glumly how many other new American brides had to kick homemade maxi pads out of the way every day in order to urinate. And then it hit me.

Indentured slavery had been abolished after the Civil War. If I really really hated this experience, nothing said I had to stay, just because I had married Bob. It sounds foolish now, I know, and my parents had certainly raised me to honor my commitments, but merely contemplating the fact that I had an exit strategy let some of the air out. I could always just leave.

As I tried to explain my revelation to Bob later that afternoon, he looked confused and hurt. However, he was not about to give up. He lay on the bed next to me as I cried, hugging me and holding me, telling me he loved me over and over again. He promised that if I remained unhappy, we could simply go home. “You are the most important thing in my life,” he exclaimed softly, kissing the top of my head.

As we lay on the bed together surveying the situation, arms around each other, I was finally ready to accept that this was our new adventure. And little by little, I just plain felt better. “Never mind,” I said, eventually smiling. “The only thing that matters is that I love you.”

After that conversation, I just looked ahead. Those months were some of the sweetest in our married life. I would come to love China and feel a great affinity for so many of the people we befriended. It was an experience, I realized later, that could have gone two different ways. It was all about how we chose to define it. Here we were, two young people with our union completely pared down to nothing; no possessions, no trappings, no money. It was just Bob and me and our relationship to each other. We could have resented the close quarters, wanted more, discovered that our love didn’t thrive away from the energized, glitzy distractions of New York. We could have sunk, instead of choosing to swim. But we’d both ultimately chosen more wisely than that.

Our time in China was forged from a common experience, stripped down to raw love and what truly matters between two people. This time created a solid foundation of bedrock on the floor of our union.

         

Before I left New York, a colleague had made some phone calls. The firm of Hill & Knowlton had a Hong Kong branch and, at the time, was the only large Western public relations company to have an office in the People’s Republic of China. Although I did not speak Chinese, I was a find for an American company in Beijing. A vice president with Western marketing skills who did not need an expensive expatriate package? I was hired practically on the spot.

The doors of the PRC were creaking open under Deng Xiaoping. American businesspeople smelled opportunity. Lee Iacocca would be coming through Beijing for high-level government meetings and a big banquet. His firm, Chrysler, would be buying Beijing Jeep Company in a landmark joint venture, and there was work to be done. American giant General Electric had operations here. Bausch & Lomb, Allied Signal, and Mobil Oil: the list of clients was growing as U.S. businesses decided to get in on the act. It wouldn’t hurt for Hill & Knowlton to have a Western face out in front in Beijing to meet with advance people and dignitaries.

Moreover, there was an entire fleet of foreign journalists from the United States, Great Britain, France, and Germany living in Beijing. It was beneficial to have a Westerner to deal with them, write the press releases, and develop relationships. That person would be me. Little by little, I came to view China and our time together there as an adventure. I rose to the challenge. From a distance, as I joined the stream of bicyclists heading to work under the giant portrait of Chairman Mao on the Forbidden City wall, I blended right in.

Lee

Landstuhl, Germany, January 30, 2006

Back in our waiting room, Vinnie Malhotra solemnly handed me a Ziploc bag of Bob’s effects that the military had given him in Balad. He looked guilty and sad, as if carrying the bag had been both a tremendous honor and a burden. It reminded me of those World War II films in which the wife breaks down when given the remains of her soldier’s life. In the bag I found Bob’s reporter’s notebook, open to his last page of notes. It was covered with bloodstains. There was a pen, his wedding ring, an Iraqi press pass, his passport, and his wallet. In the front of the wallet was his ABC News ID. He looked bright and clean and handsome in that tiny picture, so different from the hulking shell of a man lying sedated down the corridor. When I opened the wallet, a little shower of sand fell from the compartments. Iraqi soil. That stunned me for a minute. I jammed the whole plastic bag in my purse. It was, for the moment, too much information. I had purposely avoided asking specific questions about “the incident.” I wasn’t ready to hear about it or picture it or even feel potential anger at whatever Bob had or hadn’t done in the process of chasing his story.

The doctors invited us to look at Bob’s CT scans. I declined, but Shawn and Dave went back to view the black-and-white images and returned incredulous, shaken. There were shrapnel bits peppered throughout his head and neck. A few tiny white shards of his skull, embedded in the outer folds of his brain, glowed bright white against the black contrast of the films. My husband had cheated death by a whisper. It was a miracle that he was alive, even barely, in the room next door.

I didn’t want to see the realities of what was going on in Bob’s brain. I would also choose never to fully learn how to read the heart monitor screen or any of the other devices that beeped and glowed around him. I didn’t want to walk in and see a number that read lower or higher; I didn’t want to follow his progress so minutely. I needed to keep my eye on the big picture.

         

It had been decided that, even as civilians, Bob and Doug would be allowed to fly from Landstuhl to Andrews Air Force Base on a Critical Care Air Transport Team flight with injured service members. Bob was in critical but stable condition.

The CCATT planes had been stripped of their seats and outfitted to transport patients with all their medical equipment plus one-on-one nursing and doctor care. They were a brand-new approach, developed to diminish the time between a battlefield injury and treatment in a specialized trauma facility like Landstuhl. As soon as the patients were stable, they were transported to the United States. Landstuhl Survivor member Bob Murphy of ABC would later whip out his company credit card and charge Bob and Doug’s passage in the flight on his corporate card, a first for him.

With Vivi with us now, it seemed appropriate to visit Doug with her. I had never met him. Although I’d heard tales about the field and some of the names, Bob kept that part of his life fairly separate. Like most journalists who live an intense life on the road, when he was home he wanted to focus on family life and the realities of bills and schedules. It was a way of reentering family life and of keeping two very different worlds apart.

I followed Vivi into the ICU where Doug was lying. Almost immediately I found myself fighting a stab of jealousy at his level of alertness. He’d been chatting with his nurse and with some of the ABC folks. I was, of course, grateful and relieved that Doug seemed so well. He had a giant scar across the top of his head where they had opened his skull to check for swelling, but Doug’s injuries were much less severe than Bob’s. Doctors had sewn his head back up, after removing some debris and replacing Doug’s shattered skull with a titanium plate.

I felt a bond with Doug right away, much as I had with Vivi. His face was warm and open, his eyes kind. There was obvious love between the couple, and I envied her the fact that she was able to talk to him and be comforted by the sound of his voice.

Doug asked about Bob, and Vivi and I gave him the update.

“But there’s bad news, Doug,” I said. “Vivi and I have been talking and we’ve decided that you and Bob aren’t going to do this for a living anymore.” Doug looked confused; it even took Vivi a moment to understand that I was kidding. “We’re going to be opening a bakery and brew pub in Aix-en-Provence, right where you live. You boys will be the bakers, you’ll have regular hours, and Vivi and I will be the cocktail waitresses.”

Vivi and Doug broke into big grins. “What will we call it?” asked Vivi, giggling. She had one of the most infectious from-the-gut laughs I had ever heard.

“Hmmm,” I responded. “We’ll call it the Flying Dough. How about that?”



Another visit to Bob and more updates from the medical team, and it was time to find food and get some sleep. Shawn, David, Mel, and I gathered in the community room at Fisher House, where we were staying on the base. There was no dinner, and as the others scrounged in the communal kitchen for some dry food, all I could stomach was tea. I knew I needed to eat, but nothing appealed to me.

Shawn had turned on the TV. Footage of Bob had run on all the U.S. stations. Pictures of our family, taken the past summer, were being flashed on screens around the world. News stories were speculating about Bob’s condition and what his head injuries might mean. There were blow-by-blow accounts of what we were all doing in Landstuhl and computer-drawn reenactments of the attack, showing where the military vehicles had been positioned. Film clips were dredged up of what an IED looked like in real time, in real life.

I turned away from the screen. I needed to stay in the zone. The zone would provide the armor I would need to be a warrior wife, to stand vigilant by Bob’s bed, understand the doctors’ multiple recommendations, question his medications, check after nursing-shift changes that the right directions had been followed, go to battle for my husband’s care, and stay on top of every little detail. I would join the legions of spouses who have sat by bedsides through countless diseases, accidents, cancers, and wartime injuries, nursing their loved ones, learning new vocabularies, and making decisions as daylight evaporated and time took on its own meaning by a loved one’s bedside.

Lee

Westchester County, New York, January 30, 2006

Back at our house in suburban New York state, life was moving at warp speed. Answering the phone and staying in touch with friends was a full-time job. Bob and I had moved nine times in over seventeen years of marriage. We’d made friends in cities around the world. With so little information being released to the public, many of them took this opportunity to check in. Letters and packages were showing up at our door. Wonderful women in my town and beyond were making meals and bringing them over. A boomerang even arrived from Australia, signed by one of Bob’s cameramen.

Thousands of dedicated viewers who had watched Bob for years scribbled letters, wrote out mass cards, added our family to their prayers, and began posting messages and thoughts on the ABC Web site. People wanted to thank Bob for his service to the country. They were grateful that there were reporters willing to put their lives on the line to bring home the story. To some, Bob was a patriot. One headline in the January 30 edition of The New York Times, however, called Bob’s presence in Iraq a “ratings strategy,” implying he was an anchor seeking publicity for the newly relaunched World News Tonight. Looking at Bob’s track record of foreign reporting and war coverage, it was hard to defend that position. As a reporter, Bob always wanted to be in the midst of the action, never content to sit in a studio, reading the news. Many at ABC News, infuriated at this cheap shot, fired back in Bob’s defense, including an angry Barbara Walters on The View. David Westin responded in a letter to the editor:



I must object to The New York Times characterizing as a mere “ratings strategy” Bob Woodruff’s and Doug Vogt’s reporting when they were seriously wounded in Iraq. It demeans what two brave men did for the right reasons. Bob and Doug sought nothing more than to inform our audience. They represent the many other news organizations, the Times included, whose people put their very lives on the line to report things that are important for the American people to know.



Focused on Bob, I was oblivious to all of this. My two sisters, Nancy and Megan, had arrived at our home to run the household and decipher the kids’ jam-packed lives and after-school schedules, which mostly resided in my head. Picking up the threads of my life, right down to the milk delivery schedule and the recycling, would not be an easy task. But with the help of my friends Nora and Alicia, and our babysitter Diana, they would all somehow patch it together.

Parents offered the children rides to everything, picking up the slack and making the job easier. Meal schedules were made and days assigned. Neighborhood grocery runs always included items for our household. Two dads on Bob’s weekend soccer team organized our garage. Our amazing sitter, Diana, whom we’d known since we moved back from London three years earlier, filled in many of the blanks, locating necessary objects and sleeping on the floor in the twins’ room each night in my absence, pulling long extra hours and overnights with love.

Bob’s folks had also arrived at our house, to wait for us to return from Germany. Bob’s father, hard of hearing for years, had televisions blaring in different rooms, waiting for news of his son, weeping openly on and off. My sisters were constantly shooing him out of the room. Cathryn would walk by and see a news clip about her father, freeze like a doe as she watched it, and then ask a million questions with a panicked look in her eyes. Finally, exasperated, someone yelled for Mr. Woodruff to simply shut the TVs off.

My parents cycled in after the Woodruffs left for Bethesda, where Bob and Doug would be taken. Like the rest of the family, they provided a stable extended set of arms for my children, who had essentially been abandoned by me in the wake of the tragedy. Time and time again, people would remark on the amazing dedication of our two families, the Woodruffs and the McConaughys, in providing an extended net of care and love and support. Some of our siblings hadn’t seen one another since our wedding. It was incredible to watch Bob’s three brothers, my two sisters, and all their spouses knit themselves into formidable teams in various combinations.

Reporters were also calling the house, some using cagey means to get a family member on the phone by pretending to know us. An Entertainment Tonight crew showed up at the door and was politely asked to leave. For the most part, the press was incredibly respectful. After all, this was not a pregnant pop star walking into a Mobil restroom with bare feet. This was a colleague, one of their own.

Thousands of e-mails poured into ABC News and into our personal e-mail. Bob’s injury had been reported on a Sunday, as people were heading out the door to worship. His name had been on the lips of many in congregations across America that morning. Prayers were offered in churches, temples, and mosques and at bedsides around the world. The Choctaw Indian nation, to which Bob’s dad claimed lineage, held a prayer ceremony. Of course, I knew nothing of this at the time. That kind of surreal public display of my family life was totally foreign to me.

Looking back, I am thankful for my ignorance of all that was taking place. Cocooned on a military base in Germany, I remained focused on Bob and what we had to do next. The minutiae of my household and the needs of my children would have overwhelmed me if I’d had to concentrate on them in those early days.

The first step was to get some sleep before the flight back. It was already past midnight when we turned in. Mel and I climbed the stairs to our room at Fisher House, changed into pajamas, and pulled the thin blanket up to our chins. Sleep came with the help of a little pill, and again it was deep as a canyon and velvety black. If I did dream, I had no memory of it at all.

The next morning, as we had hoped, Bob and Doug were deemed stable enough to fly. Our bags were packed and we all prepared to head to the airport. The two planes would be in the air at roughly the same time, and there was something comforting about that thought. As we entered the hospital to say our goodbyes, a nurse put a quilt in my hand and one in Vivi’s. It had been sewn by volunteers, the Heirloom Quilters Guild in West Jefferson, Ohio: women, I imagined, who had learned how to keep their hands busy while their husbands and sons were in harm’s way.

The quilt was red, white, and blue, with cloth squares that carried a flag motif. On the back it had been signed by everyone who had cared for Bob in the ICU. The nurse explained that Bob was an honorary soldier to them, one of their own. The quilt would travel with him on the C-17 to Andrews Air Force Base, draped over his legs at the bottom of his hospital bed, a tangible reminder in the months to come of just how far we had traveled.

Bob

Ramstein Air Force Base, January 31, 2006



After only a few hours in Landstuhl, Doug’s apparent improvement in the short time since he had been transported from Balad was remarkable. In sharp contrast, I remained unconscious, grossly swollen and intubated, and with a breathing tube down my throat. The family and friends who came to visit me in the ICU told me I was unrecognizable.

We were loaded onto the large medical transport plane from the yawning mouth of the plane in the rear. As two of the most seriously injured, Doug and I were put toward the back.

Kevin Cullen and Michele McDonald, Boston Globe reporters, were also on our CCATT flight from Ramstein Air Force Base back to the States. They were doing a story on the medical evacuation of soldiers. Extraordinary progress has been made in the field hospitals of Iraq and with the Critical Care Transportation Teams. The goal is to get the patient to the U.S. within forty-eight to seventy-two hours; it is a highly coordinated effort involving all four branches of the military. As with Doug and me, the injured from the battlefield are usually stabilized quickly and then airlifted to Germany on cargo planes outfitted to transport each patient on a gurney with their medical equipment and one-on-one nursing and doctor care. Once in Germany, patients are evaluated and stabilized further and then quickly put on a plane to the U.S. Michele told Kevin that she had ethical concerns about taking photos of us. She worried that my family might see a photo of me before they could see me in person. I will always be grateful that she and Kevin put Lee and the children above getting a picture of me for her story. That’s a tough balance to achieve, especially with bosses back at headquarters demanding the story. She put herself in my shoes that night as a parent.

Doug and I were again each assigned a doctor, ICU nurse, and respiratory therapist. Dr. Jonathan Lohrbach, a major out of Nellis Air Force Base, was overseeing my care in flight with respiratory therapist Jeffrey Wahler.

“Bob woke up and moved his extremities after the blast,” Lohrbach, a surgeon in Las Vegas in civilian life, reported to Kevin on the flight. “That’s typically a good sign. But he isn’t out of the woods yet.” He told Kevin I had shrapnel in my brain and a broken scapula. The dried blood that had covered my head in Balad had been cleaned up in Germany, so the entry wounds on the side of my neck and face were more obvious than the day before.

“It’s a terrible thing to say, but Bob is the typical patient we take. It’s IEDs,” Captain Vannecca Phelps, my ICU nurse, told Kevin. “The brain is a big hurdle. There is no way to say how much will come back. But he moved today, so that’s encouraging.”

Early in the insurgency, improvised explosive devices had been crude weapons, more likely to maim than kill. They had evolved to where they now could take out the most heavily armored vehicles in the U.S. arsenal. The bombs were larger and more sophisticated, often causing multiple deaths and leaving those who survived with traumatic injuries. At the time of my injury, IEDs accounted for more than half of the American military casualties in Iraq.

With the ever-larger and more powerful IEDs have come more horrific and debilitating injuries. Early in the war, IEDs posed a threat primarily to arms and legs; now, they are causing brain injuries, even when shrapnel does not penetrate soldiers’ heads. Doctors in Balad and at Landstuhl have also seen an increase in multiple burns to the skin, a result of incendiaries—chemicals designed to catch fire after the explosion, hurling shrapnel into the air like a fireball. Fortunately, our IED was packed only with rocks. This in itself would be a concern, as doctors know that metal shrapnel is heated to such a high temperature in a blast that it is effectively sterilized before entering the body. With rocks, my doctors would be unsure about the level of potential infection from the Iraqi bacteria.

Some of the soldiers on the flight came to the back of the plane to see Doug and me. They stood over my motionless body and asked the journalists why Doug and I were there. “Why would people who didn’t have to be there risk their lives like that?” one of the grunts asked Kevin.

“Because they’re journalists,” Kevin answered simply, having weighed the risks many times himself. “That’s what they do.”

After a nine-hour flight, the plane touched down at Andrews Air Force Base, and again the precision of the military teams kicked into gear. Together with the soldiers, Doug and I were moved quickly off the plane on our gurneys, dwarfed by machines, lines, and IVs.

A crowd of photographers and reporters were waiting in a knot. A sign was posted just above my head to alert those transporting me of the special precautions they would need to take because of my missing skull piece. Not everyone exercised the discretion Kevin and Michele had shown in not taking my picture on the flight. The wires had carried my photo when I had arrived from Balad and was being moved from the C-17 to an ambulance on the tarmac at Ramstein. The NO BONE FLAP sign was prominent above my head. My twelve-year-old daughter, Cathryn, would see this photo in People magazine that week and burst into tears when she learned the specifics of my head injury. As one accustomed to covering an unfolding story, I had suddenly become the subject of one. It was not the first time I would be thankful for my sedated state.


Lee

Bethesda Naval Hospital, January 31, 2006

Our Landstuhl Survivors numbers had grown. Heading back with us were Robin Wiener, Vivi Vogt, and Vinnie Malhotra, still visibly shaken—gutted—from the events he had witnessed over the last seventy-two hours. Slowly, the laughter and the camaraderie began to work on him, but it would be weeks before his and Magnus’s eyes totally lost their haunted, even guilty look when they spoke to me or Vivi.

Our first-class cabin took on something of a party atmosphere. Food, wine, jokes, and stories flowed. Our experiences had bonded us, but somehow Vivi and I stood apart. There was a haunted look in our eyes. Everyone else would, at some point, be able to walk away and go back to their lives and their spouses, no matter how horrid their dreams or how intense their moments of profound sadness. But ultimately only Vivi and I would truly understand the small and large differences this war would etch on our men. Like so many military wives before us, we would bear the day-to-day twenty-four-hour burden of caring for husbands with an uncertain future. Long after they appeared to have recovered, we would see the subtle scars of what this story had cost.

When we landed, I was one of the first people off the plane and in line for passport inspection. Numbly, I handed over my passport and looked blankly at the agent. It was disorienting to be back on U.S. soil so soon.

“Did you have a nice trip?” she asked brightly.

“Uhhh.” I looked up, dazed, like a drunken woman, unsure of how to answer her. We had been in Germany for a little over sixty hours.

She looked closely at my passport, and instantly her brow furrowed and the smile faded. Here we go, I thought. I had grabbed my passport so quickly. Perhaps it had expired or there was some technicality that would throw me out of line and under some harsh klieg lights with a German shepherd nearby.

As she handed it back to me under the Plexiglas window, her face softened and she gently squeezed my hand, catching me completely off guard. “The nation’s thoughts and prayers are with you, Mrs. Woodruff,” she said.

The passport official’s words were the first taste I would have of the magnitude of the story and how our family’s experience would touch a chord, not only with military families but with countless others who had suffered grave injuries or illnesses and fought hard to recover. Bob and I were the temporary faces for what so many others had been through before us. The support and backing we had from ABC and from friends and family made us luckier than most. Yet we would also be uncomfortable with the attention Bob’s injuries received. To us, what we were going through was no different from all the military families who had walked in our shoes. I thought of those families every single day, and I still do.

Bob’s profession made me proud. I wanted my children to understand how competent their father was, how capable, how human, and how loved. I would never forget the lessons learned in China about the freedom of the press. For all the criticism media people continually get about being bleeding-heart liberals, most of the journalists I know put a huge premium on striving for objectivity. No matter what you want to say about our government, the First Amendment is a right we should never take for granted as a people. Freedom of expression, no matter how misguided that expression may be, is like oxygen to Americans. We wouldn’t miss it until it was gone.

Upon arriving at Bethesda Naval Hospital, we were led upstairs to a room where the doctors would meet with us. Our numbers had grown. In the briefing room, our contingent now included the original Landstuhl Survivors, Bob’s brothers and parents, and David Westin and others from ABC News. In addition, we had added Susan Baker, one of our dearest friends in D.C. and a pediatric anesthesiologist. Her husband, Robin, was a renowned neonatologist. They were both extremely smart and dedicated, had known Bob and me for years, and proved invaluable in helping us navigate the medical waters, research information, interpret terms and procedures, and spend time with Bob’s parents, patiently explaining what was happening as the rapid-fire decisions and conversations often required us to move on in the interest of time.

Susan gave me a tight hug. She quickly pressed a gold chain into my palm, something I had requested so that I could wear Bob’s wedding ring around my neck until he awoke. The necklace became my equivalent of a set of worry beads. I would find myself fondling the band, slipping the ring over my finger, or bringing it to my lips throughout each day and night. Now I felt for the inscription inside the band, which said simply 9·11·88 Love, Lee. The ring was my way of touching Bob and being next to him when I was not physically close.

Once, on a story, Bob had gone up in a navy fighter jet off an aircraft carrier, and he had been instructed to remove his ring. He slipped it in a pocket of the flight suit but after the ride, it wasn’t there. Bob was so upset that the pilot took the plane back up in the air and turned it upside down to see if the ring would fall out of a crack. Nothing. In true Bob fashion, when he checked the suit one more time, he had found it, much to his relief, in another pocket. He had been so upset relaying that story to me that I was touched. That gold band had survived crazy story assignments, volcano walks, rock climbs, and undersea dives. Now, I thought, it needed to survive this too.

One by one we filed into the briefing room, and then the doctors came in, a seemingly endless line of white coats, green scrubs, and military dress. Each person introduced himself or herself. They appeared to come from every branch of medicine: trauma and critical care; oral and maxillofacial surgery, neurosurgery, orthopedic surgery, and ENT (ear, nose, and throat) surgery; anesthesiology; and general surgery, including a host of residents. How would I ever keep their names straight? I was dimly aware that Bob’s public face made this a high-profile case for them. If anyone needed a reminder, all they needed to do was gaze out the window to the phalanx of live-TV trucks parked along Wisconsin Avenue.

I pulled a pad of paper from my oversized purse to organize some thoughts and try to keep a record of what they were saying, but when I looked down at my pad later it was mostly blank. It all felt like a giant circus, with different rings, acts, and sideshows. My head swiveled to a different corner of the room each time someone spoke. As each team gave their presentation about Bob’s status, I looked around the room to try to catch a reaction from Dave, Shawn, Susan, or Mel. It was as if I needed to gauge my own response against theirs. My core was still amazingly steely. I would not let the bad information touch me. I would remain positive and listen for nuggets of hope in what they said.

One significant nugget came from this initial briefing. Bob was critically ill, Dr. Rocco Armonda, the neurosurgeon, explained, but he did not have a penetrating brain injury. Despite the rock shrapnel, the important parts of his brain were still intact. Moreover, the rocks had not appeared to cause permanent maiming damage to his face, although there were multiple contusions. We would not know what kind of internal damage the shrapnel had wreaked on his throat, neck, and facial nerves until Bob woke up and tried to speak.

His intercranial pressure, the pressure on his brain, had remained normal, but it was clear that there had been a discrete injury to the speech and language part of his brain, located in his left temporal lobe, his dominant lobe as a right-handed person. Additionally, as we’d learned in Germany, the blast had a concussive effect, shaking the whole brain. It would be impossible to know the effects of that until Bob awoke and they could begin to assess his cognitive ability.

The tube in the ventricles of Bob’s brain, draining fluid off of the swollen organ, would remain for the time being, Dr. Armonda told us. The cerebral angiogram seemed to indicate that blood flow to his brain was good, and there was no evidence of damage to the blood vessels.

Bob’s Glasgow Coma Scale, an evaluation that rates a patient’s neurologic response on a scale of 3 to 15, was 3 to 4 when he arrived in Germany. (Three is the number you get just for being alive, totally unresponsive.) While in Germany, his scale had risen to 8. This was a good sign, they explained. The doctors believed that his jaw was fractured, and there were possible injuries to the esophagus. A large rock was lodged in the right side of his neck, his “good side,” and they would need to explore that surgically as well. It potentially had caused major damage as it ripped through Bob’s throat from the left side of his face, crossing all the way through to the right side of his neck. There was concern that cerebral spinal fluid was dripping out of his ear; if so, there might also be a fracture at the base of the skull.

Bob’s scapula had been shattered by three big rocks, the orthopedic surgeon explained. There was a lot of dirt, gravel, and even pieces of his black nylon shirt in the wounds, and they would need to continue to clean them before ultimately sewing them up. Right now the wounds had been left open and were packed with antiseptic gauze, but they wanted to operate and close them soon.

Like so many of the soldiers, Bob had been contaminated with Acinetobacter. He had tested positive for this tenacious genus of bacteria that live in the Iraqi soil. So far he had not had an infection, but, as in Germany, we would all need to wear gowns, gloves, and masks to see him in the ICU.

It would be four to six months before they would replace the opening in Bob’s skull with an acrylic composite, Dr. Armonda explained. With some soldiers, they were able to save the original skull and implant it in the fat of the abdominal wall until it was time to replace it. In Bob’s case, the force of the blast, all 155 millimeters of the bomb, had shattered the skull on the left side, injuring the speech and language area of his brain, the very part that worked for a living.

I tried to hold on to as much of this information as I could, but I would have to ask others to repeat it later. However, I raised my hand after the initial presentation ended. “But Bob spoke after he was injured. Isn’t that a good sign?”

Phil Perdue stepped forward, the physician in charge of Bob’s overall care. “It is a good sign that Bob spoke right after the injury,” he began, very carefully. “But it is pretty common for that to happen and it may not be an indicator of the outcome. Also, we don’t know what was damaged in the subsequent surgeries to save his life in the field hospital.”

“There are a lot of important nerves in that area and in the face,” chimed in one of the ENTs. “It’s some high-priced real estate.”

“Is he blind? Deaf?” I asked, with a forcefulness and calm I didn’t feel.

“We don’t know yet, ma’am,” said another doctor softly.

“Think of it this way,” Dr. Armonda said later, when I asked what he thought about Bob’s future. “If you are a person who sharpens pencils for a living and you have a brain injury, you will probably not have as many neurons from your former life to help rehabilitate yourself.

“But if you are a person like Bob Woodruff, who is forty-four and has made great use of his brain in his life, speaks multiple languages, has an intellectual curiosity and abundant life experiences, you have a better shot at how well those neurons are going to reconnect. Think of those neurons as a road—I-Ninety-five, for example. If the only way your brain knows how to get from New York to Washington is along I-Ninety-five, and a giant jackknifed truck closes all lanes of the highway, you are in trouble.

“But if you are Bob Woodruff and you know alternate routes, you can take back roads or board Amtrak or hop on the shuttle flight at Reagan National. If you are a person who can come up with other solutions, who has really used your brainpower, you have more chance to develop alternate pathways for cognitive function and reasoning and putting all those neurons back together again.”

It seemed a small thing to hang on to—Bob’s brilliance—but the analogy gave me comfort. If ever there was a brain that knew how to navigate and use its neurons, I thought, it was my husband’s. Perhaps brainpower and sheer will to live would drive his recovery. With Bob, I knew, anything was possible.

There were pat phrases that the Bethesda medical staff employed often: “It’s a long road”…“The brain is like a computer rebooting, waiting to come online”…“It’s a marathon, not a sprint.” We would often cringe at these lines, but they reminded us that recovery from a brain injury would seem eternal. Improvement would occur at a snail’s pace. If anyone believed this would be a simple healing, like breaking a leg, they needed to think again. It would take a while for this information to sink in, but eventually it did. And the phrases helped us understand.

“We’ll need you to sign some consents, Mrs. Woodruff. For surgery, ma’am. We’ll need your permission to operate, we need to read you the risks of anesthesia.” One of the doctors pushed a pile of papers under my nose and it occurred to me suddenly that this all came down to me because I was Bob’s legal guardian; he was solely my legal responsibility. I hadn’t considered this before. Even though his parents and three brothers were sitting around the table, he was mine. I was no longer the daughter-in-law, I was now the adult. They had no say. There was something scary and shocking about that simple revelation. Bob was incapable of making decisions for himself.

I looked at Bob’s parents. They seemed stunned and overwhelmed. I’d known them for twenty years, and the last few days had been extraordinarily difficult. Bob’s mom was a striking blonde with long legs who had kept her svelte figure for life. It was her eyes, those deep-set clear Norwegian eyes with dark brows, that had been passed to the boys. She was one of the most upbeat people I knew and had more friends than almost anyone.

Her signature saying, “It only takes a minute,” applied to baking chocolate chip cookies for sick friends, driving to visit her boys at college, or unpacking us after every one of our moves around the country. She loved her four sons fiercely, with the pride of a lioness, and she would defend them to the death. They never had any flaws in her eyes and could do no wrong. For a daughter-in-law this was as admirable as it could be maddening.

Much like my parents, Frannie had been born into a family and at a time when people didn’t dwell outwardly on feelings and emotions. Like my own mother, she thought the tabloid craze to tell all was undignified. There were certain things you didn’t say out loud. There was a lot to admire in that generation, real heroes and defined villains, manners, morals, and ethics in a black-and-white code. But the world had moved on, and this world was confusing. It was a world where sons got blown up while doing their job. The possibility of burying one of her strapping boys defied the natural order of things in a normally ordered life.

Bob’s dad, “Big Bob” as the boys called him, was an old softie. He was quick with a joke and the boys loved to tease him back. It was from their father that the four Woodruff sons learned the demonstrative aspects of love: hugs, tears, sentimentality, and I love you’s. They would all grow to be men comfortable, in familiar circles, with revealing their emotions. For that, the Woodruff wives would be eternally grateful.

As I watched Bob’s parents tentatively prepare to visit him for the first time, their precious son with part of his skull missing, I ached for them. They’d known and loved Bob for a quarter century before I’d come on the scene. While their day-to-day life no longer revolved around Bobby, as they called him, these two people had brought him into the world. The thought of seeing one of my own children helpless in an ICU was unimaginable. I rested my face in the open palms of my hands as they left the room.

Bob

Beijing, April 1989



By spring in China there was a change in the air that no one could have anticipated. National politics were in a state of unrest and economic reforms had overheated the nation. Inflation was high, and the average Chinese worker was having a harder time buying everyday goods like food and clothing. Rumors persisted about corrupt party members, graft, bribes, and scandal. The leaders were not practicing what they preached.

On April 15, the death of former secretary-general Hu Yaobang fell like an ember into dry brush. Friday night after his death, 200,000 students came out to Tiananmen Square to mourn him. The mourning became a veiled means of supporting democracy and democratic reforms, for Hu had been a champion of free speech and a free press, making him a hero among the students. His death had become a flashpoint for anger at the perceived nepotism of the government.

As the days passed, the movement continued to gain strength, changing from mourning Hu’s death and extolling his accomplishments to the beginning of democratic protests. The students became bolder, chanting slogans about democracy and freedom. Released from their prison of expression, the students were speaking out in favor of reforms. Soon they were occupying the square and boycotting school, setting up tents and food services and creating a large-scale protest directly across from the massive concrete Communist Party buildings.

Life on our campus took on a slightly different tone. The students were excited, and there was a crackling energy in the air that had not been there before. Students also told me that their mail was being opened at school and there were reports of people listening in on phone conversations.

My students were actually lawyers who had already graduated but were studying in a special program established by the Ministry of Justice. They were under strict orders from their bosses not to participate in the student demonstrations on pain of losing their bonuses, which constituted a large portion of their meager pay. But on May 17, for the first time in Communist China, lawyers marched against the government. Now, like every other university teacher in town, I had a de facto vacation while Lee continued toiling away, putting the finishing touches on Canada-China Month, a PR project that had taken many hours and much coordination between the Chinese government and the Canadian embassy.

I tried to study Chinese in the extra hours, when the routine of my teaching days came to a screeching halt, but I would often find myself drawn to the square, biking down to visit with some of my students or just see what was happening that day.

One night Lee and I visited Zhong Nan Hai, the Chinese White House, where the students were camped out on a hunger strike. One of the Zheng Fa teachers was there, and because I was a teacher they let us through the security lines that the students had so carefully erected so I could talk to her. We told her how proud we were of what she was doing and that we were thinking of her. She was painfully thin and was supported by two or three of her students, her summer dress so flimsy in the heat. Behind her in the tent was an amazing scene: students draped everywhere, many of them looking completely exhausted. The days had grown incredibly warm and mounds of garbage and trash littered the square. Sitting cross-legged in a totally rigid formation, People’s Liberation Army soldiers in drab olive uniforms were lined up by the entrance to the compound.

In the weeks before the demonstrations, I had met with one of the partners at my law firm, Shearman & Sterling. They had been considering opening an official Beijing office, and there was a chance that Lee and I could stay. There was an even greater possibility that we could be sent to Hong Kong next. Lee’s firm, Hill & Knowlton, had talked to her about a potential position there.

But on May 20, martial law was declared in the city of Beijing. The students had refused to move from the square, despite the government’s repeated requests. All at once, military helicopters were flying low down the major boulevards in the city, buzzing almost at the height of the few office towers that dotted the skyline at the time.

May 21 was the date that the Shearman & Sterling law partners had picked to come back and make a final decision about the office. The meeting was an about-face. As the partners talked to me, a bizarre sight happened, something directly out of a movie. All at once four army helicopters swooped out of the sky, giant blaring loudspeaker systems squawking unintelligibly about martial law. The helicopters flew so low we could see them each buzz by the third-floor balcony at the Jiango Hotel window, following the path of Chang An, the Boulevard of Peace, that led to Tiananmen Square. The students on the square rose up in a show of solidarity to convince the helicopters not to drop tear gas while students with megaphones were preaching nonviolence and telling people how to react if gas was dropped.

I could not imagine a more bizarre scene for these lawyers to be witnessing on one of their infrequent visits to the capital. It was a grim sign that the People’s Republic was not yet the most stable place in which to open an office. They were concerned about Lee’s and my safety and urged us to check into the hotel for that night at least.

To no one’s surprise, the partner in charge of the Pacific Rim announced that he had made an immediate decision. There would be no Beijing office. Furthermore, they would not be moving people to Hong Kong at this time. I was stunned. I had thought that at least we would be able to stay in Asia. As I walked around the square after the meeting, I felt dejected and uncertain about our future for the first time.

The white plaster Goddess of Democracy Statue, a Chinese version of the Statue of Liberty, was raised in the square on May 29. It was the ultimate expression of defiance to the government; she stood staring straight at the portrait of Chairman Mao on the Forbidden City wall. More than six feet tall, she was clutching a torch with two hands, sort of like a baseball bat. As an American I couldn’t help feeling enormous pride at how these students looked toward our Constitution as a kind of model.

I thought of Lady Liberty standing in New York Harbor and what that image meant to so many people around the world. I was proud and also somewhat uncomfortable that I held a passport to a country where we had so many freedoms, and yet there was so little appreciation by many Americans of exactly what that meant in the greater world. It was easy to get greedy as well as complacent about your liberties when you lived in a democracy. It was a luxury to sweat the small stuff.

Looking at China now, and at some of the economic and social freedoms that have been accorded to the people in the last twenty years, it is hard to imagine the power and the magic with which that time was imbued. The students were taking an enormous risk. There was a feeling of intense excitement and pride, and a sense in those early days too of possibility. This gamble might actually work. Perhaps the old men of the Chinese government might blink.

With Lee’s relationship to the foreign journalists, she got a call at Hill & Knowlton from CBS. They knew I was a teacher and they wanted to interview an American teacher about the striking students. They liked the fact that I was teaching law and not English, as it gave me more credibility to discuss the political angle. In addition, the Zheng Fa students and teachers had been at the forefront of the original mourning that sparked the demonstrations. Would I be interested? the producer from CBS wanted to know.

I didn’t hesitate. Without classes I was becoming bored. And I had also spent a great deal of time on the square and could talk knowledgeably about what the students were thinking and feeling. A time was arranged, and I biked down to the makeshift CBS offices at the Shangri-La Hotel to meet with the producer.

Dan Rather was there and people were all around him trying to get him to sign things. There were still many tourists staying in the hotel, and the atmosphere had the aura of a carnival. The square full of students had itself become a tourist attraction. Dan was doing his live broadcast in front of a pretty prefab pagoda at the back of the hotel. If someone had told me then not only that Dan and I would share a house in Afghanistan twelve years later but that he would also become a friend, I would never have believed it. If someone had told me that I would eventually occupy an anchor seat at one of the networks, I would have laughed even harder. Back then, the lure of journalism was only a seed beginning to germinate in my mind.

I spent over an hour that day being interviewed by veteran reporter Jack Sheahan for the Sunday evening news, anchored at the time by Connie Chung. I was fascinated by the process and all the equipment, and hung around to watch as they edited the news piece and to meet some of the crew. One of those people, Susan Zirinsky, a producer for the show, would play a pivotal role in our lives.

Susan, fondly known as Z, had more energy and intelligence packed into her little pinkie than most people expend in a day. The Holly Hunter character in Broadcast News had been modeled after her, and she was equally lovably neurotic, accomplished, and in control as befit our crazy industry. There was no one better.

After my on-camera interview, I managed to meet Z. With school out of session due to the demonstrations, I wanted to make myself useful, but I could also smell the adrenaline of a business that was so foreign to the legal world that I had come from. I could physically feel the excitement of being in the middle of something so vital. News was immediate. It caused you to act and react; there was kinetic energy as events unfolded. Decisions could be made in a split second.

“I’d like to ask you about a job as a fixer,” I said to Z. For any news-gathering operation on foreign soil, especially non-English-speaking countries, a critical part of the equation is someone called the fixer, usually a local person who can speak the language and who knows how to get things done and how to get around locally. They facilitate things for the news crews and reporters, translate, and keep their ears to the ground for news or rumors that might be part of a larger story.

“How good is your Chinese?” she said, cocking her head and really noticing me for the first time.

“I’m okay,” I said. I knew my Mandarin still needed a lot of improvement, but it seemed about on a par with the American students CBS had already hired.

“Well, we need better than okay, we need really good,” said Z, in a friendly but firm way. “We’re expanding the operation here and we need translators that can really get us around the city and help us understand what’s going on.”

I shook her hand, thanked her, and moved to the elevator bank to push the DOWN button. But our conversation was bothering me. This was my chance. At that moment an American student walked by and said something in Chinese to one of the hotel employees. I can do that, I thought. I speak better than that.

In that instant I made a decision that shaped the rest of my life. I turned on my heel and marched back. Z was poring over a script, glasses on top of her head, chewing absentmindedly on a fingernail. “Give me a shot,” I said confidently. “My Chinese is really pretty good, as good as anyone you have here, and I can do this job. If you don’t agree, fire me after a week.” I stood my ground, but my heart was beating faster.

Z broke into a grin. Z loved chutzpah, and this was red-blooded American chutzpah right in front of her. “Okay,” she said. “That’s fair. Can you start tomorrow?”

Being bitten by the journalism bug was as simple as that. Reviewing documents at a law firm would never feel the same after the excitement and energy of watching one of the world’s epic events of the decade unfold. But I would have much to learn. Talking to the producer at CBS after I saw the final cut of the news piece with my interview, I was appalled and dismayed.

“Wow, I must really have stunk when you interviewed me,” I said to the editor. “I talked to you guys for about an hour, and you only used ten seconds.”

“Yeah,” the man said. “That’s pretty standard, about all the time we have in this business. Even ten seconds is a lot.” Making my case in TV news was going to be a lot different from doing it in a court of law.


Spring gave way to summer heat as the students became more bold. We interviewed peasants and members of the army, we talked to students and intellectuals, and we combed the square. It was exhilarating work, and I was in awe of everyone: the correspondents and camera people, the soundmen, and the producers, whose job it was to distill the story for the day, check the facts, and get it on the air. Those Beijing days were heady for everyone in the news media, but I knew that I was seeing journalism at its apex.

I had been pulling fourteen-hour days or longer with the CBS crews, and I would return to our dorm room at the university at odd hours, exhausted and exhilarated, full of stories, which I would eagerly relay to Lee. The student movement and the story appeared to be losing steam. A malaise had set in on the square. But like so many things in China, it would soon prove to be deceptive.







End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/images/Wood_9781588366610_epub_013_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Wood_9781588366610_epub_015_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Wood_9781588366610_epub_011_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Wood_9781588366610_epub_007_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Wood_9781588366610_epub_021_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Wood_9781588366610_epub_005_r1.jpg
[ T—






OEBPS/images/Wood_9781588366610_epub_028_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Wood_9781588366610_epub_009_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Wood_9781588366610_epub_025_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Wood_9781588366610_epub_002_r1.jpg
INAN INSTANT

A Family's Journey of
Love and Healing

Lee and Bob Woodruff





OEBPS/images/Wood_9781588366610_epub_023_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Wood_9781588366610_epub_004_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Wood_9781588366610_epub_018_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Wood_9781588366610_epub_016_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Wood_9781588366610_epub_012_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Wood_9781588366610_epub_014_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Wood_9781588366610_epub_010_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Wood_9781588366610_epub_020_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Wood_9781588366610_epub_008_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Wood_9781588366610_epub_006_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Wood_9781588366610_epub_022_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Wood_9781588366610_epub_027_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Wood_9781588366610_epub_001_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Wood_9781588366610_epub_026_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Wood_9781588366610_epub_024_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Wood_9781588366610_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
IN AN
INSTANT

Lee and Bob Woodruff

Pt
(it

RANDOM HOUSE





OEBPS/images/Wood_9781588366610_epub_003_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Wood_9781588366610_epub_019_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Wood_9781588366610_epub_017_r1.jpg





