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FOREWORD 

by Larry King 

The sighted can only imagine what it is like to be blind. Close your eyes for a minute or two and walk through your house. For a moment, imagine it for a lifetime. Then specifically imagine being with your trusted guide dog, Roselle, working seventy-eight floors above the ground at the World Trade Center on 9/11/2001. 

Thunder Dog is an incredible story of Michael Hingson and Roselle as they descend down those seventy-eight floors, helping dozens of others to escape a collapsing building. Down a stairway, desperate but calm at the same time. You will read of unforgettable moments, reflecting the blind experience with the emphasis on the senses rather than the visual. You will live again the tragedy and triumph of September 11.

Thunder Dog celebrates the power of the human and animal bond. And, we all can learn life lessons from this incredible story. 

I had the honor of hosting Michael on Larry King Live five different times, and each time, he brought his guide dog with him. Viewers relived the story over and over again and never seemed to get enough. Since then, Michael has become an international hero with appearances all over the world. He has been honored by many organizations, and in July 2010 was the keynote speaker for the National Federation of the Blind’s annual conference in Dallas.

Chapter by chapter of this intriguing work will keep you spellbound. You will relive 1,463 steps as a blind man and his dog triumph over adversity. Settle in, for you are about to read a page-turner.



INTRODUCTION 

The Real Story

I’m sorry,” the doctor said. “He is permanently and totally blind. There is nothing we can do for him.”

George and Sarah Hingson looked at each other, devastated. Their six-month-old son, Michael, was a happy, strawberry blond baby boy, healthy and normal in every way except one. When the Hingsons switched on a light or made silly faces, Michael did not react. Ever.

Michael Hingson was born in 1950, and he was fifty-nine days early. Back then, standard medical procedure was to put a premature baby in a sealed incubator and pump in pure oxygen until the baby’s lungs matured. The practice had been in place for years and resulted in an epidemic of blindness in preterm babies born before thirty-two weeks gestation. An eye disease called retinopathy of prematurity (ROP), formerly called retrolental fibro-plasia, was to blame.

Arnall Patz, a doctor and research professor at Johns Hopkins University, discovered the cause of ROP. It turned out that extreme oxygen therapy caused blood vessels in the back of the eye to constrict. The eye, in an attempt to compensate, produced a tangled mess of blood vessels that leaked blood, scarring and subsequently destroying the retina.

Mr. and Mrs. Hingson had watched as the doctor dilated Michael’s eyes, then examined each retina with a special lighted instrument called an indirect ophthalmoscope to determine how far the retinal blood vessels had grown. The prognosis for ROP is indicated by the stage. A diagnosis of stage 1 or 2 means the condition is less severe and will not lead to blindness. The higher the stage, the worse the prognosis. Michael was diagnosed as stage 4, meaning almost total retinal detachment, resulting in nearly complete loss of vision. The retina functions much like film in a camera, creating an image of the visual world in layers of neurons and synapses that capture light for the brain to encode and process. No retinal function means no visual information is transmitted to the brain. Michael’s condition was irreversible.

Before Dr. Patz proved his controversial theory in clinical trials, funded by money borrowed from his brother, more than ten thousand premature babies in the United States went blind between 1941 and 1953. Michael was one of those babies. So were actor Tom Sullivan, musician Stevie Wonder, and National Federation of the Blind president Dr. Marc Maurer. So many children were blinded in the early ’50s that the average age of blind people in America dropped from seventy to sixty-five years.

“My best suggestion is that you send him to a home for the blind,” the doctor continued after examining Michael. “The specialists there will be able to take care of him.” The words took on edges and cut deep grooves of shock and grief into the Hingsons’ hearts. “He will never be able to do anything for himself because of his blindness. If you keep him at home, he will only be a burden on your family.”

Like most people, the Hingsons had never really been around a blind person before. But they were down-to-earth people who thought for themselves and made up their own minds. George, a self-taught television repairman with an eighth-grade education, and Sarah, a high school graduate with a beautician’s license, decided to ignore the doctor. They loved Michael just the same as they loved his two-year-old brother, Ellery. No matter what the experts said, they were not going to send their beloved younger son away to a strange place far from home and family. There had to be a better way. Instinctively, the Hingsons knew that sight was not the only pathway to learning.

From the beginning, Michael was treated no differently from his brother. He was encouraged, nurtured, and loved. He was expected to grow and learn like any other child. He was allowed to explore the neighborhood on his own two feet, on his bicycle, and then with a guide dog. He never went to a school for the blind or lived in a community set apart. He never felt handicapped or disabled. He knew he was different, but he decided not to let it stop him. Ultimately, through his parents’ decision to ignore the doctor’s strongly worded recommendation, Michael was given the chance to grow up and find his own way in a world not set up for someone like him.

This is the story of a man blind from birth who triumphed over adversity throughout his life. His hard-won survival skills and his feisty, can-do spirit prepared him to survive the World Trade Center attacks in a seventy-eight-story stairwell descent with his guide dog, Roselle. Michael’s blindness didn’t stop him from shocking the neighbors by riding his bicycle through the streets of Palmdale, California, as a child, and on September 11 his blindness became an asset as he survived and helped others during the worst terrorist attack ever on American soil.

Yet, there’s more. “The real story, in my mind, isn’t how I got out of the World Trade Center,” said Michael. “It’s how I got there in the first place.”

[image: 1]
Forty-seven years after the birth of Michael Hingson, a yellow Labrador retriever puppy was born in the whelping unit of Guide Dogs for the Blind in San Rafael, California. The puppy’s name was Roselle, and she, too, was blind from birth. But sometime between her third and fourth week, she opened her eyes. On September 11, 2001, she saved Michael’s life. This is Roselle’s story too.
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 DAY OF THUNDER 

The bond with a dog is as lasting as 
 the ties of this earth can ever be. 
KONRAD LORENZ 

September 11, 2001: I can feel her body quivering. It’s twelve thirty in the morning, and Roselle is afraid of the thunder. Again.

Drowsy, I prop myself up on one elbow and reach down to stroke her back, then touch her ears. I finger their velvety softness. She reaches up and noses my hand. Usually her nose feels cool and wet, but this time it feels warm. She’s panting, and her damp, foggy breath hangs in the air between us.

I hear the rhythmic breathing of Karen, my wife. Good, she’s still asleep.

Roselle’s quivering becomes shaking, and I know I’ll have to get up. I lie back for a moment and listen. I hear the wind testing the windows but nothing else yet. Roselle knows a storm is brewing. She usually gets nervous about thirty minutes before the thunder rolls in.

I yawn and rub my face, trying to wake up. My alarm is set for 5:00, and I realize that by the time I get up with Roselle, wait out the storm with her, and get her back to bed, I’m not going to get much sleep. She stands up and begins to pant again. I sit up and rub Roselle’s chin and neck, then push my feet into my slippers and stand up, grabbing my robe. Roselle rubs against my legs, happy that she won’t have to face this storm alone. Her powerful Labrador retriever tail slaps against my knees once or twice as I follow her out of the room.

We head down the hallway, partly open to the first floor, then down sixteen stairs. The wooden banister feels cooler down toward the bottom. I remember hearing yesterday on the news that this storm is a cold one, blowing down from Canada and bringing the first touch of autumn to Westfield, New Jersey.

Roselle’s nails tap rhythmically as she crosses the oak floor in the entryway, passes the elevator door, and heads down the steps to the basement. I follow, listening for differences in the air that keep me oriented to the three-dimensional floor plan of our house. 

[image: 1]
I first began to hear my surroundings when I was four years old. Someone gave me a kiddie car that I could drive around the apartment. I quickly learned to work the pedals and tore through the rooms at high speed. One day, while out for a spin in the living room, I drove right into the coffee table. The hood of the car was just the right height to slide underneath, and my face slammed into the edge of the table. One hospital emergency room visit and three stitches in my chin later, I faced the wrath of Mom. I suppose she could have taken away the car to make sure I never had another accident, but she didn’t. “Mike, you’re going to have to do a better job of watching where you’re going,” she said. A funny thing to say to a blind kid, but what she meant was that I should listen better. So I did.

Thanks in part to Mom’s encouragement, in part to my just working at it, and in large part to the desire to avoid more trips to the emergency room, I began to pay more attention to what I could tell about my surroundings through my ears. And somehow I learned to hear the coffee table as I approached it. I could hear a change as I passed from one room to another. When I walked, I could hear a doorway. As I continued to race around in my pedal car, my confidence grew, and I learned to get beyond the need for eyesight. How many other four-year-olds can race their pedal cars around the house at high speed in the pitch dark? Not the light-dependent ones.

[image: 1]
As I follow Roselle down the stairs to my basement office, I begin to hear the first deep rumbles of the approaching thunderstorm. Roselle dives under my desk and begins panting again, this time faster and louder. She is one of the most easygoing dogs I’ve ever known, but thunder spooks her. It’s funny, though; Roselle has guided me during storms, and even though she doesn’t like it, her guide dog training prevails and she guides well.

No one knows for sure why some dogs are terrified of thunderstorms. It may be that they are more sensitive to drops in barometric pressure. Or perhaps, because dogs hear at much higher and lower frequencies, they are simply hearing the storm before we do. Another possibility is that dogs can smell a storm. Lightning ionizes air with the formation of ozone, which has a characteristic metallic smell.1 But more likely it has to do with changes in the static electric field that precedes a storm. An electrical engineer named Tom Critzer had a dog named Cody with a severe storm phobia much like Roselle’s, so he designed a cape with a special metallic lining that discharges the dog’s fur and shields it from the static charge buildup. I don’t have a magical thunder cape for Roselle but I do crank up the volume of a radio news program to help mask the rumbling and booming.

As we wait through the storm together in the dark, Roselle cocooned at my feet, I turn on my computer and do some work to pass the time. Between the noise of the radio, my fingers tapping on the keyboard, and the rhythmic mutter of my screen reader, Roselle stops shaking, and I can sense her body starting to relax. I don’t mind having the extra time to finish preparing for my morning meeting. We’re expecting fifty guests for four sales training sessions, and as regional sales manager, I’m in charge of the presentation.

An hour and a half later, the thunderstorm has passed, and Roselle and I head back upstairs to bed. In less than six hours, we’ll be at the World Trade Center.

We have a big day ahead.
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 1,463 STAIRS 

It was one of those moments in which history splits, 
 and we define the world as “before” and “after.”
NEW YORK TIMES EDITORIAL, 
 SEPTEMBER 12, 2001 

Roselle is under my desk again. This time she’s not quaking in fear but snoozing, as only dogs can, in utter relaxation. I’m scrambling to get ready for the morning sales training sessions.

It’s already been a very busy morning. Between sitting up with Roselle during the storm and then getting up just a few hours later, at 5 a.m., I almost wish I’d had black coffee instead of my usual PG tips tea, but I am a tea drinker first and foremost.

Because of the scheduled meetings, I had set my alarm for a little earlier than usual. I needed to get to work early and make sure everything was perfect for both the presentation and the breakfast. I was looking forward to serving what I thought were the best ham and cheese croissants in New York City, ordered from the forty-fourth-floor Port Authority cafeteria called the Sky Dive.

While I’d shaved, showered, and dressed, Roselle had continued sleeping on her blanket next to the bed. She’s probably still worn out from dealing with the thunderstorm. I let her sleep as long as I could. When it was time to go downstairs and eat, Roselle tracked my movements as usual, running ahead of me down the hallway and then downstairs to the kitchen. Since we did not have a fenced-in yard, I first took her outside on leash to relieve herself then came back in and turned on the TV. While I started in on a bowl of Special K, I listened to the news. My mind was on the morning meetings, but in the background I heard reports on the primaries; by the end of the day we’d know who was going to replace Mayor Giuliani. I got up and let Roselle back in. She grabbed her favorite Nylabone and played quietly while I finished breakfast.

A few minutes before six, I called Roselle and buckled up her harness. She has a pixielike personality, energetic and fun loving. She plays whenever she can and works when she has to. But the leather guide dog harness is like Roselle’s uniform; when she wears it, her behavior changes. She becomes less bouncy, more focused, and she always takes her job seriously. She demands that I do my job too. And she loves being part of a team.

Charlie, the owner of Happy Fox Taxi, picked us up for the ten-minute cab ride to the New Jersey Transit station. We waited at the station for the 6:18 train, but the public address system announcement said the train would be fifteen minutes late. This was a surprisingly rare occurrence, especially disappointing on a day I had planned to arrive early in New York. After two more announcements of additional delays, the train finally arrived. The train was stuffed full of passengers, all equally annoyed, and our arrival at the Newark station couldn’t happen too soon.

In Newark we immediately caught a PATH train headed for the World Trade Center. PATH stands for Port Authority Trans-Hudson and provides rail service between New York City and New Jersey. The tracks cross the Hudson River through century-old cast iron tubes that rest on the river bottom under a thin layer of silt and then continue through tunnels under the streets of Manhattan. We got off the train at the World Trade Center PATH station, which connected to the World Trade Center towers via an underground concourse and shopping station. The concourse connected the Twin Towers and was like a city, always bustling with people hurrying to work or going in and out of the restaurants, bars, and shops. We took our usual route through the underground parking lot on the fourth sublevel to an elevator that took us to the lobby of the North Tower, also known as Tower 1. The electronic security unit scanned my ID card, then Roselle and I entered the elevator.

I loved working in the World Trade Center. The Twin Towers dominated the building complex, made up of seven buildings and a concourse on sixteen acres of land. The last building in the project was completed in 1973. For one year, Towers 1 and 2 were the tallest buildings in the world. Each tower rose 1,353 feet and had 110 stories and 21,800 windows. Building components included 200,000 tons of steel, 425,000 cubic yards of concrete, and 600,000 square feet of glass window area. Together the two towers weighed 1.5 million tons. New Yorkers loved to brag that the World Trade Center even had its own zip code.

Roselle and I got off the elevator at the 78th floor. I unlocked the door to 7827, the office suite for Quantum/ATL, a Fortune 500 company that provided data protection and network storage systems. I served as the regional sales manager and head of operations in New York.

Our office suite consisted of four large rooms, side by side, measuring twenty-seven feet from hallway to the window wall overlooking southwest New York City. First was a small reception area. Beyond that were some tables and the ATL P-3000, our massive tape backup system; it was about 6 feet tall and weighed over 1,300 pounds. Through a door to the left was my office, also used for product demonstration, file storage, and housing our computer server. To the right was a conference room with an eleven-foot table, and further right was an office where the sales reps had desks.

Just five seconds after we arrived, so did the breakfast deliveryman. I helped him unpack and organize the hot plates, pastries, bagels, coffee, and ham and cheese croissants in the conference room. He left quickly, on to his next delivery.

A few minutes later, David Frank, a Quantum colleague, arrived, along with six people from Ingram Micro, a company we did business with. He had helped organize the day’s seminars and would be attending the meeting. David was a tall, quiet, thoughtful man from our California headquarters.

Roselle and I welcomed them all, then I went back to work setting up the conference room and testing out the presentation on my laptop. Roselle snuggled into her favorite spot under my desk. This was her usual office hangout when not performing her self-assigned duty as greeter.

A little after eight, one of the Ingram people left to return to the lobby to meet and direct others as they arrived. This left five guests in the conference room. David and I worked in my office on a spreadsheet list of attendees, making a few additions and corrections as we confirmed names. We were preparing to print out a final list on Quantum stationery to fax downstairs to the WTC security people when I realized I was out of stationery.

I carefully slid my feet out from under Roselle’s sleepy head. Then, just as I stand up and turn to the supply cabinet to get some more letterhead, I hear a tremendous boom! It is 8:46 a.m. The building shudders violently, then starts to groan and slowly tip to the southwest. In slow motion, the tower leans over something like twenty feet.

I grew up in earthquake country near the San Andreas Fault in Southern California, so my first instinct is to go and stand in the doorway, but I know this is no earthquake. Roselle stays put under my desk while David clutches it for support. Ceiling tiles fall to the floor. We are both confused. “What could that have been?” David and I ask.

Was it an explosion? Something hitting the building? What could make it tilt that way?

Could it be an attack? No, it doesn’t make sense to put a bomb that high up. It must be some kind of a gas explosion.

As we talk, the building continues tilting. Disaster seems imminent. Another few seconds and I fear the building will fall over and we will plummet to the street. God, don’t let this building tip over, I pray silently.

Tearfully, David and I say good-bye. I’m pretty sure I’m going to die.

Then slowly, miraculously, the tilting stops and the building begins to right itself. The whole episode lasts about a minute. Just then, Roselle decides to wake up from her nap. She emerges from under my desk and quietly looks around. I can’t even imagine what she is thinking, but I emerge from the doorway and grab her leash to make sure we won’t be separated. I have no idea what just happened, but I’m grateful to be alive.

David looks out the window behind my desk and shouts, “Oh, my God!” The windows above us have blown out, and there is smoke and fire and millions of pieces of burning paper falling through the air. I hear debris brushing past the windows.

[image: 1]
What we didn’t know until much later is that American Airlines Flight 11, a Boeing 767 leaving Boston for Los Angeles, had been hijacked. Five men affiliated with Al-Qaeda, a Muslim terrorist organization spearheaded by Osama bin Laden, had broken into the cockpit and taken over the plane. The hijacker-pilot, a thirty-three-year-old Egyptian man named Mohammed Atta, flew the commercial jet into our building at the speed of 500 miles an hour, cutting through floors 93 to 99. Loaded with ninety-two people and around 10,000 gallons of jet fuel, the plane blasted into the North Tower with a force equal to 480,000 pounds of TNT.1 The shock registered a magnitude of 0.9 on a seismograph at Columbia University, equal to that of a small earthquake.

The impact created a huge fireball. As the plane plowed through the building, it created a cloud of jet fuel that ignited into a firestorm, burning an estimated 1,000 to 3,000 gallons of jet fuel.2 An instant inferno, the blaze was so intense it drove temperatures as high as 2,000 degrees.3 The impact also caused acute structural damage, demolishing some thirty-five exterior columns between floors 94 and 98 and destroying portions of those floors. 

[image: 1]
Although the impact was more than a dozen floors above us and on the other side of the building, our office is a mess. The swaying of the tower caused the contents of the office to hit the floor along with ceiling tiles and building materials.

I hear our guests screaming in the conference room.

David yells, “We have to get out of here NOW!”

“I agree,” I say. “But let’s slow down and do it the right way.” I want to get our guests out first then follow after we close up the office. I’d attended many of the World Trade Center emergency training sessions, and we did fire drills every six months. I run over the guidelines in my mind. Avoid the elevators. Take the stairs. And don’t panic.

Don’t panic. Some may think that might seem easy for me to say, since I can’t see the flames, smoke, and debris out the window like David can. Here’s the blind guy, telling David to do something contrary to what his eyes and his instincts are telling him. I have a good imagination, and I understand what’s going on as much as anyone else could understand such an unexpected and catastrophic event.

But what David doesn’t understand is that I have a piece of information he does not have. When the debris began to fall and the flames leaped out of the floors above us, and even while the people in the conference room screamed, Roselle sat next to me, as calm as ever. She does not sense any danger in the flames, smoke, or anything else that is going on around us. If she had sensed danger, she would have acted differently. But she does not. I choose to trust Roselle’s judgment and so I will not panic. Roselle and I are a team.

We direct our guests to evacuate using the stairwell, and I ask David to go with them to make sure they find the stairs. While he’s gone, I call Karen. “There’s been an explosion of some sort. We’re okay, but we’re leaving the building now.” She’s anxious, so I keep my voice calm. “David, Roselle, and I are together. We’re going to take the stairs.” I tell her I will call again as soon as possible, but I have to go.

David returns and we set to work shutting down our computer servers and demo libraries. At this point we have no idea what has happened and when we’ll be allowed back in and we want to protect our data. I figure if firefighters are going to come in with fire hoses, it’s best if we cut the power to minimize water damage. However, we get anxious and abandon this idea because it’s taking too long to move each piece of equipment to reach the individual power plugs. The minutes we save by deciding to leave now will turn out to be important later.

It’s time to leave. I strap on my briefcase and clutch Roselle’s harness. “Forward,” I say, softly.

Forward is used when setting off with the dog in harness, and it’s one of the very first commands all guide dogs are taught when training begins. You stand with your left foot out alongside the dog first, then synchronize the verbal command “Forward” with the forward hand signal, a short forward motion with the right hand. You wait for the dog to start pulling and when you feel the pull on the harness handle, you take the first step with your right foot.

We move out as one, and Roselle guides me carefully through the debris. She stays calm and focused even with things falling on top of her. David, Roselle, and I walk quickly out of the office and head out into the central corridor. People are running around. There is confusion, smoke, and noise.

Each tower has three stairwells. We head for Stairwell B, in the center. Safety is somewhere down below and 1,463 stairs are the only way out.

Forward.
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 MY OTHER 
 SOUL MATE 

A dog is the only thing on earth that loves you more than he loves himself.
JOSH BILLINGS 

The atmosphere is chaotic as people hurry to escape the burning skyscraper. When we come out of the office door, we take a right. Across the hall from us are more offices. We hustle down the hall, which forms the side of one of the two inner squares of the 78th floor. At the end of the hall, we turn left, walk down another hall, and emerge into the sky lobby.

Roselle walks with confidence, and so do I. Although I’ve had guide dogs since I was fourteen years old, I’m very aware that Roselle and I are a fairly new partnership; we’ve been working together for only twenty-one months.

It takes at least a year to forge a good relationship with a guide dog. It’s like a marriage. Both sides have to get to know each other. I study my dog and my dog studies me, and over time we learn to read each other’s thoughts and feelings. Trust begins to develop, and we become interdependent, much like a surgical team or police partners who put their lives in each other’s hands. I trust Roselle with my life every day. She trusts me to direct her. And today is no different, except the stakes are higher.

I hear a few people milling around the smoky 2,600-square-foot Sky Lobby as David, Roselle, and I pass through. Even if I had ignored my emergency training from numerous drills conducted by the Port Authority and had attempted to take one of the elevators, it would have been a waste of precious minutes because all of the elevators in the North Tower had been rendered inoperative by the crash. Plus, I know that all of the central elevator shafts stretch from bottom to top. The whole center of both World Trade Center towers is hollow, two outer sheaths of steel supporting almost half the building’s total weight. The buildings are lighter, flexible, and more efficient than older New York skyscrapers, such as the Empire State Building.1 But those long, hollow elevator shafts also provide a conduit for fire and gases, so there is no way we are even going to try. As we walk quickly by the elevators, David mentions that the dark green marble trim around the elevator doors is cracked and buckling.

The 78th floor is different from most other floors in the World Trade Center because it happens to contain one of the North Tower’s two “sky lobbies,” where people change elevators to get to the upper stories. On a normal workday like this one, twelve large express elevators carry people from the ground floor up to the 78th floor without stopping. The elevators are huge. I used to joke about taking one over as an office. The elevators travel at twenty-two miles per hour, and the ride takes forty-eight seconds; I had timed it. Once you make it to the sky lobby, you switch, taking one of a number of smaller elevators to get to the upper floors. In all, there are ninety-seven passenger elevators and six freight elevators in each of the two towers.

While our smoke-filled sky lobby is relatively intact, it is a different story for the South Tower. In our sister building, the 78th floor elevator lobby would become a place where “life and death intersected most violently.”2 Just sixteen and a half minutes after the first plane crashed into our tower, United Airlines Flight 175 from Boston would crash directly into the 78th floor of Tower 2 next door. There are an estimated two hundred people in the sky lobby on their way out of the south building, and most of them will not make it out alive. Later, USA Today reporters Martha Moore and Dennis Cauchon would write, “A deafening explosion and a searing blast of heat ripped through the lobby. The air turned black with smoke. Flames burst out of elevators. Walls and the ceiling crumbled into a foot of debris on the floor. Shards of glass flew like thrown knives.”3

This second blast flung people through the air. Survivors, burned and bleeding, woke up to a floor covered with debris, dangling steel beams, and a deluge of water from the fire sprinklers. Just like in our tower, the elevators in Tower 2 were rendered inoperable; in addition, two of the three stairwells were destroyed. Only Stairwell A was open and the few sky lobby survivors used it to escape, joining others on lower floors in descent.

[image: 1]
Our sky lobby seems safe for now, although a fire is raging somewhere above us. The copious amounts of thick, black smoke are evidence of a fire fed by ample fuel, with flames burning at temperatures somewhere in the range of 1,300 to 1,400 degrees Fahrenheit. We still don’t know what has caused the fire or even the initial impact and explosion, but the adrenaline-charged voices around us speed up my steps. The closest stairwell to us is Stairwell B. It’s right in the center of the lobby, between the local elevators, the smaller ones that access the upper floors. Roselle stops at the door to the stairwell, just as she always does. She positions her body to the left of the door so I can reach out and open it. Six or seven people surround us in a loose group, and taking turns, David, Roselle, and I enter the stairwell. Roselle pauses at the top of the stairs. Through the harness I can feel her look up at me for direction. She is calm, standing quietly. I wonder what she’s thinking.

“Forward,” I say with confidence. But my mind immediately begins to wander. What are we getting ourselves into? How many people are already in this stairwell trying to leave at the same time? How long is it going to take us to get out?

My right hand clutches the rail attached to the wall while my left hand grips Roselle’s leather leash and the leather-covered handle on her guide dog harness. She can relax a bit now; her job at this point is to watch the people around us and alert me to any hazards both below and above.
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Dogs usually do not worry too much about what might be located above their heads. Because of their strong sense of smell, they tend to travel nose to the ground, decoding the world through scents both fresh and stale. Guide dog training is designed to prompt dogs to look up and watch for anything that might hit a blind person in the upper body, including tree branches, scaffolding, mailboxes, signs, and protrusions from vehicles and buildings.

But dogs, just like people, tend to lapse into old habits and instincts, so when my guide dog occasionally runs me into a bush or a mailbox, I pause, loop back around, and politely ask her to try it again. The dog usually guides perfectly the second time around and understands when we do a repeat that she needs to pay attention to something missed the first time.

I did have one guide dog, a golden retriever named Holland, who was a bit of a goof. He once ran me into the same mailbox several times. I was walking down a sidewalk with my parents and a mailbox jutted out over the sidewalk. Holland walked under the mailbox and my hand crashed into it. We turned around and did it again. Then again. By the fourth time, I knew Holland was running me into it deliberately. Maybe he was having an off day. That last time, just as I was about to hit the mailbox again, I dropped the harness and jerked the leash, pulling him over toward me. He banged his head on the mailbox. I could almost feel him thinking, This isn’t working anymore. The next time around, he nudged me over to the right so he could clear the mailbox. Problem solved.

Roselle had never done anything like that, though. As much as she likes to have fun, the harness creates a transformation. Her brow furrows a bit as her face takes on a look of intense concentration. She stands up straighter, tail erect, and her muscles tense as her movements become controlled and purposeful. Her senses go on high alert, and if she had antennae, they would be up. Roselle is ready to go wherever I command her to go. She is ready to work.

My life with dogs began long before I received my first guide dog. We always had dogs at my house growing up. Skeets was my aunt and uncle’s collie in Chicago. Since they lived right next door to us in the same apartment building it seemed as though we shared him. In Palmdale we had Tramp and Soxie, then Lady, and then Rudy, a dachshund. And finally, we got a feisty miniature dachshund named Pee Wee. Then I met a different kind of dog.

My dad was reading the newspaper one Sunday afternoon. “There’s a new teacher out at Edwards Air Force Base. She’s blind,” he said. Dad worked out on the base as an electrical engineer. “Her name is Sharon Gold, and she’s been hired as a schoolteacher for children of military personnel on base.” The article went on to mention her guide dog. My parents were intrigued. We had never been around a blind person with a guide dog before, and they decided to invite her over to dinner. So one Sunday afternoon, Sharon came over with her German shepherd, Nola. Sharon came in, greeted us, then unharnessed Nola and set her free in the backyard to play with me. “She likes to run, Michael.”

Boy, did she. Nola was a typical German shepherd—large, intense, and energetic. We hit it off and in a few minutes we were running around the backyard together. At one point I grabbed onto her collar to try out the guide dog thing, and she dragged me across the grass. I think I did a few face plants. With her harness off, and because she could tell I had no idea what I was doing or how to use the guide dog commands, Nola was deep in dog play mode. Clearly, I had a lot to learn.

I loved Nola just because she was a big, friendly dog. And I loved Sharon because she was smart, eager to help, and blind like me. I was also curious about Sharon’s relationship with Nola and how the relationship between the two worked. I wanted to be around her and Nola more, so my parents became good friends with Sharon, and she began to come over regularly for meals. Sharon saw my interest in Nola and soon began encouraging my parents to explore the idea of getting a guide dog for me. My parents were open to the idea because one day soon I would be heading off to Palmdale High School, a larger, more complex campus than I was used to. At the elementary school, the campus had been laid out in simple wings, and it was easy for me to navigate the covered walkways once I learned how to “hear” the support columns. But high school was a different story, more crowded and with a much larger, more complicated campus.

Looking back, I should have started by learning to travel with a cane first. But people sometimes have complicated feelings about the white cane, seeing it as a sign of weakness and disability or a barrier to fitting into the community. I’m not sure if my parents felt that way or not, but I never had a cane until I ordered one for myself years later.

Meeting Sharon was life changing. She was the first blind person I ever got to know well. Besides meeting a guide dog and handler for the first time, I learned three other important things. First, Sharon was out in the community, teaching, not stuck at home feeling sorry for herself and letting others take care of her. She had a job, and she was good at it. If she can do it, then I can do it. Second, I realized there was life beyond the dusty streets of Palmdale. I knew I wanted to be a part of it. And last, I realized there were many other blind people in the world besides me. Of course I had known I wasn’t the only blind person, but sometimes I felt very alone. Growing up I didn’t have any other blind friends. I’m not sure if that was good or bad. Looking back, there were probably pluses and minuses to growing up outside the blind community because I didn’t really think of myself as blind. Perhaps mainstreaming forced me to find new and innovative ways of doing things in order to succeed. But at the same time, I didn’t have the support and friendship of others like me who were wiser and more experienced than I was.

I found out I was getting a guide dog one day while I was outside jumping rope in my eighth grade physical education class. Usually I didn’t get to participate much in PE, but I happened to be excellent at jumping rope.

A man walked up to me. “Hello, Michael. I am Larry Reese from Guide Dogs for the Blind.” I was so shocked, I let the rope drop. Mr. Reese had driven down to Palmdale from the Guide Dogs campus in San Rafael, which was just north of San Francisco on the Marin Peninsula. It was about an eight-hour drive in those days.

“Michael, we’re looking forward to having you come and get a guide dog,” he said. What? I didn’t even know my parents had applied. Maybe they didn’t want me to be disappointed if I had been turned down. I was just fourteen, and the rule was that you had to be sixteen to get a guide dog. For some reason, Guide Dogs bent the rules for me.

In late June, my parents sent Ellery off to Boy Scout camp and then my dad, mom, and I drove up to San Rafael, where they dropped me off at Guide Dogs for the Blind. Back then it was surrounded by rolling green hills and undeveloped land out in the middle of nowhere. As we drove down the gravel road leading into the campus, I was practically wiggling with excitement. I had hardly ever been out of Southern California, and it all seemed like a big adventure. I wasn’t too worried about getting homesick; after all, I had survived a couple of previous stints at summer camp. And I was far too excited about getting a guide dog to be nervous.

My parents dropped me off on Sunday, and I spent the day exploring the eleven-acre campus. At the front of the campus was an administration building. Off to one side was a small dorm with eight double rooms. On the other side was a house for the executive director. There was also a dining room, a common room with a small television and an out-of-tune zither, and a swimming pool. At the back were the dog kennels.

Class started the very next day and I was the youngest person by far. The average age for a guide dog user is fifty-one. Being around so many adults made me slightly nervous, and I had to learn how to behave. One morning we hit town for a training session and ended up at the Downtown Lounge in San Rafael for lunch. I got up and went to the restroom and left the door open, like we did at home. I can’t believe I did that, but I guess because I couldn’t see anything, I didn’t think about other people looking in and seeing me. Or maybe I was just an idiotic adolescent. In any case, I was quickly made aware that my bathroom etiquette needed an upgrade.

One thing I loved about the Guide Dogs campus was that every room had a record player in it for talking books, recorded on twelve-inch vinyl records. Whenever I wasn’t in class or practicing, I spent my time reading books that way.

In class I learned that Guide Dogs for the Blind started with the idea of using shelter dogs as guides for blind service personnel after World War II. Blondie, a German shepherd rescued from the Pasadena Humane Society, became the guide dog for Sgt. Leonard Foulk, the first serviceman to graduate from the school in 1941.

The first skill I learned in training involved basic footwork. Guide Dogs teaches through “Juno” training, with the trainer holding the harness to simulate working with an imaginary dog named Juno. Footwork involved learning to coordinate keeping my left foot by the dog’s right front paw. This may sound simple, but it isn’t if you can’t see the dog’s foot or your own foot. I also learned the verbal commands and hand signals, how to properly use the harness and leash, and how to both correct and praise a guide dog. As a class, we also participated in lectures where we learned techniques for basic dog training and obedience, along with how to keep our dogs healthy and happy.

Three days later, I got my dog. There was an excited buzz in the air on Wednesday, also known as Dog Day. The trainers had been carefully evaluating each of us for personality (quiet or energetic? patient or hotheaded?), gait (fast or slow? small or large stride?), and physical capacity (strong or weak? young or aged?). Trainers had also studied our home environments (busy, big city or small, rural town?) and our lifestyles (frequent traveler or homebody?). Last, they had taken a close look at our day-to-day surroundings (high-rise building, crowded classrooms and hallways, or peaceful home office?). After careful consideration of every facet of both the human’s and the dog’s lives, Guide Dogs matched each of us up with the dog that seemed the best fit. The wise trainers knew I needed a calm, collected dog with the patience to put up with a teenager.

On Dog Day, we sat through a morning lecture about the dogs, ate a quick lunch in the dining room, then went to our rooms to wait. I was so nervous I couldn’t sit still enough to listen to a talking book in order to pass the time. I sat and fidgeted, getting up to pace back and forth when I could no longer stand it. My roommate felt the same way. Finally, I was called into instructor Bruce Benzler’s office.

“Mike, sit quietly,” he said. “Your dog is Squire. Squire is a dark red golden retriever, about sixty-four pounds. I want you to be patient. Don’t say anything. I’m going to let the dog in, and we’ll see how he reacts to you.”

Mr. Benzler got up and walked to the door. He opened it, and Squire walked in the room. He came straight over and started sniffing me all over. I was excited and my hands itched to pet him, but I obeyed and sat still. Squire inspected me for about thirty seconds then sat down next to me and waited. “It looks like you found a friend,” said Mr. Benzler. I gave Squire a hug. My heart was pounding.

“You can take Squire back to your room now,” said Mr. Benzler. “Use his leash, and ask him to heel. Then take some time to get to know each other.”

Squire and I headed back to my room. I felt like I was walking on air with Squire by my side. When the door closed behind us, I sat down and talked to Squire for the next couple of hours. I’d known plenty of dogs, but I’d never met a dog before that was so mature and well trained. I felt an immediate bond with Squire. He liked me and seemed interested in me. We just seemed to fit.

Squire and I developed a partnership, and I learned how to read Squire’s body language through the handle of the harness; I could almost tell what he was going to do before he did it. I think he learned to read me too. He was much more than just a pet. Squire was my best friend, and we became a team as he guided me safely through the halls of Palmdale High School for the next four years. He was a quick study. When faced with a gaggle of girls in a crowded campus hallway, Squire learned to stick his cold, wet nose under a miniskirt or two. When the girls would shriek and jump out of the way, my brother, Ellery, swore that Squire actually grinned. I suspect I almost received a few slaps and I am sure I was the subject of many angry looks, thanks to Squire.

Squire and our dachshund, Pee Wee, got along famously and wore tracks in the carpet chasing each other up and down the hallways of our house. The two dogs developed a game where Pee Wee raced down the hallway, with Squire in hot pursuit. When they got to the living room, Pee Wee bunched up his long, narrow body like a spring and jumped up on the couch. Squire would run up and grab him off the couch, flip his little sausage body over on the ground, and gnaw on his stomach, play-growling all the while.

I know Pee Wee must have missed Squire when he went with me to college. After a few years with me at UC Irvine, Squire grew old and tired. He was eleven years old and couldn’t keep up with me anymore. The very worst thing about guide dogs is they don’t last very long. The average guide dog only makes it as a working dog until the age of nine or ten because guiding is both physically and emotionally stressful for the dog. I loved Squire, and I think the relationship with your first guide dog is something like the first time you fall in love. Squire occupied a special corner in my heart. Forever. But it was time for him to retire, and he went to live with my parents back in Palmdale with his little buddy PeeWee. Squire lived to be fourteen years old, a good, respectable age for a golden.

After Squire retired, I headed back to San Rafael for a second time, and Guide Dogs paired me with another golden retriever named Holland. He was a good, steady guide dog. He took me through my graduate years and my first several years of employment. I tried to take advantage of his chick-magnet qualities, but most of the time women were interested only in the dog, not me.

After Holland, I got another golden, named Klondike; he guided me through much of my working life. Klondike had a bit of an overactive digestive system and sometimes filled the office conference room with a—how shall I put this?—pungent aroma. It didn’t bother me; I figured it helped keep my sales force awake and alert.

Linnie was next, a light-blonde Labrador retriever. She was a wonderful dog. Whenever anyone touched her, she would stop, drop, and roll over to get her stomach scratched. We ran across actor Peter Falk once in an airport frequent-flier lounge, and he spent ten minutes on his knees on the carpet, scratching her stomach. “Linnie, I can’t sit here all night,” he groused in his gravelly voice, smiling big. Linnie had a sixth sense about people. In a crowd, she always went right to the person who needed some attention. She would have made a great therapy dog. Her guiding career ended abruptly when she contracted Lyme disease from a backyard tick bite. She retired in 1999 after only three years of guiding, and Karen and I kept her as a pet. Linnie became a beloved part of our family.

After Linnie, I went without a guide dog for six months, using a cane to get around New Jersey and New York City, including the World Trade Center. New York sidewalks are jam-packed, and I spent way too much money replacing broken white canes at forty dollars a pop because people didn’t watch where they were going.

Then, in November 1999, Roselle entered our lives. I found myself back in San Rafael at Guide Dogs for the Blind in that same office, waiting to be matched with a new guide dog. Although this was my fifth time, I was just as nervous and excited as that first time, thirty-five years earlier. The only way I can describe the feeling of waiting for your guide dog is that it is almost exactly like standing at the front of the church in your tuxedo, waiting for the organ to play the “Wedding March” and your bride-to-be to start down the aisle. Your life will never be the same, and you will no longer be alone.

When the training supervisor let Roselle into the office to meet me, she was a bit of a busybody. She sniffed me all over then left and snuffled her way around the room. “Well, call her and see if she’ll come to you,” suggested the supervisor. Roselle slowly made her way back. Then she stopped and sat down next to me and didn’t move again. I took her back to the room and chatted with her for a while. I petted her and played with her and we got to know each other. I quickly noticed she had two sides to her personality. She could be very calm and quiet when she was working. But when the harness came off, she became a little mischievous. She liked to steal my socks, carry them off in her mouth, and hide them, but she never chewed them up. I also noticed she snored. Like a grizzly bear.

Roselle’s puppy raisers were Ted and Kay Stern, a retired couple in Santa Barbara, California, who first got her as a fuzzy, yellow, four-month-old puppy with an impish twinkle in her eye. The Sterns gave Roselle her first ten months of basic in-home obedience training and acquainted her with as many different environments as possible, including a visit to New York City at Christmastime. The hectic pace of urban life didn’t seem to faze Roselle as the Sterns visited packed restaurants, clattering subways, and crowded sidewalks.

At home, Kay remembered Roselle as spunky and playful. “She used to steal my slippers from the closet and run all around the house to try to play keep-away,” Kay said. “She loved to play hide-and-seek with us, and I loved her crooked doggy smile. She sometimes tested limits and tried to pretend she didn’t remember her lessons. She was a smart pup.” They also reported her snoring, especially in church.

When we got back to New York, Roselle and Linnie became fast friends. Whenever I worked down in the basement of our house in New Jersey and I needed to take a break, I’d grab a braided Booda rope bone and play tug-of-war with the dogs. They pulled me all around the basement in my rolling office chair, banging me into walls and posts. It was something like a human pinball game and I was the ball.

Within two days of her arrival at the house, Roselle went off to work with me at the World Trade Center. Initially, we spent a lot of time exploring the building’s hallways, its lobbies, and the underground shopping center. I worked hard to make sure she would not expect to always go the same way to get to a particular location within the building. I always felt it important that Roselle not be able to anticipate my commands—something that can easily happen within a confined space such as the WTC. Roselle and I made a good match; we were always up for an adventure.

But my 9/11 adventure would have very high stakes.
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As Roselle and I walk together down the first few concrete stairs of Stairwell B, I begin to smell a peculiar odor. It reminds me of the smell of kerosene lanterns at Boy Scout camp. At first it’s slightly pungent, though. Just a tickle. I wonder what that smell is? Roselle must smell it too, but she gives no sign.

More stairs, with our small group heading down. The temperature in the stairway is comfortable, not too hot or too cold. The electricity is working and the air is breathable. But that smell . . .

Then it hits me. As a salesman, I’ve flown all over the world and been through countless airports. I know that smell. I’ve smelled it on the runway. I could swear it’s jet fuel.

I don’t say anything yet, but my mind begins to reel. Could a plane have hit our building?
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