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	Two Hours That Lasted Five Years
A Short Story of 9/11 and the Rebirth of Hope
 
My legs shook in nervous anticipation. My joints creaked loudly as they wearily forced unwilling muscles to act out the anxiety within. I never was an anxious man, typically known to be calm under fire. No much rattled me; either I had nerves of steel or a superior ability to selectively ignore things around me.  I tried to concentrate on something other the feeling of uneasiness.  
The air was crisp, cool, and sterile; typical of a hospital.  There was something unique about hospital air, something that I was never able to figure out. If I was blindfolded and asked to describe different buildings based on just air quality, I would identify the hospital every time. My rear was sore and continued to complain about the hours upon hours of subjecting it to uncomfortable chairs. Simply, my ass hurt.  I started to wonder if I had blisters on my cheeks. What do adults put on their sore asses for relief? I only know of Tucks and Preparation H, but I didn’t have hemorrhoids. Well, at least not yet, however who knows what will manifest from this extended butt torture. 
Alone in the busy hallway, my thoughts raced around my skull like Madrid’s annual running of the bulls.  Medical staff hustled in every direction, completely oblivious of my existence in the hard plastic chair. Not being on their chart as a patient or one’s family member, it was calculated ignorance. I understand, I truly understand. 
I once chose the path to become a medical professional. Eagerly attending college as a very proficient pre-med student was only part of the journey. The long hours, the sacrifice, and the extreme competition was yet an introduction to the pain that lied ahead. College life was tough from many perspectives; however, the added the burden of one of the most demanding preparatory majors was too much at times.  It was difficult to think that the undergraduate pressure was merely preparatory; the good stuff was still to come.   The sleepless nights were tough, very tough.  My motivation and will to continue was constantly tested. I did enjoy my sleep so being deprived of it was a new undesired form of hunger. Not only did tireless study wear on me but also the stress over grades, medical school applications, and finances. My escape excuse and eject button was a belief that I truly was “not supposed to be there”. In the back of my mind, I believed I was living a pipe dream that was soon to end. To enjoy the dream, every little step of success needed to be cherished. Those defeatists’ thoughts plagued me and perpetuated the fear that it was a long shot to become a physician. 
After all it was ludicrous to think that a product of Washington DC’s inner city was to become a doctor. I’m sure others accomplished that feat.  Not for one minute, now  or then, I believed I was held back by my situation. The disadvantage in my mind was based on that I did not meet or know any similar journeyman prior to my adventure. I had no blueprint, road map or plan of action. I had no mentor.  I truly was a pioneer in my family, neighborhood and amongst those I knew closely. There was something to appreciate when you have someone to emulate prior to tackling the same. Their mistakes become lessons learned before obstacles to struggle with. Their accomplishments become goals along with objectives and milestones to map out the course for success. My only guide was an innate drive to save lives after experiencing a tragedy as young man.  I wanted to keep a promise to help as many people never to experience a traumatic loss such as mine. 
How would an inner city youth travel six hours to a rural college, compete with countless thousands across the nation, and in the end become a physician? Those types of thoughts were the “little devil” inside chipping away at both my confidence and will to push on. Surprisingly, I ignored the devil and was successfully accepted into a well-established and renowned medical school. The one thing I did not factor: the devil had cousins and they won in the end. My dream and effort died with a dollar symbol. I could not continue my path because of finances.
The one thing that I couldn’t run from nor hide was that I was poor. I possessed absolutely no net worth. No rich family, no unknown dowry, or lottery winners to lend assistance.  Can’t be a doctor if you can’t afford the education.  It was a simple fact; it was an obstacle for which I had no plan to overcome.  So I had no choice to raise the white flag and pat myself on the back for a good effort. In every race, there is a winner and loser. Each has their reasons for success or the lack thereof. I had my reason but it did not make the defeat sting any less. This was a race that you have one shot at, much like the Olympic 200m finals. Nearly impossible to rise off the ground, dust off, and say “I’ll be back, stronger, faster and ready in four years”.  
So there I sat and watched those select few who had all the requirements to win the race. They hustled up and down the hallway with a very familiar expression of stress. Most were already products of their environment; prematurely gray hair and pale skin from lack of sun.  Pagers blew up, medical lingo spouted out their mouths, and every movement calculated. This was the world I desired.  However, I was now just a civilian, of course with a story. Although I was not a colleague, I appreciated their dedication and hard work. I respected them and most of all today, I needed them. 
As my mind found its way back to the reason I sat in the northern Virginian hospital, I became overly anxious once again. My knees shook faster, sometimes clanking together like drunk symbolists.  My Dr. Scholl’s joined the dysfunctional concert and tapped the floor in a very erratic rhythm. The wall mounted TV perched above the miniature sitting area reminded me of the date. Even the date added stress to this entire event.
“Mr. Blake, are you reading to gown up?” a very friendly female voice uttered from behind a covering of blue. If it wasn’t from the voice, I would not have known if it was a male or female. The sea of blue and green in the hallway soaring past became a blur, just unisex figures orbiting me.  She wore baby blue scrubs, my favorite color for any medical attire. Her hair was neatly hidden underneath a crisp new surgical cap. Was she blonde, brunette or a red head? Why does it matter, is it just nervous distraction?  Her voice slightly muted.I could detect a warm and beautiful smile hidden behind the Tyvek face mask. 
I remembered my first time in scrubs as a post collegiate research assistant. I felt empowered, as if I earned the opportunity to them. They felt good against my skin, stiff and official. With everyone in the lab styling the same color and all outfitted with masks, I felt part of an important team. Although I was not saving lives as ER trauma attendee, I was conducting very critical HIV research.   
“Yes, I think so!” I said nervously. 
“You can put your personal items over here. Take these and change in the room over there. I will remain here until you return,” she said with such a practiced and routine rhythm. 
She must have done this countless of times in her career. Her demeanor soothed me slightly as I reached for my paper-like scrubs. They were crisp and folded so neatly. The crease in the folds reminded me of a freshly dry cleaned and pressed military uniform. The stiffness brought back many fond memories of being in the lab with my fellow scientists tackling the mysteries of molecular genetics. 
I walked into the changing room; sort of a restroom but not exactly. It was definitely a gowning room. The sink had the classic physician’s hook spout. I never knew why the scrubbing sinks were so vastly different than regular sinks. I did not much care, I just enjoyed using them. I took a few seconds and stared into the mirror as I rested my hands onto the sink. I talked myself up without speaking a word. 
“I have to be strong!” 
“Everything will be just ok!”
“I can do this. I have been preparing for this for almost a year.”
With the small pep talk, I took a very deep breath and started to get gowned. I was very particular to remove my watch, ring, and any foreign contaminate that couldn’t be sanitized. I scrubbed my hands furiously even though I was going to be gloved. I remembered the technique for scrubbing up, it was subconscious.  I placed the paper-like surgical cap over my hair and tied it tightly with a methodical grip. It was a soft but firm grip; I knew these caps had a tendency to lose strings to nervous hands.  
“The square knot, it worked best for this type of material”,I somehow recalled from the recesses of my brain. And finally, I placed the face mask over my mouth. One more look into the mirror.
“I am ready!” one final self-encouraging thought.  
I walked out, with a little more pep in my step. I was now part of the sea of blue and green. It felt good to blend in a bit. I sauntered towards the nurse. She had a pair of surgical gloves ready. The sterile packet was neatly opened spreading across both her hands. I reached for the wall-mounted hand sanitizer once more, and I scrubbed. I reached my left hand out first to be gloved and then my right. She expertly placed them on in one smooth movement. 
“There! A perfect fit, you looked like an 11/12” she expertly stated.  Again I sensed a slight smile behind her words as she continued to display her craft.
“Yep, I am an 11/12, both latex and nitrile” I said back, trying to maintain a level of calmness for what was to come. 
The clock seemed to tick as slow as a slug crossing a front porch on ahumid evening.  I briefly caught a glimpse of the TV once again and CNN’s coverage. It was the fifth anniversary of 9/11. It was also 8:17 am Monday morning. Fixated at the horrific scenes that changed my life, perhaps every American’s life, five years prior, my soul began to drain once again. A remembrance of those lost, those who sacrificed and those who suffered. It was an immediate somber feeling seeing the actual footage five years later. 
On that morning, five years prior, I was like other Americans going about my day. I just arrived at work at the National Institutes of Health in Bethesda, Maryland. Coffee in hand, I happily walked down the sixth floor hallway of the newly renovated building 37, the National Cancer Institute. It was a pretty good day thus far; I got a parking space close to the building rather than a freaking mile away.  I was also pretty pumped to review the data from the overnight DNA sequencing run. I truly believed that I finally extracted enough clean DNA for a sequencing run of hard to identify gene region. 
As I entered the laboratory, I witnessed the shock looked upon one of the principal investigators’ face. He looked as if he saw a ghost that breathed the smell of death directly into his face. 
“What’s wrong, is everything ok?”
“A plane just crashed into the World Trade Center in NYC. I just saw it on TV. The smoke, the smoke it’s everywhere!” he struggled to get the words out of his mouth. 
We both entered his office to watch the coverage. News spread fast, especially over the numerous personal radios throughout the building. We were soon joined by many fellow scientists. I could not believe my eyes. I was shocked and confused. How could something happen like this?  My mind couldn’t process how such an accident could happen. 
The news anchors had no explanation for what was unfolding. Their statements were just as scrambled and uncertain as my thoughts. The images were horrific.  People hung out cracks in the building and on shattered ledges hundreds of floors above the street. Heads of screaming victims periodically popped out of the gaping holes in the building. The smoke and flames were everywhere. I have never seen anything like this occurring on television in real time. Cell phones throughout the lab were going off. The countless conversations of people sharing their confusion and shock filled the air. I went to find my cell phone at my desk. 
“Oh my God!!!! Noooooo! Nooooo!”  My coworker screamed at the top of her lungs.  I frantically ran back into the office not knowing what to expect. 
“Another plane, oh my God , another plane!” 
I did not know what to think. My brain shut down completely! My instincts shifted from confusion to utter fear.  Every stress protein in my blood readied for the fight or flight decision. Within seconds I knew that this was an attack. This was no accident. Unbelievably, I was in the midst of an attack upon the United States. 
Immediately after the crash into the second tower, armed police rushed into the lab to escort us out. The sirens throughout the complex screeched an unfamiliar emergency tone. The emergency lights flashed in areas where I did not even knew they were installed. Computers began to go “black screened” and started turning themselves off. Facilities personnel started locking down all the freezers and incubators. I was in the middle of actual emergency, not practice, a real evacuation. We were ordered to grab all personal items and follow them immediately.  Some scientists started to grab all their lab notebooks, random papers, and in essence their life’s work. We were hastened down the stairs and into a parking garage where additional heavily armed police awaited. They checked ID’s and gave us wrist bands of various colors. I was green. By my observation, all of my coworkers from building 37 were green as well. My band had a pre-printed number on it. I hadn’t a clue what it was for and did not much care at that moment. We were then shuttled to our cars and directed off campus. 
The traffic was horrible! No movement, as if every building on campus was evacuated at same time. There were seventy five buildings, thirty seven institutes and over 20,000 employees all of which were told to leave at the same time. The number of employees does not sound like much, but factor in visitors, guest and the unknown logistics occurring on the 300 acre campus. Not to mentioned that NIH has a full-scale medical center with patients. The campus alone would have contributed to one of the most horrendous traffic jam in the city.
It was not just NIH and its mass scale-- the entire DC metro area was being evacuated. But where in the hell do we go? Employees in hundreds upon hundreds of federal buildings in the congested 10 mile square area ordered to go home. The Metrorail was even closed according to one frantic co-worker.  Thousands upon thousands of schools, daycares, companies, shopping centers, and everything public were being evacuated. Not to mention being in the middle of two major interstates, I-95 and I-70 only contributed to the mass clog of roadways. 
One thing that terrified me other than being surrounded by federal buildings, all potential targets, was the fact that we were situated in the midst of three international airports. Three major airports surrounded the city and rogue airplanes were targeting buildings.  Holy shit!
Cell phones did not work, only a busy signal. No contact with your loved ones or family.  The entire metro area was in complete communication blackness. I had a Nextel at the time and even my direct connect was unable to reach my loved ones.  I turned on my car radio to get an idea of what was happening. Stuck in traffic and not moving even an inch per hour. Peering out the window I saw mass chaos hit a city, a country and society unprepared for something so unprecedented. Fire trucks and other emergency vehicles blared sirens to clear their path to no avail. People wandered the streets aimlessly in circles trying to figure out what to do and how to get home. 
“This just in, the Pentagon. I repeat the Pentagon was just crashed into by airliner. The west end of the Pentagon is engulfed in flames.” the news reporter shakily described over the airwaves. 
I slammed on my breaks! My brother--Boo Boo! No! 
My brother lived in an apartment building directly across from the west side of the Pentagon. He lived a little less than 1500 feet from the building. Was he safe? Where was he? This cannot be happening! Where is my family? What is happening? Why?
“Mr. Blake, are you ok? Are you ready? We need to get inside now” her soothing professional voice snapped back from the horrible memories of that day five years prior. 
“Sorry, I was distracted by TV.”
“Yes, I understand. It was a horrible thing that happened. Please follow me this way!” she said in a way to refocus me on the situation at hand. She did not minimize the tragedy nor did she express extensive sympathy. Much like a seasoned medical professional, she refocused me on the importance of the moment. I admired this about people who work in an environment for which some people arrive never to leave breathing.  She and the others were conditioned by their work environment to focus on the moment, each minute and second counted. 
She led me down the hallway to operating room #12. As we approached the door, I could see the red light illuminated just above the door. This was it. The light which meant an operation was in session, only authorize personnel allowed. I knew that as I walk through that door, my world will forever change. I was ready.
As I watched her push the door open, I felt the rush of cool pressurized air hit my face. The sounds of surgical equipment and monitors, “bleep-bleep”, immediately followed the rush of sterilized air.
There she was, Stephanie, my wife and soon to be mother of our first daughter. She was a bit woozy but was able to turn her head and greeted me with smile. There was a sense of relief in her eyes that I finally arrived. She had the standard covering “drape” chest down as she lay on the surgical table. Her view was only of me and her anesthesiologist. She was shaking quite a bit both from the room’s cold air and the surgical team preparing her for the Caesarian procedure. The whole team was ready to do what they did best. The music started and the doctor gave the green light to begin. So I sat next to Steph and talked softly about random things while 1970’s soft rock music filled the room. I much enjoyed the music, a fan of the 70’s, even sang a few bars to provide laughter and comfort. I believed in her somewhat drug induced state that she enjoyed the distraction. It was a hard task since the four doctors were literally inside her abdominal cavity maneuvering our first born out of her.   
Inside the operating room, time continued to be elusive and remained stubborn. It felt as if we were at the edge of the finish line; however, haven’t crossed it yet. That last mile to finish line, the one that marathoners fear, the hardest of the twenty six.  We were both almost there, bringing a new life into this world. We did not expect to be in this room a mere twenty fours ago. 
We arrived last night for a planned induction for our daughter’s natural entry into this world. Those plans immediately changed less than an hour ago after our little one went into a “D” cell during a routine heart rate check. The doctors flew into the birthing room after the nurse could not detect the baby’s heartbeat. Neither of us expected the chaos that would ensue to protect the little one inside. Not truly understanding what was happening, we both were on nerves end as the doctors went into emergency action. They flipped Steph around, from side to side, ignoring that her gown was only a partial covering. Modesty thrown out the window at that point. You are no longer a half-naked person but a mere vessel for a baby. They poked and prodded her in attempt to make sure our daughter arrived safely. Much like five years prior, I was caught completely off guard and scared beyond imagination. Then our doctor, the man we only knew for about nine months, stated with a confident and authoritative voice “Prepare the operating room, we are going Cesarean”.
So there in the OR, I sat with her cold hands embraced in mine conversing about random topics. Keeping her and myself calm, I started to describe and explain the different medical instruments in the room. I hadn’t a clue if the talked entertained her. At least it distracted her from the jerking, tugging, and extensive blood suctioning occurring. I knew she couldn’t feel a thing below her neck due to the anesthesia; however, the lack of feeling can be scarier. Imagine not having any sensation and witnessing your body being throttled around at the hands of surgeons. That would be quite the out-of-body experience.  I guess it would be similar to the scene from Serpent and Rainbow when he is being buried alive but can’t speak or move to prevent it. I myself also needed some distraction from an overloaded brain. Uncertainty was never welcomed in my head and any parent would confess that a child’s birthing is perhaps the scariest moment of your adult life. 
You haven’t seen this tiny human other than from sonograms. They can’t talk to you. You can’t ask them if they are okay and expect an answer. You can’t touch, feel, or caress them. You become obsessed with things that are told to be normal such as an occasional wiggle inside mom’s belly after a nice healthy dinner. You applaud and cheer when you see an extended appendage coupled with fetal hiccups. So when the final countdown arrives all you can hope for is the best.  You hope that all your effort, protection, and nurturing will result in a healthy and beautiful child. Hope is not in your control. Lack of control leads to fear!
“Nurse, prepare the infant warming table please,” the words from the doctor made me even more nervous. 
Was our baby girl going to be ok? 
Was she going to healthy? 
Will she take her first breath unassisted? 
My mind raced, it wouldn’t leave me be. It did not help that today was most horrific day in recent history. I was overwhelmed with emotions. I tried to believe that all will be ok. I was strong for Steph; I did not show any concern or weakness. I was a rock for her and our newly arriving daughter, but I was scared kid inside.  I thought I was prepared, but the mere moments prior to my daughters’ arrival proved that there is never enough preparation for something of this magnitude. 
The past five years changed my outlook on life. I became so much more aware of the little things in life. That horrific day humbled me to the core in so many ways. I don’t think any person who witnessed the events of that day, American or non-American, could ever look at their life the same way afterwards. Afternoon walks with your loved one became slower. Calls to friends and family were more frequent.  Sitting on a park bench breathing the fresh air reminded you of the beauty once forgotten. 
Because of that day, I questioned myself. Was I truly strong enough to be the leader of a family? How would I respond to a subsequent tragedy, if I was now responsible not only just for Steph and myself? Was it safe to bring a child into this world during so much hatred and bloodshed? I am strong enough not to hate?  Am I strong enough to believe that there is more good in this world than evil? Am I willing and able to be a change agent in the world to make sure that something like that will never happen again?
“Here we go! She is here. More suction please. Nurse, please prepare the table,” the doctor voice appeared to have a joyful tone.
“Whiiiiiii, Whaaaaaa,Whiiiiii……”
The sweet sounds of our baby rang through the operating room supported by glee from the staff. The sounds of “Awwww”, and “Look at her” filled the room. I saw a beautiful, brilliant and relieved smile upon mom’s tired and stressed face. My head moved like a frantic pigeon searching for any glimpse of my new daughter. I couldn’t see her.  She was still behind the diapering in the doctor’s hands. I could hear her, but I couldn’t see her. 
Was she ok?  
What did she look like? 
Was she healthy?
Are we going to actually be able to accomplish something magical?
I glanced up at the clock on the wall. My eyes opened wide as I saw the time. 9:38 AM. My brain could not comprehend what was unfolding.  My daughter, first born, was born exactly five years from the time that the Pentagon west side was struck by Flight 77. In a hospital less than ten miles from the Pentagon on the fifth anniversary of one of most tragic events to occur on US soil, was the birth of our first born. 
“Mr. Blake….” The words came from the familiar and soothing voice heard earlier. 
I moved my eyes from staring down at our clinched hands towards the sound. I leaned slightly left to witness the nurse standing just aside of the draping and signaling me to come closer. I stood up, not realizing that my hand still held tight to Steph’s, and began my approach. I looked down into mom’s eyes with a comforting glance expressing my prompt return.  Her relief and smile gave me strength to go see our daughter for the first time. 
The walk over felt like one hundred miles although it was a mere five steps. My legs felt weak even though my heart raced blood through my body with every enormous beat. 
What should I expect? I am actually a father, a real caretaker. 
What do I do when I get there? 
How do you hold an actual, less than a minute old, newborn baby? 
Will she be scared of me? 
Can she even see yet? 
“Mr. Blake….it’s ok, come over and see her,” the voice again prompted my brain to believe. Apparently in mid-stride, I paused. At the time, I did not realize that I stood still and silent in thought for almost thirty seconds. 
Then I saw her! Majestically, she rested in the nurse’s arms, wrapped up in a soft pastel pink blanket. She was beautiful! Her head was facing the nurse as she responded to the same soothing voice that beaconed to me throughout the day.  I walked closer and looked down at my baby girl. Just then her eyes stared deeply and directly in mine. We locked eyes for the first time in her life. Her eyes! Her eyes were so beautiful and innocent. The purity of her soul was on display. No fussing, no crying and no wiggling. She was peaceful, absolutely peaceful.
At that moment, I recalled a poem read long before from an unknown author. 
"This is the beginning of a new day. You have been given this day to use as you will. You can waste it or use it for good. What you do today is important because you are exchanging a day of your life for it. When tomorrow comes, this day will be gone forever; in its place is something that you have left behind...let it be something good. "~Anonymous 
I realized that my daughter was the start of something new. She was the reason for Steph and I to believe that something good, pure, honest, and beautiful remained in this world. Although five years ago we questioned everything in our world, now we could stop asking “why”. Being graced as parents, due to this beautiful newborn girl, we can ask “How”. How do we become the agents of change for not only us but the world around us? How do we help others heal and overcome the tragedy that marked this day with a horrific historical label? As I looked into my daughter’s eyes, the five years that plagued me ended. Time stood still for those two hours of her birth and allowed me to absorb a life time of lessons. 
September 11th is now my daughter’s birthday, a celebration of her arrival to this world and to my life. Her birthday is an opportunity for not only me but everyone around her the opportunity to celebrate something good instead of focusing on something horrific. Remembrance will always be in us; however, it is how we respond!
“What is her name?”  the majestic voice asked.
“Her name is Pippa! Pippa Riley Blake. Now it’s time for Pippa to meet her mom!” 
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Dedicated to my beautiful daughter Pippa Riley Blake.  Born September 11, 2006 and brought with her a new outlook of Hope to a dark time. Happy Birthday sweetheart! 
Special Thanks to Dr. Kurt L. Rhymers, Fairfax Inova Hospital medical staff, and of course Stephanie for gifting us with her. 
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