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Taking America's pulse inside Sears Tower
A TRIBUNE SPECIAL REPORT
The mighty building, at once imposing and elegant as it rises majestically over Chicago like carefully stacked building blocks, is a symbol of American muscle and commerce, audacity and know-how. Now it is also a reminder of our greatest vulnerabilities and fears. 


First of two parts

The world turned upside down 

Sept. 11 sparked a fierce inner struggle that colors everyday decisions for many in the skyscraper. 


By Robert L. Kaiser

Tribune Staff Writer

W
hat a long way down.

Seventy flights, 1,400 steps. 

Erin Frey took them one at a time in 2 1/2-inch heels, moving like a woman running from something.

After what happened Sept. 11, Frey had to prove to herself she could escape Sears Tower in an emergency, no time to lace up the Nikes. Her peace of mind depended on it.

So, for a fire drill in which she and five co-workers from the 70th floor descended non-stop to the lobby, Frey wore the highest heels she could find in the vast lineup under her desk. 

The black leather shoes made her almost 6 feet tall. They were classy but plain, with narrow toes tapering to a square tip, and they click-click-clicked like a metronome down the length of Stairwell 1--one of only two that go from top to bottom of the colossal tower.

Frey, 28, was running from her demons. It wasn't easy working in America's tallest skyscraper, not even for roughly $70,000 a year. She cried for no reason. She had headaches, felt nauseated, trembled. Looking out her office window was like staring into the maw. Frey angled her chair so she couldn't see.

Finally, one day in October, she and some colleagues from the executive recruiting firm Heidrick & Struggles asked Mark Swiecionis, the life-safety coordinator at Sears Tower, to arrange an evacuation drill for them.

Frey's nickname for Swiecionis was Safety Man. He had become very popular. Within two months after Sept. 11, Swiecionis would supervise about 80 percent of the evacuation drills he normally conducts in a year, virtually all on demand.

Now it was Frey's turn.

Click-click-click she went on a 1,400-step personal journey, finishing it in style even after the only other woman in heels stopped to remove her shoes.

Standing in the lobby amid suits sipping lattes, Frey wobbled. Her breath came fast. Her legs shook uncontrollably.

She smiled.

"Eighteen minutes," Safety Man said.


O

n Sept. 12, 2001, Americans awoke to a new reality shaped by the horror of terrorism on U.S. soil and the realization that it could happen again. In the months that followed, our fears and anxieties, dreams and compromises played out in an acutely personal way in Chicago's Sears Tower.

With its many setbacks shouldering the sky, the mighty 29-year-old building at 233 S. Wacker Drive has become a symbol of American muscle and commerce, audacity and know-how. It is at once imposing and elegant, rising majestically over the city like carefully stacked building blocks.

To take the skyscraper's pulse--to pace alongside the solitary, anxious occupant of the 98th floor on the morning of Sept. 11; to make the rounds with a night watchman as he checks the color of the liquid hand soap in public restrooms; to ride out a rumor of the tower's imminent demise with a trembling chain-smoker--is to take the measure of America.

Do we have what it takes?

Is the cell phone charged and the gas tank full?

Where are the fire exits?

What's the appropriate footwear for running for your life?

Life in the tower will never be the same. X-ray machines in the lobby and the Nikes on some women's feet, left on throughout the workday for a quick escape, are there to stay. But eventually a new workaday reality settled over the skyscraper as the vast majority of people there, like those all across America, began defining normalcy differently--and carried on.

Adjusting was difficult. Consider the burly salesman, too ashamed to tell anyone except his psychologist that he was scared, who sat alone in his car each morning, taking deep breaths and using muscle-relaxation techniques as he summoned the courage to enter the tower. Or the temp at Goldman Sachs who left every day for a long lunch break, went to church and prayed.

Or the 48-year-old secretary who felt more scared than at any other time since she was a child, worrying about the monster under the bed. To ease her mind, the woman, Kenned MacIver, accompanied Frey on the evacuation drill, testing her cell phone on the way down to see if it worked in the stairwell. (It didn't.)

What happened was more complicated than fear. It was an awakening, then a reckoning, then a change--in priorities, in plans, in the calculation of everyday decisions. This was taking place throughout America, but in Sears Tower, which had gone from glamorous to vulnerable, the feelings were especially intense and the emotions had to be confronted with every workday and every elevator ride.

Having a job in the tower made people snap out of the trance of days and see life whole again. They drew up wills, beefed up life-insurance policies, went back to church, prayed for strangers on the train, called their mothers, rescued stagnant relationships, walked down the aisle, bought baby-name books, and discovered anew what it meant to be an American.

Though terrorists didn't attack Sears Tower and the 10,200 people who work there, there is chilling evidence they considered it. This summer Spanish police arrested three men suspected of being Al Qaeda operatives, and officials said one of them had five-year-old videotapes containing hours of images of the tower shot from different angles.

Many in the skyscraper were defiant, going about business as usual with grim purpose, graveyard humor or forced optimism.

"You like this house don't you?" Paul Wisniewski asked his worried 6-year-old daughter, the one he calls Katie Potatie, as he gently peeled her off his waist to go to work on the 98th floor in the days that followed Sept. 11.

"And the minivan?

"Then I have to go.

"Besides," Wisniewski added, "it won't happen again."

Looking back he's not so sure he believed that, but saying it helped.

Christopher Kentra, an attorney on the 82nd floor, did his best to put Sept. 11 out of mind but found it hard to do.

Time after time Pam Kentra pleaded with her husband to work from home. And each time Chris bristled. Already he was spending too much time staring out his office window, wondering what was out there.

"It's hard enough already," he snapped.

"You're making it worse."

The Kentras, who didn't watch television for a week after Sept. 11, craved normalcy so they could enjoy their new son, born on the afternoon of Sept. 10 in West Suburban Hospital in Oak Park. The world now was vastly different from the one into which a doctor had lifted 8-pound, 8-ounce Matthew Kentra.

Standing in a sixth-floor recovery room Sept. 10, Kentra looked out the big, east-facing window a happy man.

He saw Sears Tower as he never would again.

Alone in the world's highest law office, on the top office floor of Sears Tower, Wisniewski made a pot of coffee and paced.

It was morning, Sept. 11. As usual he was the first to arrive for work.

Wisniewski, a senior associate at Gronek & Armstrong, practices advertising law, representing companies that make food, drugs and health supplements. He scrutinizes labels to make sure they don't make claims that might get a manufacturer in trouble.

Sometimes, to ingratiate himself with Food and Drug Administration officials in Chicago, he invites them up to his office for the view if they're "ever in the neighborhood."

"Save the eight bucks," he tells them, alluding to the admission price of the 103rd-floor Skydeck observatory.

On a clear day Wisniewski can see the sand dunes of Michigan from his window, which looks out over the railroad yards and, at an angle, affords a vista of Chicago's lakefront.

Such views attract countless tenants to the tower, a proud and prestigious skyscraper top-heavy with the movers and shakers of Chicago's legal and financial communities as well as the satellite offices of many exclusive New York-based firms.

But this morning the visual dazzle would become anathema to many.

On the train coming in, near where the tracks cross Canal Street, Wisniewski had heard on his Walkman that a plane had hit the World Trade Center.

An image flickered in his mind: a little two-engine plane flying into a skyscraper.

There was King Kong.

Wisniewski got off at Union Station and walked to work.

On the way he heard about the second plane.

By the time he arrived at Sears Tower, the rituals of its inhabitants were coming unhinged.

At the urging of a co-worker who had just left the tower, Erin Frey turned and started back to the train station, forgoing her usual blueberry muffin from the lobby Starbucks.

A group-insurance policy writer on the 38th floor powered up his computer only to leave when news of the Pentagon crash made his stomach feel like he was going over a hill too fast.

A tired night watchman whose shift was over let the oatmeal he had just ordered from a restaurant on the mezzanine go uneaten and pulled his uniform back on.

At 8:51 a.m., an anonymous caller phoned the city's 911 center. "Same thing's gonna happen to the Sears Tower at 12," he said. It was the first of more than 30 calls that day from people warning of mayhem at the tower. One caller was a drunk 29-year-old contract security officer from another Loop high-rise who, on a dare from someone in an Internet chat room, phoned 911 repeatedly on his day off, affecting a Middle Eastern accent that police recognized as fake.

As those in Sears Tower waited for an evacuation announcement that never came, many lingered uncertainly. Was it OK to leave without checking with the boss?

Security officer Leroy Brown, who had started his day by getting up at 3 a.m., as usual, then reading the daily lesson from his church--"You may be facing trouble today caused by people who have willfully plotted to do you harm"--surveyed the lobby and found people milling about in confusion.

On the 70th floor, Judie Mikuzis, 33, a research associate at Heidrick & Struggles, phoned her mother with hands that shook so she hardly could hold the receiver.

"Should I stay or go?" she asked.

"What are they telling you to do?" came her mother's voice.

Mikuzis looked around for guidance, but nobody else was there.

The other line lit up. It was her husband. She recalls him saying: "I want you out of there now."

Then her sister: "You have to get yourself out of there."

"I'm trying," Mikuzis told her sister, "but people keep calling me to tell me to leave."

Without turning off her computer, Mikuzis joined a crowd of people waiting for the elevator, many wondering aloud if there was another way down. Was the door at the bottom of the stairwell unlocked?

Nobody knew.

At an eighth-floor brokerage, Stifel, Nicolaus & Co., Inc., an executive sent employees an e-mail saying it was each individual's decision whether to leave or stay, "understanding that clients may very well be concerned about the status of their investments and . . . confused about what's going on in the financial markets."

On the 98th floor, Wisniewski decided to leave after talking on the phone to his wife and to his neighbor, who had called twice, the second time to say, "Dude, you better bail!"

Wisniewski descended to the lobby and remembered:

He hadn't turned off the coffee maker.

Boarding a Metra Burlington Northern Santa Fe train leaving Union Station, Mikuzis spotted two co-workers: Frey and Erin Beavers, 31.

Just a few hours earlier, before coming downtown for work, Beavers had driven to her Tuesday morning spinning class with the windows down, admiring the stars in the pre-dawn sky.

Now she was scared.

Things must really be wrong if they're having trains going back out of the city, she recalls thinking.

Mikuzis, a thoughtful woman with piercing blue eyes, took the seat next to her and across from Frey. The train filled up and slowly started to move. Passengers pulled out cell phones, found they couldn't get a line out and anxiously struck up conversations with strangers.

A woman seated behind Mikuzis said her husband was on a business trip and was supposed to leave New York this morning at 8. But she couldn't get ahold of him.

The woman's eyes brimmed with tears.

"Please, God, don't let her lose her husband," Mikuzis said, praying aloud.

The woman's cell phone finally chirped.

"Hello?" she said hurriedly.

Then Mikuzis heard her say: "Oh my God! Thank God you're OK!"

Mikuzis began to weep.

At home that afternoon she saw a commercial on television that showed a woman rubbing her pregnant belly.

That, she thought, is what life is all about.

Mikuzis slept gritting her teeth and woke with a sore jaw, wondering: Am I going to die today?

She lay in bed clinging to her husband. Her stomach and shoulders were in knots.

Mikuzis dreaded going to work Sept. 12. She had slept fitfully, haunted by nightmares in which planes crashed into Sears Tower, trapping her in her office on the 70th floor.

She rose slowly and got ready for work.

"Don't go," her husband, Tony, said.

"I have to," Mikuzis said tearfully.

As instructed she had phoned an 800 number the night before and listened fearfully to the recorded message: Her bosses thought everyone should come back to work the next day and help each other through the aftermath.

Besides, going into the office seemed like the patriotic thing to do.

Mikuzis parted with her husband like they never would see each other again and drove to work instead of taking the train so she could leave the city quickly if there was an emergency.

This was supposed to be the job she didn't fear. Her previous post, doing administrative work for the International Monetary Fund, had required her to travel with economists offering aid and advice to the former Soviet Union.

Mikuzis held the IMF job for seven years, giving her a front-row seat for the fall of communism in 1989. It was fascinating work, but risky. She worried about flying in and out of global hot spots.

In April 1986, Mikuzis was preparing to travel to Belarus when something went wrong during a test at the Chernobyl nuclear power plant in Ukraine. A series of explosions ripped through Reactor No. 4, sending up a radioactive cloud.

Mikuzis was told to stand by. When she finally went to Belarus a week and a half later, Mikuzis smelled something she couldn't name. She worried about the food she ate.

A few months later, at home in Washington, Mikuzis' neck swelled until she could hardly breathe. She took a cab to Georgetown Hospital, where 13 specialists worked in concert to figure out what was wrong.

Finally, peering at the results of a CAT scan, doctors discovered two things: Mikuzis had a tumor on a lymph node, and she had incredibly good luck. If she hadn't caught a cold and the cold hadn't caused severe swelling in her lymph nodes and she hadn't taken that cab to the hospital, doctors probably wouldn't have discovered the tumor until it was too late.

Mikuzis decided it was time to go home to Chicago. She wanted a life free of fear and danger.

She got a job in Sears Tower.

Trudging toward the building Sept. 12, she hesitated, turning her gaze skyward.

Up, up, up the jagged dark contour of the skyscraper.

There's absolutely nothing to stop a plane from crashing straight into my office, Mikuzis thought.

Instead of entering the tower and ordering her usual latte, she walked down the street to another Starbucks. The extra 10 or 15 minutes it would take her to get to work were 10 or 15 minutes fewer that she would have to spend in the building. Anyway, hadn't being late saved some people with jobs in the World Trade Center?

For Mikuzis and many others, life now boiled down to a series of little bargains with fate.

When she finally went to work, her fear turned to anger, and she phoned her husband to vent.

"Can you believe they didn't check my ID when I walked in?" she fumed.

Others were similarly miffed. Trizec Properties Inc., the company that manages Sears Tower, got an earful.

The next day everyone had to show an identification badge.

America had been attacked. Would a skyscraper in Chicago be next? Not everyone feared so.

When her mother offered to pay her to stay home, Deborah Russ, an attorney on the 98th floor who was eight months' pregnant, declined, reporting dutifully for work so she wouldn't use up any of her maternity leave.

When the accounting firm Ernst & Young offered a former Andersen employee a job in March, it was pointed out to her that she would be working on the 13th floor and therefore could get out of the building quickly in an emergency.

The job candidate thought: Sears Tower has a 13th floor? That's interesting.

Then she took the job.

But silently and in conversations around the coffeepot or cubicle, workers weighed the value of their lives against their paychecks to determine if the risks were worth it. Though the vast majority stayed, some left, including a paralegal on the 80th floor who quit after 20 years on the job because she was scared.

In the days after Sept. 11, the tower's phone lines buzzed as workers called Loop employment agencies, and the employment agencies and commercial real estate agents began cold calling, offering their services.

The law firm Gronek & Armstrong fielded as many as 10 such calls daily, making Paul Wisniewski think of vultures "circling the remains of whatever."

A handful of firms put space up for sublease, opting to move rather than deal with the disruptions of a workday in Sears Tower, where every construction noise, illegally parked van and funny-smelling package caused alarm and distracted workers. At least one tenant temporarily rented space in another building to give employees the option of working there.

Many firms in search of office space steered clear of the tower. Some even refused to consider space at buildings in its considerable shadow. A few recruits decided not to accept job offers from prestigious firms in the skyscraper, while some employment agencies couldn't find workers willing to take a job there.

When the law firm Meckler Bulger & Tilson tried to hire a secretary through a temp agency, 21 of 25 pre-Sept. 11 applicants pulled their names out of consideration.

Even clients stayed away. Jim Zahn, an attorney on the 86th floor, rode two elevators and an escalator down to the lobby one day to meet with a woman who refused to come up to his office.

And many consultants at the executive search firm Heidrick & Struggles interviewed the firm's typically far-flung job candidates by videoconference because almost nobody wanted to fly.

Jodi Shivers, a former human resources manager for Goldman Sachs & Co., says companies in the tower didn't face a huge problem with employees leaving. The real problem was a stickier one: figuring out who among the employees who stayed couldn't work well because they were scared or distracted, and what to do for them.

Leonor de la Torre, a 46-year-old paralegal, furiously scolded a manager after discovering he had withheld information about a bomb threat Sept. 13 so as not to scare anyone.

"You have no right," she recalls telling him. "This is my life."

Trizec Properties moved quickly to allay fears. Among other safeguards, the company temporarily closed the Skydeck, which attracts almost 1.5 million visitors annually; put concrete barriers around the building; doubled the size of the security force with contract officers and off-duty Chicago police; installed 25 percent more surveillance cameras; and invested in additional X-ray machines.

Adjusting wasn't easy for members of the tower's longstanding proprietary security force, who changed from suits to uniforms in January. Many worked double shifts. Todd Marshall, whose parents implored him to change jobs, had nightmares and drew up a will. But none quit or failed to show up for work.

Marshall, 39, threw himself into his job because he was separated and going through a divorce, though he also returned home for a few days immediately after Sept. 11 to re-connect with his children.

Yet Marshall wondered: How much good can a security officer do?

Sears Tower rises 1,450 feet over downtown Chicago, 1,730 feet if you count the two antenna towers on top. It has 4.5 million square feet, including 3.5 million square feet of rentable space.

Sometimes, Marshall said, his 8-year-old daughter, Christina, says, "Daddy, it's too big for you to check."

Marshall, who works from 3 to 11 p.m., keeps three pairs of management-issued black Florsheim oxfords in his locker so he can change shoes, sometimes in the middle of a shift. It keeps his feet from getting so tired and sore.

The lanky Marshall has a long stride and walks fast on patrol. For exercise he used to lace up a pair of sneakers after work some nights and run up the stairs from the lobby to the 99th floor. It took him 45 minutes. Near the end it felt like somebody was hanging on each leg, but how many people can say they've run clear to the top of Sears Tower?

Marshall loves the skyscraper. It's like a sexy girlfriend. His relationship with the building impresses friends.

Each night he patrols the roof at least once to check the fuses for the high-intensity white strobe lights that serve as warning beacons for airplanes, stepping carefully around puddles of water and moving soundlessly through drifting banks of steam illuminated by spotlights and the moon.

The roof isn't Marshall's favorite place. The wind is strong up there, adding to its ghostly aura. There are corners to walk around, and the harsh play of light and shadow creates illusions.

Now he had a new routine. Marshall started inspecting delivery trucks, about 200 of which enter the loading dock each day. He looked for small packages, strange lettering, wires in the tire wells, new wires under the hood, clean spots on the engine.

He made sure "EXIT" signs were lit.

And, without being instructed to, he started checking the liquid hand soap in the public restrooms. The company uses gold soap, sometimes cream-colored. He resolved to let someone know if he spotted pink or blue in one of the dispensers; in a previous job, someone had put something in the soap that made everybody break out in a rash.

Even before Sept. 11, the Sears Tower was a quirky place to work.

When the wind blows, the building sways and creaks like an old battleship. The water in the toilets sloshes. Mini-blind wands wag and computers wobble. Your chair wiggles beneath you, sending the nervous energy of the skyscraper up through your torso and into your shoulders.

The wind breathes life into the 110-story tower, making the windows heave on especially gusty days.

The building was designed to withstand a 100-year wind, moving up to 3 feet at the top. In a 60 m.p.h. wind, which occurs once or twice a year, it moves about 8 inches at the top. On especially windy days, management slows the elevators so the cables don't get tangled.

Every now and then the movement of the building makes people sick. At least one visiting client had thrown up in the middle of a power meeting. A queasy client of Gronek & Armstrong once exclaimed to the attorneys that they must be crazy to work there. Pat Radloff, an office assistant whose credenza drawer sometimes slides open by itself, can't argue with that.

Despite the occasional upset stomach, however, the tower has been a phenomenal success--a premier address for international companies, a popular tourist attraction and an influential piece of modern architecture.

When Sears, Roebuck and Co. retained Skidmore, Owings & Merrill to design a headquarters in the Loop in the late 1960s, the retailing executives asked for big, open floor plans and extra space to allow Sears to grow over the next 25 years.

At first designers envisioned a squat, 50-story building. But, at least in the beginning, much of it would have to be leased to outside firms. And typical office tenants want smaller spaces and greater window exposure.

How to reconcile the two?

Designers toyed with the idea of two buildings separated by a narrow passageway. Bruce Graham, the architect, and Fazlur Khan, the structural engineer, figured there had to be a better way.

Graham envisioned a building with a series of setbacks that would be substantially bigger at the bottom than at the top. That would give Sears the expansiveness it wanted low in the tower while affording outside tenants small spaces and great views on the upper floors.

They decided on a series of framed tubes, each cut off at different heights. At lunch one day, Graham recalls, he pulled out a pack of cigarettes, tapped nine of them out into his hand and stood them upright in a bundle on the table so he could show his friend and colleague what he meant.

They would create a building composed of a bundle of nine framed steel tubes, each 75 feet by 75 feet. The first 50 stories, where Sears would be concentrated, would be 225 feet square. Above that different tubes would be lopped off as the tower rose.

For almost 20 years, Sears ran its retail empire out of the tower. Even after the company left for the suburbs, in 1992, the skyscraper remained an important and instantly recognizable downtown address, with views so spectacular that sometimes tenants would find themselves staring into the cockpit of a military jet during the annual Air and Water Show.

And then, in a matter of hours, the huge steel structure seemed like a giant target.

After two years working on the 81st floor, de la Torre suddenly was tormented by the wind in the gusty days that followed Sept. 11. It blew against the jagged edges of the skyscraper. It swept down the street where the smokers congregated, dispersing the acrid cloud of worry they produced.

The wind made de la Torre think: Now I understand.

This sick, sinking, trapped feeling, this being at the mercy of a building--this was how people in the World Trade Center must have felt.

Nancy Dombrowski, 32, and Dawn Farrell had no window in their office at Stifel, Nicolaus & Co. on the eighth floor. Once that seemed a shame. Now it seemed merciful.

Farrell, 22, a high-strung chain-smoker, was having a hard time coping after Sept. 11. Working in Sears Tower scared her. She wore herself out watching the news late into the night, every night. She dreamed, when sleep finally overtook her, of running from the World Trade Center inferno.

Nobody would let her forget where she worked. Family. Friends. Strangers on the make.

One night at a bar, three men approached Farrell and a girlfriend, Farrell recalls, and immediately the conversation turned to what she didn't want to discuss:

"What do you do?" one asked.

"I work for a brokerage firm," Farrell said.

"Oh, so you work in the Board of Trade."

"No, I work in Sears Tower."

Pause.

"What floor?"

"Eight."

"Well--I guess you're pretty safe, then."

Yeah--unless a truck bomb comes, Farrell thought.

Farrell, an assistant to Dombrowski, considered looking for work elsewhere. She held out hope that her employer would leave the tower.

Dombrowski, vice president for investments, felt protective of the younger woman. When Farrell didn't want to ride the Blue Line to work for fear of a terrorist strike on the subway, Dombrowski started giving her a ride to Sears Tower and home every day--an arrangement that would last eight months, until Farrell moved away from Dombrowski's Wicker Park neighborhood.

Though it wasn't as easy to read on her face, Dombrowski was struggling too. In just a few months working at Stifel she had built a lucrative client base. In August she made $48,000, $24,000 for the company and $24,000 for her.

Sept. 11 destroyed her momentum.

Fearing an attack, Dombrowski stayed away from Sears Tower for several days, then returned, hesitantly, the next week, when the markets reopened. She was so scared she felt sick to her stomach. Maybe she could work from home, she thought, or move to another Stifel office, one in the suburbs. She talked to her manager about it and he said it would be OK. But something made her stay. Dombrowski was starting to resent the disruption in her life.

The terrorists shouldn't win.

And, yet, disturbances in the stock market caused by Sept. 11 were costing her tens of thousands of dollars. Dombrowski was headed toward a $20,000 September, a $10,000 October, a $6,000 November and a $2,200 December. It was hard just picking up the phone and dialing, just getting through the day. She couldn't concentrate.

Sometimes Dombrowski would place a call to a client, get put on hold and start to daydream, imagining all manner of mayhem.

Then the client would pick up.

"Oh--hi," Dombrowski would say haltingly.

"This is Nancy Dombrowski."

"You forgot who you were calling, didn't you?" the voice on the other end would say.

Inside the tough broker was a frightened little girl, the same one who peers out from an old family photograph on the mantel in her apartment--a photo that shows Dombrowski, age 5, frowning as she stands between parents on the verge of a divorce.

On the morning of Sept. 20, she finished calling clients and prepared to go downstairs for a cigarette break. She was smoking more than usual.

On days when rumors of the tower's imminent demise seemed especially real, Dombrowksi would smoke two Marlboro Lights in rapid succession.

This morning she would smoke five.
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To our readers: This story is part of a Tribune series looking back on the Sept. 11 terrorist attacks and looking ahead at the challenges facing our nation. 
Coming Monday: 
On Sept. 20, 2001, rumors of a hijacked plane headed for Chicago raise new fears for workers.

Taking America's pulse inside Sears Tower
A TRIBUNE SPECIAL REPORT
The mighty building, at once imposing and elegant as it rises majestically over Chicago like carefully stacked building blocks, is a symbol of American muscle and commerce, audacity and know-how. Now it is also a reminder of our greatest vulnerabilities and fears. 


Second of two parts

After the fear, a new normalcy 

For workers in Sears Tower, a hijacking scare nine days after Sept. 11 was a turning point, forcing many to take stock and re-examine their lives inside and outside the skyscraper 


By Robert L. Kaiser

Tribune Staff Writer

H

igh over Canada, on a bright, late-summer morning, the crew of United Airlines Flight 945 out of Frankfurt, Germany, pointed the gleaming Boeing 747-400 south toward Chicago.

With its signature hump, the world's fastest subsonic jetliner cruises at 565 m.p.h., or about 85 percent of the speed of sound at 30,000 feet. To the 10,200 people working in Sears Tower, the jumbo jet approaching from the north Sept. 20 was as tiny and unknowable as a germ. But soon it would torment the overworked imaginations of hundreds still skittish after what happened in New York nine days before. 

A few minutes before 10:30 a.m., as Flight 945 closed fast on Chicago, a flight attendant told the pilot that a woman onboard was having chest pains. 

Reaching for the transponder box, either the pilot or the co-pilot dialed in the four-digit code for an emergency so the control tower would know.

But the second digit came out wrong. The code should have been 7700. Instead it came out 7500, sending the erroneous signal that a hijacker had taken over the plane and setting in motion a chain of events that quickly traversed hundreds of miles.

Before long a trader for Merrill Lynch on the floor in New York overheard a conversation on a speakerphone--a call, authorities later would say, from a passenger on Flight 945. It sounded to the eavesdropping trader like the passenger was saying the plane had been hijacked in Milwaukee and was headed for Chicago.

Quickly, the rumor from New York bounced to Chicago with a phone call to the 56th-floor offices of Merrill Lynch and spread through Sears Tower.

On the 48th floor, somebody in equities at Goldman Sachs & Co. saw a TV news report about a hijacked plane and burst into the human resources department.

"A plane from Wisconsin's been hijacked and it's headed this way," human resources worker Jodi Shivers heard her co-worker say excitedly.

For a couple of seconds, nobody spoke or moved.

Then everybody scrambled for the exits.

Outside New York and Washington and far from any field of combat, the battle joined Sept. 11 was, for most, a fierce inner struggle.

Inside the nation's tallest skyscraper, innumerable personal dramas played out, as companies pondered finding new homes and the tower's managers scrambled to make the tower more secure. This premier address, this architectural marvel with spectacular views, had become the site of a distorted reality in which lower floors were coveted and some employees prayed for layoffs. Over time, workers there, like the rest of the country, found ways to cope and settled into a new kind of normalcy.

For some of them, the hijacking scare of Sept. 20 would prove to be a turning point, informing life-changing decisions. It would persuade a securities broker on the eighth floor to keep working in the building while giving a research associate on the 70th floor one more reason to leave.

Nancy Dombrowski, a securities broker at Stifel, Nicolaus & Co. Inc., was preparing to go downstairs for a smoke when her phone rang. It was a friend and former co-worker, a stock trader at 135 S. LaSalle St.

"Did you guys hear an alarm or get an evacuation announcement?" she recalls him asking.

"What are you talking about?" Dombrowski said.

"My buddy over there, he just called saying they're evacuating because of a plane hijacking out of Milwaukee."

"No," Dombrowski said, her stomach closing into a knot.

Putting the receiver on her shoulder, Dombrowski started gathering files, notebooks and client lists as she talked. Then she and her assistant, Dawn Farrell, bolted from the office they shared on the eighth floor.

The image of the World Trade Center's collapse haunted Dombrowski and Farrell, as it did many other people working in the tower and at nearby buildings.

Almost 1,000 workers spilled into the streets without being officially evacuated. Most were from the lower half of Sears Tower.

Farrell climbed into Dombrowski's white BMW convertible, and the two women roared up the Kennedy Expressway, top down. Wind lashed their blond hair in electric arcs--in their haste they had not taken the time to pull it back--and swept away the smoke from their Marlboro Lights.

Normally at this time of morning, they would be sitting at the counter in Ms. Levy's Delicatessen on the mezzanine while Farrell gnawed on "The Breakfast"--the generic name she used for ordering her favorite dish, extra-crispy bacon, hash browns and scrambled eggs with cheese, from the waitress who knew just what she meant.

Instead, they headed for Dombrowski's apartment in Wicker Park. They wanted to put some distance between themselves and Sears Tower. Dombrowski, half expecting to see the building sprout flames in her rearview mirror, felt nauseated.

They fled to her second-floor back deck, which afforded them a view of the tower in the distance.

Dombrowski and Farrell lit cigarettes and paced. They turned on CNN. They phoned the office. They kept returning to the eastern edge of the deck to study the dark tower.

Dombrowski said she thought, "I can't wait for all this to subside so that every day we're not just sick to our stomachs to go into that building."

It made her mad to be so scared.

Farrell, eyes wide, lit a cigarette, hands trembling, shoulders hunched slightly, as if against a chill nobody else could feel. She scissored the cigarette between her fingers, smoked it, lit another.

Smoked it. Lit another.

Smoked it. Lit another.

In the hour and a half they were gone from Sears Tower, Farrell smoked almost half a pack.

Carlos Villarreal, head of security at Sears Tower, phoned Sgt. Bill O'Reilly, the Chicago Police Department's liaison to more than three-dozen office buildings in the Loop.

O'Reilly was in a nearby high-rise talking to tenants to allay their fears about Sept. 11 when he got the call.

"There's a rumor that a plane is headed for Sears Tower," Villarreal told him.

Arriving at Sears Tower, O'Reilly saw something that struck him as odd: hundreds of people standing along Franklin Street, looking up.

It seemed like the last place any rational person would hang out, considering the nature of the rumor.

But rational thought was not in ready supply.

Starting about 11:30 a.m., several callers phoned the city's 911 center to report having heard that a hijacked plane was headed for Chicago. The last phoned at 12:10 p.m. from a building across the street from Sears Tower to request a police presence there.

By then Flight 945 had been on the ground for almost an hour and a half, having landed, without incident, at 10:45 a.m. at O'Hare International Airport--something police found out with a single call to the airport and announced on the street through megaphones and over the public-address systems of their cruisers.

Workers began streaming back to their offices.

On the 70th floor, about 15 employees of Heidrick & Struggles were holed up in the firm's long, white conference room for a two-hour group counseling session arranged to help them deal with their emotions after Sept. 11. They hadn't heard the hijacking rumor.

Some of them were angry about the terrorist attacks on New York and the Pentagon. Others were frightened. But many kept silent for fear of losing their jobs; the firm had laid off more than a dozen employees before Sept. 11, and rumor had it that more layoffs were coming.

The psychologist, who had an impressive resume, having counseled survivors of the Oklahoma City bombing, said everybody must realize there's danger in everything you do. Although he was fearful walking into Sears Tower, he said, he still did it.

"With all due respect," Judie Mikuzis, a research associate, told him, "you only have to walk in today. You don't have to come back tomorrow."

Mikuzis recalls that another woman chimed in, saying: "I have to walk in tomorrow. But I'm not afraid. I've had a good life, and if it's my time to go, it's my time to go."

Mikuzis turned to her.

"That's wonderful you have that feeling," she said. "But you're a little over 50. You've raised your children; you're comfortable where you are. I'm newly married. We want to start a family. I'm not ready to die."

When the session was almost two hours old, the public-address system clicked on with an electric buzz.

"All clear," a voice said.

All clear? All clear of what? Erin Frey wondered.

"See what we mean?" she asked, turning toward the psychologist.

The man looked rattled.

Erin Beavers thought, "I didn't even know we had a PA system."

The hijacking scare was neither the first false alarm nor the last. Between Sept. 11 and mid-October, the city's 911 center received hundreds of calls from or about Sears Tower.

Security officer Todd Marshall noticed many more people than usual taking pictures of the landmark in the weeks after Sept. 11. Some explained to him that they wanted to preserve an image of Sears Tower in case something happened to it.

One day a sports magazine that contained a powderlike substance feared to be anthrax brought veteran security officer Leroy Brown hurrying to the scene.

Another time it was a soggy box, delivered to the loading dock.

The box was about 1 1/2 feet deep and the size of standard printer paper. It was leaking and gave off a strange, overpowering odor. Brown cleared the area, pulled on a pair of rubber gloves from the blue pouch on his belt and wrapped the box carefully in cellophane until a hazardous-materials team from the city could arrive.

The odor turned out to be nothing more than ink that had gotten wet in transit and run all over the package, a box of promotional brochures that a firm had ordered. But that's the way it was. Construction noises, flickering lights--just about anything could be cause for alarm.

Messages from building management--which had resolved to let everyone know about every little thing that happened so nobody would panic--didn't always help. The e-mail alternated between disquieting and funny.

On Oct. 25 came this pre-Halloween message: "Sears Tower has elected to limit costume access to those that allow clear identification of the face and those that do not have large, concealed cavities."

Many people working in the tower dealt with the constant distraction of e-mail and scares by folding them into their daily routines with a dash of graveyard humor. Rick Schaschwary's colleagues on the 38th floor kidded him that he was on "plane watch" because his office in the southeast corner of the building afforded a breathtaking view of Lake Michigan. Schaschwary, a group-insurance policy writer, laughed nervously about that one.

Frey joked with co-workers and others about perceived security lapses, such as officers occasionally neglecting to search her bag, telling life-safety coordinator Mark Swiecionis, "I could be Saddam Hussein's girlfriend for all you know."

Leonor de la Torre, 46, a paralegal on the 81st floor, was concerned about the stairwells.

She didn't like how confusing taking the stairs is in Sears Tower. Because of the skyscraper's setbacks, only two stairwells run virtually top to bottom. The others break at various floors near the middle of the building, and de la Torre said it wasn't always easy to pick up the descent again.

De la Torre, a native of Colombia, had been a U.S. citizen since marrying an American more than 20 years earlier and moving to the United States so that their children could get a better education.

When her children grew up and returned to Colombia, de la Torre felt stuck and cut off from her family. But what happened Sept. 11 made her feel more like an American, in ways both good and bad.

De la Torre thinks Americans are openhearted and trusting; the terrorists took advantage of that. Paradoxically, she found herself feeling angry, even hateful, when she saw people who appeared to be of Middle Eastern descent--a feeling that made her almost as uncomfortable as working on the 81st floor.

Trizec Properties Inc., the company that manages Sears Tower, is in the midst of shelling out $5 million in security-related capital expenses, including reconfiguration of the lobby to accommodate new electronic turnstiles with identification-card readers.

The company hired armed, off-duty Chicago police officers to guard the lobbies from 6 a.m. to 6 p.m. Monday through Friday; set up X-ray machines and metal detectors in the lobby; put bomb-sniffing dogs to work on the Lower Wacker Drive service lane outside the loading dock to screen all delivery trucks before they can enter; and closed the Skydeck observatory for six weeks, reopening it with X-ray machines, metal detectors and off-duty Chicago police officers.

Because of the swooning economy and fears of another terrorist attack on skyscrapers and other landmark buildings, Trizec had trouble getting prospective tenants interested in any of its properties during the last quarter of 2001--especially in the skyscraper at 233 S. Wacker Drive.

"I'm routinely offering tenants to walk through Sears Tower, but since Sept. 11, I haven't shown one tenant the tower simply because they're not interested," says Michael Conway, president of Officedirectory.com, which helps firms find office space.

One client told Conway he didn't want space in Sears--or in any building within four blocks of it.

Although much of the initial fear has waned, many firms don't want to deal with the security hassles of a high-profile building, Conway says.

Since Sept. 11, the amount of rentable space leased in Sears Tower has remained more or less constant, at about 95 percent. But just because a space is under contract doesn't mean it is occupied or that its tenants plan to stay long. With many companies and firms in the tower locked into long-term leases, a more meaningful indicator of the skyscraper's comings and goings in the last year is the vacancy rate. Tenants seeking to leave a building on short notice often try to sublet their offices.

Currently, the combined vacancy rate, which includes sublease space, is 13.6 percent, up from less than 5 percent at the end of September 2001, according to CoStar Group, a Bethesda, Md.-based real estate research firm.

Trizec officials blame the jump in subleasing activity on the recession and a contraction in the telecom industry, which cost the tower one tenant leasing 136,000 square feet, or a fourth of the total vacant space.

Many firms have reduced or consolidated office space, a trend that took a toll on the entire downtown market. In fact, the overall vacancy rate for preferred modern office buildings in the West Loop area is higher than that at Sears Tower. The difference, brokers say, is that since Sept. 11, the tower's vacancy rate has risen faster.

Though Trizec had many of its tenants locked into long-term leases, a number of those expire in 2003 or 2004. A clue to what happens then might lie in Merrill Lynch & Co.'s decision that it will move part of its operation out of the tower when one of its leases ends next year.

The company won't comment on the move. Steve Budorick, Trizec's senior vice president, says Merrill Lynch needed less space but didn't want to endure the remodeling necessary to reconfigure its offices in Sears Tower. But at least one other planned departure appears driven largely by Sept. 11. General Reinsurance Corp. decided after Sept. 11 not to have offices in premier buildings, Budorick says.

Last winter, Trizec launched an advertising campaign that promotes Sears Tower as "A great place to office." The newspaper ads, which list amenities such as the executive health club and "unparalleled security," contain a curious omission:

They don't mention the world-famous views.

Psychologists and counselors came in waves to Sears Tower and nearby buildings.

Gloria Graff, a licensed clinical social worker with an office in the Loop, normally is called in by human resources directors about once a year for what's known as critical-incident stress management--group sessions to help people deal with company crises, such as layoffs or a colleague dying on the job.

After Sept. 11, Graff made five downtown office visits in three weeks, counseling workers whose greatest fear was that the nation's tallest building might become their tomb. Many were afraid that if Sears Tower fell it would take other buildings with it. Graff herself had calculated how far her 27th-floor office was from the tower; she took some comfort in being a dozen blocks away.

Three days after the terrorist attacks, she visited a large law firm with offices in a high-rise across the street from the tower. The emotional daytime session drew 50 people. Some cried. Others talked incessantly. Knowing the firm didn't want to pay for unlimited employee counseling, she ended the session after two hours, though many seemed to want to continue.

Graff returned to her office amazed. Imagine: She gave one of her workplace workshops at a law firm and lawyers actually came; usually it was all paralegals and secretaries.

It seemed Sept. 11 was all anyone thought about anymore. Graff's business was down. Through the middle of April, Americans seemed immobilized, depressed, sapped of energy, Graff said. For people to seek and undergo therapy about anything, they must have at least a modicum of energy and hope.

Dr. Richard Goldwasser, a courtly Loop psychologist who specializes in biofeedback techniques, saw a couple of clients from Sears Tower. He taught a middle-age woman who was an attorney on an upper floor to envision her favorite vacation spot just before going into the building each morning.

In the woman's imagination, the Loop at rush hour became a tranquil beach in Mexico.

Goldwasser taught another client to sit alone in his car in the parking garage each morning, taking deep breaths and practicing muscle-relaxation techniques before entering.

But there was something else going on, something other than fear. Graff had a longtime client who, immediately after Sept. 11, decided she needed to leave her husband and her lousy marriage.

Though she worked in the Loop, her husband had not called her to see if she was all right Sept. 11.

Graff observed that many people began to wonder: Who would grieve for me?

Who would be in all the newspapers holding up my photo?

Fearful of working in a high-profile skyscraper in a major American city, some people left jobs in Sears Tower without having other work lined up.

Nancy Kras, who left in late October after 20 years as a paralegal at Sonnenschein Nath & Rosenthal on the 80th floor, had no contingency plan.

Because Kras and her husband have no children, she felt like she could quit if she wanted to. And she wanted to. After two decades, she suddenly noticed how tall the building was as she returned to work on the train Sept. 13.

"I think," Kras said, "maybe the world is divided into two kinds of people: those who just go on no matter what, and those that don't."

Her departure left at least one colleague, de la Torre, with too much work. Feeling overwhelmed by the job and anxious about working on the 81st floor, de la Torre quit Dec. 28--though her husband kept his job as a computer-database analyst on the 34th floor.

Within weeks, de la Torre landed a new job, as a supervisor of paralegals at a firm in the 83-story Aon Center. Though she was in Chicago's second-tallest building, de la Torre felt safer because she was on a much lower floor, the eighth.

For Kras, leaving was more costly. She did not find work for almost a year. This month she starts a new job.

De la Torre is hiring her for a paralegal position.

Judie Mikuzis, Erin Frey and Erin Beavers, friends and co-workers at Heidrick & Struggles, would find peace in different places and in different ways.

Beavers, 31, a small-town girl from Pekin, Ill., once had delighted in having a job in the prestigious skyscraper. Her father told everyone he knew when she started working there.

Now she was one of several women at the executive search firm who wore sneakers all day every day so they could escape easily in an emergency--a club that Frey elected not to join lest she suffer from office politics for failing to wear the proper footwear.

A few days after Sept. 11, Beavers turned down a good job offer elsewhere. She loved working at Heidrick & Struggles. Her co-workers were like family, and the firm had a great reputation.

But Frey, 28, only stayed on in hopes of being among the rumored layoffs and getting a severance package. It was only a matter of time until she left, one way or another. Every decision she made now was rooted in the lessons of New York, which called for living as if you might die tomorrow.

Frey's personal journey after Sept. 11 would include a night at the Buzz Cafe, an Oak Park coffeehouse with hardwood floors and mismatched chairs.

Here, on a clear summer night in July, Frey would sing publicly for the first time with her new pop-rock band, Intuition, realizing a dream.

Well I've been afraid of changin', 'cause I built my life around you.

But time makes you bolder. Even children get older. And I'm gettin' older too.

Frey's boyfriend of 1 1/2 years, Jeff Sonsedek, demonstrated his grasp of the lessons of Sept. 11 by proposing. On Sept. 23, he gave Frey a ring as she stood on a karaoke stage, having just finished singing Shania Twain's "Any Man of Mine."

The ring was gold, and it had a 1 3/4-carat, marquis-cut diamond surrounded by 10 smaller diamonds.

Frey and Sonsedek had been planning for a day like this, had looked for rings in June.

Sept. 11 was the nudge toward the altar that they needed.

When Frey turned 29 on Oct. 2, she decided to start looking for a new job. She thought about her mortality, asking herself, "Why should I wait for someone to lay me off?"

Frey smokes half a pack a day, but when she's stressed out she smokes more, and her back kinks up. Staying at Sears Tower seemed unhealthy.

The first call she made was to someone her team at Heidrick & Struggles had placed in a job at Central DuPage Hospital. Frey's secret job search became her strength and sustenance.

At a regular, weekly team meeting in the boss' office in mid-October, she blurted, "Lay me off, please!"

Beavers gasped. "That's ridiculous," she told Frey. "Why did you say that? You're cutting off your nose to spite your face."

But Frey knew what she was doing--she was zeroing in on that job at the hospital.

On Oct. 29 her phone rang.

It was a conference call from two of her bosses.

As you know, we're going through some hard times right now, and we need to pare down, they told Frey.

They were laying her off.

This is not a reflection of your work performance, they said.

But Frey, who got her severance, needed no consoling.

She was grinning.

Like her colleagues, Mikuzis had felt good when she started working at Sears Tower. She felt safe, having recently quit a risky job with the International Monetary Fund that required her to travel frequently to international hot spots.

But now she was so scared of working in the building that she couldn't sleep.

Mikuzis, 34, tried everything she could think of to ease her mind. Admittedly, some of her tactics seemed incongruous. Though she didn't watch the news for a week after Sept. 11, she got on the Internet and looked for whatever she could find about Sears Tower.

She drove to work every day rather than taking the train, because having the option of leaving quickly made her feel better.

She went out of her way to do things for other people because being helpful left little room for feeling helpless.

Long before she finally quit, Mikuzis was leaning toward leaving the tower--an inclination strengthened by the hijacking scare of Sept. 20. Yet something held her back.

Then, one morning in mid-October, she woke up and knew what to do.

Later that morning, when Tony Mikuzis called his wife at work, Judie told him what she had decided.

"I can't do this anymore," she said. "They're saying there's going to be another round of layoffs. How do you feel about my talking to upper management about taking voluntary severance?"

She and her husband had talked about having a baby. Sept. 11 had made Mikuzis want to go ahead. But she said she wondered: "If I'm this scared and stressed out all the time, we can't start a family; it won't happen. And if it does, then what if I'm pregnant and somebody puts chemicals in the air system of Sears Tower?"

Tony told her he didn't want her working there if she wasn't comfortable.

That was all Mikuzis needed to hear. She would waste no more time. She regretted the years lost from her relationship with Tony, who had been her high school sweetheart and college flame until she broke up with him over a rumor that he was cheating on her.

When they were reunited years later after failed marriages to others, Mikuzis discovered the rumor had not been true. But there's no regathering the years.

She turned to her computer and wrote her bosses an e-mail message in which she offered to save someone's job in return for a little peace of mind: freedom from Sears Tower.

Then she clicked SEND and breathed a sigh of relief.

On Oct. 29, the day former President George Bush visited Sears Tower to help reopen the Skydeck and the day Frey was laid off, Mikuzis entered her office, saw an envelope propped against her phone and smiled.

Inside the envelope was a letter directing her to meet with her bosses at 11 a.m. Her wish was being granted. After meeting with management, Mikuzis left the building, got in her car and drove away one last time, glancing back over her shoulder at the dark tower she once had thought so beautiful.

She launched a research and recruiting firm called 21st Century Research and Consulting Ltd. out of a bedroom in her home. And she became pregnant.

Some people asked how she could bring a baby into the world after what happened Sept. 11.

Mikuzis thought: How could you not? It's the best expression of love, to breathe new life into the world.

For nine months and a day, she and her husband didn't know whether the baby was a boy or a girl. They didn't want to know. But in the expectant mother's dreams, which had ceased being haunted by Sears Tower and now were all about her baby, the child was always a boy, with a face that resembled his dad's and toes that looked like hers.

On Aug. 24, a day after the due date, the baby arrived, weighing 8 pounds 12 ounces.

It's a boy, the doctor announced.

They named him Antanas, after his father.

Sears Tower will never be the same. On the wall in the coffee room at Gronek & Armstrong on the 98th floor, there hangs an FBI advisory about what to do "if you receive a suspicious letter or package." For one thing, don't taste it, the poster warns.

Many women have sworn off high heels.

But in numerous other ways life at Sears has returned to normal. Women have stopped taking their purses with them wherever they go. E-mail about false alarms and security concerns has slowed. The attorney who had to imagine herself on vacation in Cancun so she could relax enough to enter the tower for work no longer sustains herself with flights of fancy.

The ranks of amateur photographers trying to preserve the tower for posterity have thinned.

At Heidrick & Struggles, consultants who had stopped flying after Sept. 11 are back in the sky.

When the law firm Schiff Hardin & Waite sought to hire someone for a marketing and communications job in April and May, about 800 people applied.

People who stayed at the tower had a wide spectrum of reasons for not leaving--the money was good, the lease was too favorable, the threat seemed overblown, the mini-van wasn't paid off. Had attorney Paul Wisniewski been a partner, he might have considered moving the firm. Short of that he had no other option. He couldn't afford to quit, and he didn't want to work for another firm.

For Nancy Dombrowski, the overriding motivation seemed to be defiance, which boiled over into outright anger after the hijacking scare of Sept. 20. But even those emotions were softening.

Because business was so slow after Sept. 11, she took nine days off at Christmastime and flew to Arizona with her boyfriend to meet family there and make a side trip to Las Vegas. It was the first time in 10 years Dombrowski had spent the holidays with family--and it was, in a twisted sort of way, all thanks to Sept. 11.

On Jan. 22, Dombrowski, now 33, learned she was pregnant.

In May she found out it was a boy.

The father, boyfriend Rick Chandler, wanted to name the boy Brett. But Dombrowski said it sounded too much like a character in a soap opera. She favors Collin. Or Payton, as in Walter, one of Chandler's heroes.

On a shelf in her office she has the book "15,000 Baby Names."

The due date, Sept. 27, is circled on her wall calendar.

Returning to her office after lunch on a bright afternoon in May, Dombrowski found a letter-size envelope on her chair. Inside was her new identification card for the building. Her photograph was on the front. She would need the card to gain access through the electronic turnstiles that were being installed in the lobby in response to what happened Sept. 11. Every little thing, it seemed, was a reminder.

After a few minutes, the phone in Dombrowski's office rang. It was a client in Florida.

They chatted a minute or two.

A plane roared past Sears Tower.

Dombrowski said into the phone:

"It's un-be-liev-able.

"I have moments of complete fear.

"And definitely anxiety."

She laughed.

She wasn't talking about working at Sears Tower.

She was talking about giving birth.
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