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On January 19, 2000, a fire raged through Seton Hall University's freshman dormitory, killing
three students and injuring 58 others. Among the victims were Shawn Simons and Alvaro
Llanos, roommates from poor neighborhoods who made their families proud by getting into
college. They managed to escape, but both were burned terribly.After the Fire is the story of
these young men and their courageous fight to recover from the worst damage the burn unit at
Saint Barnabas hospital had ever seen. It is the story of the extraordinary doctors and nurses
who work with the burned. It is the story of mothers and fathers, of faith and family and the
invisible ties that bind us to each other. It is the story of the search for the arsonists -- and the
elaborate cover-up that nearly obscured the truth. And it is the story of the women who came to
love these men, who knew that real beauty is a thing not seen in mirrors.

From Publishers WeeklyStarred Review. Three students died and 58 were injured in the January
2000 fire that arsonists set in the student lounge of Seton Hall University in New Jersey. Newark
Star Ledger reporter Fisher tells the story of the two most badly burned survivors (roommates
Shawn Simons and Alvaro Llanos), proceeding from the devastating fire through the grueling
medical treatment into their life-affirming future. A medical education and a detective story
unfold within this consistently dramatic account, as Fisher joins a reporter's curiosity and
objectivity to a near-familial access to the principals. Unsparing in her description of the hard
path to recovery (The gruesome nature of the work meant that few ever became old-timers in the
occupation of treating burns), Fisher takes the reader inside Saint Barnabas Burn Center, where
the charismatic director of the burn unit, Hani Mansour; the nurses; the physical and
occupational therapists work miracles, celebrating victories and agonizing over setbacks.
Honest and intimate in her account of the stress of distraught parents, the intense strain upon
marriages and relationships, the prolonged suffering and multiple surgeries of the survivors and
the evolving friendship of the accidental roommates, Fisher conveys a deep respect and
compassion for all involved—except the arsonists. She succeeds in making what might have
been yesterday's news into today's inspiration. (Aug.)Copyright © Reed Business Information, a
division of Reed Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved. --This text refers to an out of print or unavailable
edition of this title.Review"Unimaginably moving--readers will want to keep a box of tissues at
hand--and deeply compassionate." (People)"A riveting and intimate read. That these two men
survived is almost a miracle. That Fisher was there to document it is our good
fortune." (Minneapolis Star Tribune)"Keep some Kleenex handy." (Rocky Mountain News) --This
text refers to an out of print or unavailable edition of this title.About the AuthorRobin Gaby Fisher
is a nationally acclaimed news feature writer with The Star-Ledger in Newark, New Jersey. She
has been a Pulitzer Prize finalist and a member of a Pulitzer Prize-winning team. --This text



refers to an out of print or unavailable edition of this title.Read more
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AuthorFor Alvaro and ShawnChapter 1Shawn Simons was a light sleeper, had been since he
was this big. Sometimes all it took was the rustling sound of his roommate turning in bed to
awaken him. Not surprisingly, the wailing fire alarm nearly shook him out of his skin.Shawn shot
up in his bed. “Not again,” he said, half-angry, half-bewildered, peering at the glowing green
numbers on his bedside alarm clock. It was four thirty in the morning, and the middle of one of
the coldest Januarys on record in northern New Jersey. He had gotten about forty-five minutes
of sleep, and his toughest class was scheduled to begin in just four hours.The dorm had been
rowdier than usual after Seton Hall’s surprising win over its Big East basketball rival, Saint
John’s, and students had celebrated into the early morning hours with parties all over campus.
Shawn had dropped in to one or two of the spontaneous gatherings, then watched a movie with
his roommate before finally turning in. Sitting up now, he saw that his dorm room window
glittered with frost, and a family of icicles hung from the eaves outside. As usual, his room was
cold. Shivering under his heavy woolen blanket, he lay back down and hoped for quiet to return,
but the alarm continued to shriek.In the four months that Shawn had lived in Boland Hall, the
freshman dormitory at Seton Hall University, the fire alarm had been pulled at least once a week.
It had happened so often during December finals that he finally went home to nearby Newark to
study rather than risk the constant distraction. What irked him most was that it was usually
another student playing a prank. What kind of person got his kicks by scaring everyone else? He
didn’t understand it.And this time was probably no different. Maybe he would just wait it out and
pray he didn’t get caught by the dorm adviser. Shawn shut his eyes, trying to encourage sleep,
but his mind immediately started to race. Seton Hall had a rule, right there in black and white in
the student handbook: if you were caught skipping a fire drill, the fine was a hundred dollars, no
ifs, ands, or buts. His mother had worked two jobs all her life so that he and his older sister,
Nicole, could wear decent clothing and live in a comfortable apartment. It was because of her
sacrifices that they had a better life than most of the other kids who lived on their ragged city
block. How could he risk her having to pay money she didn’t have?Willing himself out from under
warm covers, Shawn climbed out of bed and stumbled over to his sleeping roommate, Alvaro
Llanos. He had only met Alvaro four months earlier, when they were assigned to room together
on the third floor of Boland Hall. Alvaro was shy and quiet, and they shared little in common
except for their age and their love of baseball, and even then, they rooted for rival teams —



Shawn for the Yankees, Alvaro for the Mets. Nevertheless, they had hit it off. Alvaro often told
people that on freshman orientation day, with students swarming around everywhere, he had
pointed to Shawn and told his parents, “I think he’s going to be my roommate.” Sure enough,
when they walked into room 3028, there sat Shawn, gabbing on his cell phone. It was meant to
be.“Alvaro!” Shawn said, shaking his bigger, bulkier roommate by the shoulder.He barely stirred.
Alvaro slept through everything.One hundred dollars, Shawn thought, and tried again.“Come on,
Al,” he said impatiently. “There’s a fire drill. We have to get dressed. Get up!”“¿Qué pasa?” Alvaro
asked sleepily. Sometimes, when he was drowsy, he unintentionally reverted to Spanish, the
language his Colombian-born parents spoke in their home.“It’s a fire drill, Al. Let’s go. We have to
go outside.”Shaking off sleep, Alvaro finally dragged himself out of bed. In the dim glow of a
single forty-watt light, the roommates pulled on their jeans and shirts from the night before. They
slipped on their socks and sneakers, not bothering to tie the laces, then grabbed their winter
jackets.Shawn was one step ahead of Alvaro when he pulled open the door and stopped short.
A fierce wave of blistering heat slammed him backward, and a blast of sour-tasting black smoke
stuck in his throat, choking him.“Oh my God,” Shawn whispered, his skin prickling with fear. “My
God, Al! This is real.”The hallway was pitch dark and Shawn couldn’t see anything. It was eerily
quiet, except for the shrill bursts of the fire alarm. Dropping to his knees, he took a deep breath
and crawled to the right, into the blackness, toward the elevator he always took down to the first
floor of the six-story dormitory. He glanced back just in time to see Alvaro swallowed up by the
smoke. In a building of six hundred students, Shawn suddenly felt alone, even though he figured
Alvaro must be right on his heels. He pressed blindly forward on his hands and knees,
squeezing his eyes tighter, his chest about to explode from holding his breath too long. The heat
was punishing. He felt as if he were crawling on red-hot coals, and his palms kept sticking to the
melting floor tiles. Hell must feel like this, he thought.Then it got hotter.Shawn ripped at his
clothes, throwing his jacket ahead of him to crawl over. He pulled off his sweatshirt and stuffed it
in his mouth. He crawled, faster, feeling his way along the hallway wall, trying to find the elevator,
feeling for a way out. He wondered if Alvaro was still behind him. He opened one eye long
enough to see that his glasses were caked solid with black soot. Shawn tried to wipe the soot
away. He still hadn’t seen flames, just smoke, but now he smelled burning flesh. Could it be his?
Please, God, he prayed. It can’t end this way. Not here. Please, not now. I’m just a kid. And what
will my mother do if I die?Scrambling forward, Shawn fought the urge to gulp air. His lungs felt
like they were on fire. Tiny stars darted in the spaces behind his closed eyes. Shawn could
sense a dark curtain descending, unconsciousness creeping into his head. He willed himself on,
on, on. Wait. Was that an opening? Shawn crawled left, toward a gush of cold air. The smoke
was thinner there and he could see he was now in someone else’s dorm room. No one else was
there. A window was open and the screen was gone. Did someone jump out? he wondered.
Rising to his feet, he leaned out the window. He realized he was at the back of the building. He
looked down. It was a long way to the ground. He devoured a mouthful of the fresh, frigid air, and
his lungs felt like rubber bands ready to snap.“Please!” Shawn cried in the silent night.



“Somebody help me! I don’t know how to get out!”The sky was navy blue, and the dark campus
was strangely still. What’s the use? he thought. Nobody hears me. Nobody’s there. Sinking to the
floor, he began to pray again.The Lord is my Shepherd; I shall not want.He maketh me to lie
down in green pastures:He leadeth me beside the still waters.He restoreth my soul:He leadeth
me in the paths of righteousness for His name’s sake.Yea, though I walk through the valley of the
shadow of death,I will fear no evil:For thou art with me.Then out of the darkness came a quiet
voice.“Crawl left out of the door. An exit will be on your right.”Obeying the faceless command,
Shawn crawled back out into the heat and smoke. It was his only chance, and he had to take it.
He felt around with his right hand and, as promised, found another open door. Pushing through
it, he slid on his belly down one, then two flights of stairs. He landed at the bottom with a loud
thud and felt almost giddy. I’m alive, he thought. I’m alive. He pushed himself up and stumbled
outside into the bitter night. Falling on his knees on the hard, frost-covered ground, he looked at
his hands. They were cold. And they were smoking.On the front side of Boland Hall, Angie
Gutierrez awakened to the sound of banging on her dorm room door. Alvaro, she thought,
hearing the shrill sound of the fire alarm. Angie and Alvaro had been high school sweethearts.
They had met in honors physics class at John F. Kennedy High School in the city of Paterson,
New Jersey, at the beginning of their senior year and planned to be together forever. Alvaro was
dark and handsome, with a quiet kind of charisma, and all of the girls wanted him. But he had
eyes only for Angie, a bubbly girl with a ponytail, and they were the envy of the freshman dorm.
They took the same classes, studied in each other’s room, and worked side by side in the
campus computer lab. The frequent middle-of-the-night fire drills had become another chance to
be together, and over the months, they had developed a routine: when a fire alarm sounded,
Angie waited in her first-floor room for Alvaro to come down from the third floor, and then they
went outside to wait out the drill together.“Wake up!” Angie called to her roommate as she pulled
on her robe and sneakers and rushed to the door to greet her boyfriend. Instead, she found two
of Alvaro’s friends standing there wearing only boxer shorts, undershirts, and worried
looks.“Angie!” they cried. “Come quick! This is a real fire. We have to get out.”“Where’s Alvaro?”
Angie asked.Faisal Ali and Altaf Plaique lived next door to Shawn and Alvaro in an adjoining
room on the third floor. They said that in their panic to get away from the fire, they’d forgotten to
look for their neighbors. There hadn’t been time to do anything but flee, and the smoke had been
so thick that they ran right into a wall before they backtracked and found the stairway. “C’mon,”
Faisal said, pulling Angie out of her room. “We’ll find them outside.”Angie grabbed her cell phone
from the table beside her bed and punched in Alvaro’s dorm room number. Busy. She called his
cell phone. No answer. It had only been an hour since he had walked her down to her room after
they’d watched the movie Armageddon with Shawn. She’d been frightened by the movie, and
Alvaro, being Alvaro, had comforted her until she felt safe enough to go to sleep.Where is he?
she wondered, running toward the first-floor stairway.“Alvaro!” she cried, hoping to see him
coming down the stairs. “Al! Where are you?”The boys rushed after her and tried to pull her
away, but Angie stood firm.“Go on!” she ordered them. “Get out! I’m waiting here for Al.”Angie



had barely finished her sentence when out of the smoke came a grisly apparition. A boy ran and
then tumbled down the stairs toward her. His clothes were burning off his body, and he was
hitting himself, trying to beat out the flames. Other students ran after him, tossing coats and
sweaters in a desperate attempt to smother the blaze. A screaming girl pulled a fire extinguisher
off the wall and sprayed the boy, covering him with fine white powder. He looked like a monster in
a horror movie.As the burning boy stumbled forward, Angie could see he was disoriented and
running aimlessly. She stood there, watching him approach her, too stunned to move. The boy
moved closer and she felt her legs start to buckle.He was charred black.Terrified, Angie no
longer resisted when Alvaro’s friends tugged at her arm. They pulled her down the hallway
toward Boland Hall’s front entrance. Before she ran outside, Angie stopped and turned to look
one last time. She saw the boy stagger to a couch in the lobby and slump into it. His clothes
were in tatters, and he was moaning that he was cold. So cold.Angie couldn’t breathe.
Momentarily frozen in place, she stood there and sobbed. Then she joined the others and
rushed outside into the frigid night, leaving the boy there. She had really wanted to help him, but
she needed to find Alvaro.“Where the hell is he?” she screamed.Outside Boland Hall, help was
beginning to arrive. Brian O’Hara was one of the first rescuers on the scene. Driving through the
university’s black iron gates, the rookie paramedic found the campus in chaos. The sights and
sounds were hellish. Smoke poured from open windows, and students leaned out, pleading for
help. Pajama-clad kids milled around outside, many walking barefoot on the frozen ground. One
girl wore teddy bear slippers. Tears had left deep tracks in the black soot that caked her
face.“What the hell is going on out there?” the dispatcher shouted over the radio. O’Hara had no
answer.The paramedic jumped out of the ambulance and walked among the wandering
students. He tried to take it all in: A boy whose shorts had melted onto his skin. A girl slapping at
her smoking hair. Students screaming for missing friends.“I had God’s arms around me,” one
dazed-looking boy said as he walked toward O’Hara. “That’s why I got out.”“There’s a boy over
there that’s burned real bad,” O’Hara heard someone say. A few feet away, a student in a police
car was kicking at the back windows. An officer had found him wandering outside and locked
him in the back of the squad car while he ran back into the burning building, looking for other
students. The boy felt trapped and was trying to force his way out. Soon he was in the back of
O’Hara’s rig.“What’s your name?” O’Hara asked.“Shawn,” he said, gasping for breath.“How do
you feel, Shawn?”“Scared,” he said.Shawn seemed alert and lucid, but it was obvious to O’Hara
that he was gravely injured. His eyes were engorged, and his face bubbled with leathery blisters.
His nose and his mouth were packed with soot, and every breath he took seemed to be a
struggle. O’Hara clamped an oxygen mask over his face. As he did so, he glimpsed Shawn’s
hands. O’Hara had never seen anything like them. The skin looked like burned tissue paper,
ashily shedding off, and it was smoking. From his training, O’Hara knew Shawn’s hands were still
burning beneath the charred outer layers of skin.O’Hara doused Shawn’s hands with water from
a bottle, and they sizzled — like a raw egg hitting a hot frying pan. The medic nearly vomited
from the sickening smell. He strapped Shawn onto a gurney, rolled him into the back of his rig,



and took off for the hospital, red lights flashing, sirens blaring, not at all sure his young
passenger would survive the ride.O’Hara knew exactly where to go. Saint Barnabas Medical
Center had the best burn unit in the state; it was one of the best on the entire East Coast. The
worst burn cases were taken there, and the hospital, located in Livingston, New Jersey, was only
a short ride from Seton Hall. The trip usually took fifteen minutes. At that time of the morning,
with no traffic on the roads, O’Hara made it in seven.Judging by all the lights inside, the
emergency room was already in full swing. O’Hara wasn’t surprised. Two nurses met him as he
pulled up to the emergency room portico.“What do you have?” one of them asked.“The kid’s in
bad shape,” O’Hara announced, swinging open the back doors of the ambulance.“Are there
others?” the nurse asked him.“We have multiple casualties,” O’Hara replied.The nurses helped
roll the gurney off the ambulance and onto the ground. O’Hara looked at his young charge. The
boy’s eyes had swollen to slits.“Please don’t leave me,” Shawn cried.“You’re in the best hands
now, buddy,” O’Hara said, as a team of men and women in scrubs descended on the boy.
O’Hara willed himself not to cry.At the same moment, a second ambulance pulled up. The driver,
a South Orange police officer who had commandeered an ambulance when the first report of a
fire came in, said the boy inside had been found lying on a couch in the front lobby of the burning
building. He was still conscious but barely alive. Maureen Warren, a veteran of the hospital’s
mobile intensive care unit, rushed to the patient’s side. His face was charred black, and chunks
of his ears had been burned off. He was almost naked and was shivering uncontrollably. Warren
was a kindly woman. She had seen her share of tragedy during her twenty-year career, but she
never got used to the kids. She looked into the boy’s brown eyes and saw sheer terror. When she
leaned in close to comfort him, she could feel the heat radiating from his burned skin. She spoke
gently, the way she would to one of her own children, thinking that hers could be the last voice
the boy ever heard.“What is your name, son?” she asked.“Alvaro,” he whispered, a single tear
dripping from the corner of his eye. “My name is Alvaro.”The boy on the floor was dead. Two
firefighters crouched over his lifeless body. John Frucci had heard someone say they found the
young man sprawled just inside a dorm room door. The firefighters had pulled him into the
hallway to try to resuscitate him. Taking turns, they blew air into his mouth and pounded on his
chest, then started all over again, hoping to restart his heart, encouraging him. Come on, son.
Come back to us. C’mon now. Come on back . . .It was no use. As the smoke swirled around
them, one of the firefighters, then the other, picked themselves up off the floor. eighteen-year-old
John Giunta was beyond saving. The firefighters took a sooty blanket and, sobbing like babies,
gently covered his body.Frucci got a lump in his throat. He felt almost as bad for the firefighters
as he did for the boy. How many times had he watched rescue workers fight valiantly to save a
life when it was already too late? It made him both sad and proud.As the on-call investigator for
the Essex County prosecutor’s office, Frucci had been one of the first officials on the scene,
thirty minutes after the call came in. Frucci was thirty-one years old, but he’d been investigating
fires for four years and had already earned a reputation as one of the best in his field. The South
Orange fire chief had briefed him outside Boland Hall. Possible fatalities, the chief had said.



Dozens of students injured. Most of them were already gone, whisked away to area hospitals by
a fleet of ambulances a few minutes earlier.Frucci was horrified by what he found inside. The
third floor looked like a dark, smoldering cave. As he walked a few steps down the hall from
where Giunta’s body was found, looking for more victims, the air suddenly got hotter, and it stank
of burned flesh, the stench so hard hitting that Frucci’s head flew back. There was no mistaking
the odor, and you never got used to it. He gagged and then walked a few more steps toward the
heat and the smell.Frucci stopped short. In front of him were the blackened corpses of two boys.
Both had assumed what professionals call a pugilistic attitude. People who burned to death were
often discovered in this bizarre position, lying with their knees bent and their arms held upright
like a boxer’s at the beginning of a prize fight.Frucci looked around. He guessed that he was in
the student lounge and that this was the place where the fire had started. Three couches
smoldered, and the carpeting was melted like wax into the cement floor. It had obviously been
an intensely hot blaze. The building’s cinder-block frame had held in the heat, and the
temperature inside was still smothering. Frucci wiped the perspiration from his face. Ceiling tiles,
still glowing red hot, were scattered where they had fallen. The walls were burned black, and
electrical wires dangled like snakes from the cavity beyond the scorched ceiling. A holocaust, he
thought.Through the smoke, Frucci saw a man dressed in black approaching. He walked slowly,
tentatively. Monsignor Robert Sheeran was the president of Seton Hall University. Frucci knew
him right away. As a child, Frucci had served as Sheeran’s altar boy.Sheeran had a commanding
presence, but now he looked old and ghostlike. Walking through the wreckage, he went to each
of the dead students, knelt down next to him, said a prayer over his body, and blessed him.
Without speaking, he then turned and walked away.“Where’s the medical examiner?” Frucci
asked a police officer. “We need to have the bodies taken away so we can start figuring out what
happened here.”Chapter 2The sound of the telephone sliced through the predawn darkness.
Hani Mansour grabbed it on the first ring.“What is it?” he mumbled without saying hello.No
matter how deep his sleep, the fifty-three-year-old director of the Saint Barnabas burn unit
always answered the phone before the first ring finished. It was a habit he had developed when
his son, Nicholas, was a baby and slept in a bassinet beside his bed.The phone rang so often in
the middle of the night that his wife, Claudette, didn’t even hear it anymore.“This is what we
have,” the voice on the other end said. “There’s been a fire at Seton Hall. I’m hearing at least
eight to ten victims. All young kids.”Chris Ruhren was in charge of the burn nurses at Saint
Barnabas. She was blithe and smart and she had been treating burns longer than Mansour.
They had a strong mutual respect for each other. As Ruhren continued to fill him in with the few
details she knew, barely taking a breath between words, Mansour recognized the surge of
adrenaline he himself felt every time his unit was about to be put to the test.“I’m leaving now,” he
said, hanging up the phone.Claudette stirred.“What’s up?” she asked sleepily.“There’s a fire at
Seton Hall,” Mansour said.Claudette Mansour worked alongside her husband in the burn unit,
managing the administrative work he so disliked. He had grown the unit from its infancy, and she
had helped nurture it into the respected, state-of-the-art burn center it now was. As her husband



threw on the same gray slacks and blue striped button-down shirt he had worn the day before,
she switched on the TV in their bedroom. The New York stations were all reporting the fire, but
the details were sketchy. A building on the South Orange campus was on fire. No word of
casualties yet. Claudette shivered. She thought about their son, Nicolas, who had left home four
months earlier to begin his freshman year at American University in Washington, D.C. Hani was
so determined that their only child never be burned that he had devised a home escape plan
when Nicolas was an adolescent and made him practice it regularly. Just recently they had
talked about sending him an escape ladder to keep in his dorm room, the kind they kept under
their own bed.“I’ll see you later,” Claudette said as her husband rushed out the door.“It could be
a long day,” he said.Daylight had yet to break when Mansour jumped into his ancient red Jeep
Wrangler and began the two-mile trip to the hospital. There was hardly time to think on the five-
minute drive, but he reassured himself that he could handle whatever he found there. He had
treated burns from Beirut to Baltimore to Fort Sam Houston, Texas, and he was confident that he
had probably seen worse than what lay ahead of him. As the hospital came into view, he said the
prayer he often said on the way to an emergency: “God help us to help them.”At Newark
International Airport, Christine Simons had scanned her last package on the overnight shift at
Federal Express when a friend from the neighborhood called.“The radio is reporting a fire at
Seton Hall,” he said.“Oh my God,” she cried. “Are any of the children hurt?”“They’re not saying
much on the news,” he said.The Simonses’ apartment was less than a mile and two traffic lights
from the boundary separating Newark from the leafy suburb of South Orange and the Seton Hall
University campus. Shawn could easily have commuted to classes, but Christine had
encouraged him to make the most of his college experience by living in the dorm. At first, Shawn
had been homesick, but his second semester had started off well and he had adjusted to
campus living. Still, he ran home every chance he got, to join his mother shopping or just hang
out talking. Christine and Shawn were unusually close.Shawn had picked up much from his
mother, but Christine considered her optimism to be her greatest gift to her son. Both said things
such as, “Everything will be all right,” and “Every day is a good day,” and “God will take care of it.”
And they believed it.I’m sure the fire is out and Shawn is on his way home right now to tell me the
story, Christine said to herself as she drove a little faster than usual out of the airport parking
lot.But Shawn wasn’t there when Christine got home, and he wasn’t answering his cell phone, so
she got back in her car and drove to Seton Hall. When she got close, she saw a cavalcade of
emergency vehicles, their flashing red lights bouncing off trees and buildings. A guard at the
gatehouse held up his hand.Christine stopped the car and rolled down her window.“My son lives
on campus, and I want to know if any of the children are hurt,” she said.“Sorry, ma’am, I can’t let
you in. You’ll have to go to police headquarters for information,” the guard said, turning his back
on her.Christine pulled over to the side of the road, wondering what to do.Just then, a fire truck
roared up to the guardhouse. Christine jumped out of her car and ran through the gate just as
the fire truck passed through. She sprinted across the grass, up a set of stairs, and down a long
sidewalk toward Boland Hall. The closer she got, the more anxious she felt. She passed injured



youngsters in pajamas and T-shirts, crying and consoling one another. She searched the sea of
faces, looking for Shawn. “At least one is dead,” she overheard a fireman say.Someone tapped
on her shoulder.“Aren’t you Shawn’s mom?” a sobbing girl asked.“Yes, baby,” Christine
answered, patting the girl’s long, wavy hair.“I’m Alvaro’s girl, Angie. Remember me?”The two had
met two days before. It was the Martin Luther King Jr. holiday and Shawn had no classes. “Pick
me up, Mom. We need to go shopping,” he had said when he called Christine at home that
morning. When she arrived at the dorm, Angie was in the room with Alvaro, and Shawn had
introduced them.“Of course I remember you,” Christine said.“I can’t find Alvaro or Shawn,” Angie
cried. “They’re not answering their phones, and no one saw them come out of the
building.”Christine’s hands tingled and she felt almost woozy. She knew when her blood
pressure was rising, and it was racing now. A student was dead — she had heard the fireman
say it — and her son was missing.Looking skyward, Christine saw smoke pouring from the third-
floor windows, the floor where Shawn and Alvaro lived. Shawn, where are you? she wondered,
trying to keep herself calm. The thought that something bad had happened to her only son, a
boy she worshipped, was not a notion Christine was willing to entertain.“Come with me,” she
said, leading the crying girl by the hand. “Let’s check the hospital. Maybe they went there to help
a friend.” That was exactly the sort of thing her Shawn would have done.Hani Mansour parked
his Jeep at the curb outside the emergency room and walked quickly inside. It was 5:45 a.m.
Normally this was the slowest time of day in the ER, but now it was swarming with wounded kids.
Mansour was five feet four inches tall and he tended to be on the plump side, except when one
of his endless fad diets happened to be going well. The twinkle in his eye betrayed his
mischievous spirit, and he had an infectious, high-pitched laugh. He loved his own practical
jokes. But when it came to treating patients, he was all business. And when it came to burn
emergencies, there was always a sense of relief when Mansour and his team took over. The
emergency room staff was reassured by his presence.Mansour looked around and realized the
biggest crisis in the burn center’s history was breaking around him.Within minutes of Mansour’s
arrival in the ER, his staff began filtering downstairs from the burn unit. Theirs was considered by
many to be the toughest job in the hospital. It took a special person to treat burn patients. The
work was both physically and emotionally draining. A single session in the tank room, cleaning
and debriding a patient’s burns, took brute strength and a strong stomach. Long, grueling days,
hour after hour of witnessing unspeakable agony and suffering, and too many sad stories to
remember were all part of the job. The worst cases were impossible to forget: A couple who had
stood by helplessly as all of their children burned up in a house fire. A five-week-old baby whose
hands had to be amputated after his father had held them under boiling water to stop him from
crying. Sometimes a generous glass of wine or two at the end of a day was the only remedy for
the pressure. Sometimes there was no remedy at all.The overnight shift had already put in
thirteen hours when the call came from the ER, and the morning shift was arriving early, having
heard the first news reports. Judging from what he was seeing, Mansour knew that he would
need every available member of his team.Alvaro Llanos, in trauma room 1, was the most critical



patient. Nurses wrapped him in blankets as he babbled incoherently and gasped for breath. At
first glance, they hadn’t been able to tell if he was covered in black soot or charred midnight. His
arm was so badly burned that just putting in an intravenous line was nearly impossible.Alvaro’s
airway was clogged with soot, and he was coughing up frothy sputum. In quick order, he was
paralyzed with a potent muscle relaxant and sedated with the liquid tranquilizer Versed. An
endotracheal tube was pushed through his mouth and down his windpipe to stop his throat from
swelling closed, and an IV line was thrust into his groin to deliver a critical saline solution through
his veins to keep him from going into burn shock. A second and third IV line carried a steady
trickle of morphine and Versed into his bloodstream to dull the deep, relentless pain of his
catastrophic burns. The dosage exceeded that which was normally given to dying patients.
There was not one moment to spare. One nurse jotted down the boy’s vital signs on a pant leg of
her blood-spattered scrubs rather than take the time to start a chart.Just a few feet away from his
roommate, on the other side of the curtain, Shawn, still conscious, fought for every breath. His
lungs, burned and clogged with mucus and soot, were closing fast. In a second, the situation
had become desperate. There was no time for sedation. A breathing tube was jammed down
Shawn’s throat. Blood spurted out of his mouth: the tube had stabbed his esophagus.Shawn
began to gag violently. His scorched scalp had pared back from the searing heat; the skin there
was peeling off in sheets. Shawn’s eyes were swollen almost completely shut and he didn’t know
what was happening to him. Terrified, he thrashed around so wildly that two nurses and two
medical residents could not keep him from moving.“Norcuron,” Mansour called to one of his
nurses.While the residents held Shawn down, the nurse jabbed a hypodermic needle into his
buttocks. The drug worked like a stun gun. Within seconds, he was still.But the drug had done
nothing to quiet his fear.Chapter 3In the waiting room, parents searched frantically for their
children. Word had begun to filter out that students had died in the fire and that dozens of others
were seriously hurt.Sue Manzo, a burn nurse, was assaulted with questions as she made her
way through the crowd outside the ER. Dozens of injured students were jammed into the waiting
area, and worried-looking adults spilled over onto the sidewalk outside.Can you find out if my
son is in there?My daughter is missing.How many children are burned?Did any of the students
die?Can someone please tell us what’s going on?Manzo wished she could offer some comfort,
but there was no time for talk. When the charge nurse had called her at home, less than an hour
earlier, she had told Manzo they were expecting dozens of injured students. Manzo knew that
every minute counted. As soon as she had hung up the phone, she had jumped into her clothes,
brushed her teeth, pulled her hair back in a ponytail, and then driven at breakneck speed toward
the hospital, running every red light she encountered.“Someone will be out shortly to update
you,” she said, brushing by everyone.Passing the nurses’ station, Manzo heard the receptionist
on the telephone. “No, sir, I’m sorry. I can’t tell you if your son is here. I don’t have any information
yet. You’ll have to call back.” She wondered if it was the same father she had just taken a call
from upstairs, in the burn unit, on the way to her locker. The poor man was beside himself with
worry. He said he lived more than an hour away and he hadn’t been able to reach his son by



phone. All Manzo had been able to tell him was the same thing the receptionist had said: “I’m
sorry, sir. You’ll have to call back.”Bursting through the doors to the triage area, Manzo headed
for one of the curtains. A badly burned boy held out his hand, and she grabbed it. “My
roommate,” he whimpered. “He was right behind me. You’ve got to tell me he’s okay. Please tell
me he’s okay.” The boy opened his other hand. He was clutching a golden cross on a chain.
“Please give this to my mother,” he said.
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M. Neuman, “The hard road back. "I'm so ugly. What am I going to do?" A survivor of the Seton
Hall University dormitory fire in January 2000 asked this in the course of his long and grueling
recovery from horrendous burns. Three students died in the fire, and 58 were injured. Robin
Gaby Fisher's telling in After the Fire, based on her Pulitzer Prize-nominated reporting for the
Newark Star Ledger, is remarkable. I cried all through the book, the stories of two of the badly
burned and surviving freshmen, Shawn Simons and Alvaro Llanos. Fisher never over-writes,
never under-writes, she is always straight on. The fact that the fire was set by two other students
-- who by their spoiled-brat coverup almost avoided accountability but for dogged law
enforcement -- could have made the contrast between good and evil stark and simplistic. Joey
LePore and Sean Ryan could have taken half the story. Before and after serving two years in
prison, they don't. The fire-setting punks, hot-shots in their own eyes, ah...cowards don't achieve.
Shawn Simons and Alvaro Llanos are the heroes. Alvaro answers his earlier question: "I know
people look at me and think I'm ugly. But then I have to think to myself that no matter what I look
like now, I know I'm still me. I'm still the same person inside that I was before I got burned. And
I'm going to get better in time."”

badkitty, “Quick and interesting read. I picked up this on my Kindle because I like non-fiction and
live in Northern NJ, so thought it would be interesting. I read it in less than a day, I just couldn't
stop reading because I wanted the two injured kids to end up being OK and able to move on with
their lives after such a senseless tragedy. Luckily, they both recovered (albeight scarred terribly,
mentally and physically). But what irked me was how the stupid morons who started the fire, and
even worse, their irresponsible, morally reprehensible parents, were able to walk away from the
whole ordeal with nothing more than slap on the hand for the parents and a year or two of prison
for the dumb kids who were responsible for killing 3 people and injuring these 2 boys and
countless others. It was infuriating. I would have liked to read more about the investigation, and
how the cops were finally able to bring these jerks to justice, if you could call it that.I would
recommend this to anyone who likes true crime and/or human interest stories, but be prepared
for some unsavory details about the torture that these poor kids had to endure in the burn unit,
and to be sickened by the criminal justice system in this country.”

Kim N., “Honest and Emotional. As a nurse having worked with burn patients I am thrilled that a
book about being burned and being the family and friends ofa person who is burned is so
honest. The details and information offered here by the young men burned and the strength and
caring they received by medical professionals offer insight and understanding I have never read
before. This book should be offered to social workers and families dealing with the events that
those burned must face. The emotional damage and healing can be understood and how much
individuals with burns have walked a long road to live a life that can be made easier but all of us



treating everyone with courtesy”

Free2Read, “Strong Story. This is the moving account of recovery from burns by roommates at
Seton Hall when the dorm fire killed three and injured dozens. Fisher walks us through the
physical torment of burn treatment, the torture of physical therapy from scarring, and the
emotional toll to patients and their family and friends as a person's looks and life are forever
changed."After the Fire" is well documented with quotations and close observation without
becoming maudlin or dwelling on gore. It is a superbly written book that helps us understand
what a toll burns take on the emotions as well as on the body. Families are affected; the human
body may recover and become functional, but the fire's impact is never forgotten.”

Alicia M. Seevers, “Read This!. When this book was released I saw the "critics pick" review in
People magazine. I placed it on my Amazon Wish List and finally after reading many others and
passing it over, I read it. Actually it was so good that I read the entire book in 4 hours. I simply
could not put it down.The book is remarkable and all of the individuals involved, not including the
arsonists, are absolutely incredible and an inspiration.The only thing missing were some
pictures. I know that was not the point of the book, but these young men and all those involved
are remarkable. It would have been wonderful to have put a name with a "face."”

Salvee2004, “Wonderful Book. I remember waking one cold morning to my radio reporting the
horrific Seton Hall fire.I later became acquainted with the wonderful St Barnabus' Burn Unit as
an outpatient.Although my burn was not at all life-threatening, I was treated with the same
kindness, expertise and caring as is described in this book.After the Fire shares the story of two
friends burned in the fire and is an amazing example of the triumph of the human spirit.I first read
about the boys in Robin Gaby Fisher's articles in the Star Ledger -- the book delves more deeply
into the story.I was amazed at the total access she had to both the Burn Center and the families.I
thoroughly enjoyed this book which both brought me to tears and uplifted my spirit at the same
time.”

Sam Spade, “Time well spent!. This is an absorbing non-fiction book, a book I couldn't put
down. The author does an awesome job describing the characters, their struggles, and their
feelings. When I finished the book I felt like I knew the two young men so caringly described in
'After the Fire'.  I don't regret a minute spent reading this well-told story.”

The book by Robin Gaby Fisher has a rating of  5 out of 4.7. 88 people have provided feedback.
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