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    Dedication 

For those who turned off the volume—and were still heard.

      

    



  	
        
            
            Epigraphs 

"Your signal is not the sound.It's the refusal to be edited."— Breathnet ritual codex, Book of Pause

 

"They asked me to explain.I answered by staying."— Zari Whitman, Low Signal Confessional (entry voided)
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​chapter one — breathe in the portal, breathe out the unknown
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SEPTEMBER 11, 2001 — Whitman Apartment, Boston / Public Computer Lab, NYU

The screen in front of Emily asked for a password, a barrier between her and the digital world she was about to enter. It was a familiar ritual, one she had performed countless times before, but it felt like a digital lock on a world she was increasingly disconnected from. The sense of disconnection was not just about the digital realm; it was a feeling that had been growing within her, a creeping sense of isolation from the world around her. As she typed in her password, "resonance21," she felt a small spark of determination. It was a password she had chosen because it sounded brave, a whisper of hope in the quiet hum of the public computer lab. The word "resonance" had a certain appeal to her, suggesting a connection or a vibration that she felt was lacking in her life.

The fluorescent lights overhead buzzed, casting a sterile glow on the rows of hunched figures sitting at the computers. The lab was a typical public space, filled with the quiet murmur of people working or browsing the internet. Emily's inbox loaded, displaying a grid of unread messages, most of which were spam or irrelevant notifications. A blinking cursor waited in a message field, a tiny, impatient pulse that seemed to be urging her to write something. She didn't know why she felt compelled to write that morning, but there was a strange, almost physical urge to capture the intangible feelings that had been swirling within her. It was as if she had to put into words the emotions and thoughts that were floating just beneath the surface of her consciousness.

She began to write an email, typing in the subject line: "Might Be Something." The subject line was vague, but it felt appropriate, as if she was reaching out into the void, unsure of what she was trying to communicate. As she started to type the body of the message, the words formed with an unusual weight, as if they were being pulled from a deeper current within her. The sentence that emerged was simple, yet it felt profound: "The air today feels strange. Too quiet. Like the sky's holding its breath—" The words seemed to capture a feeling she had been experiencing, a sense of anticipation or expectation that was hanging in the air.

Just as she was about to continue writing, someone in the lab gasped, breaking the silence. It wasn't a sudden, sharp intake of breath, but a choked, guttural sound that seemed to suck the oxygen from the room. The noise was startling, and it caused heads to snap up, a ripple of unease spreading through the quiet space. The casual clatter of keyboards ceased, and an uncomfortable stillness fell over the lab. A few screens, visible over the shoulders of the people sitting around her, showed fragmented news reports, images flickering too fast to comprehend. The news seemed to be something significant, but it was difficult to make out what was happening.

And then, without warning, the atmosphere in the lab seemed to shift. It wasn't a physical change, not a shimmering tear in reality, but a profound, internal reorientation. The world outside the lab, which had previously been a distant hum, suddenly pressed in, heavy and undeniable. The air, which moments ago had felt merely "strange," now thrummed with an unspoken terror. Emily's screen froze mid-reload, the half-rendered page a fractured mirror of the world's sudden fracture. The blinking cursor, once a prompt for words, now felt like a silent witness, waiting for a reality it could no longer comprehend. The sense of unease and disconnection that Emily had felt earlier was now amplified, as if the world around her had become unmoored, and she was left struggling to make sense of it.

At home, Sarah sat in front of her television, her eyes glued to the screen as she watched the smoke bloom through pixels. The initial scene unfolding before her was almost mesmerizing - a dark, churning cloud that resembled a twisted flower, unfurling against the stark blue sky. The image was surreal, and for a moment, it was almost beautiful. The small television screen cast a pale glow on her face, illuminating her expression of rapt attention. However, as the image sharpened and became clearer, the beauty curdled into horror. The jagged edges of a wound came into focus, revealing the impossible reality of a building on fire. The once serene sky was now a backdrop for a disaster of unimaginable proportions. Each pixel on the screen seemed to carry the weight of the unfolding disaster, a digital echo of a world that was irrevocably altered. Sarah sat transfixed, her hand clutching the remote control, but she had forgotten its presence. The quiet apartment was filled only with the growing clamor from the news broadcast, a cacophony that seemed to grow louder with each passing moment.

In a different location, Emily's screen remained frozen, displaying a stark white page with a single, unmoving cursor. The silence in the lab was palpable, punctuated only by the low murmur of news anchors from a distant television that was tuned to the same breaking news. The stillness was oppressive, as if time itself had been suspended, waiting for the next development in the unfolding drama.

David, usually a methodical and calm individual, moved with a sudden, desperate urgency. He turned on the radio, his fingers spinning the dial through a haze of static until a voice, strained and disbelieving, confirmed the unthinkable. The news continued to unfurl in disjointed reports, each one a fresh blow that seemed to knock the wind out of him. For 72 hours, they didn't change the channel, the static-laced voices becoming the soundtrack to their collective disbelief. The constant drone of updates, analyses, and raw, unfiltered grief filled the air, a relentless reminder of the disaster that had befallen the world. The outside world had invaded their living room, an unwelcome and terrifying guest that refused to leave.

Daniel didn't ask questions; he didn't need to. His gaze was fixed, unblinking, on a still image online: a tower engulfed in flames, with a tiny, almost imperceptible dot falling from it. To him, it initially looked like glitch art, a digital error, or a corrupted file. His mind, accustomed to the clean lines of code and the predictable logic of systems, tried to categorize the image, to make sense of the impossible. He was used to dealing with the rational and the understandable, but this was something different. It wasn't until the dot resolved itself into a human form, and the art dissolved into an unimaginable truth, that his composure began to crack. The screen, once a window to a world of endless information and possibilities, had become a portal to a nightmare, a gateway to a reality that was too horrific to comprehend.

As she sat there, her phone suddenly vibrated, shattering the fragile calm that had enveloped her. The sudden intrusion felt jarring, like a discordant note in an otherwise somber melody. It was Michael, reaching out across the digital divide with a simple, yet piercing, question: "Are you watching?" The words on the screen seemed to hover, suspended in the virtual space between them, as if seeking a response that would bridge the physical distance separating them.

A few minutes ticked by, the silence between them heavy with unspoken emotions. Then, Michael's phone lit up again, his words this time laced with a raw confusion that echoed the sentiments of millions around the world: "I don't know what I'm supposed to feel." The uncertainty in his message resonated deeply, a haunting reminder of the collective bewilderment that had gripped the world in the face of the unfolding tragedy.

Emily's fingers moved with a deliberate slowness as she crafted her response on the small keypad of her phone. Each word was a conscious effort, a struggle to ground herself amidst the swirling chaos that threatened to overwhelm her. Her reply, when it came, was simple, yet profound: "Present. Maybe that's enough." The words were her anchor, a quiet affirmation of her resolve to stay rooted in the face of the turmoil that surrounded her.

For Emily, being present in the moment was a deliberate choice, a refusal to be swept away by the powerful currents of fear and sorrow that were pulling at her. It was an acknowledgment that, in the face of such overwhelming reality, sometimes the most one could do was to simply be, to witness, to absorb the enormity of it all without judgment or the expectation of an immediate, coherent emotional response. By doing so, she was able to avoid being crushed by the weight of it all, to find a measure of solace in the simple act of being present.

The digital world underwent a rapid transformation, mirroring the shock and unity that often follows a monumental tragedy. Profile pictures across social platforms were en masse changed to symbols of national unity and mourning, predominantly featuring American flags. These digital emblems were solemn and unwavering, a visual representation of the collective grief and solidarity that gripped the nation.

Forums and online discussion boards, typically bustling with a variety of opinions, jokes, and lively debates, were suddenly subdued. The usual banter and humor were replaced with a somber tone, as if the digital town squares had observed a collective moment of silence. The atmosphere was respectful and grim, with jokes and levity being banned or simply not felt appropriate in the face of tragedy.

AOL away messages, a feature once used to express one's quirky personality or current activity, were now utilized to convey messages of grief and solidarity. These messages were brief and stark, akin to eulogies, reflecting the mood of a nation in mourning.

Emily's inbox was inundated with messages and digital tokens of remembrance. Chain prayers, patriotic emails adorned with symbols of national pride like eagles and stars, and digital candles that flickered as a symbol of remembrance filled her inbox. These messages were a manifestation of the collective outpouring of emotion, a digital representation of the grief, sympathy, and unity that characterized the period following the tragedy.

However, Emily found herself overwhelmed by the sheer volume of these messages. The collective emotion, while a testament to a shared experience, felt suffocating to her. She was not ready to confront or engage with the grief that these messages represented. As a result, she chose not to open them, unable to face the emotional weight they carried.

Despite not engaging with these messages, Emily did not delete them. They remained in her inbox, unread and untouched, a silent acknowledgment of the world's state and her place within it. They became a part of her digital existence, a testament to the impact of the tragedy on her life and the lives of those around her.

In essence, the digital landscape had become a reflection of the real world's response to tragedy – a mix of grief, solidarity, and the attempt to process and come to terms with the event. For Emily and perhaps many others, the challenge lay in navigating this new digital reality, where the collective expression of emotion was both a source of comfort and a reminder of the pain that they were trying to heal from.

Expanding on Emily's experience and emotions, it's clear that she was in a state of limbo, caught between the desire to engage with the collective grief and the need to protect herself from being overwhelmed by it. Her decision to leave the messages unread but not deleted signifies a complex emotional state – a recognition of the significance of these messages as a historical and emotional record, yet an inability to confront them directly.

As she sat in the stillness of her room, the soft glow of the computer screen illuminating her face, she made a deliberate decision to update her blog. The act felt almost defiant, a small yet significant assertion of agency in a world that had suddenly spun out of control, leaving her feeling helpless and adrift. It was as if, by putting her thoughts into words, she was reasserting her presence in a reality that had been turned upside down.

With a sense of quiet determination, she typed out a few simple words:

“This is the first time I’ve seen disbelief go viral. And somehow it still feels personal.”

As she read over the sentence, she couldn't help but feel that the words were inadequate, a tiny echo against a monumental roar that seemed to be reverberating through every corner of the globe. The enormity of the event that had triggered this collective response seemed to dwarf her individual expression, rendering it almost insignificant. Yet, despite the insufficiency of language, the words she had written were true. They captured a fragment of her experience, a snapshot of her emotional state in that moment.
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