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Foreword



Nothing would ever be the same. And yet it was. The World Series was played at Yankee Stadium, just miles from ground zero—and the president even threw out the first pitch. Christmas shoppers thronged the department stores and malls. Planeloads of passengers again lifted into the air, despite the continued flaws in airport security and the occasional headline-blaring breach. Soon enough, the live, in-color immolation that mesmerized the entire world on September 11 was packaged into an extravagant kitsch fest, with tear-streaked Statues of Liberty and Old Glory refrigerator magnets replacing the stunned disbelief, rage, and unspeakable loss that initially swept over us. Life went on in America. Same as it ever was.

And yet everything did change. Emergency rescue workers most of us once regarded as a faceless part of the urban landscape suddenly achieved mythic stature. Lovers, spouses, and children on their way out the door in the morning were held to the chest a beat or two longer. Americans, long complacent or ignorant about their country’s role in the world, began speaking knowledgeably about radical Islam’s case against the West, the fateful bond between the United States and Israel, and the ancient tribal demarcations of Afghanistan. The political and cultural effluvia that had once enthralled us now seemed “so September 10.” We no longer felt immune to the world’s madness and mayhem—on one bright and terrible morning it had come swooping down and torn a hole in our sky.

Like most Americans, Salon’s editors and writers quickly realized we were living in a strange new world, and we rushed to explore it. In the days and weeks and months following the terror attacks on America, we fanned out across the country and the world to capture this epic story. Salon’s ragtag army of staff reporters, freelancers, essayists, and average citizens filed stories from New York, Washington, Berkeley, St. Louis, Paris, London, Brussels, Islamabad, Mazar-e-Sharif, Kabul, and many other far-flung cities. Our medium, the World Wide Web, was the best vehicle to get on top of this global, fast-changing story. The Web allows for an immediate, intimate, and reflective type of journalism not easily replicated by other media. This was the first major war in which Americans used the Web to follow the news as it happened, logging on from work during the day instead of waiting for the evening TV news.

Most of the articles collected in this anthology have a deeply personal tone, from the eerie first-person account of a ground zero volunteer to the story of a World Trade Center widower who must learn to brush his daughter’s hair for the first time to a war correspondent’s harrowing escape from a murderous band of Afghan soldiers. Salon also turned to novelists such as Rick Moody, Jeffrey Eugenides, and Janet Fitch, as well as humorists, to help make sense of this unique moment in the world’s history. And while some of the pieces here attempt to put September 11 and its aftermath in a broad geopolitical context, others take a street-level view, looking, for instance, at how the war amped up sexual relationships in Manhattan, coining the term “terror sex.” Salon has always avoided party-line journalism, preferring a mix of voices and opinions to the political monotone of the left or right. And that diversity is represented here as well, with my own account of my hawkish transformation placed alongside a spirited conversation with American foreign policy’s most implacable critic, Noam Chomsky. And finally, we have included some of Salon’s best in-depth reporting on the war, including staff writer Eric Boehlert’s chilling account of how a law-abiding Palestinian professor at a Florida university was lynched by a hysterical media in the weeks after September 11.

Since its founding in 1995, Salon has prided itself on taking a fearless and iconoclastic look at the news events of the day, crawling behind the headlines in ways that our corporate media counterparts often find grubby and distasteful. We like to ask questions no one else is asking; we see the wisdom in the unconventional. And we’re not embarrassed to let our emotions show. This enterprising, if sometimes jagged, approach to journalism is on full display in this anthology.

The stories collected here span the period between September 11 and President Bush’s January 29 “axis of evil” State of the Union speech, an address that marked the end of the “firefighters’ war,” as political pundit Chris Matthews termed it, and the beginning of a much broader and more controversial campaign to eradicate America’s enemies. Afterwords is not the official account of this horrid and heroic chapter in history. This anthology may lack the seamless and authoritative feel of the works of scholarship that are certain to come in future years. But I think you will agree that the vivid reports here bring these times fully to life. Here, in these pages, is a scrapbook of living history, eyewitness accounts, and impassioned essays that capture that millennial fever of 9/11 and the days that followed.

—David Talbot

   Salon Editor

   February 2002
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Running Against the Grain: A Survivour’s Tale

Ann Marsh




SEPT. 14, 2001—At the time the first airplane strikes Tower One of the World Trade Center, David Boyle is working on the ninety-third floor of Tower Two, for a Cupertino, California-based start-up called Oblix. David doesn’t hear the impact, but sees thousands of white papers fluttering in the air, traveling in a northeasterly direction outside his window. “At first,” David tells me later, “I thought, Maybe this is a ticker-tape parade.” People in the office are milling around, drinking coffee, perplexed, but not particularly concerned. David wanders from window to window looking for the source of the paper. His windows look out on the Brooklyn Bridge, away from Tower One. He notices that the papers are substantially larger than confetti. Looking down on the streets, he sees debris covering the ground. “Then it finally hits me. This is not a ticker-tape parade.”

David suggests to his two colleagues in the Oblix offices that they start walking down the stairs, though some around them continue to work. David throws his laptop into a bag and the bag over his shoulder.

It takes them ten minutes to reach the seventy-eighth floor. During the walk, David’s mind starts working on him. What could cause all that debris? It has to be worse than anyone knows. He has to get out of the building, by the fastest means possible. At the seventy-eighth floor, they reach a bank of elevators that can take them directly to the lobby. A man’s voice on a loudspeaker informs workers that there has been an “accident” at Tower One, but it is completely contained. They should stay calm and remain in their offices. David’s boss, Carlos Delatorre, checks the voice mail on his cell phone and suggests they all go back upstairs. “I don’t want to waste the morning,” Delatorre says. David protests, “Listen, do the math. If it’s nothing we’re back up here in five minutes. If it’s something then we’re safe.”

David looks at his watch. He calculates that it will take at least an hour to inch down to the ground in the already crowded stairwells. He hits the elevator button. Doors open. People in the lobby around him shake their heads. David doesn’t have time to explain: If the “accident” really is contained to Tower One, he figures, the elevators should be fully functional. He and his colleagues (Michael Black, an Oblix systems engineer, in addition to Delatorre) get in with several others. Though they don’t know it, a jetliner headed their way is about sixty seconds from impact as their elevator hovers on the seventy-eighth floor. A friend turns down David’s request to accompany them. She wants to stay behind to watch over people. “I said, ‘Well, good luck to you.’ She’s like, ‘Good luck to you.’ That’s the last time I saw her. I remember all these faces looking at me as the half-empty elevator closed its doors on them.”

The high-speed elevator whisks them to the lobby in less than thirty seconds. David follows a disorganized group of people out some sliding doors. “Immediately outside, I started hearing this roar. It was getting louder and louder. I have a friend and we used to take his boat out into the Boston Harbor and park it at the foot of the Boston-Logan Airport. I knew it was a jet engine.” David’s view of the sky is blocked by an awning. As he walks clear of the awning, he looks up, just as the plane hits the building that he’s just exited. The next sound dwarfs the sound of the engine. “It was like the world coming to an end.”

Pandemonium breaks out. While people around him run for the street to get clear of the building, college football instincts kick in; David and his colleagues run back inside, against the flow of bodies. “It’s called running against the grain,” he says. He dives over a turnstile headfirst, hands out. As he lands massive debris falls on the streets, where many of the people had fled: steel girders, aluminum, and flames. He runs into the center of the towers where the retail stores are located. “It’s amazing what happens when you’re that afraid. I didn’t stop to see anything. It was like running wind sprints. Don’t talk. O.K., go left, go left. Just run, run, run.” He runs until he hurts, until he wants to throw up. Amid the confusion, David loses Carlos. He and Michael plunge into a subway station, where a train is waiting with open doors. They jump in. It’s packed. The train pulls away. “What is happening, what is happening?” people around him want to know. David tells them, “We are under attack.”

Back at his apartment, eleven blocks north of the World Trade Center, at Leonard and Church streets, David looks at the smoldering buildings. As he watches, the first tower starts to collapse, killing, presumably, many of his former office mates. He can’t quite register what he’s seeing. Even as the building comes down, he turns his head to the left and watches the scene unfold simultaneously on the television, as if to verify his own impressions. The phone rings. From where he’s running to safety along the West End Highway, Carlos calls David on his cell phone and thanks him for saving his life. David calls his family. Over the next forty-eight hours, scores of friends call David, many in sheer panic. He listens to their voice mails and eventually changes his outgoing message to tell people he’s alive. “It’s almost like you’re attending your own funeral,” David says. “It’s touching. Your ex-girlfriend calls, who you haven’t talked to in five years, and she calls you ‘Baby,’ which she hasn’t done in five years.”

His roommate comes in, hugs him with tears in his eyes, astonished to find him alive. Down on the street, earlier, David’s roommate met a dazed and bleeding man. What happened? The man told him he was waiting for an elevator in Tower Two. When the explosion hit, the elevator doors blew inward on the waiting crowds, instantly decapitating people and cutting them to bits. He was lucky that bodies in front of him absorbed that first shock. He hurled himself down the stairs. David’s roommate told the man his friend worked on the ninety-third floor. “He’s dead,” the man said flatly. Right then, one of the towers collapsed and David’s roommate didn’t wait to finish the conversation.

When I finally spoke with David the day after the attacks, I wanted to tell him that somehow I knew, when I learned he’d been working on the ninety-third floor, that he would have an extraordinary story to tell. That is, as long as he survived to convey it to us. David’s parents raised all their four boys with a combination of Italian-Irish bravado that inclines them to think against the grain. It makes them great, if irascible, dinner companions and forceful leaders. I wasn’t surprised to hear that somehow David had defied logic and taken an elevator, tried to encourage others to accompany him, talked his boss out of returning to work, and, finally, leaped back into a building when others fled the front door.

But I didn’t. When I finally got David on the phone, I could hear in his voice that his experience was bigger and more searing than anything I might make of it. Inevitably, perhaps, we found ourselves debating the nature and will of God. “The final result is that things lined up in my favor,” he told me. “I personally believe God doesn’t interfere. If that were the case, I might have more trouble handling this.”









A Season in Hell

Christopher Ketcham




SEPT. 19, 2001—Body No. 1 shattered all illusions of finding survivors. He was a curly-haired guy with a paunch and puffed red lips, and he was sleeping on his stomach with his arms over his head, lying very naturally, except he had no buttocks or legs. The firefighters, ten of them, pulled his head up by his hair to show his face, turned him over, a coroner flashbulbed him, and no one said a word.

I was the only reporter there when they dug him up at 1:15 A.M. Wednesday morning, fifteen hours after the towers fell. There was ash and asbestos in the air, and gray drifts of millions of sheaves of paper, and mud in paddies where the tangled hoses had burst or the water had streamed from the ruins. Firefighters lay in makeshift forward triage units set up in buildings named after the Dow Jones Company and American Express, old strange names, inappropriate now. Now this was Zone 1, ground zero, and in the fiery hours of the night of Tuesday, September 11, I slipped past the National Guard perimeter with a Red Cross team, handing out water bottles in the smoke, holding flashlights while medics gave eyewashes to the blinded firefighters. I was stumbling, not knowing how to help, so the medics stuffed my pack with gauze and saline and water and masks, and I tried not to get lost in the unreality and the darkness.

At 10 A.M. that day, attack plus one hour, there was an exodus of ashen New Yorkers on the bridges to Brooklyn, girls in suit pants and heels, and men half-naked in tennis shoes, an orderly flight all in all, but there was fear and awe and silence. I was riding in on a bicycle over the Brooklyn Bridge, against the wave, and cops were saying “Turn back, they might blow the bridge too”—a false rumor, the day was full of them—and F-15 fighter jets pulled long pounding low-altitude arcs over Manhattan. The fallen towers spread soot over the sun, which went out blood orange and then shone in very blue sky, and the day turned hot. Flurries fell, the sun silvered the flakes: ash on every shoulder and every head, whole ash men; men with bloody eyes bandaged; wet towels over mouths; much thirst, and already the asbestos-filled air making throats hurt and skin heat up, and who knew if there wasn’t something else in the air, anthrax, radioactivity.

When the towers burned in the moments after the collision and before they fell so impossibly and unthinkably, there were people jumping from seventy and ninety stories up, terrified of the fire, which burnt, the firemen say, at 6,000 degrees. A man and woman held hands and leapt. You could watch the heavy ants falling, and many children stood at the windows of schools nearby. Their teachers, too shocked, did not pull them away.

Trucks full of masked volunteers, a dozen ambulances howling, racing south, and in the plaza of the federal courts, scores of men and women frantically nailing plywood planks over long two-by-fours lined parallel two feet apart.

“They’ll need a lot more stretchers than this,” a dusty man said, walking up. He tells me there are gangs stealing bicycles in Zone 1, busting open FedEx trucks, taking advantage of the chaos. Another man saw what was being built. “Oh, God!” he cried and put his hands to his head and leapt backwards.

Rumors of twenty thousand dead.

At 7:45 P.M. Tuesday, all power gone from lower Manhattan, twenty blocks of darkness and men running, and the fires stirred winds through the canyons of the buildings, kicking up poisonous dust storms of glass and lime and concrete; four inches of ash on cars abandoned with doors open. We wore goggles and facemasks and everyone was in shadow, with flashlights, watching the ground, and the streets looked white as deserts; “the longest night,” the firefighters had said, and we had no idea what they meant or how many they’d lost until the first ruins of the towers rose before us like bombed churches in mist, little red fires at its heart, and we could hear the cries for surgeons among the rubble, someone needed an amputation. And all around were burnt hulks of ambulances, cars, dump trucks, fire trucks—crushed when the towers fell.

“Eyewashes! Eyewashes!” the medics cried out, fanning out in teams of two, and the firemen thanked them. And then, into a wall of smoke and out, we entered the very bottom of ground zero, and for a moment the medics did not cry “Eyewashes!” This was Hiroshima in miniature: rubble and girders and twisted metal stretching into haze and dust, framed in Roman ruins of delicate charred lattice walls six and ten stories high, white-pale in arc lights or disappearing in purple plumes—and over the rubble of 200,000 tons of steel and 425,000 cubic yards of concrete and 43,000 windows and 23,000 fluorescent lightbulbs, the firemen trawling, stumbling, digging, blasting water, thousands of men among the sharpened steaming warped metal that flipped up underfoot, like bear-traps, tore at legs and popped into chests.

And you knew then that this dig would take weeks, and you’d mention this to a fireman sweating in ash, and he’d say, “Weeks? Fuckin’ months. Fucking forever.”

Within hours, cigarettes taste like burnt plaster and asbestos and sometimes, oddly, human flesh; “real flavor,” someone joked. The hounds and German shepherds are loosed, slipping over the dust on girders, sniffing. You watched the fleet-footed dogs nearly lose their balance over voids twenty feet deep in the rubble; they descended into holes, and then you watched the slimmer of the men do the same thing, hole-crawls with a flashlight and a crowbar.

Volunteer Vinnie Dolan, a young father from Brooklyn, did this again and again, raw and dazed and blank-eyed, spitting green and black phlegm. He brought up three police officers, and at the end of it, the muscles in his cheeks were slackening and tightening involuntarily, his voice was mucusey. At any time the rubble could come down, the smoke could kill you in there. A dog came out asphyxiated, and died.

Relief at the smashed-open supermarkets where the meat was already rotting. In these early hours when the volunteers were few, the food supplies random, cops and firemen and EMTs looted cigarettes, candy, water, chips, big boxes of aspirin—terrible headaches that night, it was the asbestos—and Albuterol and inhalers for the asthma attacks. You took what you needed: It was a zone of mud and rubble and men in fatigues and gas masks, and no refrigeration or electricity or running water; you thought to yourself that much of the planet lives like this, and you had no idea what city or country this was. Then you saw cops in the abandoned Starbucks trying to make Frappuccinos.

I was given black body bags and Civil Defense body tags and was told to hand them out to the firemen as the dead were brought out, but the bodies were a long time coming. The men dug in groups of two and three, throwing up dust and investment receipts and printer paper and pieces of pipe and wire, and the bucket brigades were just forming. The diggers find flesh; they finger it, hold it up to flashlights; it looks like shredded rope, but “That’s skin,” they say matter-of-factly, then louder, “Think we got a body!” and a dozen men converge. New clues unearthed with hands and shovels: A white knit sweater shredded on tin shrapnel, and a pair of glasses, fully intact—incredible in this mess—and a Nike shoe. “Got a shoe, Chief. Whaddaya think?”

“People get blasted right outta their shoes in shit like this,” replies Chief. “Body could be here. Body could be a hundred feet away.”

A hundred feet where? When the dogs roamed the rubble, they nosed and loitered every three or four feet—everywhere the sick smell of it, parts of bodies, parts of parts, entrails in dust—even the men began to hunt by scent. “I can smell it,” said a fireman, wrinkling his nose. “Right here.” But he found no body. And when the bags went out, they were slumping at the middle, sloshing like water balloons. By the end of the day on September 18, Mayor Rudolph Giuliani announced that only 218 remains had been removed.

A fireman in a Brooklyn bar shook his head at the news. He had done a twenty-four-hour shift. “You have ten-story buildings that leave more debris than these two one hundred-story towers,” he said. He was awed. “Where the fuck is everything? A serious weeklong search and we’ve found two hundred in a pile of five thousand? What’s going on? Where is everyone? Why aren’t we finding more bodies? ’Cause it’s all vaporized—turned to dust. We’re breathing people in that dust.”

Brian McGuire of Rescue 5 from Staten Island told me three hundred of his brothers died on Tuesday morning, the worst disaster ever for the firemen of New York City. McGuire hunkered thin-lipped in the bed of a truck tumbled with supplies; the truck was pulling out, fleeing the shadow of a building that was ready to collapse. Vinnie Dolan and I had just been up in that building, ran twenty stories to get the last unwilling residents out; an old woman hunting her parakeet, she wouldn’t leave without the bird.

So I was trembling when I climbed in the truck with McGuire, and he was looking away. “I lost ten buddies tonight,” he said at last.

There would be firemen marching in the darkness in single file, looking like medieval warriors, carrying awls, pikes, shovels, hoes, and you looked at them differently now, their processions almost holy, because you saw how big their grief was. They’d worked ten and twenty and forty hours in the rubble to forget it, to make something good of it, to find a man, a whole man, give him a decent burial, and perhaps find a survivor. You saw them planted in sleep on brown couches pulled from the smashed windows of ground-floor offices, with signs saying “Dave’s Café. Le Menu: 1) water 2) water 3) cold water.” You saw them sitting on curbs, in rows of stunned silence, soot-faced, white-eyed, or on benches in ash-scummed restaurants alone in front of candles, and when you saw them you gave them water. And some wept quietly, then quit it suddenly, like hanging up a phone.

And some, just a very few, were saying evil things, crying vengeance, “Nuke ’em” “Kill Allah” written in ash on walls. Stories, seeping in from outside, of jingoist reaction, feral and blind, pig’s blood thrown on mosques, veiled women cursed in supermarkets—war on the Middle East, world war.

There were signs on the inside of madness too: Midday on September 14, a woman arrived screeching, her husband was alive in a void, he had just called on a cell phone from beneath, and the world of the rubble stopped, turned, wrapped itself around her; they dug faster now, doubling their forces. And then it turned out she was a cruel fraud, the story a hoax, and the woman was arrested and was said to be insane.

At the candlelit vigils in the days afterward, there were little cities of lights on the streets. Vinnie Dolan and I watched them in exhaustion.

A candle flared, I nearly jumped; bad nerves. “Can’t sleep,” said Vinnie. “Three hours last night. Hard to sleep.”

The candle had been glued in a Styrofoam cup and the cup had caught fire, hissing. Finally, the candle toppled over in the blaze.









The Dig

James Croak




SEPT. 19, 2001—I went back to the remains of the World Trade Center to dig for bodies.

There is a staging area at Chelsea Piers where city staff determine if one has useful knowledge or experience to help with the rescue. If so, they tape a sign reading “S&R” on you, for Search and Rescue, and send you to the Javits Center for dispersal. They send you uptown, not down. Except for ironworkers, they want no one else there, and have placed the military at all entrances to prevent anyone getting close. It is a polite runaround.

Some ironworkers who had just put in an eighteen-hour shift dropped by my loft at 6 A.M. Thursday and asked if I wanted to go in next time. They weren’t sure, because they thought that I might have had enough after having witnessed it all go down. Of course I wanted to go.

We leave Friday in mid-afternoon. In Queens, eleven of us pile into a van and head for the Brooklyn Bridge to the uncanny sight of an altered skyline. We pull up to a commercial equipment store and help ourselves to everything we could carry: cases of gloves, masks, crowbars, pails, and respirators, without a thought of paying for it. The shop owner helps us load it and proudly waves as we drive off.

We have an ex-cop drive the van, and stick a police parking placard in the window. That gets us by the first four security checks. Then we approach two humvees parked across the road at Park Row and Broadway, with many young men in battle fatigues standing about. National Guard, I think. Then they surround the van. Regular army, I think. And then all six doors are jerked open at once. Marines. Welcome to Not America. I am in the middle of Manhattan in a private car and armed marines are ripping open my doors. I feel better already. They snap our IDs from our hands as fast as we can pull them out. The two in back talk very loud to hold our attention while the others move in among us. Satisfied, they tell us to park and motion us into the site.

We collect our shoplifted gear and walk a quarter mile to the site. The tension in the air is frightening: military vehicles, M-60 machine guns. Hundreds of angry cops. Everybody looking us over. A couple of more checks and we walk into Guernica.

I saw the towers go down, so I thought that I would be prepared for the spectacle, but the immensity of the debris field dwarfs my expectations. It stretches about a quarter mile in any direction. There is no level area: the height varies from 15 feet to over 120 feet. Smoke still rises from all areas. Three of the tower facades still stand up to ten floors but nothing is behind them, just the standing steel front. The field is lower in the center so it appears one has walked into a vast coliseum, the smoking ruins of Pompeii. The exterior of the former towers was twelve-inch steel columns spaced four feet apart. As they fell these shafts speared everything in sight. A dozen of them protrude from the West Side Highway, sticking up like some mad confection. Four of them shot Zeus-style into the side of the American Express Building thirty floors up, knocking off a corner. The debris washed across the highway, smashing into the World Financial Center, blasting all of the glass from its walls.

Looking downward through the wracks of steel beams you realize they are sitting upon a sea of emergency vehicles.

How to Kill Firemen

1) Make an explosion.

2) Wait fifteen minutes.

3) Make another explosion.

 

Spread out across the debris field are bucket brigades, serpentine chains of two hundred people each—firemen, cops, military—lines meandering up and down to where the dig is taking place. The entire site is being excavated into five-gallon pails that are hand-passed to dump trucks. Not a finger will be lost. Each dig has a cadaver dog: the dog shows us where to dig and then a small hole is made.

In goes a TV camera with a listening device and everybody yells to be quiet. Generators go off and everyone stands still. It’s three days later and there is no more sound, so the digging and cutting begins. When they find a body they yell “Body coming” and an adjacent brigade climbs across the wreckage to form an opposing line. The body is then passed in a stretcher between the lines. If it is a fireman (over three hundred of them were lost) his hat is placed atop him and the stretcher is carried, not passed.

My first body is a fireman. His hat tells me what happened to him. Crushed, burned, shattered, it looks to have been brought up from the sea, a Civil War relic. My second body is a young girl, petite, in shape. I can’t take this, I think, and consider running away. Thankfully we don’t have another for an hour or so. Periodically the line calls “We need paint,” meaning they’ve found a body too deep to dig for immediately. When this happens the area is sprayed red so we can find him later. Several times we pass a body bag the size of a basketball. If the wreckage shifts a Klaxon blows twice telling everyone to run, which we do. A minute later they all run back, me still shaking.

The next body is in a fetal position. She must have been scared beyond understanding, I think, before a billion tons of mess fell on top of her.

All total, we found twenty-seven bodies and carried out nine.

It would be a good idea to bring small groups of the relatives of the victims into the site so they see for themselves why we are not finding survivors. Survivors? We aren’t finding concrete. We pulled out tangled messes of rebar without a spec of concrete on it; except for being twisted it could have come off the shelf, and it was insidethe slabs. In twelve hours I did not see a piece of glass, nor office equipment, nor a book, just steel and powder.

You think there are no heroes in America? I see a lanky blonde who could model Chanel tie a rope around her ankle, grab a stethoscope, and dive headfirst down a debris hole that would have shredded a raccoon. I see firemen so deep into the rubble their flashlights are mistaken for fire. The firemen are fearless, shrugging their shoulders at the obvious danger of it all.

But missing from the scene is any talk of how it got like this, why it came down, what should be done about it. Nothing, not a peep.

After twelve hours the accumulated stress and fear get the best of me and I walk home. But I’ll be back in tomorrow.









Emotional Rescue

William Harvey




SEPT. 25, 2001, NEW YORK—Yesterday, September 15, I had probably the most incredible and moving experience of my life. Juilliard organized a quartet to go play at the Armory. The Armory is a huge military building where families of people missing from Tuesday’s disaster go to wait for news of their loved ones.

Entering the building was very difficult emotionally, because the entire building (the size of a city block) was covered with missing persons posters. Thousands of posters, spread out up to eight feet above the ground, each featuring a different, smiling, face.

I made my way into the huge central room and found my Juilliard buddies. For two hours we sight-read quartets (with only three people!), and I don’t think I will forget the grief counselor from the Connecticut State Police who listened the entire time, or the woman who listened only to “Memory” from the play Cats, crying the whole time.

At 7 P.M. the other two players had to leave; they had been playing at the Armory for six hours and simply couldn’t play any more. I volunteered to stay and play solo, since I had just gotten there.

I soon realized that the evening had just begun for me. A man in fatigues who introduced himself as Sergeant Major asked me if I’d mind playing for his soldiers as they came back from digging through the rubble at ground zero. Masseuses had volunteered to give his men massages, he said, and he didn’t think anything would be more soothing than getting a massage and listening to violin music at the same time.

So at 9 P.M. I headed up to the second floor as the first men were arriving. From then until 11:30, I played everything I could do from memory: Bach B Minor Partita, Tchaikovsky’s violin concerto, the Dvorak concerto, Paganini Caprices 1 and 17, Vivaldi’s “Winter” and “Spring,” the theme from Schindler’s List, Tchaikovsky’s “Melodie,” “Meditation” from Thaïs, “Amazing Grace,” “My Country ‘Tis of Thee,” “Turkey in the Straw,” “Bile Them Cabbages Down.”

Never have I played for a more grateful audience. Somehow it didn’t matter that by the end, my intonation was shot and I had no bow control. I would have lost any competition I was playing in, but it didn’t matter. The men would come up the stairs in full gear, remove their helmets, look at me, and smile. At 11:20, I was introduced to Colonel Slack, head of the division. After thanking me, he said to his friends, “Boy, today was the toughest day yet. I made the mistake of going back into the pit, and I’ll never do that again.”

Eager to hear a firsthand account, I asked, “What did you see?” He stopped, swallowed hard, and said, “What you’d expect to see.” The colonel stood there as I played a lengthy rendition of “Amazing Grace,” which he claimed was the best he’d ever heard. By this time it was 11:30, and I didn’t think I could play anymore. I asked Sergeant Major if it would be appropriate if I played the national anthem. He shouted above the chaos of the milling soldiers to call them to attention, and I played the “Star-Spangled Banner” as the three hundred men of the Sixty-ninth Division saluted an invisible flag.

After shaking a few hands and packing up, I was prepared to leave when one of the privates accosted me and told me the colonel wanted to see me again. He took me down to the War Room, but we couldn’t find the colonel, so he gave me a tour of the War Room. It turns out that the division I played for is the famous Fighting Sixty-ninth, the most decorated division in the U.S. Army. He pointed out a letter from Abraham Lincoln offering his condolences after the Battle of Antietam—the Sixty-ninth suffered the most casualties of any division at that historic battle.

Finally, we located the colonel. After thanking me again, he presented me with the coin of the regiment. “We only give these to someone who’s done something special for the Sixty-ninth,” he informed me. He called over the division’s historian to tell me the significance of all the symbols on the coin.

As I rode the taxi back to Juilliard—free, of course, since taxi service is free in New York right now—I was numb. Not only was this evening the proudest I’ve ever felt to be an American, it was my most meaningful as a musician and a person as well. At Juilliard, kids are hypercritical of each other and very competitive. The teachers expect, and in most cases get, technical perfection. But this wasn’t about that. The soldiers didn’t care that I had so many memory slips I lost count. They didn’t care that when I forgot how the second movement of the Tchaikovsky went, I had to come up with my own insipid improvisation until I somehow (and I still don’t know how) got to a cadence.

I’ve never seen a more appreciative audience, and I’ve never understood so fully what it means to communicate music to other people. So how did it change me as a person?

Let’s just say that, next time I want to get into a petty argument about whether Richter or Horowitz was better, I’ll remember that when I asked the colonel to describe the pit formed by the tumbling of the towers, he couldn’t. Words only go so far, and even music can only go a little further from there.









The Devil’s Smoke

Christopher Ketcham




OCT. 4, 2001—I have a friend who when he snorts too much cocaine reverts to a kind of acute paranoia bordering on psychosis. He gets to the point where he hides in corners of his room, with his shirt off, sweating with a wet towel wrapped tightly around his neck; his arms bunch up against his chest, as if he’s cold or about to pray. He has the quiet mad belief that squirrels are going to bite the arteries in his neck, and when I see him like this I say, “There are no squirrels, dude, come on, calm down.” “Yo—yo—yo,” he says, very slowly like a chant, “squirrels—squirrels?” and that’s all he can say for some time: “Squirrels?”

Much of the city has become like my friend, though people don’t like to show it. The city has been hit with information it cannot process, at least not yet, not for a long time, and surely not if this happens again, which is what everyone expects.

I called a therapist at the New York City Mental Health Association, a calm-voiced man of forty-two named Dr. John Draper, who is the director of the association. I called him for two reasons: to find out the symptoms of those who are calling his hotlines for help, and to ask him for help myself.

“Well, first of all, what’s going on with you, Christopher?”

No sleep, Doc, but a lot of pacing; hearing voices and chattering; silly songs that repeat until I have to hit my head to get them out, literally give myself a smack like a jukebox; petty details of tomorrow: where fax that, whom call—enough stamps?; godawful insomnia turning my throat ragged, got the flu now, weak, yet still can’t sleep, two, three hours a night, and there are bad dreams:

I’m walking through an abandoned hall of tall white palm trees under an atrium of glass, and there are shadows, and echoes and mumbling, voices I don’t understand, and in one place, which was a bakery, there are fat yeasty dough-piles that were being kneaded just hours ago, that still have handprints; and other uncooked loaves lie on trays abandoned; the yeast grew in them, fattened them, and they drooped over the sides of the trays. Neutron bombs took the cooks away.

Or I’m sitting in a Japanese garden cleaning paratrooper boots, I wipe hard but the dried slurry of the ash of the towers won’t come off, and in fact as I wipe harder the white residue turns heavy and bluish and soaks into my rag, soaking back into the boot, so as the boot dries the film of white ash seems to grow thicker. “It won’t come off,” I say, getting desperate, and then a voice, my father’s, who comes into the garden where there are wind chimes; he wets a finger with spittle and wipes it across the leather of the steel toe, and where he streaks with his finger the ash goes away … for a moment.

Or I’m walking down a long hall in apartment rooms where I can hear trucks hauling rubbish at night through the industrial streets, and there’s a view over warehouse buildings where the towers once distantly stood: all plume now, glowing like blue dragon breath in the arc-lights of the Zone. I walk down the hall, open a door, there is someone in the bed, I go to her, she awakes, she shouts as I approach, looks right through me, “Nononono,” she cries, “this isn’t happening, this isn’t happening,” she beats at the covers, backs up in the bed into the corner and swats at my head. I say “Shhh” twice, slowly, and she rocks back and forth until she sleeps once more. She was never awake.

But this is happening. That was the Wintergarden at ground zero, the palms covered in ash, the galleries of abandoned cafés near the towers. That was real. That was my father’s home in Brooklyn. This is my home where my girlfriend sleeps.

That’s what’s going on with me, Doc.

“Your reaction is very normal,” Dr. Draper said. “We’re seeing a lot of sleeping problems, people who are having nightmares. Many people can’t stop visualizing what they saw that day. Have you talked with someone about what you saw?”

“Yes,” I said.

“Have you talked about it in excruciating detail?”

No. I remember this from ground zero, though: The body discovered was not a man, it was not a thing, it was a man, it was meat: They turned it over, they examined it, they prodded it, they poked lights at it—all I remember of that place, of the forty hours I spent there, was that it was dark, that there was no sunlight. Slab of meat, he flopped, he coughed dust, you saw it falling out of his nose, and he was already starting to rot. Like a curious child, I touched his bowels with gloved fingers as the dark rot fell on the ground as they picked him up. There are people now I’m talking to who’ve been digging on and off fourteen hours a day for nearly three weeks. This is all real, and no one wants to believe it; the city, for all the crime and chaos attached to its name, was still much too innocent to believe it. Bear with us, people of Gaza, Tel Aviv, Afghanistan, the Balkans, Rwanda, Colombia—we’re just learning. As Dr. Draper told me, “We’re really in uncharted territory here.”

At the end of a very sunny day just a few days ago, my girlfriend came home green-faced, dizzy, sat in a chair. “I just,” she said, and then didn’t say anything. “I just … saw a woman jump from a building. At Twenty-second and Fifth. They’re still washing away her blood.”

Dr. Draper said, “At this point, it’s too early to say about suicides, whether the rate is going up, because we don’t have complete statistics. In the first week, we received very few calls about mental health difficulties, because people were still in shock. Now we’re getting two hundred calls a day and we expect that number to go up. As we move further away from the event, people are trying to put it behind them but they find they simply cannot. The problems will only grow now as the reality settles in.”

That’s when it started, in the second week; the fear came over the city and hunkered and no one knew what to make of it, this new neighbor who seemed more manly than the rest of us: the kind of neighbor who’d take away wives and children and no one would say a word. I saw it arrive first in Bob, old friend, tall unshaven Greek expat, unemployed writer.

I had stopped by his apartment randomly on the bicycle to find his door wide open to the street in a dangerous neighborhood. I walked in, he stood on a tottering chair to set his cuckoo clock; he fell, picked the chair up over his head, waved it around—running from room to room in his underwear turning up radios, drunk. “Can’t take it anymore, Ketcham, I can’t take looking at that plume, I’m leaving tomorrow by train.” His eyes black-rimmed, communicating from the rat brain. And the plume still rising from the rubble and over the city, even a week and a half after, coursing south-southwest in the wind. My friend, thoroughly spooked, thought it came right over his house in Brooklyn. Bob said the plume was the souls of the men and women in the towers, “the Devil’s Milky Way, Ketcham!” and that’s how it looked, pale-milky and then yellow-brown and sometimes lit with sunlight.

He was right. Three thousand people and only a few hundred bodies recovered? That was a funeral pyre, a crematorium. The ash had men in it. That’s human remains you can’t get off your boots.

And there was Bob packing bags to rock ‘n’ roll and banging hands on a table, like bongos, in a frenzied end-of-the-world drunk. When the music stopped for thirty seconds, there were crows at 1 A.M. in the gardens behind his home. The crows said “eeyaaaarrkkh.”

“You know what I watched today?” Bob is yelling, every word is panicked and his eyes are bugging; too much drink; he hasn’t slept more than three hours in the last three days. Drinking vodka. “You know what I watched? Barney & Friends! A whole hour. The big purple dinosaur, Ketcham! You know why? Because Barney wasn’t telling me any lies, Ketcham! Barney wasn’t lying to me, Ketcham!”

Man, I wanted to take him in my arms, and tell him to calm down, but I couldn’t because I wasn’t calm and I knew what he was talking about. Like the lie, the biggest of them all, that now we’d have to make war and kill lots and lots of people to secure peace—Orwellian language.

“And the fucking CEOs of the airline companies with their zillion dollar salaries and bonuses and stock options,” Bob is saying, “and in the hour of need for their people, the hour of need, they take a piss in a bathroom and on their cell phones order the layoff of a hundred thousand people. It’s rot! And then they demand a welfare check of $15 billion? Pigs! Pigs!”

“Yeah, well, that’s the American way. When’s Barney on?”

“Sunday mornings.” And Bob’s still yelling, not top-of-the-lungs anymore, because his mouth is getting parched; he takes a long wild suck at a beer. His cuckoo clock started going.

“I’m leaving, first to Boston, then Montreal, then Greece. See my family.”

“You’re leaving? You’re really leaving?”

“I’m fleeing. I can’t take it, I can’t sleep, I can’t cry anymore, I’m at the end.”

Newsflash: 71 percent of Americans depressed, according to a recent poll. The pollsters didn’t interview any New Yorkers; they thought it inappropriate. I did a poll of my own.

Eighteen-year-old girl, freshman from New York University, who watched the towers fall: “Afterward, I just sat in bed and felt so utterly … doomed. Then I understood, for just a few minutes, why people commit suicide.”

My neighbor, a thirty-four-year-old musician, who was numb in a dentist’s chair getting a root canal, in a high office building in Brooklyn with a view of the towers. “Loog at dat pwaingh,” he said to the dentist, who ignored him. “Yes, yes, we’re going to finish up that root today.” “No! Loog!” And they watched the plane slap into the side of the first tower and explode. “I had sex with three different women in three days that week. Jesus. I haven’t done that since I was in my early twenties.”

He’s depressed at the thought of it; everyone I know is depressed, anxious, confused, waiting. “Everyone’s waiting for the other shoe to drop,” my sister tells me. She’s heard rumors there’ll be another attack on the sixteenth of October—more lies. She says a woman who lost her husband in the towers, a woman who is a friend of a friend, went insane afterward.

“I’ve got this thing now in my leg,” a Brooklyn barfly tells me. “This … thing. It’s like a … lump. And when I lie down in bed, I feel like no matter which side of the bed I’m on, it’s always the wrong side. It’s this thing, this lump. And it’s driving me crazy, ’cause I don’t know what it is.”

“In these early stages, it’s called critical incident stress and symptoms are quite varied,” explained Dr. Draper. “After a month has passed, on October 11, we can officially classify it as post-traumatic stress disorder. There are physiological, cognitive, and emotional symptoms. You’ve noticed that just about everyone is exhausted, feeling very tired? This is because the body is hormonally shifting down from a hyperalert state of adrenalized preparedness. That’s what we saw in the first week: The body was ready for action, and in many cases people felt good, they felt high. Full of adrenalin. Ready for war, geared up for survival.

“Now we’re seeing the crash from that hyperalert state, the comedown into numbness, a state of nonalertness, and this is when the real trouble starts, when the routine of daily life becomes harder and harder to accept because of this wailing inside your mind. Physiologically, people are having stomachaches, headaches, twitches, tics, muscle spasms—ailments they never had before. Some people have memory impairments, to block what they saw, and word loss, because they absolutely cannot find words to describe what they saw.

“Emotionally, there are people who are scared to death. Others suffer from a free-floating anxiety that something worse is going to happen—not an ideal atmosphere in which to heal. For some, there is hopelessness. Feelings of caring and joy, those things that make each day easier to live—people are being cut off from that. There’s a lot of irritability too, people quick to temper—people’s patience is now running counter to that sense of unity that defined the first week or two.”

Bob and I nearly came to fisticuffs that night. It started simply enough. He said he was giving up his apartment to a stranger he’d met in a bar, some guy from out of town who needed a place, and that was that: They signed the lease by buying each other drinks.

Waitaminit, I told Bob, you’re just giving the joint up to some random traveler, leaving all your possessions, not even taking a deposit—Bob said he trusted the man, enough that he, Bob, would in fact be paying the rent in advance for however long he was out of the country, and his tenant would simply leave the checks for him on his kitchen table.

“Bob, you’re fucking nuts, man,” I told him. “You’re gonna just trust some dude you got drunk with the other night?”

“Ketcham, I know this guy, I mean I don’t know him, but I know him, I trust him—”

“All right, bro, it’s just you can’t trust people, especially not now—”

And then Bob flipped.

“And all this is evil? All this is evil?” he swept an arm across the room, presumably across the city, across the country. Then I understood why he was angry. Because in his caustic pessimism and fury at the world, Bob nonetheless really believed that people were essentially good, and the terror of the falling towers had nearly broken his faith. That’s why he left his door wide open in a dangerous neighborhood, that’s why he was giving his apartment up to a stranger. It was a last act of faith, a clinging to hope. So when I rebuked him, he cursed me, rushed at me purple-eyed, his hair dark with sweat, he balled his fists, he stood an inch from my face—

“Fuck you, Ketcham! Fuck you fuck you fuck you! You’re telling me I’m going to be robbed if I leave my door open, you’re telling me this man is going to rob me—You think we’re all evil? Go to hell, Ketcham.”

“Listen—”

“Maybe you should get out of here.”

When we finally shook hands after a long long silence, we decided to go to a bar and drink, we got on our bikes and rode, but somewhere along the way we lost each other. I doubled back, looking for him; I couldn’t find him and he never showed up at the bar. He had said to me at the last minute, “I’ll be back by New Year’s. Promise.” But we never had a proper parting, and I had a sick feeling that I’d never see him again.

And when I went home, I had this nightmare—with the terror of nightmare, the stunned waking: It is of an auction in a room full of dust and blank-eyed people on broken chairs. “Human. Sunday,” the auctioneer cries out, pointing to a man in a display case, a living man, lying on his side on a bed with his back to the audience. He is not sleeping; resting quietly. “Human. Sunday,” cries the auctioneer. “Human. Sunday.” No one is bidding. They should be bidding, especially now in these dark days, why aren’t they bidding?
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