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Tuesday


The first thing we did was turn on the television. Solomon always started his computer when he woke up, checked the internet—his homepage was the New York Times—and so he knew. He came out of his room with his hands over his head, I’d never seen him like this before, and he told us to turn on CNN.


What we saw was the towers, the smoke rising up in a plume from one side. Of course it didn’t look real. Of course we listened intently to the voices—the same image seemed to be on all of the channels: Fox, CNN, NBC, CBS—for some explanation of what we were seeing. Who knows now exactly what we thought in those first minutes. Fire, probably, nothing more than a fire. I remember as much as I remember any of it what exactly my first thoughts were when I saw them crumple down: that there was no way it could be happening. 

And so at first, I thought it just a fire, something that could be fixed and would not change our world. I might even have laughed at the sight, at the surprising change to the familiar and inevitable skyline. The dark, single plume.

“Jesus,” Mark said. “This is so fucking fucked.”

“I used to work there,” I told them. Solomon went to go get himself a bowl of cereal and I realized the day would not be like any other day.

Not much later, another plane hit the second tower. They started to find footage of the plane hitting the first tower: unbelievable home video shot without even knowing what would happen, but capturing it all: the huge collision. The inevitable had come to be: that enough of us wired together would be capable of capturing any singular event. I guess I should’ve seen this coming from Rodney King. But still.

I wanted to know where the parts of the plane were, what had happened to the people on the sidewalks down below. I knew there had to be pieces, big chunks of it all over.

Now we saw two plumes. I thought of the people going to work for the day, those who’d be turned away at the PATH terminal below. I started to think about how this would possibly make somebody’s day really change. It would, I decided. It really would. I watched the smoke.

Soon Mark got up to go to class. He had called and they said it wasn’t cancelled, that the class he was TA-ing would still go on. He lit a cigarette in the living room, and I looked at Solomon. Mark didn’t smoke. And we’d always upheld a house rule against smoking inside. But as Mark walked away from the TV, took a drag and exhaled, headed out onto the porch and then turned and walked down our sunny Middle America street, he trailed a line of smoke behind him, a thin trail dangling backward from the cigarette he held below his waist. I watched through the window as he went, saw the image of him going down the sun-streaked sidewalk beside the gray image on the TV. Seeing him walk into the sun, it occurred to me that the Midwest was an unusually safe place to be.

On the television the incredible image remained. Only now they were tiling it with another image, that of the big Washington D.C. building in flames. Though maybe the flames weren’t so much a part of it. The building was made not to burn. There was clear damage but I could imagine that not many people worked there. Who knew what was inside such a place?

And that could have been when they started to say they could see people fall. Or more specifically, “People are starting to jump from the North tower,” and “We can see people jumping out of the windows.” For a brief time we could hear screams from the street below through our TV set, and then the network must have cut the live sound feed. The tile of the smoking pentagon went away and the towers’ image grew larger.

I looked at Solomon. He shook his head. My own emptied bowl of cereal sat among the magazines before me on the coffee table. “This is fucking fucked,” I said. “It’s like it’s not real. Like this is a movie.”

Solomon put down his spoon, but did not look away from the TV. “This is real,” he said.

I got the phone and tried to call my parents in Boston, an ex-girlfriend in New York. A recording told me that all circuits were busy now, and to try again later.

“The whole East Coast is shut down,” I said.

“Do the phones here work?”

I hung up and dialed a friend on the other side of town. 

“I just called my mom in California and that went through fine,” Solomon said.

The phone started to ring at Ron’s. He answered. 

“It’s the East Coast, the Northeast,” I said. “It’s all down.”

“What?” Ron asked, answering the phone.

Solomon nodded.

“Are you watching this?”

Ron said, “It’s fucked. It’s totally not something I can believe.” 

“It looks like that bad movie with Will Smith.”

Not much later, the towers fell. This was more than I could imagine, something I could never have conceived, as I told you before. I hadn’t stopped watching for a minute and now what I saw defied everything that I thought was possible.

Like a character in a cartoon about horror, all I could say was, “No.” Solomon turned the channel: the same thing was still happening on CNN. Huge clouds of smoke now, a world of it engulfing downtown. I began to write things down, phrases from the TV that I could not believe I was hearing, words printed on the bottom that seemed insane, like something you would never see a real newscaster mention.

That afternoon, the university pep band began to practice on the field nearby. This was not unusual for a fall afternoon. But on that Tuesday, the sound of the drum core metronome—like someone pounding a metal spike—was not at all right in the air. How could someone even think about drumming? How they could not see it was pointless was beyond me. I was still on the couch. Mark had gone and come home. Ron had come over to watch in the company of other people.

“What the fuck is that?” Ron asked.

“Pep band.” Mark did not look away from the TV.

“Today,” I said. “What is wrong with them? They’ve already said that all college football is cancelled this weekend.”

The sound was a consistent chik, chik, a metallic sound. The drumming itself sounded distant, but the time machine kept on.

“Jesus.” Ten minutes later I got up off the couch.

“Where are you going?”

“Those bastards have to be stopped,” I said. “In the name of respect for the dead.”

Outside, our block was as if nothing had changed. The trees shifted slightly in the wind; sun bathed the sidewalks and our front lawn. Here the sound of the metal hammer seemed louder. That people should go on with their lives, that someone should worry about practicing drums in the face of the day seemed to shake against what I felt, which was that we all should just be quiet for a while. I didn’t know what should come next, but I knew that I didn’t want it to come at all, at least not for a while, whatever it was.

When I lived in New York, I’d worked in the Trade Center for the first fifteen months, not in one of the tall white buildings, but one of the smaller black ones around their sides. After that I lived hear Houston, shared a backyard and a basketball hoop with a firehouse whose firefighters were probably dead.

Later I would tell people that this was the first thing in my generation, the first televised event that was actually worth watching, that actually meant something or held any significance. It meant far more than O.J. driving his white Bronco away from the cops, more than Lady Di’s funeral, the O.J. verdict, Elian Gonzalez, JonBenet Ramsey, or even Monica Lewinsky. Even Timothy McVeigh and the bombing in Oklahoma City. The Unabomber, Waco Texas and the branch Davidians. The alien autopsy. More than who won the World Series or the Super Bowl, more than all of the items that flooded our eyes daily. Bigger than Rodney King or the riots in Watts.

I walked past the empty houses of my neighbors. A man stood collecting his trash cans at the curb and our eyes met. He shook his head. “Some awful day,” he said.

“I know. What do we do now?”

He shook his head again, lifted a plastic trash can onto a rolling cart. “Take the trash cans back to the garage.”

“Why do they have to practice their drums?”

He stopped. “That’s what they do. It’s their time.”

“They need to stop.” 

At the end of our block was a field. Here we played football that Thanksgiving, when things had begun to be normal. The pep band practiced here in the fall afternoons, did their marching, worked on the things that they did. But the field was empty now. Across the street, on a small patch of lawn where children held Saturday morning soccer games, the drum core stood in a circle, drums protruding from their waists. 

In the sun I stood across the street from them, wearing the grey sweats that I’d first thrown on, unshowered at two in the afternoon and wearing the same T-shirt I’d slept in.

After waiting for a car to pass, I crossed the street and stood next to them, just outside of their circle. I looked on. They didn’t notice me, didn’t stop their playing. Their machine chiked on. It looked like a small silver amplifier, with a handle on top. I wanted to wave my hands and make them stop. I wanted to be a person who would go to them and yell, tell them something to make them see.

But they didn’t see me or stop to notice if they did. They stopped drumming and the one in the middle, their leader, said something about how they drummed and then he waved his arms and they started again. One drummer—only a young girl, Asian American with a college T-shirt on—stood close to me. I could imagine her painting her face for game day. A larger guy, tall, white, and overweight stood beside her. He wore his hair long, down below his shoulders and had a scraggly goatee. His stomach stuck out from his middle, pushing away the drum so that he had to play it with straight arms, his elbows fully extended.

It was their leader that I should have approached, told there would be no football that weekend, no people would be flying, and that it was uncertain whether it would be safe for Americans to gather in large numbers at stadiums like ours, at least for the foreseeable future, until we knew the extent to which we were under attack. And how could anyone think about football at a time like this? Or, even worse, something as ancillary to the world as the music that people listened to at football games, or didn’t even listen to, really. All this I wanted to ask, but by the fact of their formed circle, and with several of their backs to me, they convinced me not to enter.

Instead I saw a late arrival, perhaps a beleaguered drummer, someone with real cares about the world and not just a mid-afternoon calculus exam to finish before he could come to practice.

I turned to approach him as he came forward. This led me back up the street a bit, maybe ten yards, and that was where I met him, this late arrival.

He made to walk past me.

“Hey,” I said. “Hey. Excuse me.”

He looked at me and stopped, unsure of who I was or what I might be capable of.

“What are you people doing?” I said.

His eyes narrowed. He looked over my shoulder at the others and then back at me. “What?” he asked.

“How can you do this today? Who cares about the drums today?”

“I’m sorry?” he said. “I don’t know what you’re—” 

“What is that machine?” I said. 

He looked at where I pointed. “It helps us keep time.”

“Is it absolutely fucking necessary?” I asked. 

The guy looked around—just another kid, really, someone who’d been forced to play the drums growing up and now had finally found a place where he could fit in, where this was in some way cool. He looked at me like I was a crazy person, somebody let out of a place that shouldn’t have let him out. Maybe that’s what my house was.

“I don’t know,” he said. He looked toward the others, looked around me as if I weren’t there.

“Let’s go ask them to turn it off,” I said.

He kicked a rock into the street. Then he looked at me and shook his head. “I don’t think we can do that,” he said. “This is what we do, how we practice.” He opened his hands, held them out by his sides. Then he shrugged, started to step around me and move toward his friends. 

I turned and watched him go. What else could I do? I could still hear the metallic clanging of the machine, as prominent as ever. As I watched him strap on his drum, already readying his sticks, I knew that he wouldn’t say anything to the leader, that the machine would not stop today for the world. I was as sure of that as anything, as sure as I was of what was changing in our lives. I listened to the chik, chik, the sound that told these people to keep on: keep drumming like you’ve always done, keep cheering for the team to win, for the quarterback, for your heroes. Drum in time. Keep the beat. I watched the late straggler join the others, find his place in the circle, take up his sticks. He nodded at the small girl, smiled, and began to play.

I wanted to wave my arms again, to run into their circle and take the machine and make it stop. In a moment, I knew, I would turn to go home, walk back to my house, my own battles, my couch, my friends, my TV. But for a moment I just stood there, hoping everything—or even something—would change. 

In that moment I wished that the world would stop for a minute—for the attack, the destruction, the lost lives—that people would just shut up for a second and maybe even learn something, decide to be quieter, less aggressive, stop hurting each other. I hoped there would be a lesson in it all, in the day, I wanted it to just be quiet. 

But the machine kept right on going. And to me, in that moment, it seemed like I could hear the sound of the new drummer adding his beat to the others, making them just a little bit louder, if not more. 
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