Dies Irae
All I can do is stare at the blinking black cursor on the blank screen, cracking my knuckles in hopes of bringing some life back into my fingers. I’ve been a writer all my life. On many a late night I would stare at this same blinking cursor, but it would be flying down the screen as words flowed from the tips of my fingers. Poems, stories, dreams, and songs—an entire library of teenage angst and love has found refuge in the dusty corners of my computer. 
But now, all I can do is stare. Where do I begin? 


I see my old, wrinkled, and grey self rocking back and forth gently by a fireplace with a frayed and faded blanket over my lap, my heart resting in deep thought. Around my feet are little freckled-faced, red-headed, green-eyed, pale-skinned children, munching on cookies and getting chocolate all over their faces. They all want to know what happened. Their curiosity is like a sponge, reaching and sucking the very marrow out of my bones. The crackling of the bright crimson fire and the weak, creaking sound of a rocking chair sneaking back and forth across the wooden floor only magnifies the deafening silence in the room. I ask myself the same question: where do I begin? Do I tell them how we cried? Can I bear it again to recount how I didn’t know where my family was? Will they understand how beautiful the skyline was from the Ferry on a clear summer night? Can they comprehend the tragedy, the death, and the sheer horror? Will the feel the same pain I felt when America lost its innocence? Once more, can I tell someone that I was afraid for the world?


Slowly, ever so tiredly, my thin pale lips open up the endless black hole of my mouth. I repeat to them the first thing I heard on the TV that fateful day. “It began at 8:48 AM…”


It was a Tuesday, and to the world, just like any other normal day. Bush, or as we jokingly called him, ‘The Shrub,’ was in office. I had just emerged from Drama, laughing and giggling about I had pretended to be a phone for a character exercise. Within minutes, I had reached my locker and asked my best friend Leah how she was doing.


“Not too good,” she replied, fiddling with the lock.


“Oh? Still sick?” I causally asked, tugging down on the lock and finding, much to my dismay, that I had once again done the combination wrong. While Leah opened her locker, I smiled at all the pictures of people that we loved posted on the yellow walls. Most of them were from last year’s musical, The King and I, so many of them were of me painting the love of my life and many other people orange. I smiled. Too soon however, Leah’s waving voice danced its way into my ear.


“No,” she said, grimly.  “All these plane crashes,” her voice rode on a sigh, “with the World Trade Towers and stuff…”


My heart stopped. 


“What?” I asked, silently praying that I had heard her wrong. 


“You didn’t hear about this? Oh, well there was a bomb or something and planes are crashing into the Pentagon….” I can’t remember anything else from that conversation. Wide-eyed and dazed, I trotted over to Katie. “You hear this? They blew up the Pentagon! The Goddamn Pentagon!” I kept on talking amidst her cries of acknowledgment, “They can’t do that! It’s the fucking Pentagon, for Christ’s sake!” 


But they had. 


While everyone was looking around in the tiny chemistry room for answers, I could hear everywhere whispers of “Have you heard?” “Oh my God!” “I can’t believe this!” The sub filled us in. By that time, both towers had collapsed. Lunch came next, and two friends of mine and I snuck onto a computer and went to cnn.com. I had never seen anything like it. The front page was wiped out, and a big, red headline blazed across it:

AMERICA   UNDER    ATTACK

 In a daze, I faltered through fourth hour. In fifth hour, Latin, we always talk. We weren’t talking on September 11th. Instead, we huddled around a tiny computer screen and listened to streaming audio of what was happening. Sixth hour, I kept myself silent while I did my work, just so that I wouldn’t think about it. When I made it home, the TV was turned on. It did not turn off until the wee hours of the morning.

The things that I saw in the faint blue light of the television screen were completely surreal. My eyes gazed wide with disgust and horror as pictures of what seemed like a nuclear winter captured the screen. I saw planes crashing into buildings. I saw fires burning against the blackened New York sky. I saw people covered in ashes, every distinguishable feature of them masked. With my body utterly devoid of al feeling, I listened as my brain processed bits of information. 

“…tens of thousands missing…dancing on the streets of Pakistan…White House evacuated…world in complete and utter shock…panic on the streets of New York City…Red Cross asking for blood…plane headed for White House…towers collapsed…”

I left. I had to get out of there. I couldn’t sit there and watch my countrymen die.

But what could I do? I am 15: too young to give blood, too old not to know. I walked to Church. There, I entered the 24/7 Adoration chapel. (I remind the Young Catholics at my feet that that is a place where the Holy Body of Christ can be worshipped.) When I reached the chapel after my fifteen-minute walk, my pale face shone with sweat and my chest heaved with slow breaths. I opened the door to the small, dimly lit room and was surprised to see many other people there as well. As quietly as possible, I knelt down and began to pray. I can’t remember what I prayed about, what I felt, or what happened. All I could remember was the silence that choked me. The loudness of the ringing, like a bomb had exploded my eardrums would not leave my brain. I wanted to scream. I wanted to curse and kick at God. I wanted to break down and sob into the arms of Mary. I wanted it all to be over. I left adoration not wanting to, not knowing how long I had been in there, and my heart just as sore as when I had entered. 

I didn’t do my homework that night. I couldn’t turn away. I couldn’t even feel my heart break or hot, thick tears run down my face when I saw the Statue of Liberty dwarfed by the clouds of billowing fallout. I was so afraid. I was afraid Bush would tell me that we were going to War. I was afraid that Brian wouldn’t ever find his parents. I was afraid that there would be more to come. I was afraid that Europe called it an overt act of war. I was afraid that this could ever happen. I was terrified, but I couldn’t feel anything. 

Sitting here in my computer chair on a cool late-summer night, I still can’t. An empty void now fills my chest, my eyes always burning as if they are about to overflow. Still now, I can’t bear to look at the images of planes slicing through steel, the flames…

Today, I wore black. I twisted red, white, and blue together and wore it as a vigil for all those who have died and will die. Will these change things? Yes. Will this change who we are? No.  I try to find comfort, but when you’re home alone to watch the fire it’s hard. I turn to old, revolutionary lyrics by U2 in the song “Sunday, bloody Sunday.” They’re all to true.

All of this is all too true. 

“…can’t believe the news today…”

“…I can’t close my eyes and make it go away…”

“…how long, how long must we sing this song?…”

“…tonight, we can be as one, tonight…”

“…they don’t talk of killing for the revolution…”

“…no more, we say, no more…”
