
on 9/11/01, I was at my mom's apartment in sheepshead bay. I stayed over so I could drive her to the doctor in the morning. she came into my room and woke me up around 9am. 'look what's going on', she said, sadly. there it was, on the tv...the familiar wtc with smoke coming out of one of the towers. 'they say a plane crashed into it.' soon, the newscasters confirmed that was the case. I remembered my father telling me that a plane once crashed into the Empire State building, in 1945. I figured this would turn out like that did - a few floors closed for a while, maybe 2 or 3 deaths. I tried to cheer up my mom by making some dumb jokes about the situation. it seemed so unreal as we watched it unfold on tv, like a cheesy disaster movie.,she didn't laugh, but she seldom found me amusing in the best of times.
as you know, a few moments later another plane appeared on the screen, and now there was no doubt what was happening. the entire downtown area was evacuated, which was where my stepdad ken worked. he had to walk miles to get out of the chaos. he called my mom, who had cancelled her appointment (we would have driven right by the wtc on the way), and asked her if I could pick him up him at the Williamsburg bridge, on the Brooklyn side, in an hour or so. I jumped in their car and drove to Williamsburg, about a half hour away.
it was a beautiful day. the temperature was perfect, not a cloud in the sky. I remember looking at the blueness and thinking, 'this can't be happening on such a glorious day'. in the car I listened as mike and the mad dog, sports talk guys who I enjoyed, discussed the day's events. they were as incredulous as everyone else, but were able to articulate their thoughts for hours on the radio...not an easy job.
I got to the Williamsburg bridge, and waited for ken to appear. the scene at the plaza was remarkable...store owners on the street, giving away bottles of cold water to the 'refugees' as they crossed the bridge, many covered in soot and debris. as I watched that scene unfold, there was the constant reminder beyond the bridge...a giant plume of dark smoke, and a new, different skyline.
after a while ken appeared, along with 2 of his co-workers. they were exhausted from the walk, and a little shell-shocked. amazingly, ken suggested we have lunch at Peter Lugar's steak house, the best in the city, which was a block or so away from the bridge plaza. I'd never been to this legendary place, but my dad used to tell me stories of times he ate there for business lunches. being in such a luxuriant, civilized place cheered everyone up, as did the wonderful food. it was a thoughtful gesture by ken.
as we ate, talking about the crazy events that were still happening, ken mentioned that he hadn't heard from his son, my half-brother, mitchell. he was a great guy who was especially kind to me when I stayed with my mom and ken a few summers before, as I tried recovering from a break-up that had me feeling low. he had recently started a job as a court officer in the downtown courthouse, about a mile from the wtc. as he was on his way to work, he heard about the emergency, and because he was a former emt, but also because he was a caring person, he reported to the scene to see if he could help. when ken had spoken to him last, one of the towers was still standing. mitchell was in the mall beneath the wtc, taking care of the injured. ken was saying he was not optimistic mitchell got out before the second tower collapsed. the others at the table assured him mitchell would be calling any minute, probably with a dramatic story of what was going on in the middle of the hell that was downtown New York that day.
I drove ken and his friends home after lunch, and left Brooklyn to go back home to upstate ny. it seemed so bucolic in contrast to where I'd been. I wondered how my life, our lives would be changed by this turn of events.
we soon learned that mitchell was indeed killed in the collapse. the news was shattering to the entire family, and my mother, who'd been fighting lung disease for years, didn't last much longer. within 3 months she passed away. we had all attended mitchell's hero's funeral, the kind you see on tv with the bagpipers and such; I think it was all too much for my mom, as sick as she was. for me, between the stress of these events, and my less-than-healthy lifestyle, exacerbated by an unhappy work life and general disenchantment with my situation, it was not long before my heart hit back, and I was rushed into the hospital for a bypass. a wake-up call.
this is my 9/11 story. sometimes I feel like Zelig, the Woody Allen character who was everywhere important things happened. but this is one story I've never told before, because it was a time of my life I chose to forget. the years after 9/11 were filled with uncertainty; I took a fatalistic approach to my life, that seemed like the only choice I had. I wasn't yet 50, but felt I might die any minute. after all, mitchell had.

