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as sarah walked into al-taïb, the restaurant’s typi-
cally animated clientele had become zombies, hypnotized by 
the big-screen television in the corner. On her way to the coun-
ter to order a zatar, she glanced in the same direction as the 
mesmerized herd. She too was brought under the power of the 
flickering images. Her afternoon hunger was forgotten.

The Twin Towers attack was on everyone’s lips that morn-
ing on Concordia’s downtown campus, but actually seeing it on 
the screen was another matter. It became real.

She gaped at the slow-motion replay of the plane crash-
ing through the South Tower and the fireball coming out the 
other side. Her grip loosened on her cumbersome bundle of 
textbooks and notes. A few sheets of paper drifted out of her 
file folder and down to the floor beside her army boots. The 
tip of her tongue toyed with the ring on her lower lip. Screams 
of panic, confusion, smoke, dust, blood; it was a war zone. A 
black woman was stumbling about. White ash covered her face, 
her eyes vacant—a ghost. This was New York? But these things 
didn’t happen where people like Sarah and her family lived. 
They happened in far off Third World countries, not a day’s 
drive south of Montréal. Wasn’t Brent in New York? She would 
have to ask her mother. If Brent was killed or injured in this 
thing… And then it really hit her. The attack had touched, how-
ever peripherally, her own life.

“What was more important in the world view of history?... the Taliban or the fall of 
the Soviet Empire? A few stirred-up Muslims or the liberation of Central Europe and 

the end of the Cold War.”
— u.s .  secr etary of state zbigniew br ezinski ,  01/98
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she remembered brent as a boy two years her senior, show-
ing her how to play monopoly one rainy easter sunday in new 
jersey in the basement of her aunt’s suburban home. he let 
her win. as brent’s friends would say, sarah, the six-year-old 
“baby” didn’t “get” monopoly. what they meant, without un-
derstanding it precisely in these terms, was that sarah had 
yet to absorb the basic principles of capitalist competition. 
she would have traded park place for baltic avenue because she 
liked purple better than blue. most eight year old boys would 
have ground the little girl into poverty and then laughed at 
the naïvete of her strategy. but brent went out of his way to 
let her win.

her father admonished brent and spoiled the illusion for 
sarah, “how’s she going to learn the game if you just let her 
win?” he asked the boy.

“if she always loses it won’t be any fun,” he replied. “she 
won’t want to play any more.”

Although Sarah saw Brent only during rare family occa-
sions, she had a certain comfortable familiarity with him, like 
revisiting an old friend. And now she didn’t know if he were 
dead or alive.

“You dropped this,” said a young kaffiyeh-wearing man 
standing beside her in line at the counter. He held up a few 
pieces of paper. Notes from her Women and Religion course.

Sarah grabbed them quickly before he could decipher 
their significance. The last thing she wanted at the moment 
was a discussion on women and religion with this young Arab 
man. At first Sarah had an unquenchable thirst for intellectual 
debates about feminism and the Muslim religion. Concordia 
offered a rich feast of scholarly debate following the lean years 
of CÉGEP that were supposed to prepare her for university. But 
after a few days of calorific discussions with people in the Mus-
lim Students Association she had her fill of argument on that 
particular question. Sarah had savoured those talks, but now 
she needed some time to digest them. “Thanks,” said Sarah. 
And then realizing she was blocking his view of the television, 
she moved closer to the counter to place her order.
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The four men working the counter were pushed to the limit 
today. The frantic pace, the din, and the heat of the pizza ovens 
made it a tough job on the best of days, but on September 11 
the customers were simply too shell-shocked to respond to 
efforts at communication. “Suivant, next. Pardon madame. 
Est-ce que je peux vous aider? Can I help you please?” The 
entire clientele was mesmerized by CNN. They couldn’t even 
liberate their minds long enough to place their orders. Customer 
indecision became the bottleneck in what was normally an 
exceptionally efficient fast food machine. Sarah was as absent 
as the rest. She had to be asked twice to place an order. She 
even walked away with her zatar and coke without paying. The 
cashier had to come out from behind the counter, to bring her 
back to reality long enough to pay for her meal.

She took her tray up to the second floor and looked around 
to see if anybody she knew was there. Sure enough, Hassan 
was watching CNN just like everyone below as he nervously 
tapped out an S-O-S with his cigarette package on the table. 
“Hi Hassan.”

“Oh Sarah,” said Hassan in a surprised voice, turning to 
look at her as if she had just passed through a solid wall. The 
spell of CNN was broken. He was no longer in New York’s 
smoldering skyline, but back in Al-Taïb, smiling yellow teeth 
up at his friend. Even though she was young enough to be his 
daughter, he found Sarah to be attractive—dark wavy hair, green 
eyes, and a very nice body. She would be even better looking if 
she didn’t wear those army pants and boots, if she stopped 
wearing bandanas in her hair like the protestors in the Québec 
City FTAA protests, and if she took those silly piercings out of 
her eyebrow and lower lip.

Sarah didn’t notice Hassan looking her up and down today. 
She was too distracted. In any event, she was used to guys 
doing that. It bothered her, but she was used to it. Occasionally 
she would lash out at one of the more obvious gawkers, but not 
a helpless frumpy little old guy like Hassan, and not today. She 
sat down at the table beside him. “What’s up?”

Hassan simply gestured with his head towards the televi-
sion. He continued to tap his cigarette package on the table. 
He had been meaning to go on the balcony for a smoke for 
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three hours now, but he was held in place by his eyes which 
refused to let go of the screen. Sarah furrowed her brow and 
nodded in response.

“Dude,” Sarah burst out, her voice muffled slightly by the 
zatar that filled it, “that is some fucked up shit. Who did it?” 
She had cultivated the habit of speaking with her mouth full 
ever since she noticed how much it bothered her father. 

“Why is that always the first question?” Hassan com-
plained. “Well, at least you didn’t ask, ‘what Muslims did it?’…” 
he drifted off pensively. Palestinian street celebrations were 
being shown, once again, on the screen as if to illustrate his 
point. “Of course it may very well have been a radical Muslim 
group. I don’t know. Osama bin Laden seems to be a likely can-
didate. But all Muslims and Arabs are going to pay the price. 
There’s going to be a backlash. It’ll be worse than it was during 
the Gulf War.”

“What’s going to happen with the bazaar and rally on Satur-
day?” asked Sarah.

The Concordia club, Solidarity for Palestinian Human 
Rights, had been planning a rally and a bazaar to commemo-
rate the September 1982 massacres at the Sabra and Shatila 
Palestinian refugee camps under Israeli occupation in Lebanon. 
The university administration had already been giving SPHR a 
hard time, refusing to let the group book an empty lot for the 
event. Rector Frederick Lowy had even written an open letter 
to the Concordia community, citing “the magnitude of the 
proposed events and the risk of confrontation and possible 
violence.”  Much had been made of an article in a 
local pro-Israel newspaper, The Subur-
ban. The headline:
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The whole idea that terrorists were somehow involved in a 
student club was laughable, but nobody was laughing. And now 
Hassan was talking about the beginning of a new backlash. If 
there was going to be a backlash after the World Trade Center 
attack, then what had they been experiencing up to now? And 
how could the situation get any worse? Sarah knew Hassan had 
much more experience in these matters than her, and she 
respected his opinion, but it seemed hard to believe.

“I don’t know,” admitted Hassan. “Maybe it’ll end up being 
cancelled or postponed. It depends on how militant people are 
and how belligerent the administration is.”

“But dude, this is like the perfect opportunity to underline 
the similarities between the terrorist bloodshed in New York 
and the Sabra and Shatila massacres. Isn’t it?” she demanded. 
“In both places thousands of people were killed in cold blood. 
Now North America is seeing what this kind of violence is really 
like. I like totally understand you want to avoid backlash but 
come on. You guys have got to stand up for yourselves.” 

There were more parallels that could be made. Hassan 
knew about them and Sarah would soon learn. If bin Laden 
was behind the World Trade Center attack, then in both cases, 
the US played a role in the massacres. The training and equip-
ping of Osama bin Laden’s network was co-funded by the CIA 
when he was fighting the Soviets in Afghanistan, and the US 
was implicated in the Sabra and Shatila massacres as well. Uncle 
Sam was giving more military aid to the Israeli military than to 
any other country in the world. But Hassan did not mention 
any of that today. There was no reason to encourage Sarah on 
this issue. It would only make her more pigheaded. Did she 
really understand how SPHR needed to avoid a backlash? How 
could she? A white girl living in Westmount?

“There are a lot of connections,” Hassan admitted, “but 
nobody will understand. I’ve been watching TV all morning. 
People are being brainwashed to think this thing just came out 
of the blue for no reason, and the US is just a victim. They just 
see these images of death and destruction in New York. They 
see these innocent victims, and then they see an American flag. 
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And the obvious conclusion is that the whole United States, 
even the government and the army, is like these innocent vic-
tims. Nobody’s going to understand.”

“We can make them understand,” Sarah persisted uncon-
vincingly. She had to admit it would be difficult.

On the bottom of the image of the black cloud hover-
ing where the Twin Towers used to be, the following words 
crawled across the screen: 

State Department calls today’s attacks “worst 
act of terrorism on US soil.” 

Even with the smattering of US history Sarah had picked 
up in CÉGEP, she could have easily disproved the State De-
partment’s assertion. The worst act of terrorism? Really? What 
about the hundreds of thousands of slaves kidnapped from Af-
rica and dragged to American soil against their will to be forced 
into degrading labour, raped, tortured and murdered? Doesn’t 
that count? What about the millions of Native Americans killed 
in genocidal wars on American soil to make way for white set-
tlers? Doesn’t that count either? But what could she do, call up 
the State Department or CNN and demand they print a retrac-
tion? There had to be something she could do. There had to be 
a way around this backlash.

Sarah felt some invisible force slowly pressing down on her. 
She couldn’t define it, or even talk about it. Movement became 
increasingly difficult. Her lungs squeezed shut. It was impossi-
ble to cry out. And it was all happening so quickly. A few short 
months ago she thought she had all the answers. But suddenly 
all those activist teach-ins, the songwriting workshops, the 
mass actions—they all seemed insignificant next to this.

despite the teargas and the storm-trooper goon squads, 
the mass anti-ftaa (free trade area of the americas) protest at 
the summit of the americas in québec city the previous april 
was the most liberating experience of her young existence. sar-
ah was part of a large and growing “anti-capitalist” movement 
that would somehow give birth to a better world. months 
after the ragtag siege of the 34 sovereigns holed-up in their 
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fenced-in fortress, the rhythms of protest drums over the 
thundering police helicopters were still in her ears. her skin 
still burned from teargas, and she could hear the boisterous 
cheering for the anti-capitalist war engine successfully cata-
pulting teddy bear projectiles into the corporate stronghold. 
most of all, she felt the collective power of the barbarian 
hoards as they broke through the ranks of armour-clad 
knights and tore down the “wall of shame” protecting george 
bush and his vassals.

her affinity group, the raging granddaughters—the young, 
anarchistic version of the raging grannies that serenaded ac-
tivist rallies across canada—had sent her to the québec city 
consulta weeks before the summit. there, she participated in 
discussion groups and planning sessions with more experienced 
activists. she met hassan and other militants from concordia, 
who introduced her to the anti-occupation struggle for pal-
estinian human rights. it seemed strange to go to québec city 
to meet people from a university that was within walking dis-
tance from her cégep, dawson college, and to meet palestinian 
solidarity activists. but that’s how things were connected. u.s.-
supported military campaigns in colombia, or israel/palestine, 
couldn’t be separated from economic globalization. the 
whirlwind of teach-ins, meetings and protests—especially 
the 50,000-strong protest in québec city—over the past eight 
months had opened her eyes to a world of global politics that 
she had only glimpsed in her world issues class at dawson. it 
also showed her that it was possible to organize things differ-
ently, like the québec city protest itself, with no bureaucratic 
leadership, but instead with democratic self-organized affin-
ity groups which sent representatives to larger mass meetings, 
or spokescouncils.

organized yet spontaneous, politicized yet anti-dogmatic, 
a powerful tide was slowly shifting life on cégep and univer-
sity campuses across québec. it seeped through the internet, 
spilling into mass meetings and teach-ins. the new current was 
still being called the ‘anti-globalization’ movement, but the 
term did not do it justice. it was more than against globaliza-
tion. it was for a world where life mattered—social justice, 
democracy, freedom, creativity, health, ecology. the new so-
cial force was still embryonic, its features undefined. but its 
life force was palpable to sarah and her friends.

 the raging granddaughters were part of a renaissance of 
feminist thinking and practice.  in the course of their activist 
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adventures, sarah and her friends met women who talked 
about how feminism was central to the struggle for human 
liberation. one of those women would have a decisive impact 
on sarah’s academic future: lillian robinson. sarah met rob-
inson at a teach-in on the ftaa held at concordia a couple of 
months before the protest. the principal of the university’s 
simone de beauvoir institute showed the future concordia stu-
dent that her studies could go hand-in-hand with her activist 
work. theory and practice were not opposites. there was even 
a word to describe the unity of the two: praxis. sarah was not 
only struck by the knowledge of working class and feminist 
history that robinson demonstrated at teach-ins and confer-
ences, but also by the depth of her personal commitment that 
led her to take difficult political stands. the old jew from 
new york was also a militant and increasingly visible supporter 
of the palestinian liberation struggle. she was the main reason 
sarah decided to go to concordia to do a degree in women’s 
studies. the angry reaction that it provoked in her father sim-
ply confirmed for her that she had made the right choice. he 
wanted her to go to mcgill. “you went to concordia,” sarah 
threw back at him, “why can’t i?”

“i went to sir george williams,” her father corrected her. 
the name “concordia” was created in 1974 with the fusion of 
the downtown sir george williams university and the jesuit 
loyola college in ndg. “and i went there because i had to. you 
have a choice.”

“and i choose concordia. i don’t care about mcgill’s repu-
tation. i’m not going to university to meet a nice young doctor 
husband. i want an education in feminist political economy!” 
she knew her father didn’t have the slightest idea what femi-
nist political economy was. in fact, sarah wasn’t too sure what 
it was herself, but she knew she wanted to learn about it.

jack thought he knew precisely what feminist political 
economy meant: women’s lib. and he didn’t like it. where did 
sarah get it from? shirley wasn’t one of those women’s libbers. 
it must have been the teachers at dawson college. anyway, she 
would outgrow it. women’s lib was passé. but why did she have 
to sabotage her chances by going to concordia? mcgill was a 
better school. everybody knew that. he would have gone to 
mcgill if he could have. jack just wanted his daughter to take 
advantage of the chance he never had: a chance of a lifetime. 
rich parents from the states sent their kids to mcgill for 
medical school. it wasn’t just about meeting a good husband, 
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but realistically, what kind of a husband would she meet in 
women’s studies? then for a brief instant jack considered the 
possibility that his daughter might be a lesbian. he put the idea 
out of his mind as soon as it appeared. no, she was just naïve, 
not deviant.

sarah’s father was a nuisance, but he couldn’t stop her 
from throwing herself into the dynamic crucible of social 
movements that was concordia university.

But now, as of September 11, Sarah was up against some-
thing far more formidable than Jack Murphy. The shadow 
caught her from behind, slowly suffocating her, leaving her 
immobilized and aching with fear—the backlash. It was a force 
much bigger and more powerful than that name, but it would 
have to do.

“You can’t just make people understand,” said Hassan 
shaking his head and throwing up his hands. His Arab accent 
became more evident when he was upset. Does she think I want 
to allow the backlash to wipe out the massacres of more than 
2000 living human beings from the slate of history? Then he 
reminded himself what a kid Sarah was. How could she know 
any better? Sometimes she seemed so much older. The kid was 
a born leader—forceful and articulate, commanding respect, 
dominating every political meeting. But she was only 19, just a 
bit older than his own daughter.

He took a deep breath, then laid out all the facts like the 
pieces of a chess game. “Okay,” he conceded, “it looks bad. 
How can we accept that the Sabra and Shatila memorial can’t 
happen out of respect for today’s victims? Why should respect 
for one set of massacred victims demand the denial of respect 
for another?”

Sarah nodded, and started to respond, “That’s just it, 
you can’t…”

Hassan cut her off, “But you’ve got to understand how hard 
it was even to get people living next door to the massacres to 
admit they happened, and then it took even longer to get peo-
ple to admit that Israel was responsible for them. And they still 
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don’t understand the US role in the whole thing. Right now the 
historical conditions are making it impossible to ‘make’ people 
understand this. You can’t fight history.”

hassan still remembered his youthful idealism back in 
1982 when the massacres happened. hassan and that yesh gvul-
inspired morty dingleman were convinced they could make a 
difference. as the most active (some said obsessed) part of the 
québec-palestine solidarity committee, the pair was forever 
poring over documents and corresponding with activists in 
israel and palestine—hassan in arabic and french and morty 
in english and hebrew. for months after the massacres, they 
worked feverishly to collect the necessary documents, eyewit-
ness testimony and forensic evidence, as if they were running 
their very own independent inquiry here in canada. and the 
mohamed-dingleman report was only a foothill among the 
mountains of official inquiries and investigative journalist 
reports produced worldwide. at first the israeli defense force 
(idf) had denied knowing anything about the mass murder be-
ing carried out day and night by their lebanese phalangist 
allies running the detention camps. the idf troops stationed 
less than 100 yards away, just outside the camps, apparently 
did not notice the constant gunfire or the trucks piled with 
dead bodies leaving the camps for the two-day period. but 
eventually, through public pressure, including mass protests 
by israeli activists in the state of israel itself, a public inquiry 
was undertaken by the israeli government—an inquiry that 
condemned the minister of defense, ariel sharon. hassan even 
read about it in the gazette:
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and still, for the 33 year-old hassan, that editorial didn’t 
go far enough. like sarah, he demanded that the truth come 
out. the numbers cited from the official israeli report were 
wrong. it only acknowledged 328 confirmed dead and 991 
missing. independent reports, using phalangist officers and inter-
national red cross and red crescent sources, put the body 
count well above the 2000 mark. but it wasn’t the numbers 
that bothered hassan the most. what bothered hassan was 
the way the bloody massacre of men, women and children was 
treated as an isolated case of human rights abuse. nobody was 
looking at the bigger picture of the brutal occupation spawn-
ing the mass murder: american-built idf-operated tanks and jet 
fighters blasting away at a stateless poverty-stricken people.

he phoned editors and journalists at the gazette and la 
presse. he even started a letter-writing campaign, demanding 
that the media talk about u.s. responsibility in the affair. has-
san wrote the french letters and morty wrote the english 
ones. it took so much of his time he saw more of morty than he 
saw of his own infant daughter, he was failing his courses, and 
he had to drop out of university. it was all in vain. the media 
accepted the official u.s. line. at the time, it outraged hassan. 
but now he realised that’s what journalists do. they have to 
accept the veracity of official sources.

as morty said, “if they didn’t have credibility, they 
wouldn’t be called ‘official sources,’ right? or is it, if they 
weren’t called ‘official sources,’ they wouldn’t have credibil-
ity? the chicken or the egg? such a conundrum. journalism’s a 
tough racket hassan.”

the u.s. envoy to the region, morris draper, did in fact protest 
to ariel sharon in a public statement:

you must stop the massacres. they are obscene. 
i have an officer in the [shatila] camp counting 
the bodies. you ought to be ashamed. the 
situation is rotten and terrible. they are 
killing children. you are in absolute control 
of the area and therefore have responsibility 
for that area.

but why did draper make this statement on september 18, 
two days after the killing had begun, and as it was finally 
winding down? just to ask the question was enough for jour-
nalists to call hassan a conspiracy theorist.

tuesday,  sep tember 1 1 ,  2001 — 33  



34 — north of 9/11

And the 51-year-old Hassan knew that asking the question 
now would result in far worse insults.

The Gazette would soon be printing pictures of President 
Bush and Prime Minister Sharon, two respectable heads of 
state, smiling and shaking hands, warriors in the fight against 
terror. Backlash was a powerful thing. And, for the moment at 
least, it was too strong to fight.

“Sometimes,” said Hassan with a carefully cultivated pa-
tience, “you have to take two steps backward before you can 
take one step forward.”

* * *

Carla kneeled in the cool shadows of the church on that 
sunny and clear Tuesday morning as she had done every 
September 11 since she was eight years old. For a long time, 
she thought she did it for her mother. But her mother had been 
dead for two years now, yet she returned on her own. Carla was 
not religious, yet she came to the church and she prayed.

She thought of her mother, Margarita Rodriguez, when she 
lit the candle but she did not light it only for her. She lit the 
candle for all the victims of terror, for all the dead. Carla con-
sidered her mother one of the victims because she died before 
her time. Breast cancer. That premature death must have had 
something to do with the terrible events they had lived 
through. She prayed such an awful thing would never hap-
pen again.

Her father, not a religious or a sentimental man, was 
always careful to make sure she had a clear understanding of 
the political contradictions that led to the September 11 attack. 
Carla’s mother, on the other hand, reminded her of wounds it 
had left: the friends and relatives whom they had lost, and the 
terrible blow suffered by the whole country. Carla herself had 
only the vaguest of memories of those dark days. But she made 
the pilgrimage here to try to bring those painful memories 
back. And in front of the candle that her mother did not need 
to tell her to light, she felt her mother kneeling beside her, as it 
had always been.
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She could still hear her mother whispering in her ear the 
names of those who fell, of their important contributions to 
their country, and how the violence of arrogant, jealous men 
could never erase them from the hearts of those who loved 
them. In fact, it was Carla who found herself whispering those 
names, looking very much the way Margarita would have 
looked twenty years ago. Tears rolled from her dark almond-
shaped eyes down her cheeks to be swallowed up by the sleek 
black hair coiling down to Margarita’s cross around her neck. 
She was so absorbed in this communion that she did not notice 
the others filing in to light their own candles.

A woman a few years younger than her mother touched 
her hand. Carla thought she had seen this woman somewhere 
before, but she could not quite place those teary green eyes. 
“They are in a better place now dear,” said the vaguely familiar 
mourner. Her voice quivered into an unconvincing smile. Carla 
had not seen that face recently. The woman was from a long 
time ago, maybe from her adolescence. Where had Carla seen 
her before and what was she doing in this church on a Tues-
day afternoon?

How did this woman know Carla’s suffering? And what 
had brought this crowd into the church? Many of them were 
weeping and consoling each other. Had she stumbled into a 
funeral ceremony?

“I’m sorry,” Carla stammered. “I probably shouldn’t be 
here.” She got up off of her knees to stand.

“Oh of course you should,” said the familiar stranger, 
putting her arm over Carla’s shoulders and sitting her down 
on the pew. “At a time like this, people must come together in 
faith and hope.”

“At a time like this?” asked Carla.

“Yes, I mean, with the bombing...” Now both of them 
were confused.

“But that was twenty-eight years ago,” replied Carla weakly 
as she tried to shake the cobwebs from her mind. She touched 
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her face and realized that her cheeks were wet with tears. The 
woman offered her a tissue.

“Twenty-eight years ago?” the woman slowly repeated, try-
ing to bridge the gap between their two worlds of grief. “I don’t 
know what happened twenty-eight years ago. I’m here because 
of what I saw about twenty minutes ago.” Her tone became less 
steady and her tempo increased, the words spilling out her own 
anxieties, “The Twin Towers were hit by planes. Both of them 
collapsed. It’s really terrible. When I saw the second one fall, I 
came straight here. I didn’t know what else to do. I just couldn’t 
watch the TV anymore. It’s too horrible. It looks like thousands 
of people are probably dead. I don’t know how anybody could 
survive that. My nephew is in New York and…” Her voice 
wavered and her lips trembled. More tears to dab after taking 
her arm from Carla’s shoulders.

“The World Trade Center?” Carla was incredulous. How 
could anybody manage to inflict that kind of damage to such 
an important building in New York City? How many people 
did she say were killed? “That’s terrible,” said Carla. She put 
her arm around the woman’s shoulder. “I’m sure your nephew 
is probably okay.” But Carla was not focused on this woman’s 
nephew. She was still unable to conceive the World Trade 
Center attack.

the united states was the superpower that backed the 
military coup in chile on september 11, 1973. on that day bombs 
rained down on the palace of la moneda in santiago where 
the democratically elected president salvador allende and 
some of his socialist entourage had barricaded themselves, 
refusing to submit to the violent usurpers. that day, a new 
monster emerged from the shadows of carla’s childhood: u.s.-
backed general augusto pinochet. with control over tanks, 
planes and warships, he seemed omnipotent. he was made even 
scarier to the little girl by the dark glasses hiding his myste-
rious intentions. what made him round up thousands of union 
leaders, leftwing students, professors, people like her parents 
who disagreed with the new order? they were all arrested, 
herded like cattle into detention centres. many were never 
seen again. 
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when carla got older, she learned what happened to 
those who disappeared. her father thought it important to 
tell her the truth about the torture and murder of innocent 
people. he wanted carla to understand that the men doing the 
bloody work were part of a larger problem. many of the soldiers 
under pinochet’s command learned their violent trade in the 
u.s. military training facility in panama called the school of the 
americas.

as chile fell into the hands of the u.s.-backed regime, 
carla fled the country with her mother, father, and younger 
brother. her aunt, an anthropology professor, and her aunt’s 
husband, a history professor, disappeared shortly after. they 
were thought to be among the 12,000 prisoners held in the 
soccer stadium between september 11 and november 7. her 
grandfather was also taken there and tortured. he survived. 
he never saw carla’s aunt or uncle but he had heard they were 
in the stadium too. he never talked to carla about what he 
lived through in the gallows.

“You have family there too?” asked the woman sobbing in 
her arms.

“No,” said Carla absentmindedly, “the family I lost was 
in Chile. That’s what I meant when I said it happened 28 
years ago.”

The woman stopped sobbing, and she fixed those familiar 
eyes on Carla. “It’s funny you know,” she said with a furrowed 
brow. “You look just like the Chilean woman who ran the 
corner store down the street in NDG where we had our first 
house. What was her name?”

 “Margarita,” Carla spoke softly, offering the precious name 
of her dead mother.

“Yes, that’s it,” said the woman. “That was her name. And 
her husband…”

“Jesus,” said Carla with a smile.

“Yes, that’s right,” laughed the woman, wiping away her 
tears. “Jesus. My daughter thought she was so clever when she’d 
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say ‘His name is Jesus, like Jesus Christ in the Bible, but it’s pro-
nounced Hey-soose’.” 

The memory momentarily chased away the grief that 
brought Carla to the place of solace. She laughed, “Yeah, those 
were my parents.” 

“So you’re…”

“Carla.”

“Their teenage daughter? You’re so grown up now. You 
look just like your mother! Such a beautiful woman… I’m Mrs. 
Murphy. Shirley.”

Carla smiled back at the kindly Mrs. Murphy from down 
the street, back in the 1980s.

“And how are your parents? Do they still run the store?” 
asked Shirley.

“My dad does,” answered Carla. “My mom…”

Shirley saw the tears forming again in Carla’s eyes, and of-
fered her another tissue. “Jesus and Margarita probably saved 
my life.”

“How’s that?” asked Carla.

“They refused to sell me cigarettes when I quit smoking. 
They told me my money was no good at their dépanneur. I’d 
have to walk ten more blocks to the grocery store. By the time I 
walked all that way, I would change my mind.”

Laughter spilled out from Carla’s tears. Mrs. Murphy was 
so sweet to cheer her up at a time like this. Carla could not 
allow herself the luxury of any more weeping. Mrs. Murphy’s 
suffering was fresh. It took precedence over her own.

Carla felt no joy of revenge with the news of the World 
Trade Center attack. She was filled by empathic grief for Mrs. 
Murphy’s nephew. In any event, Carla’s father had always said 
what was needed was justicia, not revenge. The criminals re-
sponsible for the terror visited on Chile, whether in the Chilean 
military, in the CIA, or in the United States government, should 
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be arrested and brought before an international court. Carla 
was convinced that justice could not be found by bombing 
innocent people in the country whose government had served as 
the terrorists’ training ground. She wished the bombers could 
see the face of this worried aunt and all the people like her.

“Your nephew…”

“Brent.”

“Brent,” said Carla, promising herself to remember the 
name this time. “You can’t jump to any conclusions. New York 
is a big city.”

“I’m sure you’re right,” said the woman with a brave sniff. 
“Brent never mentioned anything about going anywhere near 
the World Trade Center. He’s probably watching the whole 
thing on TV just like everybody else.”  She laughed nervously, 
clearly not convinced of her nephew’s safety. “But it’s so terrible 
not knowing for sure.”

“You’ll find out soon enough,” said Carla reassuringly. She 
was more composed now. “He’ll call you as soon as he gets a 
chance. Have faith.”

carla remembered how hard the waiting was for her par-
ents. she didn’t understand the turmoil the country was in, 
but she knew her family faced terrible dangers. her father 
came home early that september 11 morning before his shift 
was over. he grabbed her out of bed, staining her pink night-
gown with black grease. he left work without even washing 
his hands. he told her in the most reassuring voice he could 
manage, “we’re going on a little trip, to canada.” the next 
thing she knew she was in a car, then in a chaotic airport, 
then in another airport where nobody spoke spanish.

thousands of people disappeared after september 11. many 
of them were never seen again. her father was a shop steward 
in his union, so a lot of his colleagues went missing. some, 
like him, had gone underground and fled the country. others 
were not so lucky. carla repeated the exact story her mother 
told to mrs. murphy. “have faith,” her mother would say. 
carla remembered trying to have faith, praying to god with 
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her mother, but the days of waiting turned into weeks, then 
months. eventually they heard about some friends and family 
who had resurfaced outside the country, or about people who 
had been released, but as the months turned into years they 
gradually gave up hope for the others.

it was hard for carla’s mother to admit that her sister ros-
ita, and her sister’s husband, oscar, were gone for good. there 
were no bodies. there was no definitive proof. margarita could 
not imagine that she would never hear their voices again.

carla remembered playing hide-and-seek with her aunt and 
uncle, who did not have any children of their own. there 
were lots of good places to hide in their house. many closets, 
a wardrobe, the cellar. there was also a bookcase that carla 
could fit behind but the adults couldn’t. that was her favor-
ite hiding place. sometimes she would take one of her aunt’s 
anthropology books from the large collection, and she would 
sit behind the bookcase, looking at photos of the canadian 
inuit and thinking about living in an igloo and eating seal 
blubber.  when her parents told her she would be going to 
canada, that’s what she thought they were going to do. what 
an adventure! when carla’s mother told her that her aunt 
and uncle might be hiding from pinochet’s men, she imagined 
them crouching in their wardrobe, waiting for the soldiers 
to pass. she did have faith then. she thought aunt rosita and 
uncle oscar would come out of hiding and run to sanctuary. 
her mother had an impressive faith—not the faith of a little 
girl. she held out much longer, which made their passing 
much harder. soon after she finally let them go, came the 
diagnosis: breast cancer.

Carla hoped Mrs. Murphy, now sobbing in her arms, would 
not meet the same fate as her mother. “Let’s pray together,” 
she suggested, “for Brent.” It was what her mother would 
have done.

Shirley nodded. And they both knelt and prayed to a God 
neither was sure existed.

* * *

Jack whistled as he walked into his Sherbrooke Street office 
building. He was always cheerful in the morning—definitely a 
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morning person. Sharply dressed, closely shaven, jacked up on 
coffee, he was always ready to motivate his subordinates and 
impress his superiors—a first-rate corporate soldier. But Jack 
hadn’t always been that way.

In his university days Jack was more of a night owl, drinking 
and partying until dawn. Such antics were why his father called 
him a longhaired communist-hippie-draftdodger. He may have 
had longish hair back then—just above the shoulders—but he 
was not much of a hippie and he certainly wasn’t a communist. 
He was a draft-dodger, but that was just because he didn’t want 
to get killed. It had nothing to do with his politics. His irre-
sponsible diversions got him kicked out of NYU and onto the 
draft list. Montréal looked like it could be a fun place to evade 
the draft, and it was, except for all the politics. 

But now, thankfully, all those battles had died down. The 
québécois were not going on about American or English impe-
rialism any more, feminism was back out of style (he wished 
somebody would tell his daughter), and the Black Power 
movement was a thing of the past. As was his enjoyment of 
the Montréal nightlife. Still, he liked his job. And he liked the 
morning view from his office window, especially while poring 
over the headlines with a fresh espresso. And of course there 
was the money, lots of money. He had a house in the ostenta-
tiously wealthy municipality of Westmount with a swimming 
pool and all the amenities. Plus it was within walking distance 
of work. On a nice day like today he could leave his car in the 
garage.

But something was amiss on this beautiful Tuesday morning. 
He strode passed that nice young black security guard, Greg, 
and he did not hear “Good morning Mr. Murphy.” He had 
always been politely greeted ever since Greg had started working 
here. That was what he liked about Greg: he was nice and polite, 
clean-cut in his pressed blue uniform. And now he let Jack pass 
as if he were not even there. There’s respect for you!

Jack looked back towards the security desk as he pressed 
the elevator door button. He saw the back of Greg’s brown 
shaved head. Greg was staring at a portable television screen on 
his desk and there was a wire running from the television to an 
ear-piece he was wearing. It looked like he was watching a news 
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report on a fire. There was a building ablaze on the screen. 
Why would his attention be so captivated by a fire? Then he 
made out some of the letters on the bottom of the screen and 
he saw the words “World Trade Center.” Oh my God.

“Ping,” the elevator door opened. Transfixed, Jack did not 
even turn around. Unable to step onto the elevator, Jack was 
pulled towards the television set on Greg’s desk. It seemed im-
possible that the Twin Towers could be burning like that. They 
were indestructible.

he was going to nyu in the spring of 1968 when those 
unmistakable symbols of modern day new york city were un-
der construction. he remembered gazing in wonder at those 
columns, shimmering in the dawn light augmented by the lsd 
coursing through his veins. he was on the roof of his dealer’s 
greenwich village apartment. he liked to hang out with the 
dealers more than the hippies. he understood what the deal-
ers were about: money and pleasure. hippies were too full of 
art and philosophy bullshit. they were living in some kind of 
utopian dream. but jack could see the reality, and while the 
lsd brought the hippies closer to their hippie utopia, it just 
brought jack closer to reality. lsd peeled away all the bullshit 
and let him see what was under it: the essential, the real, the 
rational kernel of the material world. when he looked at the 
twin towers he saw their real meaning. they were more than 
two new columns in the new york skyline. the towers were 
quintessentially modern: reflective metal and glass, perfectly 
uniform, erected by the most advanced engineering and con-
struction techniques, refined of all material impurities that 
can be seen in brick or concrete. they represented the dawn of 
a new era. as he watched the giant machines building the tow-
ers ever skyward, and the glittering shower of sparks spouting 
from the steel skeleton of the upper floors, he was positive 
the era of this new architecture was an epoch that would be 
measured in millennia. 

And thirty years later, one of them was ablaze and spew-
ing smoke. No wait, a camera shot from another angle showed 
that both of them were on fire! And then another shot, a plane 
crashing into one of the towers in slow motion and exploding.



42 — north of 9/11

“What the hell is going on?” asked the executive.

Greg jolted upright for a second, startled by what he per-
ceived as someone sneaking up behind him. Greg turned around 
to see the concerned executive staring at the television he had 
been watching so intently. “Oh, good morning Mr. Murphy.”

Ah, there it was, his “Good morning Mr. Murphy.” Jack 
found the words reassuring. The Twin Towers were burning, 
but in Montréal all was well. The black security guard at his of-
fice was still a nice and polite young man.

“Some terrorists hijacked two planes and crashed them into 
the Twin Towers,” Greg explained. “The second one hit just a 
couple of minutes ago.”

“Holy shit,” was all that Jack could say. And he gaped at 
the television screen in disbelief. He watched the billows of 
smoke coming out of the tower on the screen. Since there 
was no sound of an announcer to tell him what to think, his 
mind wandered.

The image triggered a memory of black smoke billowing 
out windows of another edifice Jack had been looking up at 
over thirty years ago. The building he recalled was smaller, 
maybe 14 stories high. Unlike the image on the screen, his 
memory came with sound, “Let the niggers burn! Let the nig-
gers burn!” 

people were chanting on de maisonneuve boulevard below. 
jack wasn’t chanting with them. he was not much of a chanter, 
but he was thinking it. he was mad as hell.

it was 1969 at sir george williams university where jack was 
a student. he wanted to go to mcgill. there were better look-
ing girls at mcgill, but he didn’t have the grades. sir george 
williams was where a lot of caribbean students and under-
achievers like himself took classes. and now a bunch of those 
caribbean students, a bunch of “niggers”—he never called them 
that, but he thought it—had taken over the computer centre 
on the ninth floor of the main building. their racism charges 
against the university faculty were dragging sir george’s al-
ready tarnished reputation through the mud.

tuesday,  sep tember 1 1 ,  2001 — 43 



44 — north of 9/11

for the past few weeks, their story was on the radio and 
the television and in all the papers. it was all students were 
talking about. biology professor perry anderson had been 
accused of racist grading practices, but caribbean students 
couldn’t make the charges stick. unable to accept that black 
students might just be more stupid (what kind of an education 
system did they have down there in the caribbean anyway?), the 
black power radicals walked out of the special hearing set up 
just for them in the hall building auditorium. they immediately 
went up to the ninth floor to occupy the computer centre.

for two weeks they had been holed up in there, and he 
heard that the university had even worked out some kind 
of a deal with them, agreeing to their demands. but that 
wasn’t good enough for the radicals. they threw computer 
programs out the window. programs were on punch cards in 
those days, so the rain of cards had littered the street below. 
they represented thousands of hours of programming work. 
the boulevard was white with them. and now they were burn-
ing them on the ninth floor. as clouds of smoke poured out 
of the windows, it became clear that the fire must have got-
ten out of control. well, it serves them right, the niggers! 
they were ruining sir george’s reputation. let them burn. fire 
trucks had come, extending their ladders and hoses to douse 
the flames, but a lot of good white students below who just 
wanted to get an education, and didn’t want all that political 
crap, were fed up. “let the niggers burn! let the niggers burn!” 
they were chanting.

“Do you want sound, Mr. Murphy?” asked Greg.

Now there was a nice young black man. Why weren’t the 
Caribbean students at Sir George Williams nice and polite like 
him? That whole mess could have been avoided if they had 
been more like this Greg. “Yes Greg, would you turn on the 
sound please. Let’s see what mess those terrorists are causing 
now. Have they said who did it? Was it the Arabs?”  If it was a 
suicide attack, it had to be the Arabs.

“No, Mr. Murphy,” replied the security guard in a hol-
low voice. “Nobody knows who’s responsible at this time.” 
Greg Phillip consciously ignored the racist motives behind the 
question. His first thought of who the bombers might be was 
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coloured by the recent events of the Unabomber attacks and 
the Oklahoma City bombing. These white guys faced the death 
penalty for their actions, even if the Unabomber got off with 
life. A black man would have gotten the chair for sure. The 
attackers were suicidal. But Greg said nothing more to Mr. 
Murphy. In his experience, initiating arguments about 
racism was a way to get into trouble. That’s what happened to 
his mother back in 1969 when she took part in the computer 
centre occupation at Sir George. Greg was not born yet, but he 
had heard all the stories. Many times. His mother insisted on 
telling them over and over.

betty phillip was working as a nanny in westmount and taking 
courses at sir george on thursdays—her one day off. she was about 
half way through a bachelor’s degree in english literature when 
all the trouble started. the whole thing ended up costing her 
a degree and almost got her deported back to jamaica. sure, the 
professor was racist and caribbean students were oppressed, but 
what did all their political bravado and activism accomplish?

she was lucky to find another job waiting on tables in a 
rosemont diner. it was hard enough for a black woman to find 
any job in montréal, let alone a black woman fired from her 
last job for such a scandalous reason. and finding an apart-
ment was also tough. she was told right to her face on more 
than one occasion, “i don’t rent to niggers.” she ended up in 
some kind of hippie commune house with some other arrestees. 
of course, most of the other arrested students, many of whom 
were white, could turn to parents for support so they didn’t 
need to take that kind of a job and they already had apart-
ments to go home to.

but that’s all his mother got: a job in a diner, saving tips 
to finish her degree. in 1971, after the ordeal of a two-year 
trial, the nanny turned protestor got off with a $1000 fine. 
all she had to do was sign a statement saying that she was taking 
part in a protest against racism which she thought was legal, 
which was true enough anyway. but paying that fine ate up all 
her savings.

then she got pregnant with greg. he was not in her plans 
either. he never knew who his father was, but he had a suspicion 
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that it was somebody his mother never really liked. she never 
talked about him.

with all that hardship, you would think she would have re-
gretted her actions. yet she talked about the black liberation 
struggle with great pride and at great length. greg never really 
got the message. the pain etched on her weary face spoke louder 
than her words—the bags under her eyes from long hours of 
work, and the way she winced when she stood up with her hand on 
her lower back. she would come home in her pink waitress uniform 
after darkness had fallen, hours after greg had returned from 
school. and each day, there was a little more pain etched onto 
that beautiful black face. she wore her pain with the same pride 
an old soldier wears his battle scars, and she told her war stories 
to anyone who would listen. that was not the kind of old age 
greg wanted to look forward to.

that was why greg went out of his way to accommodate his 
bosses. he didn’t want to rock the boat like his mother did. 
look where it got her.

So Greg did not say anything for the rest of the time he 
and Mr. Murphy watched the Towers burning, President Bush 
talking to reporters in Florida, the Pentagon getting hit by an-
other plane, the first tower falling, the smoke and the debris. 
Mr. Murphy was muttering something about the fall of Western 
civilization and lax border security and how this would be a 
wakeup call for the sleeping giant. The lamb would become the 
lion. America would rise from the ashes and would lead a cru-
sade against this evil. It was Pearl Harbor all over again. Greg 
tried hard not to listen. He just wished Mr. Murphy would 
leave him alone and watch it in his own office upstairs.

But then, as people were walking by the security guard’s 
desk on their way to lunch, out of nowhere Mr. Murphy ex-
claimed, “I knew it was the Arabs, I knew it! Didn’t I say it 
was the Arabs earlier?” He was clearly pleased with himself as 
he clapped his hands together and pointed to the screen, as if 
he were watching a baseball game and his favourite player just 
tagged the runner stealing second. People turned to look.

Greg simply smiled faintly and nodded. He felt like getting 
up and glaring down at Mr. Murphy. Greg was about six foot six 
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and well-built, so he would have towered over the executive. He 
resisted the urge to smack Mr. Murphy across the face and tell him 
this wasn’t a game of pin the blame on the minority. But Greg grit 
his teeth and said nothing. There was no sense in arguing.

On the screen were Arabs, Palestinians to be precise (not 
that it made any difference to viewers like Jack) who were cele-
brating in the streets of the West Bank at the news of the World 
Trade Center attack. And the announcers were talking about 
Osama bin Laden and how he had tried to bomb the World 
Trade Center back in 1993. It was still too early to say who was 
behind the attacks today, but there was speculation. Jack didn’t 
need to speculate any further. He knew who was responsible.

“This whole suicide bombing thing is part of their cultural 
tradition,” Jack said in his authoritative news-anchor voice.

Greg stirred in his chair. Mr. Murphy had stepped over a 
line. It was the line that had been hardwired into Greg’s brain 
by his mother without him even realizing it. His mother’s solid 
stance was stiffening his own spine, and he was determined to 
speak his mind. Greg knew it would be a mistake. He could 
already see the want ads and the rejection letters on his kitchen 
table, all the difficulties confronting a young black man looking 
for a job in Montréal. His mother’s legacy repeated. Nothing 
could stop his visceral reaction—an instinctive, emotional and 
empathic defense of human dignity that was the basis of every 
revolt the oppressed had made against their oppressors from 
the beginning of history. Clearing his throat, he stumbled over 
the first words, “Mr. Murphy, I don’t think… I mean Arab cul-
ture is not…”

Jack’s cell phone rang. Saved by the bell.

“Hello… Oh, hi honey. Yes I saw… Yes it’s horrible… Brent? 
Is he in New York?”

Shirley had always kept track of the comings and goings of 
all their nieces and nephews. She sent them Christmas cards 
every year and called them on most important holidays. She 
was good at that kind of thing. Jack couldn’t be bothered. He 
was too busy making the money they needed to maintain their 
lifestyle, and besides, he only saw most of their relatives once 
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every two to three years or so. Until his father died in 1988, it 
was very difficult to see his family at all because the patriarch 
refused to be in the same room with the draft-dodger. Jack nev-
er got back into the habit of seeing his family after that. Brent 
was Jack’s sister’s son, but Shirley knew more about him than 
he did. She knew he was working at a video store in Manhattan 
and trying to get some kind of funding for an independent film 
he wanted to produce.

“He’s so talented,” said Shirley, her voice was shaking. “It 
would be such a shame if…”

“Oh, don’t worry honey,” Jack reassured her. He heard the 
emotion welling within her. “New York’s a big city.”

“I know, Jack. But what if he had some kind of business in 
the financial district? You know he’s looking for funding…”

He hated when she got like this. She was simply incapable 
of listening to reason—such a worrywart. She was always antici-
pating the worst case scenario. When the mad-cow scare first 
hit the UK, she wouldn’t cook him steak for months. When the 
millennium bug was supposed to make all the computers crash 
on New Year’s Day 2000, she had weeks’ worth of canned food, 
candles and bottled water stocked in their basement. What was 
she going to do this time? “Why don’t you try calling him?” 
asked Jack. At least that would keep her busy for a while, and 
maybe she would talk to Brent and everything would be fine.

“I’ve been trying to get him all morning. I left messages on 
his machine but he’s not home!”

Should have thought of that one. Of course she would have 
called Brent. That’s the first thing she would have done. “He’s 
probably at work, dear. Really, you shouldn’t worry so much.” But 
as the words were coming out of his mouth, the second tower was 
falling on the screen before his eyes. Should he try to prepare her 
for this, or was it better to leave her to find out on her own so that 
he wouldn’t have to deal with her irrational panic?

“Ohh, ohh, oh my God. Did you see that Jack?!” she shrieked.

He hadn’t considered that she was watching the whole 
thing on television too. “I didn’t know you had a TV at your 
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work,” said Jack feigning interest. Changing the subject was a 
long shot but it might work. Jack really didn’t know that there 
was a TV at his wife’s workplace. In the ten years she had been 
working there, he had never visited. He thought of it as a hob-
by. It wasn’t real work. It was in a youth centre in NDG. The 
job paid less than a tenth of Jack’s salary. But she said it was for 
a good cause. It was like charity. That’s what Jack told his busi-
ness friends. His wife worked for charity, to help poor kids in 
NDG. It sounded good.

“Jack. The other tower fell! There were still people in there! 
Oh my God!” She was hysterical.

Greg watched as Mr. Murphy winced the phone away from 
his ear. Even with the TV on, he could hear Mrs. Murphy 
shrieking on the cell phone. He had forgotten what he was going to 
tell Mr. Murphy, and was now thinking about the poor woman 
on the phone who had the misfortune of being married to 
this asshole.

“Pull yourself together Shirley,” said Jack. “This is what the 
terrorists want you to do. They want you to panic. Don’t let those 
Arab bastards win. Stay strong. Stay in control of yourself.”

Greg remembered what he was going to say.

“Oh Jack,” said his wife in exasperation. She was starting to 
calm down. “You just don’t understand. I don’t care about the 
hijackers. I care about Brent, and the others like him. Look at 
this destruction Jack. Look at it. It’s… it’s like in the Bible. You 
know, Armageddon. I think… I’m going to go to church.”

“You’re going to church?” Jack said in a mocking tone. He was 
sure Shirley had not been to church since Sarah was baptized.

“Yes Jack. I’m going to church. I just don’t know what else 
to do.”

“Um, okay,” said Jack hesitantly. He was confused but happy 
to get her off his back. “Say a prayer for me while you’re there.”

“I’ll be praying for Brent,” she sighed. “And for the others… 
Goodbye Jack.”
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