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THE SEARCH FOR SAFETY 

By Jenna Lynn 

Don’t turn back. I walk into the movie theater. Although I am twenty minutes early, it is 

already getting crowded. Still, I make my way to a decent seat, twelve rows up from the bottom 

of the stairs, fifth seat in from the left. A tall, lanky man with glasses sits off to my right. He 

stares intently at the blank screen with an anxious expression on his face, and pushes his glasses 

farther up his nose. He has a box of tissues next to him, and sweat collects at his hairline. He 

takes a handkerchief out of his suit pocket and wipes some of it away.  

I look around. Many other people are here: a mother with her two children, a girl I 

estimate to be around eight years of age, and a boy around thirteen. Both ages are inappropriate 

for a showing like this. There is a young woman of perhaps sixteen, sitting with another, older 

woman, also possibly a mother, or even an aunt. She leans down and whispers something to the 

younger woman, but I am too far away to hear. So many other faces are here, which become 

impossible to see as the lights dim. So many faces. What they all expect, I do not know and 

cannot say.  

After the previews, the show begins. It opens up right away with a clear view of the Twin 

Towers of the World Trade Center. Audible murmuring begins to fill the room. 

***** 

I walk along the sidewalk. So many noises of traffic, ringing cell phones, chattering 

voices, and video advertisements along the sides of the buildings fill the air. I’m lost. I know I 

am. I look down at my map, wondering if I missed a turn somewhere. I must have, because I’m 

not where I’m supposed to be. I look at my watch, which says it is 8:23 am. The tour starts in 

seven minutes, and I’m lost. I ask a cop nearby where I can find the Twin Towers. He laughs at 
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me. “How can you manage to lose something as big as the Towers?” he asks. He thinks he is 

funny, but I feel humiliated, and I do not laugh. He leads me there within five minutes, which 

means I barely make it in time.  

As the tour guide gathers us all outside, I crane my neck up to look at the Towers. I feel 

like I am going to fall over, and the glint off of the surface from the sun hurts my eyes, but I 

cannot look away. Soon the tour begins.  

The concept of “world peace through trade” originally came from an exhibit at the 1939 

New York Worlds Fair. Winthrop W. Aldrich, who consisted of part of the exhibit’s organizers, 

had a goal in mind to create a long-term trade center based out of New York, but the idea was 

abandoned for decades and, while many others attempted over time to bring the original concept 

to fruition, it was not until 1960 that the Port Authority decided to approve the project. Architect 

Minoru Yamasaki collaborated with several structural engineers to design two 110-story towers 

built with two hollow tubes reinforced with narrowly spaced steel columns coated in aluminum. 

The tour guide explains that while this was a creative way to build skyscrapers and the plans 

were approved to begin construction in February of 1967, the Port Authority came under fire 

many times on the question of the new Towers’ safety. One of the most notable criticisms came 

from the real estate tycoon and Empire State Building owner Lawrence Wien, who even ran an 

ad in the New York Times in 1968 depicting how the extreme height of the towers could hinder 

air traffic, with an artist’s creative rendering of a commercial airliner about to crash into the 

north tower. The tour guide explains the concern was not completely unwarranted, since a 

smaller plane had crashed into the Empire State Building in 1945. However, preventive measures 

were already in place for that, and the project continued to completion, almost five years and ten 

thousand workers later.  
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***** 

The movie goes by in a blur. I wait nervously for the climax, the horrific moment I know 

is coming. Sweat collects at my palms. The man next to me wipes his face again. The murmurs 

build. Part of me wants to look away. But I want to know. I need to know.  

Finally, it comes. The first plane flies in and strikes the north tower at 8:45 am. 

Somehow, looking at it this way, detached from the event by a large screen in the comfort of my 

seat, it doesn’t feel real to me. It is not like it was before.  

***** 

The tour has been going for several minutes. The guide’s voice drones on as I look up in 

wonder at the Towers, marveling at their architectural beauty and impossible height. Then I see a 

sight that baffles me.  

A plane.  

“What is that?” Someone asks. I don’t look down. I follow the plane’s path until it 

collides with the North Tower. Fire explodes from the contact point and a dark, angry plume of 

smoke surrounds the majestic buildings. Debris rains down, and I peel my eyes away and run. I 

cannot find my voice. I cannot scream. I only run. I run and run and do not look back. Chaos 

surrounds me. Some people give me strange looks, but I don’t pay attention. I want to find 

safety. Where is safety? Where can I go? I am lost again.  

********* 

The camera pans out to focus on the people below. First responders rush to the scene as 

citizens run around in a panic. Here, I see their vehicles clearly: the numbers of their 

departments, their red and white paint, ladders rested atop the vehicles. Police cars and 
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ambulance vans go with them, their sirens wailing. Uniformed officers, medical personnel, and 

firefighters start exiting, chattering on radios or hurrying towards the site of the Towers.  

********** 

I keep running. I don’t know where I’m going exactly, but I can’t stop moving. Soon, the 

blare of sirens rings in my ears and red and blue lights flash in my vision. People are fleeing, 

clambering over and around one another in frantic disarray. Yellow and blue uniforms dot the 

flood of people, shouting orders, consoling the masses, rushing towards ground zero. I pass 

building after building, person after person, car after car, pushing and rushing my way through 

the chaos to find my way to safety.  

Suddenly, I hear another deafening explosion. I whirl my head around; another plume of 

smoke emanates from the South Tower.  

“What happened?” I ask, to no one in particular.  

“Didn’t you see it?” A woman next to me squeals. “Another plane just flew into the 

South Tower!” She looks back at the burning Towers, placing her hands on top of her head. Her 

breaths come out in short, erratic breaths. “What is going on? Why is this happening?”  

********** 

The camera follows some of the first responders as they make their way into the lobby of 

one of the Towers. Some of them shout at people to stay away and avoid falling debris. Then 

they all turn in shock as they hear large crashing sounds, turning to see dark figures falling 

rapidly down to the ground. The man next to me looks away and shuts his eyes. I look around, 

and see that many others follow suit. The mother I noticed earlier tries to cover the eyes of her 

two children, but the older one struggles against her hand, wanting to witness the act. The boy’s 

eyes are wide, and aside from the anger he shows his mother, he actually appears to be excited. I 
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grit my teeth and my hands ball into fists at my sides. The utter lack of respect sends a wave of 

adrenaline through my body. I want to go up there and drag him out of the theater. If he had only 

been there… 

********** 

I keep running, my legs moving of their own accord. I feel bad for leaving that panicking 

woman, but I cannot turn back now. I will not turn back. I must keep moving.  

“Oh, my god!” Someone screams next to me. “They’re jumping!”  

I don’t know how to process what I’m hearing. Part of me wants to go farther, but 

something possesses me to look back. To my horror, he is right. I am not so far away that I 

cannot make out the general outline of a person. I cannot look away, perhaps because a part of 

me knows whoever that is deserves to be remembered by someone in their last harrowing 

moments. The person’s descent feels like it lasts forever. Then, just like that, they disappear in 

their last seconds behind all the people and vehicles blocking the way. I feel a hot tear burn my 

cheek. Then I turn around again and run, with more heat searing my face in steady streams. I 

can’t believe I looked. Part of me is angry that I did. I know I can’t see something like that again. 

I have to get away.  

********** 

The movie focuses back on the Towers, showing the final decimation of the first tower 

from above as it breaks apart and falls, descending on the population situated below. Gray dust 

and debris rains out from the contact point of the plane, growing in size until it is all that remains 

of the skyscraper. The dust carries out into the rest of the city, covering the people and snaking 

around the surrounding buildings. The young teenager leans in closer to her guardian and 

whispers something in her ear. I cannot make out her facial expression very well since it is 
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partially obscured by the hand she is cupping in front of it, but her eyes do not appear to be alight 

with excitement like the boy had earlier. I feel relieved to see that, though part of me still feels 

apprehensive about what she is saying. My blood feels like it is freezing over from the 

anticipation, but then I see her divert her full focus back to the screen, and her face looks twisted 

with grief. It is dark, but I believe I see a tear glimmering faintly in her eye. I release a breath 

slowly, and then bring myself back around to watch the movie again.  

********** 

A loud crash pierces through the air, carrying through the city. I turn around again. One 

of the towers is crumpling, collapsing in on itself and disintegrating into a massive cloud of dust 

and debris until it swallows the structure whole. The cloud expands, spreading like a possessed 

storm into the frightened population. Their screams are drowned out by the sound of the large 

gray expanse descending upon them. I run and try to escape its approach, but behind me I can 

hear its roar growing louder. The muscles in my legs cramp in protest to so much running, and 

my lungs burn, but my mind urges them on. I cannot stop. Sweat pours down my face and my 

heart hammers in my chest.  

Before long my back is bombarded with what feels like a million needles, followed by a 

darkness that encompasses me and more sharp debris pierces every inch of my body. I collapse 

and clutch my sides, my nails digging into my shirt. I squeeze my eyes shut and try to hold my 

breath, but it is no use. Dust invades my nostrils and mouth, and I cough, wildly and 

convulsively, sounds of a wild animal emanating from my throat. I gag, bringing my hands up to 

my face to try and prevent any further incursion. The result is minimal, but welcome. I stay 

there, huddled on the ground, afraid to rise for fear of the cloud overcoming me. I listen, my ears 

perked for the quieting of its deafening roar. 
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********** 

The movie follows a police officer, grasping a young girl and running away from the 

scene. The cloud of dust and debris follows them, and the officer ducks into a nearby clothing 

store. The cloud is not far behind them, and the officer ducks down as the glass in the window 

breaks and falls all around them.  

********** 

After what feels like an eternity, the roar ceases, replaced once more by the cries of the 

distraught who flood around me. I open my eyes and look up. They run around me like stream 

water around a rock, disappearing down the cramped sidewalks as fast as they can. I bring 

myself to my feet to join them, when another cry sounds out above all the rest, its voice distinct 

from all the others. 

I look around. At first, I cannot discern much. The dust and ash are still thick, and hang in 

the air, their intruding presence concealing large parts of my surroundings in shadow. Still, I feel 

drawn to the sound, and my legs saunter forward. The movement feels automatic, and I am not 

sure if I’m heading in the right direction, but I continue. The voice sounds as if it is growing 

louder, but it’s hard to tell with all the other noise that fills my ears. I still can’t see that well, but 

I also have no idea what I’m looking for. I keep moving forward because I don’t know what else 

to do. Something about the voice calls for me, despite all the other noise competing for my 

attention. I can’t say why I’m drawn to it. I know I should keep running, should keep trying to 

reach safety, but I can’t bring my legs to turn in the direction I was going.  

 Suddenly I hear a loud thud as someone else slams into me, and I topple to the ground, 

pressed to the pavement by the extra weight of a young man. Before I can say anything, he 

clambers to his feet, digging the heels of his palms into my chest to support himself as he gets 
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up. The last thing I see is the sole of his shoe fly over me before he takes off into the distance. 

Ash rains down on my face, propelled by his foot, and my eyes begin to sting before I clamp 

them shut. The stinging intensifies as I turn to my side and blink my eyes several times. More 

tears escape them as little specks dominate my sight, slowly being washed away by the overflow 

of my tears. I cough again and stagger to my feet. I see another dark figure rushing towards me, 

and I duck behind a nearby vehicle to avoid a second onslaught of bodily assault.  

 The voice cries out again, stronger than before. I head towards the source. It sounds 

clearer than it did earlier, and soon the one voice is accompanied by another. They are two 

people talking to each other, from what I can tell. Soon I find what I am searching for.  

 Huddled behind the desk of a storefront business is a young woman, protectively 

wrapped around a small boy. The two of them seem relatively unharmed, but the store reflects 

the destruction they are in the middle of. Shattered glass litters the place, blown out so forcibly 

by the impact of the debris cloud that some shards are embedded in the back wooden wall.  

 “Are you all right?” I ask. My voice sounds distant and quiet to my own ears, perhaps 

because of the chaotic cacophony of noises that surround me.  

 The woman doesn’t respond at first. I see her take a deep breath and close her eyes. 

Unlike the woman I saw earlier, she appears to have an air of calm and peace. She brushes her 

dark hair back with a flick of her hand, sending flecks of ash on her shoulder and back, clinging 

to her sweater fabric like mini barnacles.  

“I’m fine,” she says. “We made it here just in time. The front desk provided protection.”  

 I kneel next to them and offer my hand. The gesture seems inadequate, but I am not sure 

what else to do. The woman doesn’t hesitate to take it, and I pull her to her feet. She ushers the 

boy to come with us, and I pull her away from the desk and out of the store. 
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 Then I stop, wondering if I am doing the right thing. It feels wrong to bring them both 

back out into the disorder ensuing outside. I stay there for one second, then two. Maybe it is best 

to stay as much out of harm’s way as possible until things calm down more.  

 “What’s wrong?” The woman asks me.  

 “Maybe we shouldn’t leave just yet,” I say, still focused on the outside. “It’s still pretty 

dangerous out there.”  

 “We don’t really have a choice,” she replies immediately. “There’s no use in staying 

here, and I don’t want my son to have to be involved in any of this any more than he has to.”  

 She makes a valid point, and I can’t argue. Still clasping her arm tightly, I lead her out 

into the streets.  

********** 

I flag down a cab driver, throw one hundred dollars at him and ask him to drive us as fast 

as possible in the other direction.  

“Where to?” he asks.  

The word “safety” almost escapes my tongue, but then I look at the other woman. 

Looking at her and the young child still protectively cradled in her arms, suddenly her well-being 

supersedes mine. We have the same goal; to escape the danger. But I see that her motivations are 

different from mine—the child is more important to her, and everything she does is to protect his 

life. I tell the driver to go wherever she instructs, and she gives an address. She looks back at me 

and smiles appreciatively. I smile back. I did not think I would be able to given the day’s 

circumstances, but the gesture comes to me naturally in this moment, and I do not fight it. As the 

taxi moves, I pray the driver gets them where they need to go.  

***** 
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The movie ends. So much happened. There was so much they missed.  

“Boy,” the man next to me says, “I can’t imagine how it must have been for the people 

who were there that day.”  

“No,” I say. “There are no words to describe such a thing.”  

Then I turn and make my way out of the theater. I stand there for a while in the hallway, 

watching the people filing out in a calm manner. Many of them are crying, but their faces are not 

twisted in horrific shock and anguish like the people who were fleeing for their lives.  

I stay there, not sure what I’m waiting for. Part of me feels inclined to stay, to offer yet 

another moment of silence paying homage to the victims lost that day.  

Then something catches my eye. No, not something, someone. I recognize her face right 

away. It is the woman I met that day! She stands tall and proud here, her son following closely 

behind her. She turns, and our eyes meet. She smiles at me, and I smile back. I walk up to her 

and close my arms around her. She returns the embrace, and when we draw back, her cheeks are 

shimmering with fresh tears. I feel some of my own, a comfortable warmth that I don’t attempt 

to hide or clear away by wiping them.  

“I can’t believe it!” She exclaims breathlessly. Her sapphire eyes sparkle with the 

exhilaration she exudes. “What are the odds we would find each other again, and here of all 

places?”  

“Anything is possible given the right circumstances,” I say.  

“Or the right God,” she says. She smiles again, bringing her hand up to the golden cross 

necklace she is wearing.  

“I don’t think we’ve been properly introduced,” she says, and extends her hand. “I’m 

Miriam, and this is my son, Jason.”  
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I extend my hand. “I’m John,” I say. Happiness floods me in a way it never has before, 

and I am unsure how to react to it.  

“So,” she continues, “how about we meet for dinner sometime? I’d love to get to know 

you better.”  

My heartbeats pound in my chest and a light, fluttering feeling fills my stomach.  

“That sounds great,” I reply around the lump forming in my throat. We exchange 

numbers, and then she leaves. I watch her until she is out of sight, and then finally head out to 

the parking lot, striding towards my car. I get in and start the engine. Music pours out of the 

speakers, its words ringing clear in my ears and my heart:  

So many times I question the certain circumstances 

And things I could not understand. 

Many times in trials my weakness blurs my vision 

And that's when my frustration gets so out of hand. 

It's then I am reminded, I've never been forsaken. 

I've never had to stand one test alone. 

As I look at all the victories, the Spirit rises up in me. 

And It's through the fire my weakness is made strong. 
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