Dust of Life, Part 1, chapter 1.

By Michael Maschio

michaelmaschio@gmail.com
1

Peter Rocco prays for his brother, Lt. Timothy Rocco of Engine 343.  He looks for Tim’s rough golden hair on the necks of masked firefighters; then wipes his eyes, streaking dust across his cheeks.  Wearing a blue FDNY T-shirt (given to him by Tim), he assesses the destruction at Ground Zero: fire amid gray papers and hot concrete blocks yields mud-green and purple smoke rising grotesquely now to deepen blocs of black smoke tottering like cancer kites about veins of blue sky.  Strips of metal, sections of pipe, wire, dust and glass overlay the wide street, where buildings with windows broken or blackened resemble a chorus of smash-mouthed witnesses.

We hear myriad ‘man down’ chirps.  We tell Pete, “That means most firefighters are dead.  You probably won’t find Tim.”

“I’ll find him,” promises Pete.

“When did you last see him?”

“On his birthday – two weeks ago.”  

Stepping over a girder, Pete loses sight of people, and sees, instead, dusty silhouettes, whose gray faces are etched by tears and homogenized by grimace, gasp, cough and swallow.  

He staggers back. 

“Get away from that building!” shouts a police officer.

Pete stiffens.  He sputters his affiliation: he is a gym teacher at South Beach High School in Queens, he mentions Tim’s rank, and he explains that Tim is not answering his cell phone; then his voice cracks: “His wife and kids are back in South Beach.  Do what ya gotta do, but don’t make me leave.  I’m no hero.”

Officer Wilczewski is long-legged, with a middle-aged woman’s full seat and old man’s paunch.  His tiny nose and mournful eyes are shot red and painfully focused on Pete’s FDNY T-shirt.  “All right.  Let’s go.”   

They move past a makeshift triage designated in orange spray paint as med station #4.  The once-beautiful eighty-degree day is marred by swirling particles causing persistent itch by dint of metal tracings, mercury and fiberglass.  At the curb, Officer Wilczewski discerns a dead man’s head – black, bloody and semi-crushed; the dead man’s shoulder is intact, but his arm is a stump, his back torn from his waist, his waist down at his knees, no feet and macabre patches of white skin matching the debris.  While Officer Wilczewski radios for recovery, Pete stares at the orange-brown rims of an upended rig crushed by girders.  Firefighters are dead, albeit not as many as World Trade Center occupants, but a hundred, or even a hundred-and-fifty, or maybe even two hundred, and most of them, Pete believes, are less recognizable than this mutilated man.  

He realizes that he might not recognize Tim.

“Just let me find him,” he prays.

Paramedics remove the dead man solemnly.  Officer Wilczewski and Pete move west along Liberty Street amid white dust and sirens and pass a restaurant occupied by depleted firefighters drinking water and vomiting.  Pete asks if they know Tim, but no one her knows Tim and, although firefighters from Engine 343 are not on the list of missing, there are many lists and all are compromised by inaccuracy.  

At Liberty Street and Broadway, the smoldering pile, now only a block away, draws Officer Wilczewski’s dire attention, whereas its heat compels Pete to lean on a dusty fruit cart, beneath which a twisted baby carriage gives cover to a dusty man, whose arm now moves, such that its elbow creaks the carriage.  The cart is beside a cordoned park, gray and silent.

“I’ve been here for ten hours,” utters the man. 

“Hey, buddy, don’t move!” cries Pete.

“What did he say?” demands Officer Wilczewski.

“Been here ten hours.”  Pete kneels to assess the cart’s stability.

“You haven’t been here ten hours,” says Officer Wilczewski.  “No one’s been here ten hours.”  He radios for medical rescue and directs Pete not to try to move the cart.  

Close-cropped hair, a dusty neck and dark skin, the trapped man is Brian Hayes, a forty-year-old architect from nearby One Chase Manhattan Plaza.  Brian’s legs are straight, as if the collapse has laid him out for his own funeral.  He does not know the towers collapsed.  

“With everyone in them?” he insists.

“Not everyone,” reports Officer Wilczewski.

“I’ve seen a lot of people,” reports Pete.  “A lot of people made it out.  You made it out, buddy.  And we’re gonna get you home!”  

“My brother . . . I was looking for my little brother,” says Brian.  

“Which tower was he in?” asks Pete.

“He had a meeting . . . with a self-help group . . . in a conference center . . . J.T.’s a musician.”

“Yeah, he’s a musician?  J.T.?  What does he play?” 

“He was definitely here today.”

“Which tower?”

“I don’t know.”

“What floor?”

“In the twenties.”

“He’s out.”

“Huh?”

“If he was on twenty, or even thirty, in either tower, he’s out.  Everyone below the impact zones got out.”

“He’s out?”

“Yeah, he’s out,” assures Pete.

“But . . . but how can I know?”

“You got a police officer right here who’ll help you find out.”

Whereas Pete is optimistic, Officer Wilczewski knows that not everyone below the impact zones survived.  The south tower collapsed at 9:59 and the north tower at 10:28.  The Pentagon was hit and another plane crashed into a field in Pennsylvania.  On a television propped upon a crate, beside a communications portable, an aerial view depicts burly tentacles gripping lower Manhattan.  

Officer Wilczewski leads Pete north on Church Street and west on Vesey Street over to West Street.  Here, a command post and triage stretches northward.  

“You stay right here,” says Officer Wilczewski.  “You don’t get in anyone’s fucking way.”

“I won’t.”

“You don’t cross the tape.”

“I’m stayin’ right here,” promises Pete.

Officer Wilczewski’s warnings were severe, yet attenuated by his mournful heart.  He is mid-twenties, at least five years younger than Pete, and fights despair while walking south with frequent imbalance as if skirting the rim of a moon crater.  Firefighters and EMS workers pass him northbound, and Pete assesses with admiration Officer Wilczewski’s stalwart gait, until he realizes that he has lost sight of Officer Wilczewski and is watching a different officer pause and wipe his eyes beside an empty stretcher.

An observer asks Father Ferrick, a rotund, consonant Franciscan, “Is there any word from the Lord?”

“I’m hopeful,” replies Father Ferrick, who adjusts his collar and continues toward a green street embanked by wrecks reflecting diminishing orange sunlight.

At 5:25, Building 7 collapses, reminding everyone of the mordant credibility of the day’s events and adding to the removal effort.

Throughout the pile, firefighters and metal workers are digging and cutting metal.  Pete overhears that legs and feet on the roof of the Marriott Hotel were recovered.  People are dust and the rescuers at best are looking for bodies no more than teeth and bones.  

Remarkably, Pete has yet to ask anyone where Tim is.

“Is he dead?” we ask.

“No,” decides Pete.

Nonetheless, he checks riding lists, hoping firefighters coming in from other boroughs and grabbing gear at nearby firehouses added their names to additional riding lists, but no such ‘additional’ riding lists exist.  Grimly, he watches black buckets and white buckets being handed off along a line of bee-like firefighters emanating from the blackened beige corner of a smoldering building.  Digging stops only during rescues, and he witnesses the blood-curdling evacuation of a screaming firefighter, the firefighter held motionless by a neck brace and strapped to an orange stretcher borne hastily northward by buddies offering optimistic assessments, endearments and prayers.  

Pete busies himself repairing a wheelchair, and finally sits in it, exhausted.  He has called neither his father nor Tim’s wife, Ellen, because he does not want to be the bearer of horrible news.  Nearby, a firefighter on bended knee watches everything and nothing with grim vacuity.  Three dusty city buses evacuate people deemed “the walking around wounded” with minor injuries or difficulty breathing.  Eventually, Pete gains permission to make burgers for firefighters and rescue workers at a partially damaged Burger King.  Intermittently, he stands beside the blown out entrance and calls Tim on his cell phone, only to gain and lose wireless service.

Variables determined peoples’ survival, variables no longer in existence and, therefore, no longer valid, and not unfortunately the dauntless, selfless efforts of rescuers – a sad calculation affirmed now that a rescue dog has found within the rubble pristine mannequins but not people.  Worse scenarios play like nightmarish street theater: for instance, having gathered innards and sorted body parts and, in particular, matched fingers, a screaming National Guardsman stumbles past ambulances and waves off aid only to turn in-place as if Job tearing out hair too short to tear.  These, however, are outnumbered by miracles: Ladder 6, the escape of a few above the impact zones, evacuation heroism.  

Bowing his head, Pete mutters, “There’s no point to any of this.”

He is wrong.  People are here whose loved ones are dead – and these rescuers and volunteers know that their loved ones are dead, that is why they are here and will remain here.

“Tim’s not dead,” whispers Pete.  “He’s not dead.”  

His routine has been to turn on his cell phone long enough to call Tim’s cell phone, then turn it off so as to preserve his battery.

In the distance, flatbed trucks bear earlike wrecks west to the docks for transport to Fresh Kills Land Fill on Staten Island.  Nearby, Mayor Guiliani, holding a small water bottle, lowers his mask to thank rescuers and pauses to tell the media that the day is “terrible” and to exhort viewers nationwide “to pray to God we can save a few people.”

Pete turns on his phone and an in-coming call indicates Tim.  

Answering, Pete demands, “Where are you?”   

Tim is uninjured.  He was safely south of the World Trade Center, helping Marine 1 supply water, because the collapses had crushed the pipe work.  For two hours now Tim has been home in South Beach and tells Pete to come home immediately; then he says he loves him.

Pete loses his breath.  “Why didn’t you call me?”

Tim did call, and only now got through (he left messages on Pete’s home phone, if Pete had thought to check his messages).  Ellen, not Tim, is on the phone now; she is crying, telling Pete how much she loves him.  Holding his breath, Pete barely steps aside for an ambulance transporting gathered remains to the morgue at 13th Street and First Avenue.  When he exhales, he feels relief cordoned by dust and the calculable despair of others – his students, for instance: some have lost parents today.  

“How’re they gonna face that?” he wonders.

A blue explosion barely elicits inquiry and pools of sludge form slowly at the feet of officers monitoring observers at the periphery of the frozen zone.  Flags, spotlights and a blue-black halo are the final sights Pete glimpses while returning to the Williamsburg Bridge.  He crosses an intact plaza of trees and benches and trespassing bystanders leaning on blue or silver bicycles.  The gray-brown mud and dust matting the streets hereabouts transforms them into Third World roads.  Pete stops, wanting to know who is dead – the faces – wanting to see the faces of the dead.  

He turns toward Manhattan.  Night deadens the omnipresent reflectivity of the dust, such that titanic spotlights project a ghostly green-white glow.  The entirety resembles the exposed and heartless ribcage of a mutilated innocent.

In an hour, Pete will be home.

“No,” he decides.  “I’m not going anywhere.”

“But everyone you love is waiting for you at home,” we say.

“They’re okay,” he says.  “I’m okay, too.”

But he is not okay, yet he returns to the pile anyway, to help out wherever he can.  Eventually, he sleeps among wide brown hoses folded on an island of dusty grass and dusty trees that serve as pillows for sleeping firefighters.  Charred cars with blasted windows are being stacked along Murray Street by Bay Cranes.  Masked firefighters’ yellow-banded coats match the north tower’s charred triple-shafts and crossbars.  

