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The Look of a Hero

Fluorescent lights gleamed on the freshly polished tiles of the hallway.  The first period bell sounded, a gunshot, sending the students of Genesis Junior High racing into the hallway like derby horses.  The squeaks of brand new dress shoes removing the polish from the tile echoed down the hall. It was Tuesday, which for the eighth graders meant art class.
 I sat down at one of the five circular tables.  I could not see the sun rising in the morning sky on this September day, but I could feel the heat penetrating the walls of the windowless art room.  The room smelled of glue, paint, and the sweat of pubescent teenagers who had not yet become familiarized with deodorant.  Each student’s skin still glowed with the sun’s rays as their hot breath filled the stuffy room with tales of summer adventure.  
“Welcome back,” Mrs. Gully roared to silence the last murmurs of the class.  She walked from table to table handing out large pieces of cardboard to each student.  She informed us that our first assignment of the year would be to transform the cardboard into ornate Greek urns.  


Although I was typically a terrible artist, the assignment excited me because I was fascinated by Greek mythology.  I spent the summer deciphering the prose of the Iliad, and planned to depict the battle between Hector, the Trojan Prince and Achilles, the greatest of the Achaean warriors. 
 I began to sketch Achilles.  His muscular front knee flexed and rose as he elevated from the earth.  In his left hand he possessed the beautiful and ornate shield that Homer detailed in 130 lines.  The right arm of Achilles rose mightily into air stretching a spear high above his head.  At any moment the sharp blade of the spear would pierce the air as Achilles plunged it downward into the exposed neck of Hector.  The light source from the top right corner of the urn illuminated Achilles’ armor, while   Achilles’ towering figure casted dark shadows on the doomed Hector.  

My cardboard canvas did not do justice to the climatic scene of these two epic warriors, which played so vividly in my mind.  My disappointment in my artistic skills was interrupted when Mrs. DeVito, the sweet and elderly school secretary, gingerly entered the classroom.  I’m sure Mrs. DeVito only wanted Mrs. Gully’s attention. But this unusual disturbance attracted the eyes of all 21 students.  


“I have some terrible news,” Mrs. DeVito said shakily.  She cleared her throat and took a long deep breathe to gain the courage to let the words leave her lips.  “A plane has crashed into the North Tower of the World Trade Center.”


I figured some pilot in training missed the Hudson in his one person seaplane and inadvertently drove it into one of the Twin Towers.  The bubble in which I lived, consisting of school, sports, and not much else, protected me from imagining the severity of what I’d heard.  Max did not share my privileged naivety as he exclaimed, “It’s fucking terrorists.”  Not even his accurate premonition registered in my mind.

Third period was canceled and the whole school made their way to the rooftop chapel.  I settled into my pew, fidgeting with my trousers.  The sweat from my legs and the pants’ material formed an adhesive that glued my skin tightly to what felt like a burlap sack.  Tissue in hand and eyes still watery with tears Ms. Fabrizzio, the principal, walked to the podium.


“This morning four planes were hijacked by terrorists.  Two of these planes crashed into each of the Twin Towers.  The damage to the towers was so severe that they both collapsed to the ground...” Her speech continued, but I only heard the drumming of my heart as it attempted to pound through my chest.  Large knots swelled in my throat and moved into the pit of stomach.  My legs and arms grew heavier and heavier until they were immobile.  A cold chill climbed up my spine, the only reminder that I was not paralyzed.  Reality just set.
 
A nudge from my right pushed me to my feet and sent me stumbling into the aisle.  Confused and dazed I followed the line of students downstairs and into homeroom.  After waiting for a short period of time Andy Anderson, a longtime family friend, arrived to take me home.  
The trip from Brooklyn to Staten Island typically took 15 minutes.  New Yorkers are no stranger to traffic.  Still the panic and turmoil of tragedy presented itself in the crowded car filled streets.  The line of red brake lights seemed endless, and the sound of horns multiplied, people seeking an outlet for growing frustration.


The oversized maroon Suburban escaped Brooklyn.  I rolled down the tinted passenger seat window to absorb that distorted my vision.  The view from the bridge was like sitting courtside at the Garden.  Dark black smoke commanded attention in the crystal blue sky, like an ink stain on a crisp white shirt.  The trail of tarnish led to the gapping hole where two giants once ruled the New York City skyline.  Watery eyes peered to the left where only Lady Liberty stood.  Her torch held high, a light amidst chaos.

At home my mother sat transfixed in front of the television, looking sadder than I had ever seen.  Then like a freight train, a ton of bricks, or any other inadequate cliché to describe the feeling, it hit me.  

“Where’s Dad?” I exclaimed not hiding the fear in my voice.  My mother didn’t say a word, she didn’t have to.  Looking away from the image of 110 floors of steel crumbling as easily as the wooden blocks of Jenga, my mother’s troubled expression provided me with the information I so desperately desired.  My father was at work.  This meant that he and the other members of Engine 26, a firehouse located on the lower west side of Manhattan, were at “Ground Zero.”  A wave of fear and anxiety, which I had never experienced, crashed onto my shores.  


The constant motion of a knot traveling from my throat to my stomach churned my insides and provided the physiological representation of my emotional state.  I couldn’t listen to the reports of unaccounted firefighters anymore, which was moving into the hundreds.  With still no word from my father, I turned off the television and hoped for the comforts of sleep.  I had no such repose.  
The night turned to early morning.  Alone in my bed I prayed, I hoped, I waited for the ring of the phone or the unlocking of the door.  Nothing broke the painful silence.  Then the sudden grumble of the garage door opening resounded beautifully through my home.  
I jumped out of bed, raced down the steps like a kid on Christmas morning, and out the door.  There he stood in the driveway, the heroic warrior back from battle.  His helmet and boots hung unceremoniously at his side, his armor lacked the shimmer of Achilles’.  Moonlight revealed layers of soot and dirt that blackened his skin.  Debris nested in his hair, clothes, and any other crevice it could cling.  Tired, weary and broken he stood, unsung, but more triumphant than any epic hero.  
A bubble bursted.

Feelings of safety removed.

An innocence lost.

