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The other cops were staying dry in their heated vans and the firemen were eating 
dinner at the firehouse, but our lieutenant had us out there sifting through the wreckage with 
rakes and shovels for scattered bits of humanity in the middle of a monsoon. As usual, I was 
partnered up with Montero—the man was like a bloodhound for finding remains. We kept our 
facemasks off, asbestos clouds be damned, because you can’t smell decomp, smoke cigarettes, 
or swig vodka from a dirt-stained water bottle with a respirator on. It was September 12th for us 
every day. 

I was raking through the kind of packed soil you’d usually find bone fragments in and 
Monte was picking through rocks and steel for parts. He called me over and told me to hurry. At 
first I thought it was one of our guys. Monte’s not excitable, but he was all amped up, so I got 
there as fast as my boots would take me in the mud. It had to be something major. 

Montero was standing, staring at the ground as if frozen in shock. It wasn’t a friend, not 
a member of service. It was right there in front of us—a half-crushed red metal cylinder caked 
in dirt, its white label torn apart. I was barely able to make out a word fragment: corder. As in, 
Flight Recorder Do Not Open. We were staring at the black box from United Flight 175, the 
plane that smashed into the South Tower. My vision narrowed, my heart pumped at a sprinter’s 
pace. I knew I needed to act or say something, but I couldn’t. I was furious at myself for it. I’d 
seen hell down here. It was worse than a war zone, where you at least got to shoot back at the 
guys who killed your friends. I’d held the ribs of my old partner, wrapped in his torn police 
uniform shirt with his shield still attached. That was all that was left of him, and I just fucking 
handled it, but this flight recorder messed my head up.  

Montero started talking a mile a minute, like a crackhead on a binge. I couldn’t think 
over his chatter. 

“That’s the black box, I know it. It’s the one on all the posters, the one they tell us to 
look out for,” he said. “That’s a big find. That’s shit for the history books right there.”  
         “I don’t know; it could be anything. It looks red to me; they told us the black boxes were 
actually orange,” I said, knowing exactly what I was looking at.  
 The only thing to do in this situation was to put it over the radio. Tell the desk what 
we’d found, wait for the Feds to swoop in and claim the box, then hope for a pat on the back 
from the bosses and our names at the top of the list after the next sergeant’s test. But then I 
remembered the fireman with the blonde hair and handlebar mustache who threw a civilian 
body aside like a piece of trash to recover one of his own on the eleventh. When I confronted 
him, he pushed me. He was trying to prevent me from seeing his fallen comrade with three gold 
watches on his wrist. We threw hands. He got the better of me in the scuffle, but I won my 
victory when everyone who ran over to watch the fight saw those Rolexes. Even dead heroes 
can be flawed. 
 “What would they do?” I asked, nodding my head in the direction of the 10-10 
firehouse. 
 “Those land pirates would take it like they take everything else. Wait to figure out what 
to do, then split whatever they got for it,” Monte said. 



 “Nah,” I said. “They’d glory-hound. Make a big show and end up on the front page of 
every paper. That staged photo of them raising the flag is getting old, they need some new 
bullshit.” 

“So, what do you want to do about it?” I asked. Monte eyed me suspiciously, thought 
for a few seconds, and shrugged his shoulders.  

Three months ago, it would have never occurred to us to do anything besides voucher 
the box, but the rules of our world had changed. We spent 12, 16, sometimes 20 hours a day—
every day—in a smoldering pile of rubble and death. Everything was a blur. Right and wrong 
didn’t exist in The Hole; it was only a matter of justifying your actions to yourself or being able 
to articulate them to your superiors. If we didn’t take the box, the next guy would.  
 


