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ROCKFORD ​– Ash clung to the police officer’s shoulders.

More than 50 days after the World Trade Centers collapsed, ash still fell in New York City. It was a sobering realization for Maureen Mostacci as she walked the perimeter of the smoldering buildings and witnessed the ash collect.

“The first time I walked to Ground Zero and saw the fire burning, that was a shock, that like stops you in your tracks. Big beams, several feet in diameter, are just twisted like clay,” Mostacci said. “It was very quiet, very eerie.”

Mostacci, Director of the Rockford Sexual Assault Counseling, spent Oct. 25-Nov. 8 in New York City as part of the Red Cross disaster relief team. Mostacci served as a counselor in the Family Service Center. 

“It was a very good experience. I’m really, really glad I went, but I’m really glad to be home,” Mostacci said. “It really gave me a different sense of what it’s like to be there and how widespread the effect is. It’s very eerie in that the whole area is very quiet. … I have a hard time understanding how the people work in that area every day.”

The trip was Mostacci’s first to New York City. Many of the normal site-seeing ventures were off limits. But her mind is full of indelible images, like people flinching at the sight of planes. 

“It’s hard to go there and not be changed,” Mostacci said. “It’s different, but I don’t know what’s different. I’ll have to sort that out.”

The magnitude of the event provides the greatest hurdle.

“It wasn’t a few people coming in, it was hundreds of people. Memorial services were thousands of people. Memorial wall was hundreds of thousands of pictures,” she said. “This building came down in 10 seconds. How would you react? There’s no place for that image.”

Mostacci spent her 12-hour shifts counseling victims and Red Cross Relief workers at the Family Service Center at Pier 94 alongside the Hudson River. She had two days off. The local people involved are working through the attack’s aftermath but they don’t discuss the United State’s activities in Afghanistan.  

“No one talks about the war. No one talks about the other stuff,” Mostacci said. “There was a lot of appreciation for what people are doing. There is a lot of hope. I was taken aback by that ​- a real sense that the country was backing them.”

Mostacci has worked at the Rockford Sexual Assault Counseling since 1993. She became Director in 1996. She has been registered to provide services for the Red Cross since 1996, working locally with victims of house fires and debriefings of Red Cross workers returning from flood-ravaged areas. The Red Cross is expecting to send workers to New York for at least another year. Mostacci said she would consider returning. She was part of a six-person team sent from the Rockford area.

 “I’m still readjusting to here. It’s literally like you’re taken out of this life and put there.” Mostacci said. “ The first week and a half (in Illinois) you’re doing your job and thought everything was OK. The next week your head is clearer and you realize you’re still foggy. … It’s good for me to have other individuals around here. You talk to other people and realize the adjustments, this was not just me.”

But the realization that she has it easier then the people of New York City never leaves.

“The people right there are going to be dealing with it for a long time,” she said. “I always knew I was coming home. It struck me that these people are home.”

A home covered by ash.

