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			To my beautiful wife Andria, 

			for without her unwavering support and boldness

			in the face of adversity, 

			I would not be the man I today,

			and this book most certainly would have gone unwritten.
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			Foreword

			At the turn of the twentieth century, chief of the New York City Fire Department, Edward Croker, made the following statement: “I have no ambition in this world but one, and that is to be a fireman. The position may, in the eyes of some, appear to be a lowly one; but we who know the work must believe that this is a noble calling. Our proudest moment is to save lives. Under the impulse of such thoughts, the nobility of the occupation thrills us and stimulates us to deeds of daring, even of supreme sacrifice.”

			To those of us called to the fire service, these words ring true.

			In firefighting, danger is real. This danger takes many forms: the flames we endeavor to control, the very fuel burning varies with each response, the physical activity required to accomplish the mission, and the large, heavy tools and equipment needed to complete the work, including the huge vehicles utilized to fight fires. These dangers can be overshadowed, especially with new firefighters, by the excitement and thrill of battling elemental nature.

			
			

			Jeff Keene writes of his line-of-duty traumatic injury with a clarity and understanding lost on most people who faced debilitating circumstances. Firefighting is an occupation, whether paid or volunteer, that requires constant vigilance. Mistakes made on the fire ground are often lost in the smoke; “I hope nobody saw that.” Generally, the only people who realize a mistake was made are the other firefighters around you, and sometimes not even them. Most mistakes have inconsequential outcomes. It is hoped the worst outcome of firefighting would be the addition of a parking lot in place of the structure that was burning. Unfortunately, that is not the case.

			The human cost of our mistakes is a discussion that is rarely held in firehouse kitchens. The mechanism of injury while fighting fires varies but can be life altering or even life ending. Burns and other traumatic injuries are sadly part of the story. Even the vigilant can still be injured. These injuries then must be dealt with by applying burn cream, changing bandages, and removing stitches. But injuries such as those suffered by Jeff (and several of my friends who’ve faced similar injuries) require a personal fortitude not learned in fire school or at the kitchen table. This inner strength comes from many places, but in Jeff’s case his faith in God has allowed him the clarity to deal with his injury.

			Firefighters learn their craft from each other. Our training is better and more realistic than ever. Our protective gear is lighter and stronger, our communications more reliable, and our various tools better and more efficient than they’ve ever been. But it still comes down to the people who choose this path. We help each other, watch each other’s backs. We, firefighters, accomplish our daily work in a biblical sense. “Do  unto others as you would have them do unto you,” Luke 6:31.

			That’s us in a nutshell.

			But the toll this mission takes is real, mentally, physically, and emotionally. Being equipped to handle the negative side of any undertaking relies on strength. Strength of character, strength of commitment, and strength of faith. Jeff shares the pain of his ordeal, the lessons he has learned, and the story of his replenished faith. In firefighters like Jeff Keene, these strengths compound and become real-world experience. An experience he shares so eloquently.

			Thanks, Jeff.

			~Paul Hashagen

			Firefighter Rescue 1 FDNY (retired)

			former Chief, Freeport FD

		


		
			
			

		


		
			
			

			Introduction

			If you live long enough, you’ll eventually experience trauma, one way or another. It may take the form of physical trauma, such as a car accident or fall. You may find yourself emotionally traumatized from an awful emergency. The trauma may not even be your own, but that of a loved one or close friend. And it’s affecting you just the same.

			How can you possibly heal from such a catastrophe?

			In this book, you’ll be privy to the various up-and-down stages of my traumatic experience. Coming to grips with the hurtful reality of a life-altering event is not an uncomplicated task. The struggle cannot be ignored by harboring expectations for the problems encountered to simply disappear and rectify themselves. An anonymous quote states, “We must learn from the mistakes of others because we can’t possibly live long enough to make them all ourselves.”

			This book is full of my unpleasant, although sometimes amusing, mistakes and what I learned from them.

			I led a youth ministry for nearly seven years. During that time, I attended several masters level courses in Bible  Study at an evangelical seminary. It was these experiences, as well as my salvation, that provided me with the insight to spiritually analyze my transition from broken and permanently disabled firefighter to loving husband, thankful father, honored teacher, and award-winning author.

			Part of my journey involved a support team consisting of the Chiefs and my fellow firefighters in the Freeport, New York Volunteer Fire Department, my brothers in EverReady Hose Company #1, my family and friends for their assistance during the healing process, and, of course, God Almighty for His inspiration, guidance, and clarity of vision when the time was right for me to accept those gifts.

			It is my hope that the stories of my traumatic experiences found within these pages provide you with a determined spirit of triumph over torture, solace over suffering, and conquest over confusion. Even in the meekest of ways, everyone can affect positive change. And everyone should try.
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					Eleven men from our company and two from another boarded the custom-built 1979 bright red Oren firetruck and sped off. 

				

			

		


		
			 Chapter 1

			Left or Right

			Your Decisions Are Meaningful

			“When I grow up, I want to be a—”

			We’ve all answered this question commonly found in those books your excited parents buy when you’re born or when you first start school. You know the ones. Your mother or father started it off strong with class pictures of you in kindergarten, lists of favorite classmates, and report cards with letters like “S” for satisfactory or the dreaded “N” for needs improvement.

			As the years progressed, your well-meaning parents stopped putting as much effort into the book’s completion. Times changed and so did their focus on your education and upbringing. Keeping record of your ever-changing friends took a back seat to driving you to soccer practice on time and rushing you to the emergency room because you fractured your right wrist jumping over galvanized garbage cans or dislocated your jaw going over your handlebars in the street.  True stories.

			Equally hard to follow were the lofty career goals of a high-energy six-year-old child. Your choices may have been policeman, racecar driver, or doctor. But in my School Days book, that blank at the start of this chapter had been filled in with such admirable aspirations as skindiver and jet pilot. But one occupation stood out from the rest.

			Firefighter.

			That was the only ambition written in the book to come to fruition for me. But why had no other choice been seriously considered?

			What about a skindiver, or scuba diver, to use a modern term? Certainly, that held many prospects for a successful career. For example, I’ve been telling my high school students for years that underwater welders are some of the highest paying jobs in the world. To have considered that career option, I must have watched too many Jacques Cousteau documentaries. This French co-inventor of scuba enthralled many a youngster with his dramatic television adventures. Or maybe I had been enamored by my Uncle Doug who used to spend his spare time exploring once plentiful coral reefs in the Florida Keys. I did end up becoming an environmentalist and teaching marine biology many years later, but only after first choosing another path.

			In my senior year of high school, I developed the unfortunate disability of myopia handed down to me by generations of nearsighted ancestors. Long story short, I needed glasses. “So much for joining the Air Force,” is what I’d tell people who inquired about my post-twelfth grade plans. I’d point to the bulky silver frames on my face—free because my father was an optician—and chuckle nervously.  But there was another kind of adventure waiting in my future.

			Fighting fires and serving the community are part of my family history. My great-grandfather was a member of the fire service in a now defunct town in Queens, New York. Many years later, my Uncle Jack Combs and my stepfather Steve Wenk had been firemen since the 1960s and both became Chiefs of the Freeport Volunteer Fire Department in the 70s and 80s. My father, Jeff Sr., joined “EverReady Hose Company #1” the year I was born in 1970. It was such an integral part of our lives. My parents even bought their first home only three blocks from the firehouse, close enough to hear the sirens every time their heroism was called upon to assist the public.
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