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Though they sink through the sea they shall rise again;

Though lovers be lost love shall not;

And death shall have no dominion.

Dylan Thomas






For the PAPD officers and PA civilians who lost their lives;

For the families who lost their loved ones;

For all those who worked tirelessly in their behalf;

For my mom and dad and my sisters, Kathy and Helen;

For my brother Pat Dundee, gone too soon;

For my beloved family, Karen, Kristine, Tara, and Rory, who are my heroes.
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Preface



Five years after the tragic events of 9-11, I still struggle to reconcile the love and compassion I saw at Ground Zero with the evil that created it. Anyone who lost a loved one that day knows that some wounds do not heal. For some pain there can be no closure. Yet the courage, dedication, and patriotism of the police officers, firefighters, engineers, Urban Search and Recovery teams, Emergency Service Units, U.S. Marines, ironworkers, operating engineers, Federal Emergency Management Agency teams, truckers, construction crews, and volunteers I was privileged to work with will uplift my soul till the day I die.

I was night commander of the World Trade Center rescue and recovery mission at Ground Zero. I was there from 9-11 to the site’s closing. A lot of what happened has never been talked about. I saw it all. I got my hands dirty and my lungs scorched every night on the pile, recovering the fallen in the debris—an unsafe, two-million-ton mountain of smashed concrete, twisted steel, and human remains.

Everything we did was condensed to raw effort. Keep moving, find bodies; steel yourself to carry flag-draped comrades out of the ruins; learn to lean on each other. We shivered in the same foxholes. We suffered with the families we served. Our fear and anger were pure and there was no outside.

In the end, a ragged band of brothers took the hill. For some, the pain was unbearable. We pulled nineteen thousand pieces of people out of the rubble. We got used to matching arms and legs like pairs of socks. We didn’t feel heroic; we felt sick and afraid. Yet we stayed in sync with a common mission of compassion and selflessness. For America we changed despair into hope; for the families of the fallen we changed doubt into certainty. In each other’s hearts we found courage. In the midst of hell we found the face of God.

Five years later, the vision of Ground Zero has never left me. Surrounded by dark empty buildings, dotted with geysers of thick white smoke, Ground Zero was a pool of harsh light, dust, and fire, a burial ground where no one knew how many were buried. It was a nightmare no one had ever dreamed of…and my home for nine months till the day we walked the Last Piece of Steel out on a flatbed truck shrouded in black, and walked away.

Five years have passed since the destruction of the World Trade Center on 9-11. It is a sober anniversary that prompts us to remember the events of that day and the days that followed, with all their hope and gloom, bravery and fear, loss and gain.


Bill Keegan

SEPTEMBER 2006







CLOSURE





Chapter One



SEPTEMBER 11, 2001

The day the World Trade Center died was the kind of day it was born for, with the twin landmark towers outlined against a deep blue, cloudless sky. It had cost $1.5 billion, 200,000 tons of steel, 425,000 cubic yards of concrete, and six years to build the North and South Towers. They were designated Building 1 and Building 2 upon completion in 1972, the crown jewels of the sixteen-acre World Trade Center complex that included a twenty-two-story Marriott Hotel (Building 3); two nine-story office buildings (Buildings 4 and 5); the eight-story U.S. Customs House (Building 6); and a forty-seven-story high-rise office building (Building 7) that was home to the new command center of the city’s Office of Emergency Management (OEM).

When the attack on 9-11 was over, both of the quarter-mile-high Towers and Building 7 had collapsed. The Marriott Hotel and Buildings 4, 5, and 6 were damaged beyond repair, and ten other buildings had sustained major damage. All that was left of the plazas, parks, and inspired architecture were pickup-stick piles of smashed concrete, jagged steel, and human remains—the landscape of Ground Zero.

I was a lieutenant in the Port Authority Police Department (PAPD), a veteran officer with over fifteen years on the job, assigned to the Special Operations Command. The Port Authority had built the World Trade Center. It was our home. We had a precinct there. We knew it better than anyone. Maybe that’s why what was important to me was not how quickly the Towers succumbed, but how long they survived. From the time each was hit by an almost fully fueled hijacked 767 commercial jet, the South Tower stood for fifty-six minutes, and the North Tower stood for one hour and forty minutes. That time enabled the Port Authority Police Department, the New York City Fire Department, and the New York City Police Department—demonstrating bravery above and beyond under the most perilous conditions—to conduct the largest and most successful evacuation in this nation’s history, saving thousands.

Under other circumstances, I might have been a small part of the rescue and recovery operation at Ground Zero. Instead, I became the night commander of that mission, charged with recovering the remains of my fellow officers and the thousands of innocent victims killed when the WTC Towers collapsed. This is not my story alone. It is also the story of how the mission at Ground Zero transformed all the men and women who conducted it, and it is the story of how the Port Authority Police Department’s profound desire to help the victims’ families turned the most overlooked of all the uniformed services at Ground Zero into one of the most important.

The Port Authority of New York and New Jersey was created in 1921 by the two states as an independent agency to oversee the harbors, presiding over a fifteen-hundred-square-mile area with the Statue of Liberty at its center. In 1930 the Port Authority was given control of the newly built Holland Tunnel. Using the tunnel’s revenue, the PA went on to build the George Washington Bridge, the Outerbridge Crossing, the Goethals Bridge, the Bayonne Bridge, and the Lincoln Tunnel. In the late 1940s it leased Newark and LaGuardia airports and a small airfield in Queens that became John F. Kennedy International Airport. In the 1950s, ’60s, and ’70s, it built the Port Authority Bus Terminal; added a second deck to the George Washington Bridge; acquired the Hudson and Manhattan Railroad, which became the PATH rail transit system; and built the World Trade Center, which it owned and operated for almost four decades.

Although the Port Authority Police Department protects almost every major air, sea, and land route in and out of New York and New Jersey; although we are visible at every bridge, tunnel, and airport; and although we have been in existence since 1928, when forty men were hired to guard the new bridges to Staten Island—we are virtually unknown to the public. The PAPD? What is that? The Pennsylvania Police Department? The Perth Amboy Police Department? A standing joke held that this anonymity was why we had “Port Authority Police Department” spelled out on our uniform hats.

However, when the Towers collapsed on 9-11, the Port Authority Police Department suffered the largest loss of law enforcement personnel in United States history—thirty-seven officers. The loss was larger than that sustained by the NYPD and a greater percentage of total force than that lost by the FDNY. The NYPD had 40,000 members, and the FDNY had more than 11,000. The PAPD had only 1,100. Every uniformed service death on 9-11 was tragic, but because of our size, not one single PAPD officer failed to lose someone close to him, including me.

On the morning of 9-11 I was at Children’s Specialized Hospital at Mountainside when the call came in to mobilize. My wife, Karen, and I had brought our middle daughter, Tara, to undergo tests. Karen and I had been married for twelve years and had three daughters. Two were healthy. Tara was born with a little-known neurological disorder called Rett Syndrome. It occurs almost exclusively in girls. There is normal development for the first six to eighteen months of life, but then Rett Syndrome leads to severe disability by the age of three. At that moment, she was nine years old.

I tried to get through to our precinct at the World Trade Center on my wife’s cell phone. There was no response from any of our desks. By now, every television in the neurology wing had footage of the burning WTC Towers. The newscasters kept talking about the buildings. I kept thinking about the people. How many had gotten out? How many were still trapped? How were we going to rescue them?

I drove Karen and Tara home and packed equipment and clothing for a long stay. I kissed Tara and my wife good-bye. Karen hugged me tightly. She was a cop’s wife, and it was a certain kind of kiss. She knew what it meant: I was going into danger and had no idea when I’d be back.

Every highway with access to New York City was closed after the attack. New Jersey state troopers guarded the entrance ramp to the New Jersey Turnpike, and I had to show my Port Authority Police lieutenant’s badge to get on. Apart from a convoy of ambulances and army trucks, my big old Mercury Grand Marquis sedan was the only car on the road. I pushed it past eighty miles an hour and headed for the PAPD command post at the World Trade Center.

At that speed the buildings of Jersey City, where I grew up, slid past me like snapshots. I saw the big Medical Center where most of Jersey City was born; Hudson Catholic High School, where from the windows of the third-floor lecture room we watched the Twin Towers being built across the river; the vegetable store on Sip Avenue where I used to see a then-unknown blind sheik named Omar Abdal Rahman holding court, never dreaming our lives would intersect when he tried to bring down the WTC in ’93 and on 9-11 when his goal was realized; and I saw the candy store where we tried to figure out how the cranes on top of the towers could ever get down once they were finished building it.

Looking back, I can picture myself driving down the highway in my old Mercury as clearly as if it were a movie. I had the radio on. There were news reports of U.S. war planes in the sky and emergency vehicles arriving at the World Trade Center. Initial reports said there could have been as many as twenty-five thousand people in the Towers, and no one knew how many had been killed or injured. They talked about the attack on the Pentagon as an act of war, and there was constant speculation about the possibility of more attacks. The reports fueled the intensity of my need to get to the Trade Center to start helping. Duty called; I responded. People needed help; that was a cop’s job. That morning, it all seemed so clear. Would I have felt the same if I knew the pain of the struggle I would face at Ground Zero?

At that moment I had no idea that the order mobilizing the Port Authority Police to the World Trade Center would mark the start of the longest, most painful, problematic, and rewarding journey of my life. I didn’t know I would become the Night Commander of the World Trade Center Rescue and Recovery operation, or that I would spend every day of the next nine months in service to the families of the victims, or that in their service I would make decisions almost unthinkable at any other place and time.

No one at Ground Zero anticipated what the rescue and recovery mission would involve—how it would change us or what we would feel the day it ended, when New Yorkers by the tens of thousands lined the streets to watch the Last Piece of Steel leave the site with hundreds of cops, firefighters, and construction workers marching behind it—and I absolutely did not know what it would cost me to be leading them.

As I drove, I thought a lot about the World Trade Center bombing in 1993. It had injured more than a thousand, killed six, and left a crater two hundred feet wide and six stories deep, but the Towers stood. I was sure they would stand this time too—burned but not broken, like in ’93—until I heard on the radio that the North Tower and then the South Tower had fallen and ended all hope. My emotions couldn’t accept the Towers in ruins. I had walked through the World Trade Center plaza when I was a kid on my way to Sy Syms to buy clothes. I tried to strike up conversations with the girls walking to work. The WTC was where I took my police tests and physical exams. It was where tourists and schoolkids and workers and people from all over came to sit down and see greatness. The images in my mind were of World War II cities bombed into rubble, except now the city was New York.

I got my first glimpse of the World Trade Center on the Turnpike Extension bridge over Newark Bay and driving down the Jersey side of the Hudson. Across the river there was nothing visible except thick black smoke covering Lower Manhattan like a coat.

I stopped at the Port Authority garage on the Jersey side of the Holland Tunnel, where a patrol car and driver were waiting to take me to the PAPD Command Post at the World Trade Center. In the Holland Tunnel Plaza there were rows of waiting ambulances, and army trucks with camouflage-pattern tops. The PA garage was a big space where we stored snowplows and heavy machines. It had been converted to a hospital. There were rows of white-sheeted cots with IV poles standing next to them. Doctors and nurses talked or made calls or inventoried supplies.

I took my gear over to the command center, which looked more like a store than a police station. I went through the glass doors into a waiting area with plastic chairs. The desk sergeant was sitting behind a Formica counter. He straightened a bit as I approached.

“Lieutenant Keegan? Sergeant Johnson. Your ride’s on the way.”

“Thanks, Sarge.”

The TV on the wall showed nonstop footage of the Towers’ collapse. No matter how many times the planes hit or the bodies fell, the sergeant kept turning back to watch it. He just kept shaking his head.

Outside in the plaza, cops and drivers and EMTs all moved at a normal pace. Where was the frantic tempo of an emergency? I expected shock and trauma. Instead the scene was calm and orderly. It was so different from the aftermath of the ’93 bombing, when the rescue and relief work went on for days. The rows of ambulances and army trucks lining the plaza looked like bumper-to-bumper traffic except no one was going anywhere.

“Sarge, how long have these units been staged and ready?”

“Since right after the planes hit, Loo, but the Trade Center command hasn’t called for a single one. Aren’t there any victims?”

Like the rest of us, Sergeant Johnson expected conditions similar to those of the ’93 bombing, when more than a thousand victims had needed emergency treatment. That early on 9-11, none of us yet knew how few of the WTC victims would need anything but burial.

“Ride’s ready, Lieutenant. Good luck.”

A blue and white PAPD patrol car was waiting outside in the plaza. The sergeant’s eyes swiveled back to the TV screen.

I was anxious to get to the command post, but the few minutes it took the patrol car to drive through the empty Holland Tunnel were oddly peaceful. The peace disappeared as soon as we drove out of the tunnel into Manhattan. The smell of smoke flooded the car even through closed windows. Everything I could see—parked cars, trees, storefronts—everything was covered inches deep in dust as if neglected for decades. There was paper too. Big pieces, scraps, pages of books, ledger paper, graph paper, legal paper—all blasted from 220 stories of offices, banks, law firms, and trading companies by the collapse of the Towers.

We drove to the PAPD mobile command post parked on West Street in front of Borough of Manhattan Community College. I got out of the car and saw Ground Zero close up for the first time. The debris was four stories high across West Street. Returning cops and firefighters were walking back from it like soldiers after battle. Most of my cops were still in rescue gear, talking in small groups by the command post. Every inch of their clothing and gear was coated with cement dust. Their faces were completely white; the only color was the blue or brown of their eyes.

I was worried about them. They talked fast, disjointed—what had happened to them, where they had been when the Towers fell, who else had been there. Some were vacant-eyed; we call it the thousand-yard stare. I had seen victims of violent crime stare like that, never a group of cops. I got to as many as I could, hugged them, talked to them, and comforted each as best I was able.

I went into the Command Post, a mobile unit the size of a bus that was dispatched from the PAPD’s Journal Square headquarters in Jersey City. It was white and blue, the same colors as our patrol cars, with “Port Authority Police Department Mobile Command Post” on both sides in big blue letters. Inside, bulletin boards were secured to the walls. There were notices and information sheets tacked all over them. The unit had doors and windows in front and in back, and a center corridor with workstations with phones and computers on both sides. At the very end was the incident Commander’s office. It had a special communications area and a conference table with bench seats.

Inside there was so much activity, you had to be an acrobat to get a cup of coffee back to a desk without spilling it. Specially trained technicians were hooking up phones, radios, and computers. Twice the entire command post rocked violently as engineers secured the steel legs that extended from the undercarriage to stabilize it. Inspector Joe Morris and his aide, Lieutenant Preston Fucci, were in discussions with senior officers. At the desks, officers were talking by phone or radio to our people here at the WTC and at other PAPD commands in and around the city.

At one desk, a special officer maintained the log. It was an important job. He logged in PAPD support teams arriving with everything from heavy vehicles to medical supplies, establishing a master list of the resources available to us. It was also the definitive chronology of events—when the FAA ordered us to close the airports, or the Air Force began to do flyovers, or the FDNY declared a particular building unsafe and ordered everybody evacuated.

The PAPD faced serious problems on 9-11. The collapse of Towers 1 and 2 had destroyed our police precinct, our executive offices, our records, and our archives. Also, as a department we were stretched desperately thin. In New York and New Jersey, we were responsible for three airports, two tunnels, four bridges, the PATH subway system, two interstate bus terminals, and seven marine cargo terminals. Closing all the New York and New Jersey airports, all bridge and tunnel crossings into Manhattan, and the interstate highways into New York City was a huge job—and the environment of heightened security only added to it.

I stowed my gear and checked in with Inspector Morris. In our command structure, captains and above—inspectors, deputy chiefs, assistant chiefs, and chiefs—are administration. Lieutenants are the highest rank of Operations. We are the most senior officers on patrol and are actively engaged in what police officers do. In the chaos of 9-11, the administrators were trying to identify the most serious issues. As a lieutenant, I developed plans to deal with those issues. I would determine what resources the plans required and then supervise the sergeants and police officers who executed the plans.

On 9-11 we lost our Superintendent of Police Fred Marrone, our Chief of Police James Romito, Inspector Anthony Infante, Captain Kathy Mazza, and many of our Emergency Service Unit officers. Not knowing the full extent of PAPD losses made it difficult to plan for what initial estimates said could be more than six thousand civilian casualties. It was a relief to everyone in the Command Post when one of our missing cops would radio in his or her location, or report to another PAPD command.

It became apparent to all of us that we had to get people back into position to move forward. I felt the most important thing was for me to get up to speed, to know what was going on. The only way to do that was to reach out to other commanders at the site. So I picked up a phone and started calling them.

Take a step forward, any step; what you don’t know, you’ll learn. That was how I approached the first few hours. I fielded phone inquiries from agencies wanting information about Port Authority operations at the airports, tunnels, and bridges. NYPD ESU Captain Yee called us asking to have PAPD officers assigned to his rescue teams to help them get their bearings on the site. The NYPD hadn’t quite understood the WTC complex when it was standing. After the collapse they understood it even less. We were the only ones who could show them how to get down to the subways or to different parking lot levels or to where stairways had been located. That knowledge would play a vital role later on when I had to deal with the NYPD, FDNY, and their site commanders.

There were phone calls from upstate trucking companies with materials and equipment to deliver to the site. They had to cross the George Washington Bridge to get here, but it was closed. The only way we let them on the bridge was with a Port Authority Police escort that led them down to the site, or with an NYPD unit that met them at the bridge and brought them down. It was the same at the Holland Tunnel and the Lincoln Tunnel.

My initial intention had been to check in and go right down to the site, but I was too busy. Yet, as I was trying to make some kind of order out of all that confusion, a very small thing happened that showed me how much the wounds inflicted by the events of 9-11 had already changed our most basic perceptions of our lives and ourselves.

I was in charge of dispersing supplies from the staging area Inspector Larry Fields and Officer Barry Pikaard had established in the Borough of Manhattan Community College’s big gymnasium to where they were needed. By midafternoon we realized we needed additional space for equipment that had to be instantly accessible to our guys, without request forms or protocol: items like Scott air bottles (the scubalike air tanks that fit into a backpack breathing apparatus), face masks, riggings, body bags, Stokes baskets (the stretchers with low sides used to carry bodies), helmets, and other emergency equipment. Our plan was simple—set up big tents in front of the command post on West Street, which already had site security, including a view from inside via the external video cameras on its roof.

The problem was that West Street was lined with trees, and the tents were too large to fit between them. No one knew what to do. It became a problem. People began to redesign the tents; others looked for new riggings; others made calls to other services to see if they had tents smaller than ours. It became a debate involving nearly everybody—until someone took a chain saw and cut down all the trees.

I had never even considered that. None of us had. Cut down trees to put up tents on a college campus in this city? Not usually, but given the horror we were dealing with, the stakes were simply too high not to do it. It was so small to be so big, but it was my wakeup call. We were operating under new and very different priorities.

 

A wide set of stairs off West Street led to Borough of Manhattan Community College’s gym and the staging area. A conga line ran from the trucks in the street to the gym as people passed box after box of gloves, masks, shirts, flashlights, batteries, and helmets from one person to the next, all the way to where they were stacked and stored. On a walkway outside the gym, I saw my old friend Lieutenant John Kassimatis. I had once worked for John at the Port Authority Bus Terminal in Manhattan. He was big and broad-shouldered, sporting an equally big mustache, and he was famous for his great stories about the “old times” at the Bus Terminal. John was enormously popular; no matter where we went, he always knew someone who greeted him like a best friend. I was with him one time when that included the Greek Orthodox patriarch.

John saw me and waved. He was on his Nextel phone, and I could hear his conversation as I got closer. It sounded like he was talking to his wife. It was the closest thing to normalcy I had heard all day.

“Yeah, I’m down here,” he was saying. “You know, we’re just getting some supplies…Yeah, no, I’m fine…I’m just gonna coordinate this, I’m not so sure what time I’ll be home…”

It was the kind of mundane, everyday conversation that he’d had a hundred times about what time he’ll be home, what he was doing, how the weather was and everything else. I liked hearing it. Then, in the middle of it, something came over John. His face changed. His voice too. It got deeper and sadder, and it was like there was something he couldn’t hold inside any longer. He seemed to crumble a little, and said these words:

“I lost guys.”

Those were the words, “I lost guys.” He lost them. They were working for him that day. He was the boss. “I lost guys.” It just didn’t fit the conversation he had been having, so I knew how much he wanted to say it, to tell somebody. He said it once more, and then this big man with his big mustache and great stories bent over the railing and buried his face and his chin into his chest. I walked over to him. He was crying. I put my hand on his shoulder. He didn’t react, but at least he knew I was there. That was enough. I stood to the side and waited, speaking, but not really talking, to the people passing.

After a while, John stood up and walked away.

I lost guys.

There was nothing else to say.

 

In situations like these, who knows why you gravitate to someone in particular? Outside, I found myself standing next to one of my sergeants, a wise old hand at the job, on the corner a little ways away from the others. He had just gotten back from Ground Zero and cleaned up a little and had some water, but he was still covered with ash. For a while we both stared down to the burning ruins of the World Trade Center. Around us, dust fell like snow. I knew from experience you can be in the command post all you want; only the people doing the job on the ground know what’s really happening.

After some small talk, I found myself asking what I really wanted to know. I remember how the dust settling on him made his skin and clothes so white that when he turned his dark eyes to me and opened his mouth to speak, he looked like a photograph with too much contrast.

“How do things look, Sarge?” I asked.

He shook his head. “Not so good, Loo.”

“Do we have any missing?”

“Yeah, we do.”

“How many?”

“A lot,” he said.

“A lot?”

“Yeah.”

Every question was mine, repeated again as if I just couldn’t get it.

“How many is a lot?”

“We don’t know.”

“Fifty?”

He shrugged. “Could be.”

“More than fifty?

“Could be.”

“How about the PATH guys?”

“A lot are missing.”

It went on and on. Me asking, repeating his answers as questions.

“Missing? Like who?”

“Bruce Reynolds and Bobby Kaufeurs.”

The names stunned me. Old friends. Good friends. I looked at him in disbelief.

“Reynolds and Kaufeurs?”

“Yeah.”

Only later did I understand that our conversation evoked in me the same emotional and physical pain as the one I had in Children’s Hospital in Philadelphia six years before, when Karen and I were first told about Tara. My daughter sat on my lap while they tested her—find the doll, follow the doll, concentrate on the doll—and even though I saw her fail the most rudimentary tests, I still wasn’t ready for what happened to me when the doctor began telling us how she would need a special school. The truth was that as Tara had grown up, we had a growing awareness that something was wrong, but I had desperately avoided the truth. Even now I wanted her to pass the tests so I would not have to face it. I wanted it so much that I barely heard the words when the doctor spoke them.

“Your daughter is retarded,” she said, and it broke my heart.

I got the same metallic taste in my mouth as when I was hit so hard on the football field that I got a concussion. The words drove me inside myself. When I didn’t react, she said, “You understand, your daughter will never live outside the home.”

I started talking just to get myself going, like a boxer punching even when he’s out on his feet, punching just to keep on standing because it’s all he knows how to do.

“Retarded?”

She nodded. “Yes.”

“What do you mean by ‘retarded’?”

“Her brain development is arrested.”

“Arrested means stopped?”

“Well, there are levels.”

“Levels?”

“It can be mild, severe, or profound.”

“Which one is she, Doctor?”

“Severe.”

“Severe closer to mild?”

“Closer to profound.”

I had kept repeating what she said—just as I was doing now on 9-11 talking to the sergeant on the corner, looking down to the site, watching the pile burn.

“How many?”

“A lot.”

“How many is a lot?”

“We don’t know.”

“How about the PATH guys?”

“A lot are missing.”

“A lot?”

“Yeah, a lot.”

It broke my heart all over again.

 

The first lull in the action came late that afternoon. I had learned a lot about the overall situation from the other commanders, but it was time for me to head for Ground Zero. I needed to see the fallen buildings. I needed to take it all in. I had no specific plan. I’d know what was important when I saw it.

Wanting to see things clearly was a trait I inherited from my father. He was a captain in the Jersey City Fire Department, a man with very strong beliefs but still an independent thinker who analyzed things on their own merits. My father taught me that to make intelligent decisions, you had to “step back, observe, and remain objective.” That practice helped me make decisions in the early days of my command at Ground Zero when there weren’t any rules to guide us.

I learned something equally important from my mother—the need to “temper justice with mercy.” You can’t be a really good cop without compassion and understanding. Sometimes you have to look at “extenuating circumstances.” My father felt people should take care of their own problems. My mother was a wonderful woman, deeply concerned about the welfare of others and always involved in their lives. Two such different and distinct people had a hard time seeing, much less accepting, each other’s point of view.

Maybe because I inherited aspects of each of my parents, I was able to love and appreciate both. I saw good in both. I suppose I was, and am, the fusion of both. Interestingly, living where we did in Jersey City between John F. Kennedy Boulevard and Martin Luther King Drive, the city’s racial border, my parents gave me a real advantage. Even at eight or nine years of age, I could evaluate, appreciate, and communicate with just about everyone I met. Playing so many sports, I had to cross the “border” almost every day and interact with kids from all over the city. I saw that each side knew almost nothing about the other—except fear. I saw how easily fear can become anger, and anger become violence.

It’s not easy to be ignorant: you have to be taught. One of my parents’ great gifts is that I wasn’t.

With the action in the command post at its quietest level since morning, I finished up my work and gave my intended location to the desk sergeant. It was safer to go to the Trade Center site with a team, and I had already seen Colin and Mike Hennessy in the Command Post. Colin, the eldest Hennessy brother, was an NYPD cop. He had just finished his shift. Mike Hennessy was one of my top PAPD cops. I had been especially relieved when he reported in. They were Bronx Irish—fair-haired, good-looking, tough, and athletic. Both were in uniform and had surgical masks hanging around their necks.

I went over and said, “Come on, I’m going down to the site. How about coming along?”

Colin shook his head, “Don’t do it, Billy. Those buildings are gonna be coming down soon.”

“Maybe they will, maybe they won’t,” I said. “But I gotta see what’s happening.”

I grabbed a mask and gloves and hung towels on my belt, like I saw a lot of returning cops do, to cover my face or any other exposed skin if necessary.

Mike had been watching me. He knew I wouldn’t order him to go, and I couldn’t order Colin because he was NYPD. Mike turned to Colin said something privately to him. Colin nodded and reached for his gear.

“You’re not going alone, Billy,” Colin told me.

“Hope that’s okay, Boss,” Mike said, suiting up too.

“It’s fine,” I said, and we headed out.

Outside, it looked like the moon. The dust on the ground was so thick it came up around our boots. It got even thicker as we moved toward the site. We reached a point where we had to get up on the cement medians along West Street to walk unimpeded.

The closer we got to the site, the more foreboding it felt. The streets were deserted. The evacuated buildings were dark. We couldn’t see the sky, and when we reached Building 7, it was on fire. Building 7 had housed the Mayor’s Office of Emergency Management along with financial institutions and government agencies like Salomon Smith Barney, American Express Bank International, the U.S. Secret Service, the Immigration and Naturalization Service, the Securities and Exchange Commission, and the Central Intelligence Agency. Now flames were spreading and smoke poured out of vacant windows that had been exploded by the heat.

We spotted a PAPD van abandoned in the street about a hundred yards from the entrance. We were still trying to locate all our people. The van might tell us which cops left it. If they hadn’t been accounted for, we’d begin a search for them. I radioed in the number. Colin and Mike threw the van doors open and pulled out two replacement Scott air bottles and a PAPD airport command firefighter’s bunker coat with its distinctive silver heat-resistant fabric and NIA—Newark International Airport—stenciled on it.

All this was extremely encouraging except for one thing: Building 7 started to collapse next to us.

There was a thundering roar like the sound of a dozen locomotives bearing down that got louder and louder as the forty-seven-story building crumbled only a hundred yards away. It stopped us dead in our tracks, paralyzing us because it seemed to be everywhere. The sound got even louder till it was almost unbearable. A dense black cloud was forming above St. John’s University from the smoke pouring into the sky, towering over us. That did it.

Colin yelled, “Run!” and we took off for our lives.

It wasn’t until we got maybe half a block away that we looked back. I’ll never forget it. Up until that moment, I thought big things didn’t move fast, but they did, and we were in trouble. That huge rolling cloud of black smoke and dust and debris from Building 7’s collapse was coming straight up West Street at us like it was out to get us.

I heard the Command Post on my radio, “Building Seven is coming down. Building Seven is down.” I was running too hard to respond. The only protection was the Command Post trailer ahead of us. The cloud rolled all the way up West Street. The wind reached us first. The three of us got to the Command Post and ducked behind it as the rest of the cloud hit us like a storm.

We were safe for the moment behind the trailer, but hunching there with the wind and dust and pieces of debris hitting all around, I knew Ground Zero was speaking to me personally. It had brought down a building right beside me to make sure I listened to its message: This isn’t going to be like anything you’ve ever experienced. Be warned. Go back. It won’t be like the first bombing. This is the real deal. You could die here…and if you’re not careful, you will.








Chapter Two



On 9-11, the Incident Commander of PAPD operations at the World Trade Center was Inspector Joe Morris. Despite the chaos of the first hours, Morris correctly identified a problem that would cripple our effectiveness if not fixed immediately. We were being ignored. The far larger NYPD and FDNY commands left us completely out of the loop. They did not communicate with us, and their radios and cell phones were not accessible to us. We had all kinds of reports that the FDNY and NYPD were conducting operations at Ground Zero; the problem was we had no idea what they were.

We didn’t like it.

We were a department with almost a century of experience. The thing we cared about most was trying to rescue as many people as possible. It never occurred to us that it would be an uphill fight. Part of the problem was that we were unprepared to work with the huge and powerful NYPD and FDNY. The Port Authority Police Department didn’t belong to the New York City government. We did not report to the mayor. We had only a small relationship with the NYPD and none at all with the FDNY. In those difficult first hours, changes were taking place at lightning speed. Both the FDNY and NYPD were already conducting search operations on the site that had been our home, and where thirty-seven of our cops were buried, and we had no way to access their command.

There was also a competitive atmosphere as the two huge New York commands fought for dominance. It was new to us. Inspector Morris and the other top commanders realized that for the PAPD to do the work we had come here to do, we had to become equal partners with the FDNY and NYPD. Inspector Morris chose me and PAPD Lieutenant John Ryan to establish that partnership. He gave the day command of the rescue and recovery mission at Ground Zero to Ryan. He gave me the night.

“Billy, find out what the fuck is going on down there. I want to find people. I want to find our cops. Our people are out there on the mountain doing their jobs, but we’re still left out of communications. In fact, we’re further back—working as hard but not in the loop. I don’t like not knowing what’s going on. I want you to go down there and find out.”

Morris knew I had only limited experience in search and rescue, but that meant less to him than my being tough, aggressive, a quick learner, and impossible to intimidate.

“One more thing, Bill,” Morris said firmly. “You have a job to do besides the rescue and recovery. Maybe it’s the same job, when I think about it. Either way, you’re going to bring this department into parity with those big bastards if you have to carry it on your back.”

By virtue of Morris’s appointment, I was the PAPD commander at Ground Zero during my tour—a position without authority unless and until the other commands acknowledged it. I wasn’t sure I could do the job. There was so much I didn’t know. Up until 9-11, I was just a good cop who caught bad guys. For most of my fifteen years on the job, I had worked the graveyard shift in Midtown Manhattan. I saw a lot of damage to people and property during that time. I also comforted a lot of victims. Maybe it qualified me, maybe it didn’t. What did it take to go from the graveyard shift at night, to the night shift of a graveyard? I could relate to the families of the victims. They were victims too.

In my head I saw a woman alone in her house wondering if this was the night the phone would ring and there would be news, wondering if maybe it was all a mistake, if maybe her husband would show up in some hospital with a bump on his head and remember who he was, who they were. All I could picture was that wife putting the kids to bed, trying not to cry, trying to be strong, praying with them but unable to answer the kids when they asked, Is Daddy up in heaven? Is he going to be found? It’s not like Daddy’s dead, she tells them, we just don’t know where he went. I could see her walking through a darkened house, where the only light is from the TV. She needs to go to sleep but she waits for the call, exhausted by another night of crying, another night in an empty bed.

That was the connection between the night, the families, and me. It was why I couldn’t stop. I had to do everything I possibly could to help them. The night might suit me, but it haunted me too. While the rest of the city slept, and my teams and I worked, the families waited without distraction or relief. Alone, all they had was pain.

I was also driven by the need to find my fallen comrades. Every one of them had made the ultimate sacrifice. They had behaved so splendidly that despite the tons of debris that covered them, when I walked on the pile I felt the presence of the most courageous people I would ever know. I would never forget them putting their Scott air packs on and racing into the Towers and bringing people out, then running right back into the smoke and fire to save more. They smelled burning fuel, saw bodies fall, carried people on their backs—and they kept going back in with no thought of their own safety. I felt tears well up because I knew what had been in their minds: Let me get my job done…I’ll be okay…I need to make those people okay.

Then they died, doing their duty.

In 1993 I had gone into WTC Tower 1 on a rescue mission after the first bomb exploded. Thirteen kindergarten kids were trapped in a stalled elevator on the forty-third floor. We got them out. I kept thinking that if I had been doing the same job on 9-11 as I was doing in ’93, I would have been buried the same way as my thirty-seven officers and the thousands of others.

Maybe that’s why I was still here all these years later—to get them out.

Looking back, I see that I had no idea what “getting them out” would mean. Events on 9-11 and the days that followed taught me my first lesson: nothing I had learned as a Port Authority police officer or in my entire life prepared me for the decisions I would face as night commander of the rescue and recovery operation.

One of the first tests came shortly after 9-11. Fires still raged inside the pile, easiest to see at night and more fearsome, like the eyes of a Halloween jack-o’-lantern. The weather was the worst we’d had so far. Cold winds drove a misty rain that stung our faces and hands. The adrenaline of the first days was wearing off. Fatigue was setting in. Coughing up dust and trying to stay dry while construction machines roared and wheezed all around us shortened everybody’s temper and patience.

A recovery operation is about finding needles in haystacks—and that can only be done slowly and carefully. Our goal wasn’t to set a speed record; it was to not miss things. To ensure we found every single “needle,” we came up with a process we called the “first two looks” and it was mandatory with me.

When a grappler dug into the pile, I wanted a cop or a fireman watching the claw go in, seeing what it closed on, and examining what it pulled out. I also wanted a second look—but this one at the area the grappler opened up. That area was now considered a new site. For illumination at the site we used big Daisy lights mounted on poles with aluminum reflectors behind the halogen bulbs so they were really bright. We focused them down on the area where the grappler had pulled out the debris. I wanted my guys to get right up to it. If that was too dangerous, we set up a viewing platform for them.

Meanwhile, the Operating Engineer turned the grappler around, put the claw about a foot off the ground, and slowly shook out the debris till everything but the big pieces of steel was sifted out. A cop or firefighter would stand there watching it come out. We got very good at spotting “possibles.” So did the Operating Engineers, who sometimes had an even better vantage point perched high up in the grappler’s glass air-conditioned control booth. It was not uncommon for an engineer to stop his rig and point down to where he saw something. Unfortunately, most of the time we already knew. When something was uncovered, the smell was overwhelming.

Even if the construction companies had orders from the DDC or the city itself, I refused to allow them to move any debris from the pile directly into a dump truck for removal. It had to be taken first to a “shakeout,” where a big grappler pushed the debris into piles for a smaller grappler to sift onto the ground. Later, when enough debris had been removed from the site to give us space, guys would manually rake out the sifted debris to look through it once again. At that point, and only if all the “looks” had been taken, would I clear the load to be trucked to Fresh Kills, where it would be put on conveyor belts and looked at one last time.

When I got to the site at 5 p.m., there was a message for me from the day commander, John Ryan, asking me to respond to the 10/10 Firehouse on Greenwich Street. He was waiting with FDNY Deputy Chief John Norman, a dedicated and well-respected officer with years of experience in rescue and recovery work with the Special Operations Command (SOC).

I notified my sergeants where I was going. The firehouse wasn’t far and it was a relief to get out of the rain. Ryan and Norman were upstairs. We all knew each other, so greetings were brief. Ryan filled me in.

“Bill, we’ve got a body of a cop in a shallow cave thirty feet straight up a sheer wall of debris. The body is in head first. We’ll have to cut a lot of steel to get him out.”

“How do we know it’s a cop?” I asked.

“The boots,” Ryan explained. “They’re cop boots. We brought one back but there’s no way to ID it. I took a scraping from his feet and sent it to the M.E.’s office. We won’t know anything more till we get a DNA match from the samples they’ve collected from the families.”

The Medical Examiner had done an amazing job of collecting and categorizing DNA from cell samples taken from victims’ toothbrushes, shaving razors, combs, brushes, and other personal items brought in by the victims’ families. DNA was a substance that deteriorated rapidly over time, losing its viability as genetic material. Almost overnight new techniques were being invented to prolong its usefulness in identifications.

“Is the location that bad?” I asked.

“It is,” Ryan said flatly. “Almost none of the area has been cleared.”

John and I were fighting the same fight and there was rarely tension between us. We did things to make our commands mesh more easily, like talking about our tours by phone while either of us was on our way in to the site. That way, we were briefed by the time we arrived.

“How long till it’s open?” I asked.

“At least a week. The construction crews and the grapplers ought to get to the site by then,” Ryan said.

I didn’t like it. “It’s too long. He’s been found. I want to get him out. Even tonight, if it’s possible.”

“Lieutenant, we’ve lost too many people to these nineteen motherfuckers already,” Norman said. “Be careful.”

“I don’t intend to lose anybody, Chief. Who’s in charge over there?” I asked.

“John Moran,” Ryan said.

NYPD Lieutenant John Moran had the distinction of being a member of the New York Task Force, the combined team of NYPD and FDNY specialists dispatched by the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) to disasters all over the country. It was obviously a source of pride to John, as he always wore the distinctive red helmet of the New York Task Force.

“You’re going to try a recovery?” asked Chief Norman.

“If I think I can get him out, I’m gonna try.”

I understood the Chief’s concerns. We wanted the same thing and that included our men safe. John Ryan had one of his men take me to the location of the body. On the way, I called Sergeant Kevin Devlin to respond there, along with my main team—a group of PAPD officers from the Port Authority Trans-Hudson (PATH) command. PATH cops were a proud and ballsy group. On 9-11, PATH units accounted for almost a third of all our officers killed. I sent the order for them to suit up and meet me.

The PATH subway system connects Manhattan and the city of Newark—one of New Jersey’s poorest communities. During the day, PATH trains carry commuters by the tens of thousands from home to work and back again. At night it’s less upscale. Drugs go back and forth; so do guns and gangs. PATH cops deal on a regular basis with homeless people, violent felons, physical assaults, and shootings—what most people consider “real” crime. They are experienced cops working in an environment as dangerous as any in the city, and their attitude is “We don’t take a back seat to anybody; never did, never will.”

For the record, it was the PATH command officers, men like Paul Nunziato, Paddy Callaghan, Tim Mueller, Gary Griffin, and Mike Hennessy who made it possible for me to do my job. They ably represent a larger group that never once failed the mission or me.

The PATH cops in my crew were in their late thirties with five to ten years on the job. Nunziato was the ringleader. He was a six-foot-one, 210-pound second-generation PAPD cop who talked like a Brooklyn wiseguy and always called me “Boss.” Nunziato was an excellent organizer, which was part of what made him the leader. Like all of us, he loved sports; we both played Port Authority football. The only thing Nunziato loved more than sports was practical jokes. If something disgusting fell out of your locker, it was a safe bet Nunziato put it there.

Paddy Callaghan was five foot ten inches tall and had a mustache that curved down to his chin and made him look like a Mexican bandit. He was a big guy when I first met him. By 9-11 he had trimmed down. What hadn’t lost its size was his heart. Paddy had a big heart. All of us had some of our closest friends killed, but Paddy attended every single memorial mass the PAPD held. He was a welcome sight pulling up in the old van he drove. That old van was a symbol of Paddy’s caring and the place where everybody gathered after the mass to be together. In the back Paddy had built a full bar where we could toast our fallen comrade.
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