
        
            
                
            
        


		
			[image: ]

			




 

			A POST HILL PRESS BOOK

			ISBN: 978-1-63758-494-1

			ISBN (eBook): 978-1-63758-495-8

			 

			Chasing Catastrophe:

			My 35 Years Covering Wars, Hurricanes, Terror Attacks, and Other Breaking News

			© 2023 by Rick Leventhal

			All Rights Reserved

			 

			Cover photo by Madelin Fuerste

			 

			This is a work of nonfiction. All people, locations, events, and situation are portrayed to the best of the author’s memory.

			 

			No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted by any means without the written permission of the author and publisher.

			 

			[image: ]

			Post Hill Press

			New York • Nashville

			posthillpress.com

			 

			Published in the United States of America

			 





 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			To my wife, Kelly. I couldn’t have written this book without your love, encouragement, and support. You’ve been with me every step of the way, feeding me, inspiring me, listening to my stories, suggesting edits, pushing me to keep at it, handling everything I couldn’t handle while I was filling these pages with my words. You have changed my life for the better in more ways than I can count and I will always cherish every minute we share together.





CHAPTER 1

			9/11

			Large pieces of flaky dust were drifting from the sky like some kind of strange summer snowstorm in downtown Manhattan, ashes slowly gliding down from the blazing towers, collecting on Church Street and covering everything on the ground: people, fire trucks, pieces of one of the jet engines lying across from me and our Fox News satellite engineer at the corner of Church and Warren, yellow caution tape already wrapped around the ripped metal and large gear on the pavement.

			I saw what appeared to be federal agents taking photos of the plane parts, which were buried in the same layer blanketing everything else…a puffy gray powder that I could best describe as moon dust. The entire downtown area below Canal Street had become a massive crime scene, and we were standing right in the middle of it.

			It was eerily quiet, except when it wasn’t. The silence would be broken by the sirens of ambulances, police cars, and fire trucks rolling past. Then it was just the breeze and the plaintive cries of stunned survivors walking out of the smoky cloud like zombies, with chalk-covered faces and unrecognizable expressions, a mix of shock, confusion, and absolute horror.

			And then, one minute before 10 a.m. on that beautiful crystal-clear September morning, we all heard the rumble of the first tower starting to fall.

			I was with engineer Pat Butler, who’d parked the Fox News Channel satellite truck on Church Street near the corner of Warren, just five blocks north of Ground Zero, roughly 1,200 feet from the heart of the World Trade Center (WTC).

			The producer and cameraman hadn’t made it to our location yet, so Pat pulled some cables from the back of the vehicle and plugged in the truck camera and a stick microphone. He’d already dialed in our shot, but we’d lost communication with the studio. Cell phones weren’t working, but as it turned out, our picture was live and we were recording all of it in the truck.

			I grabbed the mic and he grabbed the camera, and I started narrating the scene, with no idea if the network was putting us on the air live, and just as I started describing what was happening around me, the first skyscraper started to crumble.

			We heard what sounded like a freight train struggling on gravel-covered tracks, or a giant bucket dumping chunks of rock and sand from hundreds of feet in the air, as each floor of the South Tower pancaked onto the next, and the entire 110-story skyscraper became a massive pile of broken rock, twisted steel, tangled staircases, and victims’ bodies. Close to three thousand lost souls were crushed and burned in the impact and explosion of the jet, the fires that followed, or the fall of the building itself, not to mention the jumpers who leapt to their deaths from above the impact zone rather than suffer an unimaginably horrible alternative.

			Pat and I couldn’t actually see the first tower fall, because of all the other buildings blocking our line of sight, but after the collapse we saw a huge dust cloud at least two hundred feet high rolling north up Church Street, right toward us.

			Everything that happened next is recorded on tape.

			I yelled at Pat to zoom in on the chaos behind me and started reporting again:

			“There’s been a huge explosion. Everyone is running in the other direction. We’re on Church Street. We’re not sure what happened.”

			Someone in the background yells in horror: “IT FELL DOWN!”

			“There’s been a huge explosion,” I continued. “Everyone’s running for their lives, literally. Police, media…I see a woman pushing a baby carriage. Here comes the smoke! Here comes the smoke. It’s unclear what happened, if the tower collapsed or what.”

			Then I looked at Pat and said, “I think we getter get out of this mess dude. I think we better get out of this.”

			We ran to the truck, dropped the gear, and jumped inside to escape the cloud, unsure of what exactly had just happened and completely unnerved about what might come next.

			The video goes to black as the camera is enveloped, but you can hear our entire conversation. Pat is coughing uncontrollably, choking on the smoke he inhaled outside. “Oh my God, Pat. Close that door dude! Oh my God, we might fucking die here together, you and me. You all right?”

			Pat is still gagging and coughing.

			“Where’s Jonathan?” I ask, about the producer who’s supposed to meet us to help with our live shots. Then I look out the small window in the back of the truck. “Holy shit. We can’t see a fucking thing. Look at that.”

			“Oh my God. Oh my God,” I continue. “Dude, this is not good. We shouldn’t be here, should we?”

			This was the most rattled I’d ever been in my forty-one years on Earth: “Everybody else fucking ran. The cops, everybody. I don’t know what to do.”

			You can hear Pat in the background, frantically trying to dial the phone to connect with our Midtown office.

			“Fuck,” I say, “are we gonna die in this fucking satellite truck with no cell service?”

			“Come on baby. Please!” Pat is talking to the phone. “COME ON!” He keeps trying. “Come on baby, WORK!”

			“I think the fucking tower must have collapsed,” I tell him.

			“All those poor people, Rick. So many people in the building.”

			“Oh, I know” I told him. “This one cop told me he saw bodies on fire leaping out of the building from the one hundredth story or eightieth story.”

			The smoke is starting to clear now, and the shot from our camera slowly becomes visible through the haze, pointing at the street from below the truck.

			“It’s clear now dude. You wanna go back out there?”

			Pat tells me, “I need a towel and water for my face!”

			Then he gets his composure. “Wanna go out? What do you think, brother?”

			“Yeah, I think we should go out,” I said. “I just wish we could know if they’re seeing our shot!”

			We headed back out onto the street, where everything had turned a faded white, covered in ash. We’d been inside the vehicle for just under four minutes.

			“I’ll just start talking and you start shooting,” I tell him.

			What happened next was by far the most difficult challenge I’d ever faced as a reporter.

			On a typical day, you have to turn people away who want to be on TV. Most people can’t wait to share their opinions or mug in the background or try to tell you about some cause or project they’re passionate about, but this was a day like no other.

			I didn’t even attempt to stop most of the people walking by because they were clearly in shock, stunned, or devastated by what they’d just experienced, their eyes blank and cold, and most of them barely noticed we were there.

			I went back and forth between narrating the scene around me and interviewing anyone willing to talk, including a uniformed NYPD detective walking by, covered in dust, who’d been near the base of the first tower to fall.

			“Everything just all of a sudden imploded,” he told me. “I ran as fast as I could. Ran inside a building a block away, then it started filling with smoke. Then I came out and it looks like I’m in a surreal movie.”

			I asked if there were cops or civilians on the ground nearby, and how many were there.

			“Where that happened, it was mostly police officers. Might’ve been 100, 150.”

			I didn’t know what else to ask, or what else to say. This man might’ve just lost that many colleagues in the blur of the collapse.

			The network was dipping in and out of our shot, with anchor Jon Scott narrating over live images of the smoking towers and a wider shot of the dust clouds over Lower Manhattan, as well as the developing scene at the Pentagon, hit by another hijacked jet, with flames and smoke rising from the iconic building and staff rushing past the camera toward safety.

			When Jon tossed back to me, I was doing another scene-setter, as Pat zoomed in on the pieces of the engine on the ground.

			“Pandemonium a short time ago, when the building did collapse or whatever it was that happened, it was a huge explosion, a huge rumbling cloud of smoke and fire, came across Church Street, and then started billowing this way, and all we saw was people, were people running in this direction, everyone. Law enforcement, a woman pushing a baby carriage…”

			(I’d walked over to the parts of the airplane in the street, surrounded by crime scene tape.)

			“This is actually, we believe, a piece of debris from one of the planes that hit one of the towers of the World Trade Center. The FBI is here, you can see this area is roped off, they were taking photographs and securing this area just prior to that huge explosion that we all heard and felt.”

			(Conspiracy theorists may take these references to an “explosion” to support a far-fetched version of events, claiming the towers were blown up by controlled demolitions after they were hit by planes, but I can assure you the word was used only because it was a quick way to describe the intensity of the collapse. There was no actual explosion, except when the planes hit the buildings and their loaded fuel tanks ignited.)

			“We are trying to talk to some of these guys…. Can you tell me what you saw, what you heard?”

			A bearded man with a Fire and Rescue hat on stopped to share his story.

			“What did you see, what did you hear?”

			“It felt like another plane coming, everybody took cover, we ran down into the subway…”

			“Were there a lot of people on the subway?” I asked. That’s how I’d gotten downtown, exiting at Canal Street and walking the rest of the way when the conductor was told the WTC-bound train could go no further.

			“No, not that many because they already had evacuated before.”

			“Did you see people, anyone in danger?”

			“Back there, yeah, but I was running, nothing you could do because we saw the thing coming right over…”

			I started to ask another question and then trailed off because of a big muscle-bound cop lumbering past me, covered in dust. He’d clearly been wearing a protective vest and had taken it off after the collapse because you could see the outline of it on his shirt.

			“Look at this guy, look at this guy,” I said. “Unbelievable. Unbelievable.”

			I continued to narrate the scene:

			“The streets have been shut down, there was very little traffic on the streets except for emergency vehicles going one way or the other, so there was not a lot of vehicle traffic in this area, but there were a lot of pedestrians on every single corner taking photographs and looking at the building which was still smoking and still on fire.”

			I turned back to my interviewee.

			“Where were you when the explosion occurred, when a plane hit the building?”

			“I saw it from my office on the Lower West Side and came here.”

			“You came here, what, to check it out?”

			“No! To see if we could help but…[he looks around and shrugs.]” Clearly there wasn’t a lot the man could do.

			Just then a detective came walking past, gripping the upper arm of a woman covered in soot, clearly in distress.

			“This poor woman,” I said. “Wow.” And then I stayed quiet as they hurried past, seeking some kind of medical attention, letting the scene speak for itself.

			Just then people are running again, away from the scene, because of the sound of another plane overhead.

			It was unreal. The sound of a plane was now a signal of danger in Lower Manhattan.

			“It’s our jet! It’s our jet!” Someone yelled.

			Apparently, it was a pair of fighter jets scrambled to patrol the airspace in case more hijacked planes tried to target the city.

			“What are you guys doing right now?” I asked some motorcycle cops now on foot, still wearing their helmets, headed toward the scene. “What’s your assignment?”

			“Help people,” one of them responded, not breaking stride.

			I knew it was a dumb question. It was one of those times when I didn’t want to bother anyone and didn’t even know where to begin, beyond the basics of, “What did you see, what did you hear?”

			Then a Black man wearing what looked like a doorman’s jacket walked past, white from the soot from his head to his shoes.

			“The dust is still thick in the air,” I said as I resumed my narration. “What that guy is covered with is here,” as Pat panned down to show my shoes shuffling through the layer of dust. “It’s all over the street, just thick soot, ash, just came roaring down here in a huge cloud from the World Trade Center.”

			At this point I’d walked back to the center of Church, with the camera pointed south at me and the street beyond, still hazy with smoke, with first responders walking to Ground Zero and a few coming toward me, including another uniformed cop covered in dust, coughing and pouring water in his mouth and over his face and head.

			“Are you able to talk, can we just talk to you about what happened?”

			He answered while he walked:

			“I was downstairs when it exploded,” he said, with a frantic intensity in his voice. He’d been inside when the tower started to fall.

			“You were right there at the building?”

			“Yes. Lot of people trapped!” he half yelled, still walking away.

			“Lot of people trapped,” I solemnly repeated. Just then an EMT grabbed the cop by the arm and redirected him toward a triage area.

			The network cut away to scenes of more smoke and flames at the Pentagon and a quick update from Washington, then came back to me.

			“Our Rick Leventhal is on the ground in Lower Manhattan where these scenes of chaos and utter confusion are just mind numbing…”

			“We were standing here,” I began, “when there was some sort of collapse or explosion, and everyone started running in this direction, police officers, pedestrians, EMTs, everybody came running this way. I saw a woman pushing a baby carriage, running for her life, and right behind her was a huge cloud of billowing smoke and ash and debris coming this way…”

			One of our engineers, Pat Muskopf, showed up and I started interviewing him, and the network picked it up mid-sentence:

			“I looked up and I saw a huge plume of smoke and the tower was crumbling,” Pat told me. “And it just turned into a huge ton of smoke and next thing I know there’s smoke and one tower.”

			Another wave of survivors escaping the towers came walking past, as police vehicles with sirens blaring made their way north through the crowd.

			Then I stopped a guy who had evacuated from the North Tower (One WTC), climbing down seventy-seven flights of stairs, reaching the sixth floor as the South Tower (Two WTC) collapsed next door.

			“I was in the restroom, there was a big shaking, some of the ceilings collapsed, looked like there was a fire in the elevator shaft, and they brought everyone down and started bringing everybody down the stairs,” he said.

			“So you came down from the seventy-seventh floor?” I asked, incredulous.

			“Seventy-seventh floor, down the stairs, yes.”

			“What was happening around you? Were people screaming?

			“No, no, people were pretty calm…. When we got down to the sixth floor there was like another shake or another explosion, everyone started panicking, but [overall] everybody was really calm, and the police and firemen were very helpful.”

			They were still coming down the stairs when the South Tower collapsed next door.

			“Which of the two towers were you in?” I asked.

			“One. World Trade Center One.”

			“And when you got to the ground, then what?”

			“It’s just like, it’s like rubble and dust like inches thick and like paper, paper [he’s coughing] paper everywhere, and they just moved us out.”

			“How many people do you think were in the building on the floors that were affected?”

			“I couldn’t say,” he told me. “I’m one office out of twenty on the floor so I have no idea.”

			“What’s the first thing you thought when you heard it?”

			“I had to call my wife.”

			“Did you? Were you able to?” I knew from very recent experience how difficult it could be to get a line out.

			“I got through, I called her, I’m talking to you because I’m hoping she’s watching so she knows I’m OK.”

			“What’s your name?” I asked this incredibly lucky guy.

			“My name is Matthew Garth.”

			I thanked him, and he walked off, presumably finding a way back to his wife.

			The interviews in the street continued. A guy in a suit with a mustache and glasses who’d also escaped the towers after they’d been hit stopped and shared his experiences. Despite being in one of the towers, he was as uncertain about what had just happened as I was when I arrived on the scene.

			“It felt like a bomb hit or a plane hit or something like that.”

			“A plane did hit,” I told him.

			“A plane did hit,” he repeated. “We looked out the window, and all we saw was debris, all over the place. We thought the building was gonna topple over, it was going, shaking…”

			“Well one of them did,” I told him.

			“One of them did,” he repeated.

			“We were in Tower One. We made it out.”

			“Well, you’re a lucky man,” I assured him.

			“Thank you very much,” he said, his voice breaking.

			“Take care,” I told him.

			I turned to see a group of construction workers crawling past me, headed out of the dust cloud in a four-door pickup truck. A man named Artie Forman was driving, his window rolled down, and I will never forget what he told me, and especially the way he described what unfolded in front of him, in a thick New York accent:

			“We were on the roof across the street, we see a big jet coming sideways—BANG! Through the middle of it, around the seventieth floor and then half an hour later we see the second one banging in—we’re on the roof a block away!”

			Searching for a question, I ask him: “What’s going through your mind?”

			“You see bodies flying out of the sky, and you can’t do nothin’ about it. You tell me! You tell me what you think. I mean, my heart’s in my mouth. I mean, I pray for these people. There’s no words to describe what’s going on out there. I mean, you see bodies just coming out. A half hour later they’re still coming out of the goddamn sky. Devastating. Devastating. I can’t imagine anything worse than this.”

			Artie pauses for a moment, then continues: “I can’t imagine. You know everyone on the plane must have died. The floor, I got friends of mine on the 104th floor, friend in other buildings. I just spoke to one of my friends a half hour prior to that getting ready to go upstairs to go to work. I mean, I’ve seen a lot of construction accidents, a lot of bad things happen, never seen a jet fly out of the sky, plow into a building, no less once but twice.”

			He shakes his head. “Devastated. Devastated. Overwhelming. Nothing can describe it.”

			Less than two minutes after I thank Artie, still stunned by the gravity and intensity of what he told me, we hear shouting and see more people running, and cops are yelling “BACK IT UP! BACK IT UP!” and we look up and see the top of the second tower, which had been visible just above the buildings in front of us, disappear from view, with that awful, familiar rumble shaking our feet.

			“All right, here we go again,” I say. “Here we go again. I don’t know what’s going on, but this, the second building is collapsing I believe.”

			“Here it goes, here it goes, here it goes!” I yell.

			“We do need to put it down now, we need to put it down now,” I told Pat, referring to the camera. I knew the drill now. We needed to take cover and would likely be able to come back out in a few minutes.

			Pat put his camera on the ground for the second time, still wired to the truck, and we retreated to a side street a couple of blocks north.

			The footage captured by his lens is as eerie as I’ve ever seen and still gives me goosebumps to this day—watching the second smoke cloud come rolling north, with the street gone quiet again, eventually engulfing the lens, the video slowly fading to black.
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			The network cut to a wide shot, apparently from a local news helicopter, showing the top of the second tower falling toward the ground, creating a black ring of smoke trails all the way down.

			When the smoke cleared, we picked up where we left off.
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			I would spend every day and night for the next two weeks at Ground Zero, reporting on the search and recovery and the growing list of the missing, most of whom were virtually vaporized in the initial impact, the fire, or the collapse of the towers.

			It was by far the most depressing story I’d ever covered. I felt intimately connected to it, and there was nothing but sadness, despair, and bad news followed by more bad news.

			I forced myself to stay strong during my extensive coverage of the tragedy, doing my best to separate my emotions and personal feelings from the job at hand. It wasn’t until my first day off, a Sunday, that I broke down and sobbed on the couch in my apartment on East 36th Street near Midtown when the weight of it all finally hit me hard.

			I still have my reporter notebooks from the first days after the attacks, when just 233 dead had been recovered and 170 of them identified, and 5,422 people were still missing.

			The first page of my notebook has a quotation from the New York police commissioner at the time, Bernard Kerik, who said: “We haven’t changed from rescue to recovery, but with every day, every hour, and every minute that goes by, that hope diminishes. It’s not looking good.”

			FEMA teams had poked fiber-optic cameras into the shopping concourse in the basement below the towers but found no one alive. More than one thousand two hundred firefighters and hundreds of police and corrections officers were helping with the search, and construction crews were brought in to deal with the massive amounts of debris that needed to be cleared.

			There were two hundred thousand TONS of steel in EACH of the towers and many tens of thousands more tons of other debris carefully being scooped up and carted off in big dump trucks, and when they dropped their loads off, rescue workers were there to comb through the piles looking for human remains.

			Here’s a couple other statistics you can share with anyone foolish enough to float a conspiracy theory suggesting the towers would never have collapsed on their own and that for some convoluted reason, shadowy government figures rigged the buildings with explosives to insure they fell to the ground on 9/11 (I actually watched a “documentary” floating this infuriating and severely flawed argument). Tell them when Flight 11 hit the North Tower at 8:46 a.m., it impacted floors ninety-three though ninety-nine, with roughly forty-five thousand TONS of weight above the damaged, blown out section of building.

			Flight 175 hit the South Tower at 9:03 a.m. between floors seventy-seven and eighty-five, with one hundred ten thousand tons above and flames burning rocket fuel and other debris in both buildings at a temperature of two thousand degrees.

			The intense heat cooked the damaged infrastructure of the South Tower for fifty-six minutes before it could no longer hold the massive weight above, and the severely damaged North Tower managed to sustain the smaller section of building above for one hour forty-two minutes before finally giving way.

			That second collapse took all of eight seconds, registering 2.0 on the Richter scale.

			Millions of cubic yards of concrete were pulverized into dust, which is what we saw coating everything on the ground around us. Subway stations below the towers collapsed, and some of the tunnels were pierced by steel beams. And the debris was creating roadblocks for first responders. A Marriott Hotel was also destroyed, leaving a six-story pile of rubble spread out in every direction, forcing workers to try and clear paths to get in.

			I found a live shot script from one of those first days:

			“Another day of digging, another day of fading hopes. More searchers are wearing ‘Recovery’ badges, meaning they’re looking for bodies and body parts.”

			“233 dead have been recovered so far, 170 of them identified, but 5,422 are still considered missing, including 311 firefighters, 23 NYPD officers, and 37 Port Authority police, and with each passing minute, hope fades further any of the missing will be found alive.”

			I reported on the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) teams using fiber-optic cables but having no luck. There were voids in the rubble, but the heat was too intense for anyone to survive.

			At that point, recovery workers had hauled off 60,000 tons of debris in 4,464 truckloads, but there was still an estimated 1.2 million tons of debris left.

			We’d been pushed further and further back from the scene each day, until finally all media were moved to a large press area on Greenwich Street a few blocks north of Ground Zero, where every television network built platform “risers” for cameras and correspondents to report from. One day, Ben Affleck and Matt Damon came by, just to get a look at what was happening. I think one of them had a place in the neighborhood, and I chatted with them for a few minutes.

			Eventually, bigger machines were brought in, like bulldozers and heavy cranes, replacing the bucket brigade of dedicated workers and volunteers frantically moving rocks and other stuff off the piles, piece by piece, in a desperate search for survivors. It was estimated the cleanup would take six months because of the unimaginable sea of debris.

			As the numbers of tons removed climbed, so did the number of bodies recovered, and we also began reporting on the wave of elected officials and notables allowed in to get a closer look at the recovery operations, including a delegation of forty senators one day and boxing champ Muhammad Ali, who told reporters gathered at a news conference that there are fanatics in every religion, and not all Islam is bad.

			One day I wrote:

			“I remember coming to the WTC towers for a press conference with the governor. There was tight security that day. Did those Port Authority police perish in the collapse?

			“On the day of the attack, I came to the base of the North Tower, and cops told me to stay back. I identified myself as press, and they told me they’d arrest me because it wasn’t safe to get any closer. Did they make it out alive?

			“This used to be home to two of the tallest buildings in the world, representing strength, stability, and success, a landmark anchoring the bottom end of this incredible island.

			“It’s still hard to believe they’re gone.”
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			New York was a city that depended on tourism, but most of the hotels and restaurants and theaters were now empty. People were mourning. Authorities admitted there was no more than a very small chance of any additional survivors being found. Rescuers were narrowing the “hot zone”, but fires still burned and would continue to burn for a hundred days after the attack. The work had to be done slowly and cautiously because of the human remains dispersed throughout the rubble, often in miniscule pieces.

			At least sixty-three other countries reported citizens among the missing, including 250 from Great Britain, as many as 150 Germans, 91 from India, and 19 from the Philippines.

			Police reported looting in stores in a basement plaza below Five World Trade that were still intact, including a Tourneau Watch store and a designer sunglasses outlet. Criminals pried open ATMs with crowbars. The crimes were committed with “speed and confidence,” cops said.

			A week after the attack, I was allowed in to Ground Zero with a camera crew, joining a group including then-Attorney General John Ashcroft, FBI Director Robert Mueller, New York Governor George Pataki, and Mayor Rudy Giuliani. Attorney General Ashcroft shook his head as he took in the sea of destruction, calling it “indescribable,” and was clearly moved by it, speaking “strongly and passionately about reasserting the spirit of this country and using every resource to drive the largest investigation in the history of the U.S.,” I wrote.

			In the live intro to my package that night, from the riser we’d built blocks away, I told our viewers: “From here, the view is not dramatic. Up close, it’s just plain horrific.”
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			Two weeks to the day after the towers collapsed, when any hope of finding more survivors was gone, the largest piece of wreckage still standing was yanked to the ground. Crews attached three heavy cables to the eight-story or ten-story façade of 2 WTC and tugged on it for half an hour until it crashed down. A piece of it was later used as part of the memorial museum built on site.

			We kept up our reporting daily and nightly, updating the number of confirmed dead and amount of debris removed, along with efforts to get the city moving again. Mayor Giuliani encouraged people to shop and go out for meals and drinks, reopening streets and tourist attractions. He even delivered the opening monologue on Saturday Night Live, flanked by his police and fire commissioners and a couple of dozen uniformed cops, firefighters, and Port Authority Police, delivering a somber tribute to the victims and first responders and people of the city, at one point telling the audience, “It’s okay to laugh and cry at the same time.”

			The Yankees made it to the World Series against the Arizona Diamondbacks, giving New Yorkers something to cheer about again, and were up three games to two, needing to win just one more in Phoenix. It was a Cinderella story with a Hollywood ending until it wasn’t. The Yanks lost games six and seven in an absolute heartbreaker for fans like me.

			It was now early November. President George W. Bush visited the site for the second time, on the two-month anniversary of the attacks, delivering a message of strength and hope for the future and a resolve to never forget the attacks and the victims.

			I was determined to do whatever I could to support my country, and when I heard a few journalists would be selected to join the first wave of troops headed to Afghanistan on the search for Osama Bin Laden, I immediately volunteered to go.

			9/11 changed my life and my career, and I still get chills when I see any videos of the Twin Towers or read stories about the day. I definitely have some lingering PTSD, which is fine. I’d rather carry the effects of that day forever than forget it.

			For me, “Never Forget” isn’t an issue. It’s ingrained in my soul and being and always will be.





CHAPTER 2

			FIRST TO AFGHANISTAN

			When I’m reporting on scene, my brain goes on auto pilot. I’m able to shut down my emotions and focus on the facts and make sure to get the best and most up to date information to the viewers. Once I’m done, I usually forget about the story and focus on other stuff: friends, family, football or baseball games, or a movie on TV.

			But covering 9/11 from a decimated and depressed city was a completely different experience, rocking me to my inner core. Being a few blocks from the towers when they crumbled to the ground was the absolute most awful experience of my life, shading me with a darkness I couldn’t escape, and I was getting antsy, weary of the daily numbers of the dead and missing we were reporting. My fear had turned to anger, and my uncertainty about what was happening around us had morphed into an intense desire for revenge against the mass murdering terrorists.

			When I found out the Pentagon was offering to embed journalists, I met with John Moody, the boss of the news operation, just below Roger Ailes. I told him I was motivated and determined to embed with the Marines and cover the war on terror from the front lines. I remember him asking me if I was sure and if I realized the potential risks of such an assignment. I didn’t care, I told him. This was a really important story, and since I couldn’t join the fight, I could at least report on those brave souls who were.

			He agreed to submit my name to the Pentagon, and before long I got the call to pack my bags and head to Bahrain, where a large group of journalists were gathering for daily briefings from the military and awaiting word on who would be in the final group of twelve selected for the small pool of reporters and photographers who’d be flown in to embed with the first wave of Marines already on the ground in the Afghan desert.

			I was the only correspondent sent by Fox News Channel, but then Oliver North showed up with his senior producer. He was a highly decorated former Marine lieutenant colonel, a platoon commander in Vietnam awarded the Silver Star, Bronze Star, and two Purple Hearts, now hosting a series on Fox called War Stories. He became famous during the Iran-Contra affair in the late ’80s for helping to support rebel groups in Nicaragua with proceeds from arms sales to Iran. I can still see him in his dress uniform, testifying before Congress on television. Did I really have to compete with this guy now to get into Afghanistan?

			I liked and respected Ollie North but was pissed because he was vying for one of the spots in the embed, and we’d been told by Marine Corps Public Affairs that only one reporter from each network would be allowed to join the group. I remember confronting his producer about it, then calling back to New York and complaining to my bosses.

			“He’s not a real reporter!” I told them. “I’m here to cover the news. It’s what I’m trained for and what you’re paying me for. This is my story. He can’t do what I can for the network. He’s just here for his show!” They assured me I’d be going in before him.

			After about a week, the Public Affairs office revealed the final short list of journos who’d made the cut for the embed, and my name was called, along with Alan Pizzi from CBS, David Wright from ABC, and Rob Morrison from NBC (he was a daytime anchor for WNBC in New York, where I’d once worked). One of our freelance shooters was invited to handle all the video (all the TV reporters shared him), and there were two still photographers from the Associated Press Television News and the Associated Press; scribes from Agence France-Presse, Knight Ridder, the Los Angeles Times, The San Diego Union-Tribune, and USA Today; and two AP dish engineers to feed all the material back to the states.

			We were told to pack flak jackets, helmets, sleeping bags, and a limited amount of clothes and gear. Whatever we brought we’d be carrying ourselves.

			For the TV guys, it was a bit of an unusual arrangement. We’d take turns each day filming live shots and packages. All of our reports would be pooled, meaning every network could use any correspondent’s pieces. Even our live shots would be generic, reporting for any channel that wanted a hit from Afghanistan that day. It wouldn’t be “In Afghanistan, Rick Leventhal, Fox News” at the end. It would be “Rick Leventhal with U.S. Marines in Afghanistan.”

			We’d be flown first to the USS Kearsarge, an amphibious assault ship carrying harrier jets and attack helicopters, deployed to the gulf ferrying troops back and forth to the fighting. There were thousands of sailors and Marines on board, and we’d be given opportunities to interview them and tell their stories before heading back to base and boarding one of their massive, lumbering, and loud C-17 cargo planes for what we were warned would be an “ugly trip” with “multiple stops in unidentified locations,” loading freight along the way before the dangerous last leg to a remote compound in the middle of the Afghan desert.

			I saved my reporter notebook from this trip, in which I documented our journey from late November 2001 until late December 2001.

			Eleven of us left the hotel at 1600 [military time for 4 p.m.] in a bus with a U-Haul trailer full of gear to an airbase in Bahrain. I had a double cheeseburger and waited 2 ½ hours, then brought our gear into a small terminal building, where they checked bags as you would in any airport. All went thru a heavy-duty X-ray machine, then were loaded onto a C-17, a big wide fat bodied 4 engine jet.

			After another two-hour wait, we walked onto the airfield and boarded the C-17. The inside looks like a hollowed out, wide body jumbo jet with exposed walls and ceiling, wires, hoses, and compression pipes visible, with rows of jump seats running along each wall.

			Parked in the center, a big hydraulic fork-lift for loading and unloading the palettes of supplies stored in the back. They opened the cargo door to back the aircraft out of its “parking spot.”

			Our final destination was forward operating base Rhino, a dirt landing strip and a series of stone buildings behind a wall, surrounded by long stretches of sand. We were told it was formerly used by drug dealers moving opium out of the country. Now it was in the hands of thirteen hundred U.S. Marines, who called it Camp Rhino.

			There we met up with the 15th Marine Expeditionary Unit and Marine Task Force 58, led by Brigadier General James Mattis, who told us that ground forces intended to help to encircle the Taliban, block escape routes, and serve as a jump-off point for attacks by Special Forces and conventional troops.

			The Taliban were believed to have Stinger missiles and other smaller arms, such as rocket-propelled grenades (RPGs) capable of bringing down the Marines’ Cobra helicopter gunships, Huey Reconnaissance choppers, and troop transport helicopters. The base was “within striking distance” of Kandahar, the Taliban’s political and spiritual capital. The days would be dry and hot, the nights near freezing. The terrain was sand and rock.

			We were reminded of the strict rules we’d need to follow: no reporting of future military plans or operations; nothing on command strength, equipment, or supplies; no mention of specific locations, progress, numbers deployed, their positions, or downed aircraft during rescue operations.

			The fighting was already fierce and deadly. Three Special Forces soldiers were killed, and twenty Afghans wounded, in a friendly fire incident, when a B-52 bomber missed its target with a two thousand pound “smart bomb,” exploding within a hundred yards of American forces and a group of opposition fighters. The victims were flown to Camp Rhino, where the dead Marines were held in a makeshift morgue until they could be transported to ships and on to the base at Bahrain before being flown back to the states. The wounded Afghans were also flown out for medical treatment aboard the USS Peleliu and other locations equipped with medical facilities.

			One of the Marine officers told us: “Seeing the wounded coming in, being aware of personnel killed in action, brings it home that it’s no longer a game.”

			Our group of embedded journalists’ home at the base was a stone warehouse designated the “press center,” where we ate, slept, and wrote our stories. Every day began with briefings from the Public Affairs Officers (PAOs) who gave us the latest facts on the fighting and laid out our plans for the day. Most afternoons we were treated to another briefing from General Mattis himself, a tough-talking no-nonsense “man’s man” who chomped on cigars and cussed and insisted that most of what he told us was off the record or on background, meaning we couldn’t use it or couldn’t quote him.

			Our time at Camp Rhino was frustrating to say the least. It was completely unlike the embed I’d experience in Iraq fifteen months later, when we ate, worked, slept, and traveled with the Marines all the way to Baghdad and were part of every mission. On this first trip to Afghanistan, our movements were severely restricted. Every day we asked to join the Marines when they headed outside Rhino’s walls, and every day we were denied.

			Instead, we received briefings on what the Marines did, had to report on them without seeing or recording any of it, and took occasional field trips to tamer locations where the enemy had already been cleared and threats neutralized.

			The base was growing by the day, as more troops and supplies were flown in, with massive C-130s delivering food, water, and supplies multiple times a day. We were assured that the base was well protected by “Stinger and Avenger teams,” with a “strong defensive perimeter supported by a significant air defense.”

			We were safe, but we weren’t satisfied. We could only watch as reconnaissance assets left the base, followed by armored, mobile hunter-killer teams in high-backed Humvees with anti-tank missiles and fifty-caliber machine guns, interdicting military targets and searching for mine fields.

			We did get a tour of the base, including a mosque that had been taped off so Marines couldn’t use it, “preserving the sanctity” of the building.

			The Marines had their own satellite dishes for communications, a command post, officer’s quarters, a maintenance bay, and a warehouse for vehicles and storage.

			The 2.1-kilometer sand airstrip was smoothed and graded daily with a heavy roller, since it would get rutted by the landings, and we saw an outbuilding blown to bits during the fierce fight the Marines encountered when they seized the facility in a raid on November 25.

			One day we were told of the first significant offensive ground operations, when U.S. Marine hunter-killer teams engaged enemy forces along road networks near Kandahar, killing seven and destroying three vehicles. The engagement started when one of the vehicles approached the Marines “at a high rate of speed,” and after the Marines lit it up, they called in air support, and the fighter jets took out the other two vehicles and killed others fleeing on foot.

			One night our base went on high alert, after recon units outside the walled compound spotted vehicles and more enemy fighters on foot, “probing the perimeter in more than one location.” The Marines fired illumination rounds, mortars, and automatic grenade launchers in their direction, so-called indirect fire, thwarting any possible attack.

			“They were probing to find defensive weaknesses in our lines,” Marine Captain David Romley told us, “and I think they found out there are none.”

			There was also a helicopter crash. A Huey went down and burst into flames along the edge of the airstrip, apparently caused by the thick dust stirred up by the chopper’s spinning blades. Two Marines suffered only minor injuries, one on board and one on the ground, and they were back at work the next day.

			After a much quieter night, we got another briefing from Marine Captain Stewart Upton, who told us: “Things may look calm, but it could be the calm before the storm. A lot of Marines out there want to kill something,” hunting not just for Taliban soldiers but also for identified terrorists, including Al-Qaida members, known to be in the region. The Marines carried the pictures of these terrorists on missions.

			“We hope [the enemy] knows the war is over, lays down his weapons, and goes away. We are closing down and continuing to monitor all avenues of exodus for terrorists.” Upton told us.

			“The day of reckoning in regard to September 11th is close at hand. Those who haven’t realized it yet will soon.”
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			AMERICAN TALIBAN IN THE HOUSE

			The biggest story I covered while at Rhino was the arrival of John Walker Lindh, the “American Taliban,” who was temporarily held in a shipping container turned prison cell at Camp Rhino. He’d been captured earlier by U.S. forces during the invasion and held in a prison where a violent Taliban uprising broke out, leaving hundreds of foreign fighters dead along with CIA agent Johnny “Mike” Spann who was there to question Lindh when the riot started.

			Lindh and some eighty-five other survivors took refuge in the prison’s basement and were eventually recaptured; sometime in the middle of the night, Lindh arrived at our base, where our photographer snuck out of our building and captured some grainy footage of the helicopters landing and Lindh being moved to a shipping container on the base.

			We were told he was being treated as an Enemy Prisoner of War, and the Marines refused to let us get video of him, since “parading” him in front of our cameras would be a violation of the Geneva Convention. We were told this could change if he was reclassified as an “illegal combatant.” He was guarded twenty-four hours a day, given food, water, shelter, and medical attention, and while we put in daily requests for an interview or a chance for him to make a statement, we never saw him, and the Marines wouldn’t let us anywhere near his metal box home. He was only there for a few days, and we also weren’t able to see him leave. The Marines flew him to a ship and eventually back to the states to face charges and his trial.
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			We continued our coverage of ongoing Marine interdiction operations from our remote desert outpost, which was growing by the day with new equipment and reinforcements flown in. The hunter-killer teams were moving to new tactical fighting positions every day and night, blocking roads used by Taliban or Al-Qaida fighters.

			“Unless they drop their weapons immediately, they’ll die,” the Marines told us.

			One day a team rolled through a village and “got a lot of smiles” they told us, and the Marines handed out food, candy, warm socks, and other clothes to the villagers.

			“It’s a whole different world out there,” one told us. “It makes you appreciate the little things in life, like running water, toilets, and a hot meal.”

			In two weeks, Rhino’s airfield had eight hundred sorties by fixed-wing aircraft, almost exclusively C-130s, moving more than two million tons of cargo, over a million pounds of fuel, food, water, and almost four thousand troops in and out. Most of the takeoffs and landings were at night, which made sleep more difficult.

			We had the same sleep challenges when we moved from Rhino to Kandahar Airport, where we staged for a few days and nights before heading back to Bahrain. It was far more uncomfortable than the building we’d just left. We were now eating, sleeping, and working in the airport’s terminal, which didn’t have a single window left intact. It was freezing cold at night, and we were barely able to sleep because of the constant takeoffs and landings of fighter jets and massive cargo planes on the runway right next to us. We also had no working toilets, so unlike the port-a-potties we’d used at Rhino, we now had to pee in designated holes outside and take dumps sitting on tires placed on boards over a ditch, three or four of them in a row, completely out in the open.

			I remember one time struggling to take care of business and looking over to my left to see a Marine sitting right next to me doing the same thing.

			“Hey what’s up?” I think I said, trying to defuse the awkward moment.

			My journey back was as uncomfortable as the trip in, but I wasn’t dissuaded from continuing to cover the “Global War on Terrorism” overseas. I went back to Afghanistan four more times, and to Iraq four times as well, spending many months on the ground, with far greater access each trip to the brave souls doing the fighting, who were determined to deliver payback to those responsible for bringing terror to American soil.

			I never wavered in my support of the soldiers, sailors, airmen, and Marines in service to our country. I was proud to tell their stories, and still am.





CHAPTER 3

			HILLARY’S COLLAPSE AT GROUND ZERO

			Because I was one of the first reporters at Ground Zero after 9/11, I was an obvious choice to cover the memorial ceremonies held at the World Trade Center site on September 11 every year since. I was only absent twice (once I was sick, and another year I was on assignment overseas) and considered it a duty and an honor to report on the events of the day, the ongoing heartache of the families of the victims, and the progress in clearing the debris and rebuilding Downtown.

			It took years for the city, developers, and victims’ families to agree on how to move forward, with lengthy debates over what would rise on the “sacred ground” where the Twin Towers had stood. I was there for the news on almost every update along the way, like the reveal of the plans for the memorial plaza and the planning and opening of the museum. I was also the first reporter to get a guided tour of the museum before it opened and highly recommend this incredibly moving and powerful tribute.

			I covered the design changes and ultimate construction of the Freedom Tower (later renamed One World Trade), was there when it opened in 2014, and was there when the Observatory opened in 2015.

			I had also been given a first-hand look at the still-unfinished skyscraper in early 2012, riding in a construction elevator to the highest level, wearing a hardhat on what would become the top floor before it was enclosed by walls and a roof. It was fifteen degrees colder up there than on the sidewalk below. We did interviews and got B-roll from this spectacular location, with ironworkers walking on beams 1,268 feet in the air, exposed to the wind and elements.

			It made my legs weak to look over the edge, but the views were absolutely incredible in every direction, high above lower Manhattan, a helicopter-like vista of the rivers and bridges and all of the city, hundreds of feet above the peaks of the tallest skyscrapers around us.

			It was a remarkable and exhilarating experience to stand on the top of what would become the tallest building in America and the Western Hemisphere, with only some orange nylon netting separating me and my producer and cameraman from the hard cement of the sidewalks and streets far below.
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			The September 11 ceremonies were incredibly somber affairs. Family members read the names of every person who died in the attacks. There were poems and prayers and tributes with songs and trumpets playing taps.

			In the early years, survivors and family members and first responders would walk down into the pits where the towers once stood, where the waterfalls of the 9/11 Memorial Plaza would eventually be built. The press was always kept at a distance to give the families room to grieve. Strategically placed pool cameras shared footage with all the networks for live coverage, while the reporters and crews were positioned in a designated area nearby.

			For a while, we all worked from a terrace of one of the buildings at the World Financial Center (now named Brookfield Place) across the West Side Highway from the WTC complex. Eventually we moved further down the road to a spot on the sidewalk of the wide promenade in Battery Park, next to the highway, with clear views of the tower in the distance.

			On September 11, 2016, I was at this Battery Park location, hanging out in our satellite truck between the live shots I would do once or twice an hour. The fifteenth anniversary of the attacks was even more significant because it was less than two months before one of the most hotly contested and unlikely presidential races in modern times.

			Builder, entrepreneur, reality TV star, and self-proclaimed billionaire Donald Trump rocked and shocked the political establishment by winning the Republican nomination, and Democrat Hillary Clinton, then a U.S. senator, was vying to become the first female President in the nation’s history.

			Both candidates were attending the memorial ceremonies at Ground Zero, along with dozens of other prominent dignitaries, including current and former governors, mayors, senators, representatives, fire and police commissioners, and more.

			Some believe that what happened during the event that morning changed the course of the election and put Donald Trump in the White House. If that’s true, I may have unintentionally helped to alter history by breaking a huge story, thanks to one of my best law enforcement sources who happened to be in a perfect position to witness what went down and called me immediately after.

			I was truly fortunate to have developed strong, deep ties to a large number of officers and agents with numerous local, state, and federal agencies. I know that working for Fox News Channel helped me to gain their respect and confidence, because many of them appreciated the more conservative tone of the network.

			It also helped that I spent so much time overseas with the nation’s Armed Forces, since many who work in law enforcement once served in the military. Finally, I believe my solid, accurate, and reliable reporting gave me street cred. I was tough, focused, respected, unafraid, and known as someone who always protected his sources (except for one incident, when I failed to do so, that I detail in a later chapter on the Minneapolis bridge collapse).

			Over the years, I developed strong connections with members of the FBI, the U.S. Drug Enforcement Agency, the U.S. Marshals Service, and the U.S. Secret Service. I had friends in the NYPD, from street cops to the commissioner’s office, and great contacts with members of the New York and New Jersey State Police, along with officers and supervisors in other various local departments.

			Many of these guys were members of the Joint Terrorism Task Force (JTTF), so when major incidents occurred, like a terror attack on a Jewish bodega in New Jersey or a bomb in a subway tunnel, I’d often hear about it from them because they were on the JTTF email chain.

			Even if they weren’t tasked with responding to the incident, they at least had the initial reports in their phones and computers. When shit hit the fan, I immediately went to the contacts tab in my phone and searched for the guys I knew in that jurisdiction, and then branched out. Sometimes I didn’t even have to call because they called me first.

			That’s what happened on that Sunday morning in September 2016. Just after 9 a.m., a good friend and one of my best, most reliable, sources, a very well connected and experienced member of a New York-area law enforcement agency, called me on my cell phone.

			I answered, “Hey pal! What’s happening?” I loved talking to this guy. He always had great stories with good details and context, and he never steered me wrong, ever.

			He asked, “Where are you right now?”

			I was surprised by the question because I assumed he’d know. “I’m in our satellite truck in Battery Park, covering the 9/11 ceremonies. Why? What’s up?”

			“You’re not gonna believe what just happened,” he told me. “I just watched Hillary Clinton nearly faint. She just left with her protective detail. I think she’s going to the hospital!”

			“What?” I was incredulous. “Where? What did you see?”

			He then described the series of events that unfolded in front of him. He was in uniform, positioned near the front of One World Trade, in a cordoned off protected area where dignitaries and elected officials arrived and departed in their motorcades. He told me he was surprised to see Hillary Clinton because no one was expected to leave for at least another thirty minutes or so, as the ceremony was far from over. He said he watched in amazement as she stumbled past, clearly in distress and needing help walking to the pickup area, white as a ghost and shaky on her feet.

			He told me she had to stand and wait near the street for several minutes until her van and follow-on Chevy Suburban (for the rest of her security team) pulled up to the curb.

			He told me she looked like she was in really bad shape and would have fallen had the agents with her not been holding her by each arm. When the van doors opened, she stumbled off the curb and almost did fall and had to be helped into the vehicle by the men holding her arms and a woman assisting from behind.

			I was furiously scribbling his story in my reporter notebook, repeating some of the things he said and asking for more detail while my producer that day, Tamara Gitt, looked at me wide-eyed and curious. Tamara had followed Clinton for months during the early days of her campaign and knew everyone on her staff and was extremely skeptical of what I was being told.

			When my source finished his story, I thanked him profusely, hung up, and looked at Tamara.

			I shared everything my source told me and said, “This is incredible. I’m gonna report this.”

			She urged caution as she searched her computer for any confirmation of what I’d just learned.

			“There’s nothing on the wires about this,” she said. “We need confirmation!”

			“My guy would never steer me wrong,” I told her. “He was right there and saw the whole thing! Just because no one else knows about this doesn’t mean it didn’t happen!”

			She asked me to wait and then called her Clinton campaign contacts, but no one answered. She kept checking the wires, too, and suggested I wait. When I told her I didn’t want to, she asked me to call my guy back, so I did.

			“Dude, I’m ready to report this, but we’re not seeing this story anywhere. Are you sure about this?”

			I can still hear his voice in my head, answering the question.

			“Buddy, I was fifteen feet away from her. She lost her shoe when she got in the van. One of the agents had to pick it up off the street and jump in the vehicle following her! This one hundred percent happened.”

			I went through the whole thing with him again, just to make sure I had his story straight.

			This was a huge moment for me. One of the biggest rules of reporting is that you need at least two sources on anything. If one person tells you something, you need to find another person to confirm it. Relying on a single source can be very dangerous, because if that source is wrong and you report it, your credibility is shot when the real story emerges. Most news agencies don’t allow stories to be reported unless they’re confirmed, but in rare circumstances exceptions can be made, depending on the story and the journalist and the person sharing the information.

			I was convinced this was one of those occasions. At that point I’d been in the business for nearly thirty years. I was seasoned, well-traveled, and extremely confident in my source.

			I was staking my career on it, but I wasn’t really worried. Well, I may have been a little nervous, especially because Tamara was really, really cautionary.

			We didn’t have another live shot scheduled until 10:10 a.m. and I wanted to break the news, so I did it on Twitter, posting three tweets to report what I’d just learned due to the 140-character limit at the time. At 9:37 a.m., I tweeted in a row:

			BREAKING: law enf source: Hillary Clinton just left 9/11 ceremony w/medical episode, appeared to faint on way into van, helped by security

			Source tells me Hillary Clinton “clearly having some type of medical episode” & had to be helped into van by her protective detail

			MORE ON #HILLARY per witness: “unexpected early departure”; she stumbled off curb, “knees buckled,” lost a shoe as she was helped into van

			The tweets spread like wildfire, my most-viewed by a long shot, with thousands and thousands of retweets and comments, including this one from “tenmountainman”:

			“If Rick says it. It happened. The man is a reporter, not a hack.”
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			I later learned that my tweets were actually shared with the future leader of the free world at the ceremony. It started with former NYPD Commissioner Bernie Kerik, whom I was friendly with and who followed me on Twitter. He was sitting with New Jersey Governor Chris Christie, former New York Mayor Rudy Giuliani, and Donald Trump. I was told that Kerik saw my tweets and showed them to Christie, who passed the phone to Giuliani, who showed it to Trump who also read them, and the men exchanged looks. The story I heard is that the men raised their eyebrows and quietly celebrated the early departure of Trump’s hated rival.

			Then, at 10:10 a.m., I went live on Fox News Channel and broke the news to our viewers.

			Anchor Jon Scott read his intro over live pictures of the ceremony and introduced me. He was expecting me to report on the ceremony itself and toss to a pre-recorded package I put together detailing the health issues suffered by first responders who were at the scene in 2001 and breathed the toxic air for days, weeks, or months after.

			Jon Scott was also the anchor on air the morning of 9/11, and he watched the events unfold partially through the lens of the camera I was using on the streets near Ground Zero, where I was reporting almost nonstop that day just a few blocks from the smoldering towers.

			“Our Rick Leventhal is in Lower Manhattan…he saw the attacks unfold fifteen years ago as well. Rick?”

			I had no script. I just shared the story of what I’d learned:

			Jon, before we get to that I want to bring our viewers up to date on a story that is breaking right now, that I just learned about within the last fifteen or twenty minutes. As you know there are many dignitaries gathered at the scene including Republican nominee Donald Trump and the Democratic nominee Hillary Clinton, who was at Ground Zero, was there for the ceremony and left, unexpectedly left early because of what appeared to be a medical episode.

			I have a law enforcement source who was there, who was fifteen feet away from Hillary Clinton. He said she was standing on a curb with her protective detail waiting for her motorcade.

			They were surprised to see her because she wasn’t supposed to be leaving yet so they had to wait for the motorcade two or three minutes…when it finally rolled up, my source said, she stumbled off the curb, appeared to faint, lost one of her shoes that wound up underneath the van…her protective detail I’m told helped her into that van and then the van took off, presumably in the direction of a hospital.

			They grabbed her shoe and flagged down the rest of her detail. Her shoe was given to that detail who was following the other two vehicles, and they left Ground Zero early, just moments ago, because of an apparent medical episode that Hillary Clinton was suffering. It’s not terribly hot today Jon…warm, and it was certainly warm at the scene, but again, Hillary Clinton, my source was fifteen feet away said she appeared to be having some sort of medical episode, had to be helped into her van and left the, left Ground Zero early before this ceremony ended apparently because of a medical problem.

			I then tossed to the report we shot and edited a few days earlier, and when it ended, I came back live and tagged with this:

			One other note about the Clinton episode Jon, it happened in an area that was off-limits to the press…so the pool reporters that follow Hillary Clinton wherever she goes didn’t see it, they didn’t know about it, as far as we know there were no cameras at that location and as far as we know the Clinton campaign still has not confirmed that there was any problem with Hillary Clinton.

			We still haven’t gotten confirmation of why she left early, but we have confirmed with a second source she did in fact leave early and apparently, according to my source who was fifteen feet away from the former senator, Jon, she was clearly having some kind of medical episode, stumbled, and nearly fell as her knees buckled and she came off that curb and then was helped by her protective detail into her van and left Ground Zero within the last thirty minutes.
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			Now I was out there all alone on an island. Tamara and I kept checking the Associated Press wires and the websites of other networks, and Tamara kept trying to get answers from Clinton staffers with no success. It was like crickets.

			No one else was reporting or confirming or adding to the story. It was like it didn’t happen, and the more time passed without confirmation, the more nervous I got that maybe, just maybe, I’d made a huge mistake. I didn’t really think I had, but at the same time I was thinking, “What if…?”

			Clinton staffers remained quiet for what seemed like an eternity, even as they were getting hammered with calls from every news outlet following up on what I’d reported. At around 11 a.m., spokesman Nick Merrill released a statement saying, “Secretary Clinton attended the September 11th Commemoration Ceremony for just an hour and thirty minutes this morning to pay her respects and greet some of the families of the fallen. During the ceremony, she felt overheated, so she departed to go to her daughter’s apartment, and is feeling much better.”

			As Slate pointed out that day, “The statement notably does not say whether Clinton received any medical attention at Chelsea’s apartment, which is about a fifteen-minute drive from Ground Zero.”

			It wasn’t until hours later, at 5:15 p.m., that the campaign admitted the candidate had been diagnosed with pneumonia on Friday, but her current health status wasn’t made public. The campaign then quoted the candidate’s doctor Lisa Bardack, who said, “She was put on antibiotics, and advised to rest and modify her schedule. While at this morning’s event, she became overheated and dehydrated. I have just examined her, and she is now re-hydrated and recovering nicely.”

			Does anyone believe the campaign would have ever revealed she had pneumonia and was being treated for it or that she had an episode during the ceremony if I hadn’t forced their hand?

			CNN reported the story on “Reliable Sources,” a show focusing on the press and coverage of major stories hosted by the network’s media critic Brian Stelter. CNN tossed to its correspondent outside Chelsea Clinton’s apartment after receiving the campaign statement, roughly ninety minutes after my tweets were posted and about an hour after I was live on Fox News Channel telling our viewers what happened.
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