FDNY embraces
their fallen’s kin
like their own

By Elizabeth Moore
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By Saturday, Kecith Kern had called the forist to
order a big Maltese cross in red carnations with Joseph
Angelini Jr's fire department badge number in the mid-
dle. He had arranged for a helicopter fly-by, a motorey-
cle escort and a place for the family and friends to eat
after the memorial service.

That afternoon, Joey Angelini's wife, Donna, called:
She had finally told the kids their father had been killed
in the collapse of the World Trade Center, and they
were not taking it well. .

Kern, a firefighter with Manhattan's Ladder Co. 4, had
been taken off the company schedule and assigned full
time to helﬁing four of the firchouse's 15 bereaved fami-
lies through the mourning period, and Donna needed him
now. Soon after he settled onto the Angelini’s living room
sofa in Lindenhurst on the evening of Oct. 13, he found
himself eye to eye with 7-year-old Jennifer, in one of her
father’'s old fire department
T-shirts, tears on her cheeks,

“Why isn't my daddy coming
home?”

Kern exhaled. Hi= firehouse
hadn't lost a firefighter in 30
ﬁ{.‘ﬂ.rﬁ, He is no psychologist, and

¢ had tried to turn this duty
down. But he has been married for
Zb years, has five kids and two
grandkids, and he will never forget
Joey Angelini,

“We need to talk,” he told the
child. Jennifer took him by the
hand and led him into the master
bedroom, and they elimbed up onto
his old friend’s bed for a heart to Joseph Angelini Jr.
heart.

“There was — an accident,” he began, gingerly sorting
through this phrase, that word, as Jennifer stared into
the darkness,
~ When she was finally asleep, he went back to the liv-
ing room sofa, where Donna Angelini, turned to him
with tears in her eyes.

“Why isn’t my Joey coming home?”

By policy and by passionately held tradition, New
York City firefighters embrace the families of their lost
as if they were their own blood kin. Since Sept. 11, when
more of its men died in one morning than had in the
past 50 years, New York City has pulled firefighters out
of every company that lost someone to provide full-time
support to the wives, mothers and chihi':.-n of those lost
in the trade center attacks

‘sleeps in the undershirt he took off

When Kern started coming to her house around the
end of September, he noticed a pile of unpaid billg
and pavchecks that hadn't been deposited. Joey al-
ways handled those, filing and organizing E\Fi;'ll'y‘ti’ling
and logging it all on their home computer. Morning,
noon, and night, Kern prodded Donna to eat, to let
him take her to the %Tm:er}* store, to the bank, to
apply for benefits, to fix the rotting pipes that had
caved in the shower wall, even though Joey would not
approve of the way the plumber planned to do the job.

“I'm still thinking: ‘Joey,” " she said.

Jennifer, meanwhile, had begun taking shelter
each day in the principal’s office, because she couldn’t
stand hearing kids say her dad was dead. Jacqueline,
5, seemed to find a way to be out of the house with»ek
atives and friends almost all of the time.
Three-year-old Joseph 111 just cried for his father.

Kern brought a Technodog for
the boy, and a Tonka payloader,
For the girls he brought a Starlight
Fairy Barbie and a Bedtime Baby
Chrissie. He got down on the floor
and played with them,
rough-housed, took them to™the
safe-Halloween party at the schoal.
Donna kept talking about her hus-
band. He rubbed her shoulder as
she wept, told her to just let it out.

As weeks passed, and Joey An-
gelini's eggplants swelled untend-
ed under a blanket of autumn
leaves in his garden, and his ti=—
matoes grew fat and red and final-
lv shriveled untouched in the wan-
ing light, Donna Angelini still
would not file for a death certifi-
cate. She could not bring herself
to clean out his firehouse locker,
plastered with photos of their
wedding, the births of their chil-
dren, the kids growing up, She
left his ChapStick untouched on
the locker shelf. Joey would be
angry if he came home and found
that people had been messing
with his stuff, she said.

She hasn’t washed the pillow-
case he used before he left, and she

before heading into his last shift in
the city, clutching a fram’
8-by-10 photo of her husband. She
opets upset’ if people touch these
things,

Donna Angelinl readily admits she still needs the
help for her own sake. She knows she is Kern's tough-
est case. Not onl F' have her children lost their father,
but their grandfather, Rescue Co. 1 firefighter Jo-
5&%11 Sr., also died that day.

at first week, once she got the kids off to school

she was unable to do much of anything as she waited

for word about Joey. She sat home, unbathed in her

ajamas, numbly watching the laundry climb up the

droom wall, food remains congealing on plates

here and there, and tear-stained tissues overflowing
from the bathroom wastebasket.

And when the department took the widows to the
site for a service and tour Nov. 2, it didn't help at all.
Donna saw baker's racks in a basement area of the
trade center that were untouched. She's heard that
at the bottom of Tower One there were perfume bot-
tles still standing. What if they find all these guys,
and they're intact, and theyre fine, but theyve
starved to death? She also has this theory that keeps
running through her head, which she calls “insane,”
that the reason they're not finding the men of Lad-
der Co. 4 is because Osama bin Laden has them all
held hostage somewhere.

*1 just keep waiting for them to eall and say, "We
(6und him, he's really, really bad, but we got him,
and I'm going to try to take care of him,” Angelliin
said. She finds it hard to breathe.

“I'm in big-time denial,” she admitted.

Kern has listened to all this, but he keeps pushing
her to face the truth, Sometimes he has had to make
her cry, he has been so insistent, “otherwise, she’ll be
forever waiting for him to come through that door.”

Valerie Kern has seen the strain this has put on
her husband. It started in the frenetic first days after
the attack, when he poured himself into digging and
searching in the smoking pile, but kept having to re-
turn empty-handed to the anxious faces of his lost
friends’ wives waiting at the firehouse, At home, he'd
git in his chair and just stare. Now, it's the hand-hold-
ing. Keith Kern is not a talker, but he wants to help
people, and this terrible thing can't be helped.

“He feels like he has to do it, he wants to do it, and
he knows how I would be if it were the other way
around, but he's tired,” Valerie Kern said. * . ..
‘When he comes home, he just wants tobe hugged all
the time.” :

When the funerals are finally all finished, she wor-
ries that he will be hit worse than ever by the reality

of what ha&pﬂned. _
But Keith Kern can't think that far ahead. He

doesn't know when the department will terminate his
special duty, but he doesn't think it really matters. =
“This will never be over for me,” he said. “] will not

forget.”
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