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			Dear Son…or Daughter,

			I am writing this book at the advice of my therapist. She felt it would be helpful to share a little bit about your mom and dad, and why you will always have your place in history. This story may also help others who have suffered a traumatic loss.
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			Introduction

			On September 6, 2001, my college sweetheart, Lauren, flew from our home in Northern California to New Jersey. It was a freighted trip. Lauren’s dear grandmother, Vivian Catuzzi, had passed away and she was going back east for the funeral. I wanted to go, too, but our old cat, Nicholas, was having health problems. That orange tabby was Lauren’s spirit animal. I used to always find them curled up on our bed—Lauren on her tummy, legs in the air like a schoolgirl, reading a book and Nicholas snoozing in a little ball on the small of Lauren’s back. Lauren insisted I stay home in San Rafael to take care of the cat. Lauren and I both traveled a fair amount for work, so we were used to saying goodbye, but this parting was one of our most emotional. I was quite fond of Little Grandma, as Vivian was known, and was sorry I couldn’t be there to support my wife. But there was also a joyous feeling because Lauren was carrying a secret: she was three months pregnant with our first child, and after Little Grandma’s funeral she was planning to share the good news to lift her family’s spirits.

			We were giddy at the thought of becoming parents, having spent the previous decade trying to get pregnant. There had been plenty of heartbreak along the way, including a miscarriage in 1999, when Lauren was thirty-six. Two years later, we had pretty much resigned ourselves to raising only cats…and then a miracle happened.

			On her last night in New Jersey, Lauren called and gave me an enthusiastic recounting of the big reveal of her pregnancy. I always loved talking to her on the phone—she had the cutest little voice, so full of life, and especially so on this night. She and her sisters were about to watch a movie, with Lauren having prepared her favorite snack: a bowl of popcorn mixed with steamed vegetables. I promised I would be there to pick her up at the airport the next day—September 11.

			Our house had two stories and we slept upstairs. (The nursery was to be just down the hall.) Those were the days of intrusive calls from telemarketers, so I turned off the ringer on the phone in our bedroom and fell asleep with a smile on my face.

			I was awakened early the next morning by the distant sound of the answering machine in the kitchen downstairs. I rolled over and snoozed a little more. When I opened my eyes again, they went right to the clock: 7:03. And then the damnedest thing happened. I looked out of the bay window facing the bed and saw a spirit. Even now it seems unbelievable, but I know what I saw: the shape of an angel, opaque around the edges as if glimpsed through a drop of water, rising toward the heavens and out of view. I laid in the bed for a few moments, overwhelmed. All I could think of in that moment was, Whom do I know that recently died? Then it occurred to me that perhaps it was Little Grandma. Back then, I was not a spiritual person, but I felt humbled and grateful to have been visited by this otherworldly being.

			I floated out of bed, checked on the cat, and then turned on the television news, my usual morning routine. I began shaving but was distracted by the confounding sight on the TV of smoke pouring out of both Twin Towers. The awful images kept coming: suddenly the Pentagon was on fire, and then reports that a plane was down in the Pennsylvania countryside. Like every American, I was sickened by what I was watching. But I wasn’t worried about my wife. The TV commentators said that planes had been grounded nationwide and my first instinct was that Lauren was stuck at Newark. My initial concern was for my older brother, Jim, a pilot for American Airlines who often flew out of New York and Boston. The phone rang and I expected it to be Lauren with an update. It was her sister, Vaughn, with whom she had been staying.

			“Is Lauren with you?” I asked.

			“No, she left early,” Vaughn said, and a little current of panic ran through me. “I haven’t heard from her. I thought she might’ve contacted you.” 

			I answered, “No! I thought she would return to your house since her flight was grounded?” 

			That’s when Vaughn said something that made my hair stand on the back of my neck, “Lauren called and told me she was able to get on an earlier flight.”

			At that moment, another call came in. I was praying it was Lauren, but instead I heard the voice of my friend Bob Schultz. “I was worried about you, Rackster,” he said, invoking an old nickname. “I know you travel to New York a lot.” I told him about Lauren flying home from Newark and that I was becoming concerned since I had not yet heard from her. That was when I remembered the answering machine. I bolted downstairs and saw the flashing red light indicating a new message.

			Lauren was one of those people who always cut it close getting to the airport but was so charming in her apologies you could never be mad at her. That morning she had been booked on a 9:20 a.m. flight from Newark to San Francisco but somehow arrived at the airport early enough to be asked if she’d like a seat on a flight that was scheduled to depart an hour and twenty minutes earlier: United 93. The first message was Lauren calling me from Newark to inform me of the change to her itinerary, though she didn’t mention the flight number. Listening to her sweet voice, I could feel my heart pounding. I shouted out, “Please be okay. Please be okay!” On the TV were images of a smoldering hole in the ground in the Pennsylvania countryside. At that moment the commentators were saying they believed that plane had originated in Chicago, and I breathed a huge sigh of relief…but where was Lauren? The next message played. It was her calling from the plane; in those days there were credit card–activated phones hardwired to the seat backs.

			Lauren had worked as a marketing manager at Pricewater-houseCoopers. It was a high-pressure job, and she was often surrounded in the boardroom by alpha males in Brooks Brothers suits. But she was utterly unfazed because her father, Larry, had been a football coach and she grew up on the sidelines among all that testosterone. Lauren was a standout tennis player in high school and ever after embraced pressure moments; for a big meeting with Nick Graham, the founder of Joe Boxer, Lauren convinced all her dubious male colleagues to don colorful Joe Boxer underwear over their gray flannel suit pants, and Graham was so tickled by the stunt he hired PwC on the spot. So, it was no surprise that on the answering machine Lauren’s voice was clear and strong, almost businesslike. “Honey, are you there? Jack? Pick up, sweetie. Okay, well, I just want to tell you I love you. We’re having a little problem on the plane. I’m fine and comfortable and I’m okay for now. I just love you more than anything, just know that. It’s just a little problem, so I, I’ll…Honey, I just love you. Please tell my family I love them, too. Bye, honey.”

			I fell to the ground and began sobbing. In that moment I knew Lauren and our baby were gone. The next time I looked at the TV, the crash site in Shanksville, Pennsylvania, was being shown and the announcers were saying that early reports indicated the downed plane was United 93 out of Newark. There didn’t appear to be any survivors.

			Later, I would find out that Lauren’s plane fell to the earth at 10:03 a.m. That’s 7:03 in California. The angel that visited me in the sky through the bedroom window wasn’t Little Grandma. It was Lauren.
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			I was born in Belleville, Illinois, in 1962. It’s a quiet little town but I created some excitement at age four: I found fifty cents in the couch cushions, snuck out the back door, and walked a couple of miles to the only McDonald’s in town. I can still remember looking up at the befuddled cashier while ordering my cheeseburger and chocolate shake. Then I walked all the way home, carrying my little bag with the cheeseburger inside. When I came home, my brother Jim—who was supposed to have been watching me—didn’t ask where I’d been, merely how I had scrounged up the money for McDonald’s. When I told him, he claimed the wayward fifty cents had been his. As payback, Jim snatched away the cheeseburger and scarfed it down, leaving me in tears. When you’re the youngest of six, you learn to be independent and to take your lumps.

			A year later we moved to Muncie, Indiana, the so-called Middletown, USA, where my father, Leon, took a job as controller at the Ball Corporation. As a young man he was a marine who fought in the South Pacific during World War II. I think he always carried those scars. He was certainly not the type of father who ever said “I love you,” but he was there whenever I needed him. I would seek him out in his La-Z-Boy in the bedroom and he would put down the paper and listen intently to whatever was on my mind. Dad’s advice was always simple and profound, and to this day I still repeat one of this old accountant’s favorite sayings: “Worrying is like paying interest on a debt you don’t owe.” Mom was active and spirited and ever the prankster. She taught me that all people have value, regardless of their background.

			When my friends and I weren’t jumping off one-hundred-foot cliffs into the rock quarries or “bumper-hopping” on icy roads while clinging to the back of speeding cars, organized sports was a big part of my youth. I played basketball and football, but golf was where I really excelled; I won my first junior club championship when I was nine, beating kids who were two and three years older. My dad shared a love for the game and we played many rounds together. When I was twelve, we were watching the Crosby Clambake on TV. It was snowy and miserable in Muncie, and I was mesmerized by the images of Pebble Beach on the screen, with the green grass and blue ocean glittering in the sunshine. All the pros and their amateur partners were wearing stylish clothes and having a great time and I said to Dad, “I want to be one of those guys someday. How do I get there?”

			“Work hard, save, and invest your money,” he said. Those words were burned into my memory.

			I continued to excel at golf as I reached my teenage years. Three times I was chosen to play in the Tri-State Invitational, which brings together top players from Ohio, Indiana, and Kentucky. In 1979, I qualified for the US Junior Amateur Championship in Hilton Head, South Carolina. A local family was gracious enough to let me stay in their home and their ten-year-old son turned into my shadow. He was such a sweet kid I let him caddie for me in the tournament and his enthusiasm for my game gave me a shot of confidence. I played well against a field of the best junior amateurs in the country and that helped me realize that golf could be my ticket out of Indiana. When it was time to go away to college, I chose the University of Texas. My brother Mark was an alumnus and had told me plenty of stories about a great school in a fun town teeming with beautiful coeds. The warm weather in Austin was appealing, too, as it would allow me to work on my game year-round. I earned a spot on the freshman golf team. Only the five best players on the squad secured a place in the tournament lineup and I was always on the fringe, which made every round stressful. I thought my dream was to join the likes of upperclassmen Mark Brooks, Brandel Chamblee, and Lance Ten Broeck on the varsity squad, but after one season I realized they were at a different level, skill-wise, and that I was burnt-out from all those years of junior golf. I left the team and embarked on a double major of communications and partying.

			During my sophomore year, in 1983, I took a course in government studies with a friend of mine from Sigma Phi Epsilon. Walking into the classroom on the first day we bumped into a high school friend of his from Houston: Lauren Catuzzi. He introduced us and I vividly remember thinking, Oh, my god, these are the most beautiful blue eyes I’ve ever seen. She had a cute smile, too, and such a spirit about her. I was immediately smitten but had a girlfriend at the time. Still, whenever I would run into Lauren around campus, we had an undeniable spark. One of her friends even told me she thought we would be perfect together.

			After I broke up with my girlfriend, I called Lauren one night under the guise of looking for my friend who was dating her roommate. I knew full well he wasn’t there, but I wanted to chat with Lauren. I was too nervous to actually ask her out, but we had a nice conversation and I felt a rare ease with her. She mentioned that she was interested in a band I’d never heard of called U2. They were coming to town soon, so I bluffed that I had access to tickets and then worked feverishly to actually get them in hand. Lauren was euphoric when I told her. On the night of the concert, I showed up at her place with a bottle of wine and a bouquet of flowers. She had left the apartment door open for me. When I tapped on the doorframe, she was brushing her teeth so she called out, “The money’s on the counter, just leave the ticket.” I was still standing there, dumbfounded, when Lauren came out of the bathroom. Seeing me with the flowers and the wine was her first inkling that I wanted to take her on a date, not just serve as a ticket broker. She paused and then said, “Oh, it’s a date. That’s great!” After that awkward start, we had a blast at the concert. She adored Bono and I loved listening to Lauren belt out the words to every song. We quickly fell hard for each other.

			It turns out that Lauren also had Hoosier roots but spent most of her childhood in New Jersey before going to high school in Houston, Texas. This tracked with the career arc of her father, who was an assistant football coach at Indiana, then at Ohio State under Woody Hayes, and finally with the Houston Gamblers of the ill-fated USFL. Along the way, Coach (as everyone who knew Larry referred to him) helped popularize the lonesome polecat formation, in which the quarterback was alone in the backfield, allowing for more wide receivers and sophisticated offensive sets. Lauren had great stories about growing up in football, including the time she played a game of catch with Terry Bradshaw and Lynn Swann before an exhibition game when her dad was an assistant coach for the Baltimore Colts. 

			I heard all the tales about Lauren’s childhood. She was a fun, quirky kid, who at age four asked Santa Claus for only one thing: her very own bottle of ketchup. As the middle of three sisters, she had to fight for attention; she once decided to run away from home but only made it as far as the neighbor’s house, where she knocked on the door and asked for milk and cookies. When she got a little older, Lauren delighted in the awkwardness of elevator rides. Her younger sister Vaughn recalls, “She would speak into the silence something bizarre like, ‘Hey, did that blister ever heal up?’” Lauren was a chameleon who moved effortlessly through the different cliques of her schools. “From the jocks to the ‘brains’ to the popular girls—of which she was one—to the nerds and especially to the quiet souls,” says Vaughn. “She had a gift that allowed her to truly get to know people and become part of their lives. Starting with her beautiful smile, people just gravitated toward her radiant personality and genuine thoughtfulness.” She could also disarm you with her sense of humility.

			Lauren had a mischievous streak. Since Coach was an old-school tough guy, she decided to play a prank on him the first time him and I were to meet. I reluctantly went along with it. Lauren had me wear a dangly earring and eyeliner, and found a red shirt that looked like it had been stolen from Michael Jackson’s closet. When we finally met up for cocktails at the bar of Coach’s hotel, he couldn’t disguise his horror. I’ve never felt more ridiculous, but the woman we both loved laughed about it for years afterward, which made it well worth it. Coach and I would play many rounds of golf together and came to be quite close. I admired him for the way he navigated the waters of a very female household. Later, Lauren and I would travel with her parents. Her mom, Barbara, had a wicked sense of humor. I loved both of them and being a part of the Catuzzi family. There were always lots of laughs and Lauren was usually at the center of it all.

			But there was also a serious side to her. Lauren was passionate about women’s rights and interned for Governor Ann Richards as an undergrad. Back then I was a conservative Republican and she was a very liberal Democrat, but it worked because she had so much conviction I enjoyed hearing her side of every issue, even when I didn’t agree.

			I was a year ahead of Lauren in school. After earning my degree in 1985, I took a job in Northern California doing marketing for a semiconductor company. With her still in Austin, we made the hard decision to take some time apart. But dating other people only made us miss each other more. When Lauren graduated, she moved to San Francisco so we could be together again. We picked up right where we had left off.

			I didn’t love my job so, on my dad’s advice, I started networking. I was interested in the media business so I wrote letters to top sales executives at places like Sports Illustrated, Time, Forbes, Fortune, Business Week, and USA Today. I said I was not looking for a job, just requesting fifteen minutes to ask about their career and how they had prospered. It turns out that everyone likes talking about themselves, so a surprising number of these busy people agreed to meet. Dad offered very specific instructions: “Buy some nice Allen Edmonds patent leather shoes, a Halston suit, a white shirt, and a set of ties and go out there and show them that you want to be professional.” I did as instructed. After each meeting, I would follow up with a hand-written thank you note. This made enough of an impression on some folks at USA Today that I was granted a second meeting and then a chance to pitch them on a project a couple of weeks later as an audition for a sales manager job in San Francisco. As I was preparing for that big break, I blew out my ankle playing basketball. At my apartment I hobbled around on crutches, practicing my presentation. These were the days of flip charts, and it was a struggle to manage that on crutches while still trying to offer a dynamic presentation. At one point I vented to Lauren that I didn’t think I could do it. I wanted to cancel the presentation, citing my injury. With some steel in her voice she said, “You can do it and I’m going help you.” That was so Lauren. She was always extremely positive, and her attitude uplifted everyone around her. She pushed me hard to perfect the presentation, and when the time came, I nailed it, despite the crutches. I got hired as an ad sales executive at USA Weekend, the Sunday supplement carried by newspapers all over the country. I busted my butt and a year later was promoted to a sales manager position at USA Today. None of that would have happened without Lauren’s tireless support.

			She was also making her way in the business world. Lauren had started working for a law firm right out of college but then took a job at PricewaterhouseCoopers, which tickled my family because that’s where my dad began his career. Lauren may have been a petite little thing with a soft voice, but she more than held her own in the boardroom. “She had a presence,” says Nick Graham. “We were looking for a CPA for Joe Boxer and interviewed a lot of different firms. As you can imagine, these guys were all very serious. Lauren was a sparkle in a gray flannel world. She was engaging, she was happy, she was keenly interested in what we wanted and what we needed. She got our vibe, that we wanted to do things a little differently. She is the reason I hired PwC.”
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