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TO MY FATHER,





  a perfect father to a child, a loving man to a son




  TO MY MOTHER,




  who loves me like a rock




  




  And we have seen our national character in eloquent acts of sacrifice. Inside the World Trade Center, one man who could have saved himself stayed until the end and at the side of his quadriplegic friend. A beloved priest died giving the last rites to a fire-fighter. Two office workers, finding a disabled stranger, carried her down 68 floors to safety. A group of men drove through the night from Dallas to Washington to bring skin grafts for burn victims.




  In these acts and many others, Americans showed a deep commitment to one another and an abiding love for our country. Today, we feel what Franklin Roosevelt called, “the warm courage of national unity.”




  —President George W. Bush


  Remarks at the National Day of Prayer and Remembrance,


  September 14, 2001




  And our hearts are full of gratitude for those who saved others. These men and women remind us that heroism is found not only on the fields of battle. They remind us that heroism does not require special training or physical strength. Heroism is here, all around us, in the hearts of so many of our fellow citizens, just waiting to be summoned—as it was on Saturday morning.




  Their actions, their selflessness, also pose a challenge to each of us. It raises the question of what, beyond the prayers and expressions of concern, is required of us going forward. How can we honor the fallen? How can we be true to their memory?




  —President Barack Obama


  Speech at the memorial service for the victims of the shooting in


  Tucson, Arizona, January 12, 2011




  When I go home people’ll ask me, “Hey Hoot, why do you do it man? What, you some kinda war junkie?” You know what I’ll say? I won’t say a goddamn word. Why? They won’t understand. They won’t understand why we do it. They won’t understand that it’s about the men next to you, and that’s it. That’s all it is.




  —Black Hawk Down


  From the screenplay by Mike Nolan, based on


  the book by Mark Bowden




  




  
PREFACE:


  WHY THIS BOOK, AND WHY NOW?





  




   




   




  THE WHOLE TOPIC of 9/11 is never a matter of small talk to me. It’s no academic discussion. If someone casually says to me, “Hey, tell me your story,” I tell them, “Nah, it’s not going to work that way.” But if somebody asks me, sincerely, “You were that guy? Can you talk about it?” Then I say, “Why don’t you ask me questions, tell me what you want to know, and I’ll tell you what I can.” That’s so much easier. I can handle that. Any other way is exhausting for me, and I don’t want to do it.




  To this day, it’s impossible for me to give a summary explanation of how I really felt and what I really went through without telling everything—every single thing that I went through. I don’t know how, psychologically, to tell someone an abbreviated version of what happened to me. People ask, and I say, “Yeah, I was there.”




  “Really?” they say.




  Then they ask for more.




  “Yes, I carried this woman down sixty-eight floors.”




  Then what? Then what?




  It’s a very intense and personal place to go. It takes a lot out of me. I don’t like bringing it up. I don’t go around telling people I carried a woman down sixty-eight flights in Tower 1 on 9/11.




  “There I was, World Trade Center, September 11 … ” This isn’t the goddamn World of Commander McBragg.




  




  Will I tell the story if asked? It depends on who’s asking and what kind of emotional space they’re coming from. But my story is not a cocktail party trick or somebody’s cheap entertainment option.




  Obviously, and for many reasons, it’s an experience I now feel compelled to share with all seriousness, honesty, and emotion. But I can only tell it one way. That’s from beginning to end, with nothing left out. And frankly, rarely are there times and places where that’s an easy or appropriate thing to do.




  Suffice it to say that I don’t like telling this story. I don’t even like thinking about it. For almost ten years I’ve stopped telling it altogether. And I’ve never really told the whole thing to anyone. That’s hurt a lot of people. It’s hurt me too. I want to tell it now. I need to tell it.




  And I want to get it right. I will try hard—very hard—to tell it exactly like I remember it.




  I’m still not sure I understand it—what it’s meant, how it’s changed me. Some call me a hero for it—for what I did on 9/11. I’m not very comfortable with that. What I do know is I need to tell everything to everybody (and I need to hear some things as well).




  I know that if I retrace my steps, I can tell you how I came to be on the 81st floor of the World Trade Center, Tower 1, on 9/11, sitting at my desk at 8:46 a.m. when the first plane hit just twelve floors above me.




  And then I spent the next ninety-six minutes inside Tower 1. I made it out, barely.




  I was one of the lucky ones.




  Sometimes I feel so awful about it I can’t hear myself think a single thought. Other times I draw such hope and clarity from it. Either way, it’s time to talk about it. So let me try here to tell you, and myself, what happened. Like I said, I will try hard to get it right.




  




  
INTRODUCTION:


  HOW DID I GET HERE?





  




   




  I SAT HALF-DAZED, DOWNING beers and inhaling burgers at O’Reilly’s Pub on 31st and Broadway. It was an unusual lunch at O’Reilly’s for obvious reasons, but also because I was sitting in the back dining room. I’d eaten there a hundred times before, but I’d never sat in the back. That’s usually where the “business people” had lunch, at the round tables with the white linen tablecloths. That’s not where I usually sat. But this day it was sit there or sit nowhere. That’s how crowded it was.




  Boozer went to the bar to get more beers. I sat, fidgety, at a table with John. John wasn’t saying much. Boozer yelled to me, “Raj!” (That’s how they know me at O’Reilly’s, after Roger Staubach.) He motioned for me to come to the front. “You gotta see this.”




  I came and I saw. It was me. On television. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. I really couldn’t believe the camera guy made it out of there. But there I was: Lost and off-balance amid rubble, dust, and debris; rumpled light blue dress shirt, loosened navy blue tie; my black bag over my shoulder, a bottle of water in my left hand. I looked like hell.




  The camera moved closer, and the questions started.




  Cameraman: Who are you with?




  Me: I was on the 81st floor.




  My voice trembled slightly. Maybe only I noticed.




  Cameraman: Tell me what you saw and heard.




  Me: There were forty people in there. Just an explosion. I saw this light flash out my window. The whole doorway entrance to my office blew open. My office was freaking out. I just told them to calm down and get to the center of the office. Everybody was fine on my floor.




  My voice was definitely shaky.




  I’m shaky.




  Me: We just started heading down the stairs. I heard people were trapped in the bathroom. I ran to the bathroom. It was just [pause] blown out. I asked if anybody was in there. People weren’t in there. So I started going down the steps. I heard people shouting. I stopped at, like, sixty-eight; and there was a woman in a wheelchair, and I got her in the straps—the wheelchair—and I carried her down the steps. Carried her down sixty-eight floors, man. [Coughs.] Then we got lost on the 5th floor. It was chaos.




  Cameraman: Who do you work for?




  Me: Network Plus, a communications company out of Randolph, Massachusetts.




  Cameraman: How do you spell your name?




  Me: Mike Benfante. B–E–N–F–A–N–T–E.




   I couldn’t reconcile it—the reality of where I’d just been and the comparative normalcy of O’Reilly’s. For a moment I felt the fear from before, from down there. Dryness crept up the back of my throat. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Boozer staring at me. I felt more eyes on me from all around the bar. Somebody patted me on the back. I looked up. I was still on television.




  On the TV the camera stayed with me as I walked toward John. I grabbed his arm, and we circled for a moment, disoriented, trying to get our bearings. I muttered to no one in particular, “It’s chaos, man. It’s chaos.”




  As we walked out of the frame, the camera surveyed the devastation behind us, slowly focusing its lens toward the top of the North Tower, where smoke streamed from the upper floors. Abruptly, the segment cut to the tower imploding, capturing full audio of the deliberate deep, rumbling sound. Next they cut to a hand wiping dirt from the camera lens, revealing a clear ground-level shot of me running—running for my life—full-speed toward the camera, John running behind me, and a ferocious cloud of white dust coming up fast behind us, enveloping everything in its path. Debris flying, voices crying out. People swept off their feet into the air. You could hear the sounds of large objects and particles scraping against the cement ground, against metal signs, and against vehicles. The white dust consumed the entire television screen. Then blackness. Blackness and silence. I’ll never forget that blackness.




  You can’t really plan where you’re going to be on the worst day of your life. And it’s hard to imagine that the worst day of your life might also be one of the worst days in modern history. Long before that day, I had plans. I had goals. But none of them included being in the World Trade Center on September 11, 2001.




  




  
PART I





  A JERSEY GUY




  




  




  




  
FRIDAY, SEPTEMBER 7, 2001





  I didn’t love my Jersey City studio apartment on 234½ 7th Street. It was small and dumpy, but I got a great deal on it. Joy lived right across Hamilton Square Park. I called her before heading out the door for the train. I’d pick her up after work. We’d get dinner, or maybe see a movie. We had a lot to talk about. Two weeks earlier, after an entire summer of searching, we’d finally found a place to have our wedding. The big event was a year away, but there was plenty to do right away. Life wasn’t simple. Still, I was looking forward to the weekend. Forecasts called for sun, blue skies, highs in the low eighties. Maybe we could go down to the Shore? There were so many plans.




  My plan—my big plan—always included living in northern New Jersey. That’s where I’m from. That’s where my family is. That’s where I’ve always wanted to end up. As a kid, I skinned my knees in the parks and playgrounds of Montclair, Verona, and Bloomfield. I earned all-conference football and track honors at Immaculate Conception High School. Except for four years spent at Brown University, and cup of coffee here and there, I’ve lived in New Jersey all my life.




  In fact, that’s what I told Network Plus. I wanted to be in New Jersey. “Someday you’ll be able to open your own New Jersey office.” That was their big speech to me at my interview. They painted a pretty picture. But when I woke up on Friday, September 7, 2001, I was headed into Network Plus offices in New York City, on the 81st floor of the Word Trade Center’s North Tower. I sold telecommunications there. To be precise, I managed others who sold telecommunications. That’s what I did.




  I’d been working for Network Plus since May 1994. I didn’t plan on that, either. I graduated from Brown in 1987; months later, the market crashed, and any prospects I had of becoming an investment banker crashed with it. I settled for commercial banking, but that didn’t do it for me. I wanted out of banking. Sales, in most any field, sounded like the right direction. It just happened to be telecom sales.




  My rise through Network Plus wasn’t a straight line. While living in Princeton, New Jersey, I cut my teeth for two years at their office in nearby Bluebell, Pennsylvania. It was a new office, and Network Plus was a fairly new company, founded only three years earlier, in 1991. In 1996, they sent me down to Springfield, Virginia, to resuscitate a floundering sales office. The move was a disaster. The office was poorly positioned geographically, making recruitment nearly impossible. I tried hard for ten months, but the office never took off. When a sales manager position became available in Norwalk, Connecticut, I jumped all over it. Connecticut wasn’t the biggest sales region, but it was a helluva lot bigger than Springfield; and I got to manage a sizable sales staff. The Network Plus home office was based relatively nearby in Randolph, Massachusetts. Most importantly, it was a step closer to being back in New Jersey. The company was expanding. Network Plus was building a network, becoming a competitive local exchange carrier, a CLEC as it’s called in the trade. They opened up additional offices, and finally, they asked me to find office space in New Jersey. Things were looking up.




  I quickly found suitable space and negotiated a favorable lease. All we needed to do was sign. But Network Plus put the brakes on the transaction. They were already setting up an office in New York City. “It makes no sense to open up a New Jersey office too,” they explained. To say I was disappointed would be an understatement.




  Adding insult to injury, the New York office already had a sales manager. And they had already filled my old position as sales manager at the Norwalk office. This meant I’d go from being the manager of my own office to an assistant manager in New York City. This was not my plan. I had already reached my personal goal of becoming the sales manager of an office. That was big for me. “Assistant manager” meant I was back out there selling. That was difficult for me. The thing is, I’m a better sales manager than I am a salesman. I don’t get jazzed about all the little details that make a top salesman—bringing in doughnuts, remembering birthdays, sending out Christmas cards. I respect those professional traits in others. It’s just not my cup of tea. For me, going back to selling was like being a detective being told to walk a beat again. It felt like I was taking a step back.




  September 3, 1998, on my first day at the New York City offices, I looked around and saw we had only six salespeople. It would be an uphill battle. Still, I was in downtown Manhattan, in a spectacular office space on the 81st floor of one of the world’s most famous buildings, the World Trade Center. How bad could life be? Within a year, the manager of the New York City office was promoted to regional manager, and I took over his job. And things took off for me.




  New York City turned out to be a perfect fit. I performed better in all aspects of my job. I liked the city. I liked riding the subway. I loved recruiting talent. Most of the salespeople I hired were from the New York area, but I also recruited young salespeople from all over the country who were either new to New York or fresh out of college. That kind of recruiting was a first for Network Plus. At the height of our operation, we had forty salespeople in the New York office.




  I was having a great time. I was active. I personally took every hire under my wing and out on their first sales calls. I gained a lot of respect from my salespeople for being in the trenches with them. People knew what they had to do. My guys and I were in sync. Business was booming.




  My office quickly emerged as one of the company’s top two sales offices. Network Plus eventually opened an office in New Jersey and offered it to me. But I didn’t want it. I had New York City.




  [image: image]




  I loved Fridays for many reasons, but Friday, September 7, felt especially nice. We were a week past Labor Day, and it was still perfect beach weather. Just before I descended underground to the Port Authority Trans-Hudson train, Joy called me on my cell phone. “Let’s definitely do a movie tonight,” she said. “It’ll be good to give ourselves the night off from wedding planning.” She was right. “What if we got up early and went to the Shore tomorrow?” she said. The girl could read my mind. I hadn’t even gotten on the train, and I was already looking past my day at Network Plus. I said I’d call her from the office, later on. You see, that was the other thing about moving to the World Trade Center office. It’s where I met Joy.




  Not long after I arrived at Network Plus’s New York office, in April 1999, I served as best man at Jeff Fernandez’s wedding in Key West. I flew down on a Tuesday. Jeff got married that Saturday. I left on Sunday. It was like spending a week at Mardis Gras with a wedding thrown in. What a party.




  I’d known Jeff’s entire family since meeting them my freshman year at Brown, sixteen years before. My fraternity nickname at Brown was Harry, after Harry Belafonte. My last name is Benfante, which sounds similar to Belafonte (creative bunch, those Ivy Leaguers). So this group knows me as Harry. They also know I was one of the last of my college friends to remain single. So all the mothers and wives dug in: Harry, when are you going find a nice girl? Harry, when are you going settle down? Harry, when are you going to get married? Unable to take the pressure any longer, I cried out, “The reason I’m not married yet is because I’m making sure my friends are taken care of first. It’s been hard enough setting these guys up one by one with the right girls, this weekend’s groom included. Starting Monday, I’ll worry about myself.” Mercifully, this ended the inquisition.




  When I got back to the office on Monday, I noticed a new girl. She was the assistant to the vice president on the local network side of the business. I’ll never forget walking into the office that day and seeing her for the first time—sitting there at her cubicle with perfect posture in front of the computer, wearing a white shirt under a sleeveless navy blue dress, gorgeous long black hair. I thought she was so beautiful. Later that week, I was having a conversation with a co-worker about Ayn Rand novels. I couldn’t remember the name of the protagonist in The Fountainhead, and the new girl, seated two cubicles away, just blurted out, “Howard Roark.” I was very impressed. ( To this day she says I shot her a dirty look, but really, it was one of delighted surprise. Really.) That was the first time I ever spoke with Joy Osuna.




  For the next two months, we saw each other in passing, and that was about it. Sometimes I asked her to write reports or clean up a document. Admittedly, I was overly critical of her work. (A not-so-subtle way of getting her attention, she claims.)




  And then it happened. On a random Thursday night, June, 17, 1999, John Powers, a college buddy of mine who lived in Connecticut, phoned late in the afternoon to say he was in the city, and could we have a drink? We arranged to meet at Bryant Park. I packed myself up and headed toward the elevator. On my way out I whizzed by Joy, who was chatting with another senior administrative assistant. Though my feet kept moving, my mind hesitated. I knew she lived uptown, which theoretically had us heading in the same direction. As I stepped into the elevator, I thought, somewhat impulsively, Why don’t I ask her if she would like to take the subway ride together? I caught the closing elevator doors with my foot, got out, and walked back into the office. And I asked her.




  After registering slight shock, she said yes, and I waited for her to get ready. We took the subway uptown. The ride was kind of awkward at first. I only meant it as a friendly invitation. Well, maybe I did. Sure, she was cute, and I was attracted to her. Still, I wasn’t thinking about much more than going to meet a friend and maybe getting to know her a little bit better in the process.




  We got to Bryant Park, and after one drink my buddy John Powers had to get back home to Connecticut. I turned to Joy, awkwardly, and managed to come out with “Are you hungry?” She said yes. So off we went to a kind-of-charming Italian restaurant in the Turtle Bay section of town—2nd Avenue and 53rd Street—called Caffe Buon Gusto.




  A waitress led us upstairs to the nicest little table for two overlooking the avenue. It was very romantic. The menus came, and it struck both of us at the same time that, well, this is like a date. Awkward moment number three. To break the uncomfortable silence, I joked, acting as if I were the big shot on an official first date, “Order anything you like on the menu.” We tossed each other a playful look and a half smile, thinking the same thing: Sure, OK, why not? Let’s see how this goes.




  After a wonderful dinner, we moved to a lively bar next door. We had drinks and watched the Knicks play San Antonio in the NBA Finals. The Knicks won!




  From there we went to another place, and from there another and from there another. We ended up at a New Orleans–themed bar called Harglo’s across 2nd Avenue and a few blocks down from Caffe Buon Gusto. It was around 2:00 a.m., and we were having a blast. The bar was owned by a charming old woman named Cia and her gregarious Greek family. I told Cia that it was Joy’s birthday (Joy’s real birthday was a week before, but hey). She brought out a piece of chocolate cake with a candle in it. It was the sweetest thing you ever saw. Joy blew out the candle, and then we clapped for her—me, Cia, her family, and two other customers. The jukebox played Sinatra’s “I’ve Got You Under My Skin.” I love that song. I know every word. I grabbed Joy, and we started dancing, me singing in her ear.




  Cia asked how we got together. She asked all about us. She had us laughing. I went to the bathroom; then Cia and Joy got to talking. Cia asked Joy, “How do you know dis man?”




  Joy said, “I don’t know him so well, he’s a co-worker. We’re out for the first time.”




  “He is a very good man—handsome,” Cia said.




  “You think so?” said Joy, making Cia laugh.




  “Listen to me,” Cia said, drawing Joy closer. “I think you gonna to marry dis guy.”*




  On cue, I came out of the bathroom and rejoined Joy at the bar. I started telling her story after story, semi-nervously trying to keep her entertained and probably thinking too much about how great this was all feeling and how it was all going. And then, in the middle of my talking about God-knows-what, out of nowhere, she kissed me. Stunned, and overthinking the situation, instead of kissing her back, I just picked up the conversation where I left off, practically in midsentence. But as she pulled away and gracefully resumed listening to my tales of glory, I saw something in her—something so lovely and familiar.




  All your life you hear couples talk about that magic night where you spill your guts and bond with that special someone. That night was it for me and Joy. We didn’t want to go home.




  The next day at Network Plus, at 8:30 a.m., Friday, there was an unscheduled, mandatory all-staff meeting on sexual harassment in the workplace. We both attended and took copious notes.




  That was the heady summer of 1999. I was thirty-four, and for the first time in years I felt that things were coming together for me. I met Joy. I found my own place in Jersey City. Just a few months later, in January 2000, I became manager of my company’s World Trade Center office that was rocking, staffed with great people I had trained. And all the while, I knew that Network Plus was going public. In my mind, the whole point was to go public and cash in those stock options. That was the pot of gold at the end of the rainbow. That’s what I was working for. And I had worked hard to get myself to that position. When Network Plus went public in June 1999, it was the high point of my professional career. The stock rose every day. I really felt that I had accomplished something not only as a manager, but also financially, for myself.




  Not so fast. A few months later, in the fall of 1999, the dot-com/telecom crash hit New York. Network Plus crashed right along with it. Because of my quick rise through management and my relatively long tenure at the company, I had a lot of stock options. Not only did I have the options, but I also had some on margin that I didn’t cover. I also had some of my retirement money reinvested in the stock. I had a lot of money invested in Network Plus. By December 2000, it was over. I’d lost everything.




  I had been with the company for seven years. The whole reason I stayed—the pot of gold—was gone. There I was, interested in this girl, thinking I’m financially secure, thinking that now is a good time to get serious in a relationship. I told Joy I was financially secure. Now I felt like an idiot. The one thing I was riding on was gone. I thought, Now where are you? You’re in a job—with no pot of gold at the end of the rainbow. You’re just living for your paycheck and a commission.




  What could I do?




  There was this idea about debt restructuring, in which you try to build the stocks back up and hope they rebound. But it was like throwing good money after bad. Things got worse. I sat in on meetings, listening to one comeback strategy after another— we’ll do this, then do this, become “EBITDA positive”—and it was all bull. We knew it. My CEO was a very charismatic salesman. The way he put it was, “Be a good soldier.” I could relate to that. It gave some meaning to things, I guess.




  Was I resentful? Was my team? A lot of things were said and done that could’ve been handled differently and would’ve had a better impact on the employees and the people who had invested their time in the company. Let’s face it, there were certain owners who cashed in at some point. We were reading every day about dot-com and telecom owners cashing in on smoke-and-mirrors companies. Despite it all, I tried to keep things positive. I devised a personal comeback strategy and set new goals: grow my sales force to fifty people, make a mark as a sales manager in the telecom industry, build a résumé.




  Our office was still having fun. We were an excellent sales force. We met our quotas. We set additional goals and met them too. There was always a bonus at the end of the month. The home office would throw me a couple thousand dollars, and I’d always tell my guys that if they reached such and such goal, it was open bar for the night. We had a lot of good times. We bonded over work and play. We were a solid core of people who looked out for each other. It was a real team. I was no longer sure I liked the telecom industry, but I liked being a manager. I liked showing people how to sell. I liked watching people become successful and helping them get there. The people were what kept me going.




  Joy and I continued dating without anybody at Network Plus knowing about it. Although relationships in the workplace are fairly common these days, we felt more comfortable exercising discretion. Even after May 2000, when Joy took a new job with Atlantic Records, we still kept our relationship quiet. Also around that time, Joy moved into a studio across from my apartment near Hamilton Park in Jersey City. I’ve never had a friendlier neighbor.




  While riding the PATH to work that Friday, September 7, I began wishing we had played hooky and went down to the Shore a day early. Instead, I cracked open a book. A lot of us in the office were readers. We regularly swapped books. It was a diverse group of young people, so you got a bit of everything. And there were times when the whole office was reading different books by one author. That weekend I was reading Black Hawk Down by Mark Bowden, the true story about our policing action in Somalia, where thirteen U.S. soldiers were killed in what was supposed to be a routine mission. This book floored me. It was inspiring, gut wrenching, smart. It described in graphic and painstaking detail how, through camaraderie and teamwork, a unit of soldiers overcame tremendous adversity in the face of deadly conditions. I swapped for it earlier that week and couldn’t put it down. I actually wished my PATH ride lasted a little longer so I could continue reading.




  Friday was an “out day” at the office. In our typical sales week, Monday and Thursday were “in days,” when you set your appointments over the phone; and Tuesday, Wednesday, Friday you were out selling—out days. Friday, September 7, marked the first week into a new selling month, so without immediate pressure to meet monthly quotas hanging over our heads, things weren’t too hectic.




  Friday is a great selling day. Prospects usually have things cleared off their desks. They’re in a good mood. It’s a great day to bring home business.




  On out days my team worked like a well-oiled machine. I paired my core of twenty veterans with mid-level salespeople. I took all the new trainees, going out in front of people and showing them how to sell. That morning, I went out with Marc Reinstein. Marc wasn’t a trainee, but sometimes it was just good to get out. I had hired Marc in the spring of 2000 when he was a year or two out of college. A lot of people didn’t want to hire him, but I saw something in Marc, which proved to be right. He ended up being a very good salesman. He and I had a good out day that day.




  That Friday, like all Fridays, we ended the day at 5:00 p.m., earlier than the usual 6:00 p.m. out time for the rest of the week. It wasn’t a requirement to come back to the office on an out day, but a lot of people did. The main reason most people came back was to convene at the nearby John Street Bar & Grill. It was our weekly ritual. That Friday night was no different.




  I stayed later at John Street than I had planned. That wasn’t unusual. Feeling guilty, I called Joy. “Do you still want to see a movie?” She wasn’t sure. Maybe we should go to dinner first, then see a movie. Or maybe we should stay in. Both of us were trying to find the right activity where we could keep our minds guiltlessly off our wedding planning while not completely ignoring it.




  SATURDAY, SEPTEMBER 8, 2001




  Joy and I got engaged on June 8, 2001. We spent much of that summer trying to find the right place to get married. It wasn’t easy. We wanted to get married outdoors. We wanted the place to ourselves. We wanted something special, something different; and most of all, we wanted what we wanted. Joy was becoming very discouraged. Nothing was right. The last week in August, we found the Pleasantdale Chateau in West Orange, New Jersey. Joy loved it. But it cost too much—much more than we wanted to spend. After so many rough outings, my fiancée was close to tears. We asked for a Saturday in September 2002. All the Saturdays were booked. Then we asked for a Friday. All Fridays were booked. I could see Joy was at her breaking point. “Actually,” the property manager said, “there is a Friday open. Are you superstitious?” He gave us a great deal for Friday, September 13, 2002.




  It had only been two weeks since we signed the contract for the wedding reception with Pleasantdale Chateau, and already we had a to-do list a mile long. We decided that the best thing to do was to give ourselves the day off. We knew the weather on Saturday was going to be exceptionally nice, so we got up early and drove an hour down the Garden State Parkway to Spring Lake, a storybook-pretty town on the New Jersey Shore. I spent the day with my head buried in Black Hawk Down. The book got me so wound up that I’d stop reading, hand the book to Joy, and have her read a passage out loud so we could talk about it. Time flew.




  We drove home around 6:00 p.m. We cruised up the Parkway sun-drenched and sandy, windows down and the wind in our hair, blasting Lou Reed’s “Perfect Day” on the stereo.




  That night we had dinner at Katie Ryan’s. We’d been meaning to go there for some time. It’s an older, pub-style joint that’s been a favorite in Jersey City for ages. We sat upstairs and ordered steaks. It was well worth the wait. The food was top notch, and the atmosphere swelled with old Jersey City soul.




  I’ve always cherished my weekends. This really was a perfect day.




  SUNDAY, SEPTEMBER 9, 2001




  All my life, I’ve been going to my parents’s house for Sunday dinner. That’s where Joy and I went that Sunday. We watched football. We played in the yard with my nieces and nephews. We ate and ate and ate. My family is the central, most important thing in my life.




  We’re a close family that doesn’t like to be too far from each other. I grew up in Montclair, New Jersey, with my entire family living under one roof: my parents, my siblings, and my grandparents. The house was sold in 1999. Then my sister and my parents found what’s known as a “mother-daughter” house in Verona about a half mile from my younger brother, Angelo, who was already living there with his family. So it became Sunday dinner at my “parents and sister’s house”—the family place.




  I’d really love for you to picture it. You’ve got the kids running around. It’s a loud family dinner table—lots of joking and heated debates on all kinds of subjects. We get into typical Italian-American, voices-raised “I’m always right and you’re definitely wrong” discussions. Topics range from who was a better running back, “Walter Payton or Jim Brown?” to the classic “Somebody says you said something, but you say you didn’t.” Or it could be something about how to raise the kids. The men always have some criticism about the food when they don’t know how to cook themselves. There’s never a dull moment, I assure you.




  That particular Sunday, we gathered with renewed family excitement because it was the first Sunday of the NFL season. The Giants were scheduled to play on Monday night, so we watched the Jets. We are decidedly a family of Giants and Yankees fans. It’s serious business for us.




  We’re serious about food too. My mother does the cooking, and my sister Maria does the desserts and baking. They’re both incredibly talented. We serve a four-course meal: First plate is always pasta with gravy. In the gravy you have sausage, meatballs, a little pork; or sometimes my mom might break out the special family recipe, “eggs in the gravy,” or, on an extra special occasion, beef braciole. (By the way, real Italians—at least real Italians where I grew up—call gravy what most people call tomato sauce.) A bowl of ricotta cheese and a fresh block of pecorino romano floats from person to person throughout the meal. The second plate is usually roasted chicken with a salad, which often includes a sideshow of my father and me fighting over the roasted liver in the oven pan. The third plate is fruits and nuts, especially almonds. We’re crazy for our almonds. And the fourth plate is one of Maria’s amazing desserts. She makes cookies, cream puffs, chocolate cake; and quite often she makes a cheesecake with my favorite—everybody’s favorite—roasted almond crust. (Maria’s desserts are so legendary that we’ve often talked about opening a business for her. She says, “If I had to do it for money—not love—I wouldn’t do it.”) We top it all off with espresso and sambuca. My friends, the entire experience is even better than it sounds.




  We usually begin eating right as the first football game is ending, around 4:30 p.m. When we’re all around that table, it’s the most comfortable place in the world for me. When you look at my family, you can really see me. It’s not complicated. I am the son of a hardworking, loving Italian-American family. My paternal grandparents were born in Sicily. Both came here as teenagers in the early 1900s. My grandfather was a typical old-school greenhorn, strict with no debate. He spoke broken English. He never got a driver’s license. What he knew, and knew well, was how to work. He worked as a construction laborer and was a charter member of the laborer’s union Local 694 in Montclair. He arranged for me to be a provisional member so I could work jobs during my summers home from college. As a boy, I often helped him cut the lawn or work in the garden. Whatever he busied himself with around the house, I helped him. He loved that.




  He was a tough old bastard, my grandfather. Let me give you an indication of how tough. He got hit by a car when he was sixty-five, shook it off, and lived to eighty-six. “Just a bruise,” he would say.




  I’ve always enjoyed a close relationship with my father. He lived for his kids. He was there for whatever you needed—a ride, advice, help of any kind. He also lived vicariously through his kids, especially with sports, which was a major part of my youth. Like his father, he was a laborer. He used to cut out from a job in New Jersey on a Friday at noon to catch my 4:00 p.m. freshman football games at Brown in Rhode Island. And although I was very active in sports, he was never one of those dads who insisted that their kid play a certain sport or do a certain thing. He let us do our own thing. My father and I have never been the type to say “I love you” all the time. But if I could paint you a picture of what love looks like, you’d see me standing next to my dad.




  My mom is the typical protective, worrying, wants-to-wash-your-underwear-cook-all-your-meals-all-the-time Italian mother. Raised in Brooklyn, she is one of four sisters. Her father, James Terzano, had light hair and enjoyed his drink, so everybody called him Jimmy Irish. He died young, when my mother was just about to get married. My maternal grandmother died when I was five. I remember her as a sweet woman who lived out on Long Island with my mother’s younger sister.
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