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THE CHASE IS ON

As I stood there on that unusually warm November morning, looking all around me, everything seemed to say New York.

I was a row or so back from the starting line of the 2005 New York City Marathon, with the Manhattan skyline, shrouded in a dank, soupy fog, rising off in the distance beyond New York Harbor. Nearby, my teammates, 150 or so New York City firefighters, were doing their final stretches and giving each other one last command: Beat the cops, okay, beat the NYPD. Any second, Frank Sinatra would be blaring over the loudspeakers, so that every last one of the 37,597 runners about to take off from Staten Island via the Verrazano-Narrows Bridge for a 26.2-mile race through the citys four other boroughs could hearwhat else?New York, New York.

Like I said, everything seemed to say New York.

But all I could think about was Boston.

Boston? What had gotten into me? I was a New Yorker, born and raised in Brooklyn, with the accent to prove it. When I used to have hair, I combed it like Tony Manero, John Travoltas character in Saturday Night Fever; my sisters, Eileen and Maureen, called me John Revolting. Now I lived in midtown Manhattan, where I was a firefighter with Ladder Company 43 in East Harlem, and on this marathon day, to remember all my fellow firefighters who died on September 11, 2001, I had stenciled 343 on my left arm. I also owned three bars in Manhattan, and if needed I could tell you where to go for the best Manhattan clam chowder, Brooklyn lager, or New York strip in the city. I had nothing against Bostonin fact, I was a huge Bill Buckner fan, and Id have a beer with Denis Leary any day of the week. But New York was my town.

Still, at that moment I couldnt get that other city out of my mind.

Hey, Matty? Matty? How you feeling?

Shane, Im good, bro. Im good. How about you?

Im ready. Just keep the pace, Matty, keep the pace.

To me it sounded like Shane McKeon, a training partner and another firefighter on the starting line, was saying, Keep the faith. In a way, he was. He was reminding me to stay steady. Keep the pace. If I could click off 26.2 miles at a pace of about seven minutes and 15 seconds per mile, that would get me to the finish line in Central Park in three hours and 10 minutes. And that would easily beat my best-ever marathon time by nearly 40 minutes. And, if everything went right, that would give me a shot at finishing among the top 10 firefighters running on this day, which would help us in our annual race-within-a-race against the police department.And best of all, that would win me a prized spot in next years Boston Marathon.

And thats why I had Beantown on the brain. I wanted to run the most famous race of all. Boston.

Theyve been staging the Boston Marathon every April since 1897, and for most of those years only a select crowd gets to take part. To earn an official race entry, you need to nail a pretty demanding time based on your age. So, at 39, I had to run a 3:15 marathon. Boston race officials allow a 59-second grace period, but not a second more. I didnt want to chance a close call, so a few weeks earlier I told Shane that I would go out a bit fasterId aim for a 3:10 finish, giving myself a five-minute cushion.

Whatever it took to make it to Boston, I was game.

Still, even with my plan in place I knew there were no guarantees when it came to a race like a marathon. The days weather could trip you up, and todays temperatures were expected to rise to the mid-60s, scorching for late fall. I also worried that I might feel flat after so many weeks of intense training; I had been running upwards of 50 miles a week since May. And then there was the fact that I was still relatively new to the competitive running scene. Just two years ago I was a firefighter with a sore back and a triple chin; without really noticing, I had packed an extra 35 pounds on my five-foot-ten frame. I was up to 212 pounds, and behind my aching back friends were calling me Beer Belly Matty and Fatty Long. But then I found religionor I should say running, as well as biking and swimming. In other words, I found the world of triathlons.

Egged on by my friend Noel Flynn, I trained through the winter of 2004 for my first triathlona 1.5-kilometer swim, 40-kilometer bike, and 10-kilometer runthat spring. When I completed it, I couldnt wait for the next one. And the one after that. I got addicted to the competition and the training and the camaraderie among the athletes I met at different events. I joined a triathlon club. I tracked my mile-split times and my heart rate after every workout. I logged the number of miles I put on my running shoes, retiring a pair when it hit 300. I consumed nutrition books. I started preaching that bagels are not your friends at family parties. I cut back on my beer intakea huge concession for a guy who owns bars. And I started racing every chance I could. In 2004, my first full year of training, I did 14 triathlons of different lengths, and traveled everywhere from Long Island to New Jersey to Texas to do them. The adrenaline rush from the training and the competing was like nothing I had ever experiencedexcept maybe the rush of running to a fire with my ladder company. And all the work paid off in other ways as well: I dropped to 175 pounds, and the backache disappeared for good. Suddenly, I was in the best shape of my life.

Then I made the ultimate commitment: I signed up for an Ironman, an event that can make waste of even the best athlete over the course of a 2.4-mile swim, 112-mile bike, and 26.2-mile run. It was in Lake Placid, New York, in July 2005, four months before the New York City Marathon. My training buddies thought I was nuts. Matty, whats the rush? Frank Carino, a close friend and fellow firefighter, asked one day after we did a long, hard training run together. Frank had attempted his first Ironman only after competing in smaller ones for five years. The Ironman can take a huge toll on your body. You can build up slowly, you know.

Frank, I know, but the thing is, I love this stuffeven when it hurts.

No, there was no talking me out of it. On July 26 I did my first Ironman, finishing in 11 hours and 18 minutes, and in 279th place out of about 2,000 finishers. I did the marathon legthe third and final onein three hours and 44 minutes, nearly nine minutes faster than my last solo marathon seven years earlier. A pretty good showing, I thought. Pretty good? Frank said after we were done. That was fantastic. Matty, youve got to slow down, youre catching up to me. Youre definitely going to Kona someday.

He was talking about Kona, Hawaii, site of the annual Ironman World Championship. Frank had qualified for the first time with his race in Lake Placid. For me, Kona would be a goal come 2006. First, I had to make it to Boston.

I looked at my watch: 10:09 a.m. One minute until the cannon blast to start the marathon. Just then, John McLaughlin, an FDNY lieutenant who once ran this race in well under three hours, shouted to me.

Hey, Matt, what are you looking to do today?

Three-ten, John, I shouted back.

Three-ten. Sounds good to me. Why dont you run with me?

Huh? He wasnt part of my marathon game plan. I had run hundreds of miles with Noel and Shane and Frank over the past few months. But none with John McLaughlin. Besides, he was faster than me; he could throw me off pace. Hey, thanks, John, but just go ahead. Enjoy.

Come on, Matt. Come out with me; well do it together.

Thanks, bro, but Im planning on running the first two miles kind of slow, maybe at 7:45 pace. That way I wont die later.

What? How are you going to run 3:10 doing that? Youre crazy.

Just then, BOOM! The race was on, and John was gone.
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Every year on Marathon Sunday, the television crews covering the race show an overhead shot of the Verrazano-Narrows as the mass of runners crosses the two-mile span into Brooklyn. From that vantage point, the runners look like a collection of colorful bugs, inching their way toward some unknown spot. But when youre actually on the bridge, among so many people, it feels more like youre part of an oversize rugby scrumwith bodies bumping, elbows bashing, shoulders colliding, and feet tripping over feet and more feet. It can also seem like one massive, slow-moving, no-end-in-sight traffic jam. The weird thing? You dont hear many runners complaining. And why should they? Theyre running the New York City Marathon, the biggest race in the world, and perhaps the biggest block party, too. They know that once they make it over the bridge and into Brooklyn, a line of spectators will stretchvirtually unbrokenfor the next 24 miles, whooping them on until the finish line in Central Park. For sheer spontaneous citywide enthusiasm, nothing beats Marathon Day in New York. Nothing.

Once I made it over the bridge and had a little more running room, I pushed myself to get on my planned pace. I made my way up Fourth Avenue and through the Bay Ridge section of Brooklyn. My mom and dad still lived in this neighborhood after raising nine kidsyes, we were one big Irish Catholic family. The day before, Mom had said she and Dad would be out cheering for me, so I told her I would look for them, but I warned her: There would be no time for a family reunion this morning.

At around mile three I met up with Jason Brezler, a young probationary officer I knew from the FDNY training academy. Since March, I had been on temporary leave from my firehouse in East Harlem and detailed to the academys physical fitness unit. Everyone in the FDNY refers to the academy as the Rock, maybe because its on 22 run-of-the-mill acres of Randalls Island, the strip of land on the East River that most New Yorkers pay little attention to. Its also where probies like Brezler go for six months of basic training in the ways of becoming a firefighter. They learn everything from how to haul fire hoses up a dozen flights of stairs to crawling through narrow, smoky tunnels while breathing in purified air through a mask. And they learn how to save lives, including their own.

Since the first day of probie school, Brezler had stood out as a hardworking, levelheaded kid. He told me at one point that he was a graduate of the U.S. Naval Academy and had been stationed with the Marines in Iraq and Afghanistan before signing up with the FDNY. Now he was running his first New York City Marathon.

How you feeling, Brezler?

Good, sir. How are you doing, sir?

So far, so good. Three miles down, right?

Yes, sir.

For the better part of the next seven miles, through the heart of Brooklyn, Jason and I ran together, not saying much, just settling into a zone. And keeping to our pace.

It was at the Rock that I first started training with Shane and two other firefighters who worked in the fitness unit, Tommy Grimshaw and Larry Parker. Three or four days a week we would meet at 6 a.m., two hours before the probies arrived, and get our workouts in. We were a foursome for the decades. I covered the thirties while Shane, at 28, had the twenties. He was an anomaly as a runner: a hulking six-foot-six, 230-pound former college baseball player who could bang out mile repeats at six minutes a pop. He was hoping to break the three-hour mark in the marathon for the first time. Larry, 42, was known throughout the FDNY as the Fireman Ironman. He had competed in triathlons for years and ran his own training camp for aspiring Ironmen. He regularly finished the marathon among the top five firefighters. And then there was Tommy. At maybe five foot six, with sandy brown hair and darting eyes, Tommy, 55, looked more like a high school English teacher than a firefighter. But he was as tough as his raspy Queens accent. He had run nearly every New York City Marathon since 1978 and had finished each one in four hours or better.

Back in the summer, we pledged that we would each qualify for Bostonand then we trained together to make sure we all did. Some days the four of us ran long, some days we ran hard, and some days we did both. On Monday, for instance, we might do 12 miles, with eight of them at a six-minute, 15-second clip. On Tuesday, an easy eight-miler. Friday was the killer: an 18- or 19-mile long run during which Shane or Larry would drop the hammer at certain intervals; theyd take a seven-minute-per-mile pace and jam it to 6:30 for a mile or two.

For the first few weeks, whenever Shane dropped the hammer, I would fall behind him by several hundred yards, catching up only when he slowed down. But as we came to the final month of marathon training, the gap had lessenedand Shane noticed. Matt, youre pushing it, my man, he said after one run. I wouldnt be surprised if youre one of our top 10 guys on marathon day. Youve come a long way in a short time, bro.

As Jason and I made our way through Brooklyn, and with the heat rising, I knew I would not be dropping any hammer on the kid today. Instead, at the end of each mile, I made a point to check in on him. Jason, that mile was a little too fast. Jason, that one was a little too slow. Jason, dont worry about that guy passing us; let him go. Youre doing fine. But just before finishing mile 10, when we were in Brooklyns Williamsburg section, Jason no longer looked himself.

Matt, its my stomach, he said. Im jumping out for a few minutes.

Anything I can do for you, Brez?

No, no. Ill catch up to you.

Okay, Ill be on the right side of the road the whole way. Look for meor Ill look for you at the finish.

I had 16 miles to go, and I was surrounded by hundreds of runners, but I saw no one I knew. Not Shane or Larry or Tommy. Not even John McLaughlin. Now I was on my own.
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Running up First Avenue on Marathon Day is like roaming the French Quarter on Fat Tuesday. From miles 16 to 18, its one big cocktail of cheers, laughter, music, and screams coming from rowdy spectators lined up three deep on each side of the avenue. The people float out of the bars and restaurants that seem to cover every inch of every block from 60th Street to 96th Street. The Yorkville Brewery and Tavern. Finnegans Wake. American Trash. I knew them well. They were friendly rivals to Third & Long, Turtle Bay, and M.J. Armstrongs, the three pubs I had opened with my brother Jimmy and some friends over the years. If all went according to plan, I would end up at Third & Long tonight. The bar was hosting a marathon party for the firefighters, where we hoped to be toasting a victory over the cops, and recouping a lot of lost calories.

But I had a long way to go before I could think of anything colder than Gatorade. I hit the 18-mile mark at 92nd Street in two hours and 12 minutes, 90 seconds off my 3:10 pace. No problem, I told myself, I still have the cushion. A few blocks up, parked on 103rd Street, was 43 Truck, my rig. I had been stationed at the nearby firehouseEngine 53, Ladder 43since graduating from the Rock 12 years earlier. Some of the guys from the house were up on the truck rooting for me, and razzing me, as I came by.

Yo, Matty, youre looking great, I heard John Kelly yell. Especially your legs.

Matt, well see you tonight at Third & Long, Kevin Torrey shouted. That is, if youre not still running!

I smiled, but I didnt look back. I just gave them a wave and kept going. I could take their heat. We had been together a long time. Kelly, Torrey, and six or seven others were known in the firehouse as the Cronies, firefighters who worked well together putting out fires, and putting everyone at ease the rest of the time.

Through East Harlem and then through the Bronx, I still felt strong. I never hit the wallthat point when the body just wants to stop after running so many miles and dealing with so much pain. I remembered the wall well from the first marathon I did nine years earlier. Back then, I didnt run the race with the right purpose; I didnt prepare properly for all the physical and mental demands that come with exerting yourself for that long and over that distance. The result? The wall crushed me that day.

But not today.

As I moved down Fifth Avenue through miles 22 and 23, making my way toward Central Park, I saw two runners up ahead in fire-red singlets, just like the one I was wearing. Damn, I said to myself, Im gaining on some firefighters. I passed one of them, Paul Franco, with three miles to go, and another, Kevin White, a half a mile later. How many more firefighters were ahead of me? I wondered.

I ripped into the park for the final two-plus miles. When I came to the mile 24 marker, I was right on my pace, or so I thought. Thats when I saw Frank Carino, in a red shirt and khaki shorts, on the side of the road, jumping up and down. He hopped into the race and started running alongside of me, all pumped up.

John McLaughlin! Hes right in front of you!

What?

John McLaughlin! Hes right in front of you! I cant believe this!

Frank, how many firefighters are ahead of me? What place is McLaughlin in?

Hes fourth, Matt. Fourth!

Fourth? That meant I was fifth. Forget about top 10. I was already top five. And John McLaughlin was now in sight.

Matt, youre doing awesome, Frank kept telling me. Awesome!

Actually, at that point, with less than two miles to go, I was starting to feel the hurt. My quads were shredded, and I was breathing harder and harder. It seemed like I was slowing down, so I asked Frank if I was on 3:10 pace. Frank had been an accountant before he became a firefighter, and he always prided himself on doing calculations fast.

Matt, youre doing awesome. Youre going to break 3:10; youre going to break 3:10. Just keep going.

A few yards later, Frank and I spotted a guy in an FDNY running shirt stretching his hamstring on the side of road. We kept running. Holy crap, holy crap! You just passed John McLaughlin! Frank yelled to me. You got to be kidding me! He was hysterical.

As we finished mile 25, I said, Frank, Im really hurting. But Frank didnt say anything. He just kept jogging next to me, staring at his watch.

Suddenly, he said, Matt, listen.

What?

Remember I told you that you had plenty of time, that youre breaking 3:10? Uh, I made a mistake.

What?

I got a little excited. You better move it. Youre closer to 3:15.

What the . . . ? Are you kidding me?

Frank just yelled, Go, go, go! and trailed off.

I turned up Central Park South for the final mile and laid down the hammer. I was afraid to look at my watch; what it said didnt matter. The official time was at the finish line, and I had to get there, pronto. My legs turned over faster than at any time that I could remember; my mind went on hold. For those few minutes, I didnt think. I just ran.

Until I crossed the line in 3:13:56.

I was going to Boston.

My brother Jimmy was waiting for me at the finish line. Hes a firefighter, too. I was drenched in sweat, but I still gave him a hug. How did we do? I asked him.

You guys are going to beat the cops again, Matt, Jimmy said with a huge grin. Thats five times in a row, bro.

And where did I place?

Fourth, he said. How the hell did that happen?

I just smiled.

Later, when I saw Frank at the postrace party at Third & Long, he sprinted to me. Oh, my God, Matty, Im so sorry!

I let him off the hook. I was too pumped. Hey, its all right, Frank. I qualified for Boston; thats all that counts.

And so did Shane, Larry, and Tommy; we were all going to Boston. That night we sat at the bar telling stories about the race, laughing, and, with the aches of the day still fresh, plotting out our training plans for the race in April. We decided to dial back the long runs until after Christmas. Hey, my body could use a break after a year like this, I told the guys. Larry, the Fireman Ironman, suggested that through the end of the year we do shorter runs and meet a couple of times a week for some easy, early morning pool workouts. That sounded good to everyone. We clinked our beers and ordered one more round.

We also agreed that in Boston, we would all run in our red FDNY shirts and keep the pace, together.
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BROKEN FRAMES

When youre in the bar business in Manhattan, the holiday season is itself a marathon. A nonstop, madcap run of parties and happy hours that linger into closing timeor at least you hope it does. You can make your rent for the first few months of the new year with a booming couple of weeks.

Thats why it was nice to taper the training some after the marathon and concentrate on the bars and the good times they offered. And not just for the guests. You see, one of the perks of owning a bar is that every night you have a chance to host a party, and I was always up for that job. On the Saturday before Christmas, for instance, I had 60 members of my triathlon club down to M.J. Armstrongs for our year-end bash. It was nice seeing everyone in something other than biker shorts and bathing caps, and fueling up on Guinness instead of Gatorade. Frank Carino came, and even though there was snow on the ground, we spent most of the night making plans for next summers Ironman. Then, the following night, we had our annual staff holiday party at Third & Long. Simple formula there: Open bar starts at 3 p.m., and it keeps going until the last person surrenders.

But the event that made my holidays was one where I did nothing but show up. It was Dinner at Debos, as I liked to call it. Debo is Mark DiBenedetto, an old friend who, along with his wife, Amy, throws one of the more impressive parties of the season. They have 30 or so people over to their Chelsea apartment, break out the good china, dip into the wine collection, and serve up the juiciest pan-roasted lamb chops the world has to offer. Dinner at Debos was always a classy way to break up the hectic days before Christmas.

Little could Mark and Amy have known, though, just how chaotic New York City would be the night of that years dinner, December 21.

A day earlier, the 35,000 men and women who operate the citys massive transit system had gone on strike, shutting down all bus and subway service and leaving New Yorkers on edge. Kids scrambled to get to school, and commuters from the outer boroughs had to walk miles, some over bridges and along highways, to make their way to work. And forget about driving into Manhattan. Things got so bad that Mayor Michael Bloomberg restricted midtown streets to cars with four passengers or more during rush hour.

The city was in a virtual lockdown, a hostage to a maddening, traffic-jamming, no-end-in-sight transit strike that was making eight million New Yorkers more uptight than usual. And getting in the way of their holiday plans. Including mine.

Debo lived about two miles from my apartment in midtown. Catching a cab the night of their party proved impossible, so along with a buddy, Sean Scott, I walked downtown. The distance didnt bother me; it was more the bitter cold that had invaded the city that week. Temperatures had sunk into the teens. When I walked into his apartment with Sean, Debo rushed over. Hey, guys, you made it. What can I get you to kill that chill?

A ticket to Florida, Debo, I told him, and a glass of Pinot Noir.

Needless to say, the party was worth the frigid walk, and it was still going strong when I decided to head home just after midnight. When I made my way downstairs and to the street, I pulled on my ski cap. It seemed even colder now. Fortunately, the traffic had let up a bit, and I grabbed a cab. The taxi moved easily through the streets, heading uptown, past stores and office buildings all decorated for the holidays. For a moment, at least, a little bit of sanity had returned to New York.

I checked the voice mail on my cell phone. Two messages. Matty, I know youre out tonight, bro, came the first one. It was Shane. Just a reminder. Were on for a 6 a.m. swim tomorrow. You, Tommy, Larry, and me. See you then, and dont be late. I know you were out tonight.

The second one was from Noel Flynn. Matt, just double-checking about tomorrow night. Were all set. Were meeting at the China Grille for dinner and drinks. Okay, it will be a great way to get the holidays rolling. See you tomorrow, buddy. Should be a fun one.

I smiled as I put away the phone. A few minutes later the cab pulled up to my apartment on East 48th Street, between Second and Third Avenues. I got out and with a vicious gust of wind rushing through the street, I quick-stepped toward my buildings entrance. I was cold and tired. And tomorrow promised to be another day of running around and having fun.

Just the way I liked it.
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The alarm went off, and my eyes glanced at the clock: 5:15. Short nights sleep, long day ahead. No rolling over. The guys would bust my chops all day if I were late for our workout. I crawled out of bed and flipped on the TV to get the latest on the transit strike and what it might mean for my commute. The anchorwoman, looking way too pretty for this hour of the morning, delivered the news I was hoping not to hear. Representatives for the city and transit workers are due back at the bargaining table this morning, but right now, New York, get set for day three of Transit Strike 2005.

Damn, I thought, this should be a fun commute.

For the first two days of the strike, I had worked with the probies at one of the FDNYs training facilities in Manhattan. But this morning I needed to be out at the Rock, and I had to meet Shane and the guys in less than an hour. Most days I would just drive to work, but with the driving restrictions in place, I wouldnt be able to get back into the city during the afternoon rush hour. So that option was out. I could run the four miles to the Rock, but with the TV weatherman now saying, Its 26 degrees, with a wind that makes it feel a lot colder, I knew it wasnt the day for a run.

That left just one thing to do: take my bike.

I usually avoided biking to the Rock. The Triborough Bridge, which connects Manhattan to Randalls Island, was typically cluttered with garbage and broken glass that could easily ruin a tire or take a rider down. Today I had no choice. I went over to the wall of my living room where my Trek 2200 hung on its rack. I bought it two years earlier when I first got into triathlon training. It was plenty of bike for a beginner triathlete. A sleek black-and-blue steel model outfitted with a carbon-fiber fork, it had aero bars on it for the triathlon and a forward-angle seatpost to let me ride more aggressively. When I later got even more into training and competing, I upgraded to a Cervlo P3, and the 2200 became my training bike. It was about to get an unscheduled workout.

I rolled the Trek out of my apartment and toward the elevator. I was wearing the warmest winter biking gear I could find: a Gore-Tex jacket overlaying two long-sleeved shirts, Gore-Tex pants, and a pair of biking gloves. I also had a ski hood pulled over my head and around my chin. A knapsack with a change of clothes was slung over my back.

I came down the elevator and said good morning to Berto, the doorman on duty at that hour.

Matt, youre a tough man to bike in this kind of weather, Berto said as he held the door open. Stay warm, be careful.

I hear you, bro. See you tomorrow.

I stepped out onto 48th Street and adjusted my bike helmet. I climbed onto the bike and started pedaling toward Third Avenue. It was still dark outside and bitterly cold.
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At that hour, just about 5:45 a.m., Third Avenue looked like it did on most mornings when I would head to the Rock. Light from the office buildings and restaurants lining nearly every block helped to shed some contrast on the predawn darkness. The five lanes across the avenue were already busy, with cabs and delivery trucks streaming by, heading north. No tie-ups, everything moving in the prerush hour. A normal day, in a sense.

I had cycled up Third Avenue hundreds of times over the years, sometimes in the midafternoon, sometimes in the middle of the evening, but mostly on weekend mornings on the way to Central Park for a workout with members of my triathlon club. And I had never had a problem.

Thats not to say biking in Manhattan is a walk through a small-town library. Its a blur of lights, colors, attractions, and distractions. A cascade of shrill noises, obnoxious sounds, screams and sirens, backfires, taunts, whistles. Youre constantly on the lookout for potholes, car doors opening, and old ladies crossing the street. It tests every sense and reflexa video game come to life. Its at times thrilling and mesmerizing. And fun. But its also scary and dangerous because its not a video game. Your guard must be up every second for what may suddenly get in your way. There are trucks, buses, cabs, limos, cop cars, and, as I well knew, fire engines, all with drivers in a hurry. You have timid drivers from the suburbs, unsure of themselves amid the constant flow. You have combative drivers, recklessly maneuvering the lanes as if they were racing Matchbox cars on a kids bedroom floor.

You have other cyclists, too. On one extreme there are the commuters, who tend to be more conservative, cordial to other riders and drivers. Theyre riding in work clothes, maybe even a suit and tie, and hoping not to break a sweat. They stop at every red light, waiting obediently for a green. Then you have the messengers who ride their bikes all day, every day, throughout the city. Theyre superskilled, swerving in and out of traffic, with carrying cases slung across their backs. They zip in and out of lanes, around idling cars, through packs of people crossing streets. They often ignore red lights, dashing through intersections with maybe only a glance to see if a car might be coming from their left or right. They can be a major pain in the ass.

When I biked in Manhattan, I fell somewhere between these extremes. Usually I wasnt in a desperate hurry; my rush came when my training buddies and I would do timed circuits of the parks six-mile loop. But I was no angel, either. I did my share of pushing the traffic laws. If I were waiting for a light to turn green and saw no cars approaching the crossing, then, yes, I would get a jump on the light. I was a New Yorker. My DNA gave me the green light. And now, after two years of intense training on the bikeupwards of 150 miles per weekI felt confident on the city streets.

I settled into my commuting pace, a comfortable 18 miles per hour or so, as I rode along the right-hand side of Third Avenue, a few feet from the curb. I moved just fast enough to keep pace with the traffic lights. If I stayed at this rate, I wouldnt need to slow down until I hit 125th Street, where I would turn right toward the Triborough Bridge. Cars and trucks and taxis passed on my left. I biked by Smith & Wollensky, the popular steakhouse on 49th Street. Outside of my bars, Smith & Wollys had been my regular haunt for years; after dinner tonight with Noel, Id probably stop in for a nightcap. I biked by my favorite Starbucks. They knew me in there for my regular order, a Grande Soy Mocha. When I got to 51st Street, a UPS truck passed me on my left. This must be a brutal time of year for those guys, I thought.

Everything moved easily. A transit strike was crippling New York, but at that hour you wouldnt have known it in this slice of the city.

I stayed along the curb and pedaled, one more workout ahead of me, one more day of work, one more party tonight. Things were going according to plan. In no time at all, Id be at the Rock.

A second later, I disappeared.
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People have asked me if I saw it coming. If I saw anything of what soon would turn me and my world upside down. And I tell them that I didnt see anything, or at least I dont think I did. But Im not sure, because that moment, and many moments that preceded it, and so many that followed it, never existed, or at least they dont exist in the memories I hold. They are the broken frames of my life. And while Ive tried to patch them together by talking to those people who soon were at the scene and those who later saved my life, and by reading accounts of everything that the newspapers wrote, and by poring through the hundreds of notes and messages people left for me outside my hospital bedroom, and by pleading with my family and friends for every detail they could offer, and even years later, when I finally had the stomach for it, by watching video taken from surveillance cameras of the actual accident scene, so little comes back. I cant remember what I did.

When I try to recall that moment, my brain wont let me.

All I can assume, and what the doctors have told me, is that the impact was so sudden and traumatic that my brain just shut down and, mercifully, spared me the memories. My body was about to endure a gruesome invasion. Hellish. My mind didnt need a 3-D picture of it.

What I have learned of that moment and the weeks that immediately followed comes from the conversations Ive had with many of these people. I wish I could say everything Im about to write is 100 percent accurate. I know it cant be. Peoples memories get fuzzy; they go dark sometimes.

I should know.
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The bare facts: As I rode up Third Avenue, a 52-seat passenger bus chartered to transport employees of Bear Stearns to work during the transit strike was heading in the same direction but was in the center lane of the avenue, two lanes to my left. Just as I was about to cross 52nd Street, the bus made a sudden and sweeping right turn. The sequence of events happened so quicklyfires take longer to ignitethat all I had a chance to do before I collided with the bus was raise my left arm to shield myself. It did no good.

I hit the bus on its right side, near the front passenger entrance. Instead of ricocheting backward from the impact, my body and bike got run over by the bus, somehow getting squeezed between the eight-inch gap separating the buss undercarriage and the streets blacktop. I was trapped beneath a 40,000-pound bus, dead center, about two feet behind the front axle, enmeshed with the bike and gored through my anus and up through my midsection by the bikes seatpost. I was alive and, according to the first people on the scene, moaning, but I was also spewing deep red, coagulated blood from the opening in my lower abdomen. It poured out of me so quickly that by the time the first rescue responders had arrived, a puddle of blood had collected on the southeast corner of 52nd Street.

I was bleeding to death.

In addition to the bus driver, a 30-year-old man from Albany, New York, who police would later cite for making an illegal right turn from the center lane instead of from the avenues designated bus lane, an NYPD officer happened to be nearby. He immediately radioed for help. Within five minutes four officers from the NYPD Emergency Service Unit arrived. One of the officers, Detective Charles King, was stunned when he first looked under the bus and saw me. It was like someone got hit by a train, King told a reporter, but at a slower speed.

King went to the front of the bus with a set of hydraulic lifts, which can raise as many as five tons in a matter of seconds. In the meantime, Detectives Ralph Logan and Charlie Raz started shimmying under the bus. They found me, groaning one second, unconscious the next. It was like he and the bike were one and the same, King reported. I was a mess. While the seatpost protruded from my midsection, one handlebar was wedged into the buss metal underbelly. Even when King raised the bus with the lifts, the bike remained stuck in the sheet metal of the bus. Logan and Raz shouted for a battery-operated saw to extract the bike from the bus, and from me.

While they sawed, the detectives faced another problem: the blood that continued to pour from me. As we tried to take the bike out, Logan said, we were slipping around his blood; it was like an oil slick. It got to the point where I had to put my feet on the bottom of the bus just to keep from slipping. Besides the blood from the fissure in my midsection, more came from my left leg, where both my femur and tibia had broken through the skin.

As the detectives continued to saw, firefighters from Engine 8, Ladder 2, located on East 51st Street, just three blocks from my apartment, arrived. Through the years I had become friendly with some of the guys there. I would often stop by to use their gym equipment or grab a drink of water on my way back from a run in the park. But under the bus that morning, wrapped up in the frame of the bike and with a helmet and ski mask covering most of my face, it was impossible to identify me at first glance.

Firefighter Donal Buckley steadied one end of the bike as Logan sawed. When they finally got the bike free from under the bus carriage, I moaned the word fireman, which caught Buckley off guard. But thats all I said. The ESU crew then delicately dislodged the seatpost from my body. The blood continued to spout, but it could have been worse; later, Logan told someone that my bike shorts acted as a compression bandage and held me together.

It took about five minutes for the detectives to free me. They rolled me onto a backboard, then lifted me from under the bus and onto a gurney. An ambulance was already there. The paramedics immediately put bandages around my opened abdomen, trying to stanch the bleeding. It continued to be deep red, oxygenated blood, a sign of serious internal bleeding. We could tell that his pelvis and lower extremities were really messed up, Logan said.

At this point I was drifting in and out, but I managed to say forty. This time Buckley took a closer look at my face; this time something clicked.

Hey, Buckley blurted out, its Matty Long, from Ladder 43.

Months later, Buckley would tell a friend of mine, You know, in a situation like that, you just go through the stepsone, two, three, fourhowever you were trained, thats what you go through. Thats all youre concerned about. Youre not worried about who the person is, initially. But when he said he was a fireman, you know, you kind of pushed it up a little bit.

The detectives and the firefighters knew they couldnt do much for me at that point. Logan barked to the paramedics, Lets not play games. This guy needs a hospital. The ambulance raced off.
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Just after 6 a.m., when I hadnt arrived at the Rock, Shane starting calling my cell phone and giving me the business. Get out of bed, you bum! he joked in the first message he left.

Typically, we gave someone a five-minute grace period before we took off for our workoutand then made the guy feel miserable once we got back. We would high-five each other and say, Oh, what a great workout, too bad you missed it. Whatever it took to tweak him. But that morning the guys decided to hang back and wait for me. Tommy didnt have a good feeling.

Matts never late, he said. Lets give him five more minutes.

Five minutes turned into 10, then 30. Finally, at 6:40, the phone rang in the locker room. Larry grabbed it. Mattys been in an accident! he yelled out to Tommy and Shane. He got hit by a bus!

That was all the news they heard for a while. They waited, assuming I wasnt badly hurt, that I simply was riding along, a bus got too close and bumped me, and I just went into a parked car and flipped off my bike.
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BROOKLYN, USA

My brother Jimmy was the first one in my family to receive a call about the accident, around 6:15 a.m. He was at his home in Queens, just getting up to go to work; his wife, Pam, was still asleep. Jimmy had joined the FDNY in the winter of 1994, six months after I had, and spent his first nine years at a firehouse in midtown Manhattan. He injured his foot one day when responding with his company to a fire in a high-rise apartment building, and while recovering he took a temporary job in the departments public communications office. Growing up, Jimmy always told me he never wanted a desk jobI dont want to go to work in a jacket and tie, hed saybut it turned out he did his temp job, briefing senior FDNY officials on department issues or dealing with inquiries from the media, so well that his boss asked him to stay on. So now every day he went to work in, yes, a jacket and tie and took calls like this one.

It came from a captain in my firehouse, Eugene KananowiczK-9, as we affectionately called him. K-9 told Jimmy that he didnt know much, except that I had been in an accident and was being taken to New York-Presbyterian Hospital/Weill Cornell Medical Center on the Upper East Side of Manhattan. The only thing K-9 added was that it might be a good idea if Jimmy got up to the hospital. Actually, thats what Jimmy would do whenever a firefighter got hurt, either respond to the scene or the hospital so he could communicate information back to the family and the press. Of course, now he was dealing with an accident involving his brother.

As Jimmy got dressed, K-9 called again. This time he told Jimmy that I had suffered a broken leg. And thats when Jimmy knew I was in trouble. Theres a protocol in the fire department, as Jimmy was well aware of, that when first relaying information about an injured firefighter, you say you dont know much, you spare the details. You want to give the sense that nothing is seriously wrong. But when K-9 told Jimmy that I had a broken leg, my brother knew to read between the lines. He knew it was more than that.

He picked up his pace getting out the door, but before leaving for the hospital he called our parents, Mike and Eileen Long. They lived about 20 minutes from Jimmy. He told Dad what he knew: I had been in an accident and was headed to the hospitalwith a broken leg. Dont worry, he said to Dad. I have a department car coming to pick you and Mom up and get you to the hospital. Ill meet you there.

Ten minutes later an FDNY cruiser, its lights flashing, pulled up in front of my folks house. Mom and Dad got into the car but were told by the officer that they couldnt leave until the police escort arrived. An escort? What for? Mom wanted to know. He only has a broken leg. Seconds later the NYPD cruiser appeared. The two cars took off, sirens blaring, toward Manhattan.

Mom looked at Dad, worried. Mike, this doesnt seem right. All this for a broken leg?
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They met the old-fashioned way: in an ice cream parlor, over a hot fudge sundae. It was 1961 and Mike Long, 21 at the time and just back from service with the U.S. Marines, worked the counter at the corner ice cream store on Fulton Street, in the Cypress Hills section of Brooklyn. He looked like a marine, six feet tall with broad shoulders, a closely cropped haircut, and thick hands. One afternoon Eileen Dougherty, just 20, a tiny brunette with curls, walked into the shop with some friends. She had grown up in the neighborhood, a couple of blocks from the soda shop. Eileen ordered a sundae with vanilla ice cream, no whipped cream, and she and the ex-marine, dressed in a white shirt and apron, got to talking. She kept coming in, and he kept talking to her, until he finally asked her out. Two years later they were married in Blessed Sacrament Church.

And then all hell broke loose.

First came Michael, a year or so after their wedding. Then I showed up on September 3, 1966. Perhaps as a sign of things to come, I brought a little drama to my arrival. Mom had yet to have a contraction, but my head kept pushing against the wall of her belly, flooring her with pain. She was in such agony that the obstetrician finally had to induce her. As Mom likes to remind me, You were in a rush from the moment you were born.

Apparently, my delivery didnt discourage her from having more kids, because over the next 14 years she had another seven: Jimmy, Robert, Eileen, Maureen, Chris, Frank, and, the last, Eddie. Yes, count them up. The nine Long kids. All we were missing was a designated hitter and we could have fielded a team in the American League.

By nature, it seems, I was an extrovert. As a toddler I ran around the house, bopping from one thing to the next. Mom often tells the story of the time when I was three and she left Michael and me alone to play in the living room while she worked in the kitchen. Michael quietly lay on the floor playing with his cars and coloring while I bounced from chair to chair, climbing over the couch, knocking over a lamp, and pestering our tiny pet turtle, which otherwise would have been sleeping in its glass bowl. Finally, Mom got so annoyed at the racket I was making that she rushed into the living room, catching me as I was throwing the tiny reptile back in its bowl. She looked into the bowl, then screamed, Oh, my God! The turtles head and feet were missing. Mom looked at me as I smacked my mouth shut. She thought I had decapitated it and went hysterical. It was only after a couple of hours, and when the turtle finally poked his head out, that Mom could finally calm down.

I was a rambunctious, impulsive, fast-talking kid who couldnt sit still, which may explain why I never became a big reader. Concentrating even for the length of a Hardy Boys chapter took a kind of effort and patience that I just didnt have. In fact, my fifth-grade teacher got so frustrated with my lack of reading skills that she made me do the year over. Today some doctor would say I suffered from ADD. He might be right. But in my own eyes, I was just a happy-go-lucky kid looking to make the most out of every day: having fun, playing sports, and keeping up with my siblings. And being part of a family the size of the Osmonds forces you to step lively. Everyone was rushing somewhere: Michael to cross-country practice, Eileen to a softball game, Jimmy and me to a basketball tournament. Dinner was another free-for-all. We joke now that Eddie, the youngest of us, is also the tiniestwe called him the Runtbecause by the time the food made its way down to him, not much was left. And at the dinner table, with 11 voices trying to be heard, good manners and niceties often were ignored; we each built up our lightning-quick deliveries by trying to out-talk everyone else at the table.

Until I was 15, we lived in Cypress Hills, in a neighborhood of mostly Irish Catholic families just like ours. Small, two-story row houses filled the blocks, and when the weather was warm kids played ball in the street until it was pitch-black while their parents and grandparents hung out on their porches trying to catch a breeze from the passing elevated J train. It was small-town USA in big old Brooklyn, New York, and it seemed everyone knew everyone, and everyone knew the Longs, the ones with all the kids and the dad who ran one of the most popular spots around.

Talk about being born with a silver spoon. Our dad made ice cream for a living. The store, which Dad and his brother Tom bought from the owner, who originally had hired Dad, looked very much like Arnolds Drive-In from Happy Days. A cheerful spot filled from breakfast through 11 p.m. with infants, kids, teenagers, moms and dads, retirees, cops, schoolteachers, priests, nuns, you name iteveryone enjoying time together and simple, all-American food and desserts. As you pushed through the wood-framed entrance with Longs Ice Cream Parlor scripted on the plate glass, the first thing you noticed was a long, orange Formica counter where you could grab a seat on a stool that spun in circles. Everything behind the counter gleamed: the stainless-steel freezer filled with ice cream, the stainless-steel dispensers holding the different flavored syrups and toppings, and the stainless-steel soda fountains that dispensed root beer for the floats and seltzer for Brooklyns famous egg creams. From the counter you could look through a small window and into a tiny kitchen where Dad or Uncle Tom or one of the full-time employees manned a small grill, preparing burgers and sandwiches. Past the counter were eight booths with high-back benches, ideal for four people but, more often than not, crammed with twice that many. And, in the very back, was a 60-song jukebox whose menu of tunes turned over every two weeks or so. The jukebox seemed to be on all the time, playing pop songs from the 60s and 70s. Dad only shut it down on Sundays when the church crowd came in or when disco caught on and he couldnt take some of the more risqu songs. Donna Summerss Love to Love You, Baby didnt get much play in Longs Ice Cream.

But while you might first come to Longs for the atmosphere, you came back for the ice creamrich, thick, and homemade, whipped daily in the stores basement. Dad didnt offer 31 or 47 or 69 different flavors. He kept it to the basics and the favorites: chocolate, vanilla, strawberry, and every now and then some rum raisin or cherry vanilla or mint chip. But what he may have been missing in variety he made up for in taste. Dad would always say the quality of the ice cream depended on the percentage of fat in the buttermilk. The higher, the tastier. He didnt
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