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FOR MY PARENTS,

JOHN AND SHEILA D’AGOSTINO



What is your life?

It is even a vapor that appears for a little time

and then vanishes away.

—James 4:14, tweeted by Bill Petit, 2013



December 2012

JUST LOOK at this garden. Bill Petit raised these vibrant plants from when they were seedlings. Raised them with help from his daughters, Hayley and Michaela. The kids actually did pull a weed now and then.

The base of the memorial garden is behind the sunporch at the old brick mansion where Bill’s parents live, Barbara and Bill Sr. They’re in their eighties now, but they keep the big house clean and orderly, and they encouraged Bill to plant this garden while he was living here in those years after the tragedy. He designed it so the flowers, bushes, and small trees would form the rough shape of a heart—they curve up and around symmetrically before meeting at the center of the heart, where Bill built a…what’s the word?

“I wanna say trellis,” Bill says, and shakes his head. “Not called a trellis. What’s it called?”

Bill is walking through the garden with his new wife, Christine, a woman as vibrant as an acre of flowers. She’s a photographer, and that’s how they met. Well, kind of. They first met at the country club—she worked there, he played golf there. Christine was the club’s marketing director and, to earn extra money, also tended bar in the Founders Room, a cellar hangout where portraits of past club presidents lined the dark walls. She didn’t know who Bill Petit was when he would come in, which is to say that she didn’t know he was “Bill Petit.” She didn’t know that his wife and two daughters had been murdered in their home after being tortured for hours while Bill, who’d been bludgeoned in the head, was tied up in the basement. Christine was living out of the country when it happened and had missed the headlines and the incessant local news coverage on television. She knew only that this guy Bill was a member of the country club, and she knew she thought he was handsome.

He would come in with his friend Ron after a round of golf, and they would talk a little at the bar. Bill would order a Diet Coke with three cherries. He and Christine might have flirted, the best he knew how after all these years. Some of the other women who worked at the club, Christine’s friends, noticed and smiled, but they didn’t say anything to Christine.

Ron noticed, too.

“How about her?” Ron said to Bill one Sunday afternoon after eighteen holes, with a little smile. “The girl behind the bar.”

Bill shrugged. He and Ron had known each other for forty years. A lot went unsaid.

—

“Not called a trellis. What’s it called?”

“Arbor?” offers Christine.

They are arm in arm. Bill is still searching for the word.

“Arch,” he says at last. “The heart meets at an arch. Oh, and there are some big lights up on that tree. There were big lights on those trees over there, too, but they came down in the last storm. And over there, that’s a—I was gonna say ambrosia, but it’s not that.”

Christine says, “Rhododendron?”

“No, no. Mountain laurels? No.” Bill is scratching his chin, staring at the plants. He doesn’t like not being able to call up the name. He likes knowing every name. In Latin. It’s not that he has any lingering head injuries from the attack, he just can’t think of the name.

“That’s a mountain laurel or a rhodie, isn’t it?” says Christine, ever helpful.

“No, you’re 0 for 2,” Bill ribs her. “It’s a…crap. It’s not crap, it’s—well, anyway, those are Scabiosa over there. Button flowers.”

“It’s not a mountain laurel?”

“No, not even close, dear.”

“Get a book out.”

This is their banter. It’s old-married-couple talk. They poke each other playfully, constantly trying to make the other one laugh or at least to tease out a smile. Around her, Bill’s own laughter surprises him. He had thought that all of that—quick jokes, laughter, happiness itself—was lost to him for good.

“Artemisia? No. Arte…andromeda.”

Christine was nervous that day a few years ago when she came over to take pictures of this garden. It was her first assignment as volunteer photographer for the Petit Family Foundation, the charity Bill established in memory of his wife and daughters. She liked Bill, but she didn’t know he liked her, too. She thought maybe, but…then, as they were walking through the garden the day she photographed it—Bill pointing out the different species, Christine taking pictures—he stopped at one point, looked at her, and reached up and touched her earring. Her heart jumped. She walked away, started taking pictures again.

“I was like, whoa! I gotta go!” she says today.

Bill rolls his eyes and smiles when he hears her retell the story.

“I just asked you where you got ’em or something,” he says.

“I know,” she says. “But—you were closer than normal.”

“Okay.”

“It was one of my favorite moments.”

He looks right at her, smiles, says softly, “Okay.”

They get in the car after their stroll and Bill scans the radio, nixing songs, playing deejay. “Nope…nope…nope!” The road follows the meanderings of the Farmington River, and he’s on a stretch with no stoplights, speed limit fifty, cruising along. “Colin Hay!” Bill has a near-photographic memory and knows Hay was the lead singer of Men at Work, and the car fills with his acoustic rendition of “Who Can It Be Now?” Bill lets it play. Dense, leafless trees fan out in triangles from either side of the road like a bow tie. Thin horizontal white and gray clouds lash the baby-blue midwinter sky.

“Nice blue,” says Bill.

“Look at the layers,” says Christine.

They drive on for a minute without talking.

Then Bill says, “Farmington tiramisu.”

Down Unionville Avenue, getting closer to Plainville, roads he could drive blindfolded.

“My dad and my uncle Charlie used to run this package store here,” he says. “And that’s where I used to work when I was sixteen, that shop. Making sandwiches for the workers at Atlantic Pipe.”

Christine smiles and says he sure doesn’t make sandwiches anymore.

“I got paid for it,” he replies. “You pay me, I’ll make you a sandwich.”

“I’ll keep washing your socks.”

“I’ll just buy new socks.”

This joking around with his new wife, the everyday back and forth, is often what helps Bill get through the day. Talking to the radio, saying whatever comes to mind, trading quips. It’s so normal, banal even, and yet it’s essential. He never thought he would get this part back.

Unionville turns into North Washington, and there’s a cemetery on the left, across from a gas station.

“This is the cemetery the girls are buried in,” Christine says, a note of sweet helpfulness in her voice. “We could probably drive by there on the way back.”

Bill is impassive and doesn’t say anything at first.

He is often silent. In fact, silence is the thing you notice first about Bill Petit, because for him silence is almost a character trait. His ability to keep his feelings silent is the hardest thing to understand about him, and it is the source of his great strength. Five years ago, two strangers broke into his home and destroyed everything that mattered to him. Raped and strangled his wife, Jennifer. Set a fire that took the lives of both his children and engulfed his home, to which he never returned. They beat him almost to death. Today, it is the very depth of his silence that has sustained him, that has helped him to go on living. That and the people around him, the people in this community, the people who have known him for the whole of his fifty-six years and who would do just about anything for him.

He drives on, the cemetery disappearing in the rearview mirror.

Look at his face: unchanged, showing nothing. His head, held together by scars gone pale, faces straight ahead at the road, always straight ahead.

“If it’s still light out,” Christine says. Bill slows down for a light, flicks his eyes up into the mirror at the traffic behind him, at the graveyard.

“Yeah,” he says, in almost a whisper.


July 23, 2007

IT’S ALMOST ten o’clock in the morning, but the sun has never quite come out. A warm rain falls, soaking the midsummer-green grass and bobbing the heads of the orange flowers in the front yard.

Bill is tied to the steel support pole in the basement of his home. Plastic zip ties slice into his wrists, which are bound behind his back, around the pole. He has been trying for hours to free himself, sliding up and down. Blood flows steadily from the gashes in his head, pooling on the concrete floor around him, and he is hoping the up-and-down motion will keep the blood pressure steady throughout his body. He is a doctor, so he knows that he is losing a dangerous amount of blood.

His body feels like it weighs a thousand pounds. His ankles are bound together tight, first with plastic zip ties and then clothesline. There is some kind of cloth over his head, fuzzing his view of his own basement so that it hovers around him as a nightmarish otherworld. In a strange gesture he can’t make sense of, the two men who have broken into his home shoved a couple of pillows under him on the hard floor. The cushions are now stained a deep red.

He works his tired legs underneath him so he’s in a squat position, then he pushes, pushes, pushes until his six-foot-four, fifty-year-old frame begins to slide slowly up the pole, sweat and blood stinging his eyes, his head throbbing. The plastic ties cut into his ankles until the flesh is raw. He contorts his wrists in an attempt to leverage the weight of the pushing motion to loosen the bindings so that he might free himself. If he can break free, he might be able to save the girls.

Then he hears the thumping.

Coming from upstairs—the living room, as best he can tell. He decides it must be the men ransacking the house, gathering the things they plan to steal. But then…did he just hear someone moan? He thinks he did. The wounds and the fatigue have left him unsure of anything, anything at all. He might even be dead—being pounded in the head with a bat has left him without much blood and no clear thoughts. But he desperately tries to hold it together. He sits, opens his eyes wide, trying to summon cognition.

He hears it again.

“Hey!” he yells. Something like “hey”—he has so little strength, it comes out as a garbled cry, something other than language.

A man’s voice responds from upstairs.

“Don’t worry,” the voice says. “It’s all going to be over in a couple of minutes.”

Bill is working furiously now. He knows this is the moment. These men are going to shoot him and his family—or something. It’s going to end badly, he knows that. He knows he is too weak to take on two men who have at least one gun and a baseball bat. He can barely see through the blood clouding his eyes. His body doesn’t feel like his own. There’s no way he can break the ankle ties—the more he twists and tries to free himself, the more they constrict. But if he can break the rope and the ties around his hands, he will be off the pole and he could go next door for help. Dave Simcik’s house. He’ll somehow get over to Dave’s and call the police.

He rubs his wrists together. The ties dig deeper into the skin, but still he rubs, desperately twisting his hands to try to pull the clothesline off while trying to bend and weaken the plastic.

Finally the plastic breaks and the ties burst off. He is free.

He climbs up out of the basement bulkhead door into the yard and rolls his body across the grass to his neighbor’s driveway, fifty feet that feel like a mile right now. His ankles are still bound, but his hands are free, and when he reaches the driveway, he bangs on the garage door with all the force of his whole life. After a minute, the door opens and Dave appears. Thank God. But Dave, his neighbor for eighteen years, looks down at Bill, a beaten, soaking-wet man lying in his driveway covered with blood, and doesn’t recognize him. Asks, “Can I help you, sir?”

Bill says, “Dave! It’s Bill. Call 911! Quick. Quick.”

It seems like only a few seconds before a cop appears out of the rain and is standing over Bill, ordering him to stay down. Then another.

The first one, his gun still drawn, his arms bolt stiff, his eyes pivoting between Bill and Bill’s home, shouts, “Who’s in the house?”

“The girls,” Bill gasps through the rain.

The officer repeats himself, as if needing more information, or as if he had expected a different answer. His voice is urgent and impatient, the voice of an officer in an emergency: “Who’s in the house?”

Bill yells up at him, “The girls! The girls are in the house!”


WHAT A LIFE MEANS

THREE YEARS later, in the summer of 2010, a couple of the morning radio shows in Hartford aired brief interviews with a special guest, Dr. William Petit. He talked about how his life was going, talked about his beloved family, and talked about the upcoming 5K road race that would benefit the Petit Family Foundation, which he and others had established in their memory.

If you lived in the state, you remembered Dr. Petit. That summer of 2007, the headlines had dominated the local news for weeks. The details were too frightening for some people to follow in the newspapers and on the evening news. But everyone knew that what happened to the Petit family was about the worst thing that could happen to a family. And for the father to have survived was astonishing and, at first, confusing. As is characteristic of the Internet—all high velocity and few facts—some people wondered whether Petit himself had somehow played a role in the attack. But the newspapers added more and more facts to the story each day. The fact, for example, that the two perpetrators were small-time criminals who met at a halfway house. That one of them had seen the mother and younger daughter at a supermarket and followed them home. That the father was beaten in the head repeatedly with a bat, the eleven-year-old raped, she and her sister tied to their beds to suffocate and burn to death, their mother—the man’s wife—strangled on the living-room floor.

And pretty soon the conspiracy theories quieted and the fever dreams went back to their dark corners of the Internet, and the dawning realization of what had happened that Sunday night in Cheshire was perhaps even more frightening: This monstrous crime was a random act. It could have happened to any family. But of all the families in all the houses on all the quiet streets in all the towns in every state across the whole of this country and in the entire world, on that night, it happened to the Petits of Sorghum Mill Drive.

And now here was Bill Petit, sounding pretty upbeat on the radio, spreading the word about the road race for the foundation he had established in his family’s memory, to support the kind of good works they had done.

But how?

How was he not living under a rock somewhere, shut off from the world? (“I did live under a rock, for a long time,” he would say.) How was he not only alive but, apparently, attempting to live a life? From where had he found the strength to drive to the radio studio and talk to the world, in a voice that was as strong as he could make it, about the third annual Petit Family Foundation 5K road race?

How does a man come to be like Bill Petit?

—

William Arthur Petit Jr. is not a particularly easy man to get to know. He does not emote, and isn’t interested in offering elaborate explanations of his psychological state or his emotional makeup. Or perhaps he doesn’t know exactly how to do those things. But to get to know his character and the circumstances that produced him is to understand something of the nature of human fortitude, that quality that enables us, or some of us, to endure the very worst of what’s possible on earth, and to go on living. To understand Bill Petit is, in part, to understand how it is possible to rise up from the deepest reaches of depression and hopelessness under one’s own strength.

Petit is not conversant in the language of emotional recovery, and in fact it is his emotional reticence that saw him through this ordeal. Silence was a habit, in a way, a habit he kept up because it seemed to help him get through anything. On the surface he might appear to embody many features of the American male stereotype: silent, stoic, hardworking, uncomplaining, emotionally limited. But these qualities were evident in his boyhood, when he could be left to manage in his father’s corner grocery store even before he could drive; in high school, when he worked hard enough to get accepted to an Ivy League college; and years later, when he established his own medical practice with his name over the door, working eighteen hours a day to build it and build his own career as an endocrinologist whose reputation was known well beyond his small town.

Before the tragedy, he was a stressed-out doctor with little time for friends or hobbies but was lucky enough to have a family life that restored him. And even now, in their absence, they restore him still. The memories of his daughters and his wife, and his confidence in what they would want him to do, proved to be a mighty and essential source of clarity and strength. He leaned on their memories, asked them questions in his mind, and knew their answers with absolute certainty.

—

To witness the resurrection of Bill Petit is also to understand the power of community, especially in small-town America. “You’ve got to understand this place. It was a good place,” his friend Ron Bucchi says of Plainville, Connecticut, the town they grew up in together in the early 1960s, which is only about fifteen minutes from Cheshire. “It was a safe place. Ride your bike to the park. Play. You just had a sense of community.” In some ways, that place and those people saved Petit. His parents had always been involved in their town, teaching Bill and his siblings that it was important to volunteer. Later, when he established the Petit Family Foundation, hundreds of volunteers gave thousands of hours to the early work of setting it up, and then the even more demanding work of sustaining it.

“People are kind,” Petit says. It has become a pattern in Petit’s life, this simple belief that if you give, people will give back. It was an article of faith with him and his wife, Jennifer. They instilled it in their daughters, and he speaks about it today when he makes appearances as the public face of his foundation. His reflex to help, and the townspeople’s reflex to help him, is rooted deeply in the community that raised him.

—

People who know what happened to Petit often seem awestruck when they see him in person. If they have the courage to go up to him in public, strangers sometimes shake his hand. Or they just stare or they whisper to the person next to them, filled with wonder about what it’s like to be him. Petit used to live what was in many ways an ordinary life: demanding job, devoted family, three-bedroom house in the suburbs, golf on Saturdays, church on Sundays. Nice. Well-off, but not rich and not extravagant. Many people who heard about the murders look for themselves in the lives of Bill and Jennifer. They wonder what they would have done that night, God forbid, and what they would have done if, like Bill, they had emerged from those horrors alive.

And yet, for Bill Petit, life was not ruined. Instead, Petit rather miraculously looked depravity in the face and came away from the experience with an essential piece of wisdom: that people are basically good.

What kind of man survives what he survived and believes that?

Where did he come from?


EDUCATION

1957–1980

WHEN BILLY Petit was still in diapers, he went missing one morning. He couldn’t have been more than two years old. His brother Glenn, just a baby, lay sleeping in his crib. His mother, Barbara, looked all over the house, calling Billy’s name as calmly as she could, trying not to let the panic rise in her voice. Barbara is as even-keeled as they come, gets everything done without a fuss. And organized. She keeps her linen tablecloths pressed and hanging in a closet like vestments.

Oh Lord, Billy. Where the heck was he? Barbara pushed through the screen door out into the yard, saying her boy’s name again and again. He couldn’t have got far, and anyway someone would have seen him toddling along. Billy’s uncle Charlie—his dad’s brother—lived down the street. Barbara’s aunt and uncle were across the street. Everybody had a lot of kids, everybody knew everybody, and everybody knew the Petits. This was around 1959, when there was a comforting sameness to everyday life in Plainville, the small-town assurance that each day would be pretty much like the day before, even if the day before wasn’t anything special. There was gossip, like anywhere, but it was a hardworking town, a tough little place, proud that the rest of Connecticut seemed indifferent to its very existence.

Finally, Barbara found her son. He was next door. The neighbors grew strawberries behind their house, and little Billy had somehow crawled out of the house and was sitting on the grass, easy as you please, eating the berries, his tiny hands covered in sticky, sweet juice.

Bill Sr., Billy’s dad, grew up on Broad Street, too, during the Depression. His family didn’t have much money, and a few of the neighborhood boys used to work at the corner store, near where Main Street cut across the railroad tracks, sacking potatoes for a nickel a bag—their candy money. One day years later, after he graduated from Plainville High School, and after he served in the Marines, and after he worked, saved, planned, and worked some more, Bill Petit Sr. would own that corner store where he used to sack potatoes as a boy. He would work so hard that he’d own a lot of other businesses around Plainville, too. After he rose from a life of nothing to become a prominent local businessman, people would joke that the Petits owned the whole damn town.

When Billy got older, he and his three brothers and a sister who came along later roamed the Broad Street neighborhood with baseball bats and Whiffle balls and basketballs, collecting other kids for epic games on Hemingway Street—there was no traffic on Hemingway then, and hardly any on Broad Street even—until everyone’s mothers called them all home for dinner. Or they would run through the woods to Norton Park. In the winter they ice-skated there, and in the summer they took swimming lessons. The park had once been the backyard of a wealthy local man named Charles Norton. The sprawling field sloped down from the mighty Georgian brick house he built in 1923, the biggest house in town.

One day, after Billy grew up and had a family of his own, Bill Petit Sr. would own that, too, and his grandchildren would run through its halls and across its lawn.

People had lived in Plainville straight through since the 1650s, and you got the feeling that the folks here now—there were twelve thousand or so around the time Billy was born—were not all that different from the first few souls who settled the place. When you talk to people who lived there when Bill was growing up, they talk about helping one another out. That, they say, is how everyone gets by. Hanna, Bill’s sister, says the times seemed different then. Everyone wasn’t so caught up in their own separate lives, and the mere fact that you came from the same town as someone else mattered. Neighbors lent and borrowed and swapped and came over to watch the kids if you needed it. Billy observed all of this—the grown-ups counting on one another, coming and going from one another’s houses. Plainville people knew right from wrong, put God and country first, didn’t spit into the wind, and all the rest. When locals talk about the way the place used to be around 1960, they use words like wholesome.

Bill Sr. loved the town. He served it in one way or another for the better part of forty years—town council, board of education, chamber of commerce, Downtown Merchants Association. Barbara, too. She helped found the Plainville Historical Society and served on the library board, the Republican Town Committee, the Plainville Art League, the Athletic Backers Club, the Ladies Guild at Our Lady of Mercy, Little League, the Visiting Nurses. They both did a lot for the community, and the community would return the favor one day. There always seemed to be people at the Petit house, dropping something off, holding meetings, chatting about this issue or that. Local politics was a big thing. Hanna remembers being upstairs as a kid, listening to the grown-ups as they talked downstairs. “It was always about community,” she says. “I think people fight more now. It’s more left versus right, and back then it was, What can we do to make this a better place to live?”

Barbara Petit wasn’t strict, but she ran an orderly house. The days were stitched together with routine. She always posted a chore chart on the refrigerator. With five kids, you had to. She liked structure, organization, predictability—Billy would end up like her in those ways. Bill Sr. went into business with his brother Charlie, starting with that corner grocery store. They bought a flower shop, a liquor store, a video store, and a chain of convenience stores. When Billy was fourteen, his father used to leave him in the grocery by himself—the one where the older Petit had sacked potatoes as a boy—to run the store. He’s so mature, Barbara’s friends would tell her. He was trustworthy, but it was more than that. He watched his father at work, and he used to try to be like him. Bill Sr.’s voice was deep as a gravel pit and he never raised it. He was pragmatic and equable and friendly, and his son tried to be the same way. By that time Billy was at least six foot two. A rawboned teenager, he already had the presence of a man, not only because of his height but also because he was quiet and respectful and could crack a dry joke, and if there was some problem, he tried to solve it. Standing at the till, selling milk to the ladies running their errands and cigarettes to the men after their lunches at the Main Street Diner, Billy never flinched. He had wisdom, which seemed impossible for a fourteen-year-old kid from Plainville, and yet there it was, in the set of his eyes.

Even at ten or eleven, Billy’d had a way about him—smarts, the old-timers called it. Bill Sr. says it was nothing he and Barbara taught him, or any of their other kids. But, for example, when they went on family vacations, the seven of them jammed into the car up to Vermont or someplace, they wouldn’t always have reservations for a place to stay. So they winged it. Bill Sr. would pull into the parking lot of whatever decent-looking motel they could find when the sun was starting to set, and it was Billy he would send in to the office to ask about the rooms and what kind of price they could work out. Billy would stride inside and negotiate a good rate while Pops kept the car idling.

From the adults in his life, Billy picked up the value of keeping your feelings inside and just doing. Later this would make him seem opaque, almost unknowable, to some people, but as a boy and a young man it translated into a work ethic that surprised even his parents. “Definitely a self-starter,” Big Bill says. “And I don’t know where that came from. People see how well he does and they say, ‘Well, you raised him right, you must have done this and that.’ And I say, ‘We raised him, sure—you know, he lived in our house.’ But I didn’t go to college and didn’t have that education. I didn’t say to him, ‘Bill, you’ve got to do this, that, and that.’ ” Bill and Barbara were plenty proud of all of their children, and they were all pretty smart, but Billy just went after his goals with a cool ferocity that his father didn’t recognize even in himself. And when Billy got what he wanted, he would spread his mouth into a handsome, thin-lipped grin—not smug, but pleased, a grin that said, “Nothin’ to it.”

Once—that’s how many times Hanna recalls Billy getting in trouble at home: “Mom says the only time was when he decided to light matches—he went behind the hutch in the dining room. My mother was pretty in tune with everything that went on in the house. She had the ears, she had the eyes, and she never would have suspected it was Billy. But she caught him, and he confessed, and that was the end of that.”

There was mischief here and there as he got older. He and Glenn, his brother a year younger, shared a room, and Billy figured out how to lock Glenn out. Sometimes he would even lock the younger kids in the room.

Billy liked all of this—liked being the best. He didn’t show that he liked it, but he liked it. Liked doing well, liked winning. It wasn’t that he was competitive, exactly—there’s a difference between being competitive and wanting to win. A competitive man craves competition for its own sake, relishes looking down on whoever came in second. Billy’s desire to win had nothing to do with that. He never looked down on a kid left in his dust. That wasn’t kind, gave him no satisfaction. No, Billy liked to win because winning wasn’t easy, even for a big, smart, good-looking kid like him. If you won, it meant you had worked hard. And if you worked hard and you won, then the world made sense.

One day, years later, after his world had fallen apart, winning would take on a different meaning. The victories he would work for would have nothing to do with studying or basketball or being a doctor. A few minutes’ peace, an hour’s rest without a nightmare—these would become his small but essential aspirations.

—

Billy met Ron Bucchi when he was ten and Ron was eleven. Ron was another Plainville kid, tall like Billy, Catholic like Billy, a good kid like Billy. They played Little League—Billy was on the Owls, who were managed by his friend Mike Chambrello’s dad. Mike played for the Cubs, and Ron and his twin brother, Rick, were on the Seals. Billy would play sports all day long if you let him. There was scarcely a blade of grass in the Petits’ backyard on Broad Street because of all the ball that was played back there—the bare feet and worn-smooth soles of sneakers pounding the dirt every day after school, the basketballs and hardballs and footballs bouncing around the yard where the lawn had once been.

Billy was not only the oldest Petit child but one of the oldest kids in the neighborhood, so he had a built-in authority that made kids follow him. He was a leader in these games. He had a quick smile that told any kid he was welcome to play, but he liked to have his way, too. Billy was afflicted with the bursts of impatience that you sometimes see in precocious kids. He wasn’t cruel. He was intense.

His little sister, Johanna—everyone called her Hanna—loved gymnastics in elementary school. But Billy had other ideas for her. He figured she would be tall, like her four older brothers, so he took to having sit-downs with her, the way a father might do with his daughter. Drill some common sense into her. You’ve got to give up the gymnastics, he’d tell her. You’re not going to be a dancer. You should be playing more ball. He was methodical, pragmatic. “Goal-oriented,” Hanna says today. “Always make a list, set your goals, and if you don’t achieve them, reset your list and aim for things that you can achieve. Yeah, we followed him.”

In junior high, Billy and Ron Bucchi played on a local basketball team sponsored by the Columbian Squires, the youth arm of the Knights of Columbus. Billy lived for basketball. Just as he loved to spend hours behind his house dribbling in the grass until it was dirt, he loved being out on a gym floor. He was a pure shooter. Used to shoot the lights out, Big Bill says. On the basketball court, Billy’s competitive drive showed itself more than anywhere else, even with his own teammates. “Oh, we used to get on each other’s ass all the time,” Ron says. They were regional champs for a couple of years, went to the tournament in Glens Falls, New York, up past Saratoga Springs, a good three-hour drive from Plainville. Ron and Bill would ride up with their families, watching the towns slip past out the windows.

—

At Plainville High, Billy was the same quiet leader he was in the neighborhood growing up. Maybe he was too much the boss sometimes, maybe too quick with a sardonic remark, but when he went too far, he knew how to laugh it off in a way that told you he didn’t mean it. He didn’t have trouble making friends. He looked serious one minute but might throw his arm around your shoulders the next. It had a charming effect, this odd mix of introversion and playfulness, and after college and medical school, it would morph into a uniquely comforting bedside manner. Dozens of his patients would say he was a doctor any patient would want.

“He had a real fun-loving personality, an outgoing personality. Playful,” Ron says. “It’s just pretty amazing. And this is coming from a guy who’s known him since I was eleven. Think about the kids you’ve known since you were eleven years old. A bunch of them might be doing well, but you wouldn’t sit back and say, ‘He’s amazing.’ And he’s the only one of them I could say that about.”

Billy had a steady girlfriend for at least a couple of years, a pretty girl named Wendy—the children in her family were named for the siblings in the Darling family in Peter Pan. Billy lettered in cross-country, basketball, and track. As captain of the basketball team, he led the Blue Devils to the CIAC tournament his senior year, 1974. He was class president. National Honor Society. Won the Boys’ State Award and the D.A.R. History Award—the day they took pictures for that one, he wore a pair of loud, Mad Hatter checkered pants, held a five-inch-thick book as a prop, and grinned his grin, a grin that told you life was fun.

Not that Billy talked much about these accomplishments. In a reserved, New England family like the Petits, you didn’t brag. It was, Go about your business, don’t cause a fuss. When you want something, work for it.

His senior year, his dad drove him around the Northeast to look at colleges. At one place in upstate New York, some tiny school, the basketball coach said to the tall, affable high-school senior, “You can start for me.” On the long car ride back to Plainville, Bill Sr. could tell that his son was excited. But beneath the thrill was a pronounced agitation—common sense fighting for air. Behind the wheel of the family car, Bill Sr. asked, matter-of-fact, in that deep drawl that seemed to rise from somewhere down under the floorboards, whether Billy thought basketball was going to be his future. He was good, sure. He made Plainville proud, made his father proud. But what, did he think he was going to be in the NBA? Play for the Celtics? Was that really in the cards?

Billy listened. He already knew the answer. He ended up turning down the coach who promised him he would be a starter. He turned down Yale University, too—he didn’t want to go to college in a city. Instead he chose Dartmouth College, the Ivy League school in the woods of Hanover, New Hampshire, a dot on a straight stretch of the Connecticut River.

The basketball court was still a place where Billy felt he belonged, and he made the varsity team his freshman year at Dartmouth. But right away, it felt different from Plainville High. Even at a small liberal-arts school like Dartmouth, everybody had been the captain of his high-school team. Bill could have hung in, but he didn’t want to give it less than his best, and between his schoolwork and the jobs he took to help pay his tuition, the commitment to basketball proved too much. He had also been granted a partial track scholarship, and the money helped. Bill Sr. did well for himself running his small businesses back in Plainville, but he hadn’t yet bought the big house on the hill, and for now the Petits were still like most families in the town: They had what they needed but not much more. To supplement the track scholarship, Billy landed a work-study job in the Dartmouth cafeteria. And every week he would stop into McNutt Hall, a three-story building of brick and New England granite on the edge of the college green that housed administrative offices, including student financial services. He’d ask the administrators whether they knew of any other scholarships or grants he had overlooked, or that no one had claimed. Any other jobs? Any more dollars? Bill popped in so frequently that the administrators who sat behind their desks in McNutt, away from the classrooms and the dorms, knew him by name. Once, his father recalls, Billy did unearth a scholarship no one knew much about, given by a graduate down in Texas or someplace. All Bill Sr. could do was shake his head and admire the way this kid figured out how to better himself. How to make it work.

“Some of us back then were accused of acting thirty when we were seventeen or eighteen,” Ron Bucchi says. “That’s kinda the way Billy was. Most of us were first-generation college boys. Big Pops [Bill Sr.] joined the Marines at seventeen or eighteen and came back and started working in the family business. They grew up on hard work. So for us I think there was a sense of maturity by senior year of high school.”

    At Plainville High, each graduating senior wrote a quotation under his or her photo in the yearbook, The Beacon. Under his picture, Billy wrote this: “I never quit and I never lose and when the going gets tough I get going.”

[image: Plainville, CT  4/26/11  Copy photos of Dr. William Petit from the 1974 Plainville High School yearbook. Copy photos by JOHN WOIKE][image: Plainville, CT  4/26/11  Copy photos of Dr. William Petit from the 1974 Plainville High School yearbook. Copy photos by JOHN WOIKE]


Billy thought he wanted to be a teacher, and maybe a coach, too. He loved sports, and he had inherited from his parents an inclination to help people. Teachers helped a lot of people, he figured.

The courses offered by the undergraduate department of education at Dartmouth College in the 1974–75 academic year included freshman seminars, supervised field work in schools, and a class called Principles of Teaching that consisted of “a consideration of the several theories regarding the functions of the teacher and the art of teaching.” Students majoring in education would focus their studies not only on education itself but on attaining a “broad liberal arts background,” and were required to take several classes in other disciplines, like philosophy (Philosophy of Education), sociology (Sociology of Education), and psychology (a class simply called Learning). When you got to be an upperclassman, there was copious “independent study.”

To Bill, the course of study he would apparently have to follow to become a teacher seemed a little…soft. He revered teachers, but maybe his brain didn’t work that way after all. He had a computational mind, a tendency to tally and multiply and add and subtract and to note the exact date and time of things, almost by reflex. Since they were kids, Ron has suspected that Bill possesses a photographic memory, or something like it. You want to know what Bob McAdoo’s best season was during the three years he played for the Knicks in the mid-’70s? The final records of the University of Connecticut women’s basketball teams of the last ten years? Jim Rice’s batting average the year he took over for Yaz in left field for the Red Sox? Bill could tell you. Harmon Killebrew stats. The starting lineups for the Minnesota Twins, a team for some reason he once loved, from any era. All those courses about the art and theory of teaching didn’t match up with the empiricism his brain craved. Numbers were important. Statistics showed which team had hustled the most. Grades showed which students had studied hardest.

Numbers could prove things.

He fell easily into the sciences. Dartmouth didn’t have a premed program, so Bill joined the Nathan Smith Society, a group for students interested in medicine and health. After graduation he left New Hampshire for the medical school at the University of Pittsburgh, one of the most competitive in the country. He had chosen to be a doctor. And just as the ladies in McNutt Hall knew Billy by his first name because he used to drop by so often, in 1979 the ladies in the financial-aid office at the University of Pittsburgh School of Medicine came to know him, too, for the same reason. Once, during his first year there, Barbara was trying to reach her son on the phone. She eventually called the main office and said, “You probably don’t know my son, but I need to get a message to him: William Petit.” And the woman on the phone said, “Oh, Bill! We know Bill.”


JENNIFER

1981

ONE DAY in 1981, Bill met his wife.

He was a third-year medical student making his rounds at Children’s Hospital in Pittsburgh, walking the halls with the same half-serious swagger he showed growing up as the leader of street games with the neighborhood kids. He zipped past the nurses’ station and into a corner room to check on a young girl named Becky. She had post-streptococcal glomerulonephritis, a rare, painful kidney disorder that can last for months. There, standing by Becky’s bed, was a pretty blond nurse.

Bill could feel his heart beat, and his head felt light.

Acting cool as could be, he walked up next to the nurse and saw that she was about to check Becky’s blood pressure. His nerves sent him into know-it-all med-student mode, and he proceeded to try to show the nurse the proper way to take a patient’s blood pressure. The nurse watched, smiled, and when the tall med student was finished, she proceeded to do it again, the correct way.

The nurse was Jennifer Hawke, a local Pennsylvania girl a couple of years younger than Bill. She was slight and a little shy, and he flirted with her—he could be goofy when he wanted to be. Eventually, he asked her out.

Jennifer’s father was a preacher, and the family had always lived in the parsonage of whatever church he was posted to. She didn’t go out much—her younger sister, Cindy, sometimes had to coax Jenny into having what most people think of as fun. Pittsburgh, where Jen lived during nursing school, was a workingman’s city, and people blew off steam at night. Neon-lit bars with pool tables, bowling alleys with beer by the pitcher, dance halls, hockey games. Even some nice places where you could get a glass of wine. But after flying around the hospital all day, Jen rarely had much energy for the bar scene. She worked twelve-hour shifts and usually all she had the energy to do was sleep. She had a good time when she went out, though, even if she wasn’t meeting any dreamboats. She was thin and sweet and still had the innocent, playful eyes of a young girl. Men would ask her to dance, and when she’d tell them she was a nurse, sometimes they’d try to turn it into a pickup line. She had told one guy she was a pediatric nurse, and the dope whispered in her ear that in that case, she could probably give him a great foot rub.

For their first date, Bill took Jennifer to a restaurant in Pittsburgh called Tramp’s. And the best part for Bill was, his parents had driven down from Plainville for a visit. Bill didn’t think twice about asking them to come along, too. Why wouldn’t this girl want to have dinner with his folks?

“It was a great night,” Bill Sr. said many years later. “Jennifer, as it turned
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