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“Engrossing, moving, energizing. A book that will inspire you to try something hard. Few people are as multifaceted or have led as many lives as Ken Rideout. This memoir’s big lesson: give yourself fully to the pursuit of something great and, in the end, you will find peace.”

—TREY HARDEE, TWO-TIME WORLD DECATHLON CHAMPION AND OLYMPIC SILVER MEDALIST

“I’m just glad I never partied with Ken Rideout back in our Wall Street days—if I had, I’d be a chalk outline instead of a spectator watching him break the tape. Rideout reminds us that the only thing harder than facing your past is outrunning it—somehow, he does both. This memoir is proof that the impossible is possible. It will make you want to achieve more.”

—TURNEY DUFF, NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF THE BUY SIDE

“A crowd-pleasing knockout. Rideout is that opponent you never want to face, someone who can take immense pain and never, ever gives up. As this story shows, what is most impressive about Ken is not that his back never hit the canvas; in fact, in many different types of arenas it did so regularly. Rather, his secret has been his ability to always get back on his feet. If you want a megadose of inspiration, start turning these pages.”

—DUSTIN POIRIER, FORMER UFC INTERIM LIGHTWEIGHT CHAMPION
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For my wife, Shelby.

For my children: Tensae, Jack, Luke, and Cameron.

And for everyone trying to get better.





Success is how high you bounce when you hit bottom.

—General George S. Patton







PROLOGUE BLOOD AND DIRT

I HIT THE DIRT HARD and by the time I came up, I was already drippping blood. Several times while training for Ironman, I’ve crashed my bike and jumped right back up—there was so much adrenaline flowing that I didn’t feel pain in the moment. This fall was the opposite. My exhausted body exploded in pain, and my elbow was quickly drenched in blood.

I was two days into the Gobi March, a brutally difficult six-stage, 155-mile ultramarathon through the steppes, sand dunes, and rock valleys of Central Mongolia. I’d journeyed sixty-five hundred miles from my home in Nashville, and I was here to win. On the first stage of twenty-one miles, I’d gone out super hard. I knew it wasn’t sustainable for the entire stage, but I thought for sure that if I went out at a crazy pace, I’d ditch my competition and buy myself enough space to get strategic. I was quickly stunned by how fast some of the other runners were. Not only had a few stayed with me, two of the guys—a Swiss and an Israeli—had left me behind with four or five miles left. Then an Italian guy passed me with maybe two miles to go. I came in fourth, around ten minutes behind the leader.

That first finish had me seriously questioning myself. I’d made a boneheaded mistake, traveling more than twenty-four hours from Nashville to Ulaanbaatar less than a day before the race start. I hadn’t even considered how the jet lag and sleep deprivation would affect me. And I’d been arrogant. I thought I could just show up, fake my way through my first ultramarathon, and destroy everyone. Forget about winning, now I was going to have to destroy myself just to make it to the top three.

I knew I needed a different strategy for the second day. The Gobi March had drawn elite, savvy ultrarunners from around the globe who’d been preparing for this race for years, and I wasn’t going to be able to just drop them like regular marathoners. For the second stage of twenty-eight miles, I decided to just run at a comfortable pace and not worry about anyone else. I focused on managing the distance and didn’t allow myself to think about others. If they wanted to go out hard and blow up, they were welcome to. I just had to put my head down and run my best race and maybe—just maybe—I’d chip away at that ten-minute lead.

Day two started with single track and jeep trails that meandered through rolling, mountainous terrain. None of it was smooth turf or sure-footing. Hugo Reinhold, the Swiss guy, and David Dano, the Israeli, raced out in front of me early on, but they never got out of my sight. I wasn’t even consciously trying to focus on them. I was just chatting with this British guy and running my race. Around ten miles, the British guy peeled off and I started closing distance to the leaders. I wasn’t even trying to catch them. I wasn’t speeding up; they were just slowing down. They’d gone hard on the first day, too, and it must have taken more out of them than it had me.

Very slowly, I started gaining on them. Then I caught up with them and we shared a few words—no trash talk, just checking in with each other. Then, without really trying, I slowly pulled away. I wasn’t looking at them, I wasn’t thinking about them. I was focused on running my race and nothing else existed.

Finally, I allowed myself a discreet peek over my shoulder. They were ten yards back. Then they were twenty yards back. We were probably twenty miles into the second stage when I realized I could no longer see them. At that time, we were running through rolling pasture and open fields with good visibility. At a minimum, they had to be five minutes behind me, maybe even ten. I started to feel good. Time to turn up the heat. I might blow this whole thing open right here, right now.

As much as my spirits were lifted by eking out some breathing room, I was still deep in the hurt locker and ready for the day to end. I didn’t have a map so I didn’t know exactly where I was, and since I was in the lead, there were no footprints in the dust to follow. I knew the rough distances of the stages and the distance between aid stations, but we were out here for a primal, even savage experience, and sometimes the distances were off. The sky was so vast, open, and empty, I felt as if I were the only person on some distant planet.

When you’re depleted after a couple of days of hard running, seeing something that may indicate your suffering is over is almost like seeing a mirage. At the slightest hint that your ordeal is about to end, you immediately project all your hopes and dreams onto that illusion. I crested a rise and saw a little circle of yurts, and my heart soared. This is definitely the village where this stage ends. My day is done. I won the stage and may have taken the lead. I’m fucking back, baby.

Seeing those yurts on the horizon lit a fire under my ass and I started running harder, doing everything I could to bring my time down. When I finally rolled up, I realized what I thought was the end point was a deserted Mongolian shepherd village. The yurts had been left behind by nomads who’d taken their sheep, goats, or cattle somewhere else this time of year. I couldn’t see another village from here so that meant, what, another four miles? Maybe five? That distance was incomprehensible.

My mood instantly tanked. I’d carried a twenty-pound pack almost fifty miles in these last two days, the first time I’d run with a pack. Between the travel and the exertion, I was incredibly fatigued. I was in the lead and didn’t want to waste a second doing anything unnecessary, so I hadn’t been eating enough. At first it was because I didn’t want to break stride, but as my energy plummeted from lack of calories, it became impossible to muster up the willpower necessary to even reach for a gel pack. I was so dehydrated that my vision had started to blur. And I was so depleted that I couldn’t even think straight. How many miles are left? How many minutes per mile? How much time in total? I kept sending those requests for information, and my brain kept coming up with nothing. I kept running.

Nothing felt stable. My reflexes were so slow, it was like I was underwater. My forward momentum was the only thing keeping me upright. But my body was so fatigued by this point that all the stabilizer muscles in my ankles and feet were lagging. The signals weren’t getting to my brain fast enough, and everything felt squishy. You got to fucking pay attention here because your brain’s not working. I still couldn’t see the next village. The day had suddenly become incredibly long, and I couldn’t conceptualize that, eventually, it would end. Hold fast, buddy. This could go really bad really fast. I kept hammering out of instinct alone.

Around twenty-five miles with maybe only three miles to go, I started descending a small hill. From a distance, the tall grass made the terrain look smooth, but it was anything but. It was hybrid desert pasture, full of rocks and roots and tiny coarse bushes grabbing at your feet. It would have been terrible to run on if I was a fresh, fleet-footed twenty-year-old, but I was fifty-one, totally beat to shit, and still trying to outrun guys half my age.

My pack plagued me with each step. Twenty pounds doesn’t sound like a lot, but I was only 170, which meant I had an extra 10 percent of body weight resting above my center of gravity. With that added weight, even the slightest misstep made me feel like I was about to careen out of control. I was catching myself constantly, just trying to manage getting down the hill, but each footstep felt more unstable than the last. Then my foot slipped just a little more than I could account for, I lost my stability, and that heavy pack drove me into the dirt hard.

I went ass over teakettle, tumbling and flipping and flopping down the hill, just a ball of dust. I felt something pop. Dear God, let that not be a ligament or tendon I need to run. I was ready to crawl the rest of the way in to finish the stage if I had to, but a torn hamstring or Achilles tendon would end my race.

When I finally stopped falling, I sat up. My sunglasses had fallen off, there was dirt in my teeth, and everything hurt. I jumped up, determined to finish. My elbow was bleeding pretty badly but I could stand without any issue. The pop I’d felt was the strap of my backpack breaking. I grabbed hold of the broken strap and, somehow, I started running again.

My pack flopped awkwardly on my back like it was an animal fighting to get free. I could feel the blood dripping down my arm, but I could not give a shit. My skin would heal. My backpack wouldn’t. And it would be impossible to run another hundred miles with it flopping around.

I couldn’t believe it. I’d come all the way to Mongolia, and now I wasn’t going to be able to finish this race because of a stupid equipment failure? All my buried insecurity came roaring to the surface. No one’s going to believe this really broke. They’re going to think I was just hurt and tired and frustrated and ripped it myself to give myself an out so I could quit.

I hobbled as fast as I could, fighting the flopping backpack with each step. I’d killed myself to bury the leaders from the first stage and now, inch by painful inch, I could feel that lead slipping away.

Finally, finally, finally, I saw what was unmistakably the finish for the second stage. As I shuffled across the finish line, I could see the race organizers’ eyes widen at the blood smeared on my face and dripping off my arm. I’d done it. I’d won the stage.

Yeah, I’d prevailed, but I’d completely ruined myself in the process. I was dehydrated and starved for calories and utterly exhausted. The cut on my elbow that had been so alarming was just a flesh wound. But what other damage had I done in the fall? I knew I’d be feeling every bit of it in the morning. But the deal-breaker was the backpack. There was no way to fix it. And replacing it was out of the question. We were out in the middle of nowhere. We’d had to bring in everything we needed for the race. The race organizer had supplied each runner with an exhaustive list of everything from a waterproof bag to a whistle to lip balm with sunscreen. I had one backpack, and it was busted. If I had to drop, there wasn’t even a way home. We’d landed in Ulaanbaatar, a major city with all the modern comforts available, but then they’d bussed us hours outside of the city to no-man’s-land to start the race. I’d have to ride with the organizers from stage to stage till the race ended five days later. The thought of that futile caravan of shame made my skin crawl. I’d come here to win.

Was this it? Was this my last day? Had I been so intent on winning the stage that I’d tanked the entire race?

I’d overcome so much in my life to be out here, running one of the toughest races in the world with elite runners from around the globe. I’d been at the bottom so many times in so many different ways: the lonely, unloved little kid, full of anxiety and despair and desperate dreams; the lost, raging hockey thug, drawn into bar fight after coked-up bar fight; the dopesick Wall Street trader, strung out on Percocet and Subutex. All of this I’d endured and eventually overcome. There had to be a way forward…





CHAPTER ONE YOU THINK YOU’RE BETTER THAN US?

I WAS BORN IN 1971 in Somerville, a bombed-out blue-collar suburb of Boston. Somerville had flourished in the first half of the 1900s: first brickmaking and railyards, then meatpacking and grocery distribution, then the booming auto industry in the 1940s. The Irish had poured in and Somerville became known for its “triple-deckers”: cheap three-family houses—soulless utilitarian shitholes, really—crammed in side by side to accommodate all those working families. Then the Ford Motor plant in Assembly Square closed in 1958. The grocery distributor Finast took over the building, but when they finally fled in 1976, Assembly Square emptied out and the city began to eat itself. When I was growing up, the community was in aggressive decline, working-class families fighting tooth and nail not to fall any further. In Somerville, no one dreamed of being an astronaut or the president. The fantasy was hitting the numbers, scoring a sanitation department job with a pension, or getting on disability.

My family was poor, Irish, and Catholic so we fit right in. I was named Ken after my father, but my family called me Kenny. My mother had me when she was nineteen and my father twenty—two dumb kids with no idea what they were doing. My brother Keith was born just eleven months later—Irish twins, as they say. Though we both had my father’s brown eyes, I was dark and Keith was blond, the first indication of the different paths we’d take. My parents divorced right after Keith was born, so he and I went to live with my mother and her parents.

My grandfather was a truck driver, but he still had some pride. He always had a Cadillac and each day he drove it down to the trucking yard before his shift. Good guy, worked hard, we all loved him. I was in first grade when he died at forty-two of a massive heart attack. I was at T-ball and they came to get me off the field, including my grandmother, who was almost frozen with shock. Grandpa left her the house, a run-down two-family home in inner-city Somerville. It was a dump—clapboard siding with peeling paint, sagging shingle roof, no yard. The top floor was us kids, my mother, and whatever guy was hanging around her. Downstairs, it was my grandmother and her lifelong heroin addict son, Barney.



Barney’d had a hard run of it. Even as a little kid I could tell that. One of his legs was shorter than the other, so he walked with a crutch. My dad said that Barney got thrown down the stairs in junior high, but deep down I knew that probably wasn’t true. Barney wasn’t a bad guy, just a dead-end punk rock burnout—slightly overweight in a Ramones T-shirt, black leather jacket, and ripped jeans, his face constantly shiny with sweat. When he wasn’t whacked out of his skull or coming down, he had a level of kindness to him. But if he was jonesing or going into withdrawals, Barney would run you over.

I was real little the first time I saw him shooting up. I wandered into his room unannounced and he was sitting on the edge of his waterbed, injecting something into his arm. He screamed at me and I ran out. I loved Barney, but I learned early on that I couldn’t trust him. Before he was anything else, Barney was a junkie. And high or low, chaos constantly surrounded him. There were always junkies coming and going from the house. And then there were the people coming by to beat up Barney and his junkie friends for running scams or stealing shit. It was disgusting, the worst type of environment for kids. It must have been constant heartbreak for my grandma to watch her son living that way.

My grandmother had my mother when she was eighteen, so she was barely in her forties. I’d started calling her Granny as a goof because she looked nothing like a granny. It stuck. She was short and stocky, tough as hell, shanty Irish, constantly dropping f-bombs. She could down a “double six-pack” of whatever was on sale in one sitting: “Run down to Kappy’s—they got double six-packs of Meister Bräu for $3.99.” Granny called our tiny, rickety stoop “the piazza,” as if it were some gorgeous marble balcony overlooking the town square and she were a grande dame. Our dumpy old living room was the parlor, but in her thick Boston accent, it became “the pahlah.” She had a bottomless heart and couldn’t say no to anyone, so people were always taking advantage of her. In our house, she was the one person who was unconditionally kind to me.

Granny had grown up in the Depression, so she could make a meal out of nothing. My mother never met a government program she didn’t love. We got regular food stamps and WIC—a government assistance program for women, infants, and children that was limited to flour, milk, sugar, and other staples. With the WIC, my mother would buy a head of cabbage and a piece of fatback—a rectangular block of solid white oily fat cut from the back of a pig. My grandmother would then boil that in a pot with shredded cabbage. She’d take a pack of hot dogs my mother got with the food stamps, chop ’em all up, and throw ’em in the pot. She called it Hot Dog Soup. We ate it all the time—a whole meal in one pot. I remember it tasting incredible, but maybe it’s because I loved her so much. Tough as she was, Granny was always sweet to everyone, she always did the right thing, and she always had compassion for me. I remember looking up at her and wondering, How are you even related to these other people?

Even from my earliest memories, my mother was perpetually overwhelmed, always smoking weed or popping pills. At times, my mother would be present and try to be a good mom, but most of the time, she seemed to have zero interest in being a mother. At this stage, her only goal in life seemed to be getting a free ride—scoring a bigger welfare check, another hundred bucks in food stamps, and Section 8 housing. My mother would apply for every possible handout. Even as a child, that blew my mind. I couldn’t believe she was taking all this free shit—didn’t she have any pride? And then she’d send me to the store to get eggs or bread with the food stamps. It looked like fake money from a board game. I’d be mortified walking in, stuffing those shameful “food coupons” into the bottom of my pocket. I’d wait till the last second to pull them out to hand them to the cashier. And then the asshole behind the counter would always hold them up to the light to read them so everyone would know.

We were poor but we weren’t the worst off. There was a whole shifting hierarchy in the neighborhood, people always jostling and fighting to look better than Patrick down the street. Lurking barely below the surface was poisonous self-loathing—maybe we don’t have shit, but at least we’re not those other people and you can never take that away from us. Nobody cares more about status than people with no status. We owned our house, my grandfather had worked, and we were fairly neat and clean. We weren’t doing as good as our mailman neighbor with a wife and kids and a real job with a pension and all that, but we weren’t the bottom rung. But I had cousins and family on my mother’s side who kept me terrified of what awaited us if things got worse.

Not many people in Somerville had money for entertainment, so weekends people would just go visit friends or family the next town over. My mother was the kind of poor who, although she got every kind of public assistance available and was constantly on my dad for more child support, somehow always had a nice car. She and Granny would load us up in her blue four-door Cadillac DeVille sedan to go visit her family in the Cambridge projects. Sometimes even Barney would come along. It’d be burned-out cars and snarling dogs chained up in a courtyard that was just layers of tar and crushed stone, not a hedge or a single blade of grass to be seen. It was like someone had just plopped down these square Lego buildings in the middle of concrete nowhere. There were packs of kids running around with dirty faces and scabby knees, snot running out of their noses, some only eight years old and already jumping other kids to steal their bikes or shoes.

Of all the busted, dangerous places we visited, the worst was the Mystic River projects. It was built like an outdoor prison—no wonder so many people there wound up going away, it probably felt like home. That neighborhood looked absolutely war-torn—where hope goes to die. This was my mother’s dream—to get Section 8 housing, rent out our apartment, and get paid to live in the degenerate squalor of the Mystic River projects.



I can’t remember any part of my childhood where I wasn’t getting hit. I was constantly getting whacked around—occasionally by Barney but more frequently by my mother. She had this one boyfriend, Jimmy Pandolfo, a weaselly scumbag with a big porno mustache and a messed-up old blue Camaro, who loved slapping us kids and my mother around. My grandmother hated this guy, called him “that fucking loser Pandolfo.” She disliked my father, but she really hated Jimmy.

One time he had me with him while he was trying to plow the snow at his mom’s house on a steep hill in a borrowed Jeep. I was scared we were going to roll over and I started crying. He slapped me across the face and told me to toughen up. My father got wind of it, came over, and beat the snot out of him. I remember watching Jimmy Pandolfo crying for mercy, cowering on the floor, not even trying to fight back. Pathetic.

When I was eight, my mother got remarried to a guy several years younger than her and the abuse continued. My stepfather was a naive young former marine from some backwater in Alabama who’d just moved to Boston. He was a redneck southerner living in blue-collar Boston, and that put a target on his back. He was working these manual-labor jobs with guys from the inner city, so he was always getting in scraps. But as tough as he talked to me and Keith, any time there was a dustup my stepfather was always getting the wrong end of it.

One day, Keith and I watched him get into a shouting match with someone in traffic while we were in the back seat. The other guy got out of his car. My stepfather got out of his car. The other guy punched him in the face. Without a word, my stepfather got back in the car. We drove away. Keith and I glanced at each other as if to say “what a pussy.”

He was always coming home banged up like that—sometimes two black eyes and a broken nose from “walking into a ladder.” But you can bet that every beating he took, he made sure there was a little something extra left over for us.

My mother popped out another kid, my half brother whom I’ll call Matt. Then she just lay around the house, smoked weed, and complained constantly about her migraines. My stepfather was constantly on my case. Keith and I had been getting smacked since we were babies, but my stepfather preferred the belt. My mother tried to stick up for us in the beginning, at least when she wasn’t doing the hitting. Eventually, she got sick of trying and just looked the other way. Getting regularly slapped around by every adult in our house was the most painful, destabilizing feeling. I felt neglected and unloved and on edge, like the world could spin out of control at any moment.

My stepfather had a motorcycle, a 1970s Honda street bike. As little boys, we were enamored with the motorbike and always asking to go for rides. Here’s where you’d hope that my mother would have enough common sense to say, “No, you can’t take an eight-year-old kid riding around Boston on a street bike.” But my stepfather decided it was a good idea for us to go for a tool around town. We put on our helmets, and I got on the back of the motorcycle and put my hands in the front pockets of his leather jacket, holding on super tight. Then I remember waking up in the hospital. My hand was in a cast, elevated in some weird sling so I wouldn’t roll over on it. I later found out it was broken.

I only remember what was told to me. I guess a car had pulled out of a side street in front of us. We T-boned the car at full speed, no brakes. The front wheel turned sideways and before he got launched over the car, my stepfather got stabbed hard enough in the guts by the handlebars that he was taken to the hospital with internal injuries. I don’t remember any of it, but the ambulance driver told my mother they found me sitting on the curb on the side of the street with my helmet still on. When they took the helmet off, it was obvious that I was either in shock or had a severe concussion, because I was completely out of it, with no memory of the next twelve hours.

When we went home, my stepfather was still in the hospital. After several days, he finally came home, too. For the next year, the twisted-up useless motorcycle lingered in our front yard like a silent accusation.



One night, the house caught fire. It didn’t burn down, but the damaged structure needed to be renovated. So my mother’s new husband loaded the family—a seven-year-old and an eight-year-old, a newborn baby, and my mom, who’d just given birth—into the car and we bombed down to his bumblefuck hometown of Sheffield, Alabama, right outside of Muscle Shoals.

I remember lying in bed alone, crying, the night before we were to leave. My mother happened to notice and asked me what was the matter. Are you kidding me? I thought. She was taking us away from our father and our family and our friends and everything we knew. Alabama might as well have been Argentina as far as we were concerned, we were little kids. My mother would have been twenty-seven then, so my stepfather was twenty-three. To them, it was some grand adventure, maybe even a new beginning. Reality: it was white-trash hell on earth.

Sheffield wasn’t some inner-city ghetto or lonely rural wasteland. It was just a busted little town with nothing going for it—no community, no jobs, no reason to exist. Maybe Somerville had lost its hope as a city, but Sheffield had never had it. We lived in one of the crappier houses in one of the crappier neighborhoods, a dingy swaybacked old wooden structure propped up on four concrete blocks. It was the color of a chain-smoker’s teeth and it looked like it couldn’t wait to fall down.

In that miserable year I wish I could forget, there’s one incident that stands out. We had no supervision, so one night while my parents were partying, I wandered out of the house. I ended up walking more than a mile to the high school football game. A bunch of other little kids I knew from the neighborhood and from my school were at the game, all hanging out together. When they saw me, they weren’t like, “Oh, there’s the kid from Boston, how interesting.” One little kid said something and pointed, then they all came over in a group.

“Fuck you, Yankee.”

I don’t think I said anything. What do you say to that?

They threw me on the ground. One of the kids from my second-grade class—a kid whom I thought was a complete pussy—stood over me.

“What are you gonna do? You can’t do anything about it.”

He was right. I wasn’t afraid to fight this kid, I knew I could probably win. But there was a whole bunch of them, and I knew they’d beat my ass. I just lay there on the ground and didn’t say anything and prayed for it to end.

When they left, I stood up and brushed myself off. A wave of shame crashed over me. I should have jumped up and attacked this asshole and instead I was like please let this go away. Like a baby. How could I sleep that night? How could I go to bed knowing I was a coward and a quitter and a loser?

I swore to myself that I’d never allow myself to be bullied again, I’d fight till the death and never surrender. It’d be better to get beaten to death than ever feel like that again. That’s how empty I felt. I was eight years old.

When I look back, it seems like an unimportant incident. Most people were shoved and bullied as kids. But in me it planted a transformative vow. I swore to myself that I’d never tap out, never give up. I’d never allow myself to feel like that again.



One of my greatest fears as a child was our living room floor in Somerville. Our house wasn’t filthy or disgusting when I was growing up, it was just barely restrained chaos. Shit could pop off at any minute—doors slamming, people screaming, people throwing dishes or bottles, my stepfather asking me whether I wanted the belt now or one hour after dinner. Counting out the strokes, like “move your fucking hands and take your punishment.”

But it wasn’t even my stepfather’s belt that was my nightmare—it was the living room carpet. It was this gross dogshit-gold color, but not a shag rug. It had a weird pattern of some kind on it, like a paisley, but it was such a tight weave, it was almost abrasive. If someone dragged you across it, it’d strip the skin right off you. Under that carpet, the floor sagged badly. Remember, we lived on the top floor of a two-story house of the shoddiest construction. The doors were made of Masonite so thin, it may as well have been cardboard. If you punched a hole in a door, it’d completely disintegrate. Any time someone would jump around or make sudden movements in the house, it felt like you might fall through the sagging floor into the apartment downstairs. My throat starts to close just thinking about it. My entire childhood, I had this mounting fear that something horrible was going to happen to our house, that this hole was going to open up in the middle of our living room and swallow me up.

My father lived only one town over, in Malden, but it seemed like he was worlds away. He benefited from the instability at home, because whenever I saw him for hockey or the occasional weekend visit, it felt like an escape, a reprieve from the constant assault of abuse.

Ice time was hard to come by in Boston because everyone played hockey. The younger you were, the earlier your games were. It wouldn’t be uncommon for my father and a carload of buddies to pick me up at five thirty in the morning for a six o’clock game. Sometimes there’d be three of us up front with no one in the back, my father and a friend propping their tall glasses of beer on the dash of my father’s Buick LeSabre. Other times it’d be me and my dad up front with a whole peanut gallery of three or four guys crammed into the back seat. No seat belts, of course, while everyone in the car was drinking and had been drinking all night. No one found this even remotely out of order. It was business as usual. And it wasn’t just my father, all the dads in our neighborhood were like this.

It gave me the weirdest feeling, riding to hockey with my dad and his pals. They all loved hockey and I was good at hockey, so they loved me. That felt so good it hurt—being one of the guys, belonging, and having them all rally around me on the way to the rink. But I also knew I didn’t belong. They were adults and I was a little kid, and even our sacred hockey could only bridge that divide temporarily. And the drinking and swearing in front of a little kid in the very early morning… I knew it was inappropriate before I even knew the word.

My father leaned into his role as Keith’s and my savior, always shit-talking my mother and stepfather, which only made me feel worse about the situation. He was proud of his job at the Finast grocery distribution center, proud that he kicked back in a triple-decker attic apartment. There was a little living room facing out toward the street. Then you had to walk through his bedroom, with an old comforter pulled over a double bed, to get to the eat-in kitchen with a TV, a metal bookshelf with no books on it, and a love seat. That dingy gold love seat folded out into a bed—but not even a queen-size, just a full. The whole place had a distinct attic-y smell, like shredded newspaper insulation, tar-paper roofing tiles, and mildew.

Keith and I visited my father a couple of weekends each month. Keith hated him. Every time he came to pick us up, it’d be a battle between them.

“I’m not going.”

“Get in the car, Keith.”

“I said I’m not going.”

“Get in the car,” my father would say, “you’re fucking going.”

Keith would plant his feet and lower his head like a dog about to fight. My father would try to force him into the back of his black Buick, Keith would scream and flail around like my father was kidnapping him, and my father would start dishing out hard slaps… it was embarrassing. My father would eventually get him in the car because Keith was just a little kid, maybe seven or eight, but it was an ugly process. Not because Keith was particularly strong or a good fighter but because nothing held him back. Like a wounded rat in a corner, he was ready to fight to the death.

Every time we visited, I knew that when it came time to go to bed, my father would point us to the foldout love seat. The entire evening I’d pray to God that I wouldn’t piss the bed. But my prayers didn’t work. Every single morning, my father would lose his mind upon seeing that I’d wet the bed again, screaming at me and belittling me. I hated every second of it. It got so bad that I’d try to stay awake the entire night to avoid pissing the bed. The way my father reacted, you’d think I’d stood up on that hard, thin mattress in the middle of the night and hosed down the entire bed on purpose.

One night, driving home from a hockey game, he said, “So, Kenny, I was talking to Eddie O’Brien’s dad tonight.”

“Yeah?”

“He said the same thing happens to Eddie occasionally. You know, about the bed.”

I felt hot shame creep up the back of my neck like a fever coming on. You told someone else at the hockey game, someone outside of our family, that I pissed the bed? You are supposed to protect me.

Did he actually tell my friend’s father that I pissed the bed? I don’t know. But in the moment, the possibility was incredibly hurtful to me. I knew that I was a little kid and that parents were supposed to take care of little kids. But I was quickly learning that no one really had my back.

My father tried to intervene a couple of times in the violence we were enduring at home, but nothing ever changed. After a while, I gave up the fantasy that he’d come save me. I felt so vulnerable. I remember thinking, I know one day this will be over. I know one day this will end. God, just get me to the finish line. I still don’t know whether I was dreaming of safety or suicide.

Even through all that, I knew that one day I’d be a father. My kids would feel unconditionally loved and supported. I’d be at their football and hockey games, cheering them on and rooting for them even if they were losing, especially if they were losing. They’d have every single thing they needed, not just good food paid for with actual money and decent clothes, but new skates and sticks and pads when they needed them, even new sneakers, not the discount garbage we got but Nikes or Reeboks. They’d never have to live through the shit I did—the junkies squabbling on our porch, the claustrophobic smell of overflowing ashtrays, and a quarter inch of warm Schlitz in the bottom of a can, the destabilizing knowledge that any adult could smack you across the face at any time for any reason and you couldn’t do anything about it.

I knew I’d have kids, and I knew I had to get out of Somerville. If anyone in our house was ever going to do anything, it had to be me, that much was clear. It wasn’t going to be Keith. He seemed like a lost cause, even from the earliest days. He was chubby and he sucked at sports, so he was insecure. But he was defiant, so he’d get into fights all the time—battles he rarely won. Keith took more beatings than anyone I’ve ever seen. We hated each other, but I don’t think he hated me as much as I hated him. Every time I turned around, he was fighting one of my friends. I felt like I had to defend him, but how could you defend someone who was so completely out of line? Looking back, I know exactly why he turned out the way he did, and I know it wasn’t his fault. He’d certainly suffered trauma, abuse, and neglect, and may have been suffering from clinical mental health issues that my parents didn’t have the wherewithal to get diagnosed and treated. But as a kid, I didn’t understand Keith and I couldn’t understand Keith, so I made him my enemy. We were oil and water, from the very beginning.

I was the good kid. We were allowed to run wild in the streets until dark, but I never got in trouble. I always came home when I was called. All I did was play sports and get good enough grades and follow the rules. Granny had told me I was special, and I believed her. She made no attempt to hide her affection for me—she’d tell all the grandkids and everyone else in the family all the time that I was her favorite grandkid. She’d call me the golden child in front of everyone and wink at me, like we were in on something together.

“You think you’re better than us?” my mother or stepfather would taunt me.

I didn’t just think it, I knew it. They knew it, too. Better than this dead-end shithole, anyway.

Hockey was the only thing I was proud of, and I knew it’d be my ticket out. It was my father’s only dream for me. My mother couldn’t have cared less about hockey, but my dad had us on skates before we could walk. Keith only played a season or two before he quit and refused to ever play again, but from the earliest age, I played constantly, year-round. Hockey was one of the only ways I ever got any praise from my father. Unless, of course, we lost a game. Then he’d scream at me the entire way home, and I’d cry the entire way home. It was insane: he’d be yelling at me about every little nuance when, even as a little kid, I knew he knew very little about this game he loved so much.

Still, I loved hockey. I identified as a hockey player. It’s all I ever knew, all I ever did, and all I ever wanted to be. No one around me ever thought to tell me it was an unrealistic dream, that maybe I should have a backup plan in case I wasn’t a first-round NHL draft pick at nineteen. I practiced for hours by myself in our driveway, pretending to be the Bruins enforcer Terry O’Reilly, firing slap shot after slap shot into the gray chain-link fence until it was completely deformed and twisted out of shape.



One summer when I was in third or fourth grade, my parents sent us to a sleep-away camp in Poland, Maine, called Agassiz Village— a welfare camp. This was the late seventies, when the racial tensions that had simmered in Boston for many years were finally boiling over. The Racial Imbalance Act of 1965 had made segregation of public schools illegal in Massachusetts, the first legislation of its kind. City and school officials protested and obstructed the law till 1974, when Judge W. Arthur Garrity Jr. implemented a forced busing plan to desegregate predominantly white and Black schools— but only poor, inner-city public schools. Judge Garrity’s kids weren’t affected. Neither were the children of Massachusetts senator Ted Kennedy.

People lost their minds. Parents protested, kids skipped school en masse, and attendance plummeted. From September 1974 to the fall of 1976, there were at least forty riots in Boston, several race-related stabbings, and probably hundreds if not thousands of minor hate crimes.

Agassiz Village was dedicated to helping “underserved and at-risk youth.” The majority were Black kids from inner-city Boston. My brother and I were white Irish kids from a white Irish neighborhood. It felt like we were being shipped off to Vietnam.

My mother packed lunches for Keith and me—a bologna and American cheese sandwich on white bread with a can of soda wrapped in tinfoil to keep it cold. Then she and my stepfather loaded us in the back seat of my stepfather’s Camaro to drive us to our doom. The pickup for this camp was on the Boston Common in downtown Boston. We lived right outside of the city, but the trip was still like journeying from a quiet little neighborhood in Queens to 1970s Times Square. Our eyes were peeled wide open that whole ride, the thought taking hold that Oh shit, we’re in for it now.

I’d never been to camp even for one night, and now we were going away for two weeks? It was madness. I was so uncomfortable, so scared, I’d rather have gone to jail. Just send me straight to the electric chair. When we got down there, sure enough, it was all rough Black kids. Two weeks alone at welfare summer camp with my maniac brother and a bunch of older, tougher kids who already hate my guts—how could things get worse?

That day my brother Keith was seeing everything I was seeing. But he had a plan. The second the car stopped, he yanked the door open, jumped out, and took off running across Boston Common. Like that, he was gone. My parents started looking for him but they couldn’t find him. They were looking everywhere. Finally, he’d been gone so long that the buses were leaving. My mother squatted down next to me.

“All right, Kenny, just get on the bus. We’ll find your brother and we’ll deal with this later.”

What do you know, things could always get worse.

The minute we got off the bus after a harrowing three-hour ride, one of those older city kids came up to me.

“Yo, let me get those Cons.”

I had a brand-new pair of white-on-white leather Converse All Stars, just like the ones that Larry Bird wore. We’d bought them at the Converse outlet mall, so they were defects. You couldn’t see that there was anything wrong with them, but in my heart I knew they were defective. But they were mine, and no one was taking them away from me.

“Not gonna happen.”

The other kid looked at me, nodded and said, “I’m gonna get ’em,” then walked away.

I had my clothes for the trip packed in my hockey bag. For the rest of the trip, any time that those All Stars weren’t on my feet, they were buried in the bottom of my hockey bag. The bag zipped up and there was a tiny lock for the zipper. I carried the keys with me every day. At night, I slept with them hidden inside my pillowcase. They never got my All Stars.

The people running the camp had different themes for every two-week session. Luckily, while I was there, the theme was the Olympics, so it was all sports. At that stage of my life, I was much further along physically than the other kids. My parents had no other dreams for me so sports was everything. I’d been skating, jumping, shooting, and tackling from the moment I could walk. I was dominating at the camp, just winning everything. The cabin could be a gauntlet after lights-out, but the other kids quickly figured out that there were easier targets.

On maybe the third day, I was called to a cabin that belonged to the camp leader, this older Black dude named Jeff, very fit and put together, like he’d been in the military. My mother was there with my brother. Keith was freaking out, screaming… he didn’t want to be there. My mother looked like she’d had it. He’d clearly been giving her the business the entire ride up.

“Listen, Kenny,” Jeff said, “you’ve been doing great. But you know your brother doesn’t want to be here.”

“If you want to go, let’s just go,” my mother said. “I’ll take you both, and we’ll just go home.”

My parents had dumped me in this hostile environment even after my brother had abandoned me. Now that I’d figured it out and was actually succeeding, they were going to yank me out because Keith was weak?

“I’m gonna stay.”

“Kenny, are you sure?” Jeff said.

I didn’t need these people to save me.

“Yeah. You guys can leave. I’m going to stick it out.”

I didn’t envy Jeff’s position. He was a good guy, firm but kind and fair. It couldn’t have been an easy decision to make. He could see how messed up
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