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Chapter 1

The world ended three months ago. It was a tiny world of quiet souls and common contests. The final moments were orderly and quiet. A police officer stood in my front yard and read aloud an order of the court. I grabbed my gear and ambled down the road. How strange that so few words could end such a long fight. I had thrown this journal into my pack on my way out the door but had forgotten it until last week. I have little interest in keeping a diary and I do little that is worth recording but I must have something to lessen this boredom.

This journal or diary if you like is a neat little design. No more than four or five inches square, it has a waterproof cover of canvas. The zipper makes it virtually airtight with a pen securely tethered inside the front leaf. The pen has an extraordinarily fine point, an important feature when writing on pages so small. The designers obviously puzzled over every feature, including attractive, deep green color of the canvas.

I have plenty of time to consider such small details. There is a miniature combination lock to secure the front flap but privacy will not be a problem. No one but I will be able to decipher my garbled language, the first benefit of my physical inconveniences.

The journal was in my closet since I received it as a Christmas gift from my wife. A day planner was included. Contrary to popular opinion, a day planner will not cure a tendency to forget appointments or misplace things. Less than a week after that Christmas morning, I returned to my system of sticky notes inside the billfold. The day planner went missing before New Years Eve along with my latest umbrella.

I have thought quite a bit over the last few days about how I should organize what I write. I was committed to describing only what has occurred since I hit the road. I finally decided that only those events after the commencement of the journal would be appropriate but I have already deviated from that format in the previous paragraphs. Each afternoon I am almost too tired to think and thinking is the tiring part of writing. The trick is to compose and run at the same time. I experimented in the last hour of my run today and it worked quite well. Transcribing in the evening is not too taxing and can actually be relaxing if you have already worked out what you want to say. With no television or stereo or other people around it is easy to understand how reading, writing, talking and singing were once considered home entertainment.

A new acquaintance led me to enter my first words. I had planned to write a letter about him but I realized that there was no one to whom I could send it. To whom would I be writing? Dear diary was never an option. Should I assume the reader knows something about me? Is he or she as knowledgeable as a friend, a relative or an acquaintance? What about grammar? I decided that it would be best to treat the reader as a stranger. Who knows how long I might need this diversion? Paying some attention to grammar and clarity would require more concentration and occupy extra hours.

I had stopped at a small restaurant on a country road just south of an old coal town. I had made excellent time that morning so I decided to reward myself with a few beers. He was at the opposite end of the bar when I sat down. White light from a window at his back concealed all but a silhouette. I had finished my fries and giant fish sandwich, the world’s largest according to the menu, and was just into my third beer when he sat on the stool beside me. I had worked for 15 years in government hospitals. I believed I had seen just about every human deformity.

“How are you doing?” He was still mostly in shadow but I could make out the outlines of a smile across what should have been his face.

“I’m doing just fine. It looks like you really enjoyed our giant fish sandwich.”

“World’s largest I’m told.”

He extended a wet, hairy arm over my plate. “I’m the proprietor of this establishment.”

His handshake was a good one, neither competitive nor submissive. “I couldn’t help looking at your gear while you were eating. I hope I didn’t make you uncomfortable.”

“I couldn’t really see you with the sun blasting through the window.”

He stood on his toes, stretched over the bar and pulled a beer from the cooler. “It’s from a fire, when I was about sixteen.” He worked the cap from the sweaty bottle. “I’ve learned over the years that it’s best to explain it up front, put the customer at ease. Most folks are more than just a little curious about this.” He pointed both thumbs toward his head. “But if this is a little tough on your appetite, I will excuse myself.”

“I did work for many years until just recently in federal hospitals so I am not unfamiliar with such situations.”

He turned to face me, his back against the bar. The sun, no longer behind him, spotlighted his head. I could not help coming a few inches off my seat. It was as if a pink sausage had grown between his shoulders. There was not a hair on his head or neck. One nearly immobile slit functioned as an eyelid. What should have been his other eye was nothing more than a flat, sheet of scar tissue. He appeared to have no nostrils.

He told me his story with confidence and flair. I suspected that he was relieved to meet a fellow freak but he left no doubt that his optimism and serenity was genuine. He radiated a glow that did not lessen even as he provided the most grisly and tragic details. The more he spoke the more I wanted to discover the source of his strength. Maybe I could learn to apply that strength to my own sorry state of affairs. I could read his mind. “And what about you? How did it happen? You can tell me.” He might as well have said it aloud. I should have told him. I meant to tell him but I left the moment the conversation slowed.

I stopped for the night at a public park just west of town, about 3 or 4 miles from the restaurant. Tightness in my left calf canceled my plan to cover another ten miles by sunset. I found a nice, private spot for my bivy sack inside a row of shrubs at the brow of a hill. It had taken me two months to figure out that sleeping on the south face of a hill cut the wind chill by as much as twenty degrees. That was not so important in early September but ten or twenty degrees of wind chill in late November could be a life and death proposition.

This really is an ideal spot. I am high enough on the hill to make it unlikely that anyone will happen by. My bivy sack fits perfectly onto the flat, grassy ledge ten feet below the hilltop. The hill blocks the heavy wind from the north and the shrubs stop any swirling winds from the south. The overnight forecast calls for a low of 34, winds from the northwest at about 8 to 10 miles per hour and a wind chill of 25 degrees. My bivy sack and sleeping bag can withstand temperatures as low as 5 degrees. It should be a comfortable night.








Chapter 2

I awakened to significant soreness. My left calf and the bottom of my right foot were extremely tender. This is the first hint of injury since the transformation. It is strange that it happened after such a light travel day. I loafed until almost noon. Two gel packs, a bagel left over from last night and two packs of Starburst made for an adequate brunch. My wine skin was still almost full with cheap but tasty burgundy but I found just enough self-discipline to trudge to a vending machine in the park for a bottle of orange juice. God help me if those machines ever ask for something other than two of the big coins. I was surprised to discover when I reached the bottom of the hill that it had rained over night. I had not noticed inside my bivy beneath the shrubs. Around noon, I rolled up my gear and hiked toward town to find a place to wash. I did not look for long. A new health club had just opened next to an upscale subdivision. I knew from my previous life that upscale exercise clubs love to give free samples to prospective members. I had never taken advantage of those offers before I left home. I was running 5 to 10 miles, 5 days per week. There was no time to drive to a health club and no reason to struggle through 12 laps to the mile inside an overheated gym. I understand the lure of the sweaty meat market but I was a married man during the years I can remember.

I look like a runner and dress like a runner and have become quite adept at shielding most of my face inside my hood. My routine has become quite impressive. The woman at the front desk did not suspect a thing.

“Good morning. Welcome to Northgate Health Club. How can I help you?”

“Good morning. I am in town looking for a house, been thinking of accepting a job offer in the area. I was out on my run and saw your sign. I am primarily a runner but I would like to find a good place for cross training. Do you mind if I take a look around?”

“Certainly not but we can do better than that. We can provide an informational tour and then you can try any of the facilities you like.” She glanced at my face and immediately directed her gaze to some papers on the counter. Her smile did not waver and her voice remained steady. Her self-control was as good as I had seen.

“That sounds fine. I usually use swimming to cross train. I would love to try your pool but I am rather gamey from my run. I think I overdressed for the weather.

“You can shower before the tour and the continental breakfast is still out in the gathering room. The locker rooms are at the end of that hallway to your left. Towels and toiletries are on the counters inside the door. Just keep this visitor pass clipped to your shirt.”

I stayed for two and a half hours. I went from twenty minutes in a steam shower to an extended soak in a whirlpool the size of a pond. After another steam shower, I consumed about four thousand calories of bagels, yogurt and fresh fruits. The tour was short and to the point. It really was informational. I ended the morning floating on my back in the pool until my fingers were blue and puckered. I finished my orange juice and blueberry scones with an extremely attractive personal trainer. They had done a masterful job. I was truly sorry to decline the membership.

I felt guilty the moment I stepped outside. I always do. It does not matter how many times I tell myself that the costs of my showers and soaks are negligible.

“You just stole a golf.” There is always the memory of my mother chiding and my teenage buddies and me for sneaking onto the course at a local country club for a quick eight holes. We non-members always started on the second hole to avoid starters and clubhouse windows. “Stop now or you will do this your entire life.” Was she at that moment watching me from a spiritual perch, her finger wagging, and a look of triumph on her face?

Today is Thanksgiving. I did not celebrate. The season has not found me very thankful. The holidays I lost during my big sleep do not count. I spent the afternoon with a pile of books and magazines in a big soft chair at one of those massive booksellers. It was lucky that I had remembered to clean my running suit and underwear at the health club. I may be a vagrant but I have learned to be an appropriately groomed vagrant.

I left the bookstore at sunset with a large coffee and a bag of muffins. I already had a good idea where I would end up for the night. A development of expensive houses had been in sight from my chair in the bookstore. Most of the houses had not progressed much beyond framing and roofing so I was confident that no one would bother me. There is always the risk that an excited owner might stop by to check on the builder’s progress but that was not likely to occur until late the next morning, especially after a holiday. I have been discovered inside new construction on two previous occasions. Neither experience was unpleasant. My stock explanation served me well. It is not an entirely untrue explanation. Folks are usually willing to give a person the benefit of the doubt if you look and act the part and you truly mean to do no harm. They might even provide the explanation for you. The first contractor did exactly that. He came upon me inside the master suite of a provincial behemoth. It contained at least 6000 square feet and every feature was included. Local fieldstone covered the exterior and the interior contained some of the finest tile and woodwork. I had entered through an unlocked French door in the basement and spent the night inside a closet that was no less than 30 feet square. I was just rolling my bivy into my pack when he found me. I watched his eyes take inventory of my belongings and the clothes I was wearing.

“You some kind of triathaloner, one of those iron men?”

“Something like that.”

He ran his fingers across the edge of the bivy then pinched the lapel of my jacket. He was a huge man in late middle age, neither fat nor particularly lean with a nose bulbous from rosacea. He was undoubtedly accustomed to doing whatever he liked without fear of physical challenge. “This is some of that special micro-fiber stuff?”

“That it is. It keeps the wet out and wicks the moisture away from your body. It can keep you warm in cold weather and it can cool you in the heat.”

“And what’s that you’re folding up?”

I unfolded the bivy and handed it to him. I remembered to look around the room for an escape route.

“It’s called a bivy sack. It acts kind of like a tent for one. It is only as wide as I am except toward the head and neck where it fans out so you can move your arms and turn over.” I threw the sack onto the floor. “The seam toward the head is rigid, like a hoop.” He bent down and peered inside. “It looks like one of those cat scan tubes.”

“You are correct. Give it a try.” I set my back foot for a quick take off and watched him wiggle into the sack. I showed him how to unzip the mesh skylight. He was like a kid in an amusement park.

“And you say this thing can keep out the rain.”

I zipped the skylight tightly shut. “Not just rain but heavy downpours and snow and wind.”

He lifted himself from the vestibule, hopped to his feet and extended his hand. “Thank you very much for the demonstration. I will definitely have to get me one of these outfits for hunting and fishing trips. It will be great to be out of the same tent with my brother in law and his beer gas. You going clear across country?”

“I’m not sure. I haven’t exactly decided.”

“Good luck whatever you decide and I hope you win your race.”

He trotted down the stairs and out the front door.

I did not sleep too well last night. It is not that I was ever completely awake and I did not once need to go outside in the cold to take a leak. It was a shallow sleep broken by pieces of nightmares. The bookstore was the trigger. A horrible scare I had with the daughter kept looping through my head.

She had just turned two when I started taking her to music time at the library. I had cut back to four days at the hospital soon after she arrived. Friday was our time while mommy put in one of her two workdays. Music time always ended with the kids scrambling through a duffle bag for a musical instrument to carry in a procession through the stacks. They paraded for five minutes or so behind the teacher who strummed a guitar and sang.

I usually walked parallel to the procession and waited for the daughter to pass each row of shelves. She was never out of sight for more than a few seconds. There was never a thought of someone snatching her. Tripping and falling or the periodic scraps over the ownership of an instrument were the only concerns. The procession passed two stacks without her. I waited a second or two before I walked to the end of the next stack. She had been a straggler before. All the children in the class were at one time or another. I knew all the parents. No one would worry under those circumstances. I turned the corner and found that she was not there.

I sprinted down the main aisle, glancing to my left and right, telling myself aloud to breathe. An old woman put the baby down when she saw me heading in her direction and hurried out the front door. The little one appeared to be fine. She giggled while I covered her with desperate hugs and kisses. I worked very hard to keep from blubbering. The woman was gone by the time I was able to look about me. I am still not sure what happened. Did my daughter just walk off and approach the woman with her arms extended for a hug? I had seen her do that once or twice with strangers. Did the old woman hurry away only because I looked so homicidal? I had spewed some rather vile language in her direction. That day I believed that I had endured the worst scare of my life. I still cannot reproach myself for that deficit of imagination.

My calf has not improved. It is actually much worse. Today, it began to weaken after only about 25 minutes of running. I was passing through the park where I had slept two nights earlier. It was the only road from town in a southwesterly direction. There was a searing inside the calf followed a few seconds later by a ripping sensation at the midpoint. Pain, swelling and immobility were not an instant behind. I did what any experienced runner would do. I lapsed into a deep state of denial but after a half mile of walking, jogging and stretching, I accepted the fact that the growing purple bruise was not a cramp. I hobbled through a grassy meadow and spent the remainder of the morning watching the parade of walkers, bikers and joggers. Two miniature boxes of raisins crushed inside my back pocket were all I had for lunch. I was too sore to search for more. My wine skin was still nearly full of the Chianti I had purchased 3 days earlier. I decided that bad calories were better than no calories. Three hours later the skin was empty. You can imagine my condition after drinking almost two bottles on an empty stomach. I fell into a deep sleep and did not wake until one side of my face had been severely sunburned. I had slept in the same position for over six hours. It was nearly sundown and I was hung over, in pain and extremely hungry. When I awakened, I thought I recognized a trace of desire but it lasted only an instant. It is getting harder every day to remain patient where that is concerned. I guess I should be thankful that most mornings the mechanicals have demonstrated proper working order.

I hiked further up the hill to find a private spot. While I tended to my business, I spotted an orchard about three quarters of a mile to the east. I limped back to the bivy and packed. It had started to drizzle. I would be free to stuff myself with fresh fruits and vegetables while the farm hands dodged the rain inside the house or barn. Within twenty minutes, I was hard at work on a pile of Granny Smith apples and red bell peppers. Eating only what had recently fallen to the ground is one ethical precept I have not abandoned. There is little guilt in eating food destined to rot. I cannot help but wonder how solid my scruples will be if I am not far to the south within the next few weeks.

A farm dog came to visit while I was eating my dinner. Farm dogs often come to visit. They always detect an intruder but are seldom confrontational. A runner learns that the breed usually fits the neighborhood. Farming regions, where real crops are grown, almost never harbor dangerous dogs. I have run through endless fields and orchards, lakeside vineyards and Chinese bamboo forests and I have never encountered a territorial occupant. I have even jogged for several hundred yards through a barley field with my hand inside the mouth of a retriever-collie mix. The big pup simply wanted to hold my hand. It gently released me when we reached the main road.

Farm dogs are not to be confused with country dogs, especially hill country dogs. The latter do not welcome a runner near their territories. Often of the Rottweiler or Doberman persuasion, they learn to communicate terror and confusion. The general state of repair of the owner’s property is a reliable predictor of the friendliness of a non-farm, rural dog.

I have learned to approach city dogs with extreme caution. Territories are smallish and populations much larger. Expect to meet a surly dog with a surly owner. Small city dogs demand as much caution as the big breeds. A terrier can remove a toe through a running shoe and a pit bull can inflict more carnage than a Rottweiler.

Animal teeth have not touched me in over twenty years of running. I have run in inner city ghettos and hill communities where piles of trash are often larger than the owners’ houses or trailers. I have run on beaches, in the mountains and through suburbs and gated enclaves. A single word has been my armor wherever I have gone. “Stay,” I yell as I set my feet. “Stay,” I screamed when a porcine owner, brandishing a Budweiser tall boy, exhorted his pit bull to get the fag.

“Stay,” I said as a golden retriever charged through an electric fence to fall against my legs for a nuzzle and belly rub. Virtually all retrievers are friendly. It does not matter where you encounter them. You do not see them as often inside the city limits but I think that is self-selection on the part of the owners. A frightened homeowner in Gotham City wants something menacing chained outside his building. The affable appearance of the Lab is not well suited to that role. The irony is that these intelligent dogs are merciless hunters and often vicious in defense of those they love.

I have always preferred out and back runs based on time rather than distance. Run 30 minutes away from the house in no particular direction, retrace your steps and you will have an endless variety of hour runs. The same streets can actually look completely different when approached from the opposite direction. Out and back runs can invite dog trouble. Every dog will smell you on your way out and bark the alarm up the line. They will be waiting for your return. There can be a half dozen dogs loitering about a street that was entirely empty the first time you passed through the neighborhood. One must learn to anticipate this phenomenon and be willing to hike around a street to avoid nasty breeds.

Beware also of the possum. This character projects a neutral demeanor when you pass his yard. Do not be fooled. He intends to follow with the stealth of an army ranger. I have discovered a few possum dogs stalking me more than a mile from his home.

I am tempted to talk about running with my dog, a dog that now belongs to someone else. I am tempted to go on and on about it but my aching calf, soaking in a hollow log filled with cool rainwater, demands more and more attention. The writing has kept my mind off the pain, which has become surprisingly strong. Doleful recollections of my beloved pup will not be helpful.








Chapter 3

Days 3, 4 and 5 did not merit a separate entry. I was bored enough to take the bridge. Boredom brings on thought and reflection and reflection is my quickest route to mortality. I know I would be fine if I could just get moving. It is so damn frustrating. I suppose it was foolish to believe that a permanent transformation had taken place. I had literally run from home. I covered no less than sixty miles per day for an entire month. Of course, I walked for long stretches, and I obviously had to stop for meals and bathroom calls but the point is that until this week I did not sustain a single injury? I must admit that since that first month, my daily mileage has steadily decreased but an average of 400 miles per week without injury is still astounding. My emotional state was no small factor. I was quite the lunatic when I first took flight.

I have known since childhood that lunatics are capable of amazing physical feats. A neighbor in my hometown schooled us well. October was always his worst month. There was something about those autumn leaves. When particularly bothered he could rip a thick oak door from the hinges with his bare hands. It could take as many as six police men to tackle him and he usually did not quit until choked into unconsciousness.

He took a particular dislike to me. I never knew exactly why but I think it sprang from a delusion that I was getting somewhere with the girl next door. His family lived to the left of our house, hers on the right. He could not have been more wrong about my romantic prospects. In the tenth grade I was as mature as an eleven year old and at sixteen, she could have passed for twenty-one. No rational male would have considered me a rival.

Ours was a dead end street, the last suburban lane before the woodlands and cornfields. We spent many dark evenings seated on fresh, warm asphalt talking and joking beneath a street lamp. His eyes never left her. She was already accustomed to the stares of men wherever she went but this was a visual inspection of the creepy sort. Poised on one knee like a sprinter in the starting blocks, his face a mix of desperation and starvation, he appeared ready at any moment to pounce and carry her into the dark woods.

One night she decided to hold my hand. It was a long while before my head cleared and I realized that his eyes had finally left her for me. I have not the skill to describe the sudden change in his expression. I asked her many times to stop the charade but she knew that she had found a winning strategy. It did not matter how many times I changed my seat. Each night she sat beside me to touch and whisper until he shook and sweated. Many times, I thought I saw the skin crawl across his arms.

His illness grew worse with each passing summer. Baseball bats, police cars and letters in the style of Son of Sam became part of every day life. Vigilance became my occupation especially during nights when my father was out of town on business. All my friends eventually became witnesses to some violent incident. On my fourteenth birthday, they presented me with a large turkey fork. The two prongs of stainless steel had been machined to fine, deadly points in the school metal shop. During countless nights, I carried the fork about the house like a divining rod, hoping that a charging intruder would simply run into the prongs, relieving me of any decisions that might brand me for all time as a coward. I was nearly forty when I finally slept without that fork beneath my side of the bed.

Being on the road has made me less vigilant. I sleep more soundly than ever. Maybe it is the absence of walls. There are no windows or doors to worry about, no locks to check and recheck and no noises to decipher except the wind and an occasional critter. These small towns and rural crossroads have gradually put me at ease. I know that nights out in the open in the big city would be quite different. That is why I am sticking to the roads less traveled. Running at night in my undergraduate days taught me that merely slowing the pace in some cities is not a healthy option. Stopping and bedding down for the night would be out of the question. Bloated and too wired to sleep after a crawl through the pubs, I often ran after midnight, through places with names like the combat zone and crack alley. Such a need for danger is now entirely beyond my understanding. I say good riddance to thrills and good riddance to youth.

The leg has not improved. Regular soakings in cool puddles have no doubt prevented a catastrophe but I am a long way from being able to run. Important decisions are at hand. I have been running for so many months without any plans. The sums necessary to sustain conventional room and board and medical treatment would force me back into the known world. I do know that I am not mentally capable of holding a job. Those tests of mental gymnastics by the neurologists and occupational therapists did not bolster my confidence. My license to practice optometry is long gone. It is unlikely that the most expensive lawyer in the world could do anything about that.

Running had been essential to my good humor long before I began this trek. Many gloomy days have healed during a hard workout on the track or an easy jaunt along a pretty trail. Those typical ups and downs required nothing more. That kind of running is like taking an aspirin for a mild headache. This running orgy of the last few months is more like a morphine drip.

I spent the morning watching a football game. The field was about a 300 yards from my camp. The crowd noise awakened me about a quarter past ten. I hobbled through the woods and sat in a clearing across from the 20-yard line. I was quite far from the playing surface, at least as high as the upper deck of a major college stadium. The players looked to be about eleven to thirteen years old. The uniforms were fantastic. One side wore the colors of the Los Angeles Rams circa 1967. The detail was exquisite especially the blue ram horns on each side of the helmets. Their opponents were dressed like the Cleveland Browns of the same era and were no less impressive in dark brown jerseys over white pants.

It was easy from even that distance to pick out the kids who were smitten. Their moves were clearly not their own. They juked and posed in the fashion of their heroes with no care for the instructions of the exasperated coaches. The phenomenon is relatively timeless. An individual of not so exceptional talent witnesses the skills of one who is particularly gifted. Music passes into the spectator and he becomes aware that there must be great pleasure in the doing of what he has observed. Gale Sayers was my first spark. His artistry appeared to defy the laws of nature. He ran sideways faster than straight ahead and could go from full speed to a complete stop within the space of a stride. During long runs, he flowed across the width of the field like a wave of improvised music. I was ten when I set out to master his moves. By the age of twelve, I had been well convinced that I would never be Mr. Sayers but I had learned that even one percent of Gayle Sayers could be a wonderful thing.

It is one of nature’s best little kindnesses. On very rare occasions, our average minds and bodies may catch a glimpse of the brilliant side of the universe. My first taste was addictive. The entire neighborhood had come to their front porches to watch us play baseball in the street. This was long before back yard decks had become popular. We often continued under street lamps until only a few remained. I usually positioned myself behind a telephone pole in left field. It was a good place to hide my poor defensive skills. As neither an outfielder nor an infielder, I was confident that one of the older kids would run down any balls in my vicinity.

There was nothing to predict that the evening would be memorable. I passed the first two innings beside my pole without catastrophe, daydreaming about the orange sun wedged between two garages. The older boys treated me as if I belonged even though I was no threat at the plate and nothing more than an obstacle in the field. The world made sense and for
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