
[image: cover]



Also by Frank Shorter

Olympic Gold (with Marc Bloom)

Frank Shorter’s Running for Peak Performance

Also by John Brant

Duel in the Sun

14 Minutes (with Alberto Salazar)




[image: ]



To my brother Christopher John Shorter
1954–2015




[image: ]
     


Contents

Foreword by Kenny Moore

Prologue • Riding My Pain

1 • Felix the Cat

2 • The House on Highland Avenue

3 • Pie Race

4 • Yahoo the Start

5 • Western Skies

6 • Road Runner Once, Road Runner Twice

7 • Intervals

8 • 26.2

9 • Eternal Vigilance

10 • Summer Days at Hayward Field

11 • The Happy Games

12 • Black September

13 • The Invisible Thread

14 • Letting the Beast Out

15 • What If

16 • The Shadow

17 • Mystery Man

18 • Father of the Boom

19 • The House on Wisner Avenue

20 • The Oval Office

21 • That’s My Story

Photos

Epilogue

Acknowledgments




Foreword

If ever there were a soul born and raised to cry out against injustice, it is Frank Shorter. If ever there were a soul who could completely channel his suffering into performance, it is Frank Shorter. If ever there were a soul who transformed his fame into unrelenting service to his nation, his sport, and humanity, it is Frank Shorter.

And if ever there were a soul who deserved to find peace, a peace beyond understanding, it is Frank Shorter.

In this brave book, he shows us that he finally has.

Frank has never been anything but brave. Four days after the massacre of eleven Israeli athletes at the 1972 Munich Olympics, Frank led me and Jack Bacheler to the start of the marathon. We were determined to show that barbarism only makes Olympians stronger. Our answer to the attack was to compress our anger and grief into our racing.

“This is as scared as I get,” he said. “Now, let’s go run.”

Lord, did we run. Of course Frank won, I took fourth, and Jack ninth. That was the best finish by three runners from a single nation in history.

Frank’s victory was so compelling that it inspired a huge boom in American running. He became a proud father to it.

Not much later we lost a great friend. Frank had helped Steve Prefontaine plan a risky, AAU-unsanctioned tour of track meets in Oregon for athletes from Finland and raced him in his final race, a 5,000 meters on May 30, 1975.

Four days later, on Hayward Field, Bill Bowerman, Frank, and I gave eulogies for Pre.

Bowerman, his college and Olympic coach, began, “Pre’s desire burned to be the best, and he was. Step by step, as he matured, he reached his goals…He held every American record from 2,000 meters, two miles, through six miles and 10,000 meters. In 1976, his goal was Olympic champion and the world records related thereto.”

Bowerman stopped and composed himself. He was the image of the wrongness of a father burying a son. I would never forget what he said next:

“He also burned with another great goal: Emancipation! Freedom for the US athlete... In the history of our sport, no one man had ever been permitted to bring a foreign athlete or team to the USA. The door was always locked by national red tape and dictatorship. Pre opened the door by persistence and difficult communication. You saw the Finnish athletes. Theirs was the first such visit this century…

“I pledge to Pre and call on everyone to join me. We invite all true sportsmen to fulfill his great dream, freedom to meet in international sport and friendship.”

After’s Pre’s death and Bowerman’s call, Frank was instrumental in what became a drumbeat of emancipation.

The Amateur Athletic Act of 1978, which Frank (a founding member of the USOC’s Olympic Athletes Advisory Council) supported with all his heart, broke up the AAU, renamed it the Athletics Congress (TAC) and ensured athletes and coaches the rights and voices they had long fought for.

But under international rules, we still couldn’t accept prize money and remain eligible for the Olympics. So Frank joined our runners’ union, the Association of Road Racing Athletes, led by Don Kardong, who’d finished fourth in the 1976 Olympic marathon. ARRA created a professional circuit around the country.

The first showdown race was the 1981 Cascade Run-Off 15-K in Portland, Oregon. Nike put up $50,000 in prizes. And it was Frank who conveyed the situation to TAC executive director Ollan Cassell: Our pro league would succeed, and every good runner would be in ARRA and not TAC. If TAC and the IAAF didn’t want to be obsolete tomorrow, they had to accept a deal where runners got paid but were not banned as pros.

The mechanism Shorter proposed was the trust fund. Prize money could go into accounts that TAC could monitor and say athletes were being paid for “training expenses.” Cassell’s acceptance of that deal ended a century of archaic amateurism.

We were free, free at last, to earn a living from running.

In 1976, Frank took the silver medal in the Montreal Olympic marathon, beaten by the unbelievably fresh Waldemar Cierpinski of East Germany. The memory moved Frank to become the first head of the United States Anti Doping Agency. And when the Stasi files were later unearthed, Cierpinski’s name was listed prominent among the dopers.

“By speaking out on behalf of honest athletes who didn’t have a platform and by establishing the framework for USADA,” Frank writes, “I had done my best to lay that ghost to rest. I suspected that, for his part, Waldemar Cierpinski had never stopped looking back over his shoulder.”

Frank’s tough runner’s psyche, his consistent training with the hardest intervals, his command of the pain of effort, all stemmed from the horrors of growing up in the family ruled by his father, in a 12-room house in Middletown, New York. Over the full arc of his life, he has contended every day with the damage his father did to him and his brothers and sisters.

“My father, Samuel Shorter, MD, known to his devoted patients as Dr. Sam,” he writes, “lived an evil secret life in which he controlled his family through terror and out-of-control violence. It was so bad that I repressed most of his abuse and haven’t been able to lash it together into a coherent narrative. Instead, shards of my childhood surface spontaneously, like icebergs bobbing in a calm sea. The only time he spent around us was to afflict us.”

Frank never told me. He never told his first wife, Louise.

In 2008, his father died, and Frank was flooded by relief. Gradually, things he had suppressed began coming back up.

In 2010, giving a talk to delinquent, abused kids, with Bill Rodgers and Dick Beardsley, “fate was intervening,” he writes, and it all poured out.

A little girl told him afterward that his story was her story, too.

Frank being Frank, he felt a growing responsibility to tell it more widely.

John Brant had heard about it from Beardsley and offered a trustworthy ear. Carefully, edgily, experiencing survivor’s guilt because he couldn’t help his sisters back then, Frank sat with Brant for two days.

The story was published in the October, 2011 issue of Runners World. Ever since, Frank has been working with Colorado’s Healthy Learning Paths. He has always known that he himself has been a good father. But there, among the kids, he’s found a peace in being welcomed with all the understanding of those who have survived hideous ones as well.

So, just as Frank helped to liberate so many athletes in so many ways over the years, this book has become his own emancipation proclamation. He strides forth freely, afresh, anew.

Kenny Moore
April 2016


Prologue

Riding My Pain

September 10, 1972. It was the morning of my marathon, and by every conceivable measure, I felt ready. The moment I rose from my mattress, and my bare feet touched the concrete floor of the balcony of our apartment in the athletes’ village, I knew I was in rhythm. In balance. I didn’t think I was going to win. I just felt confident that my plan would hold up.

My mantra: Ride my pain, work through the finish, don’t get distracted. Don’t think about the fact that, five days earlier, I had looked out from my balcony across the courtyard and seen a terrorist in a balaclava pointing an Uzi from a facing apartment window. Don’t think about the 11 slain Israeli athletes, the air of stunned hysteria permeating Munich, or the chances of a follow-up attack. There would be time for that later. My job was to run—my trusted method for coping with chaos and managing mayhem.

I went into the apartment, keeping quiet so that I wouldn’t disturb Dave Wottle and his wife, Jan. After Dave had won his gold medal in the 800 early in the Games, he celebrated by smuggling his bride into our unit. It wasn’t much of a challenge. It was easy to forge an ID card or, as the Black September killers had proven, just climb the chain-link fence and push through an unlocked door. I had given Dave and Jan my half of a bedroom and dragged my mattress out to the balcony.

Now, I slipped on a pair of training shoes and headed out for a brief shakedown walk around the village, nodding to the heavily armed West German soldiers standing sentry, five days too late. Later, back at the apartment, I put on warm-ups and went down to the dining hall for my prerace meal ritual: toast, coffee, and fruit. There was plenty of time to digest before the 3 p.m. start. The afternoon post time suited me. I wasn’t much for early mornings. Back home, I trained every day at 11:30 a.m. and 3:30 p.m. You could set your watch by my routine. Consistency, I had learned, was another way to tamp down terror.

I filled the next few hours by resting and reviewing my game plan. Earlier in the Games, I had finished fifth in the 10,000 meters. My 27:51:32 clocking was good for an American record but not good enough for a medal. After crossing the line, I stood for a moment, hands on hips, studying the times on the scoreboard. I might have looked disappointed, but in fact I was calibrating. None of my competitors in the marathon could touch my speed for a 10-K. This was good. My plan was falling into place. This was very good.

Over the course of my two weeks in Munich, I had made a point of running every section of the 26.2-mile marathon course. The previous Thursday I rode the metro out to the Nymphenburg Palace, at the 9-mile mark. I hopped off the car, took a quick glance at the graceful lawns and gardens and the imposing main building that had been built in the 1600s, and I made a note to return later as a tourist.

I then turned and ripped off a 3-mile time trial, mile 9 to mile 12 of the marathon course, the same stretch over which I planned to surge during the race. I covered the first mile in 4:30, then, over the next 2 miles, throttled back to a still-rapid 4:50 pace. It felt easy, almost preternaturally easy, only 75 to 80 percent of maximum perceived effort, the ease the product of the mass of searing speedwork I’d logged over the past few years. This was another favorable sign. After cooling down, I rode the metro back to the Olympic Village. Athletes received free public-transit passes for the duration of the Games, which, during those rigidly amateur years, seemed like quite the perk.

A few days later I took another metro ride, this one out to the military hospital where I had been born in 1947, when my father was serving in the newly partitioned West Germany as a physician for the occupying US Army. I liked telling people at the Olympics that I’d been born in Munich. It gave me a special connection to the city, and I hoped that visiting the hospital might provide an emotional boost in the final days before the marathon.

My field trip, however, proved anticlimactic. The military hospital turned out to be small and nondescript, resembling a clinic more than a hospital as we conceive of them in the United States. I tried to imagine my parents on the day of my birth—my mother’s hair, my father’s uniform—but came up empty. All I could envision were two amorphous, impersonal entities delivering me into the world. I realized that visiting the hospital had been a mistake. Any thought of my father was a mistake. I climbed back on the metro and rode home to the athletes’ village.

Now, opening my eyes, I returned to marathon day. It was time to go to the stadium. I packed my gear, knowing that bottles of defizzed Coke had already been cached at the water stations along the course. Kenny Moore, my teammate on the Olympic Marathon team and my mentor for the event, had recommended Coke, with its restorative blend of sugar and caffeine, as the ideal midrace beverage. I shouldered my gear bag and went out into the day, which was shaping up to be warm and humid. I always liked running in the heat. For the past two years I’d been living and training in Gainesville, Florida, not far from the Everglades, one of the steamier places on the planet.

Kenny and I walked to the stadium together. I felt calm, but at the same time I felt something building. Just ride it like the Munich metro, I cautioned myself. Stand back from the tracks and step onto the car when it rolls up.

A few days earlier, we had gone to the stadium for the memorial service for the Israeli athletes. After the ceremony, Kenny said, “During the marathon, every step of the way, I’m going to be thinking about the victims.”

“That’s what those killers want,” I said, “to get inside our heads.”

Kenny went quiet for a moment. “How can you forget about all that’s happened?” he said.

During the hundreds of miles we’d run together over the last few years, I had told Kenny just about everything about myself, but I hadn’t talked about my father. “I’m not going to forget,” I said. “I’m just not going to think about it.”

A few minutes later, in the holding room in the bowels of the stadium, I sat with Kenny and Jack Bacheler. Jack was the third member of the US Marathon team, another training partner and close friend. Their presence lent a sense of normalcy to the proceedings. It might be the Olympics, but to us it was still just another track meet. The other medal favorites were on hand: Mamo Wolde of Ethiopia, the defending Olympic champion; Derek Clayton of Australia, the world-record holder at the marathon; and Ron Hill of Great Britain, who had run the fastest marathon thus far in 1972 and who had won that year’s Boston Marathon.

Now it was time. We spilled out onto the track, into the bowl of the stadium. The lion’s roar of the crowd washed over us. I flashed back to the 1970 US–USSR track meet in Leningrad during my second season of international competition. At the start of the 10,000 meters, I had glanced at one of the Soviet runners, read the letters “CCCP” (the Russian-language abbreviation for the Soviet Union) emblazoned on his singlet, and thought, Yes, I’m really here; I’m in Russia. I felt the same way now. I’m really here, at the starting line of the Olympic Marathon.

I glanced up at the press box and TV cameras. ABC was televising the race, with Jim McKay from Wide World of Sports calling the action and Erich Segal, author of Love Story and my former professor at Yale, adding color commentary. For a moment I wondered if my sisters and brothers would be tuning in back in Taos. Then I let that thought go and stepped to the line.

The gun cracked. Drawing on my track experience, I went out hard, breaking for position on the inside lane. At best that would save me a few meters of distance and a few seconds of time, but in the fraught late stages of a marathon, small early economies could pay big dividends. We circled the track one and a half times and then ran out of the stadium and onto the streets of Old Munich. We ran through Sendlinger Tor, an arched stone gate erected in the 14th century, and continued past the Bürgerbräukeller, where, in 1922, at the infamous Beer Hall Putsch, young Adolf Hitler spearheaded the rise of the Third Reich. We crossed the bridge spanning the Isar river, passed the massive Pinakothek art museum, and worked down the oak-lined paths of the English Garden. We threaded the needle through Siegestor gate and ran by the Odeonsplatz, a public square where Nazi mobs once massed.

I tucked into the lead pack, clicking along at a 5-minute-mile pace. It felt easy. Mile 5, mile 6, mile 7—just ride it, just read the room; that is, appraise my competition. Wolde, Clayton, and Hill; Kenny and Jack: They were all marking time, holding their places, thinking that the real racing wouldn’t start for at least another hour. In 1972 the marathon was mostly a war of attrition. You ran at a steady pace and hoped that you fell apart a little later than the next guy. The previous December, at the Fukuoka Marathon in Japan, I had experimented with a new tactic, surging at around 14 miles and then easing back. I might try something similar here, the other guys thought, but not for a while. We were only at mile 9, the Nymphenburg Palace rising in front of us.

We left the road and entered the palace grounds. We ran past a fountain and approached a 150-degree turn to the right—a virtual U-turn. The pack slowed to negotiate the bend. That is, the other guys slowed; this was my moment. I cut out wide, to the left of the pack. As the other runners braked for the turn, I floored it, just as I’d rehearsed during my time trial the week before. I rocketed out of that turn like a rock flung from a slingshot, opening a lead that was 50 meters and growing.

My opponents were surprised but not impressed. I was shooting my bolt way too early, they thought. No way could I hold this lead, keep my pace, for 18 more miles. Wolde, Clayton, Hill, and the others were certain they would reel me in.

What those other guys didn’t know was my capacity for riding my pain. I had been planning this move for an entire year. Or, by another way of reckoning, for my entire life.
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Felix the Cat

In the spring of 2015, my younger brother Chris died. He was only 61 and had a masters in math and computer science, a very bright man. Of the 10 surviving children in our profoundly dysfunctional family, I looked most like my father—the same nose, the same thick mop of hair—and Chris, and possibly Nanette, my sister, resembled him most in terms of personality. Not the cruelty, of course, or the psychotic duplicity, but they shared a similar strain of stubbornness and combativeness. Chris fought back harder than the rest of us against our father’s attacks and thus absorbed more punishment.

The beatings would go on for a long time with Chris. For the rest of us, not so long in real time, although in terms of psychic damage, the violence never ended. The beatings were relatively brief because my father would get tired. Pounding on a child was hard physical work. It would turn anaerobic in a hurry. He would curse and snort and sweat. We would be watching from the doorway of the victim’s bedroom. For me, watching was worse than getting hit myself. Our father knew he had an audience. There was a strong element of theater to his sadistic performances.

They began downstairs in the kitchen late at night, after my father came home from rounds at the hospital, or after he had sat up with a woman in labor or cleaned and dressed the knife wound of a railroad worker injured in a barroom fight. After he had finished playing his role of savior of our town, he would come home, and the mask would drop away. Or maybe he just exchanged one mask for another. Maybe he never stopped playacting, even inside his own house. Even, perhaps, inside his own head.

Upstairs in our bedrooms, we would hear him interrogating our mother. By the timbre and volume of his voice, we could tell whether he’d been drinking—advantages and disadvantages, either way. He would grill her, asking about the day around the house with the kids. He wasn’t trying to catch up on the news or reconnect with his family. He was fishing for a transgression, intent on uncovering a slight misstep that he’d conflate into a pretext for storming up the stairs, belt in hand, calling out the name of the night’s victim. To justify his violence, my father needed to gin up a motive.

He didn’t attack Chris more often than the rest of us, but my little brother’s beatings stand out in my memory. Chris would thrash and flail. He would hold out a long time before he started to cry.

And now Chris was dying, from the complications of colon cancer. He had battled hard for several years, the familiar grinding cancer campaign. You pretend it will never happen to you, but it happens (it happened to me a few years ago, a pimple on the corner of my mouth blooming into a squamous skin cancer that required major reconstructive surgery). Chris’s kidneys were shutting down, which messed up his blood-clotting mechanism, which meant that he was suffering internal hemorrhaging; bleeding to death inside his body. Now he was in the ICU at a hospital in Albuquerque, New Mexico, and there wasn’t much time. A few of his siblings had gathered—Ruth and Barbara and Mary and myself.

As we stood vigil, my sisters and I got to talking. We had rarely talked when we were kids, for the same reason that resistance fighters in Nazi-occupied countries avoided speaking to one another. Under torture, we didn’t want to divulge information that would expose our comrades. That frightened silence basically continued into adulthood. We had no good times to remember, so we tried not to remember at all. But now we were aging; now our brother was dying. Buried crimes came to light. Splinters flew from our lifelong family train wreck.

My sister revealed that Sam Jr., our severely disturbed oldest brother, had sexually molested Chris when he was little, a behavior Sam had learned from our father, who had sexually molested my sisters when they were young. I remembered the time Sam Jr. threw a hatchet at me; the blade quivered in the wall above my bed. We remembered Chris getting hammered because he was stubborn, because he wouldn’t back down to our father. No, my sisters and I agreed, there wasn’t much good for the Shorter family to remember.
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My father, Samuel Shorter, MD, known to his devoted patients as Dr. Sam, lived an evil secret life in which he controlled his family through terror and out-of-control violence. It was so bad that I repressed most of his abuse and haven’t been able to lash it together into a coherent narrative. Instead, shards of my childhood surface spontaneously, like icebergs bobbing in a calm sea. Dr. Sam: The only time he spent around us was to afflict us. The exceptions were so rare that they almost shine. I recall him playing with us in a swimming pool on one of our summer family trips. I remember him smiling on a chairlift in the Catskills or the Rockies—my father loved to ski.

My dominant image, however, even more indelible than the beatings, was his psychological abuse. The man was a master sadist, a dark genius. He could have taught the Gestapo or Stasi a trick or two. His verbal stilettos hurt worse than an actual truncheon.

I see him behind the wheel of our Buick station wagon, embarked on one of the house calls that formed a staple of his family practice back in the 1950s. Sometimes he would take me along, ostensibly to educate me, but, in fact, it was to terrorize me. I can hear him talking in a low monotone, telling lewd, horrible, racist, and misogynistic jokes, reciting the supposed sins and treacheries of my siblings, setting one child against the other.

Behind the closed windows of the station wagon, as he smiled and waved to the townspeople, he would keep spewing until we arrived at the house of his patient. Then, leaving me in the car to process his rant, he would transform into the prototype of a kindly family doc and go about saving the world. Very early on, I realized he was more of an actor than a physician.

A handsome, charming, diabolical actor. He was chunky and carried a bit of a gut, standing about 5'9" and weighing around 180 pounds. Even if I hadn’t run marathons, I never would have let myself pack on the pounds, because I have lived my life by not emulating Dr. Samuel Shorter.

Another detail comes to mind: his tattoos. In the 1950s, it was odd for a professional man to sport tattoos, but Dr. Sam took pride in this common touch. One tat was straightforward: “Kitty,” my mother’s nickname, was engraved on his left forearm. On his right shoulder, ironically, he wore an image of the caduceus, underscored by the Hippocratic Oath: “First, Do No Harm.” The tattoo on his right forearm was more difficult to interpret: an image of the cartoon character Felix the Cat. Did Dr. Sam identify with this character and his prowling tomcat proclivities? Did he regard himself as a hunter of the night? I don’t know. I never cared enough to ask and hadn’t remembered the tattoos until I saw Chris dying and started talking with my sisters. I specifically recalled Felix because I would see the cat’s jaunty smile each time my father raised his hand to whip me.

The theater for our family’s Gothic drama was Middletown, New York, 60 miles north of New York City, halfway between the Hudson and Delaware rivers in Orange County. This area was originally Iroquois Indian territory. As a boy I would often find arrowheads, or what I believed to be arrowheads, in a field by a creek where I caught tadpoles. In the 17th century, Dutch settlers sailed up the Hudson from their recently purchased Manhattan Island. The Dutch brutally eradicated the native people but failed to exorcise the valley’s ghosts. This was Washington Irving country, the province of Ichabod Crane and the Headless Horseman. More than 300 years later, the old stone farmhouses dotting the countryside were still occupied by the descendants of those stern Calvinists; my boyhood friends had surnames like Van Orden and Van Fleet. The foursquare Dutch Colonial houses of our town were rumored to hold dark family secrets.

Fifteen miles from the Hudson River, at the midpoint of the Delaware and Hudson Canal, Middletown steadily prospered, becoming a nexus for the railroads running up to Lake Erie and its ports. Together, the New York, Ontario and Western (commonly known as the O&W) Railway and the Erie Railroad formed our town’s economic engine. Good transportation promoted industry, and from the mid-19th century up until the time I grew up there in the 1950s and early ’60s, Middletown hummed with furniture, shoe, and lawn mower factories. The town nestled comfortably and attractively in the heart of the Hudson River valley, anchored by the tall white steeples of the Presbyterian, Episcopal, and Catholic churches.

Our family belonged to the Middletown elite. Dr. Sam’s father, my grandfather, was a prominent optometrist who was famous for his practice’s catchy motto: “See Longer, See Shorter.” My father graduated from Hobart College and married my mother, Katherine, his hometown sweetheart, who lived five doors down from the Shorters and who had attended William Smith College, Hobart’s sister school. He graduated in 1942, in the midst of the Second World War, and the army sent him through an accelerated wartime program at Temple University School of Medicine in Philadelphia. He received his MD degree in 1945 and shipped out to Germany just as the war was ending. He was stationed at Wiesbaden, West Germany, near Munich, where I was born in 1947.

Later, my sisters, three of whom are nurses, would speculate that our father’s psychopathology might have sprung from the searing cases and scenes he encountered as a young physician in Germany just after World War II and at the dawn of the cold war. Bavaria was a grim place then, with mountains of rubble in Munich, the region’s bombed-out capital; massive displaced persons camps; and the Soviet army poised just a few miles to the east. But I don’t think my father had it so bad. His practice at the big US Army hospital in Wiesbaden was mostly routine: setting broken bones, administering penicillin shots, and the like. In fact, he maneuvered to have my delivery in the hospital in Munich, where the army brass received their medical treatment.

No, I don’t see Germany as the seat of my father’s ferocity. A more likely primary source was my grandfather, the “See Longer, See Shorter” optometrist, whom I remember as a hard, dour man who never showed any affection for his grandchildren. My father liked to tell a story from his own childhood. The family was driving on a trip to visit relatives in Missouri, his father at the wheel, the kids in the back seat. One of the children let his teddy bear fly out the window, which enraged the old man. Instead of stopping the car and retrieving the teddy bear, he reached back and, without taking his eyes off the road, raked the back of his hand across the faces of all three kids in the back seat.

As he told this story, Dr. Sam appeared anything but traumatized. In fact, he seemed delighted. My father was obviously impressed by his own father’s fluency and resourcefulness with regard to violence. The sadistic streak clearly ran in the family.

In 1947, when I was an infant, Dr. Sam completed his military stint and returned to America. Instead of rushing back home to join the post-war prosperity flood of returning veterans, he chose an alternative path. Just as there was no clear accounting for his rage, there was no obvious source for my father’s altruism, his taking the Hippocratic Oath to an extreme, his overwhelming desire to act as a savior in the world’s eyes. He wasn’t religiously observant, nor did he express strong political convictions. Whatever its source, even if he only sought to compensate publicly for his private atrocities, his drive to serve was daunting.

His first position in the States was serving coal miners and their families in the heart of Appalachia, in a place called Ward Hollow, West Virginia. We lived in a company house at the base of a desiccated mountain. Train tracks ran through our backyard, carrying miners to the mine face. I remember my father showing me a .38 caliber handgun that he said he carried for protection from snakes. What I recall most clearly, however, was receiving my first beating from my father. Again, a shard, a fragment of a memory: I am running, sobbing, across a hot asphalt road. I’m 3 years old. My father has taken his belt to me because I’ve soiled my diaper.

After a year or two in West Virginia, Dr. Sam decided to return to Middletown to establish his practice and raise his family. The town was at its postwar peak, with factories churning at full employment and housing tracts sprouting. Babies arrived by the bushel, and Dr. Sam delivered a high percentage of them. He bought a grand, rambling Victorian home on Highland Avenue and ran his practice out of offices on the ground floor.

By all appearances, he was a brilliant and tireless young doc. He worked heroically during the 1952 polio epidemic, administering the Salk vaccine, the first wonder drug of the Baby Boom era. He set fractured bones and treated the measles. Even today his influence is remembered in Middletown. If you go to the public library downtown, Phyllis Nestor, one of the reference librarians, will recall that Dr. Sam treated her poison ivy. My friend Ed Diana, the county commissioner, remembers him as a pillar of the community. Ed proclaimed a day in my father’s honor when he retired from the county health department in 1996.

But at home my father was a psychopath who inflicted extreme physical, emotional, and sexual violence on his wife and children. Just as he worked tirelessly at his profession, he worked tirelessly at hurting us. It was as if he’d taken graduate courses in how to break our spirit and mess with our minds. He berated one of my sisters for her crossed eyes, a condition he refused to have treated until she was 7. He never attended one of his children’s games, races, performances, or recitals. He kept my mother as a virtual prisoner in her own house.

Highland Avenue was where the town’s bankers and lawyers and doctors and their families lived their sober, industrious, orderly lives. The Clemson family, for instance, owned the eponymous lawn mower factory, Middletown’s signature employer. Clemson manufactured the nation’s finest push mowers. The company was our town’s version of Kodak or General Motors, its ascendance as seemingly eternal as the lawns of America sprouting every spring. Our house, the Shorter house, stood just down the avenue from the mansion that the Clemson family donated for use as the Middletown YMCA.

We had more than a dozen rooms, a mansard roof, and a big wraparound porch. The house commanded a sweeping view of the town below. My father’s medical office on the ground floor had a separate entrance. He worked late and typically slept late in the mornings, not rising until after we had left for school. We rarely saw him—he never sat down to dinner with us except on major holidays—but we were constantly aware of him. The central theme of my boyhood, the ambient light behind the pulsing of isolated memories: eternal vigilance, constantly monitoring my father’s whereabouts, anticipating his moods, hustling to stay either out of his way or one step ahead of him, seeking not to anger him or commit any infraction that he could distort into a motive for punishment. The constant threat of his anger, the lingering air of menace, was more draining than his actual beatings.

The beatings happened at night, when our neighbors couldn’t see or hear them, and Dr. Sam drew on his professional expertise so as not to leave scars that townspeople could discover in the light of day. (Since our father was also our pediatrician, he didn’t worry about a colleague discovering the evidence.) If only we had had smartphones then, with a button to surreptitiously push to audibly record our father’s grunts and visibly chronicle the lash of his belt. But there were no smartphones, and he got away with his crimes. At 5 years of age, my sister had scars on her groin with the outline of my father’s belt buckle. Another sister cried because her favorite long-sleeved sweater rubbed painfully against the open welts on her shoulders. A third sister was ashamed to shower during middle school gym class, lest her teacher see the purple bruises running up and down her back.

Our mother couldn’t offer much protection. Katherine was intelligent and refined, a good pianist and a very good painter, talented enough to be recognized by professionals and win competitions. My father discouraged her music because there was the threat of her going outside the house with it or of her inviting other musicians into our home. Painting kept her locked away in her attic studio, across the hallway from my bedroom. All of us lived under my father’s thumb, but the thumb ground down hardest on our mother. She bore 12 children and seemed perpetually pregnant, and in between full-term deliveries she suffered a number of miscarriages. More than once, I recall her being hauled away in an ambulance.

Over time, my mother devolved into a virtual hermit who rarely left the house. “Whenever I left you children alone with your father, something bad would happen,” she told me when I was grown. At age 9, I started doing the family grocery shopping, pulling a red wagon up and down the hill behind our house. In December I would haul in a Christmas tree and put it up and decorate it. Later, as a teenager, I made sure to keep the cars filled with gas because even a half-empty tank would enrage Dr. Sam.

Sam Jr. was the eldest of the kids, but due to his emotional instability, I served as the de facto number-one son, which further complicated relations with my father. In general, Dr. Sam felt threatened by me and constantly tried to undermine me. At the same time he drew reflected glory from my achievements and sought to enlist me as his ally. When I rode with him on those gruesome house calls, he would by turns criticize my sisters and brothers, trying to set me against them to patronize me. The kind courtly doc, whom all the women in town adored and held up as a gentlemanly paradigm to their husbands, would regale me within the confines of our station wagon with the most loathsome sexist comments and jokes. By his lights, women were no more than holes, although he used a more explicit term. I was 9 years old, listening to this spew.

Once on Thanksgiving night he dragged me away from the dinner table to accompany him to the emergency room at the local hospital. My father always volunteered to be on call during weekends and holidays, which endeared him to his colleagues, and gave us, his kids, another reason to remain silent about his crimes: Given the man’s proven generosity and selflessness, who in town could possibly believe our stories? How could we fully believe them ourselves?

I was perhaps 10 or 11 that Thanksgiving. The phone rang—my father was needed at the hospital. As he grabbed his coat, he told me to come along with him. Did he know what he was doing or was he improvising the whole while? Even today I couldn’t tell you. At the emergency room we were greeted by a grotesque sight—a man’s skull had been split open in a drunken brawl. Amazingly, the man was still conscious. My father did what he could and called for a surgeon. Then, in front of the patient, he summoned me into the treatment room. He held a piece of viscera to my face. “See this?” he said. “This is a piece of brain.”

He wasn’t trying to educate; he was trying to humiliate his patient and traumatize his son. Of course he succeeded but only to a degree. By that point I was already countering my father, unconsciously building a defense and casting about for an escape route.

I can’t
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