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			To Danielle, Ellis, Zachary, and James

		

	
		
			Introduction

			Running is the simplest of sports: right foot, left foot, right foot. There’s no ball to focus on, no mat to land on, no one charging toward you with their shoulder down. But the simplicity opens up complexity. As you run, your attention shifts inward. You’re just you—right foot, left foot, and whatever goes on in your mind.

			Running strips you down. The less clothing you wear, the faster you go. The lighter your shoes, the faster you go. As you go faster, your head empties too. At a certain point, all you can register is the sensation of each foot striking the pavement. Mind and matter briefly become one.

			You may have to worry about wind and rain and heat, but you rarely have to worry about anyone else. You do it by yourself, which gives you control. You don’t need to travel to a gym or a field; you just need to open your front door. The sport’s simplicity means your successes are your own, and also that there’s no one else to blame when you fail. And no sport shows the relentless decline of the aging body more clearly than running. If you can’t do what you did a year or a month ago, the evidence is right there on your watch.

			Sometimes, I use running as a form of meditation. I put on my shoes and go out. I connect my watch to satellites and then try to disconnect my mind from the swirl inside. Eventually, I’m alone in my head. Sometimes, I’ll focus on a musical mantra: “one-two-three, one-two-three,” tracking my steps and making sure I keep my left and right feet alternating symmetrically on the downbeat. Other times, I focus on my breath or on the sounds and motion around me, whether the blue jays in the Catskills or the trucks rumbling by on Broadway. Sometimes, as with all meditation, my attention wanders, like a stream flowing haphazardly through my mind, collecting sticks and carrying them until they wash to the side.

			When I run a workout, though, everything changes. I’m not trying to open my mind; I’m trying to close it. I shut out the blue jays and the trucks. I have to focus. If I’m with a training partner, I lock my attention on their shoulder if I’m behind or on their breath if I’m ahead. Usually, though, I’m on my own. I look for runners up the road and set imaginary races against them: Can I catch the lady in the purple sweatshirt before the second oak tree? Can I stay an even twenty meters behind the cyclist playing John Coltrane on a boom box? I check my watch and try not to let my pace deviate from the goal. I try to identify the parts of my body that hurt and then I push the pain away from them. I remind myself that I have run this fast before. Self-doubt is a smoldering fire. In a workout, the embers often flash. I don’t want to give them any air. Every action we take helps to build our habits. Quit once and it’ll be easier to quit the second time too.

			I don’t listen to music while I run. Every workout is a physical challenge—I’m trying to strengthen the muscles in my legs and my heart—but it’s also a mental challenge. I’m trying to teach my body how to move quickly and with good coordination through space. Running is a process of learning about your body and developing habits deep inside it. Music can confuse the signals. I want to deepen my understanding of the relationship between my stride, my pace, my breath. I don’t want a bassline, or the adrenaline that can flow with it, to get in the way.

			When I race in a marathon, my goal early on is to spend as little energy as possible thinking about anything extraneous. I think about posture and form and balance. I try not to think about the people cheering. I try not to think about past failures or successes. I try to glance as infrequently as possible at my watch. It takes energy, after all, to turn your head, and it takes energy to think. When people in my pack ask questions, or offer commentary, I respond in grunts. On easy runs with friends in the park, I’m a chatterbox. When I race, I’m a vault.

			Over the years, the sport has shifted my imagination and my sense of self. When I travel by train, I find myself looking out the window and noting spots to run by the creeks and forests nearby. When I arrive in a new city, I like to circle it with a run. I’ve seen more of the world while running than I have while walking. I have recurring dreams of mountains I’ve run up. But I spend much of the day at a desk, mind-wired to my to-do list. Running is my one connection to nature and to a younger, adventurous self who only and always wanted to be outside.

			

			—

			I’ve always loved the feeling of moving myself fast through empty space. At age five, I ran a mile with my father for the first time. One of my purest childhood memories is of sprinting down the dirt road at my grandparents’ farm in Maryland with my sister Phyllis when I was eight and she was nine. We plunged forward, making sure our tiny feet didn’t stick in any of the cow grates along the way. Two years later, I beat my mother for the first time in a race from the beech tree near our house to our front door.

			In high school, I was adrift and lonely until I stumbled onto the track team. I quickly earned stature and confidence that transferred into the classroom. Realizing I was good at something made me better at everything. I circled the blue track and set school records that helped me get into college. There, the sport taught me about failure, and the cruel idea that you can come up short because you’re not good enough, not because you didn’t try hard enough.

			For the next decade, running was my unrequited crush. I trained like a dilettante and searched for physiological shortcuts that don’t exist. I humiliated myself in races. Then, at 29, and in a rut professionally, I started to train seriously again. I found a coach, a team, and my old talent. I started finishing marathons in just a touch slower than 2:40. I wasn’t elite, but I was now good enough to win the occasional gift certificate from Dick’s Sporting Goods at local road races. I was also old enough to start declining but inexperienced enough to keep improving. For the next decade, these two forces—experience propelling me forward and age pushing me backward—stayed in balance. I was a man walking slowly forward on a moving sidewalk going slowly backward. I ran marathon after marathon in remarkably similar times.

			My father had taught me to run, and we had run together for years. The sport was part of his identity. It gave structure to his days, and he viewed it as a sign of vitality. He took pride in everything I did well, but he took a special pride in my running because it was a gift from him. He also warned me many times that my life would fracture at around 40, which was the age at which he’d run his fastest race.

			At age 43, my running changed completely. Through happenstance and good fortune, I was connected to a group of elite coaches who asked whether I would be interested in letting them train me for the coming Chicago Marathon. With their help, I started setting personal records. Then, at age 44, I ran a marathon in 2:29, making me one of the fastest marathoners my age in the world. Two years later, I set an American age-group record in the 50K. A few years after that, I became the top-ranked runner in the world in my age group in the 50-mile.

			For a long time, I had thought of athletic ability as a mountain. You’re born at the base, and you’ll die there too. In between, you climb higher and higher until you reach your peak and begin to descend. But as I trained with these new coaches, I began to understand that this analogy isn’t quite right, because as you get older you acquire wisdom that can help you get better. Perhaps athletic ability is more like rolling peaks. You go up, you go down. At some point you reach your pinnacle, but there are still vistas as you descend.

			I began to see deep connections between my new methods of training and the way I lived and worked. I began to understand the connections between the mental process one uses to run faster and the mental process one uses to get through anything hard. I learned that pain has physical causes but that it’s mostly a mental process: we slow in races less because we reach our physical limits than because our minds get scared. I realized that my father was wrong: your life doesn’t have to fracture at 40. You can use the lessons you learn in the sport—the discipline, self-awareness, and understanding of life’s rhythms—to hold off the kinds of demons that tormented him. I held on tight to running because I came to believe it would both bring me closer to my father and help me avoid becoming him.

			This book is partly a story about the mind of one runner. But it’s also a book in which I’ll tell the stories of five different runners I’ve met along the way: Bobbi Gibb, Tony Ruiz, Julia Lucas, Michael Westphal, and Suprabha Beckjord. They’ve all struggled with the sport, and they’ve all used the sport to process the other ways that life makes us struggle. They show how running can help us both escape and find our way home.

			But this is really a story about lots of runners, tying our shoes, heading to the starting line with all the things we carry—in our back pockets and buried deep inside. The gun goes off and we run. We breathe in and we breathe out. We look at the road ahead and step forward with the bodies shaped by what we’ve done before. We always hurt and we usually finish. We wonder what we just did and why we did it. Then we plan to do it all over again.

			I’ve been racing for 35 years. When I started, I ran two miles in just under 12 minutes. I wanted, then, to run like an adult. This past year, I finished 100 kilometers in the mountains in just over 12 hours. That day, I wanted to run like a child.

			Running is the simplest of sports. But if we look closely, it can teach us about the hardest things in life.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Thirteen Seconds

			
				Never, never, never again take on mice when you can take on tigers. The mice have the right to chew you to death. The tigers will fight and you’ll win.

				—Email from my father to me, December 1997

			

			On a Sunday in early November 2007, I woke up at 4:30 in the morning and tiptoed out of my bedroom, trying not to wake my wife, Danielle. I navigated to the kitchen, using my phone as a flashlight. There I found the breakfast that I’d laid out the night before: bananas and a salt bagel with peanut butter next to a glass of water. I put on my thin, light racing uniform and then draped myself in baggy sweatpants and a sweatshirt from the Salvation Army. I turned the brass knob of our apartment door and headed out into the cool Brooklyn morning, delighted that the house was still quiet. Danielle was sound asleep and nurturing a tiny, curved body—then roughly the size of a blueberry—whose heart had just started to beat.

			I was 32 years old, starting my annual pilgrimage from Brooklyn to Staten Island, where the New York City Marathon begins. From there, it winds through the five boroughs to the finish line in Central Park. On my way to the 4/5 train, I saw other marathoners leaving buildings nearby, like crabs emerging from their burrows in the sand before storming together toward the sea.

			Not everyone can run a marathon, but it’s remarkable how many can. There are the graceful leaders moving like antelopes on the veldt, and the elite wheelchair racers whose arms are thick as oaks. But then there are the rest of us, of every shape, size, and age. We go to the starting line together before we gradually slip apart. Marathons may be the only sporting event where anybody can directly test themselves against the very best in the world on the same day, in the same place.

			I moved slowly down the stairs to the subway, conserving energy by bringing both feet together before moving to the next step. On the 4 train, and then the Staten Island Ferry, I closed my eyes so I could visualize the race. At Fort Wadsworth, where the runners gathered, I lay on my back, stared at the sky, and tried to imagine each mile ahead—but my mind shifted to my father, who had run this race once, in 1982, and ridden the same ferry and sat somewhere in this same park. His life back then was a tempest of contradictions. He was working in the Reagan Administration as he came to terms with the realization that he was gay. He had begun to achieve the professional recognition he had long sought, even as he made a bonfire out of the structures—marriage, family, and social groups—that had supported his career. He had blown up his marriage with my mother and left the leafy Boston suburbs to cruise the alleyways of Dupont Circle.

			His life was manic and confused, and he was entering a period of record-setting promiscuity and little sleep. But he was still a runner, and this habit seemed to create just enough gravitational force for him to hold his life together. He ran every morning, alternating runs of 12 miles and 6 miles. When I visited him at his new home on Q Street, he would head out on a run before I woke up and return, covered in sweat, just as I was making my way down his dusty, half-renovated stairway with its broken banister. On the day of the 1982 New York marathon, he had sat in this park and hit play on Vivaldi’s Orlando furioso on his Walkman. It was, he would later write, appropriate that he was listening to an opera about “a stirring figure driven mad by the world’s demands.”

			I rubbed Vaseline between my toes to prevent blisters and then made my way to the start at the base of the Verrazzano-Narrows Bridge. I was part of a starting group called “local elite,” which sounds more impressive if you focus on the noun and not the adjective. I pulled off my sweatshirt and sweatpants and tossed them to the side. I felt nearly naked in the cold and stood tightly packed with the other runners. We fist-bumped our friends, peed into Gatorade bottles, and waited. I rotated my foot inward and stretched my ankle joint, then eased my ear toward my shoulder to loosen my neck. There aren’t that many ways to warm up when pressed shoulder to shoulder with strangers.

			Every runner had their reasons to be on the starting line. Each of us had paid $100 or more to shiver in the cold at the start before suffering for hours and getting an apple and a blanket at the end. My reasons were clear. Two years earlier, at the age of 30, I had run this race in 2:43:51, by far my fastest marathon yet. Two weeks later, my doctor found a lump in my throat. I was swept into a series of tests and sent down endless, cold hospital hallways before I learned that I was suffering from thyroid cancer.

			The next year was hell. I had my neck sliced open twice; I underwent radiation therapy and lived briefly in isolation. My cancer was eminently treatable, but I was convinced, often, that I was going to die. Danielle and I wanted to have children, but we had to put our plans on hold. How could I bring a new life into this world when the current life was so uncertain? Struggling to understand this cancer, I tried to think of it as a foreign invader, but that wasn’t quite right. It wasn’t a virus or an infection. It had grown from me, in me. It was me.

			The announcer called out, “On your marks.” I tensed out of habit and leaned forward, putting my weight on the front of my toes. I crossed myself as a reminder that what I was about to do was both spiritual and quite hard. Then the gun fired. “New York, New York” blared from the starting-line speakers, and I was off. Up the bridge we went, looking left to see the skyscrapers of downtown Manhattan, so far north of us now and yet so far south of the finish line in Central Park. The bridge swayed ever so slightly as the mass of runners began to storm across.

			I followed precisely the plan I had for the race, running calmly down into Bay Ridge, Brooklyn. These were quiet miles, with people strolling out to the side of the course with their signs and Sunday-morning coffee. I ran with my friend Corey, drafting, or taking turns blocking the wind, as we moved down the thoroughfare of Fourth Avenue and past its mix of bodegas and nineteenth-century churches. I was once told that a runner begins a race with a hundred pennies of energy in his or her pocket. The goal is to spend those pennies as evenly as you can until, in a sprint at the end, you drop the last one. In these first few miles, though, it’s easy to waste pennies: high-fiving a random spectator on the side or accelerating slightly to get around someone in your way. I started to keep track of the runners going at my pace and gave them names in my head. There was “yellow singlet,” “purple shorts,” “hairy back.” I analyzed their posture and the sound of their breath.

			With each step, I tried to visualize a different part of my body, moving with strength and relaxation. I thought about my toes pressing through my soft socks, onto the foam of my racing shoes, onto the hard asphalt and then pushing me off. I concentrated briefly on the sensation in my calf and my Achilles tendon: the force going down and then propelling me forward. I marveled, as I often do, about how strange it is that one spends roughly half of each race suspended in air. I imagined a straight line up my back from my sit bones to the base of my skull, a balloon attached to my head, keeping me upright and balanced. And I worried about all the silly things that runners worry about: Were my contact lenses going to slip out of place? Had I put on enough sunblock to prevent a burn but not so much that it would make it harder to sweat? If I had a slight sensation that I was going too fast or too hard, I looked at my watch. If my pace was too fast, I would breathe in through my nose and out through my mouth, relaxing my body and trying to bring in a sense of calm.

			Sometimes, my mind drifted. Deep in a race, lost in desperate agony, you want to disassociate and send your mind off into the clouds. Part of learning to race, though, is learning how to lock back in. Focus on the shoes of the man ahead of you; focus on your breath; focus on your feet. Meditate on the task at hand. Disassociation usually makes you slow.

			After 44 minutes, we neared my favorite spot of the whole race: mile seven, where Danielle would emerge from Union Street in Park Slope, Brooklyn. Several blocks before that, I moved out of my pack to the right side of the road so that she’d be able to spot me. She stepped out of the crowd, and I stepped toward it and kissed her on the cheek. I thought about the child who might appear in seven or eight months. I thought back to two years earlier, when she had waited at the very same spot as I ran toward her with an unknown poison growing in my neck.

			When you have cancer, there are many hard moments: meetings with doctors, phone calls with results, treatments, scans, surgeries. I can remember the feel of the sweater I was wearing when I got one particularly discouraging call from my doctor, and the cold floor of our bathroom where I once lay vomiting endlessly after a round of treatment. But now I remembered a cold afternoon on Union Street just a few blocks uphill from the racecourse. I was done with my treatments and the scar on my neck was starting to heal. I walked out of our fourth-floor apartment and turned right on Eighth Avenue and then right again on Union Street, eager to walk the slightly uphill block that would take me into Prospect Park. I had lost much of my strength and was walking slowly, effortfully. One foot and then the other. But I couldn’t do it. I stopped at a house about halfway up the block and sat on the bottom step of its stoop, dizzy and disoriented, weakened by my medications. I couldn’t even walk around the block. Would I ever be able to race again? I kept trying, though—going a little farther every day. Eventually, my strength returned. First, I could walk up the block, then I could run it. Then I could run around the park. And here, in November 2007, I was back out on the course, running at the same pace I had in November 2005.

			After kissing Danielle, I turned right on Lafayette Avenue, passing the Brooklyn Academy of Music where a jazz band played. Every so often, I glided out of my pack at a water station to grab a paper cup, like a starling briefly breaking from its flock. Then on to Williamsburg, passing the Hasidim in their furry shtreimels. I felt the slightest of pains at random moments. The top of my left knee hurt for a minute. An old injury in my right iliotibial band made itself known. But these were the nips of a mosquito, not the bites of a lion that I expected to come. I saved precious seconds by running on the crown of the road, the flattest part, and, when all other factors were equal, choosing the shadier side of the course. I had practiced running in a perfectly direct line countless times: watching my right or left shoe land with the edge directly on the white traffic line on a road. Now I would do that while I followed a practice of “running the tangents,” looking to the horizon and running the straightest route I could, shaving precious meters off the total distance I would have to cover.

			We left the bustle of Brooklyn and crossed the Pulaski Bridge over Newtown Creek, the contaminated tributary that marks the border between Brooklyn and Queens and the exact halfway point of the race. I wondered why the bridge seemed so steep on the way up and nearly flat on the way down. At about mile 14.5, someone on the sideline screamed “almost halfway there,” which should have led to their immediate arrest. These were hard miles, and my mind started to drift in the quiet of Queens. I started to do calculations about how much I could slow and still run a decent time. I wondered if, ethically, I could be proud of doing well since it made each person behind me finish one place worse. My mind wandered for about two minutes before I snapped myself back. No, I was here. I had a goal. I was going to run faster than I had two years before. I looked for Corey and “purple shorts” and slowly caught back up.

			We rounded onto the Queensboro Bridge. It’s darker, and much quieter, than everything before. There’s nobody cheering, no sounds of the city. I climbed up to the crest and passed the marker for mile 15. Then I descended, hitting mile 16, and heard the crowd roar like the sound in a ballpark when the hometown slugger hits a deep drive to left. Loud, louder, louder still. I came down and saw the beautiful blue-and-white tiles embossed near the base of the bridge. I felt like a human cannonball, flying out toward the circus crowd.

			It was here that, twenty-five years earlier in 1982, I had stood with Florrie, my Irish Catholic nanny, and searched for my father in the sea of sweaty people in short shorts at mile 16. The leaders blitzed by, and he wasn’t with them. Then the trickle of runners became a stream and then a river. I worried that we had missed him. But thirty minutes after the leaders, my father ran down the bridge. He must have seen me before I spotted him because I remember him swinging out of the pack toward me. I remember the sweat on his hairy shoulders, and I remember a sense of love that emanated from him. I handed him a bottle of orange juice and gave him a fresh pair of New Balance shoes. He bent down on one knee, almost in prayer, tying the knot. He finished, smiled, and hurried onward.

			My father’s goal that day in 1982 had been to finish in under three hours, and he came close, missing by only a minute. I didn’t then have much sense of how the sport worked—or, for that matter, how fatigue or time worked—and for years, I would wonder why he hadn’t just sprinted at the end.

			I held on to this image—of my father at the bridge—before shifting to focus on my own stride and my breath. I was feeling confident, and my pace was still good. I felt a dull weight across my body, though, and I could tell that I was starting to slow. I reached the Willis Avenue Bridge, which takes you into the Bronx. As I started that little climb, something started to feel just a bit off-center. There’s a distinct feeling I get in a race or a workout when I’ve done just a little too much or gone just a little too fast. It’s not a sharp pain like stepping on a nail or even having a stone in my shoe. When it starts, it’s not even physical: there’s just a heaviness or dizziness that sets in. Gradually, if it’s a bad day, as it was today, the pain spreads, radiating through my body. I started to lose my hand-eye coordination. I reached for a water cup and spilled it on my right calf. I tried to grab another and missed it completely.

			By the time I hit mile 21 and entered Harlem, my brain was hosting a Crossfire-style debate about my body. On one side, there was a Nick, standing tall and proud, urging me on. Keep the pace. Five miles to go. You can go faster than you went before you got sick. Across the dais, a different Nick, somewhat haggard, was making the case to slow, just for a minute. Wouldn’t it be great to just relax a bit? You could breathe in, rest, smile at all these lovely people on the side. You’ve done a lot already; coming back from cancer is hard. That little sensation in the knee? That one in the lower back? It might be something serious that will haunt you for years.

			The confident voice prevailed. I passed Marcus Garvey Park at mile 22. I had visualized myself here, strong as a gazelle and ready to glide into Central Park, but that wasn’t to be. Runners were now overtaking me. I thought of how hard it had been to get fast again after being sick. Running with speed isn’t just a physiological process: it’s a psychological one. You have to remember what it feels like to pump your arms and legs at a rapid cadence in sync. You have to remember how to make yourself run once or twice more up that hill that you don’t want to run up anymore. I had spent years learning these skills, and then a clump of cells in my neck had forced me to learn them all again.

			The course enters Central Park at East 90th Street, just before the marker for mile 24. By now my mind was almost empty. I was still moving forward, but I thought of nothing except the step ahead and the sensation that would ricochet through my body when my foot hit the ground. These were miles on the course I had run hundreds of times. Friends stood along the sidelines cheering my name or taking photographs that they would later send me. But I didn’t hear or see them. At the end of a race, your peripheral vision shuts down.

			Finally, I could see the finish and a familiar time displayed on the clock above. I started to sprint as best I could. I crossed the line in 2:43:38, 13 seconds faster than I had run before I got sick.

			We get through most days in life without having to really think about death, which also means that we don’t spend a lot of time dwelling on the remarkable fact that we are alive. But sometimes, we feel love, or danger, nearby. There’s a boulder crashing down the crevasse we’re hiking. Maybe it’s heading right toward us; maybe it has just missed us and is now thundering through the forest below. And then, no matter where we are—an actual mountaintop, our childhood bedroom, or the delirious finish of the New York City Marathon in Central Park—our eyes and minds open. We kiss the ground and praise whatever god we worship for putting us in this place, at this time.

			My eyes filled with tears as I looked at my watch, saw my time, and realized what I had just accomplished. Then I wrapped myself in a shimmering space blanket, grabbed an apple and a bottle of water, and hobbled forward to exit the park. I headed down to the train that would take me home and sat on the brown wooden bench on the platform. An elderly man in a parka asked how I had done. “I did great,” I responded with a smile. He nodded and I had a sense that he understood precisely what I meant: that I had pushed through something terrifying in life and come out on the other side just a bit stronger. He’d made it to an age where he’d probably had moments like this too. I got onto the train and began the trip home, south and under the city. In a little while, my train would pass deep underground, beneath thousands of marathon runners still heading north toward the finish line.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Run Around the Block

			
				If you can fill the unforgiving minute

				With sixty seconds’ worth of distance run,

				Yours is the Earth and everything that’s in it,

				And—which is more—you’ll be a Man, my son!

				—Rudyard Kipling, “IF—”

			

			My father began training for marathons during the great running boom of the 1970s. In 1980, I started tagging along. My father plotted out a mile by driving his Volkswagen Scirocco, eye on the odometer, around the block where we lived, just outside Boston. Start at the front door by the boxwoods, turn left and left again. Go two full loops around the block, and, on the third, stop at the gate in the fence just past the beech tree. The block was in a beautiful suburban oasis, but it had a touch of violence. Each time we rounded the northeastern corner, we had to pass a pair of enraged German shepherds, fenced in but menacing as they tracked us. Then it was back to the quiet chestnut trees and Tudor-style houses. I remember the triumph of running the whole thing by my father’s side. Running a full mile made me feel as though I’d done something real. I proudly placed my tiny sneakers next to his size-nine shoes by the front door.

			In the back of that house with the boxwoods, we had a long, beautiful garden, and at the far end was a yew bush. You could duck in there during a game of hide-and-seek and be completely invisible. I would play in the leaves with my father and my older sister, Phyllis, and then we would all do pushups while my mother cared for my newborn sister, Heidi, inside. Under his bed, my father kept a red 10-pound weight that he used for sit-ups, and sometimes I would sneak in and try to use it too. When I picture him now, I see him as he was in 1980, 38, strong and smiling, and running in his red Lacoste shirt with socks that could stretch to his knees but were squished down at his ankles.

			For the most part, my childhood was blissful, even after my father moved away in 1982. My mother sent me to a lovely private school in Brookline, Massachusetts, where I joined the math team, sang the patter song in Iolanthe, and built a giant stereo cabinet in shop class. I adored my sisters. The walls in our handsome brick house were lined with books. I had a yard and a basketball hoop. The banister never broke. I went to church every Sunday and donned a blue blazer when I traveled on an airplane. I spent my time putting together puzzles and creating games with my Star Wars figurines. My mother drove me to endless soccer games and tennis tournaments. She took me to ice hockey practices at 5 a.m. She read me stories every night, often nodding off in her chair as I fell asleep.

			My mother’s parenting style was to provide a remarkable degree of freedom and independence, within a couple of crucial restraints. She would draw boundaries around wherever we were and then let me roam freely within them. “We made a deal when you were little,” she would often say years later. “I could dress you in whatever I wanted you to wear, and then you could do whatever you wanted to do.”

			My mother was a single parent, with three kids, whose ex-husband was a tornado. When he left, he ransacked the home they shared and, shortly thereafter, decided to make a sport of filing custody lawsuits against her on Mother’s Day or her birthday. At one point, he called my grade school and falsely reported that a man was coming to kidnap me. Throughout all this, my mother decided to earn a PhD and start a career as an art historian. She volunteered every Sunday at our church. Her friends bequeathed her at least twenty-five godchildren. I never saw her crack.

			My father complained about my mother endlessly, but my mother almost never mentioned him. Fifteen years after my father left, she married a litigator from Ropes & Gray. My sisters and I adored him, and my mother found a calm she’d never had with my father. She built a lighthouse for us in the stormy seas that my father stirred up. The qualities of “patience” and “endurance” are so similar that they are the same word in Greek, hypomonē. As the apostle Paul wrote, “We rejoice in our sufferings, knowing that suffering produces endurance, and endurance produces character, and character produces hope.” I think my mother could have been an excellent marathoner.

			My sisters and I would see our father once a week for dinner in Brookline, and we’d journey to Washington, or to his farm in Warrenton, Virginia, for occasional weekend and summer trips. My father’s central project was to keep my two sisters and me—but particularly me—from going soft. He resented the world I grew up in and worried that we would emerge from our Brookline private school without calluses on our hands. He had grown up in Oklahoma and left to join the New England elite. Now he wanted to put a little Oklahoma into his New England elitists.

			He gave us lists of chores—sweep by the pool, mow the lawn—which he’d put on the fridge, and gave us 25 cents for finishing each one. He taught me to rotate the tires on the car and to drive a tractor. We dug huge fire pits to burn our garbage and spent weeks planting poplar trees all along the driveway. My sisters and I painted all the rooms inside the house. Every summer, we stained the outdoor porch and pulled out the nails that had popped up in the Virginia humidity. He paid me $10 to read A Tale of Two Cities when I was in the sixth grade. Phyllis, then in seventh, had to read Anna Karenina.

			I never resented the work. He admired productivity, and he paid attention to us when we were being productive. He’d tell me stories as we yanked on the bolts of his Mitsubishi or painted the walls. If I identified the aria of a Mozart opera, he would tell me all about Mozart’s childhood. Every now and then, he and I would put on our worn-down sneakers, yell for the dogs, and run a mile or two down the Virginia roads.

			There were still clouds. For three years, my father dated a man I’ll call Jack who stole statues and paintings from auction houses. He intentionally ran his car over my older sister’s cat, and he tried to drug my dog to death. (My resilient dog survived; he got his revenge one morning by running upstairs and defecating in their bed.) Jack once dragged me across the kitchen by my legs in a way that he pretended was playful but that hurt like hell. He pulled a knife on a babysitter. His only virtue was his frequent absence. My father feared that Jack would murder him in the hopes of getting a life insurance payout. So he adjusted his will to leave Jack just three things: a copy of M. Scott Peck’s People of the Lie, Hobbes’s Leviathan, and a large dildo.

			In the summer when I was eleven, my father, my sisters, and I spent most of our time at the creek, trying to build a swimming hole. This wasn’t a simple project: we needed logs, mud, and hundreds of rocks. Phyllis, Heidi, and I would stand with my father in the muddy waters, shoveling mud and flicking it on top of the rock pile. He would carry big rocks from upstream and yank at fallen trees. We’d slowly patch the dam together and watch the river widen. Then we’d take shovels and dig deeper. Every day, we’d arrive to find a new hole in the dam. But eventually, we could swim under water, at least for a few feet. My father would dive down, playfully dunking us, before emerging with instructions on the next rocks to haul.

			

			▪

			My father’s father, Frank Thompson, came from a line of homesteaders, ranchers, and gun-slinging explorers of the American West. Frank was born in 1909 and grew up in a poor, sparsely populated patch of the Verde Valley in Arizona. Many days, he walked seven miles to join the other 100 students at Clarkdale High School. Eventually, he moved to California and became the first person in his family to make it to a college of any sort, attending the University of Redlands. He didn’t know how to dress, and he didn’t have any money, but he was a sportsman. He became a Golden Gloves champion and he ran the half-mile for the track team. He also could debate. The campus newspaper, in the fall of 1933, reported on a competition with another young man who went on to have a noteworthy career. “Frank Thompson, a prominent junior in campus speaking circles, placed second in the Southern California extemporaneous speaking contest held in the Student Body Auditorium at Whittier College. Richard Nixon of Whittier was the first-place winner.”

			After college, Frank decided that he had been called by God to become a missionary. He believed that he was one-sixteenth Sioux, and he became a librarian at Bacone College, a Baptist school for Native Americans in Muskogee, Oklahoma. He fell in love with a young singer and music instructor from Missouri named Loretta Long. They married in 1939, my aunt Sara Sue was born in 1940, and my father, Willard Scott Thompson, arrived on New Year’s Day, 1942. Frank attended seminary in New England, became a minister, and then returned to Bacone as the school’s president.

			My father grew up terrified of his father. In an unpublished memoir, he wrote, “The problem was simple; I was not the son my father wished. He would give me geometrically increasing incentives to do push-ups, pull-ups or anything athletic. He was generous in his gift of baseball bats, footballs, finally resigning himself to archery. I sensed his rejection in a variety of ways.” My father was uncoordinated and athletically indifferent. He wanted to listen to Bach and Mozart. As an adult, he would claim, implausibly but tellingly, that his first full sentence was, “Mother, put on the Eine kleine Nachtmusik.” At school, he was the academic star. At home, he would
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