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			Starting Line

			The sight, so unexpected and so compelling, that ultimately led me to become immersed in the all-consuming world of high-school cross-country happened in late afternoon, early October 2016, in my new place of residence, the blue-collar-poor but agriculture-rich city of Yakima, Washington. I was driving up 40th Avenue in one of the busiest strip-mall centers in a low-rise city replete with them. I had been distracted by the radio, the seemingly nonstop coverage on National Public Radio’s (NPR) of the heated presidential race, and I failed to see that traffic had backed up to a standstill—a rarity in this town—traffic had backed up to a standstill. I stopped just in time and, once my heart rate returned to normal, stared ahead with simmering dread at the line of cars snaking up the hill, a passel of Subaru all-wheel drives, pickup trucks with dauntingly high ground clearance, and a few early-model, low-slung sedans that had seen better days but throbbed with heavy bass beats from blown-out speakers. 

			There emerged from the side of road, along a cracked and sorry excuse for a sidewalk, a hive of bobbing heads loping at a steady, almost metronomic pace—arms swinging and legs churning with impressive precision. Two hives, actually. First came a group of boys, about 10 strong and primarily Hispanic, nearly all shirtless and stick thin, their mahogany torsos gleaming slickly in the sun as they dutifully ground out a brisk pace. From farther up the road came a clump of girls, this pack a little more diffuse, their ponytails swishing, their stride more of a prance than a pounding, their collective mien jovial and chatty, save a short girl in front whose brown hair was gathered in a severe bun and whose full attention seemed focused on the task at hand. 

			The traffic light turned green just then, but I didn’t make it through the intersection. This allowed me more time to watch these young runners at work. I figured it was the cross-country team from Eisenhower High School, located about two miles south of where I sat idling on 40th Avenue. The school is 70 percent Hispanic, with its share of DACA (Delayed Action for Childhood Arrivals) kids, and so low-income it qualifies for free breakfast and lunch for all students. And now it seemed clear Eisenhower also had some very swift runners. By the time they reached the bottom of the hill, near the intersection where I awaited release from the traffic snarl, they made a slight left turn and pooled at the base of a cul-de-sac along a road heading straight up, up, up a half mile to Yakima’s only true “exclusive neighborhood” on the aptly named Scenic Drive. They milled about for maybe 10 seconds and then took off like an elk herd. At that point, though, so did I. The light had changed, and traffic flowed once more. But in that instant, I swiveled my head to the right and saw these runners, silhouetted by the sun, lower their heads as if in supplication and proceed in a long, snaking line up the steep incline. Unbidden, a half-remembered line from the poet Theodore Roethke came to me: “May they be taken by the true burning / May they flame into being!”

			This is youth, I thought. This is sport. 

			This, too, is decidedly not football, arguably our new national pastime, our overriding obsession, all of that rah-rah Friday Night Lights high-school hoopla celebrated across the land each autumn. These, rather, were just kids out on a run, training for competitions that usually take place in the dew-saturated dawn of Saturday morning, long after the lights of Friday night, with the concomitant revelry and pageantry that high-school football engenders, have been extinguished. Cross-country, I thought in that moment, has to be the purest form of sport to be found. Run. Just go run. The fastest, the most fit, wins. Period. And the races, fittingly, traverse varying terrain—not the sheer monotony of circling a track. Like life, if you are of a metaphoric bent. Unpredictable. Uphill. Slightly dangerous. Often exhilarating. In cross-country, you never know what obstacles are around the bend, but you do know that you will have to deal with whatever comes, to push through, regardless of the pain involved. Cross-country runners love and hate the pain, perhaps in equal measure. The “love” part must dominate, because, if not, why else would they do it? Not for adulation. A cross-country runner is not going to be Homecoming King, not going to be the queen-bee popular girl, not going to have cheerleaders shaking pom-poms celebrating her or his sporting exploits. To run is to move through life with purpose, to keep putting one foot in front of the other until a clear destination emerges. 

			And for a school such as Eisenhower, many of whose students are children of farm workers and struggle to get by financially, the elemental nature of cross-country perhaps can serve as a socioeconomic and athletic leveler with those more affluent, predominantly white-dominated teams from schools in Seattle or Spokane or, heck, even just 70 miles away in the Tri-Cities of Pasco, Kennewick, and Richland. What’s more, in a city saturated with fast-food joints and where bike lanes and sidewalks are merely rumors, these runners seemed to represent a rebuke, maybe even an answer, to the alarming rate of childhood obesity (37 percent) and type 2 diabetes (30 percent) endemic in the entire Yakima Valley. 

			All this I thought as I turned down the yakking pundits on NPR and just contemplated that brief, sublime sight of runners in the bloom of youth. Where, I wondered, is the literary paean to cross-country that, according to the National Federation of State High Schools Associations, attracts more than a million participants each fall? Who has written this sport’s Friday Night Lights, that seminal 1990 book of sporting literature that later became a movie and TV show? Sure, in early 2015, Disney had released a movie, McFarland, USA, about a plucky band of 1980s Hispanic farm kids in California who, overcoming the requisite Disneyfied adversity, won a small school cross-country title. But that movie, “based on a true story,” frankly was mostly the stuff of Hollywood, full of embellishment and brimming with poetic license and cheap sentiment. Where, I wondered, could one find the real version, the expanded and nuanced look at a minority high-school team that embraces this so-called minor sport and produces winning teams and quality students, year in and year out, for decades on end?

			* * *

			Turned out it could be found right there in the town I just recently had begun to call home. What I was doing in Yakima, after a lifetime in California—11 years in the Sacramento area and, before that, another decade or so in the Bay Area and in Los Angeles during my formative years—was to reinvent myself after three decades as a staff writer for daily newspapers, a media platform that, if not dying, was at the very least being moved into assisted living by its younger, hipper high-tech descendants. I had a vague, inchoate plan—grad school, English literature, and then what?—and my wife, a nurse practitioner, wanted to be closer to our daughter off at college in the western part of Washington State. 

			But something buried deep inside me stirred at the sight of those runners on that October afternoon. I could not shake the image. Part of it was, perhaps, a yearning for the past—both distant and recent. I had spent the first 10 years of my career as a sportswriter for the Los Angeles Times and, so caught up was I in covering the basketball Lakers and baseball Dodgers, I had never written about running, save some Olympic Games assignments. More recently, I had fallen hard for running as part of my early-onset midlife crisis, having twice qualified for and run in the Boston Marathon, as well as competing in races from 5Ks on the roads to ultramarathons on mountainous trails. 

			More recently, I had become enamored of prep cross-country after watching my daughter’s high-school team from Davis, California, finish second in the state in 2014 and place 12th at NXN, the prestigious Nike Cross Nationals. Never underestimate how your children’s obsessions can become your own. So taken was I with the sport during my daughter’s career that I rearranged my reporting schedule, which required considerable travel, to make sure never to miss a meet in the fall. I would tell anyone who would listen, and even those who would not—those in the newsroom who mistakenly thought that the sport was boring and that you could only see the runners twice during a race (at the start and at the finish)—that there was much to see in a race, drama unfolding with each step. I wanted people to understand what cross-country was, what it meant to the participants. Instead I received, even from the sports department at my last newspaper, the Sacramento Bee, mostly blank stares and, sometimes, even outright scoffing. Minor sport, they sneered. Minor interest. Go back to the features department, bub, they snarled.

			How to tell them that to nearly a million slim-hipped, concave-chested sporting misfits across the nation—and those who love them—there is nothing quite like the start of cross-country season? It means, for spectators, dressing in layers to be sloughed off like reptilian skin as the morning warms. It means leaning over the flag-lined barriers waiting for the first flash of fluorescent shoes to emerge from a tree thicket. It means counting like-colored singlets as the herd thunders past, trying to suss out where your team’s top-five runners stand—lowest score wins in this most ass-backward of sports, points given out according to an individual’s order of finish—compared to that hated rival in gaudy yellow and orange jerseys. It means waiting on that railing until your child or sibling or friend, passes with agony etched into her face, far back from the lead pack but plugging along undaunted. OK, maybe slightly daunted. It means shouting encouragement (“looking good,” “finish strong”) that neither you nor she really believes will help but nonetheless must be dutifully uttered. It means, as a fan, gamboling over downed trees and through weed patches to catch yet more glimpses of the lead pack as the three-mile race up dusty hill and down muddy dale (or, increasingly and lamentably, especially in college races, sanitized golf-course fairways) unfolds. 

			Yes, the most misunderstood thing about watching cross-country is that it has no real spectators, in the strictest sense. To be a fan is to participate. Coaches and parents have been known to clutch course maps and, with the perspicacity of field generals, plot out prime viewing points and speculate about the time and effort to alight there while making sure to make it back to the finish. Often, fans orbiting around the finishing chute will be as sweaty and out of breath as the competitors, having run almost as long, though certainly not as hard. What is most striking about witnessing a cross-country race on the prep level is its democratizing aspect. You see all types—tall and gangly; short and squat; some for whom puberty is a mere rumor; others sporting more facial hair than hipsters at a craft beer expo. In many states, for all but the championship meets, the number of runners to be entered is unlimited. Unlike in “ball” sports, cross-country coaches don’t “cut” athletes. If you’re there to run, they’ll find a race for you. And at the front, among the elites, you are an audience to pure athleticism. Runners look at once vulnerable, even fawnlike, yet also hewn with ropy, striated muscles in the quadriceps and calves. Their strides are long and smooth, arms syncopated in a fluid cadence, inscrutable faces betraying neither pain nor fatigue. The girls’ ponytails swing with a frenzy; the boys’ pumping fists show a strength their slender frames mask. 

			I dare you to look at a finish line just after a cross-country race and not be amazed by the sheer grit, laser-focused determination, and raw emotion on display. Runners, often, are sprawled like fallen soldiers on the grass, limbs splayed, rib cages rising and falling rapidly. Occasionally, they must be assisted off the course, but the vast majority are so strong and fit that, though obviously winded, they walk off proudly, often arm in arm with exhausted teammates—and sometimes even with competitors. 

			That sight, runners utterly spent at the finish line, is every bit as iconic an image as an end-zone touchdown celebration or a gaggle of teammates greeting the walk-off home-run hitter at home plate or basketball players being hoisted up to cut down the net. And it’s played out each Saturday morning in the fall, everywhere in the land. 

			* * *

			Two days after that 40th Avenue sighting, I talked to my daughter on the phone from her dorm room in Bellingham, on the other side—the preferred side, she said—of the Cascade Range. I mentioned my glimpse of the Eisenhower runners and how it reminded me of her California prep cross-country team not so long ago.

			“Dad,” she exclaimed with daughterly exasperation, “you didn’t know that Ike is one of the best programs in the state?”

			“Ike?” I asked. 

			“Eisenhower, Dad. The president they named the school for?”

			“Right, right, of course.”

			“Dad! They’ve got this coach who’s been there forever, an Irish guy. You’d totally like him. It’d make a great story. Everyone calls him ‘Mister.’ His real name is Phil English. But everyone calls him Mister. Not Mr. English. Just Mister. The guys on my team [Western Washington University] know all about him. Everyone does.”

			I told her I’d check it out. And I was tempted. Really, I was. But at that point I was trying to sever my 30-plus-year ties with journalism, just as I had at some point divorced myself from sportswriting, seeing it as too trivial and celebrity-saturated, too bloated with narcissistic millionaire athletes and avaricious, plutocratic owners—in general, just not serious enough a subject to merit deep analysis. Yet another part of me, the youthful idealistic part long dormant, has always hewed to the hoary cliché that sports can serve as a microcosm of society. 

			I thought that, just maybe, I could find out a little more about this gritty new city I called home, a city that baffled me at first by its odd combination of high-desert aridity and agricultural richness, by examining one of its local sports teams. Yakima is, after all, hardly a place an outsider would peg as being part of verdant Washington, the so-called Evergreen State. Yakima, with a population hovering around 100,000, has long been derided by West-of-the-Cascades types (read: Seattle folks) as both a rural backwater and a depressed blue-collar town in which Hispanics outnumber whites. It has been called “Yaki-Vegas,” a kitschy nickname that, according to its definition on Urban Dictionary, stems from its reputation as a city “riddled with crime and gang violence[;] the depressed area around and including the city are known for high unemployment rate and low property values.” Not to mention high rates of childhood obesity and domestic violence. And not to mention its alarmingly low rate of high-school graduates. A kitschy billboard on Interstate 82 heading into the city proclaims, “Welcome to Yakima, The Palm Springs of Washington.” A bit of an exaggeration, that. Palm Springs doesn’t have a downtown of empty storefronts, blighted row housing, billboards featuring bail bond services and personal-injury lawyers. Yes, Yakima has its issues. But then you see these kids loping along the roadside, these runners looking so strong and confident and full of life, and hope for the town and its youth is buoyed.  

			* * *

			One night, coinciding with the first mid-December snowfall, I gave into curiosity and Googled the Eisenhower coach, Phil “Mister” English. Up popped a photo of a proper, white-haired gentleman wearing a Donegal tweed hat; a very fit 60-something, his arms crossed over the slightest bit of paunch. He was surveying his team of predominantly Hispanic boys doing what looked to be stretching exercises. I learned from the web that the boys’ team in 2016 had finished third at the state meet, one point out of second place, and that a surprising sophomore named Alfonso “Fonzi” Cuevas had shocked everyone by finishing fifth overall. The girls’ team had finished far lower at the state meet, though that short, brown-haired, bun-wearing girl, Erica Simison, placed 10th overall—and the fact that most internet accounts mentioned how disappointing the girls’ result had been only reinforced the program’s high standards. More digging, and I found Coach English’s school e-mail address. I hesitated only a few seconds before dashing off a quick note to him, expressing my nascent interest in writing about the program. I wasn’t really expecting a response, or at least not a timely one. 

			Two days later, we met at a coffee shop, where this genial but flinty-eyed Irishman with an engaging lilt to his voice sipped hot tea and talked for two hours about the team, the town, the sport. He talked about runners who came from migrant families with not enough to eat, runners from previous years who had been undocumented DACA kids, runners who excelled beyond expectations and those who fell short. He talked about spending money to buy kids running shoes as well as to purchase food and storing it in a freezer underneath the track stadium. He talked about his upbringing, his emigration from a poor section in rural Ireland in order to run and attend college in 1970s America. He talked, too, about the sublime pleasures of running and how he’s relished passing along that love to generations of youth (“yutes,” he pronounced it in his Irish brogue). 

			By the time we parted, it was all set. Starting in summer, I’d be following the Eisenhower team—every practice, every meeting, every pre-meet pasta feed, every jouncing bus ride, every early-morning drills session, every evening video review—for the entirety of the 2017 cross-country season. 

			“You’ll see,” Mister said (and, yes, it felt silly calling him “Mister,” but everyone uses the nickname), “that there’s more to this story than just running. A lot more. But the running part’s pretty interesting, too, all right.” 

			Mister, as he is about so many things, was right about that. In a few months’ time, I would find myself spending every day in the presence of the 32 members of Eisenhower’s cross-country team. I would watch them run with a joy and effortlessness that might well be the very definition of youth. I would listen to their hopes and dreams and overhear their terribly urgent adolescent psychodramas. I would learn about their sometimes challenging home lives—single-parent families, migrant farmworker parents, the stress of familial obligations versus the desire to be first-generation college students.

			Above all, I would experience, through new eyes, the sheer joy of sport, of striving for goals that may or may not come to pass, of a bunch of kids, both unremarkable and extraordinary, who flame into being.

		


		
			Home Stretch

			They gather in the dimly lit hallway outside the locker rooms, as they had so many times these past few months. Only, on this chilly early November morning, it is two hours later than their customary dreary, bleary-eyed predawn practices, precursors to their real afternoon workouts in which they run, do some drills, run some more, and then do even more running. They stand, too, not in their mismatched everyday workout gear but in what best can be described as running formal wear: long-sleeved T-shirts of tech fabric, emblazoned with “Eisenhower Cross Country” across the chest, letters tilted slightly to the right to denote motion and speed; basic black nylon sweatpants, cut sleek and tapered along the legs, nothing baggy, nothing sagging. Their hair is combed, their faces scrubbed. They look sharp. Look sleek. Most important, they look fast. Freakin’ fast.

			Whenever the Eisenhower boys’ and girls’ cross-country teams don this ensemble, it sends a message to their classmates, to teachers, to staff. It means they will be leaving class early to do that weird cross-country thing they do, to go off to some far-flung locale for a meet in which they will run over hills and through the woods, along dirt paths and over terrain ranging from soggy turf to rock-strewn roads. Few among their peers know where these meets take place, much less what exactly goes on there—you mean, low scores are good?—and nearly the whole season has gone by without a single cheerleader or pep-squad member deigning to show up and root for what is, by far, the school’s most successful team. Hell, it’s Eisenhower’s only fall sports team to win its league and district titles and garner top-10 rankings in Washington’s largest and most competitive division. No fewer than five trophy cases, holding 30 years of memorabilia from Eisenhower’s seven state titles and 25 podium finishes, line the halls on the upper floor of the enclosed campus (most cases, not coincidentally, are directly outside the door to coach Phil English’s science classroom); to the bulk of the student body, these adornments amount to little more than visual wallpaper. 

			But to the runners, nervously milling around waiting for their cue to start the procession, this day means everything. On this day, they will be leaving school for a 70-mile drive south to the Tri-Cities suburb of Pasco to prepare for the state meet. State! That’s the verbal shorthand they all use. State! 

			As in, we need to make it to State. 

			As in, we have to stay healthy for State, so we’re wearing these surgical masks around school for three weeks because Mister and our other coaches make us. 

			As in, can we somehow improve upon our rankings—fifth for the boys, eighth for the girls—and find a way to the podium at State? 

			As in, we know those white guys from Spokane—Central Valley and Lewis and Clark—may have more runners out for the team and more money for fancy running gear, and the trust-funders at that private school, Bellarmine Prep in Tacoma, have all the so-called advantages. But, hey, at State, it all comes down to who can run the fastest and, you better believe it, we brown boys and girls from the ag fields will bring it come Saturday and, no doubt, Yakima will represent.

			As in, we’ve been working our asses off since June in 90-degree heat, through a scrim of choking smoke from summer wildfires, some of us coming to practice still sweating buckets after picking cherries all day, others overcoming injuries that would make any other student stay in bed for a week, all of us running mile after lung-searing mile through apple and pear orchards, cutting through jagged, high-desert canyons, and traveling on overnight trips to line up against the best in Washington and Oregon—all that to prepare for, yeah, you guessed it—State. 

			And now State is almost here. The chartered bus is right outside, engine idling, exhaust spewing, waiting to whisk them away. But Mister, well, he isn’t about to let the moment pass without some school-wide recognition, some acknowledgment of all of the work his runners have put in these past months. So that’s why they are standing in the hallway in the final few minutes before the bell will ring at 8 a.m. and first period will begin. Mister, as they all call their coach, Phil English, has planned a “send-off” for the team, a five-minute walk through the school cafeteria during the final minutes of the daily free breakfast time. Five whole minutes of glory, man. The pep band will play the fight song, the seniors on the team will hand the district and league championship trophies to the student-body president (before said trophies will find their way back into the cases near Mister’s room), and the runners will toss candy and cross-country T-shirts to their captive pre–first period audience. The team tries to act cool, shrug off the ceremony. But they buzz with excitement. Finally, Mister arrives, lugging boxes filled with yellow T-shirts and bags of candy. The team digs in, holding candy in both hands and T-shirts under their arms. They are eager to get going on the bus, but the send-off is something no one wants to miss. 

			“A lot of you just throw the candy to the first 10 people you see,” Mister says with customary clipped seriousness. “No! Don’t do that. You have nothing left later down the line.”

			Near the back, seniors Rogelio Mares and Jesus Gonzalez lock eyes and smile. Sheesh, really? their looks seem to say. Mister needs to school us how to throw freakin’ candy? Apparently so. For Mister never leaves anything to chance. This is a man, after all, who makes the kids wear surgical masks during flu season; a man who instructs them to take iron supplements to keep their ferritin levels in normal range; who buys a fancy device to give real-time readings of each runner’s hematocrit levels to measure the oxygenation of their blood prior to workouts; who keeps the refrigerator and freezer in the team shed stocked with protein- and complex-carbohydrate-laden foods for runners to eat in that all-important 20-minute window after a hard run; who forbids them from ingesting any Halloween candy a few days before State because he feels processing massive doses of sugar could “shut down your pancreas”; who swaddles the runners’ wrists with white athletic tape and has them carry Popsicle sticks in their closed hands during races to promote all-important arm swing and hand placement; who lately has taken to having each runner put a golf ball under her or his chin when doing uphill or downhill training to emphasize proper forward lean; who videotapes each runner’s stride and breaks it down to the minutest detail to expose the tiniest inefficiency of movement; whose scientific approach to the sport is such that pre-running drills he introduced three decades ago now are standardized for every team in the state. 

			So, yeah, Mister is absolutely going to school them on candy-throwing strategy. And do the runners listen? You bet they do. Because they trust him. Because they know, despite his oft-gruff exterior and Catholic piety, he cares. Because, to some kids from single-parent families, he is as close to a father figure as they get. Because these mostly minority runners know just enough about Mister’s own immigrant story—a rural, low-income childhood in 1960s Ireland; an adolescence spent running competitively, hoping his athletic ability would lead to a college scholarship in the United States; more than three decades in Yakima coaching first Carroll High School (closed in the mid-’80s) and Eisenhower to 11 state titles, total—to make them think he just might understand their lives, their hopes and dreams.  

			But such implicit trust does not mean that the runners fail to challenge him. There in the hallway, they win a concession. They will not have to wear the surgical masks while walking through the gauntlet of students for the send-off. Embarrassing enough that they must wear them in every class and even at lunch. 

			The runners are getting restless, shifting weight from one leg to the other in the hallway. The dull murmur of conversation from the distant cafeteria makes them antsy. ¡Vámonos!

			“Hey, Mister,” senior Molly Stephenson asks, raising her hand. “Can we just keep these shirts? It’s annoying to see kids wearing our shirts around.”

			Fonzi Cuevas, the charismatic junior and most vocal member of the boys’ team, perks up. 

			“Yeah,” he says. “They take our T-shirts, but they still make fun of us.”

			And here Fonzi adopts a haughty, nasal tone, pretending to be a “typical” Eisenhower student: “They’ll say, like, ‘You’re in cross-country? That’s not even a sport.’ And they say that while they’re wearing our shirts!” 

			“All right now. Enough. You are passing out the shirts. That’s what we’ve always done.”

			Mister speaks with finality, and the matter is quickly dropped. The runners know when to push things with Mister and when to back off. It comes with familiarity. Strangers might see English’s half-smile, half-grimace and not know whether to take it to mean irritation or amusement or both. He has arresting blue-green eyes, made starker still by a shock of hair now considerably more gray than black. A slight overbite gives his smile a slightly feral—or maybe just devilish—quality, as if he is trying to put something over on you. 

			Now though, Mister’s jaw muscles flex, and his temples throb. Impatience is mounting. Time to get the send-off going and then get going to Pasco, to State. He can hear the muted strains of the pep band waft over from the cafeteria. He flips his wrist over to glance at his watch, which he always wears facedown.

			“OK, let’s get moving. Girls first, then boys.”

			Mister does not just hand the trophies from Eisenhower’s league and district titles to the four seniors; he gently bestows the hardware upon them with all due solemnity. Erica Simison and Molly Stephenson seem ill at ease, slightly embarrassed, hoisting two-foot bronze-plated statues of runners cast in mid-stride. They have earned it, all right, but to these veterans, State is all that matters. Rogelio and Moises Cook gleefully snatch the boys’ title trophies, mock arguing about which one will carry the larger of the two. 

			When the runners finally take off, they don’t exactly walk; they saunter, as if in a solemn procession, a la a wedding or funeral. No one smiles. Isn’t this supposed to be a stirring event? A strange sight, indeed, for these are high-energy teens who do nothing lackadaisically. Perhaps they want to make the moment last. Perhaps they are wondering what type of reaction—or nonreaction—their appearance in the cafeteria will elicit. This is, after all, the morning of the big crosstown rival football game between Eisenhower and Davis High Schools, both winless in league play; banners adorn the hallway walls, and buzz about the game has echoed on campus all week. In any event, the send-off will all be over in less than five minutes, and then the teams can board the bus for Pasco and, in less than two hours, be among their “own kind,” the wider cross-country family, at State. 

			Meanwhile, in the cafeteria, the band stops playing, and the last trays of breakfast food—sausages and waffles, McMuffin-like sandwiches and breakfast burritos—are cleared away, though a greasy aroma lingers. The commons area, which includes the cafeteria, is filling up now, 10 minutes before the first bell. Eisenhower has an enrollment of just over 2,000, and many linger in the cafeteria area to take advantage of the free breakfast provided at the low-income school. So a captive audience awaits the runners. Some tables have been moved from the center and some smooshed together so that a pathway could be formed for the runners to pass through. The band has its drum line and tubas and trombones on one side, its armada of saxophone players on the other. The cheerleaders, clad in blue skirts with red-and-white trim and wielding pom-poms like weapons, are out in force, not a single no-show. 

			Up on a second-floor balcony, where a four-foot, framed black-and-white photograph of the school’s namesake, Dwight D. Eisenhower, looms over the student body from a wall, assistant cross-country coach Robert Price, Mister’s top lieutenant and father of Jonas, the team’s fastest runner, stands with a microphone. He keeps glancing toward the mouth of the hallway, where the runners will soon emerge. At the first flash of blue-and-red rounding the corner, he shouts into the mic: 

			“Gooooood morning, Ike! At this time, we present to you your league and district champion cross-country teams . . .”

			Scattered applause, primarily from the band members. A few pom-pom shakes but not exactly a heartfelt welcoming. 

			“They are heading off to State as they proceed here . . .” Price intones, and this time there is heartier clapping and even a few “woo-hoos” from students. 

			The runners now emerge from the shadows, Erica and Molly leading the girls. Each is holding a trophy somewhat precariously, Erica with the league championship cup that spans from just under her chin nearly to her waist, and Molly cradling the district trophy in the crook of her arm like a football. What isn’t at first apparent, but is astonishing to anyone close to the team, is that Erica and Molly are holding hands—a show of solidarity and bonding noticeably absent for most of the season. Wasn’t it just a few months before that these two were sniping at each other—nothing at all passive about their aggressiveness—at a tense team meeting up in the mountains at White Pass? Wasn’t Molly calling out Erica—by far the team’s best runner—for her haughtiness, and Erica, with her tight hair bun and Mona Lisa smile, was flatly stating that the girls’ team—and that means even you, Molly—just doesn’t care enough to train hard? Erica’s 5-foot, 95-pound frame is one thing; her stature is quite another. She carries herself in a confident upright manner, wears to practice T-shirts from elite meets at which the other girls can only hope someday to compete. Molly, on the other hand, is 5-foot-6, solidly built, literally a farmer’s daughter, who is garrulous and outgoing. 

			So their hand-holding while leading the procession? Maybe it is a sign of good things to come the next afternoon at State. The girls’ team has spent most of the season unranked, struggling through injuries, illness, and personal problems. Mister fretted privately, early on, that the girls’ team might not even win the league and district titles, breaking that 10-year streak Price boasts about on the PA system. The team’s second-best runner, junior Dantzel Peterson, has struggled for two months with poor performances that Dantzel attributes to a lingering flu and chest-cold combination but that Mister and assistant coach Robin Bryson-Driver believe to be due to poor nutrition—namely, that Dantzel has not been consuming enough calories for the type of activities she is being asked to do. One of those classic teen overachievers, Dantzel is splitting her time between running and being a featured violinist for both the Yakima Youth Symphony and the all-state prep orchestra. She also is taking a bevy of difficult Advanced Placement (AP) classes and, as a devout member of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, spends five mornings a week at Mormon seminary. Mister, well aware of the heightened risk of eating disorders among female cross-country runners, has taken note that Dantzel has lost close to five pounds during the season and seems as lethargic off the course as she has been on it, running in several races as much as two minutes slower than she had the previous season. But Dantzel rallied in the district meet, finishing only a few places behind Molly. As she follows teammates Madi Oliva and Sophi Rodriquez on the procession line in the cafeteria, she smiles brightly and tosses a few miniature candy bars to students—following, of course, Mister’s mandate to spread the wealth. 

			“What these runners are holding, besides candy, are the championship trophies. Seniors Erica Simison and Molly Stephenson and boys Rogelio Mares and Moise Cook will hand the trophies to ASB President Brooklyn Cassel,” Price shouts into the mic. “Brooklyn, where are you?”

			Price has just finished announcing the girls’ names, when the boys make their appearance. They approach with a certain swagger, amusing because most bear the thin, slightly gaunt frames common in runners logging up to 70 miles per week, week after week for several months. Somehow they manage to pull off a degree of bravado. Rogelio smiles broadly, his wide mouth extended almost to his ears. He is carrying candy, along with the district trophy, so, of course, one of his teammates has to crack something to the effect of, “Hey, try not to eat all of it, Rogelio.” By now Rogelio is accustomed to the good-natured ribbing. Four years earlier, as a freshman, Rogelio was 40 pounds heavier and eight minutes slower over 5K as a runner; now, as a senior, lighter and fitter, he figures to finish among the top 20 runners at State—an amazing transformation that Mister relishes relating to audiences at his summer camp at White Pass, at school assemblies, and at the Yakima “Monday Morning Quarterback Club.” Besides, Rogelio takes the ribbing because he, too, is always quick with a quip. He always exudes confidence, an easygoing attitude and ready smile belying an intense desire to succeed. 

			Mo, next to Rogelio, grasps the league trophy and raises it skyward when Price makes the announcement. At 6-foot-2, 160 pounds, Mo is not built like a cross-country runner; and, at heart, he isn’t one. He was a state qualifier in the 800-meter in track, but through Mister’s cajoling, he has developed into a solid No. 5 runner on the team. Mo knows (mostly because Mister has told him, again and again) that a good performance by him at State may make the difference between gaining a podium spot or finishing where the team was ranked (fifth), or even below. His countenance, therefore, seems pensive slightly more than 24 hours before race time. Angel Cuevas, the team’s No. 4 runner, likewise has been pegged by Mister as a key to the race, but all week Angel has been as dispassionate as always, enigmatic, hard to read. Mister is only slightly exaggerating when he says that, in four years, Angel has barely spoken more than a paragraph’s worth of sentences to him. But the guy has always run hard, if not always fast, and his fierceness will be needed, Mister believes, at State. 

			If Mo and Angel are expert at hiding their emotions, even with the student body now cheering for them and cheerleaders shaking pom-poms at them, the opposite is true with Fonzi. Always with Fonzi, what you see is what you get. When he races well, he is all smiles, ebullient, radiating joy as if lit from within. When he races poorly, his face all but collapses, his smooth forehead crinkling in worry lines, his eyes narrowing. In those instances, he loses his battle to fight back tears. He cries with impunity and pouts, but maybe half an hour later will be back joking and chatting up teammates. He is perhaps the most popular runner among teammates and well liked around school, showing a penchant for mimicry, dead-on comic timing, a vast pop culture and hip-hop knowledge, and smarts in school. Fonzi is the go-to guy when teammates have calculus questions, volunteering his tutoring services. Yet, lighthearted as Fonzi can be, he has to deal with a difficult home life. He is one of nine in a small three-bedroom house; his mother, Sonya, the lone breadwinner. Sonya Cuevas has taken in seven of her troubled eldest daughter’s children in a foster-parent arrangement, and often, Fonzi has to assume domestic responsibilities most 16-year-olds never face. 

			But what has bothered Fonzi most this season has been his running. Last year, as a sophomore, he finished fifth at State and was heralded as a contender for state champion this year. But injuries and a growth spurt, coupled with an acute loss of confidence, have seen Fonzi fall to No. 3 among Eisenhower runners for most of the season, a precipitous and troubling drop in status. Much as he wants to believe he can repeat his breakout performance at State, Fonzi fears that last year’s finish was a fluke, frets that he simply doesn’t have the talent to consider himself elite. Sophomore Jonas Price has leapfrogged Fonzi all season and become a real threat to win State, which has hurt Fonzi’s pride. Combine that with the fact that Rogelio, Fonzi’s best friend, has beaten him at many meets this year, and the whole situation has plunged him into a funk. 

			If all that weighed on Fonzi, it doesn’t show as he walks down the gauntlet. A brown-eyed girl, clearly drawn by his 1,000-watt smile, waves to Fonzi; and Fonzi, ever cool, runs a hand through his short black curls and motions for the girl to meet him at the end of the procession, where he’ll hook her up with a T-shirt. He flashes those dazzlingly, wolfish white incisors at her, and she scurries off. 

			Mister follows closely behind, bringing up the rear with Bryson-Driver. The coach shakes his head at Fonzi being, well, Fonzi. Just in front of the coaches is Jonas, the last runner. This, undoubtedly, will be the only time Jonas Price will be so far behind the pack. He has emerged as perhaps one of Eisenhower’s all-time best runners—and the damnedest thing is that the kid is just getting started. Like his father—but unlike his older brother, Ronan, who also starred at Eisenhower before graduating in 2017—Jonas is obsessed with running, totally smitten with the sport. That drive, more than the fact that Jonas is the only white runner on the boys’ varsity, is what sets him apart from his teammates, who occasionally look askance at him when this scrawny sophomore, all bones and sharp edges, starts to call them out for not putting in the effort during practice. Fonzi, though slightly envious of Jonas’s ascension, has defended Jonas’s youthful outbursts, because Fonzi knows just what an effort it takes to be an elite runner and, after injuries and other circumstances, to try to stay one. But Jonas, unlike Fonzi, has had a nearly flawless season, each performance building upon the previous one. And he is not shy in stating his goal: nothing less than winning the state individual title. His teammates haven’t razzed him about it; in fact, they nod in assent. They see how hard he trains and how fast he runs and, you know, the guy just might do it. 

			Now Jonas seems annoyed at being stuck near the back of the send-off. He inches his way up to the middle, next to his buddies, brothers Jonathan and Nathan Valenzuela. Just then, overhead, his dad wraps up the spiel. 

			“So at this time,” Robert Price shouts, like a frenzied game-show host, “team members, what are you going to do?” 

			No one responds. The candy bags remain ziplocked, except for those of some girls who jump the gun. Mister winces. Hasn’t he given them explicit instructions? Kids, these days. 

			“Throw candy, you knuckleheads,” Price shouts. “One . . . two . . . three . . . Throw! Throw it!”

			Flying shrapnel of miniature candy bars sprays the crowd. This, finally, gets the intended reaction from the students, who roar and scuttle along the ground to retrieve the offerings. 

			“Strike up the band!” Price intones. “Let’s go to State.”

			The drum line, on cue, does multiple paradiddles. The band director raises his arms and points skyward, and then the brass kicks in, big time. The band powers through the fight song, not once but three times. The trombonists lift their instruments up and down, the tuba players’ fingers work furiously, and the sax line swivels back and forth in unison. The cheerleaders do their steps and kicks. Mister stops to offer a T-shirt to one, but she ignores him, focused as she is on her routine. Fonzi has found his intended T-shirt recipient, but when other students try to hit him up, he raises both hands, empty palms up, to show he’s run out of swag to bestow. 

			The runners, at last, do what Mister instructed and evenly distribute the candy to the waiting hands of students. OK, actually, the boys rear back and fire candy as far toward the hallway as they can. After the band’s final rendition and the obligatory chant of “go, fight, win, Ike” to put an exclamation point on the send-off, the team reaches the double glass doors at the front of the school, and the runners are considered sent off. 

			“Let’s go out this way,” Molly, up front, says. “It’d be awkward to walk back through after all that.” 

			So, as the first-period bell rings, the runners circle around the perimeter of the campus to where the chartered bus is parked at the back of the school. As they board, many of the boys are still guffawing at their candy-throwing antics, some boasting about hitting guys squarely in the forehead with treats. 

			The mood, however, swiftly becomes subdued as Mister walks aboard and takes his customary seat in the front. 

			“Masks on!” he barks. 

			And the runners rummage through their backpacks and dutifully fit the masks over their mouths and noses as if they’re surgeons preparing to remove a gallbladder. After all, slightly more than 24 hours remain before the races, still time to come down with a cold and blow the team’s hopes at State. Mister isn’t taking any chances. It has been a trying season and, more than anything, Mister wants it to end with the runners feeling good about themselves. Even if the boys’ and girls’ teams do not improve on their ranking, even if they aren’t able to knock off one or two of those rich-kid teams, all that matters to him in the end is whether they run well and to their capabilities, harboring no excuses or regrets. 

			Mister thinks that, all right, and plans to tell the runners that very thing in meetings later that night. But, come on, this is Phil English, the feisty, bare-knuckled Irishman, born competitor. He wants to win—or at least prevent others from doing so. And because of the fighting spirit, the pursuit of excellence, he has imbued in his runners, they will not buy this “just run hard” stuff either. They haven’t trained for six months just to be happy to qualify. Let ’em loose on the course. See what happens. 

			With a pneumatic whoosh of finality, the bus doors close. Next stop, Pasco. 

		


		
			Preseason

		


		
			Camp Ghormley

			Sometimes you just have to get away, to escape the heat and wildfire smoke-congested sky and, well, just flee the oppressive sameness of another Yakima summer. That funky reggaeton song “Despacito” is still playing on every car radio in town. Crank it up once more, why not, and hit the road. 

			This is late August, after all, only a scant few weeks before the Eisenhower High cross-country team will embark on another season brimming with high expectations and freighted with responsibility to live up to past success. Training is getting serious now—OK, more serious—so it seems to be the perfect time to seek higher ground, where the temperature drops and stately pine trees rise up, where the runners and coaches can spend three days together without the distractions of family obligations or jobs, whether it be Angel Cuevas picking cherries and peaches in a scorching orchard, or Antonio Heredia packing apples in a cold warehouse.

			Among team members earlier in the summer, the buzz was that Mister might do away with the Camp Ghormley trip this year. Some wondered whether the week in July spent up at the White Pass ski area, alongside many teams from throughout the state and as far away as Alaska, would be it as far as retreats were concerned. But that’s all it was—just talk. They know Mister. They know that Phil English doesn’t discard tradition so easily. There were a few years, granted, when the team eschewed Camp Ghormley, the Christian retreat at 4,000 feet on the way to White Pass, in favor of other venues. But, sure enough, in the waning weeks of August after completing workout after workout at the same series of parks orbiting Eisenhower—Gilbert, Franklin, Carroll, Randall, Chesterley—with occasional forays out to “the Rez,” the orchards lining the Yakama Nation tribal lands, the Eisenhower Cadets are on the march. They come on this morning, as they do every year, with enough gear to last a month, everything from sleeping bags and snacks to drawers full of T-shirts and shorts for the twice-daily workouts. Too much stuff, Mister grouses. That, too, is expected. Mister, every year, faux-grouchily grumbles at his runners that they “bring so much it looks like you’re running away from home,” and the runners just smile and nod knowingly because Mister has stayed true to form. And for a group of mostly low-income teenagers whose home lives can be easily uprooted or may lack stability, such consistency in an authority figure can be both comforting and exasperating. 

			So they meet on a Friday afternoon in the school parking lot and fling their duffle bags, backpacks, and sleeping bags into the bed of Mister’s hulking red Ford F-350 pickup before squeezing into the cab. Or they choose to stash their gear in the bed of assistant coach Robert Price’s slightly less hulking but nearly identical red Ford F-150 and cruise winding Highway 12 with the track-and-field banter of Price dad and son, Jonas, riding shotgun. New people always make note of how Mister and Price own similar trucks, and they make the obvious joke that the protégé is trying to be a “Mini-Mister,” but by this point, the team hardly even takes note. Some runners, mainly the girls, opt to ride in assistant coach Robin Bryson-Driver’s Subaru Forester, or the media-savvy among the crew catch a lift with Fonzi’s mom, Sonya Cuevas, who got roped into driving on this, her only day off from work. The advantage, many say, of this latter choice is that Fonzi has full radio hegemony and he remembers to bring his aux cable to blare hip-hop. Much better, the guys say, than Mister’s lame 100.9 Cherry FM, playing ’80s hits, though no one, of course, would dare make the comment to Mister, who in any event hasn’t made the slightest effort to stay up-to-date with current pop culture. When the boys go off on one of their extended riffs about the video game Injustice League 2, they might as well be talking about life on Mars for all Mister knows about it. That is the way the team likes it. It would be somehow inauthentic, or just plain weird, if Mister were to change his ways at this late date and try to make a vain stab at youthful hipness. 

			The gaggle of runners milling around and giggling is as usual, but at 2 p.m. sharp, as the itinerary notes, they hit the road. The mood this year is not quite as festive as usual. There are microscopic rifts on the team to be mended, challenges to be laid down, goals to address. Every season has its issues, naturally, but this time Mister considers it more pronounced. It both is and is not easy to be a runner for one of the state’s top cross-country programs, to run for a coach whose teams at Eisenhower (and earlier, the now-closed Carroll High) have won 11 state titles, 10 state runner-up places, 42 district titles, and 43 league titles. Easy, because as coaches, the runners have at their disposal English, one of Ireland’s top distance runners in the 1970s who helped Washington State to podium finishes in NCAA cross-country nationals three times; Price, a former 1992 Olympic trials steeplechase competitor who won eight state prep team and individual titles in cross-country and track running for Mister at Carroll High; and Driver, the 1988 state champion at Eisenhower and Division 1 runner at the University of Texas. And, in Mister, who has a master’s degree in exercise physiology, the runners have exposure to the latest theories in biomechanics and efficient running movement and all sorts of contraptions and measurement devices that he often pays for out of his own pocket. Mister’s contacts in the running world are such that Eisenhower is one of the few schools in the state that receives partial sponsorship from the running-shoe manufacturer Brooks, and Eisenhower occasionally receives returned or factory-rejected shoes from a Seattle running store. When a Cadet runner cannot afford a new pair of shoes, Mister simply jogs to a locked room, dubbed “Mister’s shoe closet,” above the school gym and finds a pair to give the kids. If Mister rummages around and cannot find the right size, he often goes to the local sporting good stores and shells out a hundred bucks of his own money to take care of the problem. In fact, resting on the floorboards of Mister’s truck on the trip to camp are two Nike boxes for Jesus Gonzalez, who has literally worn holes through trainers he’s used for more than a year and who for the past few days had the indignity of wearing a pair of white-and-pink girls’ Asics because they were the only shoes in Mister’s closet that fit him. 

			So, yes, being part of this program has advantages. But running for Ike also has its stressors. Mister, as his sobriquet implies, can be a taskmaster whose expectations, some feel, are higher than the Seattle Space Needle. In the community, too, Eisenhower simply is expected to win its league and district titles every year—mostly because, well, it always does—and make a strong bid for a top-five state place. At times, too, the team’s Hispanic runners, especially, on the boys’ side, feel as if they are carrying the expectations of Yakima’s significant migrant community. Perhaps to be expected from a school whose mascot is a ramrod-straight soldier holding a rifle in parade-rest position, the program is run with great discipline. Mister employs a series of tedious and rote, but beneficial, drills, many of which he developed himself but some he cribbed from visiting Eastern Bloc countries in the 1980s, to teach proper running form. Such exactitude of purpose and laser focus on performance can be wearying to teenagers, and many feel obligated to try even harder because Mister has helped them out by providing food, clothing, shoes, and even help with family issues. Runners don’t want to disappoint Mister, and they feel not winning would mean letting him down, though Mister professes to anyone who asks that “maximum effort,” not winning, is what he wants from his kids. 

			And it is primarily effort, or a lack of same, that figures in the “issues” the team will be trying to hash out starting at its Friday night meeting and continuing nearly nonstop until returning to Yakima on Sunday afternoon. The situation with the girls’ team is particularly fraught, given that the same interpersonal relationships and performance issues that saw the girls barely retain their district title (by a scant three points to crosstown rival Davis High) last season have lingered. To wit: Erica would run up front, and then you had to wait a looong time for the next Eisenhower runner. Erica Simison, one of the 4A division’s top returners, is at least a minute and a half faster than any other Ike girl and a good three minutes ahead of the team’s fifth and final scorer. In cross-country terms, the Ike girls’ “gap” between first and fifth is way too big. Of course, the issue is not to have Erica slow down but to try to get the others to move up incrementally so they can at least see the top of Erica’s hair bun for part of a race. And, on Erica’s part, she seems to harbor no interest whatsoever in helping her teammates improve through encouragement or bonding. All summer, she has either run with the boys’ pack or run by herself, telling the coaches and her teammates that running with the girls would hurt her. Mister can understand her thinking, but where he differs is in Erica’s attitude, which he sees as haughty and elitist. He wants to run her easy days with the girls, and Erica has done that for a few minutes on some summer days before inevitably opening up a gaping distance between her and the rest. He also wants her to deign to at least warm up and do drills with the girls, but so far she has mostly refused. Beyond the Erica divide, and all of the teenage psychodrama it entails, the girls have a commitment problem, in Mister’s estimation. Many skipped vast stretches of summer workouts. Dantzel, the second-fastest runner, was at a three-week summer Mormon reunion in Utah and, when she returned, complained of tiredness, which Mister suspected
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