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— Praise for — The Art of Pacing


“Every runner knows the danger of going out too fast. Managing your pace is the key to fulfilling your potential. The Art of Pacing shows us how that same principle governs work, relationships, and life itself. This book is a much-needed antidote to hustle culture, which has left many of us burned out or disengaged. Svoboda expertly draws on science, sports, and real-world stories to argue that the path to a meaningful life isn’t about going harder. It’s about going wiser.”

—Steve Magness, author of Do Hard Things and Win the Inside Game

“The Art of Pacing is a wise and welcome antidote to hustle culture. Blending science, research, and storytelling, Svoboda makes a compelling case that the secret to thriving in the modern world is not to speed everything up or slow it all down. It’s to find the right pace—for the task, the moment, the life you wish to lead. Because mastering the art of pacing is how you master the art of living.”

—Carl Honoré, author of In Praise of Slowness

“Engaging and deeply reported, The Art of Pacing is essential reading for anyone who seeks to work hard without burning out.”

—Olga Khazan, author of Me, But Better

“At a moment when speed is often mistaken for progress, Svoboda shows that pacing isn’t a luxury—it’s a prerequisite for doing meaningful work in the long run. This book is a salve for a world that has forgotten how to slow down.”

—Simone Stolzoff, author of The Good Enough Job and How to Not Know

“The Art of Pacing names the lie at the heart of modern ambition: that your only choices are burnout or disengagement. Svoboda offers a smarter, saner, science-backed alternative to grind culture—a way to move through life with intention, energy, and staying power by finding your right pace. Grounded in interdisciplinary research, this practical, approachable guide to flourishing is essential reading for anyone who wants to contribute meaningfully yet sustainably, without sacrificing themselves in the process.”

—Megan Hellerer, author of Directional Living
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To my children, who set their own pace and inspire me to follow suit.





Introduction

As the early sun glints through a scrim of trees, entrants in the Boston Trail Half Marathon swing into their pre-race routines. Some stretch their hamstrings, with legs up on fences beside the trail, which snakes along Pennsylvania’s Youghiogheny River. Others pin their printed race numbers onto their jerseys. Amid the commotion, Jim Crist mounts a “MARATHON PACING” banner to an ancient Pittsburgh & Lake Erie railcar, zip-tying it against the rising wind. For more than a decade, veteran marathoner Crist and his handpicked pacing team have helped runners titrate their speed and energy levels throughout long-distance races, allowing them to log strong times with their bodies and minds intact. They focus more on helping runners meet their personal goals than on propelling them past everyone else.

Fifteen minutes before the starting gun, Crist’s phalanx of pacers emerges from the crowd, assembling in a row behind the starting line. Each pacer holds up a poster board with a projected finish time printed in black letters. The swiftest runners will stick with veteran marathon pacer Elijah Shekinah, aiming to finish in one hour and forty minutes or less. Those looking to hit the two-hour mark will run with pacer Mike Salamon, and more leisurely entrants will target a two-and-a-half-hour finish with pacer Sha Zhao. The pacers’ pockets bulge with rubber-banded bundles of energy bars—sustenance for their groups in the race’s final stretches.

A race pacer’s most important job is to rescue runners from their own worst impulses. Left to their own devices, many racers go out of the blocks hot, flop two-thirds of the way in, and limp to the finish—or even drop out. “Decisions early on that seem small can have a big impact later,” Shekinah says. “You decide, ‘Maybe I’ll go out a little fast, bank some time.’ And you learn in the long run that strategy almost never works.”

As 9:00 a.m. inches closer, clusters of runners form around each pacer. Some of the race entrants have worked with pacers before; others are opting in on a lark. “If you go out too fast, this is going to turn into the Boston Massacre,” Salamon warns his pacing group, promising a Boston tea party if they can keep their adrenaline corked.

The starting blast sounds, and the runners ease into a jog, disappearing around the trail’s first bend. By midmorning—after a gauntlet of uphills and downhills, wind blasts and mud puddles—most will loop back around to the trail’s head. Their best-laid race plans will have been tested, altered to match trail conditions and their bodies’ fluid demands.



For distance runners, the art of pacing is as essential as breathing. While some racers attempt to stay at top speed indefinitely, long courses have a way of flinging these upstarts back to earth: an ice pick headache, a stubborn cramp, an ankle-twisting uphill curve. In a full marathon, “for the first ten miles, you’re going to feel great; you’re going to want to run faster,” Crist says. “But it’s a twenty-six-mile event, and in this business we have a saying: ‘If you leave me before mile ten, I guarantee I will pass you before mile twenty.’ ”

Race collapses that stem from pacing errors are often sudden and definitive. If you start too fast and try to maintain that pace despite your body’s protests, your legs will turn so leaden they will barely function. It’s easy to see how a too-vigorous start portends a crash two-thirds of the way in, or—on a longer timescale—how fuel and rest the week before a race predict finish times on race day. Those foreseeable outcomes motivate runners to exercise control over their speed during a race, as well as map out training rhythms in the days and weeks beforehand.

For outsiders looking in, what’s striking is how effortlessly trained runners navigate the entire pacing spectrum, from stillness to all-out sprints. They are exquisitely attuned to the difference between a 50 and a 75 percent effort, to the level of physical drag a ten-degree slope will impose. They subtly adjust their speed to match course conditions and their energy reserves, much as radio operators home in on the precise frequency they seek. And they maintain a keen sense of how much ground they have still to cover.

Yet outside the sporting realm, the art of regulating your tempo is less intuitive, and the connection between early moves and late-breaking returns is less clear. It’s hard to gauge or predict how a marathon night to meet a work deadline will affect your ability to focus or contribute the following week—or how working seventy-hour weeks will affect your stamina, motivation, or well-being years down the line.

As a result, most of us lack the runner’s well-tuned sense of when to go hard, when to pull back, and when to stay the course. We jump into big, critical projects and end up mentally fried a week or two in, sabotaged by a too-keen zeal to make overnight progress. We get in a work-from-home lull of scrolling social media feeds, fall far behind, then compensate with a last-minute sprint, heading far past the limits of exhaustion. Or we hew stubbornly to familiar tempos and marked paths, shunning detours that would renew and strengthen us.

More fundamentally, we often try to sustain a punishing pace for many years, muffling any distress signals that crop up along the way. This affliction is widespread in cultures that value the speed and cachet of any given pursuit more than its substance or meaning, and those that lionize superhuman effort while downplaying questions of who all that effort serves or how it changes the larger picture.

What’s more, we don’t always connect our pacing errors to their ultimate consequences. We suffer through chronic health issues—anxiety, sleeplessness, high blood pressure—yet fail to see how they are linked to going too hard, with too nebulous a sense of what all the grinding is for. Or we feel guilty and aimless after months of disengaged drifting, but we lack a clear sense of what to do next. As a result, we tend to make the same pacing mistakes over and over, wary of ceding ground to correct course.



Whether on the course or off, deliberate pacing begins with an unsparing willingness to connect your daily decisions to their potential longer-term outcomes. When aspiring runners call Jim Crist to ask if he and his team can help them with pacing, Crist conducts what amounts to a full case history over phone or video chat. He records each data point in painstaking detail: how many races they’ve run before, their past times, how much they’ve been training (and resting) during the past few months.

New runners often approach Crist with lofty goals: a top ten finish, a spot in a premier event like the Boston Marathon. In response, he asks them to explain what kind of preparation they’ve done so far. “At times I’ll say, ‘That sounds solid,’ ” Crist says. “Other times, ‘I think you’re not realistic about where you are physically.’ ” Sustainable pacing, in short, requires a frank initial analysis of where you are now, what your desired goal is, and whether you have the resources and stamina to make it there.

Next, Crist guides his runners in setting a flexible schedule of exertion and rest in the weeks leading up to the race. The amount of downtime he advises seems surprising to some of them, but Crist stresses—with a confidence born of hard-won experience—that neglecting rest is akin to self-sabotage. “You have to have a master plan. I know myself that I should take two or three days off a week,” he says. Head-down stretches of training, however, are equally as crucial. This focused effort enables athletes to run better than they ever expected they could—the kind of exhilarating feat that drew many of them to the sport in the first place, and one that has little to do with besting other runners.

But outside the athletic realm, conversations about pacing often lack this kind of nuance and balance, gravitating instead toward extremes. One set of influencers celebrates grind culture and going 110 percent, urging people to push past feelings of exhaustion because the end result will make the pain worthwhile. Other voices, just as loud, urge people to “quiet quit,” “lie flat,” or otherwise disengage.

These messages may be helpful, even necessary, in the right context. But research also highlights the benefits of operating in multiple pace registers rather than solely at the binary extremes. The 110 percent road is littered with the bodies and minds of many who remained on that course at all costs. And while the prospect of dropping out or “quiet quitting” may be seductive, calls for total stillness clash with studies showing that some degree of challenge—engaging in pursuits that are big and meaningful—is essential to happiness and fulfillment. What’s more, as runners have long known, certain kinds of active engagement are restorative in ways stillness can never be, and certain kinds of retreat are more stressful than relaxing.

Finding the proper pace for each moment, what Slow Movement pioneer Carl Honoré calls the tempo giusto, involves a delicate dance between engagement and withdrawal, between self-transcendence and self-protection.

The ideal Aristotle called eudaimonia, which involves making meaningful contributions that serve some greater good, resides in the neglected middle of the pacing spectrum, the territory just a few people traverse while millions gravitate toward absolutes. While traversing this middle range—the vast stretch between going beyond and dropping out—takes self-scrutiny and the courage to buck cultural norms, it is also a healthy default zone that fuels long-term thriving. Those who master the middle of the spectrum are productive and engaged, but they reject the notion of productivity as an idol or an end in itself. Instead, they view it as a means of building a life with an impact that outlasts its duration.

In recent years, interest in this less-traversed stretch of the spectrum has soared. As people transitioned to work-from-home schedules in the wake of the COVID pandemic, they found themselves thriving at a less hurried pace that they never would have chosen outright. It’s in such moments of inflection—glimpses of a different life, set in contrast to old, frantic rhythms—that chances for meaningful negotiation can arise.



As unfamiliar as it might feel, measured pace-setting sounds good to most of us, at least in theory. It’s the implementation that tends to trip us up. “We don’t learn how to pace ourselves,” says organizational change consultant Emily Masters Rosenthal. “There’s not a class on that.”

To be sure, time-management approaches abound, from the Pomodoro method of churning out twenty-five-minute work blocks to scheduling prompts that map your day in fifteen-minute increments. While slicing days into precise snippets can help mark progress, this approach backfires when it becomes too unbending, since unexpected events large and small can, within minutes, upend weeks of orderly planning.

Many popular time-management methods lull us into believing we’re pacing ourselves when what we’re actually doing is boxing ourselves in. Meticulous schedule charting trains us to zero in on the minutiae of planning our days, rather than on the larger business of where we’re headed. More resilient pacing approaches reject this scheduling rigidity. They can accommodate evolving decisions about how to spend each day, hour, or minute. They involve recognizing when familiar, entrenched rhythms aren’t working or when inner reserves are running low, and then shifting course accordingly.

In the final days before any big event, pacer Mike Salamon says, it’s crucial to acknowledge your limits and take training breaks when you feel you can’t go another step. “This isn’t the time to improve your fitness. It’s time to hold back and keep your sanity.” If you exhaust your body and mind too much during practice, he explains, you’ll have few reserves left to draw on when you tackle the last miles of a long race.

Like Crist’s and Salamon’s approach to marathon training, the pacing tactics this book outlines are preemptive. They involve acknowledging physical and mental limits from the outset, rather than disregarding them until they can’t be denied. They proceed in time with natural biological rhythms, rather than suppressing them. They take cues from cultures that embrace the kind of deep retreat that spurs transformative action. And they are flexible enough to accommodate whatever daily obstacles might arise.



In a nod to pacing’s athletic roots, this book is loosely structured like a long-distance race. The first section is a research-based analysis of our default pacing habits and the physical and existential tolls they exact. This section ends with strategies that help you define what kind of course you want to pursue, since pacing becomes easier and more natural when you have a clearer idea about where you’re headed.

The following chapters explore how to pace yourself once you’ve embarked on your chosen course. You’ll learn about pacing strategies that are appropriate for a range of pursuits, from work to community service to online engagement, and you’ll hear from business leaders, Olympic athletes, and ordinary people who use these tactics regularly. Some of these strategies are geared toward alternating periods of rest and focused effort, while others show you how to direct your focused efforts in ways that energize you rather than deplete you. As I investigate the gamut of pacing strategies, I test some of them for myself and report on how well they work in real life.

The final chapters address how to sustain a lifelong commitment to smart pacing, which often means reassessing your speed or approach as your goals and objectives evolve.

This book resists defining pacing as a standard self-improvement venture. Instead of showing you how to extract maximum efficiency from your body and mind, it encourages you to pace yourself toward reaching the rich, meaning-filled life Aristotle envisioned, rather than juicing your productivity or grabbing the status ring.

Researchers say that people who live like this are “flourishing.” Flourishing implies much more than happiness or pleasure. It also involves serving the community in ways that energize you and that suit your unique strengths—making a contribution that endures. It’s locating your place in a larger, interconnected whole and nurturing the relationships that allow you to maintain that place.

Rooted in contribution rather than primacy, flourishing subverts the breakneck-pace credo insisting that what counts is perpetually coming out ahead. In the face of national and global crises, from habitat destruction to creeping autocracy, those who pace themselves toward flourishing are best prepared to generate shared solutions and commit to those solutions for the long haul. In this way, astute individual pacing can give rise to astute collective pacing.



Though pacer Elijah Shekinah crosses the line at around the one-hour-forty-minute mark—the precise time he was aiming for—his group’s finishing push didn’t materialize quite the way he’d planned. At the beginning of the race, “usually you want to go steady,” he says. “It didn’t go like that. We kept beating our estimates.” Since his group had a strong wind at their backs for the first half of the race, they went out faster than they typically would have, and he had to remind them to pull back. But when the trail looped around and the wind was whipping into their eyes, things got tougher, and the energy they had banked earlier had to propel them to the finish.

More than twenty minutes later, pacer Mike Salamon limps across the line, sucking wind. He had pledged to come in at two hours on the dot, but that didn’t happen because he had trouble taking a full, deep breath in the late stretches of the race. His chest clenched just when he wanted to surge forward, and he had to ratchet down his speed to make it to the finish. “Three years ago,” he says, “I was a one-hour-fifty-minute pacer on a hotter day, and I did fine.”

Visceral limits like Salamon’s may be confounding and unpredictable, but they are as obdurate as walls when they do arise. By resisting the impulse to blaze past such limits, shrewd pacers in all domains can resist the kinds of all-out crashes—physical or existential—that take weeks or months to overcome.

Psychologist Rollo May defines freedom as the ability to slow down or pause long enough to choose the ideal course of action, to respond to what’s happening in ways that both preserve the self and expand its boundaries. The pace adjustments that are second nature to distance runners offer this kind of freedom, giving you room to pursue meaningful goals while evading the breakdowns that so often seem like the price of admission. As May intuited, pacing is a moral endeavor as well as a practical one: It sustains you, equipping you to sustain and nourish what matters most.

As the final pacing group—the two-and-a-half-hour group—crosses the finish line to the sound of cowbells, their leader, pacer Sha Zhao, is practically skipping. “How did you do?” she shouts to Salamon.

“Not so good!”

“You showed up!” Zhao returns, grinning impishly.

“Best pacer ever!” a runner named Keith shouts, jogging up to Zhao and clapping her on the back. Zhao saved him from his most overzealous self at the right moments, Keith says, keeping him from setting a pace he couldn’t maintain. And she stressed practical necessities he was tempted to overlook in his race-day trance. “She’s like, ‘You’re going to stop at the water station!’ She brought us back to reality.”



The art of pacing involves venturing back to reality—continually and in myriad ways. It’s essentially a Stoic art, a commitment to seeing things as they are and changing course when socially sanctioned tempos no longer suffice. Pacing allows you to pursue meaningful goals at your own rate and on your own terms, steering clear of hand-me-down ideas about where you should be headed and when you should get there. Pacing rebukes cultural worship of the grind and instead embraces recovery practices that fuel thoughtful, necessary action, which can make it akin to principled dissent. Fluency in the full range of the pacing spectrum means mastering expansion and contraction alike. Everything is subject to movement and negotiation, and it’s that negotiation that allows for lifelong flourishing.





Chapter 1 A Breakneck Pace

When I was in kindergarten, my Montessori teacher—who was tall, bespectacled, and perpetually in command—showed me how to solve a math problem. He sat down with me at a low table, wrote out the steps on a piece of paper, then added another, similar problem for me to try. Following his instructions, I solved it. As I sensed his surprise and absorbed his praise, I felt powerful. It was the same whoosh of excitement I got at our neighborhood barbershop, where you put a lock of hair into a tiny cabinet and opened another door to reveal a plastic prize.

But the older I got, the more I realized that effortless hair-lock exchange had been a myth. To claim the prize that meant most—undivided adult attention, proof I was worth giving a damn about—I had to carry out a precise set of instructions, spoken or unspoken. Blitz through the math test and notch the highest score. Memorize the longest, most detailed poem and recite it. The surest way to open new prize doors was to claim any superlatives on offer—the quickest, the most flawless, the most creative. And that demanded focused labor: sitting at my desk for an hour to perfect a single essay paragraph; reciting my oral book report over and over, forsaking all else, until each spoken word flowed seamlessly into the next.

By middle school, I’d become obsessed with watching gymnastics. Everything about the sport felt oddly familiar: the flawless execution, the routines planned down to the last foot shuffle, the thirty-plus-hour practice weeks. Though I’d never even lowered myself into a split, I identified profoundly with the tiny athletes on parade. As I sat in front of the TV, watching my Barcelona Olympics recording for the hundredth time, my father had a sudden flash of insight: “Do you feel like a scholastic gymnast?”

In the airtight realm of the scholastic gymnast—part self-created, part reinforced by outside voices and metrics—the work I was actually doing felt secondary. The test-taking wasn’t the point, nor was the drawing, the writing, or the poetry memorizing. The important thing, perhaps the only thing, that mattered was the reaction I could elicit. The reaction proving that I had won, that I was worthy. Already, my resolve was white-hot: Nothing would prevent me from opening that prize door.

In early life, many of us sprint the first few miles of a marathon without realizing that’s what we’re doing. No one warns us that this breakneck speed cannot be sustained or that even white-hot resolve depletes. The only pace we learn is the one the system pounds into us as synonymous with success. As midlife creeps up, our fatigue mounts, along with questions about why we’re grinding so hard in the first place. But we have little idea how to pause or retreat before the next push, schooled as we are in the gospel of never letting up.

This gospel has an unmistakable subtext: You have to hustle to secure your share because the available goods are limited. When someone else wins a prize, a promotion, or a coveted fellowship, you lose. This zero-sum mindset is so prevalent that even questioning it feels fraught. Yet the unbending ambition it instills—to remain perpetually ahead of the pack—saps the sense of purpose that fuels long-term flourishing. By forsaking culturally sanctioned one-upmanship, you can begin to set a sustainable pace, one tailored to what you actually want to pursue and why.



A Grueling Pace

Being American has always been about going to great lengths to set yourself apart from the rest. For law student Sarah Fisher, growing up in a culture of one-upmanship felt like riding an ever-looping conveyor belt. At her public high school in Nashville, Tennessee, course loads of multiple AP (Advanced Placement) classes were expected, and forgoing sleep to do homework was almost a rite of passage. Throughout her high school years, Fisher felt like she rarely had time to take a break, let alone reflect on where she was headed and what she wanted out of life. “I’d get home and just work on homework,” she says, “go to bed, wake up six-ish, and do it all again.”

College turned out to be just as grueling. Though Fisher was involved in a mock trial program and the student newspaper, she still had the creeping sense she hadn’t mastered the game, that there were other levels she needed to unlock. “Just two clubs didn’t look good enough on my résumé. You talk to people who are triple-majoring, and they have all these internships,” Fisher says. “It’s just feeling like you have to keep pace with every single other person.”

The breakneck expectations Fisher faces are inherited, with roots that date back centuries. While crisscrossing the new United States in the 1800s, French philosopher Alexis de Tocqueville noted its citizens’ zealous desire for self-perfection, fueled by an unflagging work ethic. He also saw how that desire gave them tunnel vision. In America, “the excitement of competition, the charm of anticipated success, are so many spurs to urge men onward,” de Tocqueville wrote, “without allowing them to deviate for an instant from the track.”

That tunnel vision propelled many Americans forward. Barely a century after it was founded, America became a world leader in a dizzying array of industries, from manufacturing and refining to shipping and power generation. While laborers, wayfarers, and industrial tycoons occupied different rungs on the status ladder, the common denominator was self-determination taken to its zenith—“to meet life as a powerful conqueror,” as poet Walt Whitman wrote, “and nothing exterior shall ever take command of me.”

This ideal of self-determination was passed from one generation to the next, thriving in social hubs like schools, churches, and clubs. But while this ideal seemed liberating, it was also constraining, built as it was on the assumption that self-perfection was a life sentence—something you needed to strive perpetually toward. It was un-American to rest on your laurels, to step back and savor what you’d accomplished. Your stature could always be fuller, an axiom that locked people into doing whatever was needed to amplify it.

After automation and offshoring conspired to eliminate millions of jobs in the late twentieth century, a scarcity mindset began to merge with established American ideas about primacy. Surviving in a dog-eat-dog economy, the revised dogma went, meant outcompeting all the others trying to do the same. The goal was to hit all the approved checkpoints as spectators looked on: attending an elite college, graduating with honors, joining a high-end firm, moving to the corner suite. Winning these predefined contests guaranteed a steady stream of praise, while losing, or even faltering, meant you were lazy or just not trying hard enough.

Against this backdrop, writes cultural critic William Deresiewicz, “the purpose of life becomes the accumulation of gold stars,” handed out for meeting accepted benchmarks of success. These gold stars are on offer in a vast array of disciplines, not just scholarly ones. Nine- and ten-year-old kids put in double-digit hours a week on travel athletic teams, some sustaining overuse injuries before high school. Other families spend tens of thousands of dollars (or hours) prepping their kids for beauty pageants, rodeos, or debate competitions.

“The five kids in our family were never pushed to be doctors or lawyers or other specific professions, but rather to be the best at what we are,” says Mary Westheimer, an author and marketing manager in Phoenix, Arizona. Decades on, though she now sees the wisdom of pulling back, that will to win continues to define her. “ ‘Driven’ is my middle name.”

The name of the game isn’t braininess or athleticism per se. It’s asserting some sort of dominance and maintaining that dominance. Grinding is no longer just a means to a larger end; it’s also a cardinal virtue in itself, and exhaustion is a sign you’re on the right track. Speed and efficiency have become gauges of human value. It’s no accident that you have to answer questions at a rapid clip to score well on tests like the SAT.

With the dominance imperative locked in, pursuits that once inspired you often devolve into grim duties—obligations you muscle through, jaw set, until the next fleeting escape. After crashing on a key jump at the World Figure Skating Championships, past US champion Gracie Gold realized she’d kept skating in large part because she felt such pressure from her family and the public to stay on top. Her grueling, elite training regimen, she explained at the time, involved pushing “past the border of normal and into the realm of insanity.”

That unrelenting gold-star mindset takes a toll across demographics and social classes. Once they reach their teen years, three in ten kids have perfectionism severe enough to affect their schoolwork and well-being; and in a 2023 Gallup poll of more than 2,400 college students, over half reported feeling worried “during a lot of the day.” The stress of achievement culture also disproportionately affects students of color, leading them to consider dropping out of college at higher rates than their peers. It’s never been clearer that perpetual one-upmanship contains the seeds of its own destruction.



Born into a striving family in the 1980s, I was a product of this system through and through. I had no inkling how unusual this particular set of values was in human history, and I couldn’t imagine what life looked like outside it. I was good at navigating the pre-set checkpoints, which enticed me to buy into the system. I lived to see my name in boldface type in the school newsletter for acing tests or winning science medals. Each time I did, the praise I got locked the cycle of seeking into place.

I can’t remember a time when anyone mentioned I ought to step back, recharge, or consider how to direct my energy. Winning all the time wasn’t something to celebrate, not really. It was the expected baseline—my own and my community’s—and anything less was a deviation. “Every morning in Africa a gazelle wakes up. It knows that it must run faster than the fastest lion or it will be killed,” read a yearbook message to a schoolmate of mine from her family. “When the sun comes up, you had better be running!”

From time to time, some vague awareness that none of this was sustainable might surface, like a white whale dimly visible through the depths. This thought seemed heretical, an excuse for sloth, and I racked up a double-digit AP course load to suppress it.

But warning signs were cropping up even before graduation. When I won an overall school art award in my senior year, I had a D average in one art class because I’d stopped doing any assignments at all. Some internal voice, one I couldn’t yet acknowledge, was already saying Enough.

In college, I signed up for a Great Books program that featured the Western canon’s heavy hitters: Plato, Aristotle, Kant, Tolstoy. I would spend the year reflecting on what it meant to live a good life. In principle, I loved that idea. In practice, the program’s pace—War and Peace in about two weeks—so overwhelmed me that I’d crash on a chair in our dorm suite’s common room, willing myself to get through yet another chapter before bed. But the next morning, I’d realize none of it had sunk in. I might as well have been reading the telephone book.

By sophomore year, I felt as if a band had tightened around my solar plexus. I was striving the way I always had, but I wasn’t making the same headway. I’d never seen a psychiatrist before, but feeling out of options, I booked an appointment anyway. My assigned doctor-in-training nodded along, bored, as



You Had Better Be Running (But Why?)
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