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To my lovely wife, Julie, thank you for faithfully putting up with me


for all these years. We’ve had some fun, and we’re not done yet!
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Prerun Stretch


RUN ! is comprised of 26.2 short stories about running and about life. Why 26.2, you may ask? As you probably know, there are 26.2 miles in a marathon. Each story in this book is distinct and stands on its own, just as each mile of a marathon has its own unique personality. Together, the 26.2 miles of a marathon tell a complete story, just as the chapters of this book will coalesce to form a complete tale, one of blisters and bliss. But unlike a real marathon, this isn’t going to hurt as much. So enjoy every step of the way!
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Warmup


“When you pray, move your feet.”


—OLD AFRICAN PROVERB


THE HUMAN BODY was made to move. Everything about us was designed for locomotion, engineered for movement. Our modern world, however, invites just the opposite: idleness.


We go from our air-conditioned cars to the elevators of our climate-controlled buildings to our comfortable office chairs. Modern rationale equates comfort and convenience—the total absence of pain and struggle—with happiness. I, along with a growing number of like-minded individuals, think that just the opposite may be true. We’ve grown so comfortable, we’re miserable.


Personally, I never feel more alive than when I’m in great pain, struggling to persevere against insurmountable odds and untold adversity. Hardship? Suffering? Bring it! I’ve said it before and I’ve come to believe it: There’s magic in misery.


I realize this notion runs contrary to the pervasive modern day sentiment. Some people will understand this mind-set; others will not. Returning from my daily run the other morning, I came upon my neighbor, out in his slippers collecting the morning paper. He looked at me in my running gear and asked, “Doesn’t running hurt?” I thought about his question briefly. “It does if you’re doing it right,” I said. He gazed at me quizzically, trying to make sense of a comment that seemed counterintuitive. Like I said, some people get this way of thinking, others don’t.


Regardless of your slant, I hope you enjoy what you are about to read. Unlike most books by athletes, I wrote every word of this book myself . . . er, spoke every word of it myself. You see, in accordance with the premise of being built for movement, I “wrote” much of this book largely by dictating into the digital recorder on my smart phone while running. No sitting on my butt in front of a static computer here. This book was composed “on the run.”


My hope is that my true voice comes through. If nothing else, know that each passage was constructed with great pain, sweat, and struggle. As you might expect, I wouldn’t want it any other way.




1.0


When All Else Fails, Start Running


“Now you wouldn’t believe me if I told you, but I could run like the wind blows. From that day on, if I was ever going somewhere, I was running!”


—FORREST GUMP


HOOD TO COAST is a 197-mile twelve-person relay race. Why I was running it solo was for one reason and one reason only: Adventure!


Dear ol’ Mom and Dad were also along for the ride, as was tradition. They’d joined me as my crew, supporting me on many such escapades. In fact, they looked forward to these outings as much as I did: the places we’d go, the people we’d meet along the way, the encounters we’d have—it was all an exciting journey into the unknown.


Last night, during the first night of all-night running, we’d passed by a house in the countryside only to be spotted by the owner who invited us in for some freshly picked berry pie. She was delightful and the pie was otherworldly delicious. It was after midnight.


Now, some twenty-four hours later, Mom lay strewn across the passenger seat of the crew vehicle, snoozing. After nearly two days of continuous running, I was feeling a bit groggy myself. Much to my delight, we came upon a twenty-four-hour convenience store. I desperately needed coffee and made a dash for the door. Dad always carried the cash since I was clad in running gear, so I was glad to see him pull in after me.


The gentleman behind the counter eyed us with suspicion, perhaps judging us against the height marks on the entrance doors that convenience stores use to ID criminals. We were the only people in the store. I immediately darted for the self-serve coffee section to prepare a cup of brew. My dad ambled toward the checkout register.


Along with the coffee, there were various flavored creamers. They had vanilla, hazelnut, chocolate mint, and a host of other delectable choices. I began concocting the ultimate cup of convenience store brew. My dad and the checkout clerk watched as I carefully crafted my little cup of paradise. Finally, Dad turned to the man and said, “He’s been running for two days now. He started up at Mount Hood.” The clerk didn’t respond.


“He’s trying to get to the coast,” Dad went on. The clerk kept his eyes transfixed on me.


“Doing it to celebrate his 40th birthday. It will take him about forty-five hours,” my dad continued.


That did it; enough was enough. “Go on, take your coffee!” the clerk barked. “Have it. That’s fine. Just go!”


His sharp words sent my dad and me reeling. It took a moment to compute, but then I realized what was going on here. He thought we were beggars. I could imagine his mind working: A young guy comes in and pours himself a presumptive cup of coffee, stalling so that the old guy can deliver a fancifully inventive pitch to get the goods for free.


My dad recognized the clerk’s misunderstanding as well. “Oh no,” he said, “I was just telling you this to let you know, that’s all.”


“Go!” the man continued. “Get out! Take your coffee and leave.”


“Look,” my dad said, pulling a five-dollar bill out of his pocket, “we had every intention of paying you.”


The man shouted at us, pointing at the door. “I do not want your money! Just take your coffee and get out!”


I realized now where the breakdown in communication had arisen. Beyond the clear cultural differences, the misunderstanding was heightened by the fact that it was 3:00 A.M. and by my strange outfit, one he’d probably never seen before in the store, if ever. (I wore a brightly colored singlet, shorts, reflective ankle bracelets, clear glasses, and a headlamp.) Add on top of all this some old loon claiming that his young accomplice was running hundreds of miles for days on end without rest, and the setup was all too obvious. The clerk would not be played for a fool; he knew better!


It was an honest mistake, one I was willing to leave at that. So I started toward the exit with my coffee.


“Son,” my dad instructed me, “put the coffee back.”


“What? Are you kidding?”


“Son, put the coffee back. He won’t take our money. Let’s go.”


“Look, with all due respect, Pops, there is absolutely zero possibility I’m gonna put this coffee back. He said I could have it.”


My father stomped over to me and got right up in my face. “Son, put the coffee down!”


I started to raise the cup to my mouth, and he grabbed my arm, forcing it down. We began to struggle, and I started to think this would be the first time ever my dad and I got into a fistfight. I didn’t care. I wanted my coffee!


“Take it outside, you two!” the clerk yelled. “Just leave or I’ll call the cops!”


My father turned back to face the man. In that brief instant, I managed to take a gulp of the hot brew. It scalded my mouth, and I cried out.


My dad glared at the clerk. From behind his back I gestured frantically to the clerk with both arms for him to continue elaborating. I needed him to distract my dad for as long as possible so that I could take another sip.


Unfortunately, my dad saw the reflection of what I was doing in the window. He whirled around to me. “Son,” he commanded, “put down the coffee!”


It was obvious this was going nowhere. In somber retreat, I put the coffee back on the counter and walked out the door, head slung low. My dad eventually followed.


We reconnected on the sidewalk. “That was crazy,” I said. Trying to make light of the situation, I went on, “At least I got a sip of coffee for free.”


“It wasn’t free. I left the money inside,” my dad proclaimed with defiant pride.


“What?”


“I left the money on the counter.”


“You put that five-dollar bill on the counter?” I asked in disbelief. “Did he take it?”


“No, the ungrateful buffoon. He just brushed it to the floor with the back of his hand and said, ‘Your money is no good here.’ ”


“So where’s the money now?”


“It’s sitting in a wad on the floor.”


I turned around and started walking back inside.


“Where are you going?” my dad asked.


“I’m going back in there to get my coffee.”


“Oh no you don’t!” He ran over and jumped in front of me. He put his hands out in front of his chest like an offensive lineman, preparing to prevent my reentering into the store.


“But we paid for it.” He didn’t budge.


I shook my head in saddened defeat. My dad and the clerk weren’t all that different. These men, with their old-world ways, were so proud, there was no use trying to argue with them. Stubborn pride was just part of their hard-wiring. Precious stuff, actually, for it provided the fodder that turned a rather surly interaction into an endearing lifelong memory, one that my parents and I would cherish for years to come.
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Flash forward the better part of a decade and things have changed a bit. My parents and I still hit the open road together, but they are getting older now. Our adventures have become fewer and farther between. My life has changed as well. In many ways my life has become something of a contradiction. Above all, I am a runner. I run—a solitary pursuit—and it is the activity I most treasure. However, I have also become somewhat of a public figure, at least in certain circles, which doesn’t exactly go hand in hand with a solitary pursuit.


Like many people, I’ve always wanted to write a book. It was just something I had on my proverbial “life list,” along with skydiving, visiting the pyramids, learning a foreign language, hiking the Pacific Crest Trail, and a cadre of other ambitions. So I wrote the book, checked it off the bucket list, and left it at that. If I sold ten copies to my buddies, I’d be lucky. After all, who wants to read about some obscure guy off running hundreds of miles across the most godforsaken terrain on earth? No one, right?


Wrong. Ultramarathon Man landed on the New York Times bestseller list. Next thing I knew, my “story” was out in the open, my insulated private life all but blown to smithereens. I guess in writing about doing the things I love, about following my heart and setting my own course in life, I somehow gave others permission to do the same. Runners and nonrunners alike flocked to my story, and my once very solitary life suddenly became a little less so.


That is why I look forward to all-night running escapades now more than ever. There is no greater therapy for me than to escape the trappings of humanity and embark on an adventure where I follow my own course freely. These long runs recharge my batteries and leave me feeling rejuvenated and ready to step back into the unexpected life that I now find myself living.


Please don’t get me wrong, my so-called “fans” are mostly great people, many of who are accomplished athletes themselves. It’s just that while I can run for hours on end without a problem, signing books for hours on end requires a different sort of endurance. As someone who is fairly introverted by nature, it takes a lot out of me spending time immersed in large masses of humanity for extended periods. I don’t like being the center of attention. In fact, at times, I don’t like attention at all.


As liberating as being the master of my own destiny is, I some-times think these long solitary runs are a form of running away from myself, basically escaping this new life I’ve created for a brief reprieve. Out here on the open road nobody knows who I am; and that’s just the way I like it.


And tonight’s run felt especially rejuvenating. The moon was full and big in the sky.


My wife, Julie, has always insisted that strange occurrences happen during full moons. As I departed the city that evening, a colossal white orb gradually rose to prominence, silhouetting the San Francisco skyline and highlighting the buildings’ contours with striking clarity. The moon tonight seemed exquisitely large, and the naked eye could easily discern the craters and pockmarks marring its surface.


The autumn air was unusually dry and warm; I thought about how peculiar it was to be so comfortable while crossing the notoriously blustery Golden Gate Bridge. Tonight was strange, make no mistake.


My path was a familiar one. After reaching the North Headland, I diverted onto a narrow footpath that crosses under the bridge and proceeds up into the trails of Marin County. The rumble of traffic slowly faded away as I ran, eventually replaced by the rustling of tree branches and the sounds of small animals dashing for cover as I glided by.


Once in the wild, I switched on my headlamp to help illuminate the dirt terrain, though I scarcely needed it given the moonlight. The hills around me were bathed in a molten silver hue; they rolled on forever like giant waves in a massive sea.


I ran through the headlands for miles, completely engrossed in the natural beauty of the surroundings. I’d been going for hours when I reached the paved road, though I hardly felt tired at all.


The junction where the trail meets the road was quiet. Besides offering a more pastoral route, using the trail network I’d just been on had allowed me to bypass some of the busy roads of the Bay Area and emerge here at this lesser traveled back road in Marin County. The footpath deposited me onto a quiet two-lane road, which I would follow farther west into even more remote stretches of highway later on in the night. The further removed from automobile traffic I could get, the better.


It would have been possible to remain on the trail even farther into the countryside, but I needed to resupply. My route was calculated. Near the exit point of the trailhead lay the last vestige of humanity, the final signs of intelligent life before disappearing into complete darkness: a liquor store.


Okay, it isn’t the ideal place for an endurance athlete to restock, but, hey, it was the only option available.


If you’ve ever frequented such esteemed establishments late at night, you know the majority of after-hours business comes from the sale of cigarettes and booze. I was after neither.


Upon entering the store, I didn’t see anyone. The checkout counter was cluttered with displays of libations and “fine” spirits, many of which were available in single-size containers for less than a buck. Apparently somebody other than McDonald’s offers “value pricing.”


From behind the displays, a head peeked out, startling me. I jumped. After my initial recoil, I took a look at him and realized he’d been examining me all along, as if grasping for some frame of reference to place “my type.” He craned his head, inspecting me from head to toe. Nothing appeared to register. He offered neither smile nor frown.


I said hello and he uttered an indiscernible response, still wary of my presence. Walking down the aisle, I could feel his eyes following me, tracking my every movement. He was a tall man, dark and tan, with facial hair, though not the typical razor stubble of the unkempt; instead he had longer strands that flowed down freely from his chin. His eyes were piercing, as though he had seen things that made him suspicious of even the most seemingly harmless subjects. I got the sense that his primary concern tonight was avoiding being held up at gunpoint.


At the bottom of the candy rack, the token energy bar choices sat covered in dust. Did I care that they were all stale? Heck no. I grabbed a few of them, along with a couple packages of almonds. In the small medical section of the store, I noticed a bottle of Pedia-lyte. Designed for children suffering from diarrhea and vomiting, in a pinch it is the ultimate athletic rehydration beverage. Gatorade is glorified sugar-water by comparison.


I brought my items to the checkout counter where I discovered, much to my delight, a bowl of overripe bananas. “How much are the bananas?” I asked.


“What are you doing?” he replied sternly.


“Ah . . . asking about the price of the bananas?” I said.


“What are you doing now? It’s dark out.” He was taken aback by the fact that I was out running at this time of night, but there was earnest inquisitiveness in his eyes, a genuine curiosity. “Are you one of those marathon people?” he asked.


“Ah . . . yes . . . I guess you could say that.”


“I used to run when I was a boy,” he said. “I want to start again.


How far do you go?”


“Tonight?” I didn’t want to tell him I was going forty or fifty miles, fearing this might dampen his enthusiasm. “Well . . . let me explain . . . ”


Thankfully he broke in before I got any further. “I’m going to start again.” He began tallying my purchases and putting the items in a bag. “I’m going to start tomorrow morning,” he concluded.


“About those bananas,” I asked. “How much are they?”


He seemed troubled by my question. “Take as many as you want, my friend.”


I started putting bananas in my bag one by one, presuming they were free, though not entirely sure. He kept talking about starting to run again, and I patiently listened to him. Finally, I cleared my throat (only so many bananas could fit in the bag). “Good luck with it,” I said. “You seem pretty determined.”


My words dislodged him from his reverie. He blinked a few times and refocused on me. “I’m going to start running again,” he said with conviction.


Personally, I believed the man.


Once outside, I opened the Pedialyte and emptied it into the internal bladder of my backpack. I scarfed down two bananas and one stale energy bar, then stashed the rest of the food in my pack for later on. Cinching the shoulder straps, I resumed forward progress.


As I ran, I thought about the unique power running seemed to have to break down barriers and unite people in strange and wonderful ways, regardless of race, creed, socioeconomic status, or age. I was just one of those “marathon people,” and he was just a clerk in a liquor store, but we had shared a moment together, and it was good.


Onward and outward I progressed, deeper into the countryside, the full moon now directly overhead. I passed through the small outpost of Nicasio, population 287, and proceeded farther into the boonies, the closest town now miles away. All was going splendidly until I heard the rumble of an approaching vehicle and realized that it was 2:15 a.m. While these backcountry roads are typically quiet at night, I’ve learned that you need to pay particular attention around this time. You see, the bars let out at 2:00 and people don’t want to use the main thoroughfares because they’ve been doing something they shouldn’t be doing before getting behind the wheel. In an effort to avoid getting caught, they use these backcountry routes as alternatives.


Abruptly, a car came whizzing around the corner, heading right for me, which was nothing too unusual. After all, who’s expecting to find someone out here jogging at 2:15 in the morning?


But I was pretty lit up. I was wearing a reflective vest and a bright LED headlamp. A flashing red blinker was attached to the shoulder strap of my pack, and I carried a powerful flashlight in my hand. I was hard to miss; I mean, I looked like a running Christmas tree, for crying out loud!


But the car did not veer from its course. In such circumstances, my MO is to give the car a quick shine in the windshield with my flashlight, alerting the driver that there’s someone out here running. I gave the quick shine. The car kept coming for me.


Here’s when I made the executive decision that diving off the roadside would be a good idea. I turned to launch, but there was a solid embankment next to me. Nowhere to jump.


Then things started happening really quickly. The car was bearing down on me at warp speed with no sign of changing course. My mind was awhirl with disjointed thoughts as I tried to decide whether to go left, right, or what. It’s hard to keep your cool when you’re head-faking a two-ton piece of steel barreling toward you at fifty miles per hour. At some point, I simply closed my eyes and hoped for the best.


The car whizzed by so closely that I could feel the heat of its radiator on my thigh. I stood there counting my blessings, mostly just happy to still be alive.


Then I got a little peeved. The driver must have seen me; he’d been toying with me. This realization made me angry, so I turned toward the speeding vehicle and thrust my fist into the air at it (it was a decent fist, no digits extended).


The driver slammed on the brakes.


Uh-oh, I said to myself, maybe I shouldn’t have done that.


The car shifted into reverse, and my heart skipped a beat. This was it. There was no place to run, nowhere to hide. I was certain I’d meet my destiny right here on this lonely roadside in the middle of nowhere.


The car came screeching to a halt right next to me. This maniac woman jumped out of the driver’s side and ran around the front of the car. She whipped open the passenger door and started riffling through a bag that was sitting on the seat.


Standing there, paralyzed by fear, I waited to see whether she’d pull a knife, a gun, or another type of weapon. How would the end come?


She pulled out . . . a copy of my book. I couldn’t believe it. She looked at the picture of me on the cover and then glanced up at my face. “You’re him!” she proclaimed. “You’re that crazy marathon guy. Oh, my boyfriend just loves you. It’s such a coincidence. I just bought him a copy of your book. You gotta sign it!”


Handing me the book, she placed a pen in my trembling hand. I stood there in absolute shock, my face white as a ghost, completely unable to compute any of this.


“His name is Bob,” she informed me. “Write something inspirational.”


The first thought that popped into my mind was to write:
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Then I decided that might not be such a wise idea. I simply signed Bob’s book with some words of encouragement and handed it back to her. “Oh, thank you, thank you!” she said. “You have no idea how much this will mean to him.”


She took the book, chucked it back into the car, slammed the door, bounced gaily around the front of the vehicle, got in, and drove off into the darkness as though nothing happened.


I was left standing in a dust cloud, wondering what on earth had just transpired. I started fumbling through my pack for a bolt of whiskey, but then I remembered that I don’t drink. If I did, now would have been an appropriate time to imbibe heavily.
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These types of random and unexpected encounters had become increasingly commonplace—some people thinking I hung the moon, others thinking I’d come to rob their liquor store. Stepping back from it all, I attempted to rationally understand the colorful direction my life had taken. But it was no use; things had become too bizarre for me to make any rational sense of it.


Better to just stick with what I knew, I concluded. So I did the one thing I know how to do: I checked my headlamp, tightened my shoelaces, and started putting one wobbly foot in front of the other.


When all else fails, start running . . .
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2.0


Follow Dreams, Not Rules


“Make voyages. Attempt them. There’s nothing else.”


—TENNESSEE WILLIAMS


AND RUN I HAVE. On all seven continents, twice over, I have run. In some of the most remote and exotic places on earth I have run: the Atacama Desert, Patagonia, Mount Fuji, the Australian outback, Namibia, the Gobi Desert, Mont Blanc, the Sahara, Antarctica, New Jersey (okay, maybe not the most remote and exotic of locations, but there’s certainly no shortage of unusual native wildlife).


With the success of my first book and my growing notoriety, I saw a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to turn what I loved to do— running and racing across the globe—into what I do (i.e., turn my passion into my vocation). Pioneering aviator Charles Lindbergh once said, “It is the greatest shot of adrenaline to be doing what you’ve wanted to do so badly.” Hallelujah, brother! I took a permanent leave of absence from my day job, walked out the door, and started running.


Life can be either a safe and secure spectator sport or a sometimes risky but amazing adventure. After more than a decade of dabbling part-time, I threw caution to the wind and went for the latter, the great leap into the unknown, quitting my cushy corporate job and dedicating myself to somehow making running a full-time gig. Who needed the plush corner office, the perks, the matching 401(k), and the company car, anyway? These things weren’t providing me security, they were creating a prison. George Lucas put it succinctly: “We are all living in cages, with the door wide open.” One day I noticed the gate was ajar, so out I ran . . .
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As any runner can tell you, the playing field in our sport can be rather large. Infinite, really. There is no out-of-bounds, no end zones. You veer off the fairway in our sport, and the rough can stretch on for hundreds of miles. Often, that’s where things get the most interesting.


As the fictional Forrest Gump recounted, he decided to go for a “little” run for no reason whatsoever. When he reached the end of the street, he decided to just keep going. And when he got to the end of town, he decided he’d keep on going just a little farther—to the county line. And since he’d run that far, he decided he’d just keep running to the state line. He ran all the way across Alabama for no good reason. He ran all the way to the coast. And when he arrived, he thought, as long as he’d already come so far, he might as well just keep on going. So he turned around and headed the other way. Why not?


If Forrest could do it, I could try.


My meanderings tended to be nearer the fringes than the middle of the road. Navigating along the edge is what I loved the most. Of course, having a faithful caddy to guide you successfully along can be an added nicety. Problem is, in the dozen or so years leading up to my full-time vocation as a runner, most of my friends had figured me out, and they wanted nothing to do with my craziness.


As my running progressed over the years, I constantly searched for new recruits. The surprise came when I discovered an appetite for adventure in the most unlikely candidate, a former college mate of my mine, Topher Gaylord. Unlikely, I say, because he was not a runner at all. Never would I have anticipated his acceptance of my invitation to support me on an all-night run. It’s not that Topher wasn’t adventuresome—for he was—but he just wasn’t a “runner.”


I first met Topher back in the eighties in the quaint seaside community of Santa Cruz on the Northern California coast. I was standing in my wetsuit preparing to go windsurfing when a late-model car pulled into the nearby parking lot with a windsurf board on top. What puzzled me most was that I couldn’t see the driver. Whoever it was, his or her head was below the steering wheel.


When the driver popped out, I couldn’t believe my eyes. He looked to be all of twelve or thirteen—he was actually sixteen at the time—and he weighed eighty-five pounds. Literally. I considered walking over to offer my assistance in lifting the heavy board off the roof but decided instead that it would be amusing to just stand by and watch the disaster unfold. Much to my amazement, he hoisted the weighty rig from the rooftop and set it down gingerly on the sand. I stood there in disbelief, entirely perplexed as to how this little kid had so effortlessly manhandled that bulky windsurf board. I knew right then that I was going to like him.


The youngest of ten, Topher was the quintessential “runt of the litter.” Growing up in a commune in Berkeley during the late sixties, he had learned to fend for himself. Our friendship blossomed during college, and I found him to be self-reliant and a quick study. However, I did detect a particular vulnerability in his nature, a character flaw that one day I thought I might be able to exploit: Topher was very trusting of me. Perhaps too trusting.


Being the oldest child in my family, I was extremely adept at discovering such susceptibilities. My younger brother, Kraig, though gullible, had figured me out long ago. Kraig had played the sucker way too many times as I dragged him along on farfetched escapades throughout our childhood. Now my welcome with him was worn out. He knew better.


Topher was fresh game. He was unfamiliar with my ploys and naive to my ways, and the underlying dynamics at play in our relationship soon became happily clear to me. He was the surrogate younger brother. Over the years we had known each other, I’d never invited him to accompany me on any of my running adventures, knowing that the first experience would likely be his last. Once fooled, twice a fool, or so the saying goes.


But at least for one adventure, he was mine.


It was the early nineties and a mutual friend of ours was celebrating his wedding reception in a town near San Francisco, where we lived. I wanted to do something memorable to commemorate the occasion and figured that this would be the perfect opportunity to cash in that chip I had with Topher and bring him along for the ride. I convinced him that the highest form of praise we could bestow upon this new union was to venture to the occasion under our own duress. Human power, if you will. He was a surprisingly easy sell, buying into my suggestion without much need for convincing. Of course, I didn’t mention to him that the reception was seventy-five miles away.


Let the games begin!


I departed on foot the next afternoon. Our plan was for Topher to leave later in the day after work, on his bike, and catch up to me during the night. He knew the route I was following and was riding his mountain bike with specially equipped “slick” tires (essentially a narrower profile tire with a flatter tread pattern than the traditionally knobby mountain bike tires), which make riding on paved roads more comfortable.


Unfortunately, it turned out that slicks pop more easily than knobby tires.


Topher had already punctured his back tire and had used one of the pair of replacement inner tubes he’d brought along. Now, alone somewhere along the most remote stretch of highway on our route, another tire ruptured. When he stopped to replace it, he was shocked to learn that it wasn’t just one tire: Both of his tires had burst simultaneously. He had no back up.


Never one to panic, he decided to call his girlfriend, Kim, for a lift. However, his cellphone had limited reception. He was too deep in the countryside, well outside of cell range. (In the mid-nineties, coverage was sparse, if not entirely nonexistent, in much of the California backcountry.)


Being the enterprising young lad that he was, Topher hopped up onto the guardrail along the road and held the phone high above his head while balancing himself on the narrow railing. When he looked up at his outstretched arm, he could see one bar of reception.


Slowly, he pulled his arm down to make the call. But just as the phone neared his ear, the bar disappeared. He tried again, more slowly this time. Same thing. He tried once more, this time standing on his tiptoes on the guardrail in an attempt to elevate his head closer to the point of reception. To his great delight, the call went through. He could hear static and crackling on the other end. He glanced up at the phone in an effort to optimize his position. As he did so, his foot slipped and he came crashing down with a horrible thud, one leg straddling each side of the railing. The pain was so horrific that he felt he might have permanently lost the ability to produce offspring.


Panting and trying to regroup, he decided to wait for the help of a passing motorist. That made sense. Getting reception out here was impossible.


An hour went by with no cars. Bummer.


Topher was starting to get cold, not to mention mentally unstable. Instinct took over. Primitive, mindless instinct, the kind that gets people into trouble. With fingers so numb he could barely clench a fist, he hastily hauled his bike as far off the road as possible and crawled into the nearby thicket, curling up underneath a canopy of small branches for warmth. A minute later, he was asleep. Growing up in a commune had conditioned Topher to be one of the quickest sleepers I have ever encountered. When a brief window of opportunity presented itself amongst the childhood chaos, he slept. Topher is the only person I’d ever witnessed fall asleep midsentence—while he was talking. The last thought he had before nodding off under that bush was of “Kimmy” and where she might be.


Kim was the glue that kept Topher’s life together. Efficient and resourceful, she was not only a tremendous planner, but she always came through in a pinch. That would have likely been the case tonight as well, except that her flight from the East Coast— originally scheduled to arrive at noon—was delayed and she hadn’t arrived at San Francisco Airport until the evening.


When she called Topher’s cellphone and it rolled directly to voicemail, she had a premonition that something was up. Topher was good at following instructions, and the third item on the list she had compiled and left on the kitchen table for him before her departure read:


[image: subha2]


So she was relatively confident he hadn’t run out of battery power. What could it be? Then she remembered the route he was following. She knew it would take him relatively far out into the countryside and had an inkling that cell reception might be limited. Actually, she knew that was the case and that he was in trouble.


An hour later, Kim was driving through the region, extremely concerned. What troubled her most was that Toph’s cellphone still rolled directly into voicemail. He should have passed through this remote backcountry section by now and emerged nearer to humanity and better cell coverage. Had he dropped his phone?


No sooner did this thought cross her mind than she caught a glimpse of something shiny in her headlights off the side of the road. Call it intuition, label it serendipity, tag it a sixth sense; I’ll just refer to it as the “magic of Kimmy.” Miraculously, she had spotted Topher’s bicycle sitting in a heap on the roadside. She pulled over, grabbed a headlamp, and started searching frantically. She spotted his feet first, sticking out from under a bush. She giggled, knowing immediately that he was okay, just sleeping.


Bending down, she began squeezing his toes intermittently, the way a coyote might take a few preparatory gnaws before launching into a full-fledged chomp.


Terrified, Topher sprang awake. He shot up and found himself engulfed in a spider’s web of twigs and small branches. Oblivious to his whereabouts, he started screaming and batting at the branches uncontrollably.


Kimmy watched him in amusement. Finally, when he had calmed down and composed himself, she said, “What have you gotten yourself into now, Gaylord?”


“Kimmy, I’m sooo glad to see you,” he spouted. “Ahh . . . glad to hear your voice. How do I get out of here?”


“I’m not sure, Toph. It looks like you and that bush have a pretty intimate relationship.”


As well-organized and businesslike as she could be, Kimmy was never beyond having some fun. Her striking indigo eyes and beaming smile convey her mischievous nature. Kimmy has the uncanny ability to switch from being a tough-ass negotiator to a practical joker in the blink of an eye. She does so with a natural grace and poise that frequently leaves those on the other side of the bargaining table completely befuddled.


“This is no time to mess around,” Topher barked. “Now crawl under this bush and let’s engage in a little roadside romance.”


“I think you and that plant are doing just fine,” she retorted. “Besides, where’s Karno?” (Many of my friends had taken to calling me Karno, a truncation of my last name.)


“Oh, man . . . Karno!” Topher rubbed his forehead. “We need to go find him.”
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