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Success rests with having the courage and endurance and above all the will to become the person you are, however peculiar that may be. Then you will be able to say, “I have found my hero and he is me.”


—George Sheehan, Wisdom for the Soul






I believe deeply in the idea of two. Two people. It’s the only sanity. The only richness.


—Don Delillo, The Names

















Author’s Note



All of the events described in this book, many of which were recorded contemporaneously with their happening, are faithful to the author’s recollections. In a few instances, time has been compressed for the sake of narrative flow. Some names have been changed.
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RUNNERS OFTEN SAY that a marathon doesn’t really begin until you’re twenty miles in. What they mean is that, unless you’ve completely blown it, only the last 6.2 miles of the race are truly testing and determinative. If the essence of a marathon’s challenge is running on tired legs (and it is), the first twenty miles are prologue, not the thing itself.


Something similar can be said of life. If a human life begins factually at birth, it does not begin symbolically until sometime later, when events transform a mere existence into a story. Take me, for example. I was born on May 5, 1971. But the story of my life, as I tell it, does not begin until seventeen years later, on May 21, 1988, which is the day I discovered I was a coward.


The scene of this unfortunate revelation was Hanover, New Hampshire, a bosky little college town in the western part of my home state. I was there with my fellow Bobcats of Oyster River High School to compete in the Ninth Annual Hanover Invitational, a big regional track meet. Around three o’clock on a mild but overcast afternoon, after most of the other events had been contested, an official raised a megaphone to his lips and, in a strong Yankee accent—all nasal As and silent Rs—spoke the words that precipitated my undoing as a young athlete.




First call, boys’ thirty-two hundred meters. First call, boys’ thirty-two hundred. Competitors should warm up and make their way to the start line for check-in.





A colony of bats took wing in my gut as I rose from my seat on a grassy area outside turn three of the host school’s state-of-the-art, eight-lane, rubberized track, half hearing muttered wishes of good luck from a couple of teammates. My legs went noodly and my tongue turned to cotton.


Running competitively over long distances is a lot like dangling by your fingertips from a cliff’s edge with certain death below, except it’s your entire body that feels as though it’s losing its grip. No runner finds pleasure in this doomed sense of strained weakening, but some young runners handle it better than others. Those who possess what exercise scientists refer to as a “low tolerance for perceived effort” tend to quit the cross country team after the shock of their first hard interval workout or race. At the other extreme, a special few runners seem not to problematize these unpleasant feelings at all but instead just accept them, operating under the attitude that, as legendary Australian running coach Percy Cerutty put it, “It’s only pain.” And then there are those who neither flee to another sport nor shrug off the pain but instead, for whatever reason (and there’s really no way to tell if one is predisposed), develop an immoderate dread of this unique brand of suck, a fear so intense that it leads eventually to avoidance behaviors ranging from reduced effort (your coach might not notice the difference between 95 and 100 percent, but you sure as hell do) to faked injuries. These runners are known within the sport as head cases, and I was one of them.


I hadn’t always been. The previous year’s Hanover Invitational had been an occasion of personal triumph. As a tenth grader I’d placed sixth in the 3200 meters, crossing the finish line a few ticks under ten minutes, a huge personal best. While this performance did not quite mark me as a future Olympian, it impressed coach Bob Rothenberg at Brown University (my first-choice college) enough to tell me when I visited the campus in the fall of ’87 that if I was able to lower my time in the same event by fifteen or twenty seconds before I applied, he could all but guarantee admission (my grades and SAT scores were solid).


Rothenberg had intended these words as an encouragement, but they signaled the beginning of the end of my sporting aspirations. It wasn’t the pressure they imposed that did me in; so-called chokers, who fear failure and cave under pressure, are an entirely different breed of head case. The true seed of my athletic demise, rather, was what my prospective future coach’s articulated standard required of me. To meet it, I had to not only mature physically (which was a given) and step up my training (which was doable, as I ran just thirty-five miles per week as a sophomore) but also try even harder and suffer still more in races, and these demands turned out to be deal breakers.


Where the running / cliff dangling analogy falls apart is at the fact that, in a race, the alternative to hanging on is not certain death. It’s relief. The suffering you endure in a race like the 3200-meter run that I had just been called to check in for is self-imposed. You choose it. But the choice is not binary: to suffer or not to suffer. There are infinite degrees of trying and suffering. At no point during such a race, except in the final sprint to the finish, are you trying as hard as you can. You’re pacing yourself, saving a little something for that final sprint. You have to. And so, no matter how great your present torment may be, you always retain the physical capacity to increase your pace to match the surge of a competitor, however briefly, or to hold on just a bit longer to a rival who’s setting the pace. The question is, can you bear to?


Most runners, beginners especially, don’t recognize this freedom. When they choose to let a competitor go, they don’t think they’re choosing. I myself did not discover that I could try harder and suffer more until I rose to the level of high stakes, where the decision to hang on or let go became a choice between winning and not winning, between getting into Brown and not getting in. Only then did I learn that I had the capacity to dig deeper, but with each succeeding race I found it harder to take the plunge, or even face its prospect.


My panic at the announcement of first call for my event ascended swiftly from my noodly legs to my roiling stomach to my cotton tongue to my vulnerable brain, where an idea hatched with the jolting suddenness of an epiphany: I would sneak away from the track and conduct my prerace strides on a soccer pitch hidden behind a small grandstand, killing time there until the race started, at which point I would dash back to the track in phony alarm, pretending I hadn’t heard the announcements.


No sooner had this craven escape plan come to me than I began to carry it out, as though some outside force were controlling my body. A variety of emotions wrestled within me as I ran from end line to end line on the freshly mowed playing surface. Strongest among them was exhilaration—the thrill of the illicit risk. Almost as powerful was relief—a bosomy comfort that came from knowing I would be spared the suffering of racing today. But then there was the spoiler: shame.


A part of me (a part I would come to know later as The Person I Want to Be) looked on in utter disgust as the rest of me perpetrated this gutless charade. All the other boys who had committed to race the 3200 would show up and take their medicine. I alone lacked the balls. Compounding my shame was the fact that I felt terrific physically—light and bouncy and bursting with well-earned fitness. No doubt about it: I had a Brown-worthy performance in my legs today, if not in my head.




This is the second and final call for the boys’ thirty-two hundred meters. Final call, boys’ thirty-two hundred. All competitors should come to the start line immediately for check-in.





Jeepers, that sound sure carried! I had counted on not being able to hear the race official’s last summons from my bleacher-protected hidey-hole. Both my alibi and my resolve depended on it. In an instant, my head emptied of exhilaration and relief and shame expanded to fill the vacuum. I felt as if I had woken from a trance to find myself doing something appallingly out of character, like dancing.


What the hell were you thinking? said The Person I Want to Be to the rest of me. You have to race! It’s not too late!


Breaking from the line of my current stride, I sprinted toward the track, all too aware that the most absurdly self-sabotaging thing a runner can do immediately before a long-distance race is sprint to the start line. As I tore around the edge of the grandstand, the other runners in my event appeared in the near distance, a nervous cluster of skinny boys responding one by one to the clipboard-holding race official’s roll call. It was then that I remembered why I’d chickened out in the first place—and I chickened out a second time. When the starter’s pistol cracked, I was again striding to and fro on the soccer pitch in solitary dishonor.


Now came the hard part. Donning a mask of stunned disbelief, I made a second urgent beeline toward the track, tingling with a liar’s apprehension.


“What the hell happened?”


Coach Bronson (not his real name, but an uncanny resemblance to the Death Wish actor made it impossible for us to call him anything else) spoke these words in a shrill, almost unhinged voice I’d never heard from him. He was standing at the start line with his arms spread wide and his palms turned skyward.


“I was warming up!” I answered in almost the same voice as I crossed over to the infield side of the track. “I didn’t hear the announcements!”


Bronson filled my ears with a few choice words, his face purpling and his neck tendons popping out. I dropped my head, not only to show contrition but also to hide my smile, amazed that I was actually getting away with my half-baked ploy. When my coach had said his piece, I took up right where he’d left off, lashing myself with abuse for my unforgivable screwup, playing the part of a brave warrior denied a chance to do battle by the stupid accident of tardiness.


These histrionics were interrupted by the passing of the runners I should have been vying against. Their strung-out single-file formation indicated a fast tempo, unsurprising given the favorable conditions. Bronson watched them flash by in silence before spinning around to address the meet official.


“Can you let him run a time trial by himself after this race finishes?” he asked, jabbing a thumb at me like a shiftless horse trader talking up a diseased pony.


Before the official could open his mouth to quash this unwonted request, Coach Bronson hurriedly explained that I was one of the state’s top runners, but I hadn’t yet run the 3200 this season, so I still needed a qualifying time for the state championship, which was only a week away. Now was my only chance.


I hadn’t thought of this. Indeed, teenager that I was, I hadn’t planned a single step beyond the present moment. Yet I did not dislike my coach’s proposal. With minimal discomfort, I realized, I could pace myself to a time just under the state championship qualifying standard of 10:40. But what would that get me? A free ticket to maximal discomfort in the state championship itself, which would then be my very last opportunity to meet the mark that Coach Rothenberg had set for me. Unless—


“We can’t delay the relays for just one kid,” the official said, not without compassion, referring to the final events of the day. “I’m sorry.”


Bronson turned back to me and shrugged hopelessly, and with a pang of guilt I saw real remorse in his eyes, an empathetic mirroring of the heartbreak he assumed I felt. My conscience burst into flame, and for about three-tenths of a second I was sorely tempted to come clean.


“It’s okay,” I said consolingly. “I’ll just run the sixteen.” I had already qualified for states in the 1600 meters.


It was during the three-hour bus trip back to Oyster River, interrupted by a ritual stop at McDonald’s, that the real regret hit. I sat with my forehead planted against the cushy high-backed seat in front of me, consumed by self-loathing. At seventeen, I had only the vaguest ideas about what sort of man I wished to become, but one thing I knew for sure was that I wanted to be like my dad, a three-time marathon finisher who had introduced me to running at age eleven and whom I regarded as the personification of mental strength. Tom Fitzgerald served as a Navy SEAL in Vietnam, trained to deploy atomic bombs underwater on his back. Before that he undertook a series of audacious solo long-distance swims across frigid Lake Ontario, the longest of which he completed in twenty-two hours with a collapsed lung and severe hypothermia. And before that he overcame a traumatic childhood in a wildly dysfunctional family to eventually become a successful novelist and a husband and father willing to make himself truly vulnerable—for example by hiring a psychotherapist—in his earnest pursuit of personal growth. Never had I felt more unlike this towering role model, more incapable of ever matching his capacity to face the fight, hang in there, and endure, than I did on that long ride home.


Deepening my inner despair was the happy chatter and screechy pubescent laughter of my surrounding teammates, all of whom had given their best effort in their various events, or close enough. My only consolation was knowing I could pass off my uncharacteristic muteness and my inability to ingest more than a few swallows of my Big Mac, Filet-O-Fish, french fries, and vanilla shake (same order every time) as swallows of disappointment at having missed my race. No one would ever know.


Approaching Concord, my bleak meditations were interrupted by the concerned voice of my seatmate and best friend, Mike.


“Are you okay?”


Mike and I were evenly matched as runners. Sometimes he beat me, other times I beat him. Our distaste for pain was about equal as well. The previous year, before a cross country meet, Mike and I had been warming up together when a siren loud enough to wake the entire city of Manchester began to wail. After listening to it in silence for several strides, I turned to Mike and said, “I have to admit, my first thought was, Maybe it’s a nuclear attack and we won’t have to race!”


“Mine too!” Mike said.


And yet, unlike me, Mike did not become literally sick with fear before races, and, when the horn sounded, he flipped a switch and left it all out there, every time. Unlike me, Mike was not a coward. He was brave. Normal.


“I’m just disappointed I didn’t get to race,” I told him.


“There’ll be other chances,” Mike said.


Well, yes and no. A heat wave struck on the day of the state championship, and I used the inclement weather as an excuse to run a half-assed 1600. The following autumn, still unable to shake my terror of racing’s appalling hurt, I mailed in my cross country season, which ended with my being kicked off the team after I goaded Mike and another teammate into showing up at the start line of the New England championship dressed as Batman and Robin. I skipped the indoor track season, and in the spring I was kicked off the outdoor track team when I showed up at the first workout weighing thirty-four pounds more than I had in my last race and refused Coach Bronson’s order to run penalty laps after failing to hit my times.


The very next day, I wrote to Coach Tom Donnelly at tiny Haverford College, a Division III school where I was to matriculate in the fall, and informed him, with apologies, that I had decided to quit the sport. (I hadn’t even bothered applying to Brown.) I knew with absolute certainty I would never run again.
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TWENTY-EIGHT YEARS AFTER I quit running forever—at 6:55 A.M. on March 19, 2017, to be precise—I pointed an iPhone at my face and pressed a virtual button on the screen labeled “Go Live.” My few friends around the world who were awake and on Facebook at the time, and who chose to tune in, saw me standing under a gray sky in dawn light with a mild case of bed head, not alone but in a crowd of men and women, many sporting running caps, all facing the same way. Eddie Money’s “Shakin’” blared from unseen outdoor speakers.


“I’m on the start line of the Modesto Marathon with my brother Josh,” I said, shouting hoarsely above the din.


I panned the phone until Josh entered the frame, sporting a red Nike running top and a three-day beard.


“Heeeeere we go!” he said, teetering toward me until his nose was almost touching the lens.


“The weather is good,” I continued, swinging the camera back to me. “The mood is jolly. For me this is the first of eight marathons in eight weeks. I’m going cross-country in search of the magic of the marathon. More to come.”


Four minutes later, we were running.
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What can I say? I was wrong. I did run again. Lots. Since 1998, when I returned to the sport of my youth, I have completed more than forty marathons plus countless shorter running events, a few ultramarathons, and more than a dozen triathlons, including one Ironman. In a typical day, I spend two hours working out and several more hours writing about running and other endurance sports, which is my job. If a palm reader had shared a vision of this future with the eighteen-year-old me who quit running forever, I would have demanded a refund. Nothing could have seemed more unlikely at the time. Except this: that I would one day grow to accept, embrace, savor, and even crave the very suffering that ruined running for me in high school.


Over the past twenty years I have become a connoisseur, of sorts, of this unique brand of suffering. The pain of endurance racing is to me now as wine is to the oenophile. What seemed a featureless monolith of unpleasantness in my adolescence has evolved into a universe of many dimensions (perceptual, emotional, cognitive) that combine in novel ways in every race. Just as no two wines taste the same to the master sommelier, whose palate also never stops gaining in sensitivity and refinement, I could run a marathon a week for the next one hundred years and never suffer in precisely the same way twice, nor fail to come out unaltered.


When I got back into running as an adult, I wanted two things. One was to realize the athletic potential I had failed to realize in my youth—to run the best race I was capable of. The other was to defeat the coward inside me, whose fault it was that I had not run more successfully the first time around. Progress toward these goals did not come easily, especially in the marathon, a race that thwarted me again and again and thereby became something of a personal white whale—a concrete symbol of what I wished to conquer. I gave extraordinary quantities of time and energy in this cause, more than any mere hobbyist could easily justify, but I did not see my training and racing as a hobby. A coward on the racecourse is a coward off it. My pursuit of the perfect race was nothing less than a quest to become The Person I Want to Be. Twenty years into this journey, I can say without hesitation that I wouldn’t take back a single minute I’ve invested in it. To the extent that my relationship with the suffering of endurance racing has changed, I have changed.


There’s nothing unique about my experience; every longtime marathoner can tell a similar story. In the middle of the twentieth century, the great Czech runner Emil Zátopek said, “If you want to run, run a mile. If you want to experience a different life, run a marathon.” To anyone who hasn’t run a marathon, this statement must seem a little over the top. A different life? Really? But those who have crossed one or more marathon finish lines receive Zátopek’s promise with a nod of recognition.


Even non-runners understand something about the marathon. “Life is a marathon” has become such a commonplace that rappers have been known to use it. Most people take it to mean that life is long and difficult. But anyone who has actually gone the distance knows this equation can also be flipped around: A marathon is life—a simplified, compressed, and intensified copy of life. And therein lies its power. To run a marathon is to practice life and to practice for life. Marathons serve humans in much the same way flight simulators, which assault trainees with every possible crisis, one after the other, serve aircraft pilots. Because life truly is long and difficult, it demands endurance, fortitude, patience, resilience, and long-suffering. The marathon develops all these fundamental human coping skills.


Other types of endurance races also have the power to change people into better versions of themselves, but the marathon has a special magnetism, a singular mystique stemming from its deep history. With origins in a legendary battle fought in Greece in 490 B.C., the marathon has become a byword for testing one’s mental or physical endurance. “Life is an Olympic-distance triathlon” might be equally true, but it just doesn’t have the same sparkle.


In 2016, Sheree Henderson, a runner from California, described in a personal essay for Women’s Running how running helped her overcome the lingering trauma of childhood sexual abuse, concluding, “When you see how you can physically turn around due to consistency and hard work, it’s confirmation that you… can turn around emotionally, mentally, and spiritually as well.”


Holocaust survivor Sylvia Weiner overcame the psychic wounds of her horrendous wartime ordeal by running marathons. “Running saved my life,” she has said. “Without running, my life would have slipped into some bad times.”


Through running, Mike Brannigan defied doctors’ prognostications for his life with severe autism, becoming a high school graduate and a popular teammate (not to mention a sub-four-minute miler) rather than a ward of the state.


Marshall Mathers, better known as the rapper Eminem, used running (fourteen miles a day on a treadmill!) to beat a drug addiction.


Countless amputee war veterans have used running to feel whole again, often with assistance from organizations such as the Challenged Athletes Foundation that serve as a pipeline from the front line to the start line.


The Students Run LA program steers at-risk teens away from the usual fates by training them to run the Los Angeles Marathon. It works.


Girls on the Run harnesses the transformative potential of running to build self-confidence in young girls. Ditto.


Psychiatrists are increasingly prescribing running and other forms of aerobic exercise instead of drugs to treat clinical depression.


The Back on My Feet program lifts men and women out of homelessness—homelessness—by turning them into runners.


Whatever it is a person looks for in the marathon, he or she usually finds it. Biased though I may be, I believe running marathons is possibly the single most reliable way to stimulate personal growth in the modern world. And if I’m right, does this not say something profound about the human condition? Our very best scientists and thinkers—whether or not they are runners themselves or have any interest in running—ought to be studying the magic of the marathon.


In the meantime, there’s me. I’ve been fascinated by the marathon ever since I failed spectacularly in my debut, after which, instead of vowing “never again,” I vowed to master the distance, seeing in it a way to move past the wimpiness that marred my high school running experience and that continued to tarnish my self-image long afterward. It took me the better part of two decades to complete this mission, but even that hard-won fulfillment did not end my fascination. And so, at the age of forty-five, on the very day in November 2016 when I finally ran the race I had always hoped and believed I had in me, the race that harpooned my personal white whale and redeemed the act of cowardice I committed on a soccer pitch in Hanover, New Hampshire, almost thirty years earlier, I decided to travel America in search of the magic of the marathon—not the science of it so much as its human essence.


The whole thing came together very quickly. In the four months that followed my decision, I came up with a name (the Life Is a Marathon Project), found a sponsor (Hyland’s, a Boston-based maker of homeopathic products), created a Facebook page, chose a charity partner (the Treatment Advocacy Center, which works to remove obstacles to the treatment of serious mental illness), signed up for eight marathons scattered throughout the United States on successive weekends, scheduled book signings between marathons to help pay the bills, and, of course, ran a lot.


The Life Is a Marathon Project kicked off with the Modesto Marathon in north central California, a race I had completed twice before, not because I love Modesto so much but rather because I happen to live two towns over in Oakdale and can sleep in my own bed the night before. I persuaded my brother Josh to do it with me, confident the fraternal bonding experience would supply an interesting angle on the marathon’s magic. Three years my senior, Josh was my approximate equal as a runner when we were young, but he had taken a different path in life and was struggling against a host of challenges to pull off a middle-age comeback. These included his job as a nurse practitioner serving the underserved in Salem, Oregon, his responsibilities as a husband and a father to two preternaturally energetic young boys, susceptibility to injury and illness, and a nebulous mélange of health issues—chronic fatigue, moderate depression, insomnia, and food sensitivities—that seem to be common in people who had difficult childhoods. (An intense and sensitive boy, not to mention the firstborn, Josh had needed a kind of nurturing that our father, who carried demons from his own painful boyhood, just wasn’t ready to give him at twenty-five. Tom did much better with me and our younger brother, Sean.)


Josh’s long-term goal was to qualify for the Boston Marathon. He made great progress toward this objective in the latter part of 2016, doing his most consistent training in ages and ripping off a 1:39 half marathon. If he’d been able to sustain the trajectory he was on, he would have stood a good chance of running a sub-3:25 marathon five months later in Modesto and punching his ticket to Boston. But a double whammy of bronchitis and Achilles tendonitis over the winter dashed these hopes, forcing him to dial back his goal to merely finishing the Modesto Marathon and to defer his qualifying bid for another time.


Prior to these setbacks, Josh had wisely planned to take the week of the race off from work (and from his zoo-like home life) and hang out at my quiet house in the country to rest up for his first marathon in thirty years. He flew from Portland to San Francisco and from there took a train to the East Bay, where I picked him up. When I spotted Josh amid the crush of passengers approaching the station exit from the platform, my mouth fell open. He looked not exactly fat but fattened, as though he’d spent the twelve weeks since I’d last seen him on a foie gras farm rather than training for a marathon. And since when was his hair so gray?


“I seem to have picked up some kind of bug,” he announced cheerfully as I took the backpack off his hands. “I feel a little off.”


“Remember that time you didn’t feel a little off?” I said. “Yeah, me neither.”


The next morning, after a breakfast of eggs and turkey sausage (Josh doesn’t do well with carbs), we stepped out my front door to tackle our last long training run before the marathon, an easy ten miler. Within three strides I was two strides ahead. When I looked back at Josh I pictured an old diesel locomotive, straining against rust and inertia to build momentum. Unable to resist the opportunity to indulge in a bit of brotherly hazing, I transitioned from running to Groucho Marx–style speed walking, making a show of being able to keep up with him in this absurd fashion. The stung look in his eyes made me regret the joke, and I switched back to running, pledging inwardly to do nothing more in the days ahead to rattle my brother’s confidence.


Our route consisted of four laps around my neighborhood, each lap ending with a short climb up a gentle hill that rose forty feet over a quarter mile. On our last ascent of this glorified speed bump, Josh began to unravel. I watched in rising alarm as the color drained from his face and neck. Near the top, he lurched abruptly off the sidewalk, dropped to all fours on a patch of grass, and vomited copiously. I stood over him in silence, shaking my head. How the hell was this man going to run 26.2 miles six days from now if he couldn’t even run half the distance today?


Stomach emptied, Josh wiped his mouth with his shirt and hauled himself back up onto his feet. Our eyes met. I knew exactly what he was remembering, and I knew he knew I was remembering the same thing.


The Chocolate Cake Incident.


It happened in the summer of 1987. Josh had recently completed his freshman year at Hobart College and had even more recently completed his first marathon, the Lake Ontario Distance Classic, easily qualifying for the Boston Marathon with a time just under three hours despite modest preparation. I was a rising junior at Oyster River High School, having earned All-State honors in cross country and track as a sophomore. On the weekend of July Fourth, the whole Fitzgerald family—Mom, Dad, Josh, Sean, and I—trooped down to North Kingstown, Rhode Island, to visit our mother’s parents, Stewart and Dorothy Sandeman. Per tradition, Grandma baked a chocolate cake for the occasion. For some reason, Josh and I thought it would be a good idea to go for an evening shakeout immediately after devouring a hearty dinner plus dessert. Midway through the run, as we were cresting a hill not unlike the one in my Oakdale neighborhood, a horrid chicken-and-chocolate chowder blasted into the day through his gaping piehole.


That fall, instead of signing up and training for Boston, Josh put running on the back burner to focus on his studies, a 4.0 grade point average at Hobart having enabled him to transfer to the Ivy League, where he could no longer count on being the smartest person in the classroom to turn in the finest essays and the most flawless exams. At Penn, Josh’s reduced activity level conspired with a newly discovered weakness for Philly cheesesteaks to bring out a previously hidden potential for corpulence that, once unleashed, proved forevermore resistant to re-leashing. Although his best days as a runner lay ahead of him, specifically in his midthirties, when a rare confluence of motivation and good health carried him to success at race distances ranging from 5K to the half marathon, the comeback was cut short by a sudden swerve into marriage, nursing school, and child-rearing. I couldn’t argue with my brother’s priorities, but I yearned to see him run again, knowing how hard he fought for physical and mental well-being, and knowing what running can do for a person.


“Are you okay?” I asked Josh as he steadied himself after his spectacular reprise of the Chocolate Cake Incident (or the Eggs and Turkey Sausage Incident, as I suppose we’ll call it), thinking, Well, at least he’s running again.


“We’re on to Cincinnati,” Josh said.


Another person in my place might have heard this statement as a baffling non sequitur, but I did not. Three years before, our beloved New England Patriots suffered a devastating loss to the Kansas City Chiefs on a Monday night, a rare drubbing that dropped the Pats’ record to two wins and two losses in the early part of the 2014–2015 season. At the postgame press conference, the team’s famously surly head coach, Bill Belichick, answered nearly every question he got with a mumbled, “We’re on to Cincinnati,” New England’s next opponent. Belichick’s point was that he wasn’t interested in dwelling on a bad game, believing as he did that a short memory for failure is essential to ultimate success. Subsequent events proved him right, the Patriots winning ten of their next twelve games, including the 2015 Super Bowl, and ever since then Belichick’s prickly deflection has been a refrain in my family, repeated anytime the need arises to shrug off a loss in life. What do you say when you back your car into your own mailbox or when your second grader gets the whole household sick for the third time this winter or when you show up at the wrong airport for an international flight—or indeed, when you throw up your breakfast 9.75 miles into a 10-mile run six days before a marathon? We’re on to Cincinnati.


“Well played,” I laughed, relieved to see Josh’s color returning. “Let’s both just pretend this didn’t happen.”


After dinner that evening, Josh and I sat down in the family room to “solve the universe,” as we like to say.


“What does running the Boston Marathon mean to you?” I asked, gulping from a bottle of IPA as Josh nursed a glass of water.


“Well, it goes back to what I wrote about in the first post in my journal,” he said. “Do you remember it?”


I did. Eleven months before, Josh had created a Facebook page to document his crusade for Boston qualification. In the introductory post, he wrote, “It feels like there’s a bit of unfinished business in our family, one last journey that needs to be completed. I’m still running, but my health is not what it used to be, my body not so young anymore. Yet I feel like I need to rally, to get myself back on track, to finish the journey.”


The journey Josh needed to finish started thirty-four years earlier, on April 18, 1983, when Josh was fourteen, I eleven, and Sean ten. The sun rose unseen in Madbury, New Hampshire, on that drizzly Monday. Despite the weather, the whole household was up early, and by seven o’clock the five of us were buckling seatbelts in a van driven by Mr. Marshall from up the street. Two hours later, in the sleepy colonial village of Hopkinton, Massachusetts, Dad leapt out the front passenger door to take his place at the very back of a crowd of runners awaiting the noon start of the Boston Marathon, among the other numberless “bandits.” The author of three published novels, he was working on a new fiction about a man haunted by demons from a rough childhood (much like him), whose response to learning he has Lou Gehrig’s disease is to train for the Boston Marathon—his way of finishing life on his terms. People run Boston for many reasons; my father’s was research.


After leaving Hopkinton we rendezvoused with a family friend, Dori, who lived locally and was able to direct Mr. Marshall to a few good viewing spots. When we saw Dad at the halfway point in Wellesley—impossible to miss in red shorts, a red cotton T-shirt, and a red headband—he was all smiles. Six miles down the road in Newton, no longer smiling, he stopped to chat, a choice he seemed to regret when he tried to start moving again. At Cleveland Circle, just over a mile from the finish line, Josh and Sean and I (by prior arrangement) broke from the curb and ran with our father, now shockingly altered, his size 14 New Balance 990s sticking to the road like combat boots in battlefield muck, his gaze cast yearningly ahead in the manner of a lost navigator squinting for land.


Many years would pass before I understood what Dad was going through. In the moment it was all I could do to keep my head from exploding. Seventy-two hours earlier I was calculating fractions in Mr. Emerson’s room at Oyster River Elementary School. Now here I was striding freely down the middle of a major urban boulevard, watched and applauded by thousands of spectators, many of whom mistakenly assumed my brothers and I had gone the whole distance (“Oh, look at the kids!”). From my youthful perspective it seemed as if I had blinked and become Elvis, above the law and able to cause mass hysteria just by showing up. But what I felt most powerfully during those enchanted ten minutes was pride in my pops, who had been a hero to me even before this day. Unlike his war service and the other great feats on which his legend was built, however, this one was happening before my very eyes. It didn’t matter that he weighed close to two hundred pounds and would complete the marathon more than ninety minutes behind the winner and that he didn’t even have a number on his belly. As far as my brothers and I were concerned, our father was the toughest man alive, and his marathon proved it.


Despite the friction between them, Josh looked up to Dad no less than Sean and I did. So I shouldn’t have been surprised when, at the breakfast table the next morning, he declared that he was going to start running. Surprised I was, though, and not exactly thrilled, having intended to make the same declaration. I now had to think of a way to second it without sounding like a copycat little brother.


“Me too!” I said.


After school that day, Josh and I ran six miles together on the narrow roads, paved and unpaved, that snaked through the piney forests surrounding our home. Two days later, we did it again, and so on. Neither of us thought about running the Boston Marathon ourselves, however, until many years later—in Josh’s case not until 2013, when the bombing occurred. In the wake of this tragedy Josh vowed to run the race the following year in defense of the spirit of the event that meant so much to our family (Dad having run it twice more, in 1987 and 1988, and I once, in 2009). But he forgot to start training, and the next Fitzgerald to run Boston was not Josh but Sean, who came to running much later than we had but proved to have his own knack for it. Inspired by Sean’s achievement, Josh renewed his pledge, but again he made no effort to fulfill it. Then, in 2016, I ran Boston a second time, and after that Josh finally got serious, going public with his intentions on Facebook and hitting me up for a training plan.


“I get all that,” I told him in our solving-the-universe session on the eve of the 2017 Modesto Marathon, “but isn’t there also a more personal significance to this goal for you—something that has nothing to do with the rest of the family?”


“Yes, definitely,” Josh said. “To be brutally honest, I’ve felt like a complete fuckup my whole life. I’ve had a really hard time finding my place in the world. Like a lot of people who had an unhappy childhood, I’ve never really grown up in certain ways. I have trouble sticking with things. But there are a few things I am sure about, and one of them is that I’m a runner. For me, qualifying for Boston is partly about just that—qualifying for Boston—and partly about breaking patterns I’ve been mired in for way too long. The true goal is to stick with this thing and not quit, no matter what. I may not be able to control certain factors that could prevent me from ever getting to Boston, but I can control this much. I know I’m not where I wanted to be physically right now, but it doesn’t even matter. In Modesto on Sunday, I don’t care how ugly it is or how long it takes—I’m going to finish that fucking marathon.”
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It got ugly around mile eighteen, on a farm road hedged on either side by budding almond trees. I’d known what was coming for some time, having become a little uneasy when I noticed that Josh hadn’t said anything in a while, then a little more uneasy when he refused a gel packet I offered him, and finally resigned to disaster when he ran his slowest mile on the fastest part of the course. I waged an internal debate about whether to acknowledge openly what was now so plainly happening or to just let it happen. When we came to a big yellow sandwich board at the side of the road with a bold red 18 painted on it, I decided to speak.


“The way I figure it,” I said, “if you can run eighteen miles, you can run a marathon.”


These words hung in the air for several awkward seconds before Josh mustered a reply.


“I hate to say it,” he said, “but I think I’m hitting a wall.”


I knew the feeling all too well. This was my thirtieth marathon, give or take, and although I was cruising it, running not to achieve a personal goal but to help Josh achieve his goal, I had hit the wall in many past marathons.


“Just manage it the best you can,” I said.


Josh’s pace continued to slow. I forced myself to stop looking at my watch, fearful of adding a layer of self-consciousness to my brother’s misery by appearing to mark his decline. I considered suggesting that he try to make it to twenty miles without walking—knowing I would have done just that in his place—but refrained. It’s easy to say the wrong thing to a struggling marathoner.


At precisely the twenty-mile mark, Josh began to walk. Runners all think alike.


“I just need to gather myself a bit,” he said.


My heart went out to my brother. I felt as powerless to help him now as I had when Josh was nine years old and I was six and a neighborhood bully pinned him to the ground and pummeled him (undersized and undisguisably brilliant, Josh was a magnet for bullies) and Sean and Mom and I stood on the opposite side of the street protesting impotently until something in me snapped and I charged the bully and leapt on his back and pummeled him, wailing in frustration at the inability of my kindergarten haymakers to halt the humiliation. The last thing Josh needed was another blow to his pride.


“You know what I’m craving?” he said out of the blue during a second walk break in mile twenty-three. “A great big milkshake.”


“What flavor?” I asked, privately elated by what Josh’s remark revealed about his state of mind.


“Chocolate!”


We crossed the finish line at 4:12:54, a number that exceeded by seventy-three minutes Josh’s previous marathon time and fell more than fifty minutes short of the Boston Marathon qualifying standard for his age group. Feeling faint, he stopped abruptly and folded in half, hands on knees. A member of the medical staff approached him.


“Are you okay?” she asked.


“Yeah, I’m just old,” he said, erecting himself.


We shuffled our way to the finish festival, where Josh suffered a second bout of lightheadedness and took a seat on the pavement with his back against a security fence. When he was ready, I hoisted him upright and told him about a nearby burger joint I knew that made killer milkshakes. Our eyes met again.


“We’re on to Cincinnati,” he said.


I realized then that I had greatly overestimated the effect that Josh’s unspectacular race would have on his psyche, and in so doing I had greatly underestimated Josh. Perhaps, too, I had misjudged the power of running to teach human beings the invaluable skill of failing with poise. Everyone fears failure, and many of us fear it so much we seldom risk it. This is a sure path to regret and bitterness. Happier are those who aren’t afraid to fail.


The marathon tames our fear of failure in much the same way antibodies prevent viruses from striking us twice: exposure. If you run marathons, you will fail. The marathon is no respecter of persons. It humbles everyone sooner or later—and I mean everyone. I’ll never forget the strained smile of raw mortification I saw on the face of Haile Gebrselassie, widely considered the greatest runner ever, as he limped along a London sidewalk in April 2007, having just dropped out of a marathon he was supposed to win, miles from the finish line. All marathoners get their turn on the struggle bus. What matters is what happens next. Will the runner have a long memory, dwelling on his failure and taking no further risks, or will he have a short memory and try again? Most runners try again. When Haile Gebrselassie ran his next marathon, he broke the world record.


Josh had already shown considerable willingness to risk failure in changing careers at age thirty-seven, on the heels of his previous running renaissance, abandoning his job in computer programming to start nursing school. Eleven years later, in the midst of a second comeback, he seemed unflappable. So it was only to be expected that, the following morning, as I chauffeured him to the same train station I’d picked him up at a week earlier, he told me he wanted to get right back on the horse and run the Eugene Marathon, which was seven weeks away and would be the eighth and final event in my search for the magic of the marathon, an aspect of which my brother had already revealed to me. We spent the rest of the drive discussing what he could do to improve in the meantime. Losing weight and going on sleep meds topped our list.


“See you in Cincinnati—er, Eugene,” I said as we embraced at the passenger drop-off area.


Less than twenty-four hours later, I loaded up my Mazda CX-5 (nicknamed the Fun Mobile) with two large suitcases, a duffel bag, a fluffy white bichon frise named Queenie, a bucket of dog food, a cooler, one hundred boxed copies of my latest book, a cache of healthy snacks (cashews, tinned anchovies, apples), and a pair of thirty-five-pound dumbbells and hit the road for Clayton, New Mexico, site of marathon number two in my search. Beside me, then as always, was Nataki, my wife, the person for whom I have most needed the courage I wasn’t born with and the person for whose sake I have most needed to run marathons.
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I GAINED SIXTY-EIGHT pounds in four years at Haverford College, where I routinely ate an entire large cheese pizza on a Friday night after pounding several beers and made zero use of the lovely 2.2-mile jogging trail that limned the small campus. When I graduated with a bachelor’s degree in English in 1993, I couldn’t climb the fifteen steps to my room on the second floor of Leeds Hall without getting winded. Two years later, still fat and out of shape, I decided to relocate to San Francisco to pursue a career in writing, becoming even fatter and more out of shape during a four-week, fast-food-fueled crossing of the lower forty-eight.


Accompanying me on this journey were my two brothers, both of whom were at transition points in their own lives. Josh was to fly home afterward to start a PhD program in computational neuroscience at the University of Rochester. Sean would remain with me in California, having just graduated from Kenyon College and figuring Frisco was as good a place as any to look for something to do with the rest of his life. We took a northerly route, passing through Cincinnati and St. Paul and Bozeman before hitting the West Coast at Seattle and dropping south on Route 1 to our final destination. I didn’t know it was possible to have so much fun. My brothers are my best friends, and in our monthlong road trip we discovered a bonding experience nonpareil and a perfectly timed shared rite of passage, an interlude of absolute freedom made possible by the singular confluence of youth’s lack of responsibility and adulthood’s competencies. Through the better half of a steamy American summer we created each day’s agenda on the fly, pitching a tent some nights, crashing other nights with friends or friends of friends or friends of friends of friends, staying in motels only twice. We smoked an ounce of weed, played our favorite CDs until we couldn’t stand the sound of them, ordered from drive-thrus at least once a day, nearly died in a whitewater rafting adventure gone wrong, laughed to the point of vomiting (okay, that was me) in the flickering light of campfires, visited a former family home in Illinois that we hadn’t seen in eighteen years, and managed to limit ourselves to just one speeding ticket and a single shoving match.


We crossed the Golden Gate Bridge in what was left of our ’86 Volkswagen Golf on the afternoon of August 12, 1995, a sparkling Saturday that did nothing to dispel the East Coaster’s stereotype of California weather. We gawked like visiting aliens from a dim desert planet at the flawless sky hanging high above us, an indigo hint of outer space lurking behind the familiar pale blue. Below us, jagged waters shot blinding sparks of reflected sunlight. An intricate jumble of pastel architecture—the city—beckoned ahead.


The bridge spat us out onto Lombard Street. Following directions I had received on a pay phone at an Oregon convenience store from Mike, my old high school running pal who now lived in San Francisco, we took a right on Van Ness and a left on Bush and parked outside a narrow apartment building on Dashiell Hammett Street, a one-block alley on Nob Hill.


Sean, who’d run the anchor leg for us, so to speak, yanked the parking brake lever and killed the ignition. A brief silence ensued as we shared a common thought: it’s over. Life’s transitions are always brutally abrupt and appear smooth only later, through the warping lens of memory.


The next morning, we woke up stiff and sore on the hard floor of Mike’s apartment, a studio so tiny it had a Murphy bed. Josh dressed in musty clothes he’d worn half a dozen times since their last laundering, shouldered his bag, and left for the airport. Sean and I stepped out together to grab coffee and a copy of the San Francisco Chronicle, our elder sibling’s sudden absence making us oddly shy with each other.


Back at Mike’s place, we took turns scouring the classifieds for leads on jobs and more permanent accommodations. The few opportunities I saw for writers were either dull-seeming or beyond my reach, and I was beginning to regret the whole foolish endeavor when the sound of my name drew my attention outward. I looked up and just then Sean snapped a photo with the pocket camera we’d brought along to record our adventure. I still have it (the photo, I mean). It shows me peeking over the top of the paper with eyes that seem to me now to betray an almost haunted presentiment of hard times ahead. I’m just glad I didn’t know how hard.


We’d chosen an interesting time to move to Fog City. The Bush recession had ended some eighteen months earlier, and the dot-com boom was just around the corner, Generation X culture in full flower, and the city in the thick of its worst housing crunch since the great fire. Despite being new in town, Sean and I had no trouble finding the dozens of apartment showings we went to in every part of the peninsula over the next two and a half months. All we had to do was look for a line of twentysomethings extending from a certain building entrance to the nearest corner and around the block. Lacking employment, savings, and references, we just couldn’t compete with the more stable homeseekers we queued up with again and again, less hopeful each time, like serial casting-call rejects slowly getting the message that they can’t act.


While our search dragged on, we stayed in a seedy residence hotel in a neighborhood known as the Tenderloin. Our fellow boarders included wild-eyed dipsomaniacs, broken war veterans, twitchy drug addicts, and men in rumpled suits failing in all manner of gray-market enterprises involving hushed conversations on the lobby pay phone. All these people were clearly on their way down in life. Sean and I alone were on our way up—or so we hoped.


Our room was a stale-smelling cell barely big enough to accommodate the two twin beds we slept on. We moved into it a couple of days after arriving in town and escaped just before Thanksgiving without ever having unpacked our luggage. It seemed important to maintain the illusion that we were short-timers. Plus, there was no closet, so our suitcases served as footlockers, making entrance to, egress from, and movement within the room akin to a game of Twister. I wish I had a dime for every time I tripped over the damn things in the middle of the night as I made my reluctant way toward our floor’s foul communal lavatory, which was the sort of bathroom that you leave after a shower feeling like you need a shower.


The building superintendent was a beady-eyed simperer who spooked us with sly suggestions of a sixth sense. Every time we tried to tiptoe past the reception desk and out the front door unmolested, he floated in ghostlike from the back office and roped us into one-sided conversations in which he never failed to drop hints that he overheard every word we spoke in our room. (“North Beach is a nice area, don’t you think?” he might say as we left the hotel for an apartment showing in North Beach.)


Most of the other residents took it for granted that Sean and I were lovers. In the early days, we hastened to correct this misapprehension, but we stopped caring what other people thought when we realized other people didn’t care who we did or didn’t sleep with. As it turned out, the Bay Area’s laissez faire sexual culture became the very thing that brought our domestic purgatory to an end when, on a day of apartment hunting that seemed as unpromising as any other, the manager of a building in the Haight-Ashbury District accepted our application for a two-bedroom apartment that at least two hundred better-qualified parties had also applied for, freely admitting that he did so because he found us attractive. This was almost certainly illegal, but we weren’t about to look a gift horse in the mouth.


Finding steady work proved no less difficult than finding a home. Sean’s poli-sci degree wasn’t much older than his last haircut, a reality that inclined him to take the first respectable job that came his way, which turned out to be an eight-dollar-an-hour gig fetching lunches for the stock traders at Montgomery Securities in the Prudential Tower downtown. After three fruitless weeks of combing the Bay Area for writing work, I panicked and registered for an accelerated course in bartending (or mixology, as our instructor insisted on calling it). Lacking the cash to cover the eight-hundred-dollar tuition, I put it on a credit card, telling myself it was an investment in my future, a one-time exception to my rule against carrying plastic debt. In fact, it proved to be the first step in a long descent into negative net worth. I never worked a single night as a bartender.
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