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TO THE EDGE



      “A splendid adventure, splendidly told, and one more proof that the further you go outside, the further you go inside.”


      —Bill McKibben, author of
The End of Nature and Long Distance


      “Fascinating… lovely passages…. Johnson deftly blends excitement, tension, grief, and humor.”


      —Publishers Weekly


      “A terrific story, beautifully written, which provides yet more proof that the best sportswriting is about events at which

         the fewest people are present. A wonderful piece of reportage.”

      


      —Dick Schaap, coauthor of Bo Knows Bo,
Montana, and Instant Replay


      “Pleasing authenticity.”


      —New York Times Book Review


      “I marveled at how very, very far Johnson went and I marveled more at how deep. Johnson has returned out of the wilderness

         with a story so vivid and right and profound that he made me gasp at the real meaning of victory.”

      


      —Kenny Moore, author of Best Efforts,
former senior writer at Sports Illustrated, costar of Personal Best,
and executive producer and cowriter of Without Limits


      “Evocative…. A nice job: Like all good sports narratives, this is more about meeting challenges than winning titles.”


      —Kirkus Reviews


      

         “A thoroughly absorbing book…. The narrative gathers momentum, until we are completely riveted by this portrait of one small

         man struggling to discover himself.”

      


      —Amby Burfoot, editor of
Runner’s World and Boston Marathon winner


      “A superb book.”


      —Rockland Courier-Gazette (ME)


      “A compelling story of survival and triumph in one of the world’s most grueling physical challenges.”


      —Joshua Piven, coauthor of
The Worst-Case Scenario Survival Handbook


      “Essential reading for anyone who cares about pushing personal limits… thoughtful, emotional, and entertaining.”


      —Martin Dugard, author of
Surviving the Toughest Race on Earth


      “A reminder of the extraordinary feats even ordinary people are capable of.”


      —Alberto Salazar, former marathon world record
holder and three-time New York Marathon winner


      “Johnson, by lowering himself into the soul-scouring cauldron that is Death Valley as a journalist, reemerged as a devotee….

         He used his blood as the ink, and the dedication to his subject drips from every page.”

      


      —Rich Benyo, editor of Marathon and Beyond
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         In a dark time, the eye begins to see,

      


      I meet my shadow in the deepening shade;


      I hear my echo in the echoing wood—


      A lord of nature weeping to a tree.


      I live between the heron and wren,


      Beasts of the hill and serpents of the den.


      What’s madness but nobility of soul


      At odds with circumstance? The day’s on fire!


      I know the purity of pure despair,


      My shadow pinned against a sweating wall


      That place among the rocks—is it a cave,


      Or winding path? The edge is what I have…


      —Theodore Roethke, “In a Dark Time”


   

      

         

         PART ONE

      


      “The reasoned argument is but a surface exhibition.  Instinct leads, intelligence does but follow.”


      —WILLIAM JAMES,

      


      The Varieties of Religious Experience


	  



   

      


            

            The Boogie



      At 4:30 A.M. on a Sunday in mid-June 1999, I was sitting on the shoulder of a two-lane road near Ellerbe, North Carolina, flat-assed on

         the blacktop, legs stretched out in front of me, staring into the dark woods that pressed up to the lip of the pavement. I

         was beaten and about as alone as I’ve ever been in my life.

      


      I was trying to tell myself that what had happened was a good thing. I should get acquainted with the bottom. I should touch

         the walls of it and think of it as a learning experience, because I would surely be back, in circumstances worse than this.

         I turned off my flashlight and let the night swallow up the bubble of illumination in which I’d been running. In the predawn

         stillness, even the birds and frogs that had been keeping me company clammed up.

      


      It didn’t work. As much as I tried to tell myself that what I was experiencing was somehow edifying—a landmark on the road

         I’d begun six months earlier—the truth is that I was scared to death. I’d gone, by that point, about 43 miles 

         in an oddball footrace called the Bethel Hill Moonlight Boogie, a 50-mile ultramarathon that loops all night long around the

         towns of Rockingham and Ellerbe near the South Carolina border.

      


      Forty-three miles! The number clanged and clattered in my head as I sat there. Forty-three miles! Only a few months earlier, it would have been an unimaginable achievement for me—a distance beyond the furthest margins of

         belief. But that night I could only see it as a crushing defeat and a portent of failures to come. I felt exposed for the

         fraud that I was—an imposter and a pretender. I’d gotten into something that was far, far beyond me.

      


      “Who am I kidding?” I called into the darkness, though there was no one to hear. “Who am I kidding?”


      Up until that year of my life, I’d been a runner and athlete of the most casual and modest sort. I seldom ran much farther

         than five miles, never participated in races and had no real goals except fitness and the flush of well-being that I felt

         from exercise. I came from a nonsports—or even, you might say, anti-sports—background. One of the most humiliating images

         from my childhood was a photograph of my Cub Scout troop, taken behind our house by the big old black walnut tree that dominated

         the yard. Every other boy was up in the branches—clowning, grinning and hanging upside down in his silly blue uniform—except

         me. I lived there and I couldn’t climb my own damn tree. I was the chubby little failure left to stand and smile bravely but

         pitifully beside my mom, the troop’s den mother.

      


      By high school, I’d slimmed down physically, but in my head I was still the angry, frustrated fat boy. I’d also become a self-cast

         radical, tilting against whatever injustice I thought I saw, and my school’s sports program loomed as the 

         perfect target. In its hierarchy of brawn over brain, I saw a celebration of mediocrity. In the rah-rah cheering of school

         spirit, I perceived a cynical calculation by administrators seeking to control the student body by manipulating our emotions.

         And in the barriers to participation, I felt the sting of a biased reward system that favored children of the pampered middle

         class over working-class types like me who had to get part-time jobs after school. Underneath all that rage I was just jealous.

         Athletics was for others and therefore it sucked.

      


      I carried pieces of that hoary old critique inside me for years, rattling around like spare parts. Every time I read about

         some prima donna professional sports star sulking over his plush contract, the old revulsion would flare up. But in the summer

         of 1997, it all began to crumble. An ambush of odd and unexpected changes in my life, especially the sudden and shattering

         death of my oldest brother, Gary, triggered a need somewhere inside me that I hadn’t even known I had. By the time of my crisis

         that morning in North Carolina, I’d become—though I still couldn’t quite say the word aloud—an athlete in a way I never would

         have imagined possible. I was exactly one month away from attempting what many veteran runners consider the most extreme footrace

         on earth—135 miles across Death Valley, California, in the middle of the summer. I’d entered a race called Badwater.

      


      Most people have probably never heard of Badwater; few runners who have heard of it ever try it. The idea that I would be

         one of those runners was, on its face, ridiculous. I’d run my first regular 26-mile marathon only seven months prior to the

         Boogie, in late 1998. I was, in real life, a forty-one-year-old reporter for the New York Times who’d written an article about Death Valley and its bizarre desert ultramarathon and then, through some error of cosmic miscasting,

         

         fallen under its spell. I was not the real deal. But Badwater was the hardest thing I’d ever heard of, and for this one season

         of my life, that was enough. In ways that made perfect sense and no sense at all, the race had dragged me into its orbit.

      


      In truth, I’d wormed my way into Badwater without amassing the record of running achievement generally required to secure

         an invitation. I’d promised the race organizers that I’d only go as far as my limited ability and training would let me, and

         that I wasn’t trying to be a hero, but rather a kind of participant/observer. I wanted to experience the race from inside

         for a book about the perverse, confounding, paradoxical world of the ultramarathon. I’d drop out when and if medical authorities

         deemed my continued participation unwise. I’d almost certainly not be able to finish, I said.

      


      All that was still true. I was going to Death Valley more as reporter than runner, more a stowaway than a participant—trying

         to grab just enough of a tailwind to understand a phenomenon that left me in utter and complete awe. Any small piece of the

         Badwater experience I could take home with me, I told myself, would be enough to say I’d touched the mysterious edge of human

         possibility.

      


      In many ways, the mysterious edge was the goal itself. Pushing myself to the outer limits of endurance, I believed, would

         burn away the old shell of my life, exposing a place where I might find something—though I hadn’t a clue what it would be—about

         my family and brother’s life and death. Through the ferocity of its physical challenge, Death Valley beckoned to me as a portal

         into another world: If there was a place where life’s forces and sources of power could come to the surface or flicker into

         view, this should be one of them. If there was a place where human limitation—but also the limits of explanation and reason

         and science— 

         should hit the wall, this was it. Badwater was a perch from which I could look for the definitions of what we are—what makes

         us stop, and what makes us go.

      


      Maybe spirituality wasn’t quite the word for what I sought. But I was enough of a believer, or a seeker at least, to think

         that there might be a way—through the unfathomable postapocalyptic wildness of racing across Death Valley—to reach through

         the veil and touch something beyond me and my life. A place where misery and transcendence were so deeply intertwined could

         not be without meaning.

      


      By the time of the Boogie, though, my goals had become even more complicated. Just six months earlier, saying that I’d attempt

         Badwater had seemed like the wildest, most absurd concept I could imagine. I was embarrassed even telling my friends I planned

         to do it; to colleagues at the Times I mostly mumbled and fudged and changed the subject. The race just sounded too crazy: 135 miles of desert, mountains and

         blowing sand, from the bottom of the Western Hemisphere in Death Valley National Park—the hottest, driest place on the planet—to

         the trailhead of Mount Whitney, 8,300 feet up in the Sierra Nevada.

      


      But over the months, through a regimen of training that had become a journey in itself, simply “trying Badwater” came to seem

         like no goal at all. I never consciously changed my mind. One day I simply realized that it had happened. The only thing that

         made sense now for me was to try and finish the race and go the whole distance within the time allowed.

      


      Committing myself to this new path meant that I’d fallen all the way inside the looking glass. I’d become an arrow in flight

         and I was also the archer, standing there helpless to correct or alter what I’d released.

      


      

         To simply “try Badwater,” I’d realized, would be to perpetrate a fraud. It would be completely contrary to the spirit of all

         I was trying to explore—the limits of endurance, the borderlines of human possibility, the edge of physical effort. A halfhearted

         journalist’s attempt wouldn’t demand enough in a race that demands everything. I had to surrender to that spirit or I had

         no business in Death Valley.

      


      But I wasn’t at all sure where that left me. I’d taken a year off from real life—a leave of absence from my job, a flight

         from all the rules and rhythms of ordinary existence. And by the time of the Moonlight Boogie, which was to be my last long

         training run before the race itself, I felt like a man without a country. I didn’t belong to the only club that would fully

         understand me—the universe of ultramarathoners—and yet by attempting to get there I was distancing myself, day by day, from

         the world in which I’d lived before.

      


      One morning that June, not long before the Boogie, I’d been sitting on the edge of our bed, lacing up my shoes for another

         full day of training. I was visualizing the block of work I faced—a 20-mile run, followed by a weight-training session at

         the gym and then an hour or so in the sauna to push my heat tolerance. Picturing my day made it easier, like a movie that

         would go past frame by frame, piece by piece. My wife, Fran, lay there beside me in bed, still sleepy and cuddled under the

         sheets. She reached out and touched me lightly on the arm.

      


      “You’re far away,” she said quietly.


      I looked down, startled at the intrusion into my prework-out reverie. Her words and her touch had come to me as through a

         curtain—muffled and distorted.

      


      “Yeah, I guess I am—I’m sorry,” I said. I touched her cheek, but the distance between us was still there. In my head, I was

         already out the door and down the road on my 

         run. I was far away, in all the ways that matter. I sometimes felt in those months that I’d become simply a lonely figure on the road,

         chasing something only I could understand. Sharing it felt risky. Maybe the doubters were right and what I was doing was just

         craziness. If I kept it all inside, my uncertainties could be restrained. But then it would all come full circle and I’d think,

         well, if I can’t articulate it even to my wife, maybe I should have doubts and maybe it really is crazy.

      


      “I want to be a part of this,” she said. “I want to share what you’re going through.”


      I promised to try, but I knew, even as I said it, that I’d fail and disappoint her again. I couldn’t even tell her why I couldn’t

         open up, because that would mean admitting how lost I was. I’d be all the more terrified then. Far better, I thought, to swallow

         hard and keep it bottled.

      


      And that’s partly what made my crash and burn at the Boogie so devastating. I’d glimpsed, for the first time, the dark edge

         of the sport I’d stumbled into, the bleak and desolate places of the soul that it can reveal, and the loneliness that was

         at its heart.

      


      Anyone who has attempted or attended a big urban marathon, with its product expos, pasta dinners and cheering crowds, would

         be shocked at the average ultramarathon, which offers none of those things. You get a medal for finishing a marathon these

         days. By comparison, the typical ultramarathon—technically defined as any race beyond the traditional 26.2-mile marathon distance—prides

         itself on giving you nothing. Marathons have glamour and publicity and attention and money. They’ve become the Holy Grail

         for casual runners who want to become serious runners, and cash cows for cities all over the world that have seen how hosting

         a race can boost tourism and showcase a city’s 

         attractions. They’re polished and commercialized—an extended archipelago of the big-business fitness-leisure-tourism industry.

      


      Ultramarathons exist in the shadows, sustaining themselves on different sorts of energy and competition, and offering very

         different kinds of rewards. They’re anti-marathons in a very real way—secret and cultlike and exulting in their separation.

         The New York City Marathon alone enrolls more than 30,000 runners each year, with tens of thousands more turned away. By contrast,

         the entire universe of 100-mile-or-more races—about 21 events in the United States each year—draws less than 2,000 athletes.

         I typed the word marathon into Amazon.com and Barnes & Noble.com on the Internet one day that spring and got hundreds of hits—training manuals, inspirational

         tracts, reminiscences and biographies of the greats. Then I typed in ultramarathon and got nothing. The computer search engines that were designed to take me to the last possible remotely connected tangent

         of my inquiry in the hopes of selling me a book didn’t even know to recognize the word, because in the mainstream vocabulary

         of America it simply doesn’t exist. Marathons are urban. Ultra-marathons are mostly rural. Marathons take themselves very

         seriously and tend to glorify any and all who participate. Ultramarathons have names like the Fat Ass and the Big Buns, the

         Quivering Quads and the Mountain Masochist.

      


      The Boogie was a classic example of the genre in that it had no budget, no media attention, no prestige for competing and

         hardly any more for winning. For finishing the Boogie—50 of the hardest miles I’d ever attempted on foot—I was supposed to

         get a coffee mug, if any were left. All of 26 souls—22 men and 4 women—had registered to run it. The directions to the starting

         line were marked by a single crude 

         hand-lettered sign about the size of a license plate that had been taped to a telephone pole: BOOGIE was all it said, with an arrow pointing to the right road. When you got there, all you found were a couple of guys in baseball

         caps sitting on lawn chairs in front of a card table. Even in the town of Ellerbe, the race was all but invisible. It began

         at 6 P.M. on a Saturday, when most people were sitting down to dinner, and was gone without a trace by the time they woke the next

         morning. And in the odd, self-deprecating style of the ultramarathon, the Boogie’s difficulty was also fiercely and deliberately

         understated. The jokey one-page announcement on the Internet, with its warnings about course hazards like drunken rednecks

         and snakes, described its five repeated ten-mile loops as being “not mountainous, but definitely not flat.” But the Boogie

         was all hills, many of which had to be walked, at least by me. By the time I hit bottom, after 10 and a half hours on the

         course, I’d been delivered to a new place entirely.

      


      The mental mine shaft into which I stumbled shortly before dawn that day has no parallel in the real world, at least in my

         experience. People in the running community talk about “hitting the wall,” by which they usually mean that moment when energy

         supplies in the muscles, called glycogen, are depleted, and the body starts poisoning itself with lactic acid and waste products.

         When you hit the wall, you can feel confused, exhausted, nauseous or delirious. To all that, the mine shaft of the Boogie

         added a fillip of hopelessness. I felt, sitting there on the road, like I’d fallen to the very center of the earth and every

         direction was up. There might be a tiny dot of light out there somewhere in the endless blackness, but I couldn’t reach it

         or draw strength from it. Everything had become menacing. The pines that pressed up to the roadside, which had provided a

         cool and comforting embrace of nature when the race began, now 

         seemed like something from a Grimm Brothers tale—twisted and tortured, forbidding and frightening, oozing with a sense of

         doom. There were things that would reach out and grab me if they could. I was defenseless, a tiny candle standing up against

         the vastness of everything that was bent on defeating me.

      


      In daylight, it’s always possible to feel, if only in a vague and subconscious way, in command of things, no matter how much

         trouble the world throws at you or how exhausted you become. If nothing else, you can see the horizon and the limitless vista

         of the sky, with their combined illusions of possibility or escape.

      


      The night closes all that off. When the body and the mind are crashing out in darkness, all the things of the world that we

         fear but can’t see—the phantoms and failures and half-forgotten nightmares—join forces. Then they begin to circle and press

         in toward you tighter and tighter with a whispered chant that chills the blood: It’s just you and me now, bub, and no one to save you.

      


      And that’s how I first realized I’d begun to understand the ultramarathon. By breaking down, I’d broken through. By hitting

         the bottom at 4:30 A.M. and 43 miles, I saw how fundamentally different super-distance endurance really was. Running these races didn’t just mean

         running longer, it meant running deeper into the places in yourself that had to be found and conquered. For most of us, sports

         is defined by what we see on television or in the newspaper—a big business of spectators and fans and money. The ultra-marathon

         turns the mirror inside out and backward. It lives at the margins, coming to life while most of us are blinking or sleeping

         or looking away. It’s sports under a rock. And the rock that must be turned over to find it is inside each of us.

      


      * * *


      

         What would Ulrich do?


      I tried asking myself that question as I sat there in the road, and it made me laugh. There was no answer anyway because Ulrich—or

         at least the Ulrich I’d created in my head during my months of training—would never face such a situation as this. What would Ulrich do? had become one of my little mantras. I could repeat it in whatever singsong melody or rhythm happened into my head to match

         the rhythms of my feet hitting the ground or my breathing, and the answer was always the same. He Wouldn’t Stop… He Wouldn’t Stop. It was a kind of call and response. When my endurance would begin to falter on a long run, I’d ask the question and be rewarded

         with my own programmed answer. Now it became one more symbol of my desperation.

      


      Marshall Ulrich is a real person, and in fact I knew quite a bit about him. He owned a pet supply store in Fort Morgan, Colorado.

         He was forty-eight years old. He’d completed more than 90 ultramarathons, including the so-called grand slam of ultramarathoning—four

         of the biggest 100-mile trail races in the country, all in a single summer. His best time for a regular 26-mile marathon was

         2 hours and 58 minutes—far from a world-class pace—but his best performance in running for 24 continuous hours was 142 miles,

         which made him one of the top super-distance runners in the world. More to the point, he’d finished Badwater an incredible

         seven times—more than anyone on earth. And he’d won it four of those times, including the 1992 race in which he’d set the

         record for the fastest Death Valley crossing ever recorded: 26 hours and 18 minutes.

      


      And that spring, it was whispered, he’d raised the bar yet again: He was planning to pull a handcart across Death Valley,

         all alone, carrying his water, food and spare clothes in a kind of rickshaw device that he’d built himself. He planned 

         to take no help along the way—a pure solo, unassisted Badwater run of a type that had never been done. Ulrich was going to pull a rickshaw across Death Valley.

      


      I’d been stunned by the idea when one of the Badwater organizers had described it to me in a phone conversation a couple of

         months before the Boogie, and frightened by it, too. As a reporter, I knew I should call Ulrich then and there and get the

         scoop. As a runner in that summer’s race, I was terrified of the idea and couldn’t bring myself to do it. Ulrich was larger

         than life, an unapproachable, forbidding giant. He and his plan had become a psychotic image that I could see and imagine

         somehow all too well. At any time, a vision of his lonely quest—one man alone in the desert under that blazing sun in defiance

         of all the world and its comforts—was liable to pop into my head and produce a shiver.

      


      Now, sitting flummoxed on my fanny in North Carolina, trying to figure out how to get going again, Ulrich once again strode

         imperiously into my thoughts, resplendent in his real and imagined detail.

      


      What would Ulrich do?


      I had no idea.


      The Bethel Baptist Church sits at the top of Bethel Hill, which was the Moonlight Boogie’s focal point. Through the course

         of 50 miles, we had to climb the hill 10 times—five times from each side as we went through the race’s 10-mile loops. But

         it wasn’t until about midnight—30 miles through the course, the sixth time past the church—that I heard the music. A friend

         of one of the runners had positioned himself there on the roadside, illuminated from behind by the church lights. He’d become

         a silhouette and nothing more—featureless and anonymous—and then, magically, as I went by, he began to play a flute. The melodies

         were random 

         but warm and rich and with enough of the minor key in them that I felt lifted right out of my skin. The whole hilltop seemed

         to undulate as the notes rippled out, so sweet and pure that you wanted to swallow them.

      


      I wasn’t sure whether I’d been changed in the course of 30 miles, or whether the rules of music and beauty had evolved toward

         some new plane of perfection, but I was transported. I wanted to cry and float off the hillside, and almost felt that I could,

         buoyed by the notes themselves. Mostly I was thankful that I could be there at just that moment. And as I went by, the thought

         struck me how singular and unrepeatable the moment was. It could only occur there and then—and in just that state of fatigue

         that made me so susceptible. Like falling in love, there was a chemistry that could never be reproduced.

      


      Around me, the other runners had become disembodied shadows, anonymous and almost invisible if they ran without flashlights,

         as many did. And if their lights were on, then they were just bouncing beams that floated by and disappeared, utterly without

         form. The human family that surrounds and supports us most of the time had stepped to the sidelines or gone to bed, leaving

         only this tiny collection of individuals struggling through the night, each with his or her own agenda.

      


      Even my flashlight took on new meaning. There were long stretches when my light was the only illumination in an otherwise

         black and enveloping darkness. The beam, not terribly powerful, would only extend perhaps 10 feet, and gradually it came to

         seem as if that pool of light—the frontier of the observable universe—had become a kind of floating bubble. I moved forward

         and it moved forward, and I was trapped within it—never able to see or move past it. There was no horizon—no long-term view

         to temper the relentless sense of enclosure. And that meant I often had no 

         visible cues at all as to whether I was climbing or descending. I had to rely on how my legs felt—whether it seemed like uphill or downhill—and that barometer became increasingly unreliable as the night wore on and every step, in my fatigue,

         came to feel like a climb.

      


      The same sort of blind momentum had defined this whole year of my life. I was pushing my mind and body through uncharted territory.

         Every step was an exploration and often a milestone as well, as I surpassed, again and again, my own supposed limits. All

         I knew was that I was moving forward, and where I ended up was a question that would have to answer itself. There was no stopping,

         no turning back and no flinching—only motion, and thus, in its own sweetly brutal way, hope.

      


      I don’t know how long I sat there in the dark. Long enough, in any case, that it became pretty uncomfortable, and that standing

         up—hell, even running—began to sound better. And I began to think about home, too. I thought about Fran and my twelve-year-old

         twin boys, Anthony and Paul. It seemed like I’d been gone for so long, though it had really only been 24 hours. I needed to

         hug them and have them yank me back from this place. And I began to think about the responsibilities I had, all the tasks

         still left to be completed before the race. I didn’t have time to be sitting here. I’d made too many promises. I clicked my

         light back on, grunted and groaned and tried to holler some pale and pallid encouragement to myself, scraped off the road

         pebbles and shuffled down the road.

      


      I arrived back at the Boogie’s card-table finish line at dawn—in fifteenth place out of the 20 people who went the full distance.

         It took me 12 hours and 20 minutes. And I guess they were out of coffee mugs by the time I got in just after dawn, because

         I never got one.

      


   

      


            Red Square



      Early one afternoon in August 1997, Fran and I were cleaning out the garage. I was sweeping. The telephone rang, and Fran stepped

         into the house to answer it. The mind tends to freeze moments like that into bookmarks of memory: I can still see and smell

         the clouds of acrid dust that I was stirring up with my push broom, and the angle of the sun through the garage window. When

         Fran came back she was in tears. My brother Gary, she’d been told, had taken his own life earlier that day in the mountains

         outside Salt Lake City.

      


      Gary left no apologies. He’d simply gotten up that morning and driven away, never to return, leaving everyone who loved him

         staggered and grasping for explanation, and throwing my belief in the order and predictability of the universe into a place

         of dark and groaning uncertainty. Gary was the most gentle and stable and decent of men. If he could take such a course, then

         what was stable? What could be counted on?

      


      

         What was worse, most people in our family thought that Gary, the oldest of five children, and I, the youngest, were most alike.

         More than 15 years separated us in age, and for many years most of a continent as well, but we’d stayed connected. For a long

         time that was a gift—suddenly it became a threat: Was the sense of stability I felt in my own life a fragile facade as well,

         as Gary’s seemed to have been? What could I trust, even in myself?

      


      My response to his death, rational or not, was to put on my running shoes and take off. I returned from Gary’s funeral a marathoner—in

         spirit if not yet in fact—bound and determined by forces I could neither fully describe nor control to run the 26.2-mile New

         York City Marathon in November 1998, then 15 months away. I needed to run, or run away, as I never had before.

      


      Gary wasn’t a marathoner himself, though everyone told him he should be. We all knew he had it in him. He’d run for two hours

         in the morning to warm up for an all-day bike ride through the mountains. He ran in the dark and in the snow and in the blazing

         desert heat. He pushed his body hard to see where he could take it.

      


      And Lord knows he had the right temperament. His whole being radiated with the deep mellow alpha wave of a natural endurance

         athlete. He seemed enfolded in what I thought of as a kind of Zen-like pocket of inner peace—a permanent runner’s high for

         which I envied him. He even ate like a man with one eye on the 1000-yard horizon, slowly chewing and savoring every bite until

         eventually, after the rest of us in the family had gobbled like sprinters, he’d be left alone, a man with his own unalterable

         pace. And there’d be nothing left for us to do but to sit there in fascination and watch him finish.

      


      But he never took the step of actually committing to do 

         a marathon. He always waved the idea off as something he didn’t have time for. I think the larger reason, though, was that

         he believed it would be too selfish, too pretentious, too great a claim on the spotlight that he always felt should be directed

         at someone else. Undertaking a marathon is an act of hubris, a statement of bald self-assertion and ego that a modest, self-effacing

         man like Gary couldn’t quite bring himself to make.

      


      And maybe, it occurred to me, it was the mark of some egoistic flaw in me that I so immediately could take on the marathon as a goal, along with all the enfolded commitments of time and energy and selfishness that it entailed.

         I told myself I was running for Gary, but in truth, I really wasn’t sure why I ran except that somehow it helped.

      


      Grief running is probably not very wise for the body. I severely overtrained in the first months after the funeral, through

         the fall of 1997—doubling my old weekly mileage, then tripling and quadrupling it until I was hobbled and limping every morning

         with plantar fasciitis, a straining of the tendon that connects the heel to the ball of the foot. So I iced and limped and

         popped ibuprofen. And when it started to act up, I’d stop everything and do stretching exercises right there on the sidewalk,

         in New York or wherever I happened to be. But I kept going, and slowly over the months my feet mostly healed.

      


      I was already running, even then, toward a new place within myself: Pushing the envelope into longer distances seemed to open

         a door, somehow, into a kind of undiscovered country of the mind and body that I’d never known about or imagined. And as my

         old physical limits faded behind me, I began to wonder if the boundaries I’d perceived and believed about thought and consciousness

         might be elastic as well.

      


      What makes a human being go? What makes a person 

         run, climb, try hard or even get up in the morning, and what makes him stop? I realized one morning with a blinding flash

         on a long run through New Jersey that those questions—the central defining topics of all motion and effort—were what still

         bound Gary and me: He’d stopped short, and I’d accelerated. We were still linked. It was simple Newtonian physics—inertia

         and momentum.

      


      Most of us, most of the time, occupy our lives in a river that carries us along, for better or for worse, in rhythms that

         are outside our control. The flow of jobs and commitments and family life and friends rolls on—it’s natural and easy to let

         the march of days push us forward as it will. We all match our own stride, in varying degrees, to the pace around us because

         we’re social animals.

      


      Gary broke his stride and stopped the machine. He halted the momentum of life and asserted his will to stop, and in a way

         I didn’t fully understand, that triggered my will to go. Does one connect directly to the other? Did Gary’s death lead directly

         to Badwater? I can’t honestly say. The path was not so clearly marked as that. I was also on the edge of turning forty when

         he died, and there’s no doubt that his actions compounded everything about the symbolic corner of time I was approaching.

         It wasn’t just midlife anymore, but real life-and-death mortality that I was wrestling with—what really keeps us alive and

         kicking, not just how many more years I’ll need a comb for my thinning hair. Without Gary, I might have been pushed to some

         ridiculousness of midlife behavior, the kind that gets resolved by a sports car or a bottle of Rogaine.

      


      Gary made it serious. That’s the difference. Gary made it more than a pang of aging, but a dark shadow.


      And yet it was not so much his death that put me on the road, but rather the questions that it raised about everything. This

         least likely of men, so full of compassion and 

         warmth and humor and love for his family and especially his grandchildren, had challenged and refuted everything I thought

         I knew. At age fifty-five, retired and financially comfortable, he’d simply turned and walked off the field. Some people in

         our family settled on the idea that he’d suffered a sudden mental breakdown that destroyed his reason. Others, looking back

         at hints and clues he left over the years, saw a pattern of long-term depression and poor self-image that he carefully hid

         from everyone. I didn’t find myself fully satisfied with any of those explanations. I became unbalanced, like a mathematician

         who wakes up one day after a lifetime of work to find that 1 plus 1 does not equal 2 after all.

      


      About six months after Gary’s death, in the spring of 1998, I became, to my utter surprise and astonishment, a sportswriter.

         I’d been at the New York Times for nearly 17 years, mostly covering things like politics and real estate and crime and economics—matters of the intellect

         and analysis and interpretation. I’d never wanted to write about sports—never even thought of it. In truth, I didn’t even

         read the sports section. I hadn’t sat through a whole Super Bowl since I was twelve. I told all this to the editor who’d approached

         me about the job over a cup of coffee upstairs in the Times cafeteria.

      


      “Uh, I don’t follow sports all that much,” I said. That was a huge understatement, but then, I didn’t want to sound like a

         complete dweeb, either. He was a guy, after all.

      


      “Well, that’s okay,” he said, “If you’d said, ‘Who are the New York Yankees?’ that’d be a problem, but—”


      “I know at least that much,” I said.


      We rambled on a bit after that, finished our coffee and went back to work. I figured I’d talked my way out of a job that it

         wouldn’t have occurred to me, before that morning, 

         to want anyway. But it turned out the paper wasn’t looking for another sportswriter—they already had plenty of great ones

         who really, truly liked sports. They wanted, in a way, an outsider, which is what they got.

      


      What I did wasn’t sportswriting at all as most fans would think of it. I didn’t cover games or leagues or teams or any specific

         sports. I didn’t go into locker rooms much and I never once visited a press box. I did investigative pieces and features and

         profiles and projects. I wrote about small-time club boxers and the sociology of professional wrestling and the demise of

         high school sports in the New York City public schools. But it all seemed to fit somehow, and I found myself loving it more

         and more: I was training for the New York City Marathon, and I’d become, well, almost athletic. There was a parallel in my working life to what I was looking for every morning out on the road, and what I found on the

         road was in turn, I felt, making me a better reporter.

      


      And then one day, after about three months on the job, I met a woman named Lisa Smith and heard for the first time the word

         that would come to dominate my life: Badwater. My editor hadn’t told me much about Smith. She was a runner about to do some ungodly thing in Death Valley—that was about

         it.

      


      “Check it out,” he’d said. “See if you think there’s a story.”


      By the time I pulled into Smith’s driveway for our interview a few days later, I still wasn’t sure she’d make a good story,

         but I’d learned enough to feel pretty apprehensive and skeptical about her—though in truth, scared is probably closer to it. I’d read her résumé. Inside this modest condominium complex in an anonymous strip of northern New

         Jersey suburbia was a woman who’d run 150 miles across the Sahara Desert carrying her own food and water—and done it voluntarily. She’d completed a seven-day, 400-mile wilderness 

         race on bikes and snowshoes in the freezing mountains of Montana—and afterward claimed to have enjoyed it. And now here she was packing her bags for what she’d told me in our one brief telephone conversation was the hardest of

         the hard.

      


      Something about Badwater nagged me from the beginning—an over-the-top quality both piqued my interest and annoyed me. The

         race quietly claimed a space for itself as the most extreme event of its kind on the planet; but did that mean it was too

         difficult to comprehend, or too masochistic and sick to comprehend? It produced an itch I couldn’t scratch.

      


      The race, formally known as Hi-Tec Badwater, starts at the lowest point in the Western Hemisphere, 282 feet below sea level,

         in mid-July at the heat-etched, wind-blasted nadir of Death Valley’s annual weather pattern. It then stretches out across

         the desert for the length of more than five regular marathons, finishing in the Sierra Nevada at the trailhead to Mount Whitney,

         which is the highest point in the lower 48 states.

      


      Air temperatures typically reach 120 degrees or more for the first 50 miles or so, dropping to freezing or below at higher

         elevations. Forty- to 50-mile-per-hour headwinds and sandstorms are not uncommon, nor, in the final miles continuing on to

         Whitney’s summit, are lightning, hail and snow. Over the 12 years of its running there’d been incidents with scorpions, rattlesnakes,

         coyotes, mountain lions, bats, bears, flash floods, even a roadside autopsy on a mysterious corpse. Race officials, I read,

         pulled the plug on anyone still on the course after 60 hours.

      


      And Badwater had been just as tough on its one and only ever corporate sponsor—Hi-Tec Sports, a Modesto, California–based

         shoe company that had first become involved with the race in the 1980s, and then hung on like 

         some grimly determined ultradistance runner who couldn’t give up.

         

            *

         

          In one of the first races as a sponsor, Hi-Tec distributed a new line of adventure racing shoes to all the participating

         runners.

      


      The shoes melted before the end of the first marathon.


      Of course they did! It only made sense in a place where holding a race made no sense at all. At Badwater, the blacktop in

         July radiates up into the runners’ feet at temperatures approaching 200 degrees Fahrenheit by midafternoon. Whole flocks of

         birds have been known to plummet to earth, baked to death by the superheated updrafts that surge from the valley floor. (I’d

         considered that to be a particularly nice Hitchcockian element for my article—precooked wildlife.) A sputtering car engine

         can become a matter of life-and-death concern in just a few short hours if a person has ventured out with no extra water.

         Under extreme exertion in extreme heat, the lining of the stomach also has a perverse tendency to slough itself off. That

         was something I not only couldn’t quite imagine, but didn’t want to try.

      


      The more I dug into Badwater, the more absurd it started to sound—but not entirely absurd, either, and on that subtle distinction

         was to hang a year of my life. I was susceptible. I was looking for endurance every day as I trained for the New York City

         Marathon. I was primed for Badwater’s disturbing, unfathomable, nth-degree vision of what endurance could really mean.

      


      I was also probably already flirting with obsession that spring, pushing my marathon goal through long runs every weekend,

         pouring my energies into getting where I felt I had to be. In such a state of mind, Badwater loomed like a colossus—a monster

         camped on the outskirts of the very place I 

         was desperately trying to reach. It was alien, but I understood it as I never would have before that year. I had to learn

         everything I could about it. This was not a matter of being a good reporter. I simply had no other choice.

      


      By the time I walked up to Smith’s duplex, though, my imagination had taken over. Behind her front door I imagined a brooding,

         Teutonic countenance, a storm-cloud visage of intensity and top-heavy determination, a seeker after the unearthly. I predicted

         that in some way—perhaps a tic or a compulsion to leap up during the interview and break into wind sprints or calisthenics

         or self-mutilation with the odd kitchen utensil—the word weird would be stamped across her forehead. I was more or less prepared, in other words, for a nut, an uberwoman who disdained

         all normal human activity or small talk, a Frankenstein’s monster of the age of fitness. I was prepared not to like her at

         all.

      


      But she was none of those things. If she had been, I wouldn’t be writing this now. I wouldn’t have begun the journey that

         took me down the road to Badwater myself. I wouldn’t have fallen into the bottomless mystery of Death Valley.

      


      The thing is, plain-vanilla crazy is forgettable and boring. The raving psychotic in the street shouting free verse at the

         fire hydrant is compelling only as long as it takes you to pass. Then you forget. It’s the unpredictable, indecipherable ones

         that get you, the ones you don’t expect.

      


      Smith wasn’t plain-vanilla crazy and seemed, in fact, to be fairly ordinary. She taught spin classes at her local YMCA and

         had her own one-woman company, Dream Chasers, which helped people achieve whatever goal they’d set their minds to. If you

         wanted to run a marathon, Dream Chasers would get you there—and Smith would even run the race with you, step for step. She

         was trim and attractive, with no knotted musculature or compulsions anywhere in 

         evidence. She had a yellow Labrador named Beau and a simple house full of tasteful furnishings in wicker and blond wood. She

         didn’t look incredibly… well, incredibly anything. She seemed more or less within the spectrum of normal.

      


      And that, in retrospect, was the scariest thing she could possibly have been.


      If this thirty-six-year-old woman—married and divorced and wanting someday to have children, a dream chaser herself after

         the mainstream things of life—could compete in the most arduous and audacious sporting event that I’d ever remotely heard

         of, what did that mean? What was the missing piece of the puzzle? What part of her couldn’t be seen or felt in her cheerful

         little home? Was there a darker side to her sunny, upbeat determination? Or was she entirely what she seemed?

      


      Certainly she was not driven by a quest for fame or fortune. There was precious little of that in her world. In an event like

         Badwater, where typically only about two-thirds of the runners ever make it to the end, just finishing the damn thing, I came

         to understand in talking with her, was the victory. Getting there fast got you a belt buckle. A belt buckle, for God’s sakes.

      


      And if Smith was representative of the breed, then the other participants of Badwater weren’t ordinary athletes, either. They

         weren’t the kinds of people we read about on the sports pages who are motivated by the things of this world. Badwater was

         off the grid. It existed outside the media culture, in the realm of doing the extraordinary simply for the sake of doing it:

         no money, no glory, no recognition.

      


      I was utterly dumbfounded by this because it so instantly and decisively trashed the last of the old assumptions about sports

         that I’d been lugging around since high school—that athletic participation was mainly about status. Smith, sitting 

         there across from me, semi-lotus-style with one leg tucked beneath her—anonymous to most of the world, and even to most of

         the running world—was a throwback. She belonged to an earlier time in sports, before the money and the marketing all transformed

         it. I’m not sure I could have even defined the word ultramarathon before I met Smith, and I certainly hadn’t ever heard of her. I knocked on her door a blank slate, a vacuum of information.

         And she defined everything for me there at her kitchen table: an event I’d never imagined and the kind of person who would

         do it.

      


      And that’s how my seduction began. Certainly, I didn’t leave her apartment thinking that I’d be standing with her only a year

         later at the Badwater starting line. But in a way, I was already hooked. I’d glimpsed something that I’d never known about,

         a terra incognita glistening out there on the endurance frontier—secret and powerful and fearful. It offered a promise and

         a threat that I couldn’t get out of my head.

      


      It’s from such a mixture that you find yourself actually thinking, well, could I maybe do this thing myself? And how, one

         night when you’re lying in bed, turning it all over in your mind, you turn to your wife and say, well, maybe I could, what

         do you think? And she gets that narrow, suspicious look of hers that says, uh-oh what now?

      


      What is possible? Where are the boundaries? It’s the kind of thought that makes you want to hide the kitchen utensils just in case your little experiment

         goes too far.

      


      I continued to train for the New York City Marathon as summer turned toward fall 1998, and though I kept telling myself my

         goal was simply to finish, I was beginning to feel confident or cocky enough that I started to fantasize about breaking four

         hours. Or faster, who knew?

      


      But Badwater never went away, either. After my article 

         about Smith appeared in the Times, I’d received a lot of calls from literary agents and book editors who encouraged me to think about a larger story. And I’d

         also discovered a whole subgenre of literature about Death Valley, which I’d begun poring through with an unquenchable thirst.

         I checked out every book I could find in the Times library, including musty old volumes from the Depression-era Writers Project—many of them uncirculated for decades—and the

         published diaries of some of the 1849 pioneers who’d given Death Valley its bitter reputation and name. And I began to write,

         mostly just doodling on my computer in the evenings and before work, and I found, to my surprise, that I was writing about

         Gary, and my own running journey, and how the two had led me to Badwater. When an editor who was considering the project casually

         suggested over the phone one day in mid-October that it sounded like I was halfway to wanting to try Badwater myself and why

         didn’t I just go for it, I barely even hesitated.

      


      “Why not?” I said.


      Why not? After I hung up the phone that day, I felt like I wanted to write the words down to save for my epitaph. It’s precisely because

         of such rash impulses and thoughtless decisions that epitaphs are needed in the first place. I’d never been to Death Valley.

         I hadn’t even run a whole marathon yet, and I’d given a casual “why not?” to the idea of running 135 miles through Death Valley.

         I didn’t have the thinnest wafer of credibility as someone who had any business trying to get into an event like this. Why not? There was a whole universe of reasons why not—a whole bookful, in fact.

      


      But gradually I began to see that my answer hadn’t really been an impulse at all. I’d wanted and needed to get deeply inside

         Badwater, and now, with a halfway flip answer over the phone, I was. I’d dived off the highest platform I could find without

         first learning how to swim.

      


      

         * * *

      


      As the nature of my plans about Badwater and Death Valley became known around the Times that fall, I felt as if I were having the same conversation over and over, always and invariably punctuated by what I came

         to think of as The Question: Why are you doing this?

      


      Often, I felt that The Question was accompanied as well by a certain definitive body language. The eyebrows arch and the voice

         takes on a slight edge, conveying just the tiniest filigree of annoyance, as though attempting a thing like Badwater were

         not just foolhardy for me, but a personal affront to the questioner’s sense of propriety and decorum. And I knew exactly where

         that feeling came from, because I’d had it myself. It was the itch you couldn’t scratch.
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