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Introduction

THE FIRST TIME I ever heard about Sister Madonna Buder she had been blown off her bicycle, landing head first on the Queen Ka’ahumanu Highway. She was competing in the 2000 Hawaiian Ironman, speeding downhill on the Big Island. Hunched over her handle bars, the Hawaiian sun beating down on her back, she was caught off guard by a strong side gust. Suddenly she was airborne, her bike and body carried two yards before being deposited on the lava road. She suffered a fractured jaw and broken collarbone, plus it took a dozen stitches to close up the damage to her face.

When I reached her by phone just two weeks later and gingerly asked her how she was doing, almost the first words out of her mouth were, “I just can’t wait to get back on that bicycle!” It had taken forty-five minutes for the ambulance to arrive that day. While she lay there waiting, she felt no fear, no despair. “I was going lickety-split,” she recounted. “I can’t really explain it, but I felt comfortable lying there in my wreckage. I just thought, How can I pull out of this?”

Her strongest feeling was a swelling of gratitude for two of her fellow competitors, a man and a woman who jumped off their bicycles and came to her aid. “That was the real miracle,” she said. “They didn’t even get to finish their own race.”

What the pair who stayed by her side found most remarkable was this: The racer lying in the road, who until that moment had been competing in one of the most grueling athletic events on earth, was not only a Roman Catholic nun—she was seventy years old.

For most people of whatever age, that crash might have ended their competitive days. For Sister Madonna, it was just a brief interruption. “If I’d been airborne any higher, I’d be flapping my wings!” she exclaimed to me in her lovely, lyrical voice. At this remark she actually giggled, then added, “I lay there in a pool of my own blood and thought, Well, Lord, I’m not going to finish this race today but I’m going to be all right. I just remember feeling at peace.”

When Sister Madonna laced up a pair of hand-me-down sneakers to take a run down the beach at age forty-eight, no one could have predicted that someday she’d be a world champion, eventually known as the Iron Nun, the Running Nun, the Mother Superior of Triathlon. Yet four years later, after she tackled the Boston Marathon at the age of fifty-two, the writer and famous runner George Sheehan noted with admiration, “God was watching Sister Madonna Buder and she knew it.”

Today, after thirty-one years of competition, Sister Madonna holds dozens of records, including International Triathlon Union World Championships, as well as age group records for the Hawaiian and Canadian Ironman events—each of which requires a 2.4–mile swim, a 112–mile bicycle ride, and a full marathon of 26.2 miles. In 1999, she was honored by the USA Triathlon Organization and Competitor magazine as the female Grandmaster Triathlete of the Year. Two years later, she was given the Iron Spirit Award by the International Triathlon Union World Championship committee.

Her records in some cases apply not just to her own age group, but to younger categories as well. In fact, she routinely has outpaced both men and women who are far younger than she is. In one race, as Sister Madonna sailed by a group of sixty-year-olds, no one was too surprised. Then she passed some fifty-year-olds, and began gaining on the forties. A cheer went up from the younger crowd. “Do you believe it?” “Way to go!” “I hope I look that good when I am seventy!” She’s managed to outrun—literally—two of her physicians, themselves triathletes and younger than she is, who have helped her through various exercise-induced traumas.

At competitive events, Sister Madonna is sought out for her inspiring presence and her spiritual advice. Often, before a race, she can be found huddled with other runners, praying for them and with them. Race directors often ask her to bless the crowd before the race begins—or maybe put in a good word for decent weather. “She spreads the message of positive spirit, inspiration, and love to a lot of people,” says a race organizer.

As the years have passed, Sister Madonna has gone on to finish events that most people her age wouldn’t think of trying. In 2005, the age 75–79 category was created for her at the Hawaiian Ironman in Kona, where she set the record as the oldest woman ever to finish. She did this just eight weeks after she suffered a broken elbow in a bicycle crash during a qualifying race.

She runs with a steel plate in one hip and metal screws and pins in both elbows—her “scrap metal,” she calls it. “No wonder I am an ‘iron woman.’ My right arm has suffered six incidents. It’s a wonder it’s still hanging on.” In 1987, she ran the last eight miles of the Hawaiian Ironman with a fractured right foot. In 1988, she competed with two broken toes; and in 2000, there was that horrific bicycle crash in Hawaii.

“I do it by putting one foot in front of the other,” she says, “although there have been some dark moments out there.”

In 2008, at the age of seventy-eight, the Iron Nun ran the Boston Marathon again, twenty-five years after her debut. That year she also competed in more than a dozen triathlons and fifteen Senior Olympics events. In some instances, she actually improved on her former times. When a Canadian gerontologist asked her about this achievement, she simply said, “Well, that’s what’s fun about this. You know, after a certain number of years, you’re competing with yourself, because if you live long enough, everybody else falls by the wayside. So you either have to choose men to beat because there are no women, or beat up on yourself.”

At least one physician has expressed interest in studying Sister Madonna to learn what gives her the physical edge she seems to have. But Sister Madonna has resisted submitting herself to such studies. She’d rather be out doing good works or running through the woods than spinning her wheels on a treadmill, hooked up to wires.

You couldn’t meet a better argument for exercise—extreme exercise. Sister Madonna’s eyes are a lovely blue, her skin is radiant, her hair is still medium brown with a few wisps of blonde, and if you look closely, some gray. She’s willowy and strong—5 feet 7 inches tall, 115 pounds, 7 percent body fat, with the grit of a rugby player and the grace of a dancer. It is a little hard not to envy her energy, her infectious joy, her long, tanned legs.

She travels from event to event on a wing and a prayer—asking for rides, camping out, sleeping in her car if necessary. She trusts she’ll get where she’s going, with some heavenly help and a few angels along the way. God, she says, is her travel agent.

As she neared her eightieth birthday, Sister Madonna set a goal to return to Kona in 2010 to open up yet another age division for women—80 to 84—and to be yet again the oldest woman to finish the Hawaiian Ironman. “There is this interior voice, or seventh sense, to which I try to be attentive,” she says. “I am always running in God’s presence, admiring His Creation. There is something urging me on.”

—Karin Evans





1

[image: image]

The Miracle Finish—
2006 Hawaiian Ironman

Determination is the mind willing something to happen
by the grace of God.

Kona, Hawaii

October, 2006

I WAS A fourth of the way through the 2.4-mile swim course of the Hawaiian Ironman, wondering why I didn’t seem to be making any progress through the water. I raised my head, peering through my goggles at a landmark hotel on shore, and realized I wasn’t getting beyond it. I kept stroking, wondering what was going on in the ocean depths below. When I finally reached land, it was twenty minutes later than I had expected.

In the transition area between the swim and the bike course, I peeled off my damp suit as quickly as I could. Every second counts in these races. When I got on my bicycle, it wasn’t long before I realized it didn’t matter if I had just gotten out of the ocean. The rain was coming down so heavily that I had to close my eyes every few seconds. This called for extra precaution, which slowed me down considerably.

Ironman events, with their swim-bike-run requirement—140.6 miles in all, with a full marathon at the end—are grueling enough without this sort of weather. But there was no question of giving in to it, although it might be normal to wonder what I was doing out here at the age of seventy-six.

Aside from the usual competitiveness involved in this famed annual event on the Big Island of Hawaii, I had my own special reason for wanting to finish. My nephew Dolph had died the previous month, quite unexpectedly. (It wasn’t until six months later that the coroner’s report said the cause was heart disease.) So I had been asking God for some kind of confirmation that he had died at peace and was in the right place. I made a kind of deal with God: If I could finish this race, I would know my nephew was at peace. That thought was in the back of my mind as I struggled through the ocean swim, and it was on my mind now, as I did my best to keep pedaling through the torrents of rain.

By the time I got to the transition between the bike segment and the run, I was beginning to feel a little queasy, something that has happened to me on the run for the past ten years or so. My stomach doesn’t always cooperate with the rest of my body, and that condition forces me to walk almost the entire marathon.

This time, after spending twenty-eight minutes in the bike-to-run transition, trying to get some nourishment down and get reconditioned for my death march, I managed to start out on the run, but had gone only about five of the 26.2 miles when a marshal on a moped came alongside me and began spitting out statistics: “You are three minutes down.” I was still trying to run, but thinking, “What is he telling me? Maybe he means I am three minutes from making the cutoff time. Guess I had better pick up the pace, whether or not I feel like it.” The Ironman rules require that you make the three disciplines of swim, bike, and run within a given time. The next time he encountered me, he prompted, “You’re doing better. You are up three minutes.”

Three miles later came the deluge. It was coming down the mountain slopes and across the road in a river ankle-deep. I had on my lightest running shoes, yet I could barely lift my feet. Afraid the current was going to knock me down in my weakened state, I got the inspiration to cross over to the other side of the road, moving on a diagonal toward the sidewalk. As I stepped on the submerged curb, my foot slipped, which sent me sprawling. I didn’t even take time to see if I was gushing blood, figuring the rain would take care of that. It looked as if everyone, even the marshal, had headed for dry cover. However, this couple appeared suddenly from nowhere and yanked me to my feet.

It had gotten cooler, and I was sopping wet and beginning to feel chilled. Being vulnerable to hypothermia, I prayed, “Lord, let me just keep moving, no matter how. At least I will be circulating.” I promised myself that by mile 15 I would try some hot chicken soup at the aid station there. Meanwhile, the marshal on the moped putt-putted up again, announcing that I was now eight minutes down. Nonetheless I kept plodding. As long as I was ambulatory the thought of quitting was not an option.

When I did get to the aid station at mile 15, I stopped and accepted some chicken soup, which was lukewarm, probably from rain water. It did not settle well, so I grabbed a piece of soft roll, hoping it would sop up the remains in my gurgling stomach. One bite—and that came up too. As I sat exhausted in the aid station, one of the volunteers started massaging my shoulders. I did not want to leave. Then came the inner command: “You had better get up now. No one is going to finish this race for you.” It was late, and though I wanted to linger, I had to get going.

I got back on my feet and struggled onwards in the darkness, toward the turnaround. With about six miles to go, I was out there alone when these four angels appeared from the opposite side of the road, running in the dark. One had no shoes. One had only thongs. A husband-and-wife team were the only two with running shoes. Imagine my surprise when one of them asked, “May we accompany you in?”

At this point, I was only walking, and murmured weakly, “Uh-huh.” Then they asked whether I would like them to tell me a story as we moved along, or if I wanted to tell them one. “You,” I said. The couple began telling me about their young daughter, who had broken her arm. After occupying me with the details of how she had bravely overcome her injury and how proud they were of her, they changed the subject. “Do you see that stop sign ahead? Do you think you can start running when you get there, and then stop at the next signal to walk again?” They kept pushing me on in this manner.

The next time the marshal on the moped appeared and started spitting out statistics, I completely blocked him out, figuring my angels would interpret the timing for me. I don’t wear a watch during these events. Even if I did, I wouldn’t be able to see it in the darkness. I just listen to my body. After all, that is the most accurate measurement. When your battery runs low, you just can’t go.

Then along came another person on a moped, a man I’d known a long time as an announcer for many triathlon events. I found out later that he, too, had come on the scene to encourage me, and was radioing ahead to the finish line. “It doesn’t look as if Sister Madonna is going to make it. She is just walking now.” And then a bit later: “Oh, she just passed another runner, so maybe there is hope.” He kept the reports flowing so as to hype up everyone at the finish line to keep up their prayers. Even the local Hawaiian fire dancers were going through their ceremonial rituals on my behalf.

I was, of course, totally unaware of any of this. Meanwhile, I begged my angels, “Can’t I just walk until we get to Palani Hill, and then I’ll start running down it a mile and a half from the finish? Since we’ll be back in civilization, it won’t matter if I collapse.”

They were firm. “No, you have to do a bit more running before you get there.” With a mile and two-tenths to go, someone noticed I had only twelve minutes left if I was going to make it to the finish in time. That did not seem possible. All I knew was to rely on the advice of my remaining two angel coaches. The other two, running without shoes, could no longer keep pace and had peeled off, but the pair still with me kept telling me when I should run and when I could walk.

My little twosome team kept encouraging me onward. Closer to the finish line, I could hear the crowd in a frenzy. When we got to the top of the final hill, I started extending my legs for a downhill run. They yelled a last admonition, “Oh, good, don’t stop! Keep going, even when you get to the bottom of the hill!”

From the outset, as I had begun preparing for this 2006 Hawaiian Ironman, there had been strange omens, beginning with my nephew Dolph’s death just the month before. Before I left home in Spokane, I had the gut feeling that this was going to be a very different competition. I’d done the Hawaiian Ironman some twenty times by now, but something this year felt different. The feeling I had didn’t tell me not to go; it just said, be prepared.

On my way to Hawaii, I drove from my home in Spokane over to Seattle, where I was going to spend the night with friends before boarding for Kona the next day. In Seattle, my friend opened the door, saying, “Do you know what happened in Hawaii?” She turned on the TV, and there was news of an earthquake. That never happens there, I thought. They are used to hurricanes in Hawaii, but not earthquakes. I remembered that premonition.

While watching the news, I wasn’t sure whether I could take the plane I was scheduled to take the next day. Flights were turning back because Honolulu was affected and there were power outages. I got on the Web site for the Ironman and learned that, as far as they could see, the course had not been damaged except in one place, and that was under repair. So I decided to go. But for some reason, this little voice said, “Don’t go through Honolulu this year to change planes; go through Maui.” And so I rebooked my flight through Maui.

As my plane from Seattle neared the islands, it did not look like the Hawaii I knew. Heavy clouds had darkened the usually azure waters. When we touched down on the airstrip, there was water everywhere. It had not stopped raining all day. The plane was late, and we had to run for our connection. None of our checked luggage, including our bicycles, made it to Kona on the flight, and it was not until the next day that they were delivered. But in Honolulu, I heard, passengers hadn’t even been able to get off their planes because of power outages.

Grateful to have arrived safely in Kona, I settled into bed. About half past midnight, I was awakened by this funny rumbling sound. As dishes danced in the cupboard and the bedstead jitterbugged, I thought, “Oh, Lord, you are not finished yet!” At 5:38 a.m. there was another bed-shaker, and I thought, “Are we going to have this race or not? There are only four days left. Please get it out of your system.”

It was overcast and cooler than normal on race day, and I thought, Lord this is good—as long as you keep it overcast, there will be minimal winds and no one blown off their bikes.

Then the skies opened.

My angels’ last instructions—“Don’t stop, even when you get to the bottom of the hill!”—kept ringing in my ears. How did they know I always stopped at the bottom to walk the next five miserable blocks on the flat until I hit Alii Drive and then gave it my all to the finishing chute? Even without a wristwatch, I sensed this was going to be a fight against time. It was then I realized this was the opportunity I had been looking for. If I could cross the finish line in time, I would know that my nephew was at peace and in the right place.

As soon as I made that bargain with God, I had the strangest feeling, as if I were dangling between two realities, losing touch with my body and being conscious only of my momentum. I sensed a presence in the dark over my right shoulder, intimating that what I was doing was unreal. It was like make-believe. When people started crowding in, I heard their yelling and saw their hands outstretched for a high five, but I didn’t acknowledge them, which I usually would do. This time, a word of warning came: “If you touch just one of them, it could alter your forward movement. In your weakened condition, it could cost you seconds, which you can’t spare.” I developed tunnel vision, looked straight ahead and kept pushing.

Usually the Hawaiian Ironman marathon finishes under an arch, but now I saw that they had built a plank that required you to run uphill. How sadistic could it get? But I gave it my all in a last surge. “Oh God, please keep this body moving!” When I topped the finish, the crowd was wild, as well as the announcer. The woman I had stayed with in Kona put a lei over my head, and I immediately bent over with the dry heaves.

When I finally straightened up, I saw projected on the screen my time of 16 hours, 59 minutes, and 3 seconds. I was the last official finisher, the oldest woman on the course, and I had beat the cut-off time of 17 hours by a mere 57 seconds. “Thank you, Lord,” I breathed. “Now I know my nephew is in the right place.”

When the announcer thrust the microphone in my face, I told him how I had asked God to let me know that my nephew was at peace. Even the announcer danced up and down shouting, “Yeah, he’s in the right place! He’s in the right place!”

This will forever remain the most significant Ironman I have ever done.

During the awards ceremony the following evening, an announcer on stage was saying something about a Spirit of Determination award. The master of ceremonies kept rattling on about this person going through so many accidents but still coming back for more to compete year after year. I thought that sounded somewhat familiar, but knew it could also apply to lots of other people who train for these events. When I glanced up at the screen on the stage, however, under the words Spirit of Determination was my name.

I was seated far back, so it took me a while to gallop through the crowds and up to the staging platform, where I spotted this new Cannondale bike. I could scarcely believe this was my reward, even when the announcer said, “This is yours.” Who on earth would think of getting an award like this for being the last official finisher in an event? The bike delivered to me in Spokane several months later was a beautiful heavenly blue.

This was in October. At Thanksgiving when I spoke on the phone with my nephew’s family, I shared the details of this event, including the surprise of the Cannondale bike. You could hear a pin drop on the other end of the line. Finally my niece said, “I don’t usually pay attention to brand names, but what did you say that bike was?” When I repeated the description she blurted, “That’s it! That was the make!” Dolph, she said, had always ridden a Cannondale. What further confirmation did I need that he was in the right place?

In Kona just the year before, I had opened up a new age group for women, 75–79. Now, in 2006, while on stage accepting my award, I promised the crowd that in 2010 I would try to open up yet another age group for women, 80–84. So far, no woman over the age of eighty had attempted an Ironman, though one eighty-year-old man had finally succeeded. If Robert McKeague could do it for the men, I owed it to the women to do likewise.

Sometimes I ask myself about continuing to compete in these Ironman events, but my body, mind, and soul feel so complete while I’m out there. I didn’t begin running until I was forty-eight years old, but exercise has redirected my life.

*   *   *

After the miraculous finish in the 2006 Kona Ironman, I continued to be struck by the integrity of those four people who picked me up the last six miles to encourage me into the finish. I wanted to find out who they were. I learned they belonged to the Oakley Team, obtained their names, and wanted to thank them, so I e-mailed the following:


Dear Brent and Susie,

I want to thank you for being my “angel coaches” during the last portion of the marathon in Kona. Whatever put it in your hearts to do such a thing? Exactly when did you peel off? Did you hear me at the finish line? How did you ever know to tell me not to stop running at the bottom of the hill? I always do! Your manner of coaching me into running was superb, but how could you have timed it so well? After seeing the coverage of this event, I am still in awe of what you did for me. What selflessness!

Would you please thank the other two “angels” who peeled off sooner than the two of you did and pass this message along? Which one was barefooted and which had the thongs? Of course I’d like the answer to the above questions if you feel so inclined, but no rush.



Here’s their reply:


Dear Sister Madonna,

How sweet of you to get in touch with us. We should thank you for making the Ironman experience so memorable for us. YOU did all the work and we just had fun. Congratulations! To answer your questions, as far as I understand, it had become somewhat of a tradition for these sales guys from Oakley, my husband Brent included, to go out on the course about 10:30 p.m. and run in with anyone who might want or need some motivation at the end. They have made this an annual tradition as they are there every year for the event.

The guys on the motor bikes were helping us to pace you, but I myself could hardly believe that it was so close! We peeled off right before you finished, and yes, we did hear you at the finish line. You did all the work, we were just there for support. Actually, my husband Brent had [joined the race to run at your side] with you a few years back, although it wasn’t quite as close [a finish] back then. He remembers that you mentioned you wanted to run down the hill and then take a rest, but the wonderful Ironman official on the scooter gave us the sign that there was no time, so we just did our best to keep you going. And, wow! Did you keep going!

Kona Ironman has become a very special event to us, as it is one of the few places where you can see people all coming together to challenge themselves, cheer, volunteer, and show kindness to one another all in one place at one time. It definitely restores some faith that there is some goodness left in the world. We are so happy to have heard from you. Thank you for being such a great motivation to us.

Brent and Susie Lantz



Running does change people’s lives. When I first entered the religious life at the age of twenty-three, I was set apart from the world. Once I began to run and to compete, my path opened wide to include the whole world. God’s ways are not our ways. I would probably be less effective sitting in the convent than I am now, being thrust into the public where I can influence people by example.

I’m keenly aware how blessed I am, because how many people get angels helping them along the way like I do? I travel alone all the time, and I train alone all the time; but somebody is always there when I need them if something goes wrong.

When people come up to me, as they continually do, and say, “Well, you have an added advantage. God is on your side,” I know that it isn’t just my advantage. We all have it if we just call on the God power within. It’s there for the taking.
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In the Beginning

Living is the adventure of a lifetime!

Saint Louis, Missouri

July, 1930

I WAS BORN during a July heat wave in Saint Louis, Missouri. It was 105 degrees. Maybe that accounts for the fact that I can withstand high temperatures so well today. I love the sun.

My inherited athletic abilities come from my father, Gustavus A. Buder, Jr., who was a champion oarsman in his younger days. My mother was an oarsman’s widow until the Century Boathouse on the Mississippi River in Saint Louis burned down. My father worked as an attorney but carried on the family tradition of philanthropy. The Buder name is emblazoned on many Saint Louis edifices—county library, school, park, office building, and student center on the Maryville University campus—because of my father and his father. My mother, Kathryn M. Buder, founded the Washington University Center for Indian Studies. My grandfather, G. A. Buder, Sr., was one of the founders of the Saint Louis Municipal Opera and built Saint Louis’s landmark Buder Building near the riverfront. My father went to his office there every day until he was eighty-three. Near the end of my father’s life the Buder Building’s future had been in litigation for two years. The historical society wanted to preserve it, but lost the battle to developers. Forty days after the elegant old building was demolished, my father let go of life. It was a shock to his system to watch it being imploded.

My early life was blessed. I was always outdoors and became an accomplished equestrian. My life was filled with adventures and near misses: capsized sailboats, sledding mishaps, mountaineering ordeals, crashes on roller skates. But somehow I survived it all.

Both of my parents were only children, and had limited experience with the opposite sex. My mother was attracted to my father as a prince who rescued her from her predictable life and opened up a life of adventure. She loved the stage as a young woman, and her beauty and dramatic roles in local theatrical productions captivated my father—especially when he discovered that the role of Shylock in The Merchant of Venice could be convincingly portrayed by a woman. He sought to be introduced to her, which my grandmother willingly did. This budding romance interrupted what could have developed into a full-scale acting career, as my mother’s drama teacher at the Morse School of Expression was preparing her for Broadway. Since my mother had led a sheltered childhood, her mother was hardly in favor of her leaving the city of Saint Louis for the Big Apple, so she encouraged the relationship. Daddy was in law school at the time. After their engagement, he insisted that they wait to marry until he graduated from Washington University in Saint Louis with his law degree, which he did at age twenty-eight when she, in turn, was a legal twenty-one.

And what opposites they were! He was a conscientious young lawyer and a Unitarian. He was the product of a staunch German upbringing and was set in his ways—systematic, analytical, and practical. Her family came from France, she was born and raised a Catholic, and embraced her faith. Being an only child whose father abandoned her at birth, she was overprotected and not allowed to mingle with playmates. She developed a rich fantasy life, playing with dolls, dressing them, and making up stories as a way to escape the boredom of pent-up apartment living.

What kept my parents together all those years? Did they simply balance each other’s opposite qualities, or were they bonded through some sort of heroic effort? Whatever the reason, their long marriage was a source of inspiration to many who knew them through their golden anniversary and beyond.

I too have felt the blessing of this union, this blending and balancing of opposites. At times, though, I have felt within me an inner tension as one or the other of their qualities strives for ascendancy. Eventually, though, I have found the creative, artistic, spiritual, and idealistic side of my mother’s French origins merging nicely with the adventurous, realistic, and practical outlook of my father’s German tradition. A combination of these two characteristics has served me well throughout my life both as a nun and triathlete.

My father played handball until he was seventy. After his eightieth birthday, he not only continued going to his office six days a week, but came home to put in an intense three to seven hours of weekend gardening—setting a pace for the pacemaker that had been installed when he was sixty-eight. My mother continued to perform in plays, care for her roses, study French, paint, and write.

When I came along, their first child, I was not the hoped-for gender. My father’s father, bless him, had been pressuring my mother to deliver a boy, so that the Buder family name might be perpetuated. My mother, though sorry not to oblige, was grateful that I was healthy, and secretly enjoyed the fact that I was a girl. Shortly after my birth, my paternal grandmother died and left my grandfather in such a severe state of mourning that he eventually became bedridden. His doctors did not know what to do for him.

Since my grandfather would not come to our house to visit me, my parents decided to take me to him when I was about eight months old. He scarcely opened his eyes to look at us, so they placed me on his stomach. I must have been attracted to his bewhiskered face, because I wiggled up his chest and reached out my little hand to touch it. This was all it took. From then on, I was his “little queen,” and it no longer concerned him that I wouldn’t be carrying on the family name, especially since another baby was soon on the way.

My grandfather lived for another twenty-four years, and the two of us became constant companions. One Sunday morning, my parents awoke to find my crib empty. They looked everywhere, and just as they were ready to call the police, they heard the front door open. In walked my grandfather with a bundle in his arms. In his loneliness, he had come during his sleepless hours to fetch me for a Sunday drive. My parents had words with him, but it didn’t break his habit. The two of us went on to have many outings. When the family namesake did arrive thirteen months later, my position had been firmly established. I would sit in my grandfather’s lap, and he would tell me tall tales. On Sundays, we would all drive to Grandfather’s house for brunch. Sometimes my grandfather and I would play that we were on a steamship and spit cherry pits over the imaginary side rail to see whose would go the farthest. He’d hang the double cherries over my ears like earrings. As I grew older, he taught me to play cards and taught me about the practicalities of math through thought problems.

Even in the cradle, I was a baby on the go. In one of my father’s home movies of me as an infant, I appear to be doing push-ups. My mother could hold me only so long before I’d start squirming, eager to get to the floor and experience life on my own. With that much innate energy, it was no wonder that at age fifty-one I should have broken through the limitations of a sub–3:30 time set for women forty and over, in order to qualify for my first Boston Marathon.

When I was just two, I had my first swim. My family was at a summer resort off Lake Michigan, and Daddy took me out on a pier, intending to let me down over the side for a gentle dunk. He became momentarily distracted watching a sailboat. Before he knew it, I had wiggled free of his grasp and beat him to the plunge. He immediately dove in after me and managed to grab hold of a limb, expecting to find me gasping and sobbing. To his surprise, I emerged giggling, as if I’d put something over on him. I have never had a fear of water, even though some perilous adventures were to follow.

When I was nine, we took a family vacation at Black Lake, which feeds into Lake Michigan. Since Daddy’s days as a champion oarsman had ended, he decided to try his hand at sailing. My mother suggested we rent a boat with a skipper for the first time out. Daddy reluctantly acquiesced, but stood by the tiller as we left port. We were nearing the end of our sail when a gust of wind took the skipper by surprise. He shifted the sail quickly enough to keep us from dipping into the water, but was not fast enough to dodge the boom. He got a fair-sized gash on his forehead. Luckily, he was still conscious and able to instruct Daddy how to maneuver the boat into the harbor. After my father did this successfully, it just whetted his appetite for solo sailing. Within a week, he wanted to go out again, this time without a skipper. My mother was still apprehensive, and decided to leave my three-year-old younger brother with the nurse. Daddy was determined that we wear our life preservers. I insisted I knew how to swim, but he did not relent.
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