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“Running, one might say, is basically an absurd pastime upon which to be exhausting ourselves. But if you can find meaning in the type of running you need to do … chances are you’ll be able to find meaning in that other absurd pastime—life.”

—Bill Bowerman





PROLOGUE: APRIL 17, 2013
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A BOOM ECHOES throughout downtown. Another one follows. Looking west down Boylston Street, I see a plume of smoke rising between the buildings.

At mile 21 of the Boston Marathon, at the crest of the infamous Heartbreak Hill, Boston College students had erected a giant inflatable arch that triumphantly declared, “The heartbreak is over.”

Now, blocks from the finish line of the 117th Boston Marathon, I sense the heartbreak is only beginning.

My hands are cold; my stomach is in knots. A shiver of fear runs through my body. Moments ago, I was relieved to be handed my gear-check bag, which had been misplaced. When it finally turned up, I swaddled myself in warm, dry clothes, comforted by the fact that finally I’d done what I set out to do, and in the way that I’d wanted to do it.

I’m not a talented athlete. This is not false modesty; it’s a cold, hard fact. I didn’t take up running until I was thirty-one, and at first, I was so self-conscious that I would only jog at night, hoping that no one I knew would see me. Running was hard enough; I didn’t need the added pressure of an audience. Whenever I tried to run I was so uncomfortable that I imagined one would need a will of iron to force themselves to do it for long.

Still, to move through space with no help from anyone or anything seemed to me like the ultimate in independence and self-determination. And, outdoors, in the fresh air, was where I’d always felt most at peace. So, while the activity of running didn’t feel natural, it became for me increasingly aspirational, a way to bridge the gaping chasm between who I felt I was and who I hoped to be. I thought of runners as indomitable people, way out of my league. But I figured if I completed a marathon maybe I could call myself a runner, too.

Over the course of a few months I worked up the courage to run in the full light of day, but it took ten marathons over the next five years before I covered 26.2 miles fast enough to qualify for the Boston Marathon. And then it seemed that I was cursed; three weeks before my non-refundable flight to Boston, an injury threatened to dash my dream of even starting the race.

My foot in a walking cast with the 2011 Boston Marathon three weeks away—this felt like hell to me, or at least a kind of purgatory. It was like I was the ill-fated heroine in some black comedy. But to see myself as the protagonist in a story gave me some much-needed perspective so in my head I began to write that story, not knowing how it would end.

Stories had always come easy to me. I’d spent more than a decade as a newspaper reporter and editor. Stories were how I paid the bills, but journalists are expected to be objective, to put a professional distance between themselves and the subject. In the newsrooms where I cut my reporter teeth, writing in the first person was strongly discouraged.

“You,” an editor once told me pointedly, “are not the story.”

After crossing the finish line of the 2013 Boston Marathon, I leaned against a yellow school bus, exhausted but elated, and pulled track pants over my shivering body. I had spent years working towards earning a spot at Boston. Yet I was totally unprepared for what happened next, for the way that, in a matter of minutes, history seemed to be rising up all around me.

After the bombs exploded, I found myself in a breaking news event—one that I was experiencing, rather than covering. I was not the story, far from it. But as I told reporters what I’d seen and heard, I sensed a larger narrative unfolding, one that began years earlier and would carry on long beyond the tragedy on Boylston Street.





CHAPTER ONE

Heartbreak
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I AM CAUGHT in a crowd of runners shuffling feebly through the streets when my cell phone rings. My dad’s raspy voice is on the other end: “Amy?”

He has no idea what had just happened. He can’t know. No one, save for those of us who have just seen and heard the explosions, knows about this yet.

“Yes, Dad. It’s Amy. I’m okay, Dad. I’m here in Boston. There’s been an accident, but I’m okay.”

A white lie. One look at the smoke that swirls up the side of the buildings and I know this is no accident and that deep down, I am far from okay.

“When are you coming?” Dad asks. This is the first thing he says when he calls me, which is on average five or six times a day—sometimes more if I don’t pick up. We always have the same short conversation, as if following a script. Dad either doesn’t remember where I am and what I am doing, or he simply hasn’t given it a thought.

“I’m coming on Wednesday,” I say. “I’ll see you Wednesday, okay?”

“Okay,” he mumbles and hangs up.

I snap my phone shut and keep on shuffling. This conversation comes as no surprise. Back in Seattle, my dad is recovering from a series of small strokes he suffered two weeks earlier. He lives alone, and a neighbor found him in his house and called 911. For once, Dad had been unable to refuse an ambulance. He was treated in the hospital’s stroke unit and transferred to another facility for rehab a couple of days before I left for Boston.

My running coach, in his emailed instructions, said in the week leading up to the race I should avoid stress and focus on “peaking.” But I am the only person responsible for my Dad; my siblings both live far away. The week has been a flurry of phone calls to doctors, social workers, and family members to arrange for my dad’s care. All the while, I’d felt guilty for fearing his latest crisis might keep me from getting to Boston and for wanting to come here and run instead of staying with him.

At the moment, part of me feels I should say something to both my dad and the stream of strangers coming toward me, to warn them about what I have just seen, but what would I say? Don’t freak out, but I think there was just a bombing?

It is pointless to try to explain. The Red Sox fans milling about after today’s game are sure to encounter pandemonium if they keep walking downtown. And my dad will eventually turn on CNN.

Marathon volunteers clad in bright yellow jackets urge me and my fellow runners to walk away from the direction of the smoke, which is now billowing into the sky. As I follow their instructions, it occurs to me that the people streaming toward me are as oblivious as my seventy-eight-year-old father in a nursing home on the other side of the country. At this point, only a small number people—just those of us in the immediate vicinity of the explosions—have any inkling of what is happening. Realizing I am among them fills me with dread. This is one exclusive club I don’t want to be in.

People clad in red and blue are coming toward me, which confirms I’m heading toward Fenway Park, and the Howard Johnson Fenway Inn, where my husband, Daniel, and I are staying. I realize I need to find a way over the Mass Pike, the freeway that cuts through the city, in order to get there, but I don’t know where to cross it.

A crowd gathers outside a dry cleaner, watching a television through the window. I start to shuffle across the street toward them, but something makes me stop. I know from covering news events as a reporter that details of the explosions will be slow in coming, but in the meantime, there’ll be an abundance of fear and speculation, two things of no use to me. Stopping to watch would be unhelpful.

What I need is to see Daniel again.

I had my phone in my hand, about to call him, when I hear the second explosion.

“Just get out of there,” I said as soon as he answered, referring to a corner outside the Hynes Convention Center, near the finish line, where we’d planned to meet. We agreed to meet back at the hotel instead. To do that, I can’t just stand here and watch TV. Pulling my foil post-race blanket around me against the breeze, I continue shuffling in the direction of the HoJo.

My legs are stiff. So many people are coming toward me and no one yields, so I expend energy that I really don’t have weaving around them, like a fish desperately attempting to swim upstream. The fact that I have just finished the marathon apparently means nothing; they have places to go.

But one man stops and looks me square in the face. He says something to me, but it’s as if someone has turned the volume way down. My world is on mute.

“Excuse me?” I say.

“ARE … YOU … OKAY?” he repeats, practically shouting now.

I am not sure how to answer. I am alone on the streets of Boston, exhausted, confused, bereft. Some bombs have gone off—of that I am certain—and I have no idea what might happen next. Okay is hardly how I would describe myself right now.

But I can barely register my emotions, let alone explain them to a stranger. “Yes,” I say, finally. “Thank you.”

I walk a couple more blocks before I realize my answer is a massive overstatement, if not a flat-out lie. In fact, I am trembling, dangerously low on the adrenaline that has gotten me this far, and yet so oblivious to my condition that I did not even recognize the man’s question for what it is: an offer of help.

Help, I realize, is exactly what I need, so I begin to look around for anyone who can provide it.

As I make my way past a motel parking lot, I hear some young women yelling to each other from a distance. Someone says something about Kenmore Square. I turn and look at them. “Are you going to Kenmore Square?” I ask, desperation creeping into my voice. They must also see the urgency on my face, drained of its color.

“Do you need a ride?” the nearer of the two replies. They are dressed in a preppy, East Coast-style that reminds me of girls I knew in college, from the women’s colleges of Smith and Mount Holyoke. This shred of familiarity is oddly comforting to me.

I reply that if they are going that way, I would appreciate a ride. I can feel myself choking up as I speak; I am beyond grateful.

Don’t cry, I tell myself. You’ll scare away the preppies.

A few moments later I am in a burgundy SUV with a man I’ve never met behind the wheel. I have never been so relieved to get inside a car with strangers; I nearly kneel and kiss the upholstery. We introduce ourselves quickly, but their names evaporate almost immediately from my fatigued mind. The girls are all on their smartphones, trying to connect with a friend who had been running the race when it was called off. Volunteers diverted her to side streets near Kenmore Square, and they’re not sure where she is right now. I explain that I finished the marathon but got separated from my husband, who returned to our hotel to wait for me. No one asks any more questions after that, and I’m glad.

Taking out my flip phone, I first text Dan: “Some nice girls are giving me a ride,” and then I start to look at my other messages.

One of the text messages I receive is from a friend who works at an NPR affiliate in Seattle. She wants me to do an interview with a reporter who is covering the aftermath of the bombings in real time. I text back my agreement, and minutes later, my phone is ringing. When I answer the call, the reporter puts me on the air live and asks me what I’ve seen.

“I heard a big boom coming from that direction. We all turned and looked, then we heard another boom, and there was a huge cloud of smoke,” I recall. “At that point, you know, no one knew what was going on, but race volunteers started telling us to disperse and get away down the other side of the street. So that’s what I did.”

The reporter asks me how I’d characterize the explosions.

“It looked like something nefarious; it didn’t look like something that was accidental,” I say.

Daniel and I often jokingly refer to “nefarious activity” to describe shady goings-on in our neighborhood, but this is the first time I’ve ever used the word with someone else, in serious conversation. The reporter, unfazed by my word choice, asks me how others reacted.

“We had just run a marathon, so we were just … I don’t think people, immediately, were panicking. But they were definitely shocked,” I say. “There was a little bit of a pause, and then you started to hear all the sirens. And we were just very worried, and … it got kind of chaotic.”

When the reporter asks me how I am feeling, I nearly break down.

“I was planning to meet my husband near the finish line, and fortunately, he was not in the area. But there was a moment when I thought, you know …” My voice starts cracking.

I regain a bit of composure. “I looked down the street and looked at where we were supposed to meet, and until I heard his voice, I was just terrified.”

The reporter thanks me for my time, and after I get off the phone, I feel shaken up all over again. I have with me the small bag of food they give you after you cross the finish line, so I rummage through it, ready to eat my feelings. None of the food appeals to me (Why isn’t there chocolate?), but I know I should consume some calories. It might make me feel better. I tear off some pieces of a King’s Hawaiian sweet roll and chew mechanically, washing down the dry bread with swigs of bottled water.

My phone rings again. This time the voice is familiar. On the line is Brian Calvert, a radio journalist at a media company where I used to work. With him on the other line was Daniel; it’s the first I’ve spoken to him since our brief conversation seconds after the bombs exploded. It is good to hear Brian’s kind, calm baritone, and even better when I get to hear my husband again.

Dan tells Brian he was about a block away from the explosions. When asked to describe them, Dan is uncharacteristically blunt: “It was a big fireball,” he says. Brian notes that authorities are careful not to call it a bomb.

“What I know of a bomb,” Dan says, “it looked like a bomb to me.”

Brian asks me how I’m doing. I’m still reeling from the news that my husband had been in the vicinity of a “big fireball,” but I try to sound composed.

“Oh, I’m fine. I’m obviously a bit shaken up, but I’m fine. I was on Boylston Street, but several blocks down. I heard a loud explosion, an incredibly loud boom, then I saw this long cloud of smoke. I just saw a huge amount of smoke. It looked like some kind of bomb or something, it was huge.”

“Did any of you get a number of …” Brian says, trailing off. But I know what he means.

“I haven’t heard any reports of any fatalities at this point,” I say.

Moments later, my phone drops the call. I can hear the dial tone over the air. I snap it shut.

Now I realize my heart is pounding. I sit back in the car and try to relax. I don’t mind that the interview has ended, except that it has also severed my connection to Dan.

I keep texting Dan updates, informing him when we stop for gas. Mostly, I just want to keep our line of communication open and to have the reassurance he is okay. Finally, after about half an hour of driving, we are in an area I recognize, and I ask to be let out of the vehicle to walk. Thanking everyone in the car, I hobble onto the street, gimpy after sitting down for so long. Other runners who had not finished the race when it was called off are making their way along the streets. I find myself ambling stiff-legged alongside a silver-haired man who says he had been stopped while on the course, and from his grave expression I get the distinct impression he knows exactly why.

We make eye contact and shake our heads in mutual disbelief. “The Boston Marathon?” I say, incredulous.

“Is nothing sacred?” he replies, equally stunned.

I continue walking, and at long last I reach the Howard Johnson motel. From the pocket of my shorts I take out the motel room key card that I have carried more than twenty-seven miles. I fumble with it for only a moment before Dan flings open the door. I’ll never forget the intense look on his face before he hugs me tightly to him. We just stand there in silence. I close my eyes and breathe in the smell of him, grateful we are both alive and, at last, together.

In the bathroom, I strip off my clothes. Reflected in the shabby mirror, my face looks haggard and pale. How I have aged since the morning! My back stings; It’s pink where I missed applying sunscreen. There is a red slash across my torso, where my sports bra has rubbed my skin raw. My feet are swollen, my toes tender. I can tell that under the dark metallic nail polish I painted on them, a couple of toenails are bruised black, goners for sure.

After most marathons, I take an ice bath, but it is several hours too late to be optimizing my recovery. I stand under the shower, warm water stinging me as it washes the salt from my skin. Blood from my chafed skin swirls down the drain. Blood, sweat, and tears, I think to myself. I just haven’t gotten to the last part, yet.

Drying off, my skin feels hypersensitive, as if all my nerve endings are firing at once. The cheap hotel towel might as well be sandpaper. I put on the softest clothes I have with me and microwave the white box that contains leftovers of my pre-race pasta dinner. News coverage on TV makes it clear the explosions have now officially been classified as bombings.

I struggle to eat the rest of my pasta. It had been delicious just hours ago. Now I barely taste the forkfuls I shovel into my mouth. I can tell I am dehydrated, so I drink Gatorade and water, all the while keeping my eyes glued to the television.

“Here’s how you know some crazy shit has just gone down,” I say to Dan as I flip through the seemingly infinite cable channels. Every one of them shows the exact same image: a somber President Obama making a statement. For perhaps the first time in my life, I feel a deep personal interest in what the president is saying. I hang on every word. At long last we have something to talk about, but the conversation only goes in one direction.

“We still do not know who did this or why, and people shouldn’t jump to conclusions before we have all the facts,” Obama tells reporters. “But make no mistake, we will get to the bottom of this. We will find out who did this, we will find out why they did this. Any responsible individuals, any responsible groups, will feel the full weight of justice.”

The full weight of justice. It is as if President Obama is speaking to me directly through the hotel’s ancient tube television, informing me in his calm, measured way that the government will do its job and that my job is to be patient.

The sounds fair, but fair isn’t what I want to hear right now. Nothing else about today has been fair. Instead, I want the president to sound angry, to be as outraged as me, to seem a little more on “our” side. But whose “side” is that? We have no idea who is responsible.

Now it hits me: Not even the Leader of the Free World can fix this. It’s a chilling thing to comprehend.

For the next couple hours, Dan and I continue emailing and texting and watching news reports, manically shifting attention between big and small screens. We learn that two people are confirmed dead. I fear the death toll will only grow. Dan works for a Seattle television news station, so he called into the newsroom as soon as he’d reached me on the phone earlier; he’s spoken to a few outlets thus far. I hear him do a couple more interviews on the phone as I speak to some friends and family members. I down a can of Coke from the machine; the caffeine seems to loosen my headache’s vise grip.

Our small hotel room is in disarray. Clothes, towels, and cell phone chargers are strewn about pell-mell. We have to get out of here.

For one thing, we both need more to eat. We need to leave our room to find food, but with the perpetrators still at large, what place is safe?

Leaving also means I need to get dressed. And that raises another heavy question: What to wear?

On a typical race day, the answer is easy. For many, if not most marathoners, it is a tradition to change into a race shirt and/or finisher’s medal after cleaning up from the race. At Boston, the Boston Marathon jacket is de rigueur post-race. Adidas has made a Boston Marathon jacket, in a different color scheme each year, for twenty-seven years now. The $110 garment is sold at the pre-race expo and online months prior to the race, and purchasing it is a ritual for race participants. Adidas calls it the Celebration Jacket.

But there will be no celebrating today. The jacket, the medal; now I’m not sure what—if anything—these mementoes mean. Still, I remember the response after 9/11, when many people spoke of the importance of “not being cowed” by violence. At the time, it didn’t occur to me to question that, but now I’m not sure why it is so terrible to be cowed by violence. Isn’t that a normal human survival instinct?

Since I traveled to Boston with only a carry-on backpack, I don’t have a lot of options. In fact, as a returning Boston Marathoner, much of the clothing I brought has the Boston Marathon logo on it. Finally, I find myself looping the finisher’s medal around my neck and slipping the jacket on over it, just as I did after finishing the 2011 Marathon. It isn’t defiance, only protocol. With a rueful smile, I remember the old runners’ rule: “Nothing new on race day.”

News reports inform us that downtown Boston is on “lockdown,” so those staying in the area can’t even leave their hotels. Those of us at the Howard Johnson are far enough from the finish line that we are outside of this zone. Across the street from our hotel, a crowd of people spills out of a bar called Sweet Caroline’s, named for the Neil Diamond song that’s a staple at Red Sox games. It is hard to tell whether the bar patrons are celebrating the Red Sox win or if they have banded together in the wake of tragedy. Either way, I am awed at their camaraderie.

“Damn, Boston,” I say to Daniel, in reverent disbelief of what I am seeing. We agree that in a similar scenario in Seattle, the streets would probably be empty, but in this town, people apparently haven’t gotten the memo that they are supposed to be cowering in their homes.

The restaurant we had planned to go was closed, so we go to a nearby Chipotle and have tacos. In some places Chipotle serves margaritas, but to my disappointment, this isn’t one of them.

A couple of people, seeing my jacket, congratulate me, but unlike when I ran Boston in 2011, there is something awkward and unspoken in their smiles, and in mine in return. My Marathon jacket and their acknowledgement of it—it’s like we’re only going through the motions now, carrying on amid tragedy and uncertainty because what else can we do?

After we finish eating, I am still craving a salty margarita and after walking for a bit, Daniel and I happen on a Mexican restaurant that is, incongruously, playing 1980s pop music. The televisions are on and showing news footage, while songs from The Breakfast Club soundtrack fill the air. I get my margarita, salt encrusted around the rim. Dan has a beer. A nearby table is full of friends stranded in the city. The trains aren’t running, so they can’t get home. Instead, they seem to be killing time, hanging out drinking. We get to talking. One guy tells me cab drivers are price-gouging. It reminds me of hurricanes and other natural disasters when stores jack up the prices of bottled water.

One of the people at the table is a young woman who was half a mile from the finish line when she was forced to stop running. Police and volunteers halted the race by forming a human chain across the street. It is her first Boston Marathon. She can’t stop crying. Concerned, I ask one of her friends how I can help.

“Do you have an extra finisher’s medal?” he says.

I doubt she wants a finisher’s medal from a race she hasn’t finished, especially Boston. The medal’s only value is the accomplishment it symbolizes. That is something no one can give her now, and something that can never be taken from me. The woman’s friend probably isn’t a runner, or he would’ve realized this.

Still, I don’t need my medal. It is just a thing. I exchange glances with Daniel, walk over to the table and kneel beside the young woman, whose pale skin is red from the sun.

The medal now feels heavy in my hand as I offer it to her. A tear streams down her pretty face as she shakes her head no. She says she appreciates it, but she can’t take it.

I don’t blame her. I would decline the offer, too, were I in her running shoes.

Walking back to our table, I think of something else to console her: “The BAA (Boston Athletic Association, which puts on the race) will invite all of those who didn’t finish back to do the race again,” I say.

Of this I’m so certain that my voice cracks with emotion. It’s the right thing to do, and I am confident race organizers will do it.

I tell her: “You’ll be back.”





CHAPTER TWO

Soft Targets
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APRIL 18, 2013, the day after, dawns with unseemly spring magnificence. Pink blossoms gild the trees that line Beacon Hill’s narrow streets, and swans glide in the pond at the Public Garden, same as they have every day following the last 117 Marathon Mondays.

This is what the experts call cognitive dissonance. It’s also déjà vu. One morning more than a decade ago on the Gulf Coast of Florida, I awoke to the same uncanny feeling. We were in the middle of a relentless, deadly storm season. I had spent the night alone in my dark, concrete-block apartment; the wind had knocked out the power. Outside, Hurricane Georges raged, ripping off roofs and uprooting trees. I was talking with my sister, Melissa, when my phone, a landline, went dead. Somehow, hunkered down with a bottle of gin, I finally fell asleep. The next morning, I woke up with a splitting headache. The gin had done its job, but sloppily. Daybreak was dissonant. Birds chirped, and the air breathed the scent of magnolias, as if the previous evening had only been a bad dream. When a co-worker from the newspaper where I worked at the time picked me up in his old Jeep, we toured the twisted metal and brutalized buildings on the way to work.

Now, emerging from the Fenway HoJo, approaching the aftermath of what is officially a bombing, I have the same surreal feeling. As we walk down Boylston toward the city center, nearly every business we see is closed, some with hand-written signs on their doors. The streets are cordoned off even blocks away, so we turn around and walk back toward Kenmore Square, towards a bagel shop we passed earlier.

It’s open.

As we enter, I do a double take at a National Guardsman walking by. He looks like he’s dressed for a war zone in camouflage fatigues, a tan helmet, and an enormous rifle slung over one shoulder. It’s as if we are in some post-apocalyptic movie, set in a city under martial law.

Is the world now out of control? Do we need to be wearing Kevlar vests just to secure an everything bagel?

If it looks bad outside the bagel shop, Boston may appear even worse on national news. If our family and friends are seeing National Guardsmen with automatic weapons walking the streets, they’re probably freaking out.

But should they be worried? More to the point, should we?

Getting back, the lobby of the Howard Johnson Fenway Inn is bustling, with people desperately trying to get out. We move into the mob.

As we near the front of the check-out line, two men enter the lobby, an older man with what looks to be his younger partner. The older man ignores the long line and goes up to the front desk: “FBI.” He startles the clerk by telling him he needs to look at some rooms.

Flustered, the young employee can barely find the words to reply, but FBI guy doesn’t give him much time. As if to pre-empt any possible objection, he takes out a badge and holds it up next to his face.

“Keys to the city, right here,” he declares.

This is straight out of a movie, maybe a buddy action flick, what with the young buck/veteran agent partnership and badge-flashing bravado.

Now, when we had first arrived, the clerk had remarked that a scene from a movie called The Town was filmed in the hotel, in a room not far from the one in which we were staying. I hadn’t seen the movie, but I’d heard of it—a Ben Affleck cop drama with Blake Lively as the requisite love interest. From the ads I recalled the Gossip Girl star had ditched her Park Avenue style for blue eyeliner and big, gold-hoop earrings; Hollywood code for trashy.

With the appearance of the FBI men, I have to wonder, Is this a case of life imitating art?

I smirk to myself at the coincidence. Daniel and I share a look. Neither of us has any interest in staying to see how this movie ends. We hurry through check-out, pocket the claims check for our bags, and step outside.

There are hours before we need to go to the airport. What now? The day after Marathon Monday is usually a joyous occasion. When I’d booked the flight, I’d built in the time because I figured we’d be reluctant to leave and would want to savor the last hours of our Boston Marathon experience. Now I can’t wait to go home.

We decide that the best way to waste time is to keep moving. We walk over to a bike-sharing station, swipe a credit card, and set out on heavy city bikes. Following a marked bike route, we pedal east down Commonwealth Avenue, toward the public garden. It feels odd riding a bike without a helmet, but it is also liberating. Normally I’m so safety minded. After everything that has happened over the last thirty-six hours, I’ve got nothing to lose.

As we approach, we see that a row of white television trucks lines the boulevard. People are wearing Boston Marathon jackets in various colors, each hue signifying a different year. Are they doing this in solidarity? A few carry yellow gear-check bags, probably coming back from a gear-check set up because it was disrupted yesterday.

At the public garden, some runners are passing by. At the sight of my 2013 Boston Marathon jacket, they cheer in unison. I notice many others wearing their Marathon gear, too. The mood seems lighter than last night.

But everywhere are reminders. At the statehouse, a reporter for a Japanese television station stands beneath the golden dome, gazing intently into a camera. Maybe he is reporting live; the world is watching Boston now.

As we arrive in the North End, Daniel powers up the hill on the heavy bike. I keep downshifting, but the bike has few gears. My legs can barely move the pedals. What was supposed to be an easy spin is turning out to be more than I’d bargained for.

“I’m turning around,” I yell to him.

My legs ache, they aren’t working properly, and I’m angry. Angry at my legs. Angry at this awkward, heavy bike-share bike and at Daniel for making me ride it.

How dare the sky shine so blue and beautiful now? I’m outraged that the trees, with their frilly pink blossoms, rudely refuse to acknowledge that today is any different than yesterday.

Yesterday, did I dream it? I’m a worst-case scenario thinker but the day’s events are beyond even my morbid imagination.

No, we have very few facts, including who orchestrated this event and why they did it. Competent, disciplined individuals, the best and the brightest among our nation’s civilian and military agencies, are hurriedly pursuing the answers so that no one else gets hurt. In the meantime, all Dan and I can do is turn the pedals on our stupid bikes. It’s beyond words how frustrating it is.

Something else is angering me, something I dare not put into words, even to Daniel. That violence interrupted the Boston Marathon—of all major events—which deeply offends me. The Boston Marathon is an event entirely innocent of politics. Until now, only positive words have been associated with it. It is uncontroversial, peaceful, secular, nonpartisan, full of unity and goodwill. The weekend surrounding the Boston Marathon is the distance running equivalent of high holy days. Runners work and prepare, sometimes for years, to bring them about. Our friends and family support us in our efforts, learn about it, hear about it, and ask about it. And because by qualifying one earns the right to participate, being able to compete in it is a rite of passage.

But now violence has marred all of it. And yet, because this harm is nothing compared to the tragic loss others are experiencing, I feel that I don’t have the right to speak about this aloud. To do so would be selfish and offensive.

I’m sure I’m not the only one who feels this way, though. No one, I notice, utters the names Lelisa Desisa and Rita Jeptoo, who only yesterday crossed the finish line as champions. Perpetrators of violence blotted out history. Now that it is the site of terror, will the Boston Marathon ever be just a marathon again?

A line from a poem read at my college graduation pops into my mind: “Vietnam is not a war.”

It’s been years since I heard these words. I get a chill as I recite to myself what little I remember. The poem is about refusing to allow one’s identity to be defined by violence. The voice in which it is written is powerful, defiant. But it is not my voice, not even close.

I am in Massachusetts, one of America’s original colonies, and what comes to mind is a poem about the legacy of an American war on a peoples’ identity. To connect the two: Is it shameful? Am I delusional?

A poem contains no facts, only feelings. This one was written by Lê Thị Diễm Thúy, a student whose family came to the States from Vietnam. She read it at my graduation at Hampshire College. When I heard her words, they were a revelation and a reproach. To my callow American mind, the word war had always followed Vietnam; the two were inextricably linked. The poem forced me to consider the shadow that history casts over the lives of innocent individuals.

My graduation was a nontraditional ceremony; no caps or gowns. Borrowing a tradition from nearby women’s colleges, I wore all white, like a suffragette. I listened to the poem, was moved by it, and then happily traipsed in strappy sandals across the grass and into the privileges of adulthood.

To feel safe, to do what I want, to run fearlessly alone or among thousands is not a hobby. It’s a right to which all of us are born, simply because we are human.

The emotion this poem evokes for me, then as now, is no less real for my distance from its meaning. Vietnam is not a war. The Boston Marathon is not a bombing. And grief and anger aren’t facts, they are feelings.

Maybe, the world over, they feel the same to everybody.





CHAPTER THREE

The Start Line

[image: images]

MY MARATHON STORY begins ten years earlier and 2,000 miles away. It starts in the city of Portland, Oregon, with me just trying to put one foot in front of the other.

I am not an Oregon native—I’m originally from Seattle, just up Interstate 5, but a job as a staff writer for an alternative weekly has brought me to this West Coast hipster mecca. Once I signed a check at a downtown store, and the clerk glanced at my signature and said, “Amy Roe … the writer?”

I am surprised by this recognition and not naïve enough to let it go to my head. If, at thirty years old, I’m mistaken for a big fish, it’s only because Portland is a little pond. Lots of people read the paper I write for, and since the staff is small, my name is on the cover approximately every third week.

A few of my pieces get people talking, and it seems I’m in on the rise, “one to watch,” as one of those cheesy city magazines say. But staff writers are only as good as our last cover stories. My misses eventually outnumber my hits. My average goes down, and before long, I am out, in a manner so smooth and yet so abrupt that I’m not quite sure what is happening.

They like me. They think I am smart. And I yet I won’t be coming back to work on Monday.

This is, of course, not at all how I’d envisioned things when I’d packed up my Jetta a little over a year ago. Portland was supposed to be a stepping stone. But I haven’t just slipped on my stepping stone, I’ve wiped out on it, in front of an entire city. Now what am I supposed to do?

For starters, I try: nothing. I make no plans to move from Portland. For the first time in years, I make no plans whatsoever. I am demoralized, and I just want to disappear, and Lloyd Center, the local mall, is the perfect place to do this. It is only a couple miles from my dirt-cheap studio apartment, but it might as well be another world.

My neighborhood is the sort of anti-capitalist hipster enclave satirized by the comedy Portlandia. People walk down the street in fuzzy slippers, if they wear shoes at all, carrying their own, hand-thrown ceramic coffee mug into Stumptown Coffee for a refill of drip. Street kids sit on the sidewalk, spanging (spare-changing) and rolling their own cigarettes. Nobody seems in a hurry, maybe because everybody seems a bit stoned.

Lloyd Center is an entirely different scene, or rather, an anti-scene. There isn’t a hipster in sight, just a few mall-walking seniors and the requisite scowling teens. Bright, generic, anonymous, it is Anywhere, USA, which is all I require—Anywhere (But Here).

In my junk mail a few days prior, I got a coupon for Jamba Juice, which just happens to have a Lloyd Center location. While waiting for my raspberry-strawberry smoothie with a complimentary power C shot, I notice a flyer about a local marathon training group. Like Jamba Juice, such a pursuit feels very antithetical to my Northeast Portland neighborhood, its inherent optimism serves as a balm to my dark mood.

People have been telling me things will start cooking if only I stop standing over the proverbial pot, willing it to boil. I realize they might be right, but it isn’t so easy to shut off my mind. I need something to distract me: Something cheap, but not worthless, to fill my time. If life is what happens to you while you’re making other plans, I need some sort of plan, in order to get a life.

So I take a flyer.

Upon further consideration, running a marathon doesn’t sound all that fun, actually, and my life is un-fun enough already. Plus, I’m hesitant to take up something new in Portland when I’m not sure how long I’ll be around. But I keep picking up the flyer, staring at it, then setting it facedown again on my kitchen table. I can’t deny my curiosity. Going that far, all by oneself, must be a powerful feeling. And wouldn’t it be nice to feel powerful right now?

A week after that fateful day at Jamba Juice, I show up to run two miles on a bike path along the Willamette River. The marathon-training group is open to anyone, and the two-mile trial run is just to get a sense of which group you should run in. Still, to me, it feels serious, like an audition or a job interview.

Organizers tell us to run “comfortably hard.” Instead, I run all-out, passing as many people as I can on the out-and-back route, drawing deep, jagged breaths that probably startle those around me, who do not appear to be taking it nearly as seriously. Maybe I throw an elbow or two. All the while, I try to pretend I am taking it easy, going so casual, dude.

My appearance gives lie to this. When I finish, flushed and gasping, my cotton t-shirt is damp with sweat. The two-mile run takes me sixteen minutes. The number is significant. It means I am assigned to the green group.

We weren’t informed beforehand about the eventual sorting into the color-coded groups, so for those running around me, green has no meaning. For whatever reason (curiosity, pride, and fear are likely candidates) I bother to suss out a hierarchy before I even set off on the run. I discern that the green group is not the fastest group, but it is not the slowest, either. In the middle works for me.

The slowest group is the red group; red like a stop sign. Red like emergency—the emergency being that you are in danger of being mistaken for a walker.

I don’t want to be in the red group. Better dead than red. When someone hands me a green reflective tag to attach to my shoe, I fasten it to my laces immediately. Green is good. Green means go.

The green tag will stay there for the life of my shoes. I plan to transfer the tag to my new pair if these wear out. Green is my guarantee I won’t be in the caboose group. I realize right away that I am not going to win any races, but I sure don’t want to come in last.

Satisfied with my penultimate group status, I write a check and join the marathon training program, Portland Fit. The name has a nice ring to it, like getting in shape isn’t just good for one’s self, that it is also a civic duty. As citizen-runners, we are pounding the pavement in the name of our Rose City.

The membership fee includes a training schedule that runs all the way to race day. Portland Fit is the one place where someone, mercifully, is telling me exactly what to do and when to do it. With no job, set schedule, or sense of what the future holds, my life is utterly lacking in clear instructions or directions, so this feels like a blessing. And the outcome of my effort, though not guaranteed, is strongly implied. If I follow instructions, I will be able to run the Portland Marathon in October 2004. All this for $125? Sounds like a bargain.

Portland Fit doesn’t cost much, but it requires a different kind of investment: sweat equity. On Saturday mornings, our group assembles to listen to coaches give tips on items like stretching and nutrition. Then we gather in our color-coded groups and set off along the Willamette River Trail, heading in different directions depending on the length of our assigned runs.

One day I find myself jogging alongside a barrel-chested man with calves like tree trunks. When he learns I’m new to Portland Fit and to running in general, he welcomes me heartily, chatting away about why he loves marathon training.

“I’m proud to be a Clydesdale,” he says. Breathless, I nod along with him, but in fact, I have no idea what he means. A Clydesdale? I picture the horses in the old Budweiser commercials, the ones with the fringed hoofs, pulling carts full of kegs. Is he saying he is strong as a horse? That he always pulls his weight in the group?

When I go home and Google the meaning, I discover that Clydesdale is a category in some marathons and other amateur endurance events. It refers to men who are over a certain weight, typically two hundred pounds. I can’t find any reference to height, so I deduce (correctly) that Clydesdales are men who are simply heavier, regardless of their height. They can be tall as an NBA player, or short and stout like an Olympic wrestler, or anything in between, so long as they are at least two hundred pounds.

Clydesdales, I learn, also have a female equivalent, Athena. From what I can tell, the Athena category is open to women who weigh 150 pounds or more.

Wait, what?

I read it several times before it sinks in. Slowly, I get up from the computer, go to the bathroom and undress. My bathroom scale is so old it isn’t even digital. Only now do I question its accuracy.

My mouth is dry.

Please, don’t let me be an Athena.

I pray to Jesus and while I’m at it, Aphrodite, Demeter, Phoebe, and Tethys. There are so many other goddesses I could resemble, instead of Athena, who among her many other accolades, also seems to be the Goddess of Active, Plus-Sized Women.

I take a deep breath, step forward, and hesitate before looking down. When the scale finally settles on a number—144, as I recall—I breathe a sigh of deep relief. Six pounds stand between Athena and me. Thank the Goddess for that.

***

MY JOURNEY TOWARD Boston starts long before I set out to become a runner. It was late January when I first set foot in Boston. I was on my way to Hampshire College, a three and a half hour drive west, in the Pioneer Valley. My covered wagon all packed, I’d been preparing to start in the fall, unaware that my dad hadn’t submitted his tax returns to the Financial Aid office as I’d asked. Dad insisted that because he wouldn’t be paying for my college anyway, that there was no need for him to do this. But without these documents, my application for financial aid is incomplete. No financial aid, no Hampshire.

To my young adult mind, this sounds like the end of the world. I’m panicked phoning the Bursar’s office. A campus administrator told me not to worry; they’d find a workaround. In the meantime, she said, it’s better to enter Hampshire in mid-year. That will make the finances smoother. In rural New England in midwinter, it doesn’t take long before the walls start to close in. By February, the entire campus will be anticipating the arrival of a few fresh-faced transfer students. The Febutantes, they call us.

I’ve waited so long to go to Hampshire that I decide I can wait a little longer, and meanwhile, I have a look around Beantown. I check in to a room I reserved in the cheapest reputable-seeming hotel, The Buckminster Hotel in Kenmore Square. I take my first subway ride, to Cambridge, and meet up with a friend from summer debate camp who is a freshman at Harvard. He sneaks me into the freshman dining hall. The building is decrepit, the food unremarkable. My first taste of privilege, and it’s … bland? Well, this is a letdown.

But whatever, it’s not my final destination. Carefully, I repack my bags, balancing the weight of my belongings for the next leg of my trip, an arduous crosstown journey to the bus station. It is here that I finally board a bus to Hampshire, a forest green coach from a New England-based company called Peter Pan. After barreling three hours through darkness flecked with snowflakes, Peter Pan deposits me, unmagically, on a campus blanketed in snow that has drifted higher than some of the trees.

No one else gets off the bus. My fellow Febs must’ve already arrived. The coach wheezes and roars away, leaving me in silence. Falling snow sparkles under the amber sodium vapor lamps that barely light the campus, making it look like a New England snow globe come to life. Never again will Hampshire appear this perfect. Smooth and white, it’s pristine as a blank page, ripped from my imagination. I drag my rolling suitcase across it, already destroying its perfection.

This is no time to get precious. The academic year is already in full swing. Just to jump in and latch on requires all my focus. Making up for lost time, I sign up for the maximum number of credits allowed, straining the seams of my bookbag with the weight of the reading they require. But I am going to plow through each syllabus, and then some. This education is costing my family and me plenty; I’m determined to get the most from it.

I start out writing for the Hampshire newspaper, but it’s so chockablock with satire that it’s almost indistinguishable from The Onion. I take my earnest journalism off campus, to the weekly in the town of Amherst and later, the Daily Hampshire Gazette, in Northampton. For a Hampshire student, this is pretty typical. There is no set curriculum, no majors. Self-directed as we are, Hampshire students tend to identify themselves not by what they study, but what they do.
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