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  Dedication

  To my husband, Lee,

  and our two sons, Tim and Cryder,

  for their love, their trust,

  and their courage


  Prologue

  On a cold and dark February morning in 2010, my husband and I drove from our home about twenty minutes north of Baltimore to the massive Johns Hopkins Hospital. We had allowed ourselves plenty of time just in case morning rush hour had begun. In all the years we’d lived so nearby, I’d never been to the Hopkins medical center, though I’d certainly heard of its excellent reputation and felt lucky to have it in our backyard, particularly now. We rode in silence on the highway toward the city, both of us nervous and anxious to have answers to our questions. The what-ifs were haunting me, but I kept those fears to myself.

  Reaching our exit and turning left toward Hopkins, we navigated our way through a rough part of the city where I’d never been. I stared out my window and watched the life of the inner city unfold. A few minutes later, Lee wound the car up to the fifth floor of the crowded concrete garage and parked; then we trudged down five flights of stairs to a long brick walkway that led us to a large complex of buildings. Finally, we entered the main level of the Hopkins Outpatient Center, which was just as crowded as the garage, though with people rather than cars.

  The two-story foyer is intimidating—cold glass and steel—and I felt a chill run through my body. I reached for Lee’s hand, wanting to feel the warmth of his skin as we threaded our way between throngs of people. At the reception desk, visitors’ bands were fastened around our wrists; then, along with everyone else, we shuffled through the turnstile. In the elevator Lee and I clasped hands, though I’m not sure who was reassuring whom. Most people kept their eyes focused ahead, not bothering to share a good morning smile. The doors opened onto the third floor, and we walked down a portrait-lined corridor to the office of a surgeon who held our future in his hands.

  His secretary greeted us and we introduced ourselves, apologizing for being a little early. She ushered us through a door to our right.

  The doctor rose from his desk to greet us as we stepped through his doorway and invited us to sit at a small conference table in the middle of the room. He was as I had imagined: somewhere in his late fifties, graying hair, reading glasses perched on his nose, and a friendly demeanor. He smiled as he commented on how unusual it was for my husband and me to have the same first names—Lee and Lee. We were used to this—we’d heard the remark often in the more than thirty years that we had been together. Then the doctor excused himself for a minute and returned to his desk to finish answering an email.

  Nervously lost in our own thoughts, Lee and I scanned the documents on the walls and photos on the shelves. I wanted to say something to break the silence, make us relax a little, but I couldn’t think of anything so I again reached for Lee’s hand, this time under the table. His palms were damp like mine. Finally, the doctor turned from his computer and joined us, sitting at the head of the table to my left. Lee sat at my right. We were ready to begin a difficult conversation.

  But it didn’t go the way I had imagined.

  He apologized again for tending to his emails. Then, looking inquisitively at me over the top of his reading glasses, he said: “So I hear you are quite an accomplished runner and triathlete?” He asked me about my marathons and seemed especially impressed that I had competed in several Ironman triathlons in Hawaii. I was surprised he knew all this and wondered why.

  I had, indeed, been running for nearly thirty years, winning a number of races and moving up the running echelon into elite status. I had started running in my mid-twenties, and now at fifty-one I still ran competitively. But it was my triathlon experience, particularly in the Ironman, that amazed people. Just what, they strove to understand, drives a person to tackle such a test of endurance, both physical and mental? To swim 2.4 miles, then sprint out of the water to bike for 112 miles, followed by a full marathon of 26.2 miles, all in the same day and without stopping. And not just completing these distances but racing them. Insanity? Surely a bit. Persistence? Yes. Passion, ambition, and dedication? Definitely. The Ironman triathlon is a challenge to see just what your body can do when pushed to extremes. It tests you both physically and mentally, and it lets you know the stuff you are made of. Competing in the race is an incredible accomplishment. Succeed in an Ironman and you feel you can face any trial.

  To the doctor I wanted to say, “I am many things, a mother, a wife, a sister, and a daughter. But being a runner and triathlete has made me who I am.” Then, returning his curious gaze, I finally answered him. “Yes, Dr. Frassica, I am a runner and a triathlete.”

  His smile faded as he picked up his pen to make some notes and sketch several diagrams on a white pad of paper. Staring at the drawings, I clutched Lee’s hand as the doctor began to explain the battle that lay ahead for us.
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  Running: The Beginning

  There was a time in my life, in my mid-thirties to mid-forties, that I was somewhat famous. Not as a celebrity but as a world-class long-distance runner and professional triathlete. I was a local hero not only to runners but to those who saw me run everywhere and every day, in rain, snow, sleet, or heat waves. I was always there, like the mailman. You could count on that. And nationally, I made a name for myself amongst the endurance athletes—runners, triathletes, and duathletes—and their followers, some that I raced against and some that knew of my reputation. I was not only a mom of two young sons and a wife, I had another identity, one that gave me confidence and fed my appetite to be strong and stand out. I became like Clark Kent and Superman; put on my running gear and I transformed from ordinary mom and wife to Superwoman. I was ready to tackle anything that challenged me or my family.

  At the peak of my career at age thirty-nine, I placed sixth in the Ironman World Championship in Hawaii, ranking me among the top female Ironman triathletes in the world. And in my forties I was ranked among the top masters long-distance runners in the country. My passion for endurance sports has led me on a path I never would have imagined, a path that was my destiny for a reason. But this was a life that had not been planned since childhood, it was one I fell into from a simple suggestion.
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  “Come run with me,” challenged my sister Kitty, “in the Boston Marathon!”

  I was twenty-six, had never run more than four miles at a time, despite years or organized sports, and had no idea how to run the 26.2 miles of a marathon. Her suggestion surprised me, but I was tempted. After all, I had been running a few miles several times a week when I could find the time, trying to keep myself in shape.

  “Come on,” she said, “Brewster is running too, and it would be fun!”

  Fun? I thought. Could be, but the idea was also daunting. Kitty was only asking me to join her at the sixteen-mile mark to help her finish. Could I really run ten miles, in Boston, on that famous, most prestigious marathon course?

  Kitty lived in Boston and had been running in the marathon for several years. I’d been a big Boston Marathon fan during my college days attending Boston University, but only as a spectator. Every Patriot’s Day in April, I had joined the thousands of waving, screaming onlookers who cheered the runners along their route from Hopkinton into downtown Boston. I’d often watched with envy, blending in with the mass of people on the sidelines, and could only imagine what it would feel like to run a marathon with so many people cheering you on.

  Kitty was going to run that year as she always did, as a bandit. There is a strict qualifying time for runners to compete in Boston, but back then, in 1985, unregistered participants were allowed to run. These runners didn’t need to qualify to run, were not awarded finisher’s medals, couldn’t win prizes, and had to start way at the back of the fifteen-thousand-plus registered runners. But these bandits would run the same streets, test themselves in the same way, and feel the same exhilaration as the real Boston Marathoners. This was my chance to see what it felt like from the other side, as a runner.

  “I’m game!” I told Kitty enthusiastically.

  There was, of course, work to be done in the four months I had to train. I had no idea how to prepare to run ten miles, though I had always been athletic and competitive. Even as a child I had been very successful in sports, playing tennis and being the big winner on the summer swim team. I realize now that having been the middle child of five girls, I had to find a way to stand out and get noticed, especially by my parents. And I was a much better athlete than student. I felt so proud to come home and tell my parents I had won something and to have them give me the praise I longed for. This need only grew after my parents’ divorce. It was then, in middle school and high school, that I joined the field hockey, basketball, and lacrosse teams.

  My need to compete continued into college where I played on the lacrosse team at Boston University. I suppose my first exposure to running started then as I’d scramble at the beginning of January, after a long fall of inactivity, to get in shape for the spring lacrosse season with short one- to two-mile runs around the reservoir. In the beginning, those runs were awful. I felt fifteen pounds overweight, even though I wasn’t, and my lungs burned with each desperate gasp for air, while my feet hit heavily on the ground. The only way to get in shape meant withstanding the pain and committing myself to a grueling routine. After a few weeks of sore muscles and leaden feet, I found myself looking forward to my vigorous daily runs. My body began to respond to my steps with a feeling of exuberance as I seemingly sprang off the ground with each foot strike. But now, to train for a marathon, I would have to go through that pain again. I reminded myself of that.
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  Right after college, Lee and I married and moved to the village of Sea Cliff on the north shore of Long Island. I had only done a little running since graduating from college. In the first two years of our marriage and before the birth of our children, my husband and I had become avid tennis players, making time on weekends to get some exercise while socializing with friends. But we couldn’t carve out enough time during the week to play as much tennis as I wanted, and I found that taking off for a mile or two whenever I could eased the tension from the long commute to my job at a decorator’s fabric house in Manhattan.

  None of that, however, prepared me for my first few runs to get in shape for the ten miles I would run in the Boston Marathon. Initially, the runs were torture, and I dreaded them—my legs felt like lead, I couldn’t catch my breath, and the soreness in my legs seemed to persist for days. And then came the increases in mileage; more torture! Those were struggles—both enduring the pain and completing the mileage. At the end of the day, I usually had little energy left, but I forced myself to continue with my plan.

  Finding the time to get in shape became another challenge. Not only was I a new mother taking care of our eighteen-month-old son, Tim, but I also worked part-time. And Lee, though very supportive, had to spend long hours building his insurance business. So, on weekdays, I had to fit in runs when I could. On occasion, Lee came home early enough for me to sneak in a run and for him to get time alone with his son. Lucky for both of us, Tim was a very good baby, and my mother, who lived nearby, also took turns babysitting to support my newfound habit.

  Still, despite having been a lacrosse player in college and knowing that the only way to get in shape was by committing to a grueling routine, I knew nothing about training for a long-distance run. Initially, I trained by taking Kitty’s suggestion of simply logging three miles each day. That was at the beginning. Then, over the course of the next three months, she encouraged me to increase the distance every couple of weeks until my longest run of eight miles. You can’t increase too quickly because your body needs time to adapt to the mileage by getting stronger and fitter.

  But after a few weeks, dressed in my own running gear and hair tugged back in a ponytail, I began to feel re-energized (after the endorphins kicked in), and by the end of each run I noticed I felt stronger and still had energy left to cope with my mom and wife duties. Not long after that, my body began to change—I lost the baby fat I’d gained with my first pregnancy, saw new muscles, and learned to love the freedom I felt when running. It became the time, carved out of each day, when I could indulge in whatever thoughts I wanted, and did not have to respond to anyone else’s needs, including my baby’s demands, which could be constant. In fact, running quickly became an addiction. I often found myself pacing as the hour approached when Lee would return from work, watching out the window with Tim in my arms. When Lee finally did arrive, I’d dash out the door to get my fix. A half hour later, I’d return home tired but also refreshed and with a sense of pride. I definitely felt stronger, and the confidence I’d had as a young athlete was returning.
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  Several weeks before the marathon, Kitty came down to Long Island to join me at my mother and stepfather’s house for a training run. She had planned an eight-mile loop to test my readiness, and I was pumped and full of energy as we started to stretch our quads and hamstrings in the driveway. Mom stood with us, watching over Tim as he gleefully mimicked our stretching technique.

  Kitty and I took off, and I kept pace as she easily chatted about the course we would run and the rush we’d get from the energetic crowds. I couldn’t wait, and I discovered that having someone to talk to while running made the time go by so much faster. Before I knew it, we’d almost arrived home. I still felt strong and knew I was now ready to run Boston.

  As we ran up the last hill and rounded the corner to our driveway, we spotted Mom and Tim in the field next to her house, waiting for us. Tim spotted us too and screeched with excitement, which acted like a shot of adrenalin. With a spurt of energy, I sped through the field toward my son. Then, with a last surge of effort, I collapsed on the ground with him and we rolled onto our backs as he squealed with joy. In years to come and at the countless races I ran, I would hear those shouts of encouragement many times from my family, and they always gave me an instant charge. They lifted me up and energized me.

  When race day arrived, I awoke early and impatient. Too nervous to eat or sit, I wandered around the house waiting to leave. Kitty had left much earlier to make the thirty-minute drive to the start in Hopkinton. Brewster, our brother, arrived at Kitty’s house mid-morning to wait with me and strategize our run. Mom, our biggest fan and supporter, had decided to come up and watch us all. Unfortunately, Lee had to stay home with Tim, who was a little too young to make the trip.

  Mom drove Brewster and me to the sixteen-mile mark, where we then waited and cheered others on, hoping that Kitty’s predicted time to reach this spot would be accurate. Hundreds and thousands of runners passed, young and old, fit and not. Some appeared energetic, springing from step to step, while others were practically doubled over, staring at the ground in front of them as if in a trance. Some waved at the crowd, encouraging their cheers, and others focused on the road ahead.

  Finally, we spotted Kitty, and my heart began to race. It was time to go. Brewster and I jumped in alongside her, as if we were her bodyguards. I felt the urge to sprint ahead, but, as if restraining a horse with reins, I pulled myself back. We were there to run Kitty to the finish, not leave her behind. She had, after all, already run sixteen miles.

  As we approached the famed three-mile climb at Heartbreak Hill, at mile seventeen, I could hear the rambunctious spectators encouraging the runners up the start of that long ascent. The crowds were incredible; I had never experienced anything like it. Yes, there had been spectators at my lacrosse games in college, but the fans here exuded as much energy on the sidelines as the marathoners did on the roads. And they were so close to the runners, creating a tunnel along the street for us to run through. Although I was amongst hundreds of other runners, I felt as though the people lining the route were all cheering for only me!

  When we ran through Kenmore Square, with only about a mile to go, the three of us began to speed up, weaving through the masses of runners, registered as well as bandits. The cheers from the crowds elevated our spirits as well as our pace. We rounded the last corner onto Boylston Street and saw the finish line several long blocks away, but the excitement of finishing seemed to quicken our steps. The roar of the crowd was deafening, and with our ears buzzing, the three of us clasped hands and raised them over our heads as we crossed the finish line together. I was on cloud nine!

  Kitty, whose seemingly boundless energy after running 26.2 miles, had truly impressed me, and she looked as if she could still run some more. Her satisfied and proud smile stretched across her face as wide as mine. I knew immediately that I would do this again. If all these people could run a marathon, then so could I. But next time I would run the full 26.2 miles.

  In the hours after the marathon, as Kitty, Brewster, and I relived the race, I was still bursting with excitement and wondered if I could actually run a full marathon. It only took a little coaxing from Kitty before I firmed my decision to run my own marathon. Kitty suggested I tackle the New York Marathon in November. Why not start big?

  On the way home to my family in Sea Cliff, the memory of running those miles in Boston stayed with me. The crowds had lured me into a high I hadn’t felt since scoring the winning goal in a high-stakes lacrosse game. I wanted that feeling again. My goal was set. I had six months to train.
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  November 2009

  We felt fortunate to have both sons with us at Thanksgiving in 2009, as Tim now worked full-time in New York City, in the insurance business like his father, and Cryder, a senior at the University of North Carolina in Chapel Hill, was facing his final season as a star lacrosse player.

  By the time the four of us arrived in Delray Beach, Florida, to spend Thanksgiving (a tradition we’d begun a few years earlier), I had run in countless races, including marathons, triathlons, and several Ironmans, winning some, placing in others, and losing a few I thought I should have won. I was also in Delray to train for the Palm Beach Marathon, held during the first week in December, to redeem myself after a disappointing race a month earlier.

  I had won the Palm Beach Marathon (among the women) in 2008, when I was fifty years old. It was an incredible thrill to finally win a big marathon, particularly at my age! But the previous October I had fared badly in the Baltimore Marathon. I felt I was in shape to run a 2-hour, 55-minute race but my body thought differently. I was not light on my feet at the midway point, and the fatigue came much too early in the race. I struggled to keep my pace for the last eight miles. I ran a 3:02:16, a very respectable time but not up to my standards, and so I felt defeated and disappointed, particularly with my sixteenth overall finish and third place masters finish. Palm Beach would be my chance to turn that disappointment around, as I had done throughout my years of racing; go back to the drawing board, figure out what went wrong, regroup, and try again. By the time we arrived in Delray, I had two weeks before the race which I hoped was enough time to acclimate to the warmer temperatures.
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  As a child I’d weathered some tough times, especially the year my parents divorced in 1966, when I was only eight, and when many still considered the breakup of a marriage taboo and rather shameful. But nothing compared to the storm that was brewing as we ate our Thanksgiving dinner in 2009, when I was fifty-one and thinking life was becoming simpler again.

  All I can say is that little prepares you for the worst year of your life, though having been an Ironwoman and a runner can help. My years of training and racing taught me valuable lessons about myself and life and overcoming obstacles I thought impossible to beat. Ultimately, surviving this ordeal boiled down to my runner’s determination: I simply had to win the toughest race of my life.

  [image: image]

  Before I get to the events surrounding Thanksgiving, something had happened a couple of weeks earlier, before we arrived in Delray, and bothersome thoughts had settled into my subconscious, periodically surfacing and making me wonder if something was wrong with Lee.

  In early November, Tim, Lee, and I went to Charleston, South Carolina, for the first wedding of one of Tim’s high school “gang.” All the boys had gathered there, and celebration filled the weekend—parties, dining, dancing. On Sunday morning after all the festivities had ended, I left our hotel room for my usual morning run while Lee promised to follow with his morning walk. It had been a late night on Saturday but we needed to sweat a little poison out of our systems. I struggled through my run and came back to find Lee still lounging and watching TV, claiming his leg was bothering him and that he didn’t feel well. I gave him one of my questioning looks and said, “Wouldn’t be due to trying to keep up with the boys, or the rock-star dancing you did last night, would it?” We laughed it off and packed our bags to head home.

  By the time we got to the airport that afternoon, though, Lee felt worse and was clearly not looking his best. Our flight took us into Philadelphia from where we planned to drive home to Baltimore. We had separate seats on the plane, and when we reunited in Philadelphia, Lee said he still felt awful and now thought he had a fever. He didn’t think he could drive.

  I’d been married to Lee for almost thirty years and had started dating him in college, so I had seen him through a number of hangovers and illnesses, and he wasn’t handling this one well at all, whatever it was. I drove the hour and a half home while he slept. We figured he had picked up some kind of bug, and I felt sorry for him. The next morning, he awoke with a slight cough but said he felt much better. As we thought: just a twenty-four-hour bug.

  Over the next few days when Lee came home in the evening from his insurance business, dragging a bit and coughing occasionally, I still didn’t think much of it. It wasn’t unusual for him when he felt poorly to just sit on the sofa looking like he’d lost his best friend while he sniffled and coughed and held tight to the TV remote, channel surfing. I would roll my eyes. I cared, but, honestly, it was just a cold.

  I had hoped that he’d be over his illness by the time the family arrived in Delray Beach, but instead Lee seemed less energetic and unusually moody. I couldn’t figure out what was nagging him, and he wasn’t saying. He typically kept such things to himself. All the years we had been together, I had tried to encourage him to share his feelings, as I did. I am one to speak my mind. But Lee still kept some things private until something made them surface. I learned to be patient, at least most of the time.
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  On the Saturday after Thanksgiving we had a gorgeous beach day. After lunch, Tim rented a paddleboard, while Cryder patiently waited to join his older brother in the ocean with his surf board. I watched them, thinking about how different two children from the same family can be. Tim was our risk taker and thrill seeker, while Cryder took a more cautious approach. Even as a young boy, Tim had absolutely no fear of sharks, in contrast to Cryder. If Tim saw a pod of dolphins swimming a hundred yards out, he’d dash into the water with his boogie board, paddle out to where he’d seen them, and wait until they surfaced again. But not Cryder; he would wait on the shoreline, watching Tim and surely questioning his fearlessness.

  On this day, I saw Lee walk down to the edge of the beach, joining Cryder as Tim paddled toward them. I remember the next moment vividly: Lee and Cryder stood together, not far from our beach chairs, while I fidgeted with my camera, ready to play my usual role as photographer.

  My cell phone rang. I tried to escape notice that I was breaking the no-cell-phones-on-the-beach rule by smuggling it under the beach umbrella to muffle the sound. In the next instant I heard Brewster’s voice saying he had been trying to reach me for two hours. I had obviously not checked my phone for a while.

  “Why, what’s wrong?” I asked my younger brother.

  His next words now echo mournfully in my head: “I called to tell you that Ames is in a better place.”

  “Ames is what?” What was he saying? Ames, my younger sister?

  It took a moment to register what he was trying to tell me about her, and then I knew. I don’t remember screaming, but Lee heard me and saw me stagger behind the beach chairs, gasping for breath and enveloped in tears.

  I’m not sure how long Brewster talked to me, as time seemed to swim away while I tried to control myself. He talked to calm me down, as only Brewster can do. He reminded me how much Ames had been struggling and how desperate she’d been. Her struggles were now over, he said, and she was at peace. While that should have been a comfort, it was hard to accept.

  On the crowded beach, people were camped all around our cabana and chairs. I tried to stay somewhat hidden, but I am sure others heard and saw my outburst. Lee frequently looked to see if I was OK. He and Cryder were obviously concerned but trying not to draw attention to my conversation. When I finally got off the phone, Lee was there in an instant, throwing his arms around me.

  I couldn’t stop crying. “It’s Ames,” I said, and he knew.

  Lee adored Ames. He had known her since she was fifteen. She had a terrific sense of humor and took great pleasure in finding ways to poke fun at Lee, something he loved and always welcomed. Her suicide shocked and devastated him, as it did me. We sought comfort in each other’s arms.

  Cryder cast several nervous glances at us as he stood at the edge of the water still waiting for Tim. After a few minutes, I sent Lee to tell him what had happened. Cryder tensed as he listened, then immediately came to me. “I’m so sorry, Mom,” he said, and we hugged and shed more tears. Both of the boys knew of Ames’s problems with alcohol and depression, and they were keenly aware of the close-knit sisterhood that existed between all of us sisters. Cryder paddled out on his surfboard to tell Tim. I saw Tim’s head drop, and then he looked over at me standing on the beach with Lee’s arms around me. He paddled in quickly, and like his father and brother before him, he wrapped his big arms around me, while tears slipped down his cheeks.

  My strong, loving men surrounded me that afternoon and tried to absorb some of my pain. We stayed on the beach, with the boys riding the waves, and all of us talking about Ames. It was the perfect place to be. Ames, the beachgoer and sun-worshipper, loved to show off her deep tan. That night at dinner I announced that I still planned to run the marathon the following Sunday, but now I would run it for Ames. I’d pin her name to my back and run her to a better place.
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  Training for the Palm Beach Marathon was quite different from training for my first-ever marathon in New York in 1985. At that time, though I’d run ten miles with Kitty in Boston, I still had no idea how to prepare for a full marathon. I didn’t have the ease of Googling “training for a marathon” in those days, nor did I know many runners, other than my sister, whose brains I could pick. I had been encouraged, however, after noticing the variety of shapes and sizes of participants while both watching and running in that race, not to mention the span of age groups, which also impressed me. People as young as their late teens and as old as their eighties ran in the marathon. There were short, tiny, skinny runners, heavy runners, tall and lanky runners who looked unbelievably fit, as well as those who looked like they had just rolled off the sofa. So, even without access to other marathon runners besides Kitty, I figured that if all these people could train to run a marathon, then, with my athletic background and my drive to compete, I should have no trouble with this challenge.

  Still, finding the time to learn and train became another issue. Working part-time and doing my best as a mother and wife, it became quite a juggling act to fit in running, relying on my mother and husband to babysit. As far as I knew, you just ran your few miles and returned home, which I did about four times a week. My sister helped me, sharing her training routine and letting me know I had to run at least half the distance or more by October, a few times before the race in November. At my sister’s advice, I knew my goal was to work up to running at least fourteen to sixteen miles a few times before the race in November.

  So between May and September I increased my mileage every few weeks. When I ran my longest run of about sixteen miles several weeks before the marathon, I felt as if I had been running for days by the time I got home. It was a long way, but I figured that if I could run for sixteen miles, another ten couldn’t be that difficult. Wrong assumption.

  Although running had become very popular in the eighties, getting a spot in the New York Marathon in 1985 was not as difficult as it is now. That year would be my first race ever with my own number pinned to my chest. On race day, the Sunday before Halloween, I again felt restless. All runners had to be dropped off at the start of the race on the west side of the Verrazano Bridge. Thousands of people gathered there, wandering about or claiming a spot to sit and wait. The lines for the Porta Potties snaked everywhere. It looked like a tent city, with people wrapped in blankets and their bags of supplies at their feet.

  I had come to the race with a group of friends—all male racing veterans—and we waited together. They had run this marathon before and knew the routine, which they happily passed on to me. They told me, for instance, to make sure that when I got to the finish line that I didn’t stop—I had to keep moving until I got to the shoots or I would get in the way of the other finishers. “Shoots?” They looked at me, stunned. (Well, it was my first race.) The shoots, they explained, were the roped-off alleys that a finisher continued through to get a medal and foil blanket. This was totally new to me. Bandits were not allowed through the shoots at the Boston Marathon, but as a registered runner in New York I would be, so this time I would be awarded my first finisher’s medal.

  About a half hour before the gun went off, the guys pulled me along with them through the packs of runners, positioning us in our starting corrals among the other jittery runners. Our starting positions were determined by the finish times we had predicted when registering for the race, and so we now looked for those times on signs posted at intervals along the starting line. My mouth was dry and my stomach unsettled as I readied to run. With minutes to go before the start, the national anthem played, and then I heard the starting gunshot. I could see in the distance ahead the crowds of runners bobbing up and down as if running in place. The wave of bobbing moved back toward me, and then in one movement the runners around me lurched forward and suddenly we were off and headed across the Verrazano Bridge. I felt as though I were being pulled along by the energy of my fellow runners, at the same time experiencing enormous relief as my nervous stomach calmed for the long run ahead.

  When I hit the Bronx, though, about eighteen miles into the race, my legs suddenly felt like cement. Several miles before that I’d begun to slow down, but I kept telling myself, “Of course, you are tired, but keep running.” Other runners had told me about “hitting the wall.” In a marathon, that tends to happen around eighteen miles. That wall was definitely in my path and getting larger.

  I’d already passed many runners who had slowed to a walk, but even as I trudged along, I still passed runners who’d started before me. Except now I was feeling the pain and struggling with each step. Be tough, be strong, you can do this, I urged myself forward. Don’t give up. My running became a slow jog with constant breaks of walking. Pain seared through my legs with each step, but I continued moving forward. I knew my husband and my mother were waiting for me at the finish line in Central Park. I made seeing them—pleasing them—my goal. I convinced my body to keep going. Mind over matter.

  When I rounded the corner onto Fifth Avenue, approaching the final mile of the race, I felt a surge of energy. And as I finally turned into Central Park and heard my family wildly cheering for me, my legs felt light, almost as if they were no longer there. I ran across the finish line four and a half hours after I started. I felt overwhelmed with emotion. I did it! With some difficulty, I made my legs move again and followed the other runners through the shoots, proudly ducking my head to have one of the volunteers drape my medal over my shoulders. I threaded my way through the masses of runners cloaked in foil blankets to the family reunion area, grabbing bottles of water from volunteers as I walked on.

  There, Lee was waiting for me with a huge smile and his fists pumping toward the sky. He wrapped his arms around me, and I finally let myself collapse into him. As we walked back to our hotel together, it took me all of about thirty minutes to forget the pain and quietly decide: I had to do this again. But next time I would be better prepared. I would be stronger and more confident. I wanted to keep running. I wanted to be good at this new sport.


  3

  The Cushing Girls Minus One

  Preparing for the Palm Beach Marathon in 2009 posed a different kind of challenge. I was grieving and my heart was filled with sadness. Running was my place to be alone, to make sense of things. So, every run, I inevitably thought of Ames, of my childhood, my other sisters. I recalled how close we had been and all the challenges we’d faced together, especially after our parents’ divorce.

  We were the Cushing Girls, five of us born within five years in the late 1950s. We lived comfortably on the north shore of Long Island—not privileged, just comfortable. When we were very young and spent our summers on the beach, we were labeled the Five Cushing Mermaids. In our teens, that changed to the Tall Sisters.

  For most of our youth, we traveled as a pack. I was the middle child. My two older sisters, Edie and Kitty, were both born in April; the twins, Nini and Ames, came two years after me, in March. We always joked about Mom being in labor for two days with the twins because Dad wanted a boy so badly that neither of the girls wanted to be the first to leave the womb.

  As it turned out, I was the tomboy, the son Dad always wanted. I played touch football and was happy when he gave me a plastic Viking warrior sword and shield for Christmas. Kitty was my sidekick. We did everything together as kids (so she got a sword set, too). Edie, the oldest, was the caregiver, our second mother, while the twins stuck together in our family circle. But all five of us, being so close in age, relied on each other for everything: advice, friendship, mischief, and having a scapegoat when we needed to deflect a punishment.

  In first grade, I thought we had the perfect family. My father worked hard in the insurance business, and my mother and father appeared to have a happy marriage. But children don’t always sense what’s going on behind closed doors. And sadly that seemed to be the case with us girls. Our protected world fell apart during the long break between second and third grade. That summer, in 1966, our mother rented a small house on Martha’s Vineyard where several of our friends spent part of their vacation each year. My sisters and I were so excited we could hardly wait to get there, but I couldn’t understand why we made the trip without my father.

  “He’ll join us for the weekend,” my mother promised.

  One night after supper, soon after we arrived in Martha’s Vineyard, my mother called us three older girls into her room. Never at a standstill, I excitedly bounced on her big bed. She told me to stop; she had something important to tell us. Her eyes welled up as she told us that she and our father were separating. I burst into tears and cried hysterically. I didn’t understand divorce; all I knew was that it meant the father I adored would no longer live with us. How could this happen? I was Dad’s shadow, following him everywhere, crawling into his lap when he read me Winnie-the-Pooh; I was his Tigger and he was my hero. Edie, always the nurturing older sister, tried to comfort me but I refused to be consoled. That summer ended the world we had known. Our father did come for a weekend, but our future had changed and his visit felt bittersweet.

  Not much time passed before another man entered our mother’s life. This man, Jack, had already been in our lives for some time, in fact. He had been my father’s good friend and also the father of one of my best friends. This relationship caused tension, as you can imagine, but as a little girl, I failed to understand adult dynamics.

  In the spring of my third grade year, Jack married my mother and suddenly Jack’s middle daughter Wendy, my best friend, became my sister. On the last day of school, my sisters and I got off the bus at our new house in Mill Neck, not far from our old one on the north shore of Long Island. It was a gorgeous house, one that Jack had built to fit his new family of five girls while still having enough space for his three daughters when they spent occasional weekends and part of their summer with all of us. When they came we had instant teams for Kick the Can and Red Rover, Red Rover. Though I missed my father terribly, living there should have seemed like a dream; we even had a swimming pool and a children’s wing all to ourselves.

  However, things were far from perfect. Though Jack could be wonderful to us girls, he also intimidated us. He had a strict set of rules (never leave things laying around, keep your voices down, no rough housing in the house, etc.) and my mother always seemed to be sending us off to the children’s wing so we wouldn’t impose on her time with him. Each day found us in the same routine. We got off the bus close to five o’clock and walked up the driveway and into the house where our “children’s supper” awaited us. We ate dinner, then our mother shooed us off to our rooms to do homework and told us not to return to the kitchen until after she’d finished dinner with Jack. I’m sure she found it difficult to juggle a new husband and her five daughters and did what she thought was best. Still, at times we felt unwanted, and everyone had to adjust.

  Jack intimidated my sisters more than me, mostly because I’d already known him for several years. He was mysterious and very cool, a little like James Bond. And perhaps a bit of Ernest Hemingway, as he’d filled one of the rooms in the house, the “game room,” with his hunting trophies: a polar bear rug with black claws and a gaping head full of teeth, a lion’s pelt, elephant tusks, and the heads of various African animals, such as sables and kudus. This man, who’d shot all these animals, intrigued me, and I wondered what sort of man did that. As with my father, I wormed my way into Jack’s heart, showing enthusiasm when he told stories of Africa or his life as a Marine and following in his shadow when I was allowed. Although I idolized this man, in my mind he couldn’t fill my father’s shoes, and I continued to pine for Dad.

  Trips to see our father were sporadic. He had moved into New York City, a place that seemed light years away despite only being about thirty miles and less than an hour’s car ride. We spent the occasional weekend with him, and I often counted the days until we could spend a whole week together over spring vacation, or even better, a whole month during summer. However, our fleeting reunions were often difficult; at first, all of us felt awkward, then we’d settle into a comfortable pattern, laughing and at ease again, only to end our visits with tear-filled and agonizing partings. I often cried for days after arriving back in Mill Neck.

  While Mom was busy trying to create a new life with our stepfather, we girls—particularly the five of us Cushing girls—relied more and more on each other. Our three stepsisters lived most of the year with their mother in Connecticut. Where we lived, our elementary school ended in ninth grade, and most of the families, including ours, sent their children to boarding school after that.

  Before we were sent off, less than two years into the marriage and when I was ten, my half-brother Brewster was born. The little prince, as we liked to call him. Though we loved having a brother, we sometimes felt a little jealous because our parents—my mother and stepfather—accorded superior status to the prince over the five Cushing sisters. As we grew up, particularly during our troublesome teen years, we discovered that “our” rules often didn’t apply to him. Even more so, tension arose between Jack and my mother. He could be patient with us up to a point, and then all hell broke loose. At times, his anger frightened us, especially since he was not our real father and we were living in his house. Early on, our mother had instilled in us the need to always be on our best behavior—or else. I now know this wasn’t the case, but at the time, I truly feared we might be exiled if we really misbehaved.

  [image: image]

  In the seventies, my sisters and I were testing the limits and trying to find our way. Leaving home for boarding school at the age of fifteen had its trials and tribulations for each of us, particularly when we relied so heavily on each other for guidance and companionship. We did not do so well in boarding school—in fact, my two older sisters were both kicked out their first year away, at which point we began to hear “your children” versus “our children” being tossed about. Ames only made it to her second year before being suspended, and Nini was asked to leave in the fall of her senior year. I managed to make it all the way through—not because I was a Goody Two-shoes but because I was smart enough not to get caught. I’d learned a few things from my sisters’ mistakes.

  Those years were tough for all of us. We engaged in a lot of drinking and experimenting with drugs. Luckily for me, playing sports in school held a much greater interest. When home for the holidays, we all tended to gather at the local bars. The drinking age was eighteen then, but it was easy enough to get into the bars at sixteen or younger. We were all a bit shy and tended to stick together. The twins were particularly dependent on each other; one rarely went anywhere without the other. Despite this, our parents sent them to separate boarding schools, and I think that began Ames’s struggles.

  Moreover, alcoholism ran in our family, and it wasn’t long before several of my sisters fell victim to that disease. Ames was the first, at the age of twenty. Shortly after my wedding to Lee everyone recognized that she was struggling. My parents decided then that it would be best to send her off to Minnesota to a program for alcohol abuse. Ames, always pretty stubborn, fought the system for a while, but after a couple of years of the program she became sober and was on her way to a better life. The problem with an alcoholic, however, is that the compulsive behavior can resurface in other areas, even if the drinking ends. Over the years, Ames also battled bulimia and a lack of confidence. When she was still in her twenties, Ames fell in love and married the man of her dreams. They had three wonderful children and a good life together for a long time. It wasn’t until the children were much older that Ames started suffering from depression. She fought hard but couldn’t seem to shake the vicious grasp it had on her life. She fell back into alcoholism.

  Ames and Edie both lived in Newport, Rhode Island, so Edie was there for her, helping to mother her and lift her from her dark moods. Kitty spent summers and weekends in Newport and gave Ames much support, too. Two summers before that phone call on the beach in Delray, I also joined them in Newport for a month after many years of being away. It was the place where we had spent summers with our father years earlier and was still a source of joy and pleasure for all of us. Although Ames and I had kept in touch over the years, we had lost the closeness of our youth.

  Living in Baltimore now, I seldom saw her. We would call each other several times a year, and she never missed my birthday, nor I hers. But my life had changed a lot since our youth. I had a family at a young age, and then my involvement in the running and triathlon world kept me busy, putting me on a different path from the ones my sisters were following.

  Yet that summer in Newport (2008), I quickly saw how Ames’s life had spun out of control. She was depressed, angry, lost, and scared. She loved her children deeply, though, and knew she had to fight to be with her family. That fall, she again entered a rehab institution. It was extremely difficult for everyone, but it had to be done, and she knew it. After her release in the spring of the next year, Ames went home and tried to return to a normal life with her husband and family. But the months away made it difficult to resume life as it had been.

  During the summer after her release, in 2009, Ames started to falter again. On the first of August, Lee and I arrived in Newport for a month, our second summer there. The phone rang on the third morning. It was Edie and she sounded terrified. Ames had attempted suicide the night before and was in the hospital. Edie had rushed to her side and had been there much of the night. I felt the breath leave my lungs and a shiver run through my body. Brewster had been warning me for a while that he felt Ames had fallen into a bad place and might kill herself. I didn’t believe him. She would never do that—she loved her children too much to leave them.

  Ames spent several days in the hospital, and I had long talks with her. I told her we were all there for her and that she had to know she could always turn to any of her sisters for help and support. We would drop everything if she needed us and be at her side in an instant. Through many tears, she said she realized that she had to live to raise her children, and she resolved to fight the demons that possessed her. I believed her.

  It was the beginning of November, only a few weeks before her suicide, that I saw her again. We went up to Newport for the night and met Ames at her son’s college, where he was playing a soccer game. She seemed like her old self, with her big smile and wonderful belly laugh, an infectious guffaw like no one else’s. She appeared happy and in control. Or so it seemed. I have heard from others that someone who is planning suicide is able in the days and even weeks before to put on a front that everything is fine and life is great. The person doesn’t want to put others on the alert for what’s to come. So it would appear to have been with Ames.

  A few months before I saw her at the soccer game, she had moved out of her house into a small cottage, all to herself. It was right around the corner from her children and husband, so she would be close by. She and her husband had decided they needed some time apart to work things out. At the soccer game, she told me how much she loved her cottage and how happy she was. When the game was over, I hugged her good-bye, wished her a happy Thanksgiving with her family, and flew back home to Baltimore. I told her I would be back next summer, and we could spend some time at her favorite place, the beach.
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