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			Praise for Charlie Engle’s 

			RUNNING MAN

			“Running Man is Charlie Engle’s rigorous and humane reckoning with his own extraordinary life. It follows him to wondrous and painful places—from triumphant determination on Andean peaks to desperation on the streets of Wichita, from camaraderie in the middle of the Gobi Desert to despair and community in a West Virginia federal penitentiary. 

			“Engle is a man drawn to the sensation of pushing himself fully, and he’s found various kinds of extremity in all sorts of places—in a crack pipe and in a brutal four-month run across the length of the Sahara. He has also found himself, in powerful ways, in ordinary relationships—in partnership and fatherhood—and this book is a moving account of his attempt to reconcile his hunger for extremity with his commitments to the ones he loves.

			“Engle reports on the difficult and joyous places to which his suffering has delivered him, but he reports on them with wit, candid self-interrogation, and genuine curiosity. He never takes himself too seriously, but he does take seriously the questions of where we find meaning and freedom, as well as the question of what might grant him—or anyone—the sense of a life well lived.”

			—Leslie Jamison, New York Times bestselling author of The Empathy Exams

			“Running Man is a fascinating story about a man who has shattered the limits of human endurance and lived life on the edge.”

			—Dean Karnazes, endurance athlete and bestselling author of RUN! 26.2 Stories of Blisters and Bliss and Ultramarathon Man

			“Running Man will make you cry, laugh, cheer out loud, redefine what you think is possible, and leave you in awe. Most of all, it is a powerful and unfailingly authentic testimony to something we all share—what it means to be truly human.”

			—Rich Roll, endurance athlete, bestselling author of Finding Ultra: Rejecting Middle Age, Becoming One of the World’s Fittest Men, and Discovering Myself

			“Riveting. Running Man gets at the heart—better than anything I’ve ever read about endurance sports—of what compels a person to compete in the world’s toughest footraces. Charlie probes his own life and psyche with remarkable honesty, offering the reader a portrait of a world-class athlete, but also an addict, an inmate, a son, a father and a man committed to his own sobriety and sanity. Thanks to this book, I finally understand what drives the spirit of ultrarunners.”

			—Chris Kostman, chief adventure officer and race director, AdventureCORPS, Inc.

			“Running Man is a fascinating read, proving something I always believed, that running is the ultimate faith healer, restoring belief not only in oneself but in life’s possibilities.”

			—Bart Yasso, author of My Life on the Run and chief running officer at Runner’s World

			“Whether surviving the pain of ultramarathon running or of incarceration, this is a story of redemption and courage in the face of adversity.”

			—Mary Gadams, founder, RacingThePlanet, 4 Deserts Race Series

			“An open tale of one man’s battle with two addictions. When he finally puts the substance addiction in check, the power of the human spirit shines and his need to run prevails!”

			—Matt Long, author of The Long Run

			“Ignore the title of this book, the cover shot of its author, along with his staggering running resume. For this is not a book about running, but rather a tale about human capacity: for misery, for self-destruction, for rebirth, for redemption, for grace, and most important, for love. This one’s got it all.”

			—Caleb Daniloff, author of Running Ransom Road and coauthor of November Project

			“Running Man is a captivating insight into how Engle forged the ability to conquer the impossible by overcoming physical and mental challenges so brutal they would break most people.”

			—Joe DeSena, founder and CEO, Spartan Race

			“Harrowing.”

			—The New York Times

			“First-time author Engle’s fascinating account of the high and low points of his life as an ultramarathon runner is written with cinematic quality. . . . Uplifting and inspirational.”

			—Publishers Weekly

			“A fast-paced, well-written account of a man who accepts pain, pushes beyond imagined limits, and ultimately finds redemption and peace.”

			—Booklist

			“[A] turbulent journey from addiction to recovery to sports world fame.”

			—New York Post
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			For Momma

		

	
		
			Bid me run, and I will strive with things impossible. 

			—WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE,
Julius Caesar

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE

			I always heard the keys—those awful jangling keys—coming toward me, then fading as the guard moved down the corridor. I learned to block out the big bald guy who banged on his locker half the night and the scrawny dude in the corner always yelling something about Jesus. But no matter how exhausted I was or how hard I had crammed the foam earplugs into my ears, I heard those damn keys. It wasn’t the sound itself that got me; it was that the keys were attached to a guard—and where there was a guard, there might be trouble.

			The keys meant it was 5:00 a.m.—head count. I peeked out from under the corner of the blindfold I had made with a strip of gray cloth ripped from a pair of old sweatpants. Lots of inmates left their lights on all night; some were reading or writing, some prowling around, doing things I was not interested in knowing about. The blindfold helped me escape all that. I saw the guard moving away from my cellblock. Good. Not my turn to be harassed.

			I lifted the cloth off my eyes, dug out my earplugs, and lay motionless on my top bunk, listening to the two hundred other men in my unit stirring. My cellmate, Cody, an affable kid who had been slammed with a ten-year sentence for buying weed, was still snoring in the bunk beneath me. Through the high, dirt-flecked double-­paned window in my cell, I could see a square of black sky.

			- - - -

			Just before I reported to Beckley Federal Correctional Institute, I had been a guest speaker at a big AA meeting in Charlotte, North Carolina. At the refreshment table, a burly, tattooed guy came up to me and told me to make sure I got a nickname in prison.

			“Why’s that?” I had asked as I helped myself to an Oreo from a paper plate.

			“You get yourself a nickname so that when you get out of the joint and you’re walking down the street and somebody yells out your prison name, you ignore that son of a bitch and keep on walking.”

			In the three months I had been locked up, I had encountered a Squirrel, a Shorty, a Pick-n-Roll, a Swag, a Gut, a Tongue, a Beaver, and a Glue Stick. They called me Running Man. I was the middle-aged white guy who ran laps alone on the quarter-mile dirt track in the prison’s recreation yard, past the smirking smokers and the guys playing hoops. When we were in lockdown, I was the fool pounding out miles on the hard floor next to my bunk.

			“You don’t belong in prison,” an inmate I knew as Butterbean said after watching me run in place for more than an hour. “You belong in a fucking insane asylum.”

			Running Man. They couldn’t know how well it fit me. I had been running all my life; trying to find something, trying to lose something. Running helped me kick a ten-year addiction to cocaine and had kept me sober for going on twenty years. Running saved my life—and then it gave me a life. On the outside, people in the ultrarunning world knew who I was. I’d run across the Sahara Desert, setting records along the way. I had been on Jay Leno. I had paid sponsorship deals, now long gone. I was getting hired to give inspirational speeches to auditoriums full of pharmaceutical salesmen, war heroes, corporate bigwigs, and weekend warriors. In prison, ­running—thinking about running, reading about running, writing about running—was the only thing I had left.

			One morning, just before 10:00 a.m. head count, I was on my bunk reading a Runner’s World magazine article about Badwater, the 135-mile ultramarathon that takes place in Death Valley, California, every July. Lots of people think it’s the toughest race in the world, and I wouldn’t argue with them. The course starts below sea level and ends at Whitney Portal, a lung-busting 8,300 feet up Mount Whitney. The blacktop in the desert is so hot—often more than two hundred degrees—it can melt the soles off your shoes and blister the skin off the bottoms of your feet. I’d run Badwater five times and placed in the top five all but once. I loved that race and the people who ran it. I thought of myself as part of the big, crazy Badwater family.

			I was still thinking about Badwater when I went out to run that afternoon. I had two hours before I had to be back in my cell for 4:00 p.m. count. From the grassy place where I always did my warm-up stretches, I could see the rooftops of a few houses on a distant ridge. Sometimes I even heard music drifting up from the wooded valley below. The track was the only place I could almost convince myself that I wasn’t in prison.

			I started to run, easy at first, then faster. I felt the sun on my face. I let myself think about Badwater, about the wavering heat and the beckoning horizon. I pictured the hazy mountains looming over Furnace Creek and the furrowed dunes of Stovepipe Wells and that long, desolate climb up to Townes Pass. I remembered the desert light: russet at dawn, lavender at dusk. I thought about winding my way up Mount Whitney, knowing that with every S-curve, the torturous climb was closer to being done. And I remembered the pain. I ached for that exquisite, illuminating pain now, the kind that exposes who you really are—and asks you who you want to be.

			About five miles into my run, I picked up the pace. And I started to hear something in my head I had heard before—a sound like the whir and clatter of a spinning roulette wheel, with the metal ball rolling in the opposite direction of the wheel, waiting to drop into play. You think you know where the ball is going to land, but then it bounces around and settles in a place you never saw coming. In my mind, I saw the ball ricochet and hop and, finally, land. I stopped running. Breathing hard, I clasped my hands behind my head and looked up at the sky. I would run Badwater this year after all. Yeah. Hell, yeah.

			I would run the race on this shitty dirt track. I calculated the distance in my head. It would mean doing 540 laps, probably about twenty-four total hours of running over two days. I’d have to call in some favors and I’d have to fit it all in between head counts, but with some luck, I thought I could do it. I started to run again and felt a familiar happiness wash over me. It was the buzz I always got when I committed to a big race. This time it came with an oddly ­exhilarating—and undeniably ironic—sense of freedom: there were no entry fees, no application, no crowds, no airport security lines, no Twitter feed, no fund-raising, no finisher’s medal, no pressure. All I had to do was run 135 miles. On the morning of July 13, 2011, the first day of the Badwater race, I would be standing on a starting line of my own.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			You loved me before seeing me;

				You love me in all my mistakes;

					You will love me for what I am.

			—LUFFINA LOURDURAJ

			I was born in 1962 in a small, backwoods town in the hills outside Charlotte, North Carolina. From the moment I could walk, I was a free-range kid. My mother and father were nineteen-year-old freshmen who met on a cigarette break during a summer-school literature class at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. Richard Engle, my father—lanky, six feet three inches, clean-cut, in pressed khakis and button-down shirts—played freshman basketball at UNC for legendary coach Dean Smith. Rebecca Ranson, my mother—five feet two inches, unruly short brown hair, dark eyes, a budding ­playwright—was the daughter of an all-American runner who became a revered track and cross-country coach at UNC. But my mother’s high school years had not been spent on a playing field or a cinder oval; at sixteen, she’d gotten pregnant and been sent to a home for unwed mothers, where she stayed until she delivered a baby girl, whom she gave up for adoption. I didn’t find out I had a half sister until decades later.

			My parents divorced when I was three years old. My father joined the Army in 1966 and shipped off to Germany. I didn’t see him again for more than four years. I found out later that he and my mother had agreed to not say bad things about each other in front of me—which explains why, from the day he left, my mother rarely mentioned him. He just disappeared. My mother threw herself into her schoolwork and her plays—and into protesting every injustice that rankled her. And North Carolina, in the mid-1960s, had a hell of a lot to get worked up about.

			Momma remarried. Her new husband, Coke Ariail, was a director, producer, actor, photographer, painter, and sculptor whose favorite motif was my mother in the nude. A gentle man from a traditional Southern family, he had the impossible task of trying to replace my father. I ignored his rules and laughed off his punishments. We moved five times before I turned ten: Coke and my mother always found a new theater group to organize, a new degree to pursue, another wrong to right. September after September, I felt like a freak: the new kid with the scraggly, shoulder-length hair and the hippie parents, who spent his Saturdays not at Little League practices and games, but attending avant-garde plays and marching in antiwar protests. When court-ordered desegregation started, I rode the bus with the black students and befriended a soft-spoken boy named Earl, which, in the eyes of my conservative classmates, made me even more of a weirdo.

			Just before I started fourth grade, we moved to the countryside outside Durham into a one-story house with peeling paint and a sagging front porch. My mother loved the place—she said it had “character” and “good bones”—so I said I loved it, too. Every month, I got to take the $100 rent check over to our landlord’s place across the cow pasture that separated our houses. I felt like James Bond running across that field, hurdling electric fences, leaping over manure piles, and swinging wide around the bulls. I arrived at the Wimberleys’ panting, my hair matted with sweat, tattered shorts drooping off my skinny hips, my legs splattered with mud and bits of grass. Sometimes they invited me in for cold cow-tongue sandwiches and cucumbers from their garden.

			Coke and my mother were directing plays at the local theater—artsy and edgy stuff they had written themselves. They threw a lot of cast parties. On those nights, I’d sit in a beanbag chair in my bedroom and watch Johnny Carson, turning the volume up to drown out the noise. I kept the door shut, too, because the house smelled weird: pot and incense mixed with the chemicals from Coke’s little darkroom. I never missed The Tonight Show, even on school nights. I liked Johnny, but I watched it mostly for Ed McMahon. I remember thinking he’d be a great dad with that big carnival-barker voice, that jolly rolling laughter. I imagined him coming in the front door at family gatherings.

			“Where’s Charlie?” he’d boom, first thing. “Where’s my boy?”

			When Johnny and Ed signed off for the night, I often padded out of my room, hungry and thirsty. By then, the party had usually spilled onto our front yard with the speakers facing an open window. I’d peer past the big moths banging on the screen door and spot my mother twirling in a long skirt while Coke danced with everyone and no one.

			I remember one night making my way through the living room, stepping over empty bottles, guitar cases, and sandals on the way to the kitchen. I stopped in front of the sofa. A girl was lying there, one arm flopped awkwardly toward the floor. She was snoring. On the low table in front of her were two open bottles of beer, both still more than half-full. After a few seconds of watching her breathe, I went to the kitchen and opened the refrigerator. All we had was powdered milk mixed up in a jug—I hated that stuff—and Coke’s homemade orange wine.

			The record started to skip. I walked back into the living room, lifted the arm on the turntable, and put the needle down. The girl on the sofa was still out. I picked up one of the open bottles, sniffed it, brought it to my lips, and took a gulp. It tasted bitter, but I took another swig. I finished the first bottle and picked up the second. The beer made me feel warm and floaty and calm, as if someone had laid a magic hand on me and said, “See there, Charlie, nothing to worry about now.”

			On that humid late-summer night, with Janis Joplin wailing on the stereo, alcohol planted a little flag in my brain and claimed that territory as its own.

			- - - -

			About a half mile into the dense woods behind my house sat a cool, deep pond surrounded by pines, scrub oak, and azaleas. I spent hours at that pond, watching water bugs pulse between lily pads as big as Frisbees, swatting mosquitoes, skipping rocks, and fishing with a cane pole. When I got hot, I peeled off my clothes and swam, then lay on a warm rock and dried off in a patch of sunlight. Those woods were a place to dream—of places I’d rather be, of people I’d rather be. I was Marshal Matt Dillon, Detective Joe Mannix, Kwai Chang Caine practicing my kung fu moves. And I was Jonny Quest—oh, how I loved Jonny Quest—jetting off from Palm Key with my brilliant father, Dr. Benton Quest, on some supersecret world-saving mission to Tibet, Calcutta, the Sargasso Sea.

			One afternoon at the pond, I heard a low roll of thunder. Greenish storm clouds were boiling above the treetops. Leaves began to rattle in the wind. I felt one raindrop and another and then a wall of them. I started for home, darting between trees, peeling off my T-shirt as I ran. When I emerged from the woods, I saw a jagged finger of lightning reach down to the field in front of me. The thunder, which had been distant, now boomed above my head. The storm seemed to be on top of me, matching my pace as I ran. I hopped a fence, leaped across a ditch filling with frothy fast-moving water, and cut through the long grass in our yard. I saw my mother standing in the porch doorway waiting for me. Waving my shirt over my head, I hollered and she waved back.

			“I’m staying out here!”

			“What?” she shouted, and cupped her hands to her ears.

			I ran to the foot of the stairs, stripped off my shorts, balled up my drenched T-shirt, and tossed them up to her. She caught them and laughed.

			“I’m staying out here!” I yelled again.

			I dashed back out wearing only my cotton underpants. Yelping above the thunder and rain, whooping with every lightning flash, I sprinted around the yard. I brushed my hand against an overgrown honeysuckle vine and released its sweetness into the rain. I was soaked to the skin, but I felt free and smooth and happy. I wasn’t scared of the storm. I was making my momma laugh and cheer. I will remember this always, I thought—the way it feels to run until you can’t run anymore, the way it feels to not be afraid.

			- - - -

			The summer of 1973, my mother decided to move us to Attica, New York. She had been outraged by the Attica prison riot two years earlier, which left forty-three people dead—most of them inmates gunned down by prison guards from thirty-foot towers. Momma had been doing theater workshops with inmates in North Carolina prisons, crafting their lives and struggles into serious plays. She applied for and received a one-year grant to do the same at maximum-­security Attica. The riot had started on her birthday—a sign, she said, that she was meant to go there.

			Momma and I piled into our yellow VW Squareback, stuffed to the roof with our belongings, waved good-bye to Coke, who was reluctantly staying behind, and drove north to Attica. Coke told me later he thought it was a huge mistake, my mother taking me up there, but he was working all day and trying to do theater at night and had no way to take care of me alone.

			We lived over a bakery in a tiny apartment that smelled of cinnamon and fresh-baked bread. My mother slept on a mattress on the floor of the only bedroom; I slept on a ratty sofa in the living room. A railroad track ran behind our place, and every morning at 6:30 a.m., a train rattled by, blowing its whistle. That train was my alarm clock, especially on those days when Momma got snowed in at the prison and couldn’t get home. Some mornings, I would skip school and hang out down by the tracks with kids playing hooky or those who’d already dropped out. Most of their parents worked at the prison as guards. We killed time by stacking pennies on the rails and waiting for trains to flatten them. Sometimes, one of the older boys passed around a joint or a bottle of brown liquor. I didn’t like pot—it made me slow and sleepy—but I liked booze. A few times I drank so much with the kids at the tracks I puked, but that didn’t stop me. When I drank, relief washed through me; from what, I didn’t know.

			One day, my buddies and I spotted a man running alongside the last car of a slow-moving freight train. We watched him jump up, grab a handle near the door of a boxcar, and swing his body up and through the opening. Our mouths hung open as we watched that train disappear down the tracks.

			I decided at that moment I was going to hop a train. I didn’t tell any of my delinquent friends because I knew that if I failed or chickened out, I’d get teased about it. A week or so later, I worked up the courage to run beside the train and discovered it was much harder than it looked. The rocks in the rail bed were uneven and the railroad ties awkwardly spaced. I tripped and fell and landed about six inches from the train’s moving wheels. I should have quit right there. Instead, I worked on my timing and figured out that if I stepped on every other tie as I ran, I could keep up with the train.

			One Saturday morning, Momma was at work and I decided this was the day. I threw on my father’s old, way-too-big-for-me Army jacket—one of the few things he’d ever given me—and ran down to the tracks. As a train approached, I hid in some bushes and watched the first few cars pass. When I saw the open doors of a boxcar, I ran, quickly pulling even with it. I leaped at the open doorway and threw my body forward, landing hard on my stomach. For one agonizing second, I teetered, half-in, half-out, and then found a finger hold in a space between the floorboards and pulled myself in. I rolled over onto my back, breathing hard, buzzing with the rush of what I had done.

			My excitement lasted about five minutes. Empty boxcars were boring and smelled like piss. Ten minutes, twenty minutes, thirty minutes, and still the train sped on. I had to get off this thing. Peering out the open door, I thought about jumping. I pictured myself hitting the ground and rolling, like the guys I’d seen on TV. I looked ahead, hoping to see a soft place to land, but I saw only rocks and hard-baked dirt and scrubby bushes—all of them flashing by quickly. The only thing to do was dangle from the handle near the door and try to ease myself to the ground.

			I grabbed the cold steel with a sweaty palm and swung out of the railcar. Now I was hanging over the moving ground, with the speed of the train pressing me against the boxcar. I realized that if I let go, I’d probably end up under the wheels of the train. But I couldn’t swing my leg up to the open doorway and climb back up. My grip was slipping. I let one sneaker scrape along the ground, trying to get a sense of the speed of the train until I couldn’t hold on any longer. I let go and landed on my feet at a run, taking lunging step after lunging step as I fought to keep my balance. Somehow I stayed upright while the train sped away from me.

			“Yeah!” I shouted as I slowed to a trot. I raised my arms. I was invincible, a superhero. I was also, I realized, a hell of a long way from home.

			Vibrating with adrenaline, I took off down the center of the track back toward Attica. I ran and ran, thinking I’d spot my ugly apartment building around each next bend. Every so often, I stopped and walked, then I’d force myself to run again. I ran for almost two hours until, at last, I saw our place. Not long after I let myself in and flopped onto our couch, my mother walked in.

			“I got two cinnamon buns from downstairs. Day old, but just as good.” She held up a small paper bag. “How was your day?”

			“Okay.”

			“What have you been up to?”

			“Nothing.”

			It’s not that I thought I’d be in trouble if I told her what I’d done; I never got in trouble with Momma. But this adventure was something I wanted to keep to myself: the train ride and the rush of the jump and the miles and miles I had run to get home.

			- - - -

			Before eighth grade started, my mother asked me if I wanted to go live with my father, my stepmother, Molly, and my stepsister, Dina, in California. I don’t know whose idea it was. I’d been to see my dad a few times and we’d had fun together: he’d taken me to Dis­neyland and the beach. He was not affectionate like Momma, but I liked it out there. More than anything, I was excited that moving to California meant I would get to play organized sports. My mother and Coke were never in tune with what that entailed: uniforms and practices and games and schedules. I told Momma I wanted to go, then felt awful for saying it. She cried when I left, but somehow, I also sensed her relief. She would have more time for her projects if I wasn’t underfoot. I knew how much her work meant to her. I got on the plane sick with guilt over leaving her—and bewildered that she could just let me go.

			I signed up for Pop Warner football as soon as I got to California, even though the only football I had ever seen was on television. I was almost six feet tall and skinny as a rake handle, and I barely made the weight limit—125 pounds. I saw little playing time, but I liked how it felt to be a part of a team, and I enjoyed the practices—especially the running. One day after practice I was out doing some extra laps around the field while I waited for my stepmom to pick me up. I noticed the school cross-country coach watching me.

			“Hey!” he shouted to me when I got close. “You look more like a runner than a football player. Why don’t you come out for my team?”

			I went to my first cross-country practice the next day. I wore my football cleats because I didn’t have any running shoes. One of the other boys mumbled, “Nice shoes,” as we took off on a three-mile trail run. I didn’t care. I was just happy to be running. By the time that first workout was over, I knew I had found where I belonged.

			- - - -

			I remember my first race, the chaos of elbows and knees when the starter pistol fired, the jostling for position as dozens of boys tried to squeeze onto the narrow trail. Several hundred yards into the race, I tripped and fell. I tried to scramble to my feet, but it was like being caught in big surf. I kept getting knocked down. A shoe landed on my hand and spikes punctured my skin. I looked up to see who the hell had just stepped on me and spotted a kid in bright green shorts speeding away. When I finally got up and ran again, I was powered by something new and potent—the rocket fuel of adrenaline and anger.

			I surged forward, catching and passing runner after runner. I was flying—until I came to a stream. Since I had never run a cross-­country race before and had never gotten my feet wet on a run, I didn’t know what to do. I stopped abruptly, which caused the boy behind me to barrel into me and knock me over.

			“Move, asshole,” someone said as I tried once again to get to my feet. I watched the other runners splash through the water without missing a step. One of my teammates passed me.

			“Come on, Charlie,” he yelled.

			C’mon, Charlie, I said to myself. C’mon, Charlie. I got up and ran again—picking my way through the stream on my toes, then lengthening my stride when I hit the trail. Now I had room to move. The field had spread out, and for a few minutes I was alone in the woods. I heard my feet hitting the dirt, and my rhythmic breathing. I felt myself moving with a kind of animal grace. When I emerged from the trees into an open area, I spotted the lead pack of six or seven boys. And in the middle of that group, I saw the kid in the green shorts. I was going to catch him.

			Just as I closed in, he glanced back and saw me running in full attack mode. He took off, shooting right to the front of the group. I tried to push harder, but my legs were suddenly leaden, as if I were trying to run through thigh-deep mud. Green Shorts crossed the finish in first place. Having my blood on his spikes hadn’t slowed him down.

			I lurched across the finish line in fifth place and doubled over with hands on my knees, trying to get my breath. When I straightened up, I saw Green Shorts walking right toward me. Oh, shit. What’s this?

			“Good race,” he said, giving me a slight lift of his chin, before walking on.

			Good race. Good race. Those two little words changed my life. I had gotten recognition for my effort, for refusing to give up. I never lost another race that season, and I went on to win the sectional qualifier for the Junior Olympics. At the state meet, I came in thirteenth. Not bad for a rookie year, but I wanted more. I wanted to be the fastest.

			I played basketball on the school team during the winter, but it was mostly so I would be in good shape for track and field in the spring. In my first-ever track meet, I won the half mile, the mile, and the triple jump. My teammates smacked me on the back, and my coach told me that I was a naturally gifted runner and that I could be really fast if I worked hard. When I showed my three blue ribbons to Dad, he seemed more surprised than impressed. I hoped he would come to see one of my meets, but he never did. I went undefeated that season.

			At the end of the school year, my father announced we were moving back to North Carolina so he could start a new job working with his brother. I was upset because I wanted to run Junior Olympics in California so I could race against some of the guys who’d beaten me in cross-country. But Dad’s decision was final. I felt better when my coach told me I could run in the North Carolina JOs if I could get there in time for the sectional meet. I didn’t mind moving as long as I could run. At the sectionals, I won the half mile and the mile. When I found my father in the crowd, he said, “Good job . . . but if you had just pushed the pace a little harder on lap three, you could have gone faster by a second or two.”

			I threw myself into high school and into doing anything that I thought might make my father proud. I made the varsity football, basketball, baseball, and track teams. I produced, wrote, and performed a morning news show on the school’s closed-circuit TV network. I was class president my sophomore and junior years and student-body president my senior year. I was top ten in my class of four hundred and voted Best All Around in the senior class. I was recruited by several colleges to play football, and I got an early acceptance to my dream school and family alma mater—the University of North Carolina.

			On paper, I was a perfect kid, Mr. Wonderful. Except Mr. Wonderful was not what I felt like. Each new accomplishment and accolade brought only momentary relief, followed by the certainty that I was not doing enough. When I lived with Mom, I was never anything but myself, but with Dad, being myself felt inadequate. My father did little to refute that notion. He could, especially when he’d been drinking, flay me with a few choice words about a blown layup or bad pass, an A-minus instead of an A. I thought he focused on the negative; he saw it as just being honest. His dad had been that way, too. The grand Engle tradition: praise was for sissies; disparagement, ridicule—now that would make you a man.

			Toward the end of football season senior year, I got caught with a beer in my hand at the State Fair in Raleigh and the coach suspended me for one game. My father was furious and we had a huge argument. I decided to run away, and I urged my girlfriend to come with me. We had only been dating for a few months, but things had gotten serious quickly. She was a senior with a lot to lose, but all that mattered in the moment was getting away. We loaded up her old Ford Pinto and drove south to Daytona Beach. In Daytona, nobody checked IDs, so even though we were only seventeen, we stocked up on rum and pineapple juice and got drunk in our motel room. I got a job as a busboy, but after two weeks of pretending to be grown-ups, we realized we had to go home. We hadn’t even called our parents to let them know we were safe, and that cruelty weighed on both of us.

			- - - -

			My father ignored me for several days after my return—until one afternoon when I pulled into our driveway after football practice. He was outside, getting something from the trunk of his car. I took my time gathering up my books and my backpack, hoping he would just go back into the house and leave me alone. But when I looked up, he was glaring at me with his arms crossed. His face was red. Reluctantly, I got out of my car.

			“What the hell were you thinking?” he said slowly.

			“Don’t worry about it. It’s not your problem.”

			“It is my problem!” he shouted. “You just blew any chance you had for a scholarship. You blew your shot at playing college ball.”

			“All right! I know!” I yelled. “I don’t give a shit!”

			He took several steps toward me and drew one leg back to kick me. I dodged his foot, and the momentum of his missed swipe upended him. I saw the slick soles of his penny loafers as his legs went into the air and heard the sickening thud when he hit the asphalt. I didn’t know what to do so I ran to my van and backed into the street. Before I drove away, I looked back and saw my father scrambling to his feet.

			I knew he was right. This was a monumental screwup. By missing a few key games, I’d ruined my chances of playing college football. I had also been a candidate for the prestigious UNC Morehead Scholarship, which would have given me a free ride to UNC. I’d blown that, too. I had made a huge mess of things. But I knew I could redeem myself in college. All I had to do was study hard, make good grades, and stay out of trouble.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			Moderation means small, non-habit-forming amounts. That’s not you.

			—CHAD HARBACH, The Art of Fielding

			I arrived at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill as a seventeen-year-old freshman, half expecting a WELCOME CHARLIE ENGLE! banner to greet me. In only a few weeks at UNC I learned one troubling truth: I was average—at best. Four thousand shiny overachievers had descended on the campus, and way too many of them were smarter than me, better looking than me, and, it pained me to admit, more athletic than me.

			I did get an invitation to try out as a walk-on for the football team, but soon after school started, I sprained my ankle in a pickup basketball game and football was out. I had missed my chance, unlikely as it may have been. What I should have done was go out for the cross-country team. I could have carried on the family tradition and kept myself in good shape. I thought I could make the team, but I doubted I could ever live up to my grandfather’s legacy. I would have been training on a course that was named after him. I thought it would be easier to not even try than to risk failing.

			- - - -

			Several weeks into my first semester, I learned how to play backgammon. I also turned eighteen. For me, both these things translated into opportunities to drink. When I wasn’t pounding shots in the downtown bars, I was in the halls of my dorm, hunched over a backgammon board. Backgammon, as we played it, was a drinking game—BEER-gammon—with a complex set of rules and wagers that all led to the players getting shitfaced. Roll Acey-Deucy, drink. Roll Boxcars, drink. Roll Double Ducks, drink. Loser drinks, winner drinks, drinker drinks. I don’t know if I was any good at the game, but I was a champion, varsity, first-string, starting-lineup, all-conference drinker. I had found my place to shine.

			Despite my drinking, I went out for JV basketball, coached by Roy Williams, and made the team. It was an incredible time for UNC hoops: Michael Jordan, James Worthy, and Sam Perkins were all on varsity, playing for Coach Dean Smith. I knew I wasn’t ever going to compete with those guys, but I wanted to be part of the team. I decided to be a team manager instead of a player. I hoped to move up to varsity eventually. I had a family legacy there. My uncle had been a varsity manager in the 1960s. Yes, I was sitting behind the bench and handing out towels and water bottles, but I was giving them to some of the greatest basketball players of all time. I was a tiny part of the team, but I felt overjoyed when they won the 1982 NCAA Championship.

			I loved it—but I loved drinking more. I was occasionally so out of it at practice that I made mistakes on the stat sheets. Four JV managers were vying for one open varsity slot. I didn’t get it. I didn’t deserve it.

			At the start of my sophomore year, my roommate Mike and I checked out the fraternity scene. We bounced from house to house, party to party, happy to provide entertainment for the brothers whose mission it was to get the new guys trashed. I decided to pledge Sigma Phi Epsilon; they were jocks who got decent grades and always seemed to have pretty girls hanging around. I liked that most of them wore jeans and T-shirts, not preppy penny loafers and button-downs.

			I was happy to be a part of this group of guys who would watch my back—even if it was because I was bent over puking on my shoes. The drinking age was about to go up to twenty-one, and since bars would no longer be available to me, I was pleased to have snagged a guaranteed place to drink in the moldy basement of the frat house.

			Road trips were big with the Sig Ep boys. My first one was to Boone in the mountains of North Carolina for a day of skiing and partying with the Appalachian State brothers. We loaded a keg onto our chartered bus, cranked up the Stones, and settled in for the two-hour trip.

			About halfway to Boone, Steve, the kid next to me, fished something out of his pocket. “Want a bump?” He held up a small plastic contraption that looked like some kind of secret decoder ring.

			“What?”

			“Blow.”

			“Oh. Yeah. Sure,” I said, not wanting to expose my cluelessness.

			Steve lifted the bullet-shaped device to the light like a jeweler holding a gem. The sun revealed a small amber-colored round chamber at the bottom, about half-full of powder. A tiny handle on the side looked like the key on a windup toy. Steve twisted the handle, showing me the white powder in the top of the chamber waiting to be . . . what? What was I supposed to do now?

			Steve saw my confusion and held up a hand in the way that said, Pay attention, you’re about to learn something. He put the bullet up to his left nostril, tilted his head back, inhaled, and closed his eyes. “Ahhhhhhh.”

			He reloaded the bullet and handed it over. Self-consciously, I put it up to my right nostril, blocked my left, and breathed in. Steve gave me an expectant look, so I nodded with what I hoped was convincing enthusiasm, showing him I had indeed gotten the “bump.”

			He took back the device, fiddled with it, and handed it over again. “Other side.”

			I inhaled the powder, then remembered to close my eyes and tilt my head back the way he had. “Thanks, man.” I returned the bullet to him.

			I sat back and waited for the drug to take hold. Twenty minutes and two beers later, I was still waiting. Maybe it was all the alcohol I had consumed, or maybe it was bad coke, but I felt no different. If this was all cocaine did, who needed it? Not me. I had drinking. I understood drinking. Alcohol did exactly what it was supposed to do; it numbed everything. Drinking was reliable and I was excellent at it. I could outdrink most anyone, and I learned early on that the best way to recover from a hangover was to start drinking again. I remember being relieved that the coke hadn’t affected me. I didn’t want it—or anything else—to distract me from drinking.

			Two weeks later, in the back of a bar on Henderson Street in downtown Chapel Hill, one of my buddies offered me coke again. To be sociable, I snorted two quick lines through a rolled-up dollar bill. After a minute or two of my feeling nothing, a klieg light switched on in my brain. I remember the electric tang of the lime I bit into before I downed the liquid fire of a tequila shot. And the way “Roxanne” seemed to come out of my ears instead of from the jukebox speakers. And that pitcher of cold beer with its drops of condensation on the side shining like rhinestones in the blue light of the bar’s neon PABST BLUE RIBBON sign. I’d never seen anything so beautiful.

			Suddenly, I had plans—big, big plans. I remember the looks on my friends’ faces—Tom and Lenny and Carl. Really, did anyone have cooler friends than me? I reeled off my recipe for greatness. I would study hard, make straight A’s, get back into prime running shape, volunteer at the local homeless shelter, get a part-time job, pay my father back, save the whales, find a cure for every god-awful thing that made nice people sick.

			Cocaine rammed my alcohol-soaked brain into a hot forge and then hammered its edge ax-sharp. My thoughts were no longer the sentimental, looping ramblings of a drunken dreamer; they were a speeding train with a full cargo of clarity and purpose and unshakable resolve. This, at last, was who I really was, who I was born to be. I was made new, glowing with possibility. I could be the man I wanted to be—and, yes, even the man my father wanted me to be. All I needed was to score a few more lines.

			I couldn’t have known then that I would spend the next ten years looking for the magical combination of coke and alcohol and friends and vibe that would re-create that life-altering first high.

			- - - -

			Like many people my age in the early 1980s, I looked at coke as a risk-free, albeit expensive, way to ratchet up the fun. My friends and I would split a $100 gram and dance and drink the night away. I liked that coke seemed to give me drinking superpowers: I could down a case of beer and whatever else was put in front me—shots of tequila, kamikazes, you name it—and still be on my feet.

			My friends loved to drink and do coke, too, but I soon realized we had one fundamental difference. At some point during the evening, they would remember that they had papers due and exams and classes. They would call it quits and head off to bed, leaving me alone and baffled by their departure; 2:00 a.m., 3:00 a.m., 4:00 a.m.—I was just getting rolling.

			Soon, a shared gram wasn’t nearly enough for me. My habit was getting more expensive; to keep myself supplied, I started to sell it. At first I dealt only to my fraternity brothers and close friends. Then I got bolder, selling to friends of friends and then to just about anyone who approached me. I told myself I wasn’t some greedy lowlife, dealing so I could buy a fancy car or designer clothes. Selling cocaine allowed me to get more cocaine. More was what I wanted. It was simple.

			Of course, the more drugs I got my hands on, the more I used. I lived in a single room in my frat house, and no one knew if I was in there or not. I’d keep to myself, drinking and doing drugs during the day, then appear at night, when it was officially time to go out and party. My grades plummeted and I quit going to class.

			My multi-day binges ended only when I ran out of drugs and money. Crashing hard and sick with remorse, I’d promise myself I would never do it again. I swore I would get my shit together, eat healthy, study—right this sinking ship. Step one in my total transformation was almost always my lacing up my shoes and going out for a run.

			Still intoxicated and operating on no sleep, I’d pull a ball cap low over my eyes and slip out the side door of the frat house. I cut between campus buildings and crossed a graveyard to reach the athletic fields and the light blue track. Then I ran as if in a trance, knees pumping, arms swinging, eyes straight ahead. The UNC bell tower chimed every fifteen minutes, then tolled the hour. Joggers came and went, and still I ran. Thirty, forty, fifty laps—I pushed the pace until my lungs and legs burned. The more I had partied, the worse the running hurt. The more it hurt, the harder I pushed. When I finally stopped, I drank from the water fountain until my stomach was bloated and then vomited into the bushes until my throat was raw. I knew that I deserved this pain. I hated myself for failing at school, for failing as a person. Running was my penance.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3

			I drank because I wanted to drown my sorrows, but now the damned things have learned to swim.

			—FRIDA KAHLO

			My nosedive had not escaped my fraternity brothers’ attention. Engle, they agreed, was in deep shit. I owed money that I didn’t have to my drug supplier, and I had heard the cops had started asking around about me. Behind my back, my friend Jimmy called my dad and told him he needed to come get me or something bad was going to happen.

			I had just returned from one of my purging runs when my father walked into my room without knocking. He looked at me and shook his head. I knew what he saw. I was ragged, unshaven, sweaty, dirty, and red eyed. I turned away and started cramming my things into a bag. In silence, my father and I loaded the rental car and drove to the airport. College was over for me.

			- - - -

			When my father, my stepmother, Molly, and my stepsister, Dina, moved to Carmel, California, I trailed along. It was just what I needed, we all said; a fresh start. Molly and my dad bought two Baskin-Robbins ice cream shops in Monterey and gamely hired me to run one of them. I went off to franchise training in Burbank—­sundae school, I called it—and two weeks later returned with a document that proclaimed me a certified cake decorator.

			I was grateful to Dad for giving me the opportunity. It was a leap of faith and I didn’t want to let him down. Things went well for a while, but for reasons I couldn’t comprehend, I could feel the pressure building again, the nagging need. After weeks of white-­knuckling it, I started partying again. To feed my habit, I’d take $300 out of the Baskin-Robbins register, buy coke, sell enough to recoup the money I’d swiped, snort the rest, stay up all night, and get back the next morning in time to open the store and return the money to the cash drawer. Then I started to skip the part where I replaced the $300. I knew my behavior was despicable, but I did it anyway.

			One morning, Dad walked into the store. I was in the back room counting cash and doing paperwork, getting ready to open.

			“Morning,” I said when he stepped into the office.

			“I know what you have been doing.”

			I looked up.

			His mouth was set in a hard straight line. “I hoped you would get your shit together but that’s obviously not happening.”

			“What? I’m here, aren’t I? Right on time.”

			“It’s just more of the same. You can’t do anything right, can you?” Dad glared at me.

			“No.” I looked at my hands. “No, I guess I can’t. I’m sorry.”

			I walked past him, put my keys and franchisee name tag on the glass ice cream counter, and went out the front door.

			- - - -

			I fled to Chapel Hill to see some old buddies, who had somehow managed to stay in school, albeit on the six-year plan. Late one night, at a frat party, I met Pam Smith. I had just come back from a beer run; no matter how fucked-up I was, I almost always managed to get to the Happy Store for a twelve-pack just before it closed. Pam walked up to me shyly, smiling as if she already knew a secret about me. She asked for a beer and I was happy to share my stash with her. She was slender, with shoulder-length brown hair and bright, clear eyes—even at 2:00 a.m. Her shorts revealed tan, athletic legs. I popped the top off a cold can and handed it over. When she reached for the beer, I caught a whiff of some flowery fragrance that was nice but not too much.

			She said she was about to finish her degree in biology at Carolina after taking a year off to earn money to pay for school. I told her I lived in California and was “between jobs.” She was born in the Bay Area, but her folks had moved to North Carolina when she was a baby and she grew up certain she’d go to UNC. We spent the next few days hanging out together. I loved that she was as passionate as I was about the Tar Heels—and she laughed at my jokes. Pam’s grandmother lived in the San Francisco Bay Area, and Pam said she visited her occasionally. I told her to look me up if she ever came West.

			About a week after I returned to California, she called. She had just bought a plane ticket and was coming to see me. I was surprised, but excited.

			Pam stayed with me in my tiny studio apartment in Carmel. One night, I took her to Jack London’s, a downtown pub where I was a regular and the bartender was a good enough friend to not let on that I spent many more hours parked on those barstools than I should have. We sat at the bar and ate fish and chips and drank chardonnay from Monterey County. Though I wanted more wine, I kept my drinking in check. After dinner we walked barefoot, hand in hand, on the cold sand of Carmel Beach. We marveled at the big, beautiful houses overlooking the rocks and the water and talked about what it would be like to wake up every morning to that view. It all seemed so normal, so solid—things I had little experience with. My life always felt tenuous, as if it were dangling from a fragile thread. Having a normal person interested in me made me feel good.

			Somehow during that week, Pam made me believe I was lovable, despite all the evidence to the contrary. I loved her—I guess mostly for loving me, which in retrospect was a shaky foundation for a relationship. I didn’t see that then. I just wanted to be with someone who wanted me.

			After spending a total of ten days together, we decided to move to Atlanta. My mother invited us to live with her until we could afford a place of our own. By then, she and Coke had separated and she was living with her partner, Julie. I wasn’t shocked when Mom told me she was a lesbian; I had sensed that one or two of the women who had hung around our house over the years were more than friends. And Mom had been writing plays about the gay community for as long as I could remember. Warren, about her close friend Warren Johnston, who died of AIDS in 1984, was one of the first plays produced in the world to address the disease.

			Pam got a job at the Emory University genetics research laboratory and I got one selling memberships at Bally’s fitness. My mother and Julie liked booze almost as much as I did, so we spent many nights sitting around the kitchen table drinking and talking about theater and art and the scourge of AIDS. I loved seeing my mom happy and in love, and she was thrilled to have me living under the same roof again for a little while. I turned out to be good at selling memberships, and Pam and I were able to get our own place. But, for me, having money was not a good thing.

			I started bingeing again, disappearing for days, then showing up wrecked and remorseful and pleading with Pam for forgiveness. That was the last time, I would tell her. Never again. Done, I’d said. I absolutely meant it. And then I’d feel it again, that hole that required filling.

			One night after Pam went to bed, I slipped out of the house and headed to a bar down the street. I knew the bartender there had coke to sell. My plan was to have a beer or two, do a couple of lines, and head home. Instead, I spent the next two days bouncing from dive to dive, drinking and snorting coke. When I was out of money, I staggered back to our apartment reeking, trembling, famished, and distraught. I was relieved that Pam wasn’t home when I arrived.

			I went into the kitchen and riffled through our cupboards. I ripped open of package of Chips Ahoy! cookies and ate the entire thing. I gulped milk out of a gallon jug, then tore into a box of Froot Loops, cramming handfuls into my mouth and littering the countertop and floor with cereal. Then I heard the apartment door open, and Pam and my mother walked in.

			I ran to the bathroom in a panic. I could not let my mother see me like this. She had no idea I was this awful person, this out-of-control low-life freak. I turned on the shower, stripped down, and stepped in, desperate for the hot water to make my skin stop crawling, to calm my pounding heart, to wash this nightmare away.

			“Charlie!” Pam yelled through the closed door.

			I heard my mother yell, “Are you okay?”

			I was not okay. I hated myself. I hated what I was doing to the people I cared about. I hated that I would once again have to try to make up with Pam. I could not see even a sliver of light in my life.

			I pulled my hand back and punched at the shower door. It shattered, sending glass shards everywhere. Blood streamed from my knuckles and down my arm. I slid down the wall of the shower, sobbing. My body blocked the drain, and water, tinted red, pooled on the tile floor. Then Pam and Mom were there, looking down at me. Pam was crying and my mother’s hand was over her mouth, her eyes wide with fear.

			Somehow, they got me out of the shower and into bed. Hours later, when I woke up, I had bandages on both arms and legs, and one above my right eye. I heard Pam and Mom speaking in quiet voices in the next room. I only caught a few words: “addicted” and “needs help” and “dangerous.” I didn’t want to hear it, so I let myself drift off again.

			I kept things together for a week or two and then went off the rails again. When I slunk home after another three-day binge, I found Pam packing her things.

			“What are you doing?”

			“I can’t live like this, Charlie.”

			“I’m sorry! I swear. That was the last time. I’m done. I swear.”

			“I’m leaving.”

			“No, you can’t leave. I want to be better. But I can’t do it alone. Please stay.”

			Pam looked at me and sighed. “Nothing will change.”

			“Yes, it will. I’ll change. I want you with me.”

			“Why? So I can watch you kill yourself?”

			“Stay. Marry me,” I blurted out. “Please. Let’s get married.”

			- - - -

			Mom and Julie threw us a wedding shower. The invitation said it was a “bar stocking” shower: guests were expected to give us a bottle of top-shelf booze. Perfect. Just what I needed to launch my life of moderation. The wedding was small and simple, held in Pam’s hometown of Weaverville, North Carolina. It was the first and only time I could remember having Mom and Coke and Dad and Molly in the same place. I loved seeing them together even if we’d never be one big happy family in a traditional sense. I had a few beers to calm my nerves, but I knew I had to limit myself and focus on demonstrating to my family and Pam that I was ready to get married.

			Not long after we got back from our honeymoon, I drove to a bar, had a couple of beers, a few shots of tequila, and then . . . what? I don’t know where I went or who I was with or how I drove home. When I reappeared a couple of days later, looking like hell, Pam and my mother were waiting for me at the kitchen table.

			“We’re worried about you,” my mother said. She had a bourbon on the rocks in one hand and a cigarette in the other. She said that she had a friend who had joined AA and it had worked like a charm.

			“We think you should try it,” Pam said.

			I wasn’t sure what AA was, but I figured it could help me learn how to be a social drinker and get everyone off my back. Plus, I reasoned, reducing my intake of alcohol would leave me better able to manage my cocaine use.

			The meeting was in a hospital cafeteria. I took a seat and Pam stood in the back of the room with her arms folded. My mother and Julie stayed outside to smoke while I got cured. Person after person stepped to the front of the room to speak. I was embarrassed for them—the way they sobbed as they told their stories about their drunken exploits. One had run over the family dog; one had made a scene at a PTA meeting. There were lost jobs, lost loves, deceptions, disasters. And something else about their tales I found very, very worrisome. These folks were referring to their drug and alcohol use as if it were behind them—a thing of the past. This, clearly, was not for me.

			All I needed was a fresh start. I convinced Pam to move back to the Monterey Peninsula, where I got a full-commission job selling Toyotas. I went three weeks without selling a single car and came close to quitting. Peter, my Italian manager, yelled at me with his hands and his voice. Every day he pulled me aside to get me to tweak my sales pitch. Stop suggesting they look at less expensive vehicles, he said. Don’t let them leave the showroom so quickly. Lighten up a little.

			Eventually, I sold a car—and then another and another. I learned how to loosen up the buyers with some laughs, get them to like and trust me, and then steer them toward a shiny new car. Within a few months, I was one of the dealership’s top salesmen. I even won Toyota’s biggest prize—the National Walk-Around Contest, which recognized me as the top sales presenter in the United States. As the winner, I could choose between a new truck or the cash value of the vehicle. I took the cash.

			Pam was smart to grab that check from me. We both knew the trouble I could get in with ten grand. We put the winnings toward buying our first house. I was twenty-six years old, and becoming a homeowner seemed like a box I needed to check; surely drug addicts didn’t buy houses. Our broker, who was my boss’s cousin, showed us a lot of great places—none of which we could afford. Then one day he called and said he had a perfect property for us: a nine-hundred-square-foot bungalow. It happened to be under high-tension power lines, but Jeff assured us that after a while we probably wouldn’t even notice the buzzing.

			We didn’t love it, but since the Monterey housing market was so strong—“bulletproof,” everyone said—and we didn’t see ourselves living there for long, we decided it would be a good investment. The seller accepted our offer. Now all we had to do was get the bank to loan us money. We filled out the application forms and dropped them off the next day. The mortgage broker warned us that with our modest income, short time at our respective jobs, and our measly down payment, things didn’t look great. But when he shook my hand, he leaned in and said the words I would hear from mortgage brokers many times in the next twenty years:

			“Hey, don’t worry about it. I’ll get everything on the application squared away. We’ll make this happen.”

			- - - -

			After several weeks of supplying documents and information to the bank, our loan was approved and I was officially a homeowner and deeply in debt. The pressure was on to put up big numbers at Toyota and I did, selling more than thirty cars a month for several months in a row. For every qualifying sale I made, I got a cash bonus or “spiff.” I squirreled that money away, thinking someday I’d surprise Pam with it. But that stash called and called to me until finally I decided to dip into it. I had been working so hard. Hadn’t I earned the right to blow off a little steam?

			I fell into a pattern of going to a bar for “a couple of beers” most days after work. Two beers turned into six or ten—and once I was buzzed, that voice in my head saying I deserved something more—the more being cocaine—became impossible to ignore. I’d score, stay out all night, then show up late to work, still half in the bag. I was just barely staying in the good graces of my boss and Pam. Whenever they confronted me, I gave them my solemn word that it was absolutely the last time. And the thing was, I meant it. I meant it even as I lifted the shot glass of tequila to my lips the next night and felt that deep relief, that unburdening flowing into me.

			Weekends were always busy at the car dealership. One Saturday, I showed up at work an hour late. I had missed the weekly sales meeting.

			My boss called me into his office. “Engle, what the fuck is wrong with you? You look like something a bird left on a rock. And you smell like shit, too. Did you drink all the booze in town last night?”

			I took the berating silently. I believed that he wouldn’t fire one of his best salesmen and that if I just took my punishment, I would be all right.

			“I should send your ass home, but that would be too easy for you. Instead, you will stay here all day—outside on the lot. You will not take lunch. You will not speak to any customers. You’re a good salesman and I want you here, but this is your last chance. Now get the fuck out of my office.”

			- - - -

			Somehow, even with my escalating drinking and cocaine use, I was still running several times a week with a local running club. I had enough of an ego that I wanted to at least look good, and running was the most efficient way for me to keep my body lean and muscled. My chiropractor, Jay, was part of the group I ran with. He’d done several marathons and urged me to try one. He knew I was an addict. He thought a goal such as that might be just the motivation I needed to get clean.

			A week before the Big Sur Marathon, I decided to enter. I’d run farther than ten miles only a few times in my life, but I figured it couldn’t be that difficult. I’d just keep my feet moving. Pam was incredulous but seemed pleased that as part of my “training” I’d stop drinking that week. Jay had told me not to run the day before the marathon. I heeded that advice, but that left me with nothing to do but sit around and feel anxious. I decided to go out for one beer, just to ease the tension a bit. Hours later, I was in the bathroom of a bar on Cannery Row, snorting lines, with my friend Mike.

			“I’m running a marathon tomorrow,” I said to him as I dusted off my nose.

			“The fuck you are.”

			“Yup. I have to be in Carmel at five thirty to catch a bus to the start.”

			He looked at his watch and his eyes got big.

			I looked at my watch. “Shit.” It was 2:00 a.m.

			I rushed home, showered, brushed my teeth twice, and splashed my neck and armpits with cologne. I downed several glasses of water and some aspirin and made it to Carmel in time to board the last bus to the Big Sur start. The twenty-six-mile ride along the hilly, twisting coastal road nearly killed me. My stomach was doing backflips, my left ankle was throbbing and purple—I must have wrenched it during the night—and I desperately had to pee. What was worse, the guy next to me insisted on making small talk all the way. It was all I could do not to vomit on him. When I finally stepped off the bus, wearing only a singlet and running shorts, I realized I was underdressed for the forty-degree morning air. Now I was nauseated, scared, intoxicated, and freezing.

			Over the years, I had mastered the art of the strategic puke, and I decided that this was a good time to use my skills. I went into some bushes and let loose. I felt better and was able to force down a banana and some Gatorade at the snack table. I wandered around a little, then heard the national anthem being played over a loudspeaker. I joined the race workers around me standing at attention. As I was finishing a second cup of Gatorade, I heard a gunshot. On instinct, I ducked. But nobody was shooting at me. Apparently, the race had begun. I was nowhere near the start line.

			I sprinted up the road and caught the slow-moving back of the three-thousand-runner pack. When the logjam of runners loosened, I picked up the pace. The sun broke through the fog as we emerged from the redwoods and headed out into the broad green hills. I could smell the booze on my skin and imagined everyone around me could, too. At mile nine, I crossed a long bridge, then started the two-mile ascent to Hurricane Point. Jay had warned me about this climb. The wind was blowing thirty-five, maybe forty miles per hour—right into my face—and my stomach was a hard-balled fist. I struggled up the long hill and crossed another bridge. When I reached the half-marathon mark, I stopped to barf again. A guy running by asked me if I was okay.
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