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Preface

People occasionally ask me why on earth I keep on doing what strikes them as a painful exercise at what strikes them as an advanced age. There’s no single answer. One thing I’m sure of is that it’s not masochism.

I recently had a conversation with a philosophical trainer in a gym. He said that most people have some kind of addiction. Some use “exogenous stimulants”—booze or drugs. Some people use “endogenous stimulants”—chemicals produced by their own bodies. Some of them are hooked on getting angry, falling in love, or taking risks. He thought I was lucky to be hooked on endorphins, the secretions released by the human body after a half hour or so of cardiovascular exercise. Endorphins are also released by people making love and pregnant women.

The philosophical trainer and I agreed that neither health nor vanity would be enough to keep us going. But I don’t think endorphins, as pleasant a feeling of well-being as they provide, would be enough, either. There’s something else. I’m not sure what that something else is. In the course of going over older essays on various sports and exercises and my forty-two years of logbooks, I think that there is more than one something. There is health (both physical and mental). There is vanity—wanting both to look good and to be skillful, perhaps even feel graceful. Endorphins, check. Playfulness—sometimes it’s just fun to feel like an otter. Adventure. Adventure includes being ready to say yes if someone says, “You want to climb Mount Katahdin?” Or “You want to canoe down the Delaware River?” Or “You want to run a marathon?”

And there’s getting into the woods. A student of mine once asked me, “What is it with you and nature?”

I answered more or less like this: “I wouldn’t write if I didn’t read a lot. I also wouldn’t write if I didn’t get out in the physical world in my own body, sometimes as a ‘sojourner in nature,’ as Thoreau puts it, but sometimes pushing hard enough to see and feel the earth’s surface differently. Thoreau did that, too. He hiked the Maine woods, climbed Mount Katahdin, walked great lengths of Cape Cod, went down the Merrimack River in a small boat. He wasn’t looking for near-death trips, and neither am I. ‘The bear went over the mountain …’ There’s a lot to see along the way.”

Adventure also includes competition. Competition against others, against oneself, against challenging conditions. You have to read your opponent; you have to read a river.

I also found an additional dimension of friendship in team sports, a mostly wordless confidence and comradeship. This is particularly true of rowing in every size racing boat—eights, fours, quads, pairs, and doubles. In an eight and a four I’ve often felt deep affection for a good coxswain. I imagine it’s something like what a racehorse feels for a good jockey—though, as I note later, animal-to-human communication is a tricky business.

Being useful in practical ways seems to come up last—but not least. Double-digging a vegetable bed, pruning trees, sawing firewood (it would be faster with a chain saw, but I love my old long crosscut saw with wicked large teeth). I got in shape for a long canoe trip by digging out the silt from my flooded cabin—two hours a day for ten days. I was surprised that my pulse rate was as high as it gets when I am jogging, and surprised at how cheerful I was. Endorphins? Or just the satisfaction of taking care of things?

Redemption. There’s redemption of a bad day at the writing desk. Okay, that was five hours of nothing—let’s blow it off by running five miles.

There’s also longer-term redemption. The subject of this book is exercise, from middle age into old age, but there are half-buried memories of feeling puny and humiliated. In his plump middle age, Cyril Connolly wrote, “Inside every fat man there is a thin man wildly signaling to be let out.” A reverse of that notion is that inside every grown man, no matter how apparently at ease, there is a cringing little boy hoping to be kept in.

When I was thirteen I went to a boys’ canoe camp in Ontario. The base camp was on an island in Lake Temagami, at that time, 1952, still mostly uninhabited. We canoed and portaged over a good bit of Ontario, sometimes traveling thirty miles in a day. We didn’t see any people or houses. I loved the lakes and rivers. I loved seeing moose, ducks, black bears. We wore few clothes. We were in seven canoes—eleven boys, a counselor, an assistant counselor, and a guide (Stan Meilleur, who admitted he was the best guide in Ontario, maybe in all of Canada. I thought he was). All but two of us boys were fifteen or fourteen. Two of us, Schuyler van Kimball and I, were thirteen. We were the only ones without pubic hair, the ones still with little-boy tinklers. I was nicknamed Buddha for my fat tummy and chest. I also stuttered.

One evening after pitching the tents we all went swimming. As usual, we went in bare. As we got out, one of the fifteen-year-olds said, “Who’s got the smallest dick—van Kimball or Casey? Anybody got a ruler?” Another fifteen-year-old said, “Wouldn’t work. But we could use the links on the little chain Ward’s got his Virgin Mary medal on.”

I dove back in and swam out twenty yards. I stayed there until it was dark.

At the end of that summer I went to a Swiss boarding school. All the classes were in French, except, of course, for English. The month after starting to learn French, I was called on in history class to give a summary of the Trojan War. “Les G-g-grecs étaient fâchés parce que P-p-paris a volé Heh-heh … Hélène.”

The school took three days off for All Saints’. We were put into teams of four for a competition that was part scavenger hunt, part orienteering. The clues were left all over Switzerland—one at the Berne Zoo, another at the Basel post office, then in smaller villages, and finally in the Alps. The clues were in French, German, Italian (the three official languages), and Latin and English. There were a number of English, Canadian, and American boys among the hundred and twenty students. Reale, an Italian, was our team leader. As at Camp Keewaydin, I was the youngest and shortest, no longer plump but still so squat I was almost square.

During the last leg of the trip we had to climb a hill. It seemed endless. It began to snow. My shoes, unlike Reale’s boots, didn’t have nubbly soles. I was wet from head to toe, and lagging behind. The higher we went, the deeper the snow. It was dark when we reached the rendezvous, a large chalet. Our team came in last. After supper we sat on the floor. The headmaster told us we were going to move on another few kilometers to a large barn near a Swiss Army camp. The headmaster added, “If there is anyone who thinks he can’t keep up, my wife has room in her car. By road it is longer, so we will arrive at the same time. Raise your hand if you wish to ride in the car.”

I was in the front row, beside a small Indian boy. He raised his hand. I raised mine. We were the only two.

The other boys started off. Sat, short for Satrahalisinji, and I were consoled by Madame Johannot. Sat had never seen snow. I had no excuse.

The next day I kept to myself. The headmaster, like all Swiss men, was in the Army Reserve, a major. He arranged that we be allowed to fire rifles under the supervision of the Swiss noncommissioned officers. They had set up balloons on the far side of a gorge. Any volunteers? A few of the older boys stepped forward. Everyone else seemed shy. Were they afraid of guns? I raised my hand. The headmaster raised his eyebrows. He finally nodded. I thought I could redeem myself. I’d shot .22 rifles since I was seven. I had a sharpshooter model from the NRA.

The older boys shot first. They couldn’t hit the broad side of a barn door. The rifles were bolt-action, took a clip of eight rounds and one in the chamber. The Swiss noncoms had been putting in single rounds. I pointed to the clip. The noncom looked at the headmaster. He looked dubious. I said, “Je sais f-f-faire ça.”

“Voyons alors. Vas-y, Casey.” He pronounced it Kah-zay.

One balloon. Work the bolt. Two. Work the bolt. Three … Nine shots, nine balloons.

What did I expect? That my contemptible weakness would be erased? That someone would clap me on the back? There was only uneasiness. Nothing was erased. Instead something was added on. I was a show-off. And something else. Some confirmation of the European suspicion that all those American movies weren’t fantasy. America was Al Capone and Jesse James. If armed, even a squat little twerp might have a vicious streak.

In the winter the school moved from the shore of Lake Geneva to the mountains. During the Christmas break those boys who lived very far away stayed in the school’s chalets. I spent hours ice-skating by myself on the enormous outdoor rink. I watched the hockey players. The school had a number of teams, one of which was made up of faculty members and three Canadian boys. It played in the Swiss national league. Not the NHL—Switzerland is small—but still … The star of the team was Monsieur Rupik. He’d left Czechoslovakia after the Communists took over. He’d played on the Czech Olympic hockey team. He was a rarity in that he’d also been on the Czech Olympic rowing team. He coached cross-country running in the fall (his hero, not surprisingly, was Emil Zátopek), hockey in the winter, and rowing in the spring. He was admired, even idolized. I knew him only from afar, as I wasn’t a likely candidate for cross-country.

One day Monsieur Rupik skated over to me. The second-string goalie was missing. Would I put on the goalie pads?

Monsieur Rupik suited me up, gave me the right-hand blocker glove, the left-hand catching glove (that was familiar—like a first baseman’s mitt). He showed me how to hold the goalie stick, and then the scrimmage was on. I stopped a few shots just by standing there. Then a shot came in slightly to the left. I caught it and flipped it behind the cage. Monsieur Rupik gave me a pat on the shoulder. After the scrimmage he asked me to stay for a bit. He and a Czech friend of his named Bruno spent an hour shooting pucks at me. They taught me how to play goalie—that day and every day of the Christmas break. Monsieur Rupik called me opicak, Czech for hedgehog—I was small and had a bristly crew cut. He also told me to practice skating on my own—lots of short bursts and stops.

When school started in January I played goal for the under-fourteen team. When we went to the schoolboy championships in Zermatt, I also played on the under-sixteen team, whose goalie was sick. We lost in both finals, but my teammates said encouraging things, which by now I could understand.

Just before the Easter vacation I went skiing with two friends. We were walking back through the village with our skis on our shoulders. In a shop window I saw a reflection. Three boys—there was Paolo Serra, and Antony Velie, but who was the third? I was at the far end, taller than Serra or Velie. No longer pug-nosed, chubby-cheeked, and squat. I’d had a growth spurt, a usual thing for someone turning fourteen. Like Pinocchio, I’d wished and wished to become a real boy. I thought it was something I owed to Monsieur Rupik.

In the spring Monsieur Rupik asked me to row. The fourteen-and-under four were Winthrop, Casey, Hadley, and Watson, four Americans. An advantage of being an American born in 1939 or 1940 was having been safe and well fed. (These days Italian kids are taller than their parents, tower over their grandparents. The new generation is called i vitaminizatti.)

I took to rowing. I would have taken to anything for Monsieur Rupik. I can still hear his Czech-accented French. “Longue dans l’eau!” Or, if our strokes weren’t exactly synchronized, “C’est une mitrailleuse!” (A machine gun.) If we still didn’t get it right, “C’est un bordel!” (A whorehouse—not as shocking in French as it is in English, just a tangier way of saying it’s a mess.)

What would unredeemed fourteen-year-old boys do without a Monsieur Rupik?











I Got Fat in Law School

I got fat again in law school. I lost endurance and agility. The low point was a pickup softball game. I played third base, fielded a ground ball but wildly overthrew to first base. Then I ran for a pop foul and fell headlong in the dirt, a spectacle that got laughs from the business-school team.

I’d been a high-school athlete, football, soccer (at that time a winter sport), and track and field (100, 220, hurdles, shot put, javelin)—small school, small track team. We multitasked. I plumped up spring of sophomore year in college, went mildly nuts, got kicked out. I got back in shape during basic training at Fort Knox from the usual marching and bayonet drill, plus playing flag football on the Company C, Ninth Regiment, third training division team. The team captain was Second Lieutenant Hal Greer, then just out of college, soon to play guard for the Philadelphia 76ers. Hal Greer was a superb athlete. When he turned the corner on an end run, he had an extra gear. Running interference for him, I’d sense him behind me, and then he’d be gone. He also took our flag-football games totally seriously. One of my jobs was to get between him and the referee when he was outraged at a bad call. He said, “Don’t let me get thrown out of the game, Private. I authorize you to take hold of me.”

The high point of my season was when Lieutenant Greer threw me a pass in the end zone. I dove for it, caught it, and tucked it in as I fell. Lieutenant Greer yelled, “Casey! You’re not a dud!” Still sweet a half century later.

The team’s name was The Night Fighters. Lieutenant Greer may have thought this up. It certainly wasn’t me or the only other white boy on the team, a fireplug lineman who’d played for Massillon High School in Ohio. It was flag football, but there was all-out blocking, and nipping the flag from the ball carrier’s web belt often involved tackling. We won the post championship, mainly because Lieutenant Greer was our company’s executive officer and pushed the team members during calisthenics and bayonet drill. He kept his eye on us in the field, encouraging us to run rather than do the easy Army double time when we were asked to deliver a message to the first sergeant or company commander. We learned to volunteer. Lieutenant Greer had an edge, and he willed us to have an edge.

Back to college, on to law school. A decline from catching a touchdown pass to sprawling out of reach of a pop foul.

After law school, I went to work for a congressman. I kept a strange schedule. Day of work at the office, bar-exam prep course in the evening, at night jogging to a track and running a mile, then two. Then I took to the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal towpath on weekends. Nowadays there’s a crowd of joggers and bicyclists. Back then a lot of people out for a stroll stared or made jokes ranging from corny (“Hey there—you training for a race or racing for a train?”) to rude (“Aren’t you kinda hefty to be running in this heat?”).

After a while I got leaner and fast enough not to hear more than a word or two—either that or I began to get “runner’s high,” the onset of endorphins (though I didn’t know the word then), and was encased in the rhythm of what I was doing.











The Social Life of the
Long-Distance Runner


I wrote “The Social Life of the Long-Distance Runner” more than forty years ago. The title is a play on “The Loneliness of the Long Distance Runner,” a grim story and a grim movie, one that only film buffs and older people remember. When I reread this piece I found it in several places very young—both strainingly lyrical and wiseass—but it reminded me that in the late sixties there were few joggers, and those few attracted wiseass remarks. The essay was the first piece in a national magazine about what was to become a widespread pastime. On the canal towpath in Washington, D.C., there are now more joggers than walkers, and no one gives them a second glance. There are places in the world where the sight of bare legs and arms is still shocking. An old student of mine got run in by the moral police in Saudi Arabia for jogging in Bermuda shorts. There are lots of joggers in Rome but mainly in parks. Once when I was jogging back to my apartment through Testaccio, an older woman, in black from head to toe, called out to me, “Coprati, coprati, giovanotto!” (Cover yourself, cover yourself, young man!) I was fifty-one, pleased to be called giovanotto. She may have been offended by bare skin, or she may have been expressing the national cold phobia. Two generalizations about Italians are true: they love children and fear cold drafts. Old women and men often told me to put more clothes on my two small daughters. They said, “Prenderanno un raffredore” (They’ll catch cold) and then lovingly patted their cheeks. “Che carina!” (How darling!)



If you walk through any of the parks in Washington during the warmer months, you are likely to see apparently masochistic young men running by you, their faces sweaty, flushed, and tortured, their mouths gasping noisily for air, their motley outfits flapping wetly against their legs and backs as they heave along. Why do they do it? For future glory on the playing fields, you may imagine, for sport, for manly beauty, for Spartan well-being. But not—unless something is awfully wrong—for pleasure.

I thought so as well. From my soccer-playing days I remembered running laps, wind sprints, and other devices of tedium and torture, designed, it seemed at the time, to weed out the unenthusiastic. It is true that friends of mine, usually longer-legged and somewhat reedy, had described attaining a certain pleasurable trance while running long distances, but I had put them in the same category as people who sat through two consecutive showings of Last Year at Marienbad.

However, on a day a spring or so ago that I was spending in the field with my Army Reserve unit, two sergeants appeared to give a lecture on physical fitness. They said that the Vietcong could travel, trotting stealthily along in their tennis shoes, forty miles a night. The sergeants invited us to run along with them for just a few miles. They set a brisk pace, littering their trail with us until they shed the last body before the three-mile mark. They still had enough breath to retrace their steps and insult each of us individually. I will not say it was cause and effect, but that summer I took up distance running through the parks near my house. First downhill.

Battery Kemble Park runs from Foxhall Road to MacArthur Boulevard for a distance of about a mile and a quarter, most of it parallel to Chain Bridge Road. The only disadvantage to running down through the park is that you have to climb back up. At that time, running back up seemed out of the question.

I got into the habit of doing a mile and a fraction a day—faster and faster but always downhill. There had been scarcely any pain. After a week I was emerging from my jaunts not breathing any harder than when I first kissed a girl good night.

I soon realized that this wasn’t really a workout—I was just skimming the cream. At that time I was employed by a congressman by day, studying for the bar exams at night and feeling very virtuous about my exercise between the two. But two things happened. First, the football players from American University joined me in Battery Kemble for their preseason conditioning. They ran down and back in football shoes. Second, I was reading A. J. Liebling on boxing, and he informed me that one of the lesser boxers held down a full-time job, did gym work for three hours, and ran five miles in Central Park. He did his five miles in forty-five minutes. It was clear that my manager wasn’t bringing me along fast enough. Between boxers, football players, and the Vietcong, the world was still too fast for me. So I started running back up. I was glad when the bar exams came so I could stop. And yet there was … yes … a new pleasure in scrambling up the last hill. Part of it was that I could feel my thigh muscles spurting right out of my otherwise abundant flesh. But there was also a less spartan and more luminous joy.

It was shortly after this that I hit upon the notion of trying a level run, and the place I selected was the towpath along the old Chesapeake and Ohio Canal.

My sweat suit was still in the wash, so I put on old khakis over a pair of shorts. I treated myself to new wool socks that gleamed like golden cream in contrast to my sneakers, which were skillfully camouflaged dirt-brown and held together with gray adhesive tape. I drove down to Chain Bridge. I climbed down the stairs to the towpath and hid my khakis under them. My plan was simple. I would run the 3¼ miles to Key Bridge and then trot up 34th Street, ringing doorbells of friends until I found one who would drive me back to my car.

I breathed deeply, looked at my watch, and sprang nimbly down the towpath.

The first spectators emerged from the woods and onto the towpath in front of me after only a quarter of a mile. Leading them was a very pretty girl of about twenty-four. Holding each of her hands were two small children, and trailing behind them were a dozen others, both male and female. Third or fourth grade, I guessed. As I came within earshot, their teacher released her hands and herded them all to one side. “Oooh, children,” she said, spreading her bare arms like a traffic-safety director, “look at that. A track star!”

“Yeah,” one of the little boys sneered. “Here he comes to save us in his Keds.” The schoolteacher giggled.

Even my bar-exam-numbed brain realized that I was the butt. As I went by, the little girls shrieked and grabbed their skirts. Their teacher twitched her mouth at them and said, “Shh.” Slowing down, I said, “Madam, you have a lovely family.” More little shrieks from the girls and cackles from the boys. One little boy, however, shouted fiercely at my back, “She’s not old enough to be our mother!” And, with just a catch of a pause, he added, “Stupid!”

“Tommy!” the teacher said with just the right mixture of shock and affection.

After another quarter mile I looked back. They were wandering toward Chain Bridge. I could see no one in front of me, only a raw stretch of empty towpath.

It’s a little depressing being able to see where you’ll be after ten or twenty minutes of fairly strenuous exercise, but there was a compensation in being by the canal. There is a hypnotic effect in running by flat, still water. It is deeply peaceful, especially in the light of a late-summer afternoon. There isn’t a stretch of anything else in the whole city that is so level, so long, and so straight. The air hanging softly over it was peaceful, too, trembling only occasionally like a billowed net held in place by spars of sunlight that stemmed from between the trees on the southwest side of the path. I was the only graceless movement.

I ran for a while with my eyes turned to the left over the canal. I had been practicing a little autohypnosis. It helps to repeat to yourself seven times or so, “I am light, I am barely touching the ground, I am floating swiftly forward.” It takes your mind off the ploddingness of it all. I succeeded so well that I was in a sort of trance. I began to think that if I suddenly swerved to the left I would run right across the water. It wasn’t that it looked solid. On the contrary, everything was light. Beams, spots, and layers of light. The canal was not deep; it was nothing but a surface—blankets of light, some dull and some splattered with pieces of sun, all laid jaggedly side by side for miles. The treetops projected against the sky seemed no more real than the slightly darker ones lying across the dusty golden water.

And I was nothing but a patch of bright movement. Without looking down, I still caught glimpses of my clean wool socks chasing each other over the dirt path. They looked like those pieces of reflection you sometimes see on the wall of a shuttered room that overlooks a busy street in summertime. It may be the outside mirror on a car or the front window of a bus that throws the bright spots up through the vents of the shutter, but the spots have an existence all their own as they skitter across the wall; grow long, slinking around the corner; and skim across pictures or curtains or onto the ceiling.

That was the way I was beginning to feel about my feet and the darker canal. Skim right across. No trouble at all. Why not try? said the same voice that tells me to jump off high buildings.

I was saved from total immersion and its consequent lingering tropical diseases by a sudden gap in the towpath. I had to swerve to get onto a wooden footbridge that crosses a small ravine. And at the other end of the footbridge there was a body.

It was a man, facedown, his hands tucked under his belly. I finally managed to derail myself about fifteen yards beyond him. I turned around, still jogging, and approached.

“Hello!” I said in a loud voice. Nothing happened. I stood still for a moment. They’ll blame it on you, said my small voice, probably irritated at not having landed me in the canal. I rolled the man over by his shoulder.

The man’s face was bright pink on the top half and white stubble on the bottom. He didn’t move. I was feeling for his pulse when one eye opened.

“Awragh, a short nap,” he said clearly, although all that seemed to move was the one eye.

“Sorry,” I said.

“Perfectly all right,” he said, opening his other eye. “Ah, my friend,” he continued, “you look old enough to wind a chronometer …”

“What?”

“… but all in good fellowship, let me tell you as one who has seen …” He stopped and closed both eyes. I stood up. “… As one who has seen,” he said, “the best and the worst. Don’t sign the ticket.” He opened one eye.

“What?” I said again.

“Never sign the ticket. All the little redheads. All the little blondes. All of them. All of them, my friend.” He sighed deeply. “Never sign the ticket. Squeeze them. Fondle them. Caress them. Kiss them. Even beat the hell out of them. But never …”

“Sign the ticket,” I said, anxious to be on my way.

“That’s right!” he said, opening both eyes with delight at my aptness. He started in again.

“I’ve got to go,” I said.

“Perfectly all right,” he said, “perfectly all right. Unless by chance you have the kindness to offer me”—he closed his eyes—“a free sample of the coin of the realm.”

“I’m awfully sorry,” I said.

“That’s perfectly all right, my young friend,” he said, his eyes fluttering open once more. “You are a connoisseur of the protocols; I am a connoisseur of the vicissitudes.” As he whistled the last word his eyes opened all the way to the deep red moats that surrounded them.

I was a little sorry to leave when he was just getting warmed up, so I turned and waved back after I had trotted off a few steps.

“Very good,” he said loudly. “Keep running. Keep running—that’s what keeps the world spinning.”

As I ran along, the spires of Georgetown University appeared high on my left. The spires used to remind me of Cardinal Richelieu, because as a child I used to think that he lived there. Nowadays I can never see them without also thinking of the monsignors who do, and who, strolling slowly to and fro in their soutanes, wish that he really did.

I was clopping along at a good pace, so caught up with my vision of government under the red cloak that I was startled to see two mules advancing toward me along the gentle curve of the towpath. Beside them was a muleteer, and behind them a large barge with a peaked striped awning.

I swerved onto the grassy fringe of the path far away from the mules. I thought mules might bite.

On board there was a cocktail party. Forward, a full-bellied man in a colorless summer suit leaned across the railing and pantomimed offering me a drink. The girl beside him laughed excessively, clutching her gin and tonic to her, her curled fingers against her breastbone, the top of the glass right under her chin.

They were all there—all the little redheads, all the little blondes, and all the little brunettes—standing slimly under the awning in linen sheaths, bright green and pink and cream. One blonde in the port-stern quarter had her arm twined around a pole like bunting. She smiled a beautiful white smile at me and held out a canapé of black caviar. She made an underhand tossing motion and raised her eyebrows invitingly. I frowned seriously. She laughed from beneath her shiny hair, which spouted in opposing question marks from a part in the middle.

The women were visibly superior to the men. The men were scarcely more than shadows, except for a brilliant tie or two. But even the women didn’t come close to those lovely Renoir women along a Renoir river. These elbows were too pointed. And you couldn’t have painted these hips and bottoms with a sturdy brushstroke—it would have been an exaggeration. You could have done each slender body with a pastel shaving. And the men with a sponge dipped in rinse water.

Having laughed, my blond friend made a pretty pout just as we reached our perigee. Another second and we would never see each other again, but I felt I had a message for her. “Never sign the ticket” was perseverating in my brain. I growled at her, however, “The future belongs to the fit.”

Another peal of laughter. Then she stuck her tongue out.

Just before I reached the bridge I saw a fisherman on the opposite bank. He was tall, dressed in Army fatigue pants and an Eisenhower jacket. When I was thirteen I spent almost a whole week fishing in the canal. I thought I should convey the results to him.

“Hello!” I shouted. “There aren’t any fish in there. You’d better go over to the river.”

“Heh, heh,” he said, holding up a string of four fat fish.

“They must have stocked it,” I said, not quite so loudly.

“Heh, heh,” he said again.

I jogged up the steps to street level. My eyes were suddenly assailed by a battery of headlights sweeping off M Street onto the bridge. Along the street there were still some old-fashioned globe streetlamps on their ten-foot Corinthian pillars of ornamental iron painted municipal gray, but mostly there were the new-fashioned arc lights—the kind that turn red-lipstick purple. They perch on the curb like praying mantises and hover their mandibles fifteen feet over the roadway, cutting off the sky. Very insectlike and ominous.

I caught the traffic light on the run and crossed over to trot up the other side of M Street in the gutter so I would not have to weave through pedestrians. I got a few strange looks, but not as many as I did when I began to ring doorbells on 34th Street, jogging in place on the front stoops while I listened to the distant unanswered ringing.

I condemned the whole lot of my friends as useless gadabouts. Not one was in. I finally found myself marking time in front of 1606 34th Street, which is about six blocks up the hill. I felt a little silly. Also betrayed. Even if you don’t phone ahead, you expect people to know you’re coming. All the more so if you’ve run the whole way. I sighed and started back. I nurtured the illusion of a second wind, like a man lighting a cigarette with one match on a windy day. I trundled down the hill to Key Bridge. The brightness of the intersection still gave me a shock. I skipped across, breathing through my nose. I thought that would filter the exhaust fumes better. The real shock, however, came when I finished threading myself down the narrow stairs. It was dark down there. I could practically lean on the blackness.

After a while it was extraordinarily quiet. All I could hear was the crunch of my shoes on the dirt. That helped me settle into a rhythm, and since I couldn’t see my feet land, I achieved a floating sensation without going through the usual liturgy. I began to imagine that the darkness wasn’t resisting me anymore but that, having accepted me, it gave way before me and even squeezed from behind, making a favorable current. I was happy to graduate from mystic biology to mystic physics; I imagined that I was being helped by a pre-Einsteinian ether drift. It got so good that I even began thinking of the towpath as one of those old-fashioned vacuum tubes that used to suck up sales slips to the money room and whoosh back a plush capsule filled with your change.

While all this mind drift was going on, the moon climbed over the tops of the trees on the far bank. I saw that I was halfway to Chain Bridge when the light hit an old landmark—the skiff that once was used as a ferry across the canal. I also suddenly felt like walking. I slowed down a little and peered ahead, trying to see the retaining wall and the footbridge. There was a rustling under the bank just ahead of me, and then a peeping and scurrying. Three long rats ran across the path in front of me and disappeared into the woods. I spurted ahead. Even when I slowed down again I still would prance skittishly back to the middle of the path if I drifted to one side or the other. I began to think of all sorts of venomous things—rabid dogs lying in wait, red-bellied swamp spiders, copperheads. It wasn’t the DT’s, but it kept me on my toes. After a period of five minutes or so, I settled down again. I settled down so completely that I nearly stopped. I began to inquire whether it was possible for there to be a third wind. Glancing down at my feet, I saw my white socks passing mysteriously over the ground like determined ghosts. Encouraged, I thought, Yes—any minute now. There was an ache in my right shoulder every time I breathed.

I checked my feet, which were still stepping out confidently, still ghostly, and I felt something like a third wind. “I could go on forever,” I said out loud for my benefit. But I was running with both slower and shorter strides—and very heavily—when I saw, some distance ahead, a light moving sideways. It was a car crossing the bridge. I postponed my final sprint for a dozen strides while I tried to figure exactly how far it was. Then, a little ashamed of myself for being lazy, I stretched my stride and began, as they say, my kick. Aha! I thought. There’s lots left. I ran so that I could hear the wind in my ears, but the bridge and I seemed to be getting no closer. I ran harder, my mouth open and my eyes watering. I could go on forever, I thought, this time in despair. Then the bridge jumped to a reasonable distance, and after a few more seconds I thudded past the bottom of the stairs. “Nike,” I said, and breasted the tape.

I turned around and shuffled back. I found my long pants, unrolled them, and started to put them on. I lifted one leg and fell down. Instead of sensibly staying on the ground, I kept getting up, lifting one leg and falling down. Finally I sat down on the steps and got the pants on. I pulled myself up the stairs and along the bridge railing. I tried walking without holding on and weaved out to the curb and back to the railing. I sat down on the sidewalk for a minute, remembering to check for the car keys. I had just found them in my back pocket—the one that buttoned—when a car door opened in front of me. The man who got out was dressed in navy blue.

“Hello there,” I said.

The policeman in front of me bent down and sniffed. He called back, “He don’t smell drunk.” He said to me, “Breathe out.”

I started to get up. He lowered his hand on my shoulder with a friendly pat. “Don’t get up—just breathe, Charlie. You don’t look steady on your feet.”

I breathed. He sniffed.

“I try to brush after every meal,” I said.

He held my arms and used his flashlight to check them for needle marks.

“Better call in,” he said to his friend. The driver blew into the microphone. “Pweh, pweh,” he said. “This is car oh-seven, car oh-seven, at point …” He leaned across the seat and asked us, “Where are we?”

“This is Chain Bridge,” I said.

“Point A-five,” my friend said.

“Why don’t you just say Chain Bridge?” I asked. He didn’t say anything. You would think that they’d like to talk to someone besides each other.

“Pweh, pweh, A-five. We’ve got an unidentified suspicious male putting his pants on. White, medium build, medium complexion, medium height …”

“I’m a shade over six feet,” I said.

“Settle down, Charlie.”

“… in khaki pants and a T-shirt …”

“It’s a Pancho Segura tennis shirt,” I said. “He is famous for his two-handed backhand.”

My friend smiled, and I smiled back. “Shut up,” he said. I realized he was grinning at the thought of shutting me up.

“Do you have any complaints?” the driver asked into the microphone.

We sat around awhile until the radio announcer said, “Brakh, brakh, oh-seven, oh-seven, negative.”

“Well,” I said, “there we are.”

“What’s your story, Charlie?”

“I was just running for the fun of it,” I said, “and after seven miles or so I got tired. The Vietcong can do forty. It’s kind of incredible …”

My friend asked his friend what he thought. He didn’t know. I decided that we would all probably get along better if I established myself as a man of property. “That’s my car,” I said, pointing.

My friend asked to see my license and registration. He walked to the car.

“I guess that’s all right,” he said in a moment, “but you’re parked illegally.”

“I’m not even on the street.”

Then the driver backed the police car up to where we were standing.

“Aw, let him go,” he said.

“He’s parked illegally.”

“I’ll never do it again,” I said.

“Don’t let me catch you doing that again,” my friend said. “And you’d better not run around at night. There are a lot of suspicious people around.”

I didn’t know if he meant me or him. I decided to ask him about it some other time.

He climbed back into the car.

“Sorry about the mistake, Charlie,” he said. “It’s just routine.”

“That’s perfectly all right,” I said, “perfectly all right.”

The next day I ran in Battery Kemble Park again. Except for being chased up a tree by a German shepherd, it was uneventful. The canal towpath is the true center for the social life of the long-distance runner.
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