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Let the tale begin. For it must, you see, I have only a few short hours to tell my story. I made a pact with Zeus a hundred years ago, permitting me to return to Marathon, Texas, albeit briefly, bringing along the only cargo I could possibly carry, the wisdom of my day.
The year was 1896. Zeus was there to greet me when I finished my long run. Fatigued and stumbling, I entered the Panhellenic Stadium in Athens, its white marble seats glistening in the afternoon sun. It was then he told me I had done so well in my very special endeavor he would award me one wish.
Me—Captain Albion E. Shepard, born and raised in Galveston, Texas—I was to have one wish granted by the almighty Zeus. Can you imagine such a favor bestowed upon a mere captain of an ocean freighter? I was stunned, both from my physical effort and the words of Zeus. By his very presence, he being the alpha and omega of the world, I knew I was required to promptly and succinctly reply to him. For on that day in Greece, as every day, Zeus had other more important people with whom he must communicate. He was gracious enough to have allowed me a few minutes of his valuable time, and I must answer him. I must state my wish, for if I were to hesitate, to act indecisively, Zeus might turn and be gone, having written me off as an eccentric sea captain pursuing a foolish lark, and I would never have received my reward for having accomplished something no man had before achieved, at least for some two and a half millennia.
Unlike that ancient Greek messenger, I had survived, and then lived on to fulfill my dreams. I’m here now, aren’t I? It’s one hundred years later, and I’m prepared to relate the events leading up to my pact with Zeus. By virtue of my unique perspective, I will place the intervening years into an unclouded landscape.
Standing there bent over in pain, I said to Zeus, “Your Majesty—” In 1896 almost every country in the world was ruled by monarchs, kings or queens, sultans or emperors, and one was accustomed to addressing those in charge, whether they be Zeus or simply mortals in Zeus’ clothing, with royal respect. In fact, I believe I tipped my sweat-soaked cap and bowed even lower, my eyes taking in only the surface of that freshly laid athletic track. For as I’m sure you know, one does not look at Zeus in the same way I’m looking at you right now.
Yes, I was the first man ever to run the marathon after Pheidippides in 490 B.C. Oh, you will say, there are the Tarahumara Indians who run ultra-long distances. Granted, but mine was a measured and prescribed course—the course that followed the marathon of history, the marathon of legends, the marathon of victory. “Nike!” Pheidippides told them in Athens, bringing news their Western civilization was saved from the Persians. Then he fell, dead of exhaustion, dead of thirst, dead of fatigue, dead in Zeus’ arms.
My feat was accomplished on the day before the start of the 1896 Olympic Games. Caught up in the spirit of the times, I told myself I must run—run to celebrate my recent decision to change my career. Having wrestled with that decision to chart a new course upon which I would set sail the moment I returned to Texas, I wanted to run alone, not as an official entrant. For that fleeting moment in history, I, Captain Albion E. Shepard, represented the new dawn of the Olympics after fifteen centuries of dark suppression during which the games were forsaken, condemned by Christian Romans as pagan ceremonies. Like the young French nobleman, Pierre de Coubertin, whose perseverance brought about the rebirth of the Olympics, I treasured the games. And so did Zeus.
Fearing that Zeus was growing impatient with me, I voiced my supplication, “I should like to come back a hundred years from now and see how my adopted town in West Texas has fared, and I wish to re-name the village Marathon.” I spoke as clearly as I could, rapidly, although my mouth was dry from lack of water. My skin was white with salt and damp with sweat. My leg muscles were cramping. My feet were blistering inside my shoes to such an extent I stood awkwardly on one heel and the side of the other foot, looking, I am sure, quite lame. I was a sorry sight and, in the presence of Zeus, I was embarrassed.
“That’s two wishes,” Zeus replied at once, his deep, strong voice suggesting displeasure. His words, however, were almost drowned out by the overture now being played by a symphony orchestra in the great stadium.
Why is there music, I wondered, especially while Zeus is speaking? Background music with the purpose of adding drama to spoken words hadn’t been devised as yet. The time was pre-movies, even pre-silent flicks. But it was a real orchestra I heard. Unbeknownst to me at the time, I had finished my marathon during the stadium’s dedication ceremony for the resurrected Olympic Games. The cheers I heard from the thousands of invited guests and dignitaries from around the world were for me—a solitary runner.
I thought back on my supreme effort that had consumed the day, remembered the times I faltered, the times I was ready to quit, even to collapse in pain, to abandon my self-assigned mission, to cast myself into the sea depths that hide the wreckage of mankind. All of a sudden, I was rejuvenated in spirit by some miraculous voice, and in body by some healing ointment soothingly applied upon my aching muscles, my thirst quenched by fluid from heaven—well, I will confess, it was actually the holy water I had so eagerly drunk from the font in the Greek Orthodox Church at the little coastal village of Rafini.
“Your Excellency, you have made my triumph possible. You were with me.” I hoped my tone of voice adequately expressed my thanks, reverently and devoutly. I dared to look up, and I saw Zeus nod. His white robe was as pure as ocean whitecaps, his magnificent beard a sculpted work of art. You may recall that in those days men were judged by the fullness of their august beards. See how grand mine is?
“One wish,” Zeus insisted.
I realized he was not in a mood to negotiate the matter with me, nor was he saying my second wish lacked merit. He was simply closing out our discussion. Either I chose my exact wish or else I was out of luck.
“You bring me back in 1996,” I said, adding a “Your Highness.” I went on, assuming he was interested in my plans, “And I’ll take care of re-naming my little town in West Texas, expanding its economy, building its prestige. I’ll make it proud among the community of cities.”
So here I am, by your side, in my town Marathon, Texas, in the year 1996. I’m here to welcome you, dear reader, and the five hundred runners who will race tomorrow. My heaven will be in listening to their thoughts as I listened to mine on that lonely route from Marathon to Athens one hundred years ago. My heart will beat within their bodies and, together, we will express again the famed Olympic Spirit. Then, after having experienced once more the glory of the finish line, I shall depart and rest forever in peace—happy in the knowledge that all of us have shared a physical and mental endeavor.
Let’s listen to Cotton’s thoughts as she and her friend, Amanda, travel under full steam toward tomorrow’s race.
***
A boundless ocean of land, its hills rising in massive gray-green swells, its white rock outcroppings cresting, flowed before Cotton’s eyes as she drove her pickup truck along the state highway east from El Paso. A million Manhattan Islands could be marooned in the Marathon Basin, she thought, and still leave enough open deep and blue for a merchant ship carrying half of Montana. Here was an area that excited geologists. The caballos blancos, the folded rock formations as old as the Appalachians, squared off with the young peaks of the newer Del Norte Santiago range—a meeting of old and young not seen anywhere else in North America. In this vast expanse she could see a hundred miles in every direction.
All this land without cities, without cars. For fun, Cotton peopled the grassy valleys with cowboys on their horses rounding up herds of cattle, roping the calves and branding them with fire-hot irons. Lurking nearby were the cattle rustlers, bent on illegitimate profits. The chase is on. Posses of cattlemen riding after the thieves, capturing them and, she shuddered, hanging one or two for justice, far from courthouse or judge.
Such isolation, Cotton knew, was as great a barrier between this wild country and the outside world as the jagged peaks of these formidable mountain ranges. Here was a land without clubs and organizations, without how-to classes and self-help workshops, without support groups. As an artist she aligned herself with those individual men and women who searched for true fulfillment by surviving in the vacuum of a desert ranch.
“A great place to run,” Amanda interrupted Cotton’s thoughts. “God knows I need a run to clear my head after last night in Santa Fe.”
“You were the one who wanted to go out on the town. I thought we were going to get a good night’s sleep before our long drive today.”
“That was such a neat bar. We don’t have anything like that in Eugene. And what would we have done if those two hunks hadn’t helped us load your sculpture into the back?” Amanda gestured toward the bed of Cotton’s pickup and the monumental piece of burnished steel, measuring eight feet by two feet by four feet, entitled Tides.
“I’d planned to ask my neighbor to give us a hand in the morning.”
“Is your neighbor as cute as our weightlifters?” Amanda laughed.
“If we hadn’t left town in the middle of the night you could have met him.”
“It was either leave or fend off those horny musclemen,” Amanda said. “Besides, you got your beauty sleep while I drove south until dawn.”
Cotton only stared at the long road ahead.
“Hardly any traffic out here,” Amanda said. “We’ll have a great race tomorrow—no cars and trucks to dodge. Have you ever noticed how intense city drivers are? One hand grips the steering wheel, the other hand clutches a cell phone and their eyes are fixated on the road ahead. You’d think all of Western civilization depended on them reaching their destinations.”
“I always run toward the traffic so I can watch their eyes. I want to be able to take a defensive action.”
Amanda nodded. “In case some chauvinist like my ex wants to scare you off the road to prove his macho point that women runners should be home cooking dinner.”
“Not too many of those left.” Cotton’s pickup truck crested another rise. “I’ve been thinking, maybe they named this side of the Glass Mountains the Marathon Basin because it looks so much like the terrain around Marathon, Greece.”
“You’ve been there?”
“Years ago, after the ’72 Olympics in Munich, several of us toured Greece.” Cotton didn’t want to dwell on that time again. It was all right if her subconscious mind visited that country and lingered there for a while. She could dismiss her nighttime aberrant dreaming. Yet, she had to admit to herself, traveling today to Marathon, Texas, matched the anticipation she had felt that summer adventuring into Greece. Those familiar emotions surged once again in her conscious mind.
She remembered feeling the fatigue of a tourist. All day her group of athletes had explored the sites of Athens: walked around the still-standing columns of the once-majestic temple of Olympian Zeus; viewed the funerary stele of Aristion, the warrior of Marathon, and the mask of Agamemnon housed in the Archaeological Museum; elbowed their way past the aromatic stalls of the crowded central market, where the butchers memorialized carcasses on racks on their walls, and egg vendors sat next to goldsmiths and money changers; climbed the trail up Wolves Hill to the Likavitos Theater and followed the Sacred Way to the one and only Parthenon.
As she looked down from the Acropolis upon the red pantile roofs of the historic buildings in the Plaka, she heard one of her group say they all should go down there and get some food. Tired from the day and bored with their incessant conversations about training schedules, running and setting records, she welcomed the idea of satisfying her hunger and thirst. They trudged through the Agora and into the oldest quarter of Athens and found that coffeehouse. Of all the coffeehouses in the Plaka, why did they choose that particular one?
He wore a big black cowboy hat, and he was from Montana. He looked up from his glass of retsina when their noisy group entered, all talking American. “Come a ti-yi yippy, yippy-yay, yippy yay! Come a ti-yi yippy yippy yay!” he sang as he jumped up from his chair and spread his arms as wide as the American West.
The woeful tale of this Chisholm Trail rider, which they all recognized instantly, meant he would be shipping out for Viet Nam as soon as he went back to the States. Her eyes met his. She wanted to take him in her arms and save their generation.
“My God, Cotton, slow down!” Amanda screamed.
Cotton suddenly realized she had floored the pickup’s accelerator.
“We’re not expected to check in at the Shepard Hotel in Marathon for another three hours.”
“You’re right,” Cotton apologized. “I should take it easy.” She shifted out of overdrive and back into memory.
She had been physically attracted to this Montana cowboy—his polite laughter, his large hands, his brown eyes, the cleft in his chin, the ringlet of blond hair that escaped from beneath his hat and fell across his tanned forehead touching dark eyelashes and jouncing back and forth as he sang and then spoke to her.
Their words melded together to the exclusion of the others. As if they had rehearsed the script for the café scene, they now played it to perfection. His Western drawl added the right accent to her Bostonian resonance. Her vocabulary defined the magic of their chance meeting.
After the others had left and the two of them were alone, their imaginations rode the range of fantasy for the rest of the afternoon. They visualized an important life together. He would be governor and, she, a famous sculptor. They felt their impetuousness was only the beginning of a storybook romance. In their newfound love, they wished to create a deep and lasting relationship.
They walked to her lover’s pensione, up a flight of winding stairs to a balcony entrance trellised with yellow jasmine and bordered with jardinières planted with lime and lemon trees. The fragrance of the tiny blossoms enhanced the sensuality of the moment. Their passion exploded right there on the balcony. Their kisses intermingled with undressing each other. His body was beautiful, and he explored hers with his large hands. Kneeling, her fingertips traced his leg muscles. He knelt beside her. She desired his body so much she wanted to penetrate him.
“A man isn’t turned on by a woman who’s as fast as he is,” Amanda proclaimed.
Cotton’s crotch was warm and wet. Jolted back into the present, she de-accelerated.
“I’ve got to find a man who’s supportive of my running if I’m to feel emotionally open. Competition makes my relationships difficult,” Amanda lamented. “What do you think, Cotton?”
“Sex should be a mutual experience, not competitive. Maybe you need a more mature man who’ll understand you.”
“Any ideas?”
“I should introduce you to our race director. He’s certainly supportive of running.”
“What’s he like? Is he cute? How old is he, anyway?”
“Mr. George L. Masterson,” Cotton replied. “He took early retirement from IBM—must be about fifty—”
“—That’s too old. Besides, corporate men are too stuffy for me.”
“George was very supportive of my art career. He commissioned me to do monumental sculptures for several IBM office parks in various parts of the world.”
“Did you have to sleep with him?”
“No, I’ve been saving him for you.”
“I once dated a George. He owned a plywood mill in Eugene. He had layered folds of fat—just like those sheets of laminated wood his factory turned out. It’s amazing what a man can conceal beneath those sack suits—a wife, kids, neuroses…. Maybe that’s why I got into running—so I could catch somebody sleek and single.”
“George is a widower.”
“Great, more baggage.”
Cotton was silent as her thoughts returned to her lover. Only four days and four nights to savor their Grecian courtship. Their explorations of the Plains of Marathon, the lunch at the seaside taverna in Rafini, their climb up Mount Parnassos to view Delphi from above, their one-on-one race around the ancient stadium at Olympia and their candlelight tour through the beehive tomb at Mycenae. Cotton remembered every moment, every feeling, every word.
They had lived a lifetime together, as if this genesis country was their own private balcony overlooking the Mediterranean. When the day arrived for his return flight to what he called his duty, she pleaded with him not to leave. She begged him to stay, and together they would maroon themselves on a Greek isle in the Aegean Sea, fulfilling their dreams as expatriate artists.
But he held steadfast to his ideal of duty—duty to democracy. Athens was the birthplace of democracy, and he must go forth into battle and do his part in its preservation, he had told her as he pointed up at the Acropolis from their airport bus.
And he was gone.
And she was pregnant.
“Are you all right?” Amanda asked, concern in her voice. “You took that last curve awfully fast.”
Tears streamed down Cotton’s cheeks.
“Cotton, stop. Pull over to the side,” Amanda said softly.
The pickup truck came to a halt on the gravel shoulder. Amanda put her arms around Cotton, who, releasing twenty-four years, sobbed uncontrollably.
“I gave up my baby...their counseling,” she cried. “I wanted an abortion, but not in Catholic Boston. Everyone said adoption was right for an unwed mother. Single parenthood was unthinkable. The telephone, the God-awful telephone call from Montana. His father was so sad. Body bag...wrapped in a flag. Two wonderful letters, burned in a ritual before heading west, leaving Boston for good. I couldn’t go to Montana, though. Sculpture and running were to fill the spaces of my life.”
After my great 1896 adventure in Greece, I returned to Texas and told myself I could look forward to a good twenty years of productivity in the coming 20th century. I wasted no time embarking on the course I had set for the future of Marathon. I sold my ship to Commodore Vanderbilt’s son and made a handsome profit. I moved my family—bob, line and sinker—to landlocked West Texas, where all ways led to Marathon: Indian trails, stagecoach lines, freight-wagon routes, military roads and, now, the railroad and the telegraph.
When I stepped off the train, eager to begin a new life at age fifty, my town was still known as Mineralville. Story has it that a train engineer named the post office after all the mineral ores—lead, zinc carbonate and precious silver—mined south of the Rio Grande at Boquillas and transported here in twenty-mule-team wagon trains to be loaded onto his gondola cars. When Texas struck oil, demand grew for the deposits of local fluorspar, which was used as a flux to harden steel for the drills and it, too, joined the mineral bonanza being paraded through my town to be shipped out on the railroad.
I will confess to you now that, at first, I was afraid my self-assigned mission to change the name and build a proper town was too bold a step—not as easy a task as I had anticipated. Apathy is the bane of progress. The railroad men were content with the sizable profits they were already reaping. The mule-train drivers had all the whiskey they could drink on a Saturday night, and the townsfolk had a little church, a schoolmarm and a general store. What was wrong with the town’s name, they wanted to know, and what else, they asked me, could they possibly need for their frontier lives?
I recall the Hess brothers as being particularly stubborn. According to them, their mercantile and drug store had all the business it could handle. More business would mean they’d have to hire more help, buy more inventory and enlarge their stockroom. “No thanks,” was their stand.
Colonel Lewis Given Harman, Third Texas Cavalry, Confederate States of America, dressed in his mothball-smelling grays, marched around town scoffing at how I was mimicking Yankee expansionism. Once he even called me a “carpetbagger.” I won over Colonel Harman when I suggested that the town erect a Confederate war memorial with a statue of a gallant soldier who might just resemble our local war hero. By now almost every town in the South had so commemorated their patriotic sons. My strategy worked. The good colonel’s criticism softened with pompous humility as he championed the town’s name change. The tide was beginning to turn. I never told him his monument was manufactured in the North by Yankees seeking profit.
In lobbying the townsfolk for a new town image, I quoted from fine articles in Harper’s Weekly, extolling Panhellenic values. Greek culture was revered all over America, its philosophers read, its plays staged, its beautiful language taught in school along with or even instead of Latin, its mythology studied—well, you had to explicate those gods and goddesses mythologically so as to not rile the Christians. College fraternities and sororities laid claim to the Greek alphabet. Blueprints of Greek Revival building styles were thumbtacked to architects’ drawing boards. The new spirit of the times was evident. The re-birth of the Olympic Games in Athens underscored this Greek renaissance in peoples’ minds.
Moreover, I described for everyone how the beautiful hills and rolling valleys around our town matched the landscape of the Plains of Marathon in Greece. I was so persuasive that even the Hess brothers climbed on the bandwagon. Everybody in town showed up for the dedication of the war memorial and the official renaming ceremony. Mineralville became Marathon.
Now it was on with my plans. I had foreseen the growing worldwide demand for rubber. At the 1893 World Columbian Exposition in Chicago, the Mexican government’s exhibit showed me how natural rubber could easily be extracted from the guayule shrub. As every citizen of our new town of Marathon knew, this sister of the sunflower grew wild in West Texas and was just waiting to be picked.
With the help of Colonel Harman and the Hess brothers, we built a rubber factory. When word got out we were buying guayule bushes, hundreds of Mexican peons swam the Rio Grande and picked their way north to Marathon. Happy school children learned their botany firsthand as they pocketed enough pennies to purchase a good supply of horehound candy. Our local sheriff furloughed his two prisoners, who promised him faithfully they would check back in after reimbursing the rancher for the cattle they had rustled. Even the minister, in hopes of raising funds to add a bell-tower to his church, led his flock into the arid plains.
In those exciting preamble years to the turn of the century, reports of landmark events stirred our imaginations. On January 1, 1896, rural free delivery of the mail was initiated, lessening the isolation of our ranchers. We cheered when we heard that electric power from Niagara Falls had lit up Buffalo, New York. But when Thomas Edison replaced the tinfoil on his spiral-grooved cylinders with a wax disk, the townsfolk really let out a whoop and holler, because we could supply the raw material for that Improved Gramophone’s vital part. By boiling our cactus called candelilla, we would produce this precious wax. I predicted mechanically recorded music on those Edison spools would entertain more than 150,000 homes in no time at all. So our second manufacturing plant was inaugurated with an elaborate ribbon-cutting ceremony conducted by our newly-elected mayor, Zebulon Hess.
To lead the way for residential growth, I built my stately home—Greek Revival, of course. Paired white columns with Doric capitals supported the pediment over the entry door. Beautiful etched-glass windows from Philadelphia were installed throughout, and I insisted on having indoor plumbing. You’ll find my house just around the corner from the hotel that bears my name.
I apologize for not giving you more personal history. My wife, I am sorry to say, was not happy with the arrangements. She didn’t like the house. She felt the school was inadequate for our son. And she never got along with either Mrs. Harman or the two Mrs. Hesses. Clearly, she preferred Galveston. So did Nathan, or perhaps it was her influence on him. Sadly for me, she left, returning to her beloved ocean view in Galveston. As they boarded the train that awful windy day, she said she’d wait for me to give up my frolics in Marathon and return to civilization. But I couldn’t, and I didn’t. After all, I had received permission from Zeus to return in 1996 to Marathon—not to Galveston.
Indeed, all roads lead to Marathon. The Avenue of Memories, too. I was moved by Cotton’s story. She revealed to herself feelings that had been unstated for a score of years. War is indeed a tragedy, but often necessary in order to defend Olympic principles, and her lover was true to these cherished ideals. Memories, Cotton’s, mine or yours, are the stars in the heavens—their light comes to us from out of the past. I’ve found memories are most valuable when they provide insight into the future. One of the two runners I now want to introduce to you remembers well our race director, George L. Masterson.
***
Riley literally ran into Howard as they both grabbed their luggage from the conveyor in the baggage claim area at the San Antonio airport. Riley noticed the words Runners World on the older man’s travel case. “I see from your bag you’re a runner.”
“Yes, Howard’s the name. Running’s my game.”
Riley introduced himself, telling Howard he was an antique dealer from St. Paul. “Are you heading to Marathon?”
“Yes, the race director, George L. Masterson, an old friend of mine, sent me a personal invitation.”
“Let’s carpool. No point in driving two cars,” Riley suggested. “We’ll rent an upgrade and have plenty of room.”
“Good idea,” Howard agreed. “I wasn’t looking forward to that long drive alone.”
Riley looked at his watch. “We better hit the road.”
They walked briskly to the rental counter and bargained successfully for a snappy two-seater red sports car.
“My wife, Betty, would really love this roadster,” Riley said as he drove out of the parking lot.
Howard unfolded a huge Texas map and studied it. “We’ve got two choices. We can take Interstate 10 northwest to Fort Stockton and then U.S. 385 sixty miles south, or we can go due west to Del Rio, follow the river to the Big Bend Country and on to Marathon. The second choice may be the most interesting, because after we cross the Pecos River, we’ll be traveling through Judge Roy Bean and Lillie Langtry country.”
Riley shuddered. “The hanging judge.”
“And the British actress he worshiped from afar. I used to tell the story of the Jersey Lily running every morning in Hyde Park to my housewife athletes in Poughkeepsie, before I retired as recreational director for the city. That’s where I met George L. Masterson. He was a typical gray-suited IBM executive. He’d bring in his two boys to participate in our sports programs of soccer, basketball and baseball. George was a bit overweight, and I told him he should work out. We offered an excellent fitness program for executives. Every time, he’d nod and say he’d come back Monday morning and start into my regimen.
“It wasn’t until a year after his layoff from IBM that George got with it. He was devastated by his...ah...early retirement. That’s the way he described it. Everyone in town knew he was just one of thousands of white-collar workers caught off-guard by IBM’s forced layoffs.”
“Corporate downsizing,” Riley said. “Corporate America’s euphemism for massive dismissals.”
Howard nodded. “George was a loyal career man. I remember the day he told me the news. He couldn’t even look me in the eye.”
“Didn’t IBM give him some sort of termination package—health insurance, pension, maybe a cash buyout?”
“Yes, but how does a man feel if his career is suddenly quashed? Money isn’t the answer. The concept of IBM as a lifetime corporate home had been sold to him, as it had to thousands of other men who lived in Poughkeepsie. They suddenly lost their identity and the prestige of being a part of Big Blue. What was George to tell people he did for a living? He was too young to say he was retired. And he was too humiliated to acknowledge he’d become redundant.”
Riley shook his head. “I hope Betty’s not thinking about reorganizing our antique store and laying me off.”
“I was really worried about George. He grew despondent. You see, he had never thought about an alternative plan for his life. ‘Plan B,’ you and I would call it.”
“What did he do?” Riley asked.
“Time is supposed to heal all wounds. Finally he got hold of himself. One day he came in and began to work out. As he leveled with me about his true feelings, I encouraged him to run. ‘The exercise will help you get rid of this rage you harbor against IBM,’ I told him. I even ran with him around the track, and then we did trails together in the hills overlooking the Hudson River. With most men I’ve seen, and women too, running combats stress. They mellow out with the continuing exercise. With George, the running seemed to boost his adrenaline and his ire along with it. Then one day he left, still vowing somehow he’d get back at IBM—make them feel sorry for their inhumane actions. I never saw him again until I received my race entry from, of all places, Marathon, Texas.”
“Well, then,” Riley said, “that’s your motivation for running this race—to catch up on what your old friend George is up to out here in the middle of nowhere. My motivation is to outwit Uncle Sam by writing off on my income tax all these expenses as a buying trip for our antique shop.”
I don’t know about you, dear reader, but I’m baffled about this federal income tax Riley mentions. In my day, we didn’t have to pay taxes on the money we earned. We either spent it or, more commendably, saved or invested it. Industrial giants such as Charles Goodyear, Andrew Carnegie, J. P. Morgan, Cornelius Vanderbilt and Edward H. Harriman would say a tax on income stifles initiative and is the bane of progress. Surely no government should levy such a penalty on its railroad and steamship magnates, steel and oilmen—the men who provide the jobs. Some of you may say if there had been such a tax in those days, we’d have reined in our robber barons and forced them to be more socially responsible.
Let’s see if we can figure out how Mr. George L. Masterson is handling this dilemma of laissez-faire versus civic duty. He’s the same age as I was when I ran in Greece to celebrate my decision to relocate to my town of Marathon. He has no beard, though. I understand today a man is judged by the name affixed to the horseless carriage he drives. See, Masterson’s vehicle parked out in front was manufactured in Germany, and its rubber tires are from France.
Foreign competition, that’s what started to undermine my town. Our rubber plant closed, unable to survive in a global market. Before long, plastic phonograph records replaced Edison’s wax spools. Eventually the Boquillas mines played out. In the lean years that followed, people moved away or died of old age, as I did. My Greek Revival house fell into disrepair. One day the passenger trains didn’t stop here anymore, and the arrival of the Interstate Highway System in the 1950s bypassed us far to the north. Marathon and the other hometowns across America—once strong rural heartbeats—slowed into a long winter’s hibernation, awaiting a spring of technological innovation that would connect them to the new digitized pulse of American life.
I sense Marathon’s spirit is stirring. My town appears to be once again in capable and ambitious hands with George L. Masterson. But wait—I see our man has changed his name to Lawrence Masterson—look at the nameplate on his desk and see his new stationery’s letterhead. I like name changes. I presume his purpose is to inspire himself further in this transitional adjustment his friend Howard described. He’ll expect us to address him as Lawrence. Aha, perhaps he fancies himself Lawrence of Arabia, riding out here to our Chihuahuan Desert to carry out some commendatory mission.
I’d also like you to notice how he’s faithfully restored my house. He’s shored up the foundation, gotten rid of the dry rot in my Greek columns, re-roofed with fire-retardant cedar shakes, re-painted the exterior and landscaped its gardens with indigenous native plants. Yes, George—I mean Lawrence—has stepped into the vacuum left by my untimely death three quarters of a century ago.
He’s just finished conducting a meeting in my living room. Well, Lawrence has title—it’s his house now—he bought it from the sheriff for back taxes. Lawrence has turned this lower northeast room into an office for himself and the Marathon Chamber of Commerce. For your information, after the Hess brothers’ bank burned down in the fire of 1902, Zebulon and Luther pressed this same room into service and conducted the town’s business here until construction of their new bank was completed.
Lawrence’s group of five constitutes Marathon’s modern-day leaders, a clique of men who meet regularly to chart the town’s course. I see he’s standing in front of a placard spelling out in big blue letters the IBM motto: THINK.
***
Nice to have a team, Lawrence thought, feeling again the camaraderie of meeting with other men. As an IBM executive he had looked forward each day to working with his colleagues to develop new ideas that would produce new products to reach new markets around the world. Unlike those corporate players who became mired in political infighting, these men of Marathon were united in efforts to promote their town.
Lawrence remembered the town and himself when he first arrived—exactly two years ago to the day. He’d chosen this place over other little towns in the West because of its name. The bronze plaque erected by the Daughters of the Alamo next to the highway told how some old sea captain in 1896 had dedicated the town to its namesake in Greece. Yes, Marathon, Greece was an important place in history, he remembered thinking as he pulled up his shiny new automobile in front of the once-elegant hotel-turned-boarding house.
The streetscape was ghostly. The historic Carnegie Library, a stately brick building with its Greek entablature featuring a high-relief frieze depicting the Battle of Marathon, was shut. A hand-written notice tacked to its carved wooden door advised residents the bookmobile from Alpine would stop for an hour every third Thursday. The Farmers and Ranchers Bank, its 1903 vintage proudly carved into stone above the entrance, had been turned into a junk store. The railroad depot was boarded up. The theater marquee read: “Have a Nice Day.”
Many of the houses on the north side of the tracks were vacant. He couldn’t tell which of the vernacular adobe houses in the Hispanic section south of the tracks were occupied or simply eroding away in the wind and rain. A freight train powered through, blasting its whistle at the road crossing signposted to the cemetery.
Tumbleweeds were blowing across the highway. One caught under his engine, and he had to crawl under to extricate the spiny bush. He remembered looking at it and thinking how much he and the tumbleweed had in common—no roots anymore, no place and every place to go, each of them bouncing along in any wind that blew. God, being unemployed was about the most awful thing a man could be. Better to be a ranch hand, a cowpoke, the one hired to empty the refuse containers at the highway rest stops, anything, just so he could have a purpose, feel some sense of accomplishment with each passing day.
After all, why had he gone to college, prepared and disciplined himself for life in corporate America, done his best, applied himself one hundred percent? Why? To be shown the door and told he was through? At age fifty?
His wife had died in an automobile accident. He didn’t want to think about that tragedy. He’d talk to his two sons at their Ivy League graduate schools now and then on the telephone, but when he did, all he could think about was his own schooling and how bright and full of opportunity the world had looked to a Stanford MBA armed with an electrical engineering degree from MIT back in the late 1960s. He’d been hired straightaway by IBM at the whopping salary of fifty thousand dollars a year, and he thought God himself had selected him to one day be the company’s president.
That day standing on the main street of Marathon, he finally admitted to himself those feelings were only memories and he couldn’t change his life’s story. He remembered staring at that brown tumbleweed. He knew at that moment he was going to bring this town its renaissance. Marathon would be the place where he would put down roots, the place where he would rise to heights more lofty than he could have ever reached at IBM.
Now he looked up at his office chandelier where he’d affixed that very same tumbleweed, having spray painted it gold. He saluted it, for it had been his inspiration to tumble no more.
Lawrence peered through an etched-glass window and watched the five men go their ways. Dressed in trail coats and hand-tooled leather boots, his team had adapted well to the territory. They were all ready for the town’s first public event.
Destinations Marathon was the name he had given tomorrow’s race. He’d gotten the idea from his old friend in Poughkeepsie, who had run a lot of grueling marathons. Howard had said they were fine for the few world-class runners who could clock them off in a little over two hours, but for the vast majority of runners, after ten or twelve miles, and especially after they hit the wall at twenty, these races turned into a four or five hour physical and mental drag. Howard had said if they would just break up the miles with a couple of pub stops, they’d have all the entries they could handle.
Indeed, the uniqueness of tomorrow’s event had piqued the curiosities of runners from all across the country, as proven by the stacks of entries piled on his desk. Maybe he was on to the next generation of marathons, and some day the Olympic Committee would vote to give provisional recognition to the sport of Split Marathons, the first step to making it an official event.
Mounted on his wall was a clear plastic overlay covering two maps, one of West Texas and the other of the neighboring Mexican state of Coahuila. Three different course segments were identified in bright orange. The initial leg, beginning with the next morning’s 7:00 a.m. start, was to be along the byway following the old cattle-drive trail south as far as Fort Peña and, then, return to the first finish line in the city park. There, the runners would board the school buses for their ride south through Big Bend National Park. Across the border, the second starting gun would sound in the plaza of the Mexican village of Boquillas for their run along a course hugging the Rio Grande to the magnificent Marsical Canyon Overlook finish. From there, they would catch the shuttle buses north to Marfa where the goddess Athena, high atop the dome of Presidio County’s 1886 French Empire Revival Courthouse, would direct them over the Glass Mountains back to Marathon.
He’d thought of everything, including a Greek connection with Marfa’s highly visible landmark. Never mind the story that Gage Harte, the fifth-generation owner of the five-hundred-thousand-acre Harte Ranch was always telling. He could hear his roughshod voice now. “You don’t have to tell anyone she’s got bullet holes in her. Marfaites say years ago a horse thief on his way to jail grabbed the sheriff’s rifle, took a bead on the statue and fired off three shots, bellowing, ‘There be no justice in this county!’ They hung the son of a bitch the next morning.” Gage had a reputation for telling these folk tales, which championed swift West-of-the-Pecos justice. Judge Roy Bean, in fact, was one of his heroes. True to the Code of the West, Gage Harte would say, “This is a kingdom of strong individuals who must settle the score themselves.”
In addition to getting Gage Harte on his team, he had personally recruited all the others. Take John Voss, formerly an executive vice-president with a New York City bank. Lawrence had called him, pointing out to his friend how an institutional bank today no longer need be located in a financial center—it could be anywhere, even Marathon, Texas. Anxious to run his own show and launch his new ideas in Internet banking, John Voss came west, having first arranged for equity capital from the Federal Reserve Board’s special new program encouraging start-up banks on Indian reservations and in small rural towns. Lawrence remembered John Voss saying how pleased he was that the Feds had finally acknowledged their civic responsibility by stimulating remote areas of the country with a bit of the billions of dollars of profits they booked every year in their trades of U.S. government bonds on Wall Street.
Upon arriving in Marathon, John Voss set to work rewiring the Hess brothers’ bank building after first evicting the junk store tenant. He installed several satellite dishes on the roof, which were only partially hidden by the brick parapet of the 1903 building. He ordered a bold commercial sign, which displayed electronically the fluctuating price of a barrel of West Texas Crude. On the morning Marathon National Bank opened for business, rancher Gage Harte walked in and wire-transferred six million dollars from one of his California bank accounts. John Voss was off and running.
John Voss promptly initiated what became a successful loan program known as usaloan.com. No longer did customers have to stand in front of an opinionated loan officer who would judge them by the clothes they were wearing, the color of their skin or the look in their eye. Using John Voss’ website, clients across the country could strike a few keys on their personal computer and instantly receive a go or no-go answer.
John Voss’s friend, Philip Lopate, the proud owner of the newly re-established Shepard Hotel, who had been a professor of American Heritage at a small upstate New York college, was anxious to participate hands-on in the technology of the 21st century. When Lawrence called, Philip Lopate was ready. He re-created the legendary hospitality of the 1927 hotel with a grant from the National Trust for Historic Preservation. But he hadn’t stopped there, as any passing observer could see by comparing the size and quantity of the satellite dishes on his roof with those of the bank. The clever Philip Lopate, with the help of several dozen software engineers and telephone operators, who had either moved to Marathon or were commuting from Marfa, Alpine or Fort Stockton, was running a world-wide reservation system for a half-dozen chains with hotels located from Athens to Zimbabwe, which had changed its name from Rhodesia.
Lawrence’s team wouldn’t be complete without Montgomery Wilson, the former homebuilder in Poughkeepsie who had found himself instantly out of work when IBM downsized. Here in Marathon, he discovered land was so cheap it was virtually free. No longer confronted with arduous city approval processes to obtain building permits, and bankrolled with construction loans from banker John Voss, Montgomery Wilson had begun to build new adobe houses on spec. His prices were so low and his designs so treasured that he’d already sold three to newcomers and two to locals who were ecstatic with the values.
Montgomery Wilson’s wife, Rose, applying her career experiences with the New York State Historical Society, established the Marathon Basin Museum of the Old West. With a grant from the Texas State Heritage Commission in Austin, she was ready to open in the Carnegie Library building. Rose Wilson had been elected the town’s new mayor and would be tomorrow’s official race starter.
Lawrence couldn’t overlook Bill Yates, always inquisitive, always thinking, always joking around, the public relations man who had moved on his own to Marathon six months ago. When Bill Yates arrived from what he labeled as over-populated Dallas and bought one of Montgomery Wilson’s houses, he told Lawrence he would continue to conduct his nation-wide PR business in crime-free Marathon, using modem and fax.
After joining the other members of Lawrence’s team, Bill Yates coined the moniker, “Assemblage of Six Steersmen,” or ASS Kickers, and automatically became the official promoter for the town. He designed the fliers for the race, placed announcements of the event in national running publications and free-lanced a feature article describing the split marathon, which appeared in the sports section of The New York Times national edition.
Displaying his enthusiasm with the town’s new master plan map, Bill Yates had pointed to a section along the railroad track colored red, signifying industrial usage. “We’ve got a number of attractive sites here, plus a supply of eager labor and a desirable climate. A new factory or two will bring in still more money and jobs.”
“Work on it, Bill,” Lawrence had said. “You’re good at selling the town’s attractiveness. Go after traditional industry for us.”
Lawrence still had in mind recruiting a Wall Street man who would establish a discount securities brokerage firm, which would house its brokers and research technicians in Marathon, where the cost of living and the quality of life was unmatched anywhere in the country. Yes, the town’s future lay with technological innovations—fiber optics, telemarketing and satellite dishes—all of which would establish Marathon as a major interchange on the world’s communications superhighway.
Meanwhile, Lawrence thought to himself, his own quiet negotiations with the Department of Energy were panning out brilliantly. He would share this development with his team when the time was right.
When he wrapped up their meeting by saying Destinations Marathon would be the town’s coming out party, Gage Harte had roared, “She’ll make us all proud. I’ve got a dozen of my boys out there now decorating her Main Street with red, white and blue banners. Yes sir, we’re going to finally put this town back on the map!”
All the overnight spaces in the Seminole Canyon State Park campground at Langtry were occupied. “Spring is a popular time here along the Rio Grande,” the Texas park ranger at the Visitor Center informed Megan. “Tonight we’ve opened up the primitive camping area at Railroad Springs.” He pointed. “Turn left at that first side road over there.”
Nature had lined the dirt road leading to the overflow camping area with festive picket fences of living, thorny ocotillo stems topped with their vivid red floral bows. Megan found a site free from hostile purple-tinged prickly pear and set up her nylon ramada for the night.
Given the brilliant sunset, she considered going on an evening run, but instead, hungry, she lit her portable gas stove to prepare a feast of pasta primavera with fresh organic broccoli, carrots and zucchini purchased from the farmers’ market in Del Rio. She’d run in the morning, she promised herself, sticking to the training schedule she’d composed for this, her very first marathon. She had read everything she could on the subject in the University of Vermont Medical School Library.
Six months ago, having already run a number of 10K races, she began to add from one to three miles to this distance every fourteen days, building up to a twenty-four mile run two weeks before Marathon’s marathon. In addition to these long training runs—Megan made a face just thinking of the rigorous discipline—she had run quarter-mile speed laps at the college track. Her expression changed to a smile as she thought about how she had repeatedly conquered that grueling Green Mountain foothill incline a total of twenty times over the past three months. No wonder she was always hungry, craving complex carbohydrates.
A van with Massachusetts plates pulled into an adjacent campsite. “Smells awfully good.” Jeremy, a tall, handsome man wearing a Boston Marathon T-shirt jumped out and introduced himself. “You must be on your way to Marathon, too.”
“Yes. Pleased to meet you, Jeremy. I’m Megan.” She showed him her culinary creation. “You’re going to have to help me eat this pasta. I’ve made enough to feed ten runners.”
“I see by your license plate you’re from Vermont—always nice to run into a neighbor, especially one who sports a bumper sticker telling the world to SHARE THE ROAD WITH A RUNNER. Give me a minute to unload my gear, and I’ll take you up on your invitation to dine. I bought a bottle of wine at the Val Verde Winery in Del Rio that we could uncork while we get to know each other.”
“Was Boston your first marathon?”
“No. My fifth, actually. I’m trying to run one in every state by the time I’m fifty. If I do three a year, I’ll make my goal.”
“This’ll be my first—that is, if I finish.”
“Oh, you’ll do it.” Jeremy raised his wine glass in a toast to her. “It’s a great feeling, too. I’ll never forget my first marathon finish—coming around Diamond Head and down into Kapiolani Park with all those other runners.” He choked up and looked at her. “Megan, I wept as I crossed that finish line. Cried like a baby. I’m not embarrassed to tell anybody, either. My body and my mind had performed to their fullest. I felt I’d achieved the greatest feat possible on earth. A hula dancer put a lei of orchids around my neck, and the mayor handed me a T-shirt proclaiming ‘Honolulu Marathon Finisher’. I wore that shirt for a week—day and night—never took it off.”
“How long have you had that Boston shirt on?”
Jeremy laughed. “You’re right. I’ve become a bit of a fanatic about running, I’m afraid. I couldn’t wait to run my next marathon. For me, running is the most marvelous high there is.” He bent down and lit the evening’s campfire. “How about you?”
“Being in medical school, I’m interested in researching the beneficial effects of exercise on women—how running strengthens the skeletal frame, chasing away osteoporosis, arthritis, strokes and the bad LDL cholesterol.”
“Why did you come way out here from New England for your first?”
“It’s been a hundred years since the re-birth of the Olympics, and since I couldn’t afford to go to Greece and run the original course, I was delighted to find its namesake here in this country.”
The sunset was waning, and Jeremy poked at the campfire. The flames rose, illuminating their night togetherness. Megan sensed Jeremy’s kindling ardor and quickly doused all the sparks with a serious observation. “Most of the medical research on exercise so far has been limited to men. Maybe the quest for holistic lifestyles for women will become my medical career. You know, it’s very important how we treat our minds and especially our bodies.” She hesitated. “But you’re probably not interested in a woman’s definition of herself.”
He shook his head politely and assured her he was. “Aren’t genes the real determinant of how we turn out?” he asked. “I feel as if I’ve got runners’ genes.”
Megan nodded. “It is possible you’re one of the select few who’ve been blessed with greater lung capacity—one of the genetic traits fast runners enjoy.” She paused. “Genes are another reason I’ve come here to the Southwest. I want to find out more about myself, and this is where the search for my genealogical roots is leading me.”
“Did one of your ancestors fight with Davy Crockett against General Santa Anna at the Alamo?” Jeremy asked.
“I don’t know,” Megan replied, “but I’m going to keep on searching until I find some answers.”
***
“You can’t go up there. That’s our engine. See that sign?” The Amtrak conductor blocked the forward door of the passenger coach with his uniformed arm. “You’re not authorized personnel.”
“Look, my name’s Mel Brody. I’m a Hollywood screenwriter.” Reading the trainman’s nametag, he smiled and appended, “Mr. Roosevelt.”
“That’s my first name, and I don’t care if you’re Cecil B. himself, you can’t go up there—that’s our engine.”
Mel smiled. In a conspiratorial tone of voice he asked, “How’d you like to be in my next movie? I mean, have a Hollywood star play you saving the damsel in distress tied to the tracks.”
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