SHEILA FINCH
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WHEELING UP TO THE START inthe wintry dawn, he feds adizzying rush of nervous excitement
and spiking fear. He wills his bunching musclesto relax, hands -- pdms aready hot in lesther gloves-- to
unclench. He breathes deeply of cold, Pacific ar, drawing in energy.

Heisthe slent center of jittery activity. Whederslean toward each other, dapping warmth into cold
arms. Women talk in brief spurtstogether, voices brittle. Stretching tight leg muscles. Waiting. Runners
churn around him, ashimmering kaeidoscope againgt the city skyline. He recognizes many of them. Race
gypsies, veterans from dl the marathons across the nation and across the globe.

He gtretches his head from side to side, working on tension in hisneck. A TV camerapansover to his
lightweight, three-whedled racing chair. Adrendine floods. He raisestwo fingersin avictory sign. The
slver eye pauses, sveepson.

Murmur of voices drops awvay.

Two minutes and three seconds to go.

The day waswarm for early January, and the city seemed to have sprouted amore eegant skylinein the
year Jeff Brandeis had been in Europe. He eased his van into a handicapped dot outside the office of the
Long Beach Marathon and took a deep bregth, dispelling the empty sensation in his stomach that had
been there since helanded at LAX two days ago.

"Well, hello, Champ!" awoman cooed. "Good to see you!"

Jeff waved. Strangers were away's recognizing him. Good fedling, being back home. Been away too
long. Problem was, after breaking records in astring of races from Oxford to Cannes, he'd been too
popular With a couple of French actresses. One, with long blonde hair, had been eager to show him
around Paris after dark.

Lifewas good to champions. A far cry from the early days when his mother fixed him up with afriend's
daughter, ado-gooder who got off on the inconvenience of dating aguy in achair. Her ideaof aswell
timewasto gtir the sugar in his coffee asif held lost the use of his handsinstead of hislegs.

He shut the car door and swiveed the chair. Insgde the office, he saw they'd hung alarge collection of
marathon photographs on the white wall, severa of them him crossing the FINISH in previous years. He
was in even better form now. Some new training tactics held figured out with a couple of European
racers, anew aerodynamic wrinkle for the chair from aformer Itdlian auto designer.

Athletics, even the whedled variety, was ayoung man's game, and the years were beginning to pile on.
The next couple were crucid. He had plans to hammer his own record so hard it'd take anybody elsea
decade to catch up. Something his mother could think about without tears.

Meg Lowentha glanced up as the door banged behind him. He admired her expensive-looking yelow
linen suit, the deep neckline revealing cleavage, the way her pertly cut coppery hair bounced as she
moved. He'd aways been more attracted by awoman's hair than by her face, the thicker and longer the
better. He whedled up to her desk. "Hey, gorgeous.”

"Jeff! | didn't know you werein town. Give me aminute here ...." Sheturned back to the computer.
"Takeyour time. I'm enjoying the view."

"Sexig pig,” shesad.

He grinned. Shed liked it enough to hop into bed with him one time after arace. " Just got home. Came
right over to regigter.”

"Oh? We thought you might not want to race.”

He gripped the chair's arm-rests. "Who told you that?'

"Wl -- you were out of the country, but we thought ...."

Shelooked asif shewere about to say something else, then changed her mind.

Jeff banged afist on her desk, rattling pencils. "Look. | want to register. Y ou going to tel me| can't?



The door at the back of the office opened and a middle-aged man in agray Armani suit stood frowning.
Phil Zukowski made his money from acar dedership in Sgnd Hill, but organizing the marathon was his
passion. When he saw who it was, Zukowski came quickly forward, hand out-stretched. "Brandeis. A
pleasure to see you, Champ.”

"What's this about, Zukowski ?*

"That orthopedics guy at UCLA that'sbeenin the news," Zukowski said, frowning. "Dorkins? Dorsey?
He cdled here trying to find you, so we thought --"

"l wasin France." He'd heard about the Schwann cell research on CNN. The blonde actress had
pretended to get dl excited for him. The hollow fedling in the pit of his somach came back.

"That'sright. Y ou did oneitwenty-fiveithirty-onein Cannes, didn't you? World record.” Zukowski picked
up amug by the dick gray Mister Coffee pot. "Want some coffee, Champ?'

Jeff shook his head.

"Y ou know thisguy persondly, don't you?'

"Tommy Dorseter. He was my surgeon. Played baseball at Ca State -- before my time. He was good,
couldve played professionaly. Went to med school instead.” While Jeff had gone on to a series of
dead-end jobs and a serious accident, but he didn't say that. "What's it got to do with meracing? I'm
reedy toroll."

Zukowski gave him athoughtful look. "Were dways delighted to have you, Jeff. Y ou're a superior
athlete. The champ.”

"Right. Give methe entry form.”

"We just thought -- Doctor Dorseter must want --"

Zukowski squirmed under Jeff's gaze. Meg opened a drawer and handed him an entry form. He jerked
the chair around, headed for the narrow doorway, and found it blocked by atiny woman in awheel chair
that seemed two sizestoo big.

Carrie Stevens had short, baby-fine, light brown hair. Ddlicate featured, she wore a pink warm-up suit
embroidered with small flowers. Hed known Carriefor severd years, her fragile appearance disguised a
determined racer though sheld never taken the sport as serioudy as he had.

Carries glance flicked from Jeff to Zukowski and back again, taking it in. ™Y ou look like you need a
break. Want to go for coffee?’

He'd taken her out for coffee or amovie acouple of times, before his fame had brought lookerslike Meg
Lowenthal around, but they'd remained friends. " Sure. Why not?"

"There'sanew place opened on the pier since you've been gone,” she said. "L et's catch up.”

Half an hour later, they sat outside the coffee bar on the pier beside an overgrown fern that seemed about
to make abreak from ceramic captivity. The breeze off the water was sharp and clean like crystal. He
stirred Sweet 'n’ Low into his coffee mug as Carrie talked, barely listening to her stories about other
racers, thinking about Dorseter.

Tommy'sinterest in orthopedics had been spind cord injurieslong before Jeff's accident. Prostheses
were good and getting better all the time -- Jeff knew a couple of amputees who raced -- but the docs
couldn't seem to fix severed cords. Schwann cell transplants, CNN had reported, looked like they might
changethat.

"That doctor from UCLA was asking about you, couple of weeks ago,” Carrie said.

"Does the whole goddamn city know my business?”

She gartled at histone. "'l wasin the office when he caled, Jeff. I'm not racing much anymore, but | drop
by oncein awhileto keep in touch. That'sal. I'm not trying to intrude.”

"Got nothing to do with me!™

"Wadll, | thought --"

She broke off and stared out at the ocean, her cheeks showing afaint pink. A gull landed on therall
beside his chair, stared insolently at him for asecond. Heflicked afinger and it flapped away. It wasn't
Carriesfault, but he didn't want to think about Dorseter or hiswork.

"Snakeoail," hesad. "Cold fuson. Perpetuad motion.”

"I don't think s0." She turned back to him, her face amask he couldn't read. "There were a couple of



articleson Dorseter inthe LA Times. Y ou ought to take alook.”

"Not interested.”

"Haven't you ever thought whet it might be likeif they could give you back your legs 7"

"No."

He could tell from her expression she didn't believe him. They'd dways been upfront with each other, but
this wasn't something he wanted to talk about, not even with her.

The breeze off the ocean had turned cold. He pulled up the collar of the black Itaian leather jacket the
French actress had given him, remembering a phone cal soon after he'd won hisfirst marathon.

"Anima results show great promise, Jeff,” Tommy Dorseter had said. " Someday you'll be able to throw
away your chair?"What if | don't want to?' held said. "Don't want to?" Dorseter repeated. "Why the hell
would you want to be handicapped if you didn't have to?!

It wasironic, the way he looked at it. The chair had freed him from the handicaps of hisyouth -- no talent
and mediocre looks -- replacing his early lack of successwith fame and afan club of good-looking
women. Not even counting the enormous high he got from racing.

"What's s0 difficult about the concept?' Carrie asked. "People get artificia hearts when they need them.
And kidney transplants are commonplace. Why not afix for legsthat don't work?"

"Thewordis'need.' | don't.”

He pulled money out of hiswallet, snagged a passing waitress, and got into athing about the bill. Easier
than answering her question.

Therace officids start the wheel ers five minutes before the runners as usud. He does not need the other
competitors, never has. Heamsonly to beat his own best time in each race.

The minute he startsrolling, something beginsto grow that he callsthe Race Mind, blotting out al thought
except what he needs to move swiftly and smoothly down the course, knitting together man and chair.
For thefirst few miles, his concentration is on action, the powerful musclesworking in hisarms, strong
fingers rhythmicaly turning the shining dender-spoked wheels so that man and machine find asynthess of
efficient motion. He isaware of a background world where sun sparks water below the bridge as he
heads over it, the cool breeze dides past his brow, gulls pace him then fall away, spectators dong
Shordine Drivewave him on.

A cop on amotorcycle salutes.

THE ANSWERING machine blinked notice of messages from Mai and Jen that had comein while he
was out. Aspiring models, his persona groupies welcoming him home. He knew the redl reason behind
his appeal for them. He was a photo-op, good for publicity. But it was atwo-way street. His bed never
needed an electric blanket, and there were no strings attached to the transaction.

Thethird message still waiting was from Tommy Dorseter. What he needed right now was ashot of
redlity, not some medical fantasy. He grabbed the phone and punched in Salvador Mendez's number.
Sunlight reflecting off the bay streamed through open French windows leading onto his balcony. Race
money, aPeps endorsement, aline of racing gloves hed designed were paying for this condo unit.
Without racing, hed have been stuck working another dead-end job, maybe sdlling cars at Zukowski's
dedlership in Signd Hill, living in abache or gpartment with furniture from the Salvation Army thrift shop.
Or a home with his mother where the furniture was better but the pity worse.

"Sal?Hey, amigo! How much am | gonna beat you by thisyear?' The Barrio Bear was one of the few
who could make araceinteresting for him.

"Not racin' thisyear, 'mano.” Mendez said. " Oultta practice.”

"Y ou gotta be kidding, right?'

He gazed out the French windows at a group of kids in sabots, tacking inexpertly across Alamitos Bay,
salsluffing. The stresks of white sunblock on their faces gave them the look of small-fry Apaches. Hed
taken sailing lessons on this bay when he was aboy. He'd been hooked early on the thrill of competing
even when hewas no good at it.

"Beenworkin' for alivin'. Got me ajob out at Rancho." Mendez laughed. "Nurse's aide. Gonna be an
ingoiration to dl them new cripdl”



Rancho Los Amigos, the county's orthopedic rehab facility where they'd first met. He couldn't imagine
gpending time there by choice.

"Hard to believe, amigo.”

"Gettin' married, too. No time for playin' ‘round no more."

"Congratulations.”

He regretted making the call. Sal was a couple of years older than he, same type of injury, but Sal's
accident had been gang related. His had been less dramatic; held smacked amotorcycle into autility pole
on aday when he couldn't blame the weather. Another example of hisgenera falure at everythingin
those days. The shared frustrations of rehab had brought them together; racing and women had kept the
friendship going. They'd been two of akind, consumers of dl thethrillsthey could find, freed by their
chairsfrom aworld of responghilities. Hed never consdered S might get married.
"...bridges the fucked up nerves again, Doc says," Mendez was saying as Jeff shook his attention loose
from the past.

"What?"

"Doc Dorseter. He comes maybe couplatimes aweek, checks out his students.”

"Gy

"Don’ you watch TV, mano? 'Schwann cells;" he calls'em. Gonnafix us up, one athese days."

"That what you want, Sa?'Y ou get your legs back, you'll never race again. Y ou willing to give that up?'
"Just arace, 'mano." Mendez sounded puzzled. "Just afuckin' race. Chair ain't no badge of sainthood.”
Thered be no competition this year. So what? He didn't need anybody else. He hung up the phone and
went out. He put in two hours practice on thetrack at Ca State before sunset.

Hewasfinishing his second glass of milk after lunch the next day when the phone rang. He amost didn't
answe it, thinking it was his mother again. She'd dready called oncetoday. Didn't he think Tommy
Dorseter'swork could be The Light At The End Of The Tunnel For His Problem? He could almost hear
the capitalsin her words.

Thistimeit was Meg Lowenthd. He made a date for dinner, then found clean sheetsfor the bed just in
case he got lucky.

He settlesinto his pace with an upwelling sense of robust hedth and fierce strength, the aching happiness
that comesto him from racing. After arace, hefeds cleansed of dl the strangling difficulties of hislife. All
the hard decisonsfdl into place. The chair setshis spirit free.

The course climbsasmdl hill, then flattens again. Plum treesline the next block, white petals drift like
confetti. Music blares a an intersection, aloca combo playing enthusiastically. Women in bright
tracksuits cheer. A dog barks. Children on bicycles keep pace aong the edge of the course. The scent of
fresh-cut lemon teases his nose.

Hefedsasif he could racelike thisforever.

AFTER THREE MORE pleading messages from his mother over the next week -- followed by afax of
the LA Times articles about Dorseter's work, marked up carefully so he wouldn't missthe important
parts -- Jeff gavein and called Dorseter at UCLA. Couldn't hurt to see what was on hismind. Maybe
they'd swap tall stories about glory dayson Ca State's diamond.

"Come on out to Rancho and welll talk," Dorseter said, sounding rushed. "I'm there Thursdays,
supervidang interns. Got a proposition for you."

"You got Sdl aready. I'm not looking for work." But he could guess what Dorseter wanted to propose,
and it wasn't emptying bedpans.

Dorseter laughed. "Come anyway, Champ.”

Wadste of time, hetold himsdf. He went out and spent severd hours circling the university track until rain
gplattered in from the ocean, driving him indoors.

Rancho's parking lot was wet as he drove up on Thursday. He did out of the driver's seet into hisfolding
chair. The van in the next dot had the back door open, and beside it awoman was opening an umbrella
over asmal girl inachair. The child grinned when she saw him and held up ahand.

" She has photos of you on her wall, Mr. Brandeis," the mother said. "Y ou're her hero.”



He high-fived the girl'stiny hand. "Gonnawin the next one for you, sveetheart.”

"Promisg?’

"l promise”

The child giggled. In agood mood now, he wheeled away as raindrops spattered his leather jacket.
Hefigured hed listen to Dorseter to satisfy his mother, put an end to the tearful messages. But he wasn't
interested. What was the big deal about walking, anyway? He'd been quoted in the papers once saying, if
God had shown alittle imagination, Hed have equipped people with whedlsinstead of legs. Caused quite
areaction in some quarters with that remark. His mother hadn't liked the joke either; shetook this
disabled stuff too serioudy. Then he thought of the child and his mood darkened again.

Dorseter's office was at the end of awhite corridor lined with children's art, but Dorseter himsalf wasn't
init. A nurseindicated Jeff would find the surgeon down the hdl in physica therapy, aroomheand Sd
had referred to in the old days asthe " TC," the Torture Chamber.

A buzz of noise came from the TC as the door sighed open at his approach. He remembered this place
well. A cross between ahigh school gymnasium and aNASA training facility for astronauts, it contained
some of the mogt fiendishly designed equipment ever to coax damaged body partsto work again. Haf a
dozen men and women practiced new strategies for old tasks, some moving scarred arms againgt the
resistance of weights and pulleys, some climbing low racks of stairs on crutches, or walking up and down
ramps getting used to new prostheses.

A young guy Sitting on abench at the far end of the room caught his attention. Two male physical therapy
adesinwhite coatslifted him to hisfeet and propped him upright. Judging by the way the guy'sface
scrunched, he wasn't enjoyingit.

Dorseter was hafway down the TC, talking to afemae intern. He glanced up and motioned for Jeff to
comeover. "Wdl, what d'you think?"

Jeff played it cool. "Sameold TC."

"You said you'd read about my work."

"Saw the articles. Not necessarily read. Not my game.”

Dorsater studied him thoughtfully. "That sounds defensive, Champ. Look. I'll giveit to you straight.
Animal results are so good, we're ready to use this treatment on humans.”

"Cruel and unusua experiments on humans went out of fashion with the Nazis, Doc.”

The orthopedic surgeon laughed. ™Y ou don't change, do you?

"No. Should 17!

Dorseter turned serious. "Yes, | think you should. Thisisrevolutionary. We grow the Schwann cdllsin
the lab, then transplant them into the spinal cord. They coax nerve fibersto regenerate. Weve never
found anything like this, Jeff. Severed nervesre- grow. Establish their own blood supply. Even develop
protective myelin sheeths.”

"In apetri dish."

"Inlab animas”

"Don't look at me. I'm not aguineapig.”

Somebody shrieked nearby. Jeff turned to stare. The guy he'd noticed was now doubled over, vomiting
-- asour stench. Not uncommon inthe TC. An orderly arrived to clean up.

He had awrenching memory of the first day they got him out of bed at the hospital after the accident, the
nausea that tore through his gut asthey hoisted him painfully upright, the despair that flooded through him
when he glanced down at legs he couldn't fed anymore. He remembered the clumsiness of that first chair,
the energy it took to perform the smplest tasks, the frustration of learning to accept limits. The aching
sense of loss. It had taken him along timeto put dl that behind him.

Dorseter said, "I could show you the dogs --"

"Bizarre, man! Why me? Got to be alot of other guys sdivating for the chance. I've got my life together
without it."

"Haveyou, JEff? How long'sit going to last?"

Across the echoing room, Jeff saw the young man resting done on abench, towe pressed to his
forehead, looking washed out asif held just finished arace. A deep yearning swept through him, but he



wasn't sure for what. The renown of being astar athlete? The thought of walking again? His hands
clutched the armrests of hischair till he could fed the pulse hammering a hiswrigs. Helet go, expelling
tengonin along Sghing breath.

"Later. I've got work to do."

He swiveled the chair to face the exit. Dorseter put a hand on his shoulder.

"Something e se. Something you should serioudy consider.”

"Giveit up, Tommy."

"There may not be a'later’ for you. Y ou need this chance now. How long'sit been since your accident?
Four years? Five?'

"Y ou're thinking foot drop, muscle atrophy --"

"No."

Jeff shook hishead. "Y ou don't understand. | don't have thetime. | need another couple of yearsracing
before | even consder something likethis."

"Y ou don't have another couple of years!" Dorseter said. "Wait much longer and wewon't be ableto
reverse the changesin the vertebrae that're taking place, no matter whether the nerves regenerate or not.”
He stared at the surgeon's grim expression. Face the truth, he told himself. Thiswaswhy he hadn't come
back home sooner, not the French actress. Ever since he'd heard the CNN report, he'd been afraid of
getting hit with animpossible choice.

"Think about it." Dorseter squeezed Jeff's shoulder. ™Y ou could be just the way you were before the
accident.”

"Right," he said, hiseyes stinging. "A gtraight-C bozo the chicks avoided. A zero onthefidd. A
world-class nothing. Great, man. Fucking great!"

He whed ed urgently out of the Torture Chamber.

Breath burnsin histhroat now. His lungslabor. His chest seems encased in crushing iron. Fingers cramp.
Pain knifes his shoulder muscles. Blood roarsin hisears. In spite of the headband he wears, sweat pours
off hisbrow and gings hiseyes, blinding him.

The day grows hotter. The breeze failshim. Despair claws at his heart. Hesafoal to put himsdf through
such agony. He doesn't have to prove anything to anybody.

In the swesty fog, he seesdimly ajumble of spectators waving flags -- gaunt palm trees -- volunteers
sprinkling water from garden hoses--pdlicans gliding overhead like stone age icons -- police cars
blocking traffic. Everything passesin adow-motion, nightmarish blur of silence and pain.

So many more agonizing milesto go.

HehashittheWall.

Carrierefused hisinvitation to go out for dinner. He didn't tell her held called Meg Lowenthd first but
shed turned him down. Ma was on location; Jen hadn't called back. He hadn't seen Carrie since the day
he'd registered, but he needed to do something to clear his mind. She offered to cook at her place
instead. Hetold her héld be there at five.

It'd been a mistake to go out to Rancho, a distraction from the serious training he needed to do. For days
after his conversation with Dorseter, hedd tried pouring al his energy into preparing himsdlf for the race,
wheding dong the race route for severd hoursin the gray light of early morning until the swelling rush
hour traffic drove him off. But he couldn't rid himself of Dorseter'swords.

The phone rang while he was dressing; he | et the machine answer. His mother again. Another guilt rap for
him to come to his senses, not to be scared, to take advantage of his golden opportunity. To her, his
choice seemed clear. But only afool would trade the future he had in sight for the uncertainties of pain
and obscurity that would come with Dorseter's surgery. If it even worked. How could he make a
decison likethat?

He went down to the condo's garage and found the van.

Carrielived alonein an old house she rented, a small guest house behind the larger one on the bluff. All
she could afford on her salary, probably. She was ateacher, maybe alibrarian, he couldn't remember.
Something ungpectacular but socidly useful.

He wheded up the ramp and rang the doorbell. Across busy Ocean Boulevard, the water churned with



white caps. A lone sailboat beet into the stiff wind, rounding the oil idand, coming home before darkness
fell. He watched for amoment, admiring the unknown sailor's pluck chdlenging the weather. Taking
risks. Going dl out for life no matter what.

Inside, the house was warm and unpretentious, what he would've expected of Carrie. He felt
comfortable, asif hed just taken off a heavy winter overcoat. She turned on alamp; light and shadow
quilted the living room. Mozart played softly in the background. A water jug waited on asmall oak dining
table. Carrie poured him aglass, then went into the kitchen, explaining the casserole needed afew more
minutes.

"l heard you went out to Rancho,” she caled.

Dishesrattled and he caught the rich smells of onions, tomatoes, and baking bread.

"Must everybody get on my case?"

"Sorry. Sd was just excited for you."

Mozart wrapped it up. In the silence he heard the dow tick of an antique clock somewherein the house.
He gazed through the window at the tiny back yard. Miniature orange and lemon trees made splashes of
color along a battered redwood fence. A large tortoiseshell cat dumbered next to a pot of scarlet
geraniums. Tomato plants heavy with winter fruit, pots of chrysanthemums and cactus crowded on
benches and shelves for easy reach from her wheelchair.

She came back into the room and refilled hiswater glass. "That's Gertie," she said, nodding at the cat.
"Never understood what people seein cats.”

"She'smy best friend.”

"Kind of londly with only acat in your cheering section, isn't it?" She gazed at him, something in the blue
eyes held never seen before, maybe anger at hisremark. "I don't know, Champ. Isit?"

He stared out the window, avoiding her gaze. But he couldn't avoid this. And maybe she wasthe only
one he could talk to, the only person with no stake in what he did or didn't do.

"Would you doit, Carrie?"

"I'veused achair since | was fourteen. I'm not agood candidate like you."

"But if you could?'

"| read about a blind man once," she said. "They restored his sight somehow. But then he took to wearing
dark glassesindoors.”

"Youfigure I'm scared?'

"Not of the surgery, no."

"l don't think | could live without racing."

Shesad lightly, "If you're not the champ, you're nobody?"

He regretted the cheering section remark. But she wasright. No point in arguing; she saw clear through
his pretenses.

"Maybeit won't work on humans.”

She folded napkins and set them in place before answering. "There are never any real guaranteesin life,
Jeff. Things happen.”

"Why would | want to take therisk? I've got it good now."

"I remember a poem that meant alot to mein my blackest moments. "'The woods are lovely, dark and
deep. But | have promisesto keep."

"Robert Frost." He was mildly surprised to dredge up even one name from his mediocre undergraduate
performance. "'And milesto go before | deep.™

"The promiseswereto mysdlf,” she said.

A bittersweet memory from childhood flooded over him: A picnic in El Dorado Park by alake speckled
with ducks -- Running barefoot over fragrant summer grass-- A flop-eared dog barking excitedly beside
him. Thered been endless possibilitiesto hisworld back then and infinite time. Pain lanced through his
stomach. It had seemed so smple before Dorseter interfered. Now all the alternatives looked wrong.
"Only promise | makeisto bethe champ.”

"Maybe there's more than one race.”

"What's that supposed to mean?"



"Maybe that's the possibility you're afraid of .

"Letit go, Carie" hesad.

When the casserole was ready, they sat Siffly at table together, forking pieces of meet, making awkward
stabs at conversation, avoiding the one topic on both their minds.

He excused himsdalf soon after and went home.

And then dl a oncethefog liftsfrom hiseyes. Hisbody -- amagical machineitsdlf -- floods with power,
at one with the chair that has turned into an dfin carriage. He soars, weightless, free, over the wall that
once threatened to defeat him. Thisiswhat helivesfor.

Nothing can stop him, not even Time itsdf. Heis an eagle breaking out from a cage and legping up into
slky vastness of sky.

Exhilarated, heyells. Wind carries his voice away as he sweeps down the course on invisiblewings.
Crowds, trees, birds, ocean - - dl fall away.

He could go onforever.

Heisinvincble

He has reached the Race Mind.

He dreamed of Carri€'s cat and woke in atangle of sweaty sheets. Jerking upright, he reached for the
phone. In the darkness, he punched out Dorseter's home number.

The phone rang severd times before the surgeon picked it up.

Dorseter sounded groggy with deep. "Jeff? D'you know what timeit is?

"Two A.M. | got questions.”

"Cant they wait till morning?'

"Y ou came looking for me, remember? First question. Why me?

Dorseter let out adeep sigh. ™Y ou need this, Champ. I'm doing you afavor --"

"Bullghit."

"Okay. Try this. You're high profile.”

"Got it. A photo-op for the Nobel committee." He wasn't surprised. That waslife too. Y ou gave and you
got back. "Next question. Gotta berisks. Give 'emto me."

"Bottom line, the cells might not take." Dorseter sounded asif he were choosing hiswords carefully.
"Could be alot of pain and wasted time for nothing. Maybe infection, possibly serious. All medica
procedures entail a certain amount of risk, Jeff, especialy experimenta ones.”

"And I'd be back to square one?"

He heard the hesitation in Dorseter's reply. "1t's hard to be one hundred percent certain of anything.”
He hung up.

The FINISH looms, ahundred yards ahead. He fliestoward it, whooping with excitement. Everything
metsdizzyingly in the bright sunshine.

Thisiswhat helivesfor. Thisiswho heis. The onething heiscertain of. Heisachampion.

Then heisthrough the tape.

And suddenly the blur of faceswaiting for him sharpens. He sees the cameras, the T-shirt vendors, Meg
Lowenthd, achild in awhedlchair waving aflag. He sweeps past. Sound bursts roaring on his ears again.
The crowd yells, jubilant, huge as the sound of winter surf. Hands reach out toward him asif to catch
some of hiswild energy for themsdlves.

Carrieiswaiting for him behind abarrier.

Sowing, helets go of the whedlsand throws hisarms up into the air in fierce exultation.

"Y ou made greet time," Carrie says, draping a sweetshirt across his shoulders. She maneuvers her chair
beside his as they move away from the FINISH line.

The reporters who took Jeff's picture as he crossed the line turn back to the course where the runners
will soon be coming in. The crowd jostles behind the race barriersto catch thefirst sght of the winners.
A few yardsaway, a TV crew vies with photographersto catch a Hollywood starlet who's here with her
entourage to be seen at therace.

The high mood of theraceis till on him. He could whedl over, make a photo op. But he sensesthisone



iswaiting for arunner. Jeff makes avee with hisfingersto acamerathat isn't watching him.
Cariésvanis parked nearby. Exhaustion is catching up with him now. Lungs burn, shoulder muscles
ache and hisfingers have sprouted blisters. It's an effort to keep turning the whedls. He waits patiently
while she lowersthe ramp, seeing the way her short brown hair lifts off her brow in the breeze.
"Thiscdlsfor sesk and lobster,” she says. "Out of my league, though.”

He glances at her, catchesthe bardly hidden amile, and says, "I'm buying tonight.”

"Champagnetoo.”

Thisend of the parking area, where the handicapped dots are, isamost empty. In the space, two young
boys, tired of waiting for something exciting to happen, are playing basebal with aplagtic bat. A
flop-eared dog runsin circles between them. One of the boys hits high and wide. The ydlow tennis ball
sailsout of reach and comes arcing toward Jeff.

"Hey, miger!” onekid ydls. "Get our bal?'

His hand shoots out and cupsthe bal asit fals.

"Nice catch,” Carrie says.

He bowsin her direction then sends the bal winging back. The dog barks. The kidswave.

Behind him, aroar goes up from the crowd as the runners begin to cross the FINISH line. He half-turns,
histhroat tightening.

"Ready?' sheasks.

The race hasto be over, one way or another, someday, he knowsthat. Nature will seetoiit if Dorseter
doesn't. Then what? And isaman given only one chance to do something with hislife, or are there many
races over many different courses as Carrie seemsto think? He prides himself on being atough
competitor, sharp-eyed trader in uncertainty. Afraid of nothing.

He swingsthe chair toward the van. Stops again. The wave of excitement and adul ation sweeping out
from the race buffetshim till every nervein hisbody thrumswith tenson and he shuts hiseyes againgt the
pan.

"Jeff?" shesays.

Heglances at Carriesface. Her faceisn't beautiful, but strong. He's never redly looked at it before. He
realizeshe's never redly looked at any woman before. Maybe he was afraid they'd look away. Safer not
to care.

Hesdghs. "I've made my decison.”

She brushes his cheek with her lips but says nothing. He reaches up and touches her short hair. Behind
them, the crowd roars again.

He whedls up the ramp and into Carries van.



