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    This book is dedicated to my  daughter, Robin Allison Lupton, a runner and a writer. 

It's also dedicated to everyone who got up in the dark, laced up their shoes, and ran in the rain. Good for you. Don't over stop.
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You don’t need to read this forward to enjoy these stories and you don’t have to be a runner, but it helps.

I’ve been running for a long time. I was in my sixties when I wrote these stories and I ran over thirty miles the week this book was published. I ran over 30 miles the week before and the week before that.

I took six months off in 2012 to fight throat cancer. The doctor said the treatment was easy for me because I was a runner. I’d hate to see hard. It took six months after the last treatment to get my mileage back up to 30 miles a week. I believe that running, along with my wife and the doctors saved my life.

2004 was a very good year and I celebrated by trying to drink all the beer and wine in New Mexico. I put on 103 pounds. I carried my Pillsbury Doughboy physic to my annual physical and I asked the doctor if she would still see me after I registered for Medicare. 

She said that I wasn’t asking the right question. My waist was over 44 inches, my cholesterol was pushing 300, and my triglycerides were through the roof. I’d hit the trifecta. She said the right question to ask was whether or not she’d attend my funeral. She offered medication and I refused it. “I did this to myself, I’ll fix it myself.”

In eighteen months, I’d lost the hundred pounds and my vitals were back in line. I didn’t go on TV or post it on Facebook. I didn’t write a diet and exercise book. I wasn’t proud of it. Actually, I was ashamed I’d needed to lose the weight.

I’m not fast and I never was. I didn’t get the fast gene, but I got the stubborn one and I am blessed with good knees, so I can still run when most people my age choose a more sedentary life style. I’m almost 80 now, and I still run.

I started running when I was six years old. My town held a Little Olympics every year. I wasn’t the fastest, but was always on my school’s team. I’ve been running ever since, with occasional time off when I was distracted by life. I took almost three years off when I lived in New Orleans, where the bars never close. 

I always found my way back to running. It was a constant in my life and it has always been there for me. I've read a lot of books about running. Most of them have rules, suggestions, training programs, and advice. After I wrote these first of these stories. I thought about the different rules for running. Five rules are included following each story, but you don’t have to read them. Enjoy the stories. Go run. It’s good for you. Wear bright clothing. Keep your headlamp on when you run in the dark and don’t look behind you. You never know what or who is waiting around the corner, be careful out there.

RULES: PART ONE

Stretch, especially after your cooldown.

Always Cooldown.

You can run further than you think you can.

Don’t lie about training, even to yourself. The truth will out and the road always knows.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


THE ROAD DOESN’T CARE
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Sunglasses on under the sweat-stained baseball hat, he was running an eight-minute-mile pace before the screen door slammed behind him while Steppenwolf screamed Born to Be Wild on the iPod. He went down the driveway, up the block, and around the corner.

Only four miles today. This is a taper week, he thought to himself. I’ll run four today, four tomorrow, and three at race pace on Wednesday. Run an easy three on Thursday and rest on Friday. Saturday is the Qualifying 10K. Have to be ready for that.

Just days shy of 68 years old and still ran 40 miles a week. Who’d have thought it? He felt a little proud as he broke into a short sprint to cross the highway against the light. Steppenwolf gave way to Robert Earl Keen at the half-mile point. The Road Goes On Forever lasts over eight minutes. That would take him the rest of the way down the hill, along the unpaved drainage ditch trail, and then partway on the uphill away from the Rio Grande River Valley.  

His plan was to finish the four miles, walk a quarter mile, and then stretch a bit. Breakfast at eight, shower, dress, and drive downtown for the mandatory prequalifying video and registration.  

He pushed it a little on the way in. He always liked negative splits. Finishing faster than he started always made him feel stronger. When he got back to the highway, rush hour traffic was heavy, but he made the traffic light so he picked up the pace and held it all the way home.

He completed his routine and was at the registration center before 9 a.m. He could remember when registration wasn’t at the Convention Center. He had been to car shows, bowling tournaments, and even the roller derby at the Convention Center before it had been converted. Hell, he even bought a hot tub there once on a long-gone Labor Day weekend. Of course, Janet had still been alive then.

The hot tub still set empty on the back porch. He had kept it covered for the last five years so he didn’t have to clean leaves out of it every winter.

Once inside, everyone lined up by age. Some ages had their own lines. People from 18 to 40 had several lines to choose from. He got in the 65 to 69 line. There were only two more lines to his right. In the line next to him were people who were 70 to 74 years old. The shortest line was for people who were 75 and over.

The voice over the loudspeaker repeated the same refrain on a continuous loop. “If your birthday is not October fifth, you should not be here. Registration today is for people who were born on October 5th. The qualifying race for today’s registration will be this Saturday, October 5th. If your birthday is not October 5th, you should not be here.”

No one talked in line. It took almost an hour for him to get to the registration point. Once there he didn’t have to state his name, provide an I. D., or other information. He placed his left forearm under the scanner. His name, Michael M. Mathews, appeared promptly on the computer screen. Underneath his name, was a photo of him finishing last year’s qualifying race and his time, 56 minutes and 22 seconds.  

The same information appeared on the screen when he shopped anywhere. The information came up at the Social Security Office and the doctor’s office. His home computer scanned the chip embedded in his arm and verified his identity before he could shop online or even watch television.

Once his information was verified, the printer on the counter printed out a page that contained his I.D. and some additional information. The lines on the document read,

Name:   Michael Martin Mathews, 

Born:   October 5, 1972:  

Qualifying Day Age:  68

Maximum Qualifying Time: 69 minutes 0 seconds

No surprise there. This was exactly what he expected. He continued toward the video rooms surrounded by thousands of men, women, and teens. He had to scan his chip to enter a video room. He would not be allowed to qualify on Saturday if he didn’t watch the orientation film.

There were five video rooms. Allowing for time to get everyone inside, show the film, and then get everyone out, the organizers could start a new video every twenty minutes. There were no seats in any of the rooms.

Michael moved to a spot that would minimize how much shifting he would have to do as people crowded inside. No hurry. He had seen the film twenty times. It never changed.  

A gentleman wearing running clothes stood in front of the screen with a microphone. He tapped the microphone for silence and then said, “I am Gregory Finnegan, the Qualifying Manager for Central New Mexico. If your birthday is not October 5th, you need to leave now. You should not be here. If you did not scan your chip before you entered this room, you will not receive credit for watching the orientation. Leave now and be sure to scan your chip when you enter another orientation room. When you leave here, you must scan your chip upon exit. If you do not scan your chip upon exit, you will not receive credit for watching the orientation. Do not remove your arm from the scanner until the red light turns green. There are no exceptions and I do not take questions.” He walked away, the lights dimmed, and the orientation film began.

Photos of overweight people began to flash on the screen. The people were shown as unflattering as possible. The voiceover began, “Between 2000 and 2020, America became the most overweight nation on earth.”

Pictures of smoking-related cancers and alcohol-enlarged livers alternated on screen. “Tobacco-related illnesses and alcohol-related sicknesses reached epidemic proportions. Illegal drug use and poor health choices were rampant. The cost of federally mandated health care insurance went up every year. It spiraled out of control. Americans were going broke individually and collectively. In 2020, congress passed the Personal Health Responsibility Act. President Martinez signed it into law shortly thereafter."

The law survived two constitutional challenges, but Michael thought to himself that if President Martinez hadn’t had the opportunity to fill four vacancies on the Supreme Court, those rulings might have been different.

The timbre of the music and the tone of the film changed. "The Personal Health Responsibility Act is very simple. Once a year, on their birthday, every person in America, age fifteen and older, will be required to run a ten kilometer race and achieve or exceed the qualifying time for their age. The qualifying times are as follows. Until the age of 45, each person, male or female, will complete the ten kilometer race in 45 minutes. After age 45, the qualifying time will be the person's age converted to minutes, plus one minute. At age 50, the qualifying time is 51 minutes. At age 60, the qualifying time is 61 minutes."

The video showed a montage of happy people of all ages crossing a finish line with their arms raised in joy. They congratulated each other and cheered for the people who finished after them. The screen cut away from the race and showed a close-up of President Martinez. The recording of her was the same recording Michael had seen every year. It never changed.

“Everyone is responsible for their own behavior and the health consequences of that behavior. Beginning one year from today, the first qualifying races will be run. Races will be run every day. People will run on their birthday. That means if today is your birthday,” the President said, “You have a year to be ready to run your first Qualifying Race. If your birthday was yesterday, you have almost two years to prepare to run for the first time. After the first time, you must run every year on your birthday.”

“If you fail to qualify, your chip will not allow access any government services. It will not allow you access to the Internet. You will not be able to shop. You will not be able to obtain medical care or prescriptions. You will not be able to attend school and your employment, no matter where you work, will be immediately terminated. It goes without saying that DNQs will never be allowed to hold public office, whether elected or appointed. They will not be allowed to vote. With the timing of this implementation, every person in America will have qualified, or failed to do so, by the next congressional election.”

“Anyone providing services to unqualified people will have their chip deactivated and will suffer the same loss of all services. Anyone attempting to run in the place of another person will have their chip deactivated and will be subject to immediate euthanasia.”

“Simply, you have the responsibility to keep yourself in good enough physical condition to not be a burden on the rest of the country.”

“If you want to leave the county, do so. Do so before your qualifying date, because if you fail to qualify you won’t have access to transportation.”

“Eat what you want. Drink what you want. Sit on your butt all year if you want. The government doesn’t care. And when your qualifying day comes, the road won’t care. If you don’t meet the standard, all services will be immediately denied to you.”

“If you want to smoke, drink, or do hard drugs, by all means, do so. But, the road won’t care.”  

“Don’t injure yourself so that you can’t run, because the road won’t care. Don’t be too sick to run, the road won’t care. Being injured or sick is not an excuse.”

“If you want to sleep late every morning, that’s your decision. The road doesn’t care. If you can’t find time to buy good running shoes, the road doesn’t care. If you want to eat five cheeseburgers every day, that’s your choice. The road doesn’t care if you weigh three hundred pounds.”

“No one is exempted from this law. All congressmen, judges, sheriffs, doctors, lawyers, and even presidents will have to toe the starting line and run their qualifying times. They have to run it this year, next year, and every year. No exceptions. There are even time standards for the handicapped, who must still achieve an equivalent qualification."

“If you don’t believe me, that’s your problem. You won’t have much to celebrate on your birthday. By the way, there will be a national euthanasia program available for non-qualifiers. That is the only place where your chip will work if you fail to qualify.”

“That’s pretty much it. There will be updates about where the qualifying races are going to be held and how to register. Don’t fail to register. Failure to register is an automatic DNQ. DNQ means Did Not Qualify.”

President Martinez stood and said, “I am going to close now. I don’t know how you plan on spending your evening. I am going have a salad and then get my ass on a treadmill.”

The President faded out and the screen cut to the Albuquerque starting line. It was on the river trail, just north of Central Avenue. The video zoomed along the 6.2 miles to the finish line in a two-minute high-speed montage. The river trail never crosses any streets. It follows the irrigation channel on the east side of the Rio Grande River.

The announcer’s voiceover sounded a lot like Dan Rather on Sixty Minutes, “Bring what you need. Water, food, and medical treatment are not provided on the course. You may begin the course any time after 5 a.m. Chip time is your time. Once you start, you have to finish. You may repeat the course during the day as many times as you wish. The finish line will close at midnight. You are required to run one qualifying time before midnight. All DNQ chips will be deactivated at midnight.”

This is the last time anyone will wish you luck. Luck has nothing to do with it. You’ve either trained or you didn’t. You’re either ready or you aren’t. The road doesn’t care.”

The film ended without credits, the lights came up, and the doors opened onto Second Street in downtown Albuquerque.  

Michael walked next to a young couple who told him that this would be their first qualifying race.

“I’m George," the young man said. “This is Mandy. We’ve never run the course. We can’t practice on the qualifying course because people are trying to qualify every day of the year. We’ll both be fifteen on Saturday. How old are you?”

“I’ll be sixty-eight,” said Michael. “I’ve qualified several times. Do you feel good about your training times?”

George said, “You bet. We're both running right at forty minutes. We run four days a week. My Dad says almost 95 percent of the people qualify every year. He says it wasn’t always that way. Were you a runner before the law went into effect?”

“Your Dad’s right. In the first year, almost a fourth of the people didn’t qualify. Many people just didn’t believe it was real. There were riots and protests when people’s services got cut off for the first time. They didn’t riot for long. The people who had birthdays in the first three months of qualifying races had the highest percentage of failure. Once people saw it was real, ninety days gave most people who hadn’t insulted their bodies beyond repair enough time to train to run a 10K. Not a great 10K, but a qualifying 10K. And yes, once a runner, always a runner. I’d been running for almost twenty years when the law was passed.”

Mandy said, “They taught us at school that the rest of the world has adopted Personal Health Responsibility laws.”

“Mostly,” Mike said as he walked out the door. “There are a few holdouts, but even those nations don’t allow DNQs to immigrate. America cut off foreign aid and military support to countries that don’t have a Personal Health Responsibility law. Some countries are even more stringent than we are. Australia requires potential immigrants to run a qualifying time within seventy-two hours of their arrival in the country.”

George and Mandy stopped and held hands. “What time will you run the course? We’re thinking about 9 o’clock. After the early birds and before it gets too hot.”

“I always try to run about seven,” he said. “The sun is up. You don’t want to trip. Don’t fall down, the road doesn’t care. If you run early and something goes wrong, you can rest for several hours and take another shot at the end of the day.”

“You said you’ve run the course several times. Is there anything special to worry about?” asked Mandy.

“I used to run this trail all the time before the Personal Health Responsibility Law was passed. It was part of the old Duke City Marathon. There was a relay competition where six runners each ran a leg of the marathon. If you were the second runner, your leg would have been part of the qualifying course. I don’t know what they taught you in school about this course and the rules for qualifying. The old wooden bridge across the drainage ditch hasn’t had handrails since they rotted off about ten years ago. Make sure you stay in the center of the bridge. There are always fast young men who like to trip or shove other competitors. They keep score of how many people they put down. Just stay to the center of the bridge and don’t run too close to the edge of the irrigation canal.”

The kids thanked him, wished him well, and walked away. He envied the easy way they were sure of their forty-minute times. The strength of youth. He hoped they would still be that confident when they were pushing sixty. 

Home and dinner. Time to reflect. It had been hard when he was in his fifties. Back then, he was still going to work. That meant he had to run before work most days. He remembered it as ten years of running in the dark.  

Once the law became entrenched as a regular way of life, it was embraced by the country. The people who couldn’t or wouldn’t live a lifestyle that would allow them to qualify were eventually gone. Everyone had lost family, friends, and co-workers. People never talked about it. Everyone got their birthday off. Workplaces had treadmills for running at lunch and met for group runs after the work day. Meetings at work were shorter because almost everyone stood up during meetings. 

Michael slept Monday night and maintained the workout schedule he planned for his taper week. No speed work, but keep in shape. His calves looked like he could use them to crack walnuts, but almost everyone over sixty had calves like his. If they didn’t, they couldn’t keep qualifying. The extra minute added to the qualifying time each year didn’t help that much.

Off to bed on Friday night. He followed the teachings of John L. Parker Jr., who wrote “Once A Runner.” Michael believed it was the best running book ever written. The book’s mantra was, “Live your life like a clock.” Go to bed at the same time. Get up at the same time, eat at the same time, and run at the same time. It worked for Michael. Although, Parker had also said, “If you eat three times a day, you run three times a day.” Michael didn’t follow that rule.

He woke without the alarm on Saturday. He woke without the alarm every morning. Peanut butter on a whole wheat bagel was his standard pre-run meal. He never shaved on qualifying day. His dressing was ritualistic. Shirt, shorts, socks and shoes. Always in the same order. He used a stick deodorant to prevent chaffing. It cost less than specialty products. He always positioned his running gear the same way every night. The shirt was placed on top of the shorts. They were both draped on the right arm of the chair in his bedroom. The shoes were nestled side by side under the chair. They were loosely laced with polyester socks placed inside them. After he dressed, he checked his embedded chip with his home computer scanner three times to make sure it still worked. “Who’s compulsive?” he thought.

Water bottle, runner’s belt with a key holder, the same faded Abita Beer cap that he wore every year, spare shoes, and the twenty-year-old sunglasses he always wore – check. Extra water, check. He didn’t take the iPod on Qualifying Day. Music was for practice. He wanted to pay complete attention to his body for this run. He would monitor his breathing, his stride mechanics, and his pace every minute.

He checked to be sure he had filled the car yesterday. Of course, he had. He always had it serviced the week before qualifying. The battery had been dead once about ten years ago. He cycled twelve miles to the starting line. That wasn’t happening again.

His three worst years had been in his early sixties. At 60, he developed a hammertoe and needed surgery. He delayed the surgery until after the qualifying day. He ran with the hammertoe and finished with three minutes to spare and a shoe full of blood. He had the surgery the next week. It took over three months to recover. He was back in shape by September, but was diagnosed with throat cancer. He delayed chemo and radiation treatment until after he qualified on his sixty-first birthday. The treatment took three months. It took three more months before he could even walk a mile. He was able to run four miles at a qualifying pace by the end of August. The first 10K he ran that year was on his qualifying day. He walked the last half mile. He threw up three times and qualified by thirty-two seconds.

On the drive to the parking area, he wondered as he always did, how much this qualifying program owed to some stories and books from the past. The Lottery by Shirley Jackson and The Long Walk by Stephen King came to mind. He supposed The Hunger Games by Suzanne Collins probably influenced the legislation.

He stopped the idle speculation because it didn’t matter, the law was the law and the road doesn’t care. Just focus, he thought, just focus.

He parked and rode the shuttle to the starting area. There were so many people milling around that the atmosphere was almost festive. There are over five million people in the southwest United States that have to qualify every year. Many people from Colorado came to New Mexico to run. The course was flatter and the elevation was slightly lower. Several people from Arizona chose to quality in New Mexico. It’s better to run when the temperature isn’t over 100 degrees in the shade. With 365 different birthdays, that meant about 15,000 people tried to qualify every day.  

Michael didn’t pay attention to anyone else as he walked to the starting line. He wasn’t racing these people. A qualifying run was just like every other run. The only runner that matters is you. Just you.

Michael chose not to stretch before he ran. Cold muscles were more likely to tear or become inflamed if he stretched before he ran. He walked the last fifty feet to the starting line and checked to see that the reader turned green in acknowledgment of his chip. He started his stopwatch and was running at a nine-and-a-half-minute pace within fifteen strides.  

Nine minutes and thirty seconds a mile. That would give him a time of 59 minutes. Ten minutes faster than he needed this morning. I’ll just hold this pace for the first mile, he thought. He focused on his breathing rhythm. Breathe in for two steps, and breathe out for two steps. Repeat five hundred times per mile. Two thousand steps a mile, five hundred breaths. Finish a mile and then do it five more times.

He automatically avoided rough spots on the trail. When he swerved to avoid a walking runner or a washout in the gravel, the action didn’t require conscious thought. Two paces after he passed an obstruction or another runner, he had forgotten it.

Michael smiled when he finished the first mile in 9:28. Before everyone was a runner, a non-runner would have said Michael was in “the zone.” Runners know that there is no zone. There is only focus and concentration. There is only the unspoken understanding that all runners knew back when running was a sport. You run alone. It doesn’t matter if there are 10,000 people at the starting line, after the race starts you run alone. It’s just you and the road. The other runners fade to become faceless shadows that sometimes you pass and sometimes pass you.  

The only thing that comes with you on Qualifying Day is the work and preparation you did to get there. You can’t lie to the road. Michael once had a friend who told everyone that he was running 30 miles a week. He wasn’t. You can lie to your friends and you can lie to yourself. The road doesn’t care. You can’t lie to the road. You can’t fake it. A body that hasn’t been running isn’t going to magically wake up and run eight-minute miles some bright sunny morning. You have to do the miles.

Michael coasted through the second mile right at nineteen minutes. “On schedule,” he said to himself. “I did the miles, I can do the time. I did the miles, I can do the time.” He took inventory. There was no pain anywhere. His breathing pattern felt good. His heartbeat wasn’t detectable. All systems go.

He picked up his pace just enough to make him feel the satisfaction of being able to do so. He slipped back into the drifting reverie of semi-conscious thought. He had passed under Interstate Forty and approached the Albuquerque Nature Center. He saw a man ahead who ran with his right foot on the gravel and his left foot on the paved portion of the trail. Stupid. Michael wondered why anyone would run on those uneven surfaces. While Michael watched, the other runner tripped, stumbled, and fell. Michael moved a little left and ran past before the man stopped rolling on the ground. One of Michael’s self-imposed rules for Qualifying Day was not to stop and help other people. The road doesn’t care why you stopped. The clock keeps running.  

If George or Mandy had been with him this morning, they would have told him that children were taught in school to not stop and help other people on the trail. The logic is cold, but realistic. If someone falls, they are either going to get up and qualify or they won’t. You must not endanger yourself. Your help probably won’t matter to them, but the lost time can be critical to you. If someone pulls a muscle or sustains some other injury, you can’t run the race for them. The mental image of two runners supporting a third runner between them as the injured runner limps across the finish line is the sort of romantic nonsense that will keep all three runners from qualifying. Take care of yourself. 

Mile three started just before he crossed the wooden bridge over the irrigation ditch near the Nature Center.  

He could hear the ducks and geese in the pond about a quarter mile from the trail. He would pay careful attention at the bridge. The bridge was only fifty feet long. It was also only eight feet wide. It was a serious pinch point. The fifty-foot wide trail makes a ninety-degree left turn and becomes eight-foot wide in about four steps. Crowding and shoving are often a real problem. People were pushed down, stepped on, and sometimes even shoved into the ditch. Like he had told George and Mandy, young men used the crossing as an opportunity to push each other into the water. Sometimes, they would push strangers into the water just for the hell of it. The ditch usually had four or five feet of water. Trying to qualify while injured from the fall or in wet clothes and shoes would be challenging.

The road doesn’t care if you get pushed off the bridge.

Michael slowed enough to judge the speed of the runners in front of him. He took a quick look to see if anyone was gaining on him. It was better to lose a minute or so at the crossing than to get injured. While he evaluated the traffic on the bridge, George and Mandy blazed by him running faster than seven minutes a mile. Of course, at their age, they needed to run that fast. 

Less than fifteen seconds later a group of five boys dashed by him. One of the boys lowered a shoulder and deliberately bumped Michael as they went past him. The group timed it perfectly and caught George and Mandy just as they started across the bridge. The lead runner forced his way between them and shoved them apart. George went down on the bridge and rolled to the edge. Mandy staggered as the lead runner pushed her and ran on by. Three of the other four boys in the group continued across the bridge. The last boy swerved next to the staggering Mandy and hip-checked her off the bridge. He never slowed. The hollow echoes of his footsteps and his laughter were loud as he crossed the bridge and made the hard right turn to continue north on the trail.

By the time Michael reached the bridge, all five boys raced away up the trail. As Michael crossed the bridge, he could see George get to his feet. The blood on his elbows and knees stood out in bright contrast to his pale skin. On the other side of the bridge, Mandy tried to climb out of the irrigation ditch. The ditch was about seven feet deep, but the water was only a little more than waist-deep on Mandy. The edge was slick and wet.

Michael felt bad for them, but he continued across the bridge. Seconds later, George ran by Michael. Mandy wasn’t with him. Michael turned and looked back at the bridge. No Mandy. Michael was only mildly surprised that George had left her to fend for herself.

What’s the matter with me, Michael thought as he considered helping her himself. I don’t know this girl. I can’t go back. I can’t help her.

That’s when he heard her scream. Michael stopped. He shook his head. He knew he’d read too many books by Edgar Rice Burroughs and other heroic fantasy writers as a young man. Am I Tarzan or am I the witch doctor? Am I King Arthur or Mordred? I’m either a hero or a villain. 

“No,” Michael answered himself, “I’m not a hero. I’m not Tarzan.”  

Michael checked his watch. He was under 29 minutes for three miles. He had about 10 minutes to spare. He ran back to the bridge. What I am is an old man and a damn fool.

He found Mandy trying to scramble up the muddy ditch bank. Her hands were bleeding and she was completely panicked. Michael moved to the edge of the ditch and knelt to help her up. “Take my hands, take my hands,” he yelled.

If Michael had ever been trained as a lifeguard, he would have known that the first rule when trying to help a drowning person is to protect yourself. The victim will drown you right along with them if you give them half a chance. Michael balanced on the slick edge of the ditch and reached down to Mandy.  

Mandy stopped screaming, grabbed his right arm, planted both feet against the edge of the ditch, and pulled as hard as she could.

Michael somersaulted into the irrigation ditch. He hit his head on the bottom. When he surfaced he faced the opposite bank and couldn’t see Mandy. She was behind him. She screamed again and floundered futilely at the edge of the ditch bank.

Stupid, stupid, stupid, Michael thought. He looked at his watch. He had about five minutes to get out of the ditch.

He went to Mandy. He took a few seconds to calm her down. He said, “Put your foot in my hands and I’ll boost you up. Once you’re on the edge, lay down and reach back for me and help me climb out.”

She nodded and put her foot into his hands. He literally threw her out of the ditch. She climbed to her feet, turned and ran away for ten or twelve strides, and then stopped. She dashed back and flopped down on the edge of the ditch. She reached down and helped Michael climb out.

As soon he was out of the ditch, he said, “Go! I can’t keep up with you and you have less time than I do. Go, go now!”

Mandy said, “Thanks.” She turned and ran.

Michael pulled himself to his feet, shook the water from his hair, and wiped his face. He checked his watch. He was less than three miles from the finish and had 32 minutes to go. This little swim had cost a lot of time. He could still qualify if he ran ten-minute miles. He could do that. He ran at a faster pace than that every single day. He pushed off with his right foot and realized that his right shoe was gone. He had lost a shoe in the drainage canal.

He wasn’t going back in to look for it. No time. “Well, I can’t run with one shoe,” he said out loud to himself. He took his left shoe off and removed both socks. He ran barefoot up the trail with a little more than 31 minutes left on his clock.

He increased his pace as he ran mile four. He began to pass walkers during the fourth mile. Most of them were young, kids who had gone out too fast. They probably started at a five or six-minute-per-mile pace. That meant they’d finished the first three miles in fifteen or sixteen minutes. Schools taught everyone about pacing, but you can’t fix arrogance. The road doesn’t care how fast you go out, it cares about when you finish. Ten seconds in the first mile is the same as ten seconds in the last mile.

He didn’t speak to anyone as he ran past them. If they turned toward him, he avoided eye contact. He knew most of them would be fine. They could run and walk the last three miles in eight minutes a mile or so and finish with a minute or two to spare. A good scare like this would teach them a lesson about pacing they would never forget.

Michael was scared. He knew that the people who passed him and the people he passed could see that he was barefooted. No doubt, they wondered about that. They were probably shocked to see his mud-streaked arms and legs. He expected he looked like he was trying to finish one of those obstacle course races that people used to run when people ran for fun. The road didn’t care what the other runners thought. Michael didn’t care either.

He checked his time at the four-mile marker. He was doing okay time-wise, but his feet started to hurt. His tendency to pronate was exaggerated by running barefoot so he was getting some pain in his right knee. He had 2.2 miles to go and he had 20 minutes and 35 seconds to finish. Focus on pushing off with your big toes, he told himself. That will minimize any sideways stress on your knees.

Cottonwood leaves decorated the trail as he finished mile five. Treat the leaves like each one has a carpet tack underneath it. Don’t step on the leaves. He dodged carefully around the scattered carpets of gold and red. He shook his head when a group of young people ran by him stomping through the leaves like small children jumping up and down in rain puddles.  

He checked the time. He’d held the increased pace for miles four and five. He was just under 58 minutes at the five-mile point. With shoes, he would have pushed the last mile. He had one point two miles to go and 11 minutes to get there. A nine-minute mile would do it. Just don’t get injured. He knew that he had already proven he was an idiot. Don’t compound the stupidity by hurting yourself. A lost month of training to a pulled groin muscle is a lost month. It doesn’t matter whether the month lost was November, March, or August. You can’t make up for the miles you didn’t run. If you don’t do the miles, you can’t do the time.  

He planned to hold his pace. He didn’t need to speed up, but he wouldn’t slow down either. Don’t take anything for granted. You haven’t crossed the finish line until your time flashes on the qualification board. He checked his time every tenth of a mile. He had a few seconds over nine minutes to finish the last mile. An easy pace to run if you are under 60 and wearing shoes. He wasn’t either. He stayed on the asphalt portion of the trail. You can’t run on gravel in your bare feet.  

Leaves completely covered the trail just ahead. He looked at his watch just as he reached the leaves. He glanced up from his wrist when he stepped on a sharp rock or something under the leaves. He hopped for a couple of steps and then continued without slowing his pace and tried to ignore the pain on his right foot.

He looked down and saw blood on his foot. He glanced back up the trail and saw a bloody footprint every other step. The path behind him showed a splotch of blood about every nine or ten feet. He didn’t think he could spare the time to stop and check his foot, but he had to know. He quickly sat on the ground, pulled his right foot into his lap, and saw a jagged gash about an inch long just behind his big toe. “At least it isn’t pumping blood,” he said out loud. “I haven’t cut an artery.”

He scrambled back to his feet and was running again in seconds. His stride was different now. He tried to step on the outside of his right foot. This made him run with a lopsided rolling gait that was just hell on both knees. He thought he probably looked like a drunk staggering home.

The immediate problem wasn’t his knees. Every step with his right foot was like stepping on broken glass. He knew he caused more damage to his foot with every stride.

He ran the last half mile by himself, mentally and physically. He didn’t pass anyone and no one passed him. When he thought about that last half mile, he couldn’t remember anything about it. He listened to the squishy sound of his right foot on the pavement. He kept his breathing in time with his steps. His rhythm was a little different than when he started. Breathe in, step, and wince. Breathe out, step, and wince. Repeat.

When he reached the quarter-mile-to-go marker, he began to count his steps. The quarter-mile-to-go marker was actually a line of orange spray paint that someone had sprayed across the paved portion of the trail many years ago. He vaguely remembered that it was probably him.

Five hundred steps to go. He counted them down in increments of one hundred. He almost always lost count and this year was no exception. With 177 paces to the finish line, he checked his watch one last time. It flashed 68 minutes. He could tolerate anything for a minute. He focused and took a deep cleansing breath. He willed himself to resume his normal stride. He pounded the pavement for this last part of the run. He put the pain in his right foot in a mental box somewhere he could ignore it until later. Breathe in and breathe out. Two paces in and two paces out. Hold the pace. Don’t look at your watch until you finish.

When he finished, he collapsed on the pavement. He looked up and saw his name, age, and qualifying time flash on the qualification board. He finished in 68 minutes and 36 seconds, just 24 seconds faster than he needed.  

He sat and watched the other finishers. No one congratulated anyone. Everyone behaved as though they were still alone in their thoughts on the trail.  

Michael wrapped his bloody foot in his dirty running shirt. The medics were at his side in seconds. They were there to help once a person ran their qualifying time. They helped Michael to a triage area, where his foot was cleaned, disinfected, and glued back together. Skintite Surgical Glue had been developed for foot cuts, and it was amazing. You can’t train if you can’t run. The medics covered the entire area with PhoPlesh. This fake skin allowed a person to run on an injured foot within eight hours of application. Once it cured, a person can run immediately and not miss a day of training. Conventional stitches kept people off their feet for two weeks or longer.

Michael knew that if he hadn’t qualified he wouldn’t have received medical treatment. If he had needed to make a second attempt today, he would have had to patch up his own foot.

They gave Michael a pair of crutches and a pair of blue soft paper hospital shoes to wear. He walked from the treatment area to the buses that took qualifiers back to their cars and non-qualifiers back to the starting line to try again.

There were other buses to take DNQs to the euthanasia center. No one ever got on those buses. It usually took three or four days without services for DNQs to accept the consequences. Most of them would get on a DNQ bus in the next few days. Besides, it wasn’t even nine o’clock yet. A lot of DNQs would try again throughout the day. That rarely worked out for anyone.

Michael never looked back. Most people were silent on the bus ride back to the parking area. There were groups of teenagers celebrating because they had all qualified. He checked to see if George and Mandy were part of one of the groups, but he didn’t see them. He hoped Mandy would remember that George had abandoned her on the trail. Perhaps she would tell stories about the ancient white knight who'd pulled her from the canal. Perhaps not. It was possible that neither of them qualified today. He would never know.

When Michael got home, he showered, washed his running clothes, and put everything where it belonged. The hat and the glasses went next to the iPod. The water bottle was cleaned, filled, and placed on the top shelf, left side front of the refrigerator. The runner’s belt and the iPod were hung on the door handle. The shoes were placed on the closet floor in their position in rotation. Tomorrow’s shoes were placed under the chair with socks inside them so they would be ready in the morning. Everything was exactly where it belonged.

Michael woke without the alarm clock and put on his running clothes. Six miles to run this morning. He put two socks on his right foot for padding and would plan to heel strike today. Give the area behind the big toe a little time to heal. He was lucky yesterday.  

The road doesn’t care how fast you were last year. There are no rollover minutes. You can’t make up the miles you didn’t run. If you don’t do the miles, you can’t do the time.  

Sunglasses on under the sweat-stained baseball hat, he was running an eight-minute-mile pace before the screen door slammed behind him while Steppenwolf screamed “Born to Be Wild” on the iPod.  

***
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This was the first story I wrote in fifty years. I finished it, reviewed it, made corrections, and sent it to an editor who’d requested stories for a speculative anthology about long distance running. He accepted the story four days after I submitted it.

I decided this writing stuff was easy, I couldn’t believe I wasted my whole life going to work. Several more stories and a hundred rejections later, I understood why I’d gone to work every day.

Unfortunately, the editor went dark four months after he bought this story. He stopped communicating and didn’t respond to emails. He had been a true gentleman and provided me with much needed encouragement at a critical time, but he disappeared. He reappeared briefly, but never published his book.

A year went by and his contract to publish “The Road Doesn’t Care” expired, providing me with the motivation to write a book of strange running stories.

This is the most autobiographical of my stories, I’m a cancer survivor and credit my wife, Sally, my doctors, and running for my survival. 

RULES: PART ONE

Stretch, especially after your cooldown.

Always Cooldown.

You can run further than you think you can.

Don’t lie about training, even to yourself. The truth will out and the road always knows.

You can’t make up for the miles you didn’t run.
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FULL CONTACT
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Denny liked to run by himself, he enjoyed the solitude. When he was younger, he ran before dawn, but after a few thousand sunrises, they all look the same. It’s hard to enjoy the beauty of the pink and gold-tinted pre-dawn clouds when you’re watching the ground through a dusty headlamp and trying not to fall on your ass.

On Wednesday, he ran in the heat of the afternoon. Fewer people ran when the sun was high than ran in the dark, a ninety-degree afternoon thins the herd. The parade of housewives and moms pushing baby carriers was usually over about the same time that morning rush hour traffic subsided. By one o’clock he had the trail in the foothills of the Sandia Mountains to himself.

He was halfway into his six-mile out-and-back run and he hadn’t seen another person since he left the trailhead. A couple of coyotes had ignored him and a dozen jackrabbits had scampered out of his way. The heat waves rising from the decaying granite trail were visible as wavy lines in the air and the feel of the sun on his skin was a tangible pressure.

The trailhead was six thousand feet above sea level and wound up and down through the cactus and chamisa that dotted the foothills. Most people, even experienced runners, wouldn’t run a mile before the altitude and unrelenting heat forced them to stop, gasping for breath. Altitude sickness and heat stroke waited around the next boulder for the untrained or inexperienced.

Denny was acclimated to the altitude and the heat. His only concessions to the brutal conditions were a slathering layer of sunscreen, a water belt, wraparound sunglasses, and a bright neckerchief tucked inside the rear of his baseball hat as a neck shade. He looked like a soldier in the French Foreign Legion, except his hat was bright yellow and his neckerchief was orange.

Denny slowed like he always did at his turnaround point and walked a few steps. The trail was rough and uneven and a runner didn’t get to enjoy the view. Denny knew that if he didn’t watch where he stepped, he’d trip over a rock or root, and fall face-first onto the loose granite and quartz that make up the trail.

He stopped, took a long pull from his water bottle, and admired the view. Mount Taylor was visible fifty miles to the west and the Rio Grande meandered through Albuquerque toward the south. The remnants of three volcanos stood like giant sentinels on the West Mesa. Interstate 40 was a shimmering ribbon that paralleled abandoned stretches of Highway 66 until it disappeared over the western horizon.

He took less than a minute to appreciate a view that less than one percent of the million-plus people who lived in this section of the Rio Grande Valley would ever see. He put the water bottle back in his belt, made a quick check of his shoelaces, hat, and sunglasses, and was back up to speed, a six-minute-a-mile pace, in less than three steps.

He kept his eyes on the trail and shortened his stride, it was downhill to the trailhead and he didn’t want to hurt his knees and calves on the downhill.

The heat shimmer on the trail became heavier and stronger. Denny felt the air rising as he ran through it. The upward stream of air lifted his neck protector and it streamed like an orange pennant above his hat. The hat started to lift off of his head and he put one hand on the crown to hold it down.

Denny was so focused on his hat that he didn’t notice when his feet stopped touching the ground. It was like riding in a hot air balloon, there was no sensation of motion, and when Denny looked back down at the trail it was several hundred feet below him and getting further away every second.

It became difficult to breathe as he sped ever faster skyward like a rocket gaining more speed with every second, the air pressure forced his cheeks flat when he looked upward, and he was dizzy, disoriented, and nauseated. Bile burned the inside of his throat and he passed out.

Denny woke up in a hospital bed and saw his running shoes sitting neatly beside his clothes and water belt. He had on one of those stupid robes that leaves your butt hanging out. He carefully sat upright and scanned the room. None of the signs were in English, even the alphabet was unfamiliar. It wasn’t Russian or Chinese. The script looked vaguely Arabic, but he wasn’t sure.

There wasn’t a television mounted high on the wall and he couldn’t find a call button. The expected monitor attachments were nowhere to be found, but a machine by his bed that made the familiar chirps and beeps of a heartbeat, blood pressure, and respiration monitor.

He checked to be sure he had all his body parts and then shouted, “Hello. Hello. Anybody out there? Hello.”

Two short people opened the door and walked in, but they weren’t really people unless there were light blue pyramid-shaped people with three boneless arms that moved about like tentacles. There were three digits on each tentacle. The arms were positioned equally distant from each other around the body, just like the three sets of eyes. The creatures’ upper bodies were covered in a three-armed short-sleeved shirt and a kilt like skirt hung about half to the floor and covered the three thick appendages that served as legs.

As the two creatures moved about the hospital room, it was apparent that they never turned around, their eyes faced in three directions and it was obvious that there were no backward or forward for them, they flowed effortlessly without turning in whatever direction they chose to move.

One of them, dressed in black, moved with authority to Denny’s bedside, consulted a triangle-shaped electronic device, and spoke into the tablet. His voice was high-pitched and sounded like a pissed-off squirrel, but the triangle tablet translated the squeaks into English with an annoying southern drawl. “My name is Mider, I am the medical professional charged with your care. This is Keta, my assistant. You are well, your body is functioning within all acceptable operating parameters for your species.”

Denny pulled the back of his robe tightly around his buttocks. Aliens, he’d been kidnapped by aliens. He didn’t feel any discomfort, but who knew what godless atrocities and tests these little blue tripods had subjected him to while he was unconscious. “Leave me alone, stay away from me. He clenched his buttocks and snarled. “You anal probed me before I woke up, didn’t you? Admit it, I know you did.”

The tablet translated Denny’s outburst and Mider and Keta chirped for a moment before the tablet replied. “If you are asking if we have inserted a sensing device into your defecation canal for some sort of data research, of course not. What a disgusting thought. What kind of being are you that you would even think of such a thing? Look at your left wrist, the green data sensor provides us with all the information about you that we require.”

There was a green plastic circle about the size of a dime stuck to the inside of Denny’s wrist. It was translucent and the insides looked like a triangular computer chip. “If you aren’t performing disgusting alien experiments on me so you can conquer Earth, why the hell am I here?”

“We have no desire to conquer your planet. You fight too much, and your creatures all eat each other. It’s an endless cycle, every living thing on your world is both predator and prey at some point in its brief lifespan. Ambassador Truka will explain things to you.”

“Yeah, fine. I want my clothes, I hate this stupid robe and I've got a question. How come your machine makes whatever you say sound like someone who grew up in a Mississippi swamp?”

Mider responded, “The voice was chosen because its cadence, intonation, and pronunciation have a calming effect on humans who speak your language. It is perceived as the voice of reason, compassion, and understanding. It is modeled after a famous law enforcement officer from your country, the high sheriff of a town called Mayberry. Is my voice not acceptable?”

Denny put on his running shorts and shirt and said, “You bet, nothing says brilliant interstellar civilization like Andy Taylor.”

Ambassador Truka greeted Denny. He stood by a small table with one chair. What looked like a typical breakfast was on the table, scrambled eggs, a sausage patty, toast, fruit, and coffee. Thank God for coffee.

The Ambassador drawled a friendly invitation to sit down and Denny answered. “There’s only one chair, don’t you sit down?”

“We do not sit.” said the Ambassador. We don’t have knees or waists and our bodies do not bend. To rest or sleep, we retract our lower tentacles and rest on the bottom of our pyramid-shaped bodies.”

Denny smiled at the pronunciation and inflection. Pyramid came out Peer-ah-mid and retract had a long ‘e’, a very long ‘e’, it was reee-tract.

The breakfast was excellent and the coffee was beyond wonderful. Okay, creatures who could make coffee this good probably weren’t into the whole anal probe thing. Denny refilled his cup and asked, ‘Why am I here?”

“I don’t know what you’ve been told, but the short answer is that you are here to run a race of about fifteen of your miles. The long answer is, well, long.”

Denny took a sip and replied, “Don’t know that I feel much like racing, but I think I’ve got time for the long answer.”

“You betcha, your race is unique. Mammalian species who walk upright, rarely develop intelligence. On most planets, mammals are small scavengers who scurry about feeding on scraps and provide a low-lying niche in the food chain. On the few planets where mammals have grown to your outlandish size, they’re strong enough and fast enough that intelligence isn't a survival-mandated trait. When you’re the bully on the block, you don’t have to be all that smart. If you’re big, you can get away with being stupid. Most interstellar civilizations don’t cotton much to your kind.”
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