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To back-of-the-packers everywhere.
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introduction


I started this journey by running out on my life. On September 11, 2001, while the world was watching the devastation of the Twin Towers’ collapse in New York, I was loading boxes into the back of my car and moving out of an eleven-year marriage. I was afraid of what the future held and I felt guilty for leaving, but I knew I couldn’t stay.

The demise of the relationship, as is so often the case, started even before the marriage began. Flash back more than twenty years to my preadolescence. Within the space of a two-year period, my parents divorced, my father disappeared into addiction for awhile, and our house burned to the ground. My mother remarried. A new baby was born into the family, making me the oldest of four and still the only girl. And then I was in junior high—the hell of childhood for most of us. All of my structures were shattered, leaving me scared and lonely as the adults in my world focused on putting their own lives back together. By the time I was thirteen years old, I was teetering on the edge of depression and in desperate need of guidance and stability. Enter religion.

I spent a lot of time that first year of junior high writing poetry full of darkness and grief and sharing it with a few school pals who were similarly angsty and morbid. One of those poetry friends told me she wanted me to come to her church one Sunday, and, always glad to get out of the house, I agreed to go. The church I visited claimed God loved me. I needed love. They  told a story of God’s giving peace of mind and joy. I needed peace and joy. They didn’t tell me they’d give me rules, but that was to come. And I needed rules, too. I went back week after week and finally, one Sunday, I walked down the aisle during an altar call and became “born again.”

In the ensuing years, the various churches I attended gave me a structure my family lacked. In fact, the discourses I was exposed to gave me guidance for almost every aspect of life imaginable. I gave myself over to the rules, never bothering to think critically about them. Throughout my adolescence, I abstained from sex, threw out all my rock music, avoided R-rated movies, obeyed my parents even when they were unreasonable, and, most important, constantly confessed my bad thoughts (sins) to God.

By the time I left my family home at nineteen, I was steeped in a very literal, simplistic structure of religious experience, and it was still what I needed. I had a lot to be thankful for in these guidelines; they had given me a sense of security and saved me from getting into troubles unknown. But a few years later, at age twenty-one, when I met a young man and started dating, I found myself in shaky territory. I couldn’t have sex, and I couldn’t marry him, either, unless he shared my doctrines. Those were the rules.

My young beau converted to my way of believing—or at least he tried. We married and, mostly at my insistence, we built our relationship around my understanding of what a godly marriage should look like.

The guidelines for a young woman inside a marriage were more burdensome to me than those that had guided me through my adolescence. I sat under teachings that said a woman must always have a “covering”: In other words, she is never fully in charge of herself. Either her father or her husband must be her leader and her adviser. Certainly, he must do so with an attitude of benevolence, but that did not change the fact that the state of the woman was to be one of submission. My father would have nothing to do with this; he’d long ago left me to my own devices. My young husband, likewise, found it baffling and was no more a natural “head of the house” than I was a natural follower. The marriage wasn’t meeting my expectations on a spiritual level, and I felt lonely in it. I also felt I was incessantly failing God, and yet at the  same time I was beginning to feel God’s expectations were unreasonable. There was a very small, hidden part of me that wanted something else.

By the time I reached my early thirties, I was experiencing a growing dissonance between what I actually wanted for my life and what I thought I “should” be doing. I didn’t know then that a lot of people have these crises when they have lived most of their lives according to someone else’s agenda. I knew only that I was suffocating.

To address my confusion, and to find some meaningful vocation (since we didn’t have children—the most meaningful thing a Christian woman could do), I began a master’s degree program in marriage and family therapy. I hoped to sort out the truth about marriage and family, and to figure out once and for all what God wanted from me. I chose a program at what I thought was the most conservative Christian institution in the Seattle area, one that offered accreditation in my field of choice.

I got more than I signed up for. During my studies, I was invited to examine every assumption, guideline, interpretation, and expectation in my own life from many angles. I was being prepared to work in therapy with clients who not only didn’t hold my narrow beliefs but also had lives full of unanswerable questions and mysteries that couldn’t be solved. Slowly, over two years of intense study and self-examination, I started to see that I was in that boat, too, along with every other human being, regardless of doctrine. I graduated in 2000 with more questions than I had started with and fell further into crisis. I was getting ready to run.

 



 



ONE HOT SUMMER DAY in 2001, I stood in the living room of a new home my husband and I had recently purchased and looked at my bookshelves. Books had always been my great love and solace. There on my shelves were books full of religious instruction, guiding me into a life of rules and submission. They sat side by side with newer books guiding me toward questions I had only recently dared to ask. One question, in particular, I had pushed away for over a decade: Was I happy? I had refused to ask it, even during my studies, because I knew it would bring forward a flood that might  drown me. The question seemed simple, and yet it was one of the most complicated I’d ever sought to answer.

I had been told for years that happiness was irrelevant, that the peace and joy of God were deeper and more sustaining than plain happiness, somehow. But that day, as I looked at my bookcase, I knew enough to be honest and say that for me this was hogwash. I was unhappy, and that mattered to me. Period. It wasn’t anyone’s fault other than my own. I’d been the one who’d insisted on embracing such rigid ideas for so long. I was thirty-four years old and very unhappy, in my relationship and in general. For the second time in my life, all the structures that supported me (theology, marriage, church community) were about to be shattered—this time to provide me with the opportunity to sort through the pieces and find exiled parts of myself.

I said goodbye as well as I knew how, loaded up my car, and drove into an abyss of loss, hoping to start a quest that would lead me to me.

As I floundered in isolation, separated from the church community that had kept me in place for so long and from God as I had known him, an old friend came along and encouraged me to take up running, an activity I’d dabbled in over the years but had set aside during my crisis. I wasn’t keen on the idea at first, but I gave it a try on a small scale and found that while it was hard for me, running also soothed me. When I was running, I was breathing. When I ran, I centered my entire attention on my body in the present moment and got some relief from the emotional gymnastics that were the result of my shattered life. Like a prayer, but without a specific petition, running called me to quiet my thoughts. This was a good start. I kept it up, aware of all the things I was running from, and still having no idea what I was running toward.

 



 



LONG-DISTANCE (AND SPECIFICALLY marathon) running was about to provide me with a new structure that required just enough of that same dogged religious commitment to make it feel familiar, and yet its only “rule” was that I run 26.2 miles (42 kilometers in most of the world), and even that I would fiddle with now and again. As the idea to run seven marathons on seven continents morphed into a real goal and then became my midlife  vision quest—teaching me about myself, spirituality, relationship, and life in general—I came home to myself, and in doing so became a real woman. No longer a puppet to a masculine god, I’ve built a life, a character, and a set of values that sustain me. I’ve done this wearing my running shoes and an iPod Shuffle.

It hasn’t been easy or quick or tidy or even much fun some of the time. And yet the trials are what make the marathon the perfect metaphor for living life with the long run in mind. The marathon teaches a person to plan, to dream, to push through hard times, to admire unlikely people, to give up the penchant for perfectionism, and to accept life for the messy endeavor it is. Training for the marathon gives a person the opportunity to learn things about the self that, I would argue, can be learned only through hard physical training. How much pain can you take? Can you tolerate being alone? How long can you entertain your own thoughts and really be with just yourself? How do you feel about being dead last? How many times can you repeat the same motion with your body, the same mundane activity, and still find value in it?

Running has given me a model for how to reconstruct a life for myself. Marathon racers, just like people in relationships with other human beings, all run together and yet alone. Sometimes you have to choose whether to keep up with others, or to find your own pace at the back of the pack. Also, a race, just like a life, feels most secure when it’s well organized and there’s a lot of support along the course, but it is often more interesting to get lost and to have to rely on strangers to help you find your way again.

 



 




SECOND WIND IS THE story of how I decided to embrace the marathon and the lessons it has to teach by running on all seven of the world’s continents. These pages hold not only tales of the races and the travels, but stories of inspiring, interesting people around our globe. I hope that once you are done reading, you will want to take a look at the “shoulds” that may hold you captive and that wherever you have gotten stuck in your life, you will see a way to break free and find your second wind.

The quest to live more authentically requires something unique for (and from) everyone. For me, it has required a lot of loss, a change in spiritual perspective, hours and hours of training, and the foibles of explaining “constipation” in pharmacies the world over. Perhaps for you it will mean taking on a completely different challenge than mine, but whatever it looks like, I hope you will join me at the starting line and run your races and live your life at your own speed and to the tune of your own playlist.
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beginning the race: THE starting (over) line

“The descent is characterized as a journey to the underworld, the dark night of the soul, the belly of the whale, the meeting of the dark goddess, or simply as depression. It is usually precipitated by a life-changing loss.”

—MAUREEN MURDOCK, The Heroine’s Journey



 



 


“The first step, if you’ll pardon the pun, is to forget everything you have ever believed about running. Everything you think running is and everything you think runners are is almost certainly wrong.”

—JOHN “THE PENGUIN” BINGHAM, No Need for Speed



On a Thursday in March 2002, I sat up in my bed and felt a throbbing in my skull, which, on this particular day, was accompanied by strange puffs of flashing light that appeared in my line of vision whenever I blinked my eyes. Wherever I turned my gaze, the apparitions floated around in the nook of the bedroom where I had been sleeping. I tried to rise, but the apartment started spinning—slowly at first, then faster and faster, until I conceded defeat, flopped myself back onto the bed, and cried for a while.

In another half hour, I rose again. The flashes of light were still there; they followed me into the low-ceilinged living room and accompanied me to the window, where I opened the blinds and looked up from my dark basement studio onto a view of the sidewalk to see if it was raining. It was. It’s always raining in Seattle, where the skyline is surrounded by beautiful views of water and mountains but is also capped by rain clouds ten months of the year.

The visions of light followed me into the shower and to the kitchen, where I made coffee. I was becoming alarmed. Were these the early signs of brain cancer? Or psychosis? Was I finally succumbing to the inescapable legacy of depression among the women in my family? Mine would come with psychotic features, no doubt (as a psychotherapist, I even happened to know the DSM code: 309.34). Why couldn’t I have followed the men of the family into alcoholism, instead of this? Maybe it wasn’t too late to choose an illness for myself before it chose me. I made a mental note to buy wine after work.

I dressed and drove the two miles to my new job working with homeless youth in Seattle’s U District. This was the kind of job I had pursued since  obtaining my master’s degree in family therapy—something that would give me the opportunity to really make a difference. With a strong recommendation from Bill, a former supervisor turned friend, I had been given the chance, and the privilege, to work with this disenfranchised population as the organization’s program director. Many years earlier, Bill himself had given me my first professional job, as a teacher in an international exchange program at Western Washington University. I had been a student there at the time and had stayed in Bellingham, a small city ninety miles north of Seattle, after graduation to work for the program he ran. I had continued on and off for eight years, and we’d stayed in touch here and there.

When I applied for the job at the drop-in center, I asked Bill to be a reference. When I told him about my broken marriage, he offered me support and understanding, empathizing from his own experience with the sorrow of divorce. Connecting with him had helped me feel less isolated. He’d even called back to check on me a few times in the early weeks of my new job to remind me that he believed in me, that things would eventually come together for me. I wanted to believe him.

I was, in fact, very grateful for my new job, even if I had trouble getting through my days. It was the only stability in my life at the moment, my only anchor. Each shift, which started at two o’clock in the afternoon to accommodate the nocturnal habits of the drop-in center clientele, was filled with the busywork of making sandwiches, disposing of used needles left in the bathrooms, and reprimanding kids for pitching F-bombs at one another (not exactly work that required a master’s degree). But they were also days filled with important conversations and rewarding moments of watching heartfelt connections between volunteers and young people who were typically cut off from positive adult relationships. I knew what it was like to feel isolated and alone and was gratified to be orchestrating community for others who needed it as much as I did.

 



 



WHEN I ARRIVED AT work on the day of the flashing lights, our drop-in program was in full progress. I parked my car and crossed an intersection  to the big brick church building that hosted our organization. I had to brace myself on the banister next to the stairs that led down into the basement that housed the program. I scanned the room, looking for our executive director, Lisa. Lisa was a trained therapist, too, and I wanted to consult with her immediately about what I was now convinced were potentially dangerous hallucinations. Although I had been at this job less than a month and was afraid that revealing the extent of my unsteadiness could be problematic for my job security, I was more afraid of the flashing lights and the spinning.

I spotted Lisa sitting at a round fold-up table, talking to a transgendered kid with a nose ring and a tattoo down the side of her face and neck. They both looked up as I approached.

“Excuse me, Sarah,” I said to the youth. “Can I steal Lisa for a moment?”

“Whatever.” She rolled her eyes, rose gracefully, and sauntered away, hips swaying. I watched her go, hoping she didn’t feel dismissed. I’d spent a lot of my life being dismissed; I knew how it felt.

“What’s up?” Lisa asked me. She stood, her friendly but solemn face coming even with mine. Lisa was one of those knowing souls who could sniff out everything from dishonesty to a joint smoked furtively in an alley before the lie was even told or the joint lit. She knew the outline of what was happening in my private life, and I valued her opinion.

I ushered her over to a remote corner of the drop-in area and whispered, “Lisa, I think I’m having a psychotic break. I’m seeing spots of light whenever I blink, and the world’s been spinning since I woke up.” I waited for her to confirm my suspicions.

Lisa looked at me for a long time and narrowed her eyes before she moved next to me and put her arm around my shoulder, shuffling us both toward the exit and back up the stairs. She spoke to me warmly: “Cam, you’re not having a psychotic break, you bonehead. You’re having a divorce. You’ve been crying so much, you aren’t getting enough oxygen to your brain.”

We were outside the building on the busy road now, but she carefully watched the traffic and kept us advancing across the street in the direction of the parking lot. Then she started giving me commands: “Go home and don’t  come back until Monday. Go to the doctor and talk to her about antidepressants to get you through this. And put some ice on your face. It’s bloated.” She walked me to my car and closed me into it, and I drove back to my tiny, makeshift home.

I don’t know why I hadn’t thought to blame the hallucinations on crying. I was mourning the loss of a life that I hadn’t inhabited well and yet was sad to leave. I’d spent too much of my life trying to follow rules: first the ever-shifting rules of my broken nuclear family and then the immutable, paternalistic rules of the conservative churches I’d gotten involved with as a teenager. Finally, out of fear of repeating my parents’ mistakes and a genuine fear of God’s wrath, I had collaborated in creating a set of impossibly rigid rules in my marriage, and I couldn’t figure out how to change them without blowing them apart. I had moved out of my beautiful, spacious two-story house and into a musty-smelling basement studio. I had left my beloved dog and cat behind, taken a risky job, and quietly said goodbye to my old self, counting on a new one to emerge. It wasn’t happening quickly. In fact, I could scarcely see evidence of it happening at all.

My life was a patchwork of disorganized details: dishes that didn’t match, secondhand furniture, and garage-sale linens and towels to get me by until I felt permanent enough somewhere to coordinate colors. I spent my coffee breaks attempting to collect my nerves in the restroom and wandered aimlessly through shops on the weekends, trying to decide which household items I needed to replace and what I could live without.

The questions I had about who I would become were disorganized, too, since all my old boundaries were no longer in place. I had rejected an entire paradigm that had guided me about what to believe and how to behave, as well as how to think, dress, worship, pray, serve, and speak. There had been a standard for what I should read, whom I should share deep feelings with, and even in which context my sexuality was allowed to be expressed. Did leaving it all behind make me a quitter, an ineffectual, depressed loser who couldn’t bear the cross of the holy life God wanted me to lead? Or was I an adventuress, facing down my own version of danger, looking for new horizons? I knew,  somehow, that I would get to decide what defined me. But how? I was used to looking outside myself for the answers; the prospect of looking within was dawning on me, but I was tentative. What if there was no one in there?

I was relieved by Lisa’s compassion, not to mention her astute diagnosis, and followed her prescription. That very day, I got an appointment with my doctor, who put me on a low dose of citalopram, a generic antidepressant, and who admonished me against adding any more stress to my life. Helpful advice, I thought wryly.

When I got back to my apartment, I tidied up, taking dirty dishes from the cardboard boxes I’d been using as end tables and putting them in the sink to wash later. I didn’t possess the energy to complete a task all the way through. By nine o’clock that evening, I climbed back into bed. As I wrestled to fall asleep, I cycled through my usual ruminations about what my future might hold, now that I was free to make sense of life in my own way.

I remembered an incident from a few weeks earlier. It seemed to me that whenever someone went through a divorce, other people often perceived it as primarily a failure of love. Some people tried to restore their own faith in couplehood by offering the divorcing person opportunities to recouple as quickly as possible. I myself had declined all offers from my girlfriends to set me up on blind dates, except once, when I had regrettably agreed to let a married friend invite a single man along on a group outing to the theater so there wouldn’t be an uneven number (some people are afraid of uneven numbers, I was finding out). Even as the man entered the restaurant and approached our table, I could see the neon lights on his forehead announcing: “Want Wife and Children.” He gave me too many compliments at dinner and tried to hold my hand during the play. After the curtain call, I quickly said my goodbyes, walked to my car, and drove away before the guy had a chance to ask me out on a real date.

I knew “dates” were not what I needed. The idea of putting myself on display to impress men brought on waves of panic. Besides, I was clearly not wife material and I didn’t want children. I left that evening afraid I wasn’t good material for intimacy of any kind. Even the new cat I had adopted for company kept  an aloof distance. And my failure had been not the malfunction of love, but the absence of self-knowledge. My inability to know and trust myself had invited me to build my marriage on someone else’s principles. This was my chance to correct that. I was just a little stuck at the moment, not to mention hallucinating. I put my thoughts to rest and finally fell into a hard, still sleep.

 



 



TWELVE HOURS LATER, I awoke refreshed. It was a Friday and, thanks to Lisa, I had the day off. The clouds in the sky were still dark, but the rain had stopped—and so had the spinning. I phoned my friend Lin, who lived in a cabin with a view of Puget Sound, and asked if I could spend the day bundled up on her porch looking out at the water. As Lisa had observed, I needed air.

There’s nothing like tidal waters to recalibrate your internal compass. The light breeze and the cups of tea my friend kept placing in my hands calmed me. The day passed in a perfect rhythm of long silences and aimless conversation. Like the waves on the nearby shore, my thoughts crashed forward and receded at their leisure. I took in full, deep breaths of sea air and embraced my tentative liberation. As the day wore on, the previous day’s panic quieted. I was grateful for the time, grateful for Lin’s hospitality, and grateful for the job that had given me the day off to sit by the beach.

Dinnertime rolled around, and Lin had plans. She offered for me to stay and make myself at home while she went out, but I was ready to move on. I got in my car after many thank-yous, but before I reached the highway, I realized I wasn’t yet prepared to go home to my cave after a day of so much fresh air. I pulled over and thought about what to do. I could drive back to Seattle and settle in with a book at a coffee shop, but I didn’t think I had the focus for reading just then. Or I could try to find someone who wouldn’t require much of me to spend some time with. But who?

I had lost a lot of friends in my divorce. In the religious culture I was coming from, people felt they needed to choose sides, to pick between the one left and the leaver, the right over the wrong. Divorce was a major offense against God, unless it was undertaken because one person was victimized by the other’s abuse, addiction, or adultery. None of those things had happened  to me. I had left because of unhappiness and general confusion, and that put me squarely in the wrong among my most conservative friends. Some of them had disappeared quietly from my life, others had been vocal about their disappointment in me, and a few had expressed fear for my eternal soul and said they would pray for (but not talk to) me. I understood all of this because I had been there myself; I’d made judgments when couples I knew had divorced in the past. Now, as the offending party, I felt a profound loss of community and was sorry I had been so unrelenting toward others at times. Friends who were willing to stand by me as I built a new foundation for myself were treasures, and also few in number. I happened to know that my three best pals in Seattle all had plans that night. I was lost.

It was getting dark. I cried for a while, steaming up the windows in my car. Such was this grief—it abated and then returned, torrential. I knew I had to take it in small pieces. Right now, I needed dinner and easy conversation with someone who could tolerate my state of mind without making me explain it. Finally, I decided I would call Bill, my former supervisor. I had been meaning to buy him dinner to thank him for giving me a glowing recommendation, but until now I hadn’t been able to exert the energy for the drive north to Bellingham. Now I was halfway there anyhow, so I called him and told him where I was. Was he free? I asked. He was. We agreed to meet at a bookstore we both knew between Bellingham and where I was sitting by the freeway on-ramp.

 



 



IT WAS FULLY DARK when I arrived and got out of my car. I hadn’t seen Bill face-to-face in over three years. He hurried toward me to hold my car door open for me. He was taller than I remembered. His hair had turned to salt and pepper, and his complexion was smooth and tanned. His blue eyes sparkled with kindness. Should I hug him? Shake hands? Stand at a stiff distance? I used to have rules about how to greet the people in my life appropriately (no front hugs for men—the breasts incite lust), but not now. Deciding to take a risk, I opted for the hug and felt his slim shoulders and warm arms around me. I knew I was in a safe presence.

We walked together to a small Thai restaurant nearby, and his arm brushed mine comfortably along the way. I tried not to pull away, as I would have done before. We entered the restaurant through a low door and loitered in a crowded, ornate waiting area decorated with mahogany elephants and bejeweled goddesses. When our table was ready, Bill moved aside and let me walk in front of him. When we got to our table, he held out my chair.

Thankfully, conversation during dinner was seamless, shifting from news of Bill’s four children, now in their late teens and early twenties, to the sad end of my marriage and my bumbling efforts to create a new life. I shared my experience of the flashing lights from the day before and was relieved by the discovery that I could already laugh at my having mistaken them for hallucinations. This was exactly what I wanted—an easy-flowing conversation in which I had to neither entertain nor pretend I was completely fine.

As the evening trickled on, something in me began unlocking. Here I was, breaking through boundaries that felt huge to me, and yet they were boundaries that most people never would have recognized as such for themselves, or even succumbed to in the first place. I was having dinner alone with a man, I was sipping on an alcoholic drink, and I was getting divorced. No one watching me could have known how revolutionary I was at that moment. I noticed the tightness in my chest relaxing a little, my customary vigilance softening just a bit.

When we finished our pad Thai and Panang curry and were settling in with another glass of plum wine, we traded travel stories and spoke of all the places we wished to see before we died. I hoped to take my grandmother to Norway to visit relatives later that spring; Bill hoped to someday make his way to the Czech Republic for the same reason. Both of us wanted to explore South America and travel through Asia. I hadn’t anticipated we would have so many things to talk about. I realized I’d never given myself permission to really get to know Bill.

Near the end of the evening, Bill introduced another topic he thought we shared interest in. “Cami, we have something else in common,” he said. “We’re both runners. You inspired me to start running.”

“Get out!” I said. It was true I had run for a while when Bill and I worked together. After many years of aerobic dance as my only form of fitness activity, I’d taken on the challenge of running for some variety in my workout schedule. Exercise had always been important to me, not only to let off steam in my uptight existence, but also because obesity ran in my family (yes, in addition to depression and alcoholism). Running itself had been difficult for me, though, and I’d never considered myself much of a success at it. The idea that I had inspired someone to take up the sport was laughable.

“No, really!” he insisted. “You were running before you moved away, and I thought it was great. Seemed like a good way to get outside and move my body. I started it to get me through my divorce.” He had run his first marathon in the fall of 2000 in Victoria, BC, and had continued running races of all distances over the past year and a half. I was impressed. “We should run together sometime,” he suggested.

I was taken aback by this suggestion. Running with Bill would feel too vulnerable, too visceral. It was one thing to share a meal at a restaurant where I was tucked in safely on my side of the table behind my plate of food, but running would allow him to see me in a way I wasn’t ready for. I might seem interesting to Bill in this dull light, but actually, I was in a perpetual state of lethargy right now. I walked alone now and again (mostly so I could cry) around Greenlake, a manmade lake in North Seattle surrounded by a three-mile paved trail. I used that time to chew over my past mistakes and worry about the future, the two topics that consumed my thoughts, but running hadn’t even occurred to me.

“I don’t think I’m up for that, Bill,” I said.

“Well, it really helped me clear my mind and get in touch with my feelings during a difficult time,” he said. “I ran until I hurt more on the outside than on the inside. You should really try it. It works.” I appreciated his transparency. It was helpful to hear others acknowledge the intensity of the divorce process, but more pain wasn’t the remedy I was looking for.

“How about getting together sometime for a movie instead?” I surprised myself with this suggestion, but I wanted to stay in touch, wanted another chance to experience myself in this way.

“Absolutely!” Bill responded enthusiastically.

As the restaurant closed down and the waitress vacuumed under our table, a polite encouragement to get out so she could get home to her own life, Bill and I made arrangements to see a movie the following weekend. Then we hugged goodbye.

 



 



I WAS AWAKENING TO some strength, some audacity inside of me I didn’t know was there. Yesterday I’d crashed and burned, finally at the bottom of my hell. Today I began to rise from the ashes. I drove home in a reverie, contemplating how I had spent most of my life seized up by the sense that any wrong move could destroy me. I’d been militarily watchful against common mistakes and normal human experiences. Now that all the fears I had held my breath to prevent had come true and my life was a shambles, the world was opening. Tonight I was breathing in a life without all the old restrictions. It was the difference between swimming in a pool, where you can see the solid edges surrounding you, and swimming in the ocean, where you may not even be able to see the land. I was going to learn to turn over onto my back and float, to let life offer me gifts. I would learn acceptance, and how to say yes instead of no.

All the rest of the weekend, between my ritual crying jags (which didn’t stop altogether for more than another year), I had brief interludes when, for the first time in my life since I was a child, I felt a tiny bit, well . . . not sad.

When Monday came around and I reported back to work, Lisa noticed the change. “You look better. Either those antidepressants kicked in over the weekend or you fell in love. How’s your psychosis?”

“Gone,” I said simply. “The rest did me good. I’m on the mend.”

It was true. I had been six months in Hades (and years in Limbo). But I was getting ready to emerge from the darkness. I felt so much improved, in fact, that the next morning, when I might have typically taken my slow grief-walk around the lake, I remembered Bill’s suggestion and suited up in my old running gear to take an easy jog instead. I stood for a moment in the quiet of the morning and listened to the distant sounds of the city’s traffic  and construction, before sliding into a slow run. I breathed in the cold March air. People and dogs and bicycles zoomed past me in both directions, the park providing a respite from the bustle of life taking place only blocks away.

So slowly that I felt embarrassed by my ineptitude, I moved forward, leaving behind the parking lot and children’s play area where I had started. My lungs ached a little, even at my puttering pace. Although I had tried to maintain my fitness level during these dark times, I was obviously compromised.

I knew now, as I made my way on this born-again-virgin run around the lake, that I was giving myself permission to run away from the pain I was holding. It was okay to let go of the guilt and the fear and to take in air and light.

I watched the morning sun on the lake as the clouds parted temporarily and gave Seattle-ites a brief glimpse of those famous blue skies. My thoughts disappeared as I witnessed my breathing find its rhythm. Contrary to Bill’s claim that I could get in touch with my feelings, I stopped mourning and worrying entirely and instead picked up a mantra of concentrated patience:  One more step. It’ll be over soon. Breathe. I repeated these words. Whenever my thoughts drifted to some concern or negative feeling, I easily returned, Zen-like, to center my attention on what my body was doing. My concentration funneled solely toward my movements—not toward what steps I had to take to get my finances secured, or wondering if my ex-husband would ever forgive me. Lift your foot. Breathe. Lift. Breathe was all I had. And I was astonished to discover that it was enough.

It took me thirty-six minutes to run the lake that morning, but at the end of the run, I realized something important: I had entirely stopped fretting and criticizing myself! Thirty-six minutes of concentrating on lifting my legs and propelling them forward had provided me with thirty-six minutes of internal relief. And I felt strong, in spite of the ache in my lungs. The focus on my neglected body gave my mind and heart permission to rest. Getting in touch with my feelings was not what I needed; it was letting them go. I would try this again (many times, as it would turn out).

I wasn’t sure this was what Bill had been referring to when he had said his running had helped him through divorce, but it could work for me.  I didn’t know what other people did to deconstruct their lives, but for me it was going to be critical to find a tranquil place of rest where the old definitions and stories about myself could stop pulling at me. Maybe running could give me that.

I went to work later that day. Drop-in was easy for a change (I was told to go fuck myself only once). When I got home that night at eleven o’clock, there was a message from Bill, inviting me to visit him in Bellingham the following weekend for that movie we had agreed upon. When I called him back the next morning, the first thing I mentioned was my run.
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“Synchronicities are soulful. It is the soul that knows something is meaningful… that recognizes what it loves and that it is loved, that is nourished by what we do when what we do comes from our own depths.”

—JEAN SHINODA BOLEN, Crossing to Avalon



 


“The first thing is to love your sport. Never do it to please someone else. It has to be yours.”

—PEGGY FLEMING


Spring came late to western Washington in 2002, as it often does. It was June before Seattle was able to fully appreciate the return of the sunshine illuminating the foliage of the trees. By July, four months after my initial run around the lake, I was regularly running three miles several days a week. Running continued to be a safe reprieve from my recriminating train of thoughts.

Bill and I saw each other frequently over those months. I hadn’t expected the depth of friendship that blossomed between us, but I was grateful for it. Bill was warm and easy to be with. He was familiar with sadness and had space for mine in his heart. Before I realized what was happening, he and I developed a regular routine of spending time together nearly every weekend.

As I felt my energy return, I was willing to run with him. I might suggest a short run in Seattle on the Burke-Gilman Trail, the old railroad path that now serves as an inner-city refuge for bicyclists, runners, and rollerbladers. If I was visiting him in Bellingham, we sometimes ran through peaceful Bayview Cemetery, with its gravestones and monuments to grief, and then into the beautiful, woodsy Whatcom Falls Park, pausing to watch local kids jump off a rock cliff into a pool at the bottom of the falls.

Remaking a whole life is hard work, however, so there were still many days when my energy was too low for even a slow run. At these times, if Bill and I were together, we took long walks. My medication had taken effect, but from time to time I still found myself rummaging through my kitchen, looking for my favorite blender or my slow-cooker, and then breaking down when I realized I’d left it behind.

But I was making progress through the initial grief. With the encouragement of Bill and other friends, and the kind permission of my landlord, I got a five-pound pug puppy I named Jane, after Jane Austen, a famous optimist. I also bought some furniture and stopped using cardboard boxes as end tables.

Bill and I spoke by phone almost every evening. I got home from drop-in most nights at eleven o’clock and called him to regale him with stories of kids we’d had to kick out or who’d gotten into rehab or housing. We would wish each other good night just before midnight, and I would take Jane out for one last walk before climbing into bed with her to watch the late shows on TV, thankful for her little warm body.

On the days we were together, Bill was an excellent cheerleader for my new running endeavor. He may not have known what it was like to step outside of an entire belief system, but he certainly understood the healing power of running. He designed routes that kept me on flat ground and helped me avoid boredom with beautiful views. He bought me socks that wicked away sweat and took my cotton anklets away from me to prevent me from getting blisters. He made photocopies of articles about the best foods to boost energy and offered them to me for my reading pleasure.

 



 



IN AUGUST 2002, ON a rare hot day almost one year after leaving my marriage and only six months after that first dinner together, Bill and I took a hike in the Cascade mountains. As we were walking the Chain Lakes Trail, which runs in a loop around Table Mountain, Bill made me a sudden and unexpected proposal. Looking out at a green valley, we paused for lunch on a large flat boulder and dug out peanut butter sandwiches and apples from our packs. I was shuffling through my bag for a bottle of water when Bill spoke abruptly. He said my name in a way that sounded too formal for our current setting.

“Cami,” he began, and then continued in a rapid monologue, as if he had memorized his lines: “I know you’ve been focused on getting on your feet, and you may not want to do this, but I hope you’ll seriously consider what I’m about to ask.”

I held my breath and looked at the sincerity in his dear face, hoping he wasn’t going to make me hurt him when he finished his sentence. I was still mending. I wasn’t even sure what I believed about exclusive relationships, or whether I could ever be in one again without giving away too much of my self-authority, something that was still new to me. I was in no position to offer anyone anything.

He glanced away from me and studied his hands, and then continued, “I’d love it if you would do me the honor of running a marathon with me.”

I let out my breath, and with it came a sharp laugh that startled Bill. He looked up at me with curiosity. A marathon? He wanted me to run a marathon with him! This was a surprise. I reassured him with a smile that I wasn’t making fun of him. It was only that I was just barely getting my running legs under me, just finding my pace. My base fitness level couldn’t withstand more than three or four miles at most. Maybe I could be ready in a few months to run a 10K, but 26.2 miles was out of the question. I couldn’t imagine, even with training, that I could get myself to the point where a marathon would be feasible. This wasn’t unlike what I felt about my relationship with Bill: ready for a weekend now and again, but not for giving myself to it.

I opened my mouth to turn him down. I wasn’t up to it. But Bill interrupted me and went on with his speech: “In Prague. I want to run the Prague Marathon this coming May, and I’d like it if you’d join me. That’s nine months away. Plenty of time for training. And before we get to the Czech Republic, we could travel through Germany and taste some wine.”

Now he had my attention. Wine, a formerly forbidden tonic, was a new passion of mine. I watched my consumption because of my family history, but I had to admit I loved the stuff. Also, since our dinner at the Thai restaurant, I had taken that trip to Norway with my grandmother and had been bitten by the travel bug in a big way. This component of Bill’s proposal was very enticing, but on the other hand, I didn’t think I could afford another trip to Europe so soon.

Bill had anticipated this objection, too, because before I could speak to the issue of money, he said, “The trip is on me. I know your money is tight. I  probably wouldn’t do this kind of trip by myself, so you’d be doing me a favor by coming along.” This arrangement definitely wouldn’t work. It would make me feel like I didn’t have ownership over the trip for myself. I would have to crunch my numbers before I would know if I could come up with the funds.

I fixed my eyes on Bill’s face and watched him search my expression for clues as to what my response would be. I knew he had made contact with an elderly distant relative in Prague, and that he hoped to make the trip before the old man died. I suspected we would be well suited as traveling companions. I felt excited at the idea of getting back to Europe and wandering with Bill through cities neither of us had ever seen. But even if I could come up with the money, the marathon was a huge glitch for me.

I had been at the finish line to see Bill complete races a few times in the past months and felt the excitement of his accomplishments, but I also knew that training for a marathon required a substantial time commitment. It would take many hours a week, there was always a chance of injury, and what if I just plain couldn’t do it? But then again, in the past year I had stretched myself in many ways and broken through a lot of boundaries. Why not this? Why not push to find out what my limits were? Wasn’t that what my life was about right now? Pushing back? Doing uncomfortable things?

I was still thinking. I turned to look out again at the valley. We were across from a rough, rocky peak. I studied the face of it, considering.

“Can I get back to you?” I asked. I liked the vision of myself as a traveler and adventurer, but I wanted to allow myself time to figure out some details.

I looked back at Bill’s face. His smile fell a little. “Sure,” he said, betraying his disappointment that I couldn’t give an absolute yes.

“I’ll tell you what,” he said, rallying. “How about I tell you what our training might look like so you can make an informed decision?”

“Sure,” I said.

We finished our sandwiches before packing up and completing our loop back to the car. As we hiked, Bill filled me in on all the particulars of training for a marathon. I listened carefully, because I had a hunch what my answer was going to be.

 



I TOOK THE NEXT week and worked on my finances. I didn’t want to unbalance my tediously tight budget, but there was some room for adjusting to save a bit more. I could cut back on espresso drinks and eat at drop-in with the kids. I could wait to buy the new vacuum and set of dishes I had my eye on.

I spent another week thinking about how traveling with Bill might affect my new, precarious sense of autonomy. Three solid weeks (the length of our proposed trip) with anyone was sure to be intense, and I was still relishing my alone time. This was the first time I had ever lived by myself. I had grown up with three younger brothers in a house with one bathroom and had moved from there to living with roommates. Then I’d gotten married at twenty-three and succumbed to the religious ideology that a woman alone was insufficient, that she needed a man (husband, father, pastor) to accompany her through life and guide her. I had scarcely had an hour to myself in thirty-five years, and now I was soaking in my privacy—reveling in it.

On weekdays I spent my nonworking hours buried in a book or listening to music or zoning out in front of the television. Everything I did with my time was a result of ignoring the old “shoulds” and listening to my own newly discovered Wisdom. On weekends, even though I enjoyed the time Bill and I spent together, I was also content when we hugged goodbye and I was once again on my own. I had to consider what constant companionship, albeit for an abbreviated period of time, would feel like.

I took a third week sketching out a training schedule (according to Bill’s thorough description of the process) just to see if I could realistically fit it into my life. My weekday calendar was already chaotic. I didn’t have regular work hours, so all the long runs would need to happen on the weekends. I did have nearly nine months to work with, however. I could spread out the training as much as necessary.

In the end, though, my considerations really came down to whether or not I would take the chance and push myself beyond all known limitations. By the time Bill made his proposal, I was certainly ready to stop feeling sorry for myself. I needed something to take up the hours I had been spending in regret,  reviewing the failures of my marriage and my life. Perhaps training for a marathon was just the thing. Maybe a goal like this could get me over a hump.

I phoned Bill on a Sunday night three weeks after he made his offer and said, “Okay. Let’s do it. Let’s go. I want to pitch in by paying for all of our accommodations, though. And I’ll train with you for this marathon.”

 



 



IT WAS EARLY SEPTEMBER 2002 when I said yes to my first marathon, to the teacher that would introduce me to many forgotten parts of myself over the next several years. In November, we walked the Seattle half marathon at a moderate pace. I was sore afterward, but encouraged that I could walk thirteen miles without much consequence. Then, in January 2003, I started my training schedule in earnest. I continued my short runs during the week by myself and did increasingly longer ones under Bill’s tutelage on the weekends.

On my four- or five-mile jaunts alone along the paved trails that wound through the Seattle area, I had plenty of opportunities to engage in fantasies about my future and about the trip we were planning. If you train for a long race, you find out that you have to learn what to do with your mind. Some people meditate; others work out problems. Bill “cleared the cobwebs.” When I wasn’t simply counting my breath and being patient with my pace, I visualized. During the last few years of my marriage, I had restricted myself from imagining the future, feeling that it was fruitless to imagine myself happy without the ability to make my dreams come true. So many of the things I had wanted when I was younger seemed to be closed doors once I was a married woman. Other than the dream to pursue education, something no one in my immediate family had ever done before me, I had stopped dreaming about my larger goals: missionary work, writing, joining the Peace Corps, and other cockamamie ideas I’d had of changing the world.

But here in Seattle, with the Space Needle as a sentinel over my process and Lake Washington as a symbol of baptism, death, and rebirth, I was in training for dreaming my life anew. The future seemed like a blank slate at the moment.

Now, when I ran, my reflections were not about the guilt and the grief I had found relief from in that first run the year before. Thanks to the meditative stance I’d been taking on my runs all these months, now I was able to reflect on my history in a new, less judgmental way, and to realize that my dreams of traveling and changing the world had been altered since the earlier days of my youth. I was no longer living under the pressure of an evangelical mandate to save other people’s souls. Although I was pleased to be making an impact on others’ lives through my work, I was also giving up some control and letting the world change me. All the years I had spent preaching to others about what they needed to change had brought me to a place where I was discovering that it was me I wanted to change. I wanted to let life flow through me without trying to stop it. True, I wanted the agency to trust my own Wisdom and live out my own dreams and paint my own colors on my walls, but I also wanted to give myself up to whatever the universe might have to offer. I didn’t want to miss the opportunity to love deeply, to see other ways of living, to stretch myself beyond what I thought I could do.

In my fantasies, I imagined this trip to Prague teaching me something I needed to know about my innate power as a woman: that I could do anything I wanted if only I set my mind to it. I imagined touching the Divine in some new way that was distinctly feminine and located inside my own self, instead of “out there,” somewhere out of reach. I imagined breathing in adventure and wonder. And I imagined sailing across the finish line of my first marathon, strong and victorious and wiser than when I started it.

Unfortunately, although it was the alone time in my training that gave me these fantasies of a perfect European experience, the training process would also be the vehicle for their downfall (only to provide a totally different lesson, of course). Without realizing it was happening, I began to approach training with the same perfectionist stance with which I had approached my spirituality in the past. The desire I had to follow the training schedule and to come through the experience stronger than when I went in morphed into a demand by my old inner critic that I “succeed,” and that I do so faultlessly.

Religiously, every Sunday, I added a mile or two to what I had run the  weekend before. I knew it would be a major milestone for my confidence if I could get past the half-marathon point. Beyond an eight-mile training run, however, I was having trouble keeping my energy up. I’d lost some weight during my depression in the last year and truly wasn’t at my physical or emotional peak. Bill tried to introduce me to energy gels during my runs, but I refused them; their consistency and flavor were too objectionable to me. I tried to carry some nuts or nutrition bars with me when I ran for more than an hour, and those helped a little, but after a few tries I still couldn’t sustain a run for longer than eight miles.

My disappointment over this plateau I’d hit was growing. Running was becoming my real-life symbol for creating a new self. If I couldn’t make it through a long run, would that mean I wasn’t going to be able to build something good for myself in the long run of life? Just as in my religious experience, when how much time I spent in prayer or worship was a symbol of my devotion to God, my success or failure on my longer runs grew to symbolize whether or not I was going to make it in my new life. I didn’t recognize that I was exchanging the rigorous legalism of my previous faith for a rule-bound experience of running. I began to feel I had to do this marathon, had to run the whole thing, and it had to mean only one thing: that I was a success, and not the failure I feared I was. I was also afraid of letting Bill down. He was putting a lot of his own energy and time into coaching my training.

One weekend, Bill and I were in Bellingham and were just setting out for what was to be my third attempt at a ten-mile run. We jogged at my slow pace on one of the old railroad routes that had been turned into a recreational trail. We’d been going for about three miles when I got a sudden, forceful pain in my chest. I stopped running and clutched at my heart. Bill stopped and looked back at me, worried. I was seized by an acute squeezing sensation. Nothing of this sort had ever happened to me. The pain was so sharp and continuous that it could only be something dire. I was certain my heart was bursting open.

“I’m having a heart attack, I think,” I said to Bill as the tears came. The pain was pulsing through my chest and back and arms. All breath left my body. No matter how I twisted my trunk, I could get no air.

I could see worry turn to fear in Bill’s expression, which further frightened me. I watched him groping in the pockets of his sweats for his absent cell phone. Then, realizing he couldn’t call for help, he looked around on the trail to find someplace I could sit. He helped me over to a large moss-covered rock.

“Sit here and breathe,” he said, kneeling beside me, stroking my back.

As I settled myself on the rock, Bill’s touch soothed me a little, but the moment I got one full gasp of air, my body began to tremble. And then, coming as a complete surprise to me and out of my control or volition, wracking, violent sobs gripped me. I began to cry with vehemence, as if some archetypal emotion from the collective unconscious, the grief of all who had ever worked too hard for something they weren’t sure they wanted, had possessed me. I hadn’t even been aware of feeling sad when the pain first took hold of me, but here I was, shaking with a lifetime of—and this was the crucial moment of recognition—anger! I wasn’t sad. I was angry. But why? As the moments ticked on and my crying continued, it came to me.

I didn’t want to be perfect anymore. There it was, simple as that. I didn’t want to be a perfect wife or a perfect daughter or a perfect employee, sister, therapist, driver, credit card holder, or Christian. I didn’t want to believe perfectly or speak perfectly or be perfectly kind and generous. And I didn’t want to run a perfect marathon! I didn’t want to be careful anymore—careful to say the right thing, think the right thing, handle things right, run the right number of miles. I’d had enough of deciding I was insufficient, of feeling less than adequate for my own life. I’d had enough of trying to meet standards or morals or expectations or training schedules that someone else had set up for me.

This all came tumbling forth, somewhat incoherently, as Bill sat beside me and nodded and held me when I would let him. To his great credit, Bill did not try to fix my anxiety with a new, less demanding set of rules. He did not defend the training program he had laid out for me. He sat quietly with my anger and waited, almost an hour, for the flood to run its course and tire itself out—for the moment, at least (for once you find your anger, it will be at your disposal when you need it).

No one passed us on the trail that day for the entire hour, a welcome anomaly for that stretch of path. Eventually, when my weeping subsided and the panic attack (my doctor later reassured me that’s what it was—my heart and lungs were fine) gave way, Bill and I took an unhurried walk back to the car and drove to his house. That evening, over pizza, I was ready to talk about what to do regarding the marathon. I didn’t want to give it up, but I did want to find a way of doing it on my own terms, in a manner that allowed me to accommodate my actual ability and readiness.

My body had told me that afternoon that I needed to get honest and take charge of myself. No more relegating decisions to others, even the experts (even to an expert I was growing fonder of with each passing day). The marathon course would be open for six hours. I could walk some of it and relieve the pressure I’d taken on to run the whole thing. Bill had never done that, but he was willing to take it slow on my behalf so we could finish together. I felt I could build up to running at least half of the race in intervals, so I suggested alternating every four minutes between running and walking for the whole 26.2 miles, and Bill agreed.

That night I made a pact with myself: No more perfect. No more careful. From then on, everything I did with my whole heart would be enough: good enough, close enough, well enough. Enough was enough. And even that I would allow myself to do messily and imperfectly.
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