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INTRODUCTION


We’re in This Together


As the author, I shouldn’t say this, but I’m sorry you picked up this book.


Maybe it’s in your hands because you’re wondering how many miles are left in your body, which isn’t cooperating like it used to. Perhaps this injury—your latest setback—feels more permanent, more stubborn than ones before. Or maybe you heard the words knee replacement bandied around at a recent orthopedist appointment and you’re petrified.


Maybe it’s in your hands because you’ve physically stopped running, but mentally, you’re far from over it. You glare at runners through your car window, wondering whether they appreciate how good they’ve got it. You tell yourself you’ve moved on, that you’re okay with the fact that you’ll never cross another finish line, but you still bristle when a well-meaning friend asks when your next race is.


Maybe it’s in your hands because you now hike, cycle, or strength train with the vigor you previously reserved for running, yet a cavity still aches in your soul as you finish a workout. Why doesn’t this feel as good as running did? What am I missing?


Or maybe it’s in your hands because you are still running strong, but something inside you is asking: What happens when I can’t do this anymore? Quitting running is like contemplating a divorce or the death of a loved one: something we think about a lot but don’t want to verbalize, lest doing so actually gives the thought momentum. Still, running has shaped your days, your friendships, your sense of self, and you need to know what’s on the other side. What does life look like without race bibs and tempo efforts, wasted legs and routes so soothing you run them in your dreams?


Whatever reason landed this book in your hands, I’m glad you’re here. Nobody should have to figure out their final miles by themselves. Letting go of running is more grueling than the last 10K of a marathon—and there’s none of the glory waiting for you at the finish line. There is, however, a virtual hug and lots of love from me, your unofficial therapist and official guide to the other side of running. Which, I realize, compared to a marathon medal, feels like being served fruit for dessert: fine, but disappointing.


I was a runner for almost three decades. I quit our beloved sport in January 2020, about three years—thirty-eight months or 1,186 days, not that I was counting—after my trusted orthopedist, upon examining my complicated hamstring situation that had confounded my physical therapist for ten months, gently suggested that I “consider not running anymore.”


My body, although athletic, is not ideal for running. I’ve got a lot of mass to move. I’m extremely tall—almost six foot four—and although you, like everybody who sees me for the first time, might think I was a basketball prodigy, you would be wrong. Coordination is not my forte, and being the tallest person in almost every class from kindergarten to twelfth grade—and, yes, I’m including the teacher here—made me extremely self-conscious. I would rather have read the entries from my Judy Blume diary to a packed school assembly than dribble a basketball up the court in front of the seven spectators at the JV games.


My height, however, came in handy when I got to college and was recruited to the rowing club. Height is an asset in rowing; the taller you are, the more leverage you get on the oar and the faster and farther the boat goes. Better yet, your feet are tied in to the boat and eight rowers repeat the same motion again and again. No coordination necessary, and no individual sticks out. For the first time in my life, I felt like an athlete. Instead of being picked last for dodgeball in gym class—my sheer surface area made me a liability—I was now five seat, the center of the boat’s powerful engine room. Walking around at regattas among other tall, strong rowers, I carried myself like a star.


Still, I didn’t have a great proprioceptive sense. “Dimity, your head is as heavy as a bowling ball,” one coach continually yelled at me, trying to correct my leftward lean. “Can’t you just keep it straight?” No, actually, I couldn’t. After college, I dialed up my training to pursue Olympic dreams. But nearly every practice laid bare my technical flaws. No matter how fiercely I focused, I couldn’t find the finesse to move in perfect sync with my elite teammates. And despite strength sessions that ended with multiple rounds of jump squats and sit-ups, my core never felt solid enough to anchor my long torso at the end of hours on the water.


When I traded my oar for running shoes, I thought I’d found athletic freedom; after all, running is an individual sport that requires little to no coordination. And for a few glorious years in my early twenties, I had exactly that: smooth, joyful miles that made me feel unstoppable. But my physical foundation remained fragile, and some of my key anatomical parts were faulty. Direct quote from my podiatrist, an ultrarunner, after fitting me for my fourth? fifth? set of orthotics: “Your feet are not genetically blessed.” Yes, I needed a full medical team—orthopedist, physical therapist, podiatrist—to help me stay on the road.


To be clear: I wasn’t chasing prize money or trophies or sponsorships. I never won a dollar, never even cracked an age-group podium in any race distance, not even a neighborhood 5K. When I finished in the top third of my age group, I floated for days after the race. Mostly, I loved how running made me feel, both inside and out, and that was enough for me to keep going.


During my twenties, my only issue was a blitzing Morton’s neuroma in one foot, but my thirties and forties bloomed with all types of injuries. After my first pregnancy, things kicked off with a stubborn bunion (and a failed bunionectomy) and multiplied from there. The most common were stress fractures in my unblessed feet. I lost count of exactly how many cloudy breaks doctors pointed out to me on X-rays over the years, but I am confident I spent the equivalent of at least twelve full months clomping around in one of those clunky black boots whose Velcro straps attract lint, pet hair, and other unsavory debris.


The rest of my lower body felt like a Jenga tower after too many turns; engage one ligament, muscle, or tendon the wrong way, and the whole thing would topple. Left-hip issues led to a tight lower back, which resulted in a strained right hamstring, which trotted down to my left knee, which ached like it had a railroad spike tunneling through it. Forget a race medal or a personal record: When I completed a training cycle for a half-marathon with sore muscles as my only issue, I considered that a win. Every long run felt like a gamble: Could I get through 12 miles? Usually I could, but that’s because I became a champion at selectively blocking out pain. (Oh, that hot spot under the ball of my foot? Probably just a rock in my shoe.) And completing the long runs didn’t put my nerves at ease. Would I pay the price for those dozen miles, hobbling to the soccer sidelines to watch my kid or stuffing an ice pack into my sweaty leggings to soothe my lower back? Yes, I usually would.


I was constantly on the hunt for something to tip me toward better, more efficient running. Thinking ChiRunning would lighten my elephantine landing, I clipped a beeping pedometer to the waistband of my running shorts to help me boost my sluggish cadence. Within a few months, I grew tired of both the relentless beep-beep-beep and imagining what passing runners thought of the noise—and me. I experimented with Newton shoes, which feature a built-up forefoot to naturally encourage correct running form; within a few runs, they earned me yet another stress fracture. I ran on a treadmill under the watchful eye of a physical therapist, who later pulled up a computer analysis to show how much my hips teeter-tottered. Not much, it turned out, but it was still too much to withstand my moderate weekly mileage. I tried Altras, shoes with a minimal, flat sole and a toe box wide enough to give my bunioned feet space. The natural fit felt so helpful I contemplated getting a pair of Barefoot Ted’s running sandals, but that felt like a bridge too far. Instead, I ran barefoot, both forward and backward, in the grass at a local park, to get more in touch with my foot strike, more in touch with my whole body. Alas, nothing tipped the scale to becoming a resilient, hearty runner.


When benched, I continued my relentless, spirit-sucking search for that magic combination of healing advice and exercises that could end the injury cycle. Too many physical therapists to name and too many PT appointments to count; hundreds of hours of videos on YouTube, including fifty versions of the ONE move you need to heal knee pain!; Pilates and Feldenkrais; foam rolling and massages; clamshells for days; glute bridges for miles; dozens of broken resistance bands as I monster-walked back and forth in my basement; dry needling; cupping; chiropractic adjustments; and a pair of shoes with soles so thick they felt like the moon boots I wore in fourth grade.


The pain leaked into other aspects of my life, drying up my patience with my kids, my humor with my husband, my ease with the world. It also wasn’t fabulous for our family’s budget: We owned the kind of health insurance two self-employed, relatively young and healthy adults with two very young and healthy kids have. We were covered for emergencies, but a twinge in my left calf that doesn’t really go away? Not so much.


Anybody who isn’t a runner might ask, why? Why spend so much time, money, and effort loving a sport that clearly didn’t love you back?


Anybody who is a runner already knows the answer: Because I’m a runner. Running structured my days and life, defined my quads, balanced my glass-half-empty perspective, and gave me an identity beyond the typical mother, sister, wife, daughter, worker. An identity that immediately marked me as strong and determined. An identity that made me believe in myself.


Running by parked minivans in suburban neighborhoods as the sun came up flooded my body with endorphins and my mind with hope. Doing so with other women created friendships so deep, no topic was off-limits. In my hardest seasons marked by depression, the rhythm of my feet and the simplicity of the forward motion gave me enough momentum to carry on. Standing in the corral of a half-marathon filled with like-minded people ready to challenge themselves and cheer for each other was the best party I could imagine. Coming home after an hour of pounding the pavement, I felt like Serena Williams at Wimbledon, like Bruce Springsteen at the Meadowlands: exactly where I was supposed to be.


Nothing—not yoga or meditation, not cycling or swimming, not a second glass of wine or an orgasm—brought me to the peaceful, settled, supportive land where running reliably transported me.


My connection to running wasn’t just personal; it was also the center of my professional career. Back when people read magazines, not phones, I was a contributing editor at Runner’s World. Personal narratives were my specialty. I wrote features about breaking two hours in a half-marathon and breaking my wrist on an icy trail run. Sarah Bowen Shea, a colleague of mine, and I ran the 2007 Nike Women’s Marathon when our kids were ankle biters, and we chronicled our training and race in a story titled “The Marathon Moms.” We expanded that feature into our first book: Run Like a Mother: How to Get Moving—and Not Lose Your Family, Job, or Sanity, published in 2010. We turned the success of that book into a small business: Another Mother Runner. Over the course of fifteen years, we wrote two more books, helped thousands of women train for everything from a 5K to a 50-miler, attended marathon expos where we gave prerace talks and sold shirts that proclaimed “It’s all good. I ran today,” recorded thousands of podcasts with everybody from brand-new triathletes to Antarctic marathon finishers, and otherwise thought, talked, and dreamed about running 24/7.


Sarah and I made it clear that we led from the middle of the pack, so I didn’t feel pressure to rip it up with seven-minute splits. That said, as a cofounder of a running business with a very engaged community, I felt a quiet obligation to run often and document it. In my mind, I told myself I needed to cover enough weekly mileage to be able to jump into a half-marathon with little notice, to have my daily workouts show up on Strava, to post mid-run selfies with wide smiles and clever captions. Knowing how fragile my body was on a pure running diet, I spread my focus to triathlons within several years of Run Like a Mother being published. Mixing up my workouts with cycling and swimming prolonged my running career—and allowed me to finish an Ironman triathlon in 2014, the best race of my life—but deep down, I knew the end was always lurking. With our relationship rocky even in the best of times, it was just a matter of time before running and I parted ways.


Although my professional connection to running amplified the intensity of my transition, whether you’re an ER doctor, a stay-at-home mom, or a desk jockey, ending your running years is tough, and not in that satisfying long-run way. Running is so sticky, so all-encompassing, that even when you’re not actively logging miles, it permeates nearly every aspect of your life. Your T-shirt drawer is stuffed with race tees and your front hallway overflows with running shoes. You wear your GPS to a friend’s wedding because you want to make sure you log all your steps on the dance floor. You’re driving down a newly paved road, and you can’t help but wonder what it would be like to run it. You make early dinner plans with friends—or duck out of them—because you’ve got a 5:15 alarm the next morning. Your weekend “vacations” involve running a half-marathon and, when you take a “real” vacation, you scout out several routes before you commit to an Airbnb.


And perhaps your bookcase is lined with books about running: training guides to your best marathon; strength programs to stay injury-free; personal narratives from pro runners. None, however, addresses how to stop running or helps you process the transition when your body can no longer handle this favorite activity, this near daily companion you’re not sure you can live without.


That’s where I—and plenty of other women who have been in your shoes—come in. While researching this book, I talked to over fifty accomplished women about their running years: the highs and the lows, the beginnings and the ends.1 Some of us are making peace with significantly less mileage than we used to cover, some of us are freshly mourning running, and some of us, like me, haven’t run in years. Some of us lost running suddenly because of a disease diagnosis, some of us willingly stepped away, and others of us have had running slowly fade away with joint issues. Our stories are woven throughout this book, both in the multifaceted chapters and in the Aid Stations, stand-alone essays between the chapters. No matter where you are on the losing-running spectrum, I am confident you will see yourself in and feel validated by the experiences and emotions of your fellow runners.


Before we dive in together, I want you to know two things.


First, this book does not take you on a linear, step-by-step process from just letting your Hokas gather dust in the garage to riding 20 miles on a new bike surrounded by sporty friends. Of course, we’re going to dig into dejection and dusty shoes as well as new activities and communities. But I need to be clear: There’s no crisp, simple, efficient formula, no ONE thing, that ushers in acceptance of losing a sport that gave you community and connection, inner power and mental peace. Likewise, finding your 27th mile, your next athletic chapter, is going to take some trial and error, some flexibility and grace.


Like any meaningful transition or closure, running can’t be packed away neatly. “Runners pride themselves on the fact that not many people do it. And that it’s the hardest, most pure sport: You’re not hiding behind equipment or a team,” says Kim Dawson, a sports psychologist who works with amateurs to Olympic-level runners. “If it’s the purest thing in your life, it’s also going to be the hardest thing to leave.”


In case Dawson doesn’t make it clear, here is the second thing you need to know: This is really freakin’ hard. (Much harder than qualifying for the Boston Marathon if, you know, you don’t have the ability to qualify for next year’s Boston while running this year’s Boston.)


I wish I could wave a magic wand, like the one I carried once at the Disney Princess Half, and create another physical outlet that could easily substitute for running. It would be low impact and guaranteed to never cause injures but still have the efficiency, endorphins, ease, friendships, and stylish, colorful gear that running does. We could all toss this book aside, smoothly insert ourselves there, and continue moving forward.


Instead, like a good country song so often reminds us, the only way out is through. Along the way, you’re probably going to go through six-packs of Kleenex. (And, if you’re like menopausal me, whose sleep can no longer withstand an evening drink, maybe a few six-packs of nonalcoholic beer.) You will likely lose some friends. You may become slightly depressed. You might think walk is the most vulgar four-letter word ever. You will likely want to throw your phone across the room multiple times when you see a social media post (“Just PR’ed!”) from a running friend, perhaps one who ghosted you in real life. You will likely gain some weight. You might wonder, Who is this person spitting venom out of her eyes at every runner she sees, and why is she driving my car?


Over time, though, your running-related wounds won’t feel so raw, and your body might even move with more ease and energy than before. More importantly, you will come to realize everything that made you a runner—inner drive, endurance, mental toughness, discipline, power, strength, a belief in yourself, just to name a few—is all still within you, just waiting to find its next purpose and goal.


Welcome to the 27th mile, friend. You’ve covered many, many miles to get here. Although the road ahead looks different from what’s behind you, it’s still wide open and full of potential, just like you.


Footnote


1 For the purposes of this book, I basically froze time at the point I talked to them, which was in the second half of 2024. Writing, editing, and publishing a book is its own kind of marathon, so when you read this, they may be in a different spot with their running than when this was written. (If nothing else, they’re definitely older.)















CHAPTER 1


Running on Borrowed Time
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The Meaning of Miles


On a July morning in 2024, Donna Nash sprays her muscular legs with bug repellent, pulls a visor over her blonde bun, double-knots her Sauconys, and heads out the door around 6:30 a.m. “About an hour later than I wanted to,” the second-grade teacher who lives in Connecticut says with a laugh. “You know how that goes.” It’s summer vacation, and she doesn’t have to fly out of bed as soon as the alarm screeches.


Donna, fifty-four years old, has 12 miles on her schedule today, a day when the humidity has her sweating before her GPS has locked onto a satellite signal. Her dark brown ranch house sits atop a steep hill on a gravel road: a boon at the start of the run, a beast at the end. Despite running for nearly thirty-five years, she is still lured in by the combination of gravity and fresh legs and goes out too fast.


Her feet find a rhythm on the downhill, and she’s grateful for the ease. Despite the early hour, the sun already seems directly overhead and gnats swarm around her face. These are minor annoyances though. Her real concern is her body and how it will hold up as she pounds her joints for over two hours. About two years ago, her right hip started to deeply ache and exhibited the same symptoms her mother, a longtime runner who eventually had a hip replacement, once had. “It’s extremely uncomfortable right now,” Donna says. “And it’s not going away.”


Turning left onto a paved road, she exhales when she feels flat, smooth pavement underfoot and cooling shade overhead. There’s a scant six inches of shoulder on this typical New England road, but cars are few on a Saturday morning, and the maple trees throw shadows across most of it.


Today’s run, despite the length, doesn’t have any hallmarks of a typical long run: exploring new routes, watching splits to gauge fitness, or covering a loop instead of an out-and-back that forces her to trot by the same scenery twice. Donna has just one goal: to cover these dozen miles as smoothly as possible, and she’s willing to trade novelty and performance for simply going the distance with minimal joint aggravation. On the pavement, Donna runs about two-tenths of a mile in one direction, does a U-turn, and runs back to the start. She repeats this pattern: back and forth, back and forth on a flat, shaded patch, until she covers about 5 miles.


Her hip is still quiet, but she’s careful not to press her luck. For the next 6 miles, she gears down to run/walk intervals: two minutes of running, thirty seconds of walking. When absolute boredom with one location sets in, she trots to traverse a fresh stretch. Her route, when viewed from above, looks like a stick figure with one short arm and one long leg.


This monotony is far from her all-time favorite hilly run of 6 miles, one that she’s covered hundreds of times preparing for eight marathons, over thirty half-marathons, and plenty of 5Ks, 10Ks, Spartans, Warrior Dashes, and Ragnar Relays. Then again, it’s not as dull as her other option: a flat 0.4-mile loop around a local park that she laps again and again. There, the bugs aren’t nearly as bad, and there’s usually a breeze.


The modifications to today’s run are part of the program she designed for herself to cross a finish line she can’t refuse: the 2024 New York City Marathon in November. To be able to cover 26.2 miles in one stretch, Donna knows she needs to be judicious about how many miles she puts on that delicate right hip, a joint so tender she can’t lie on it at night. Its fragility is always on her mind, whether she’s lowering herself to the toilet or emptying the dishwasher. Don’t even ask her to rate her pain when she has to maneuver in and out of a car, especially after a long road trip. “The absolute worst,” she says.


A few years ago, as her two teenage daughters started their college searches, she found she suddenly felt old. A list maker, she decided to create a running bucket list since she soon would have more time on her hands as an empty nester. Although her right hip was quiet at the time, she felt a sense of urgency; she realized three decades of running combined with her active job that required her to stand on her feet all day created a cumulative physical effect she couldn’t afford to ignore. “I was definitely wondering when the day would come when I couldn’t run anymore,” she says.


Items on Donna’s bucket list: Beach to Beacon 10K in Maine; Chicago Marathon (“a little further down”); Disney’s Dopey Challenge (“bit of a reach”); Vermont City Marathon in Burlington; a half-marathon in Nashville (completed a few months ago); and running the New York City Marathon for a charity, her current quest.


New York City became possible when Becky, her best running friend and a fellow second-grade teacher, was offered two charity bibs for Live On New York, which raises awareness for organ transplants and tissue donations.


Becky asked Donna whether she would run it with her.


“How do I say no to that?” Donna asks.


She didn’t. Instead, she treats her running like fine china, pulling it out only when necessary. She runs three days per week, never on back-to-back days and often circling the breezy, bug-free park loop. Instead of employing a typical marathon training schedule, which includes incrementally longer runs every week, Donna is slicing that in half: She covers double digits twice per month. After today’s 12-miler, her next long run won’t be for another two weeks. And even though she thrives on racing, she won’t pin on a bib until the marathon in November, not even for her favorite New Milford 8-Mile Road Race, a summer race with roller-coaster hills she’s done almost every year. If she shows up at that race, she’s scared she’ll get swept up in the momentum and push herself—and her hip—too hard.


To mitigate the miles, she gets regular massages, regularly does pigeon pose and other hip-opening moves, and takes Advil “when it starts to get nasty.” Her other workouts in the week are gentle on her joints: walks with a friend, yoga, and some strength training.


Making her situation feel more fragile is the knowledge that genetics are not on her side. Her father had a hip replacement at age eighty. Her mother, who started running in her fifties and ran into her seventies, got her replacement at age seventy-five.


Conveniently, her mom is also a former emergency room nurse. “Every time I share a symptom with my mom, she’s like, ‘Yep, I’m sure a replacement is going to be in your future,’” Donna says. Even though maternal advice can be hard to hear at age fifty-four, Donna is grateful for the sounding board. Her mom is the only medical professional she has consulted about her situation. “I admit I’m temporarily sweeping it under the rug,” she says. “I’m scared of what my doctor will say. I don’t want to be told no.”


I’m guessing you wouldn’t want to be told no either.


I certainly wasn’t going to say no when I had the chance to run the New York City Marathon in 2010. At that time, I had two marathons under my belt. The first was the 1997 New York City Marathon, which I finished injury-free thanks to my twenty-five-year-old body. Ten years and two kids later, I eked my way through the 2007 Nike Women’s Marathon. The training cycle was brutal, featuring a stress fracture in my heel and a sprained ankle when I temporarily came out of the boot. (Yes, I spent eight weeks of a sixteen-week training cycle not running.)


Despite having an expert coach writing my workouts and guiding my training for the 2007 marathon, I couldn’t stay healthy. Knowing how much the marathon meant to me, my coach revised my program so that I spent most of my time preparing for a high-impact marathon via low-impact cycling. Looking back, if I’d been a little more self-aware—or more open to the idea that running served as my antidepressant and way to feel okay in my own skin—that mid-program switch could have been a clear warning sign: Maybe long-distance running wasn’t the best choice for me.


Finishing the Nike marathon wasn’t just about getting a sparkly Tiffany’s finisher’s necklace from a hunky firefighter though. Sarah Bowen Shea, a fellow freelance writer who would become my business partner, and I were documenting our training and race day for Runner’s World magazine. People were commenting on our blogs, watching our training, cheering us on. We represented a group of women who were, at the time, kind of tossed aside in the running world: middle- and back-of-the-pack women who weren’t necessarily natural runners, who came to the sport as adults, and who thrived on the structure, community, and identity the sport gave them. The idea of not finishing and either losing the assignment or—worse yet—documenting my failure in what was then the bible for running just wasn’t an option.


Holding my sister’s hand, I crossed the line, and the banana-wide smile on my face said it all: I had done it. Elation. My clothes were streaked with white lines of dried sweat, my short hair was soaked, and I felt like a complete and total badass. Our feature story, called “Marathon Moms,” resonated with runners who were just like us: women who set high goals and, despite crazy schedules and unrelenting demands, got it done. Three years later, our book Run Like a Mother was published. Within a few more years, we had a company focused on running: Another Mother Runner. It became my exclusive source of income and a huge source of my personal and professional fulfillment.


The book was released a few months before Asics, then a partner with the New York City Marathon, offered me a spot in the 2010 race. My coach for this training cycle was going to be Andrew Kastor, the husband of Olympian medalist and Asics-sponsored athlete Deena Kastor. Stress fractures and weak core be damned, I thought, of course I want to be trained by a celebrity coach and outfitted by Asics from head to toe. Would you say no? In the age before influencers (or even Instagram) were a thing, I, and our new book, had the chance to be put on a pedestal before one of the largest marathons in the world.1


Although my previous stress fracture was three years in my rearview mirror, I wasn’t naive. I knew with certainty that my body would crack again if I took on another marathon training cycle. I also knew with certainty that I didn’t have the guts to admit that to our quickly growing community. What kind of leader would I be if I couldn’t run a marathon?


So, in June, six months before race day, I skirted around it. In a blog post centered on my excitement for the marathon, I also publicly gave myself guidelines:




	
I am going to listen to my body. If a training session hurts too much, I’m done. If I wake up hobbled in pain, no workout except stretching and maybe light yoga.2



	
My biggest concern when I run is going to be my form, not my time. For at least a few months, my Garmin is staying in the random electronics basket, where I’m pretty sure my Walkman, a gift from 1999, is fermenting.


	
I want to cross the finish line in NYC as a stronger, healthier, more efficient, smarter runner who’s got a rock-solid body to prove it. If I do that, I won’t care what the clock reads.


	
My training is going to be unconventional. I learned, through the Nike marathon adventure, that you can prepare numerous ways for a marathon. So, I’m planning on running trails for time, not miles, for most of my long runs;3 I’m going to swim and bike pretty heavily; I’m in for Pilates at least two times a week; I’m going to strength train starting tomorrow.4



	
Did I mention I am going to listen to my body? I really am. When I told Sarah of my decision to run the marathon, with all these conditions, she said, “Can you put that in writing? Because I know you have the ability to just tough it out.” None of that. There will be no toughing it out, except maybe on race day.





One month later, in July, after celebrating a pain-free 5 miles, I laid on another layer of strict conditions: a public proclamation doubling as private protection. “I’ve told myself that if I can run 10 miles by early August with a pain level of 3 or below on a scale of 1 to 10, then I’ll take on the marathon training for NYC full throttle,” I wrote. “Like I’ve said before: no marathon grind this time. My body and mind can’t hack it.”


Coach Andrew at the helm, I embarked on my official marathon training. I made it to day 14—two whole weeks—before having to trade in my running shoes for bike pedals with, yes, another stress fracture.


I’m confident my fate so many years ago will not be Donna’s fate this year.5 She’ll get her ninth marathon medal, and I bet she’ll even complete the finish-line cartwheel she promises if she finishes in under six hours.


That said, her quest for a finish line in New York City is about trying to push back another finish line, a much bigger one that, when crossed, rips up a daily routine, slashes an identity, and upends decades of exercise and endorphins. “Running is pretty much everything to me,” she says. “It makes me feel fantastic and accomplished. It’s therapy, mental clarity, a stress reliever, time for reflection, a mood booster all wrapped in one.”


Without knowing much about Donna, given only these three details you can picture the daily routine she’s had for decades: She’s a runner, she’s a mother, she’s a second-grade teacher.


You see her workout clothes laid out on the bathroom floor so she doesn’t wake her husband (“absolutely not a runner”) and kids as she rallies before dawn for her miles. You watch her slip out the door into the crisp fall air, switching on a headlamp as she heads down the hill as familiar to her as the smell of each daughter’s hair. The quiet darkness feels pristine, not scary, and when the sun rises directly ahead of her, you know exactly what she’s thinking: How lucky am I to be the only one alive witnessing this? She thinks through her day, through her problems, through nothing. Five miles down, her sports bra is soaked. As the run wraps up, goosebumps prick her skin in the chill, and you can almost feel them too. She steps into the kitchen just as the rest of the house begins to stir.


She’s not ready to shower yet though. Feel-good endorphins coursing through her body, she buzzes around the kitchen, making sure her two girls are ready for a day of school and sports practices. She’s not fazed by one of them worrying about a biology test and the other griping about peanut butter and honey sandwiches again. “Really, Mom?”


She’s fresh off a run, after all. You know the feeling: You float above most of the complaints and worries that trip you up when you’re merely a human on earth. After a quick shower, during which she flexes her calves just to check out her ripped muscles, she heads to school brimming with energy, more than enough to face a day of reminding her students where a period goes in a sentence and hunting down errant lunch boxes. Her legs feel satisfyingly tired as she squats at a desk or climbs a flight of stairs. They’re strong; she’s strong. The run’s high has worn off by the time she heads home, but something deeper remains: the quiet steadiness of someone who claimed a victory close to twelve hours ago, before most people woke up. She’s got enough natural endurance to make it through to bedtime, before which she’ll lay out her clothes in the bathroom so she can do it all over again tomorrow.


Although the simultaneously exhilarating and exhausting pace of the day might be overwhelming for most, it is perfect and fulfilling for Donna, a runner who is also, in her own words, “not a good sit stiller.”


Back on the road, Donna’s run/walk intervals get her to mile 11, a mile short of her 12-mile target. For the final mile, she runs the few downhills and walks the rest. The humidity is a bear, and she is toast. As she climbs the hill to her house, she gives herself a little pep talk: “I’m doing it. I’m doing the work. I’m going to be able to put a sticker on my training chart.”6


She walks inside, pulls off her visor and shoes, and sends a download text to Becky, her running buddy and biggest cheerleader. “You’re doing great,” Becky, a decade younger than Donna, writes back. “Get yourself a popsicle and put your feet up.”


Donna, as we’ve already established, is not one who puts her feet up. But maybe this afternoon she’ll investigate adult swimming lessons, an activity she’s contemplated starting after the marathon. “It’s imperative I find an activity that will replace running,” she says. “I’m having a hard time imagining my life without being able to move my body in a way that helps keep my mental health in check.” She’s not interested in bike riding—the terrain around her house is too hilly—and she knows that, when her running days come to a hard stop, strength training, yoga, and walking will not fill the void that running leaves.


She can’t imagine herself doing laps in a pool just yet. She’s not a natural swimmer and is nervous about the skill involved. “I think I’d need to start with inflatable swimmies on my arms,” she says with a laugh. Still, the idea of pivoting to the pool feels slightly agreeable, as does setting up a doctor’s appointment post-marathon to get a true diagnosis and timeline on her right hip.


Before all that happens, of course, she’s got 26.2 miles in New York City to cover, which might be the easiest of the tasks set before her. She doesn’t seem visibly worried about any of them. “If running has taught me anything,” she says, “it’s taught me that I can do hard things.”


Putting Running in Context: What’s the Big Deal?


As a working mom, my stream of daily thoughts can be classified, at best, as mundane. What time, again, is that meeting today? Is Dave’s Killer Bread cheaper at Costco or on sale at the grocery store? Is the dog’s prescription for arthritis meds about to run out? Did anybody replace the toilet paper in the kitchen bathroom?


When I am in motion, though, my thoughts elevate. Yes, I’ve made plenty of mental grocery lists during my miles, but I also listened to Eckhart Tolle read The Power of Now during one of my run/walk phases. I spent a full hour turning over his koan: You are not the voice in your head; you are the one who hears it. Other times, I rooted myself in the world around me. I share DNA with that woolly caterpillar inching across the path. I am breathing oxygen produced by the trees shading me. The sun I see rising now in Colorado will soon be setting over Japan.


One major question that consistently pinged around my brain: Why does running matter so much? I mean, I knew why it mattered on a practical level: It got me up early, gave structure to my day, kept my quads strong and my mind clear. But there are plenty of other reasons to set an early alarm, other ways to anchor a daily routine, to stay healthy. Why did running feel so essential to my being?


My grandiose thoughts are much sparser now that I’m no longer running, but I wanted to remind myself how I thought of the sport when I was in motion. Sitting still, I racked my brain for philosophical nuggets from my college years. I don’t recall how many circles of hell Dante created, but I do remember snippets from three renowned psychological theories from Psych 101: Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, Yalom’s existential theory, and Csikszentmihalyi’s flow. Revisiting those ideas helped me understand why running means so much—and why losing it can feel like a personal unraveling. Running fulfills some of our deepest human needs. It gives us space to wrestle with life’s biggest questions. And it regularly delivers the kind of flow-state experience that makes us feel fully alive.


If you’re struggling to pinpoint why your missed miles have completely rocked your world or to explain the depth of your loss to somebody who categorizes your runs the same way she thinks about her knitting, here’s the rundown.


Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs


What It Is


A five-level pyramid created by psychologist Abraham Maslow, the hierarchy stacks up the bulk of human needs: the first level is basic needs, the second is safety, the third is love and belonging, the fourth is esteem, and the fifth is self-actualization.7


How Running Relates


Running is loosely connected to the pyramid’s first level of physiological needs. Although running isn’t shelter or air or any other basic need, being a committed runner means you take the essentials of food, sleep, and water seriously.


Move up one level to safety needs, and running is fully relevant. It boosts all aspects of your physical health, helps regulate anxiety, and makes you feel like you’ve got some control over your body, your stress, and, on the best days, even your life.


Running shines in the third level: love and belonging. Community could be running’s middle name. The sport serves up connection in myriad ways: friendships with a trusted training partner; weekly workouts with a running club; the prerace buzz at an expo; even a smile shared with a fellow runner also wearing a Big Sur Marathon sweatshirt at the airport.


Climb up one more rung to esteem: feeling valued by yourself and others. Running comes in here hot, meeting needs like achievement, confidence, mastery, recognition, and, although they came after Maslow’s time, kudos on Strava.


Finally, Maslow defined the fifth level—self-actualization—as realizing one’s full potential and being the most that one can be. That’s our sport in a nutshell: soaking up the mile you’re in while believing the next one can be better.


Yalom’s Existential Theory


What It Is


Psychiatrist Irvin Yalom theorized that to live a fulfilling life, we must confront four ultimate concerns: death, freedom, isolation, and meaninglessness.8


How Running Relates


Starting with a big one: death. That mid-run feeling, with your pores pouring and your legs flying, is pure vibrancy and presence; it makes you feel alive with a capital A. On the flip side, aching knees, favorite routes that become too challenging, and splits that get slower gently remind us that our running days—and indeed all our days—are limited.


Next up is freedom, or the idea that you carry the burden of responsibility for your choices. Nobody forces you to run. Every time you set out, you are deliberately making a choice about your health, time, and priorities. You are writing the direction of your day and your life, building inner power with every mile.


We often run solo, which gives us space to experience and contemplate isolation, the third biggie on Yalom’s list. You run alone, and, yes, you will die alone. Morbid but true. Still, running offers valuable moments of camaraderie with training partners, group runs, and races. A sweaty hug at the end of a 10K makes those miles incredibly meaningful, ones you may use to power through a solo run.


Finally, running takes on meaninglessness—What am I even here for?—through the act of running itself. You choose to run. You choose to do a hard thing, even when nobody is watching, when nobody really cares. With every mile, you ground your presence in this world, solidify your identity, and define what matters to you.


Csikszentmihalyi’s Flow


What It Is


Psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi coined the term flow to define a state of deep immersion while doing any activity. Essential elements of flow include an optimal challenge, full focus, clear goals with immediate feedback, and intrinsic rewards.


How Running Relates


Whether you’re relatively new or a master athlete, running continually offers up the first flow essential: optimal challenge, the place where you feel skilled enough to stretch yourself, but not excessively. As you focus on a pace, a personal record (PR), or a race distance, you’re in that sweet spot where your confidence builds as your feet run beneath you. It feels like growth, not a grind.


Full focus, the second flow essential, naturally blooms with the cadence of your strides and your steady inhales and exhales. Thoughts aren’t pinging around anymore, and your mind isn’t running away from you. It’s exactly where your feet are.


Running’s linear structure provides a chance to perceive clear goals and get immediate feedback, another flow essential. You plan to run 4 miles, and thanks to your GPS, you know exactly how long it took you. Zooming out, you can have multiple goals going at once: monthly mileage goals, completing a 10K in three months, a lifetime goal of finishing a half-marathon in every state. All easy—and satisfying—to measure.


Finally, the fourth element of flow is intrinsic reward, or running for how it makes you feel. You may have started running to lose weight or on the invitation of a friend, but you stayed for yourself. You run in pursuit of a clearer head, a sense of power, an inner calm, that smile that naturally appears around mile 2. It never gets old.






AID STATION


Jen Says No to One More Marathon


Jen Rucker knew she was in trouble when, about halfway through the Brooklyn Half-Marathon, her left knee blew up. “The pain was excruciating,” she says. “I could hardly put any pressure on my leg.” She staggered to the finish line, dragging her left leg as best she could.9 “I knew I pushed it too far,” says the former collegiate soccer player.


About five months earlier, a lightning rod of pain went through her hamstring as she was sitting at the dinner table. She visited her doctor, who suggested the pain might be stemming from her back, not her hamstring, but Jen wasn’t convinced. A steroid pack calmed things down enough for her to continue to run—and not check in with him again. She trained with no memorable pain for the Brooklyn Half, a bucket-list run; her dad was born and raised in Brooklyn, and Jen is a native New Yorker herself.10


At that point, Jen, an elementary school reading specialist, had finished twelve marathons—and plenty of half-marathons during the marathon training cycles—in seven intense years, when she barely took a break from training. Five of those marathons were the Marine Corps, a favorite near her hometown in Maryland.


Some might consider that schedule a little aggressive, but Jen found her people, purpose, and connection in the Montgomery County Road Runners, particularly its First Time Marathon (FTM) program. She was a runner with FTM for five years, then became a pace coach. Along the way, she bonded with three guys—fellow coaches Jeff and John and runner Jason—and the four of them branded themselves the J’s. In their prime, the J’s road-tripped to Corning, New York, for the Wine Glass Marathon. “I had a monster marathon PR of seventeen minutes,” she remembers. Their post-race celebration dinner also included Jen blowing out birthday candles. “All the gifts were running related, of course.”


Back home in Maryland after the Brooklyn race, the doctor she’d ghosted a few months earlier got her in to see a back specialist, stat. Turns out, a disc was pressing on a motor nerve, and she had to have surgery to repair the issue.


She tried to return to running after surgery, but it didn’t feel great. Although she was mentally ready for a gentle ease back into the sport, her nerve-damaged heel was still healing. Her fellow J’s were in similar situations; all their bodies needed a break. “We all just did too much,” she says. “We got burnt out.”


Six months after surgery, an advertisement for a Pure Barre class caught her eye. She reluctantly went. “I never thought I’d enjoy studio classes.” The sixty-minute session was surprisingly challenging for a marathon runner, and she loved the variations of classes. Over time, she found a new community. “It took a little longer because you’re not really talking like you can on a run,” she says. Now forty-five years old, she’s hitting the barre at least three times weekly.


Back in the spring of 2024, the J’s got a group text from Jeff: Should we get the band back together? Marine Corps one more time?11 The query arrived the same day Jen’s soon-to-be ex-husband was moving out of their house. “Our divorce is amicable,” she says. “Still, it felt serendipitous.”


She took a day to think it over, then texted back: I’m in. In fact, they were all in, and the J’s were so excited about it, they all paid the Marine Corps registration fee before one of them even ran a single training mile.


Jen signed up for a half-marathon, ready to repeat a half-then-full marathon training pattern that had worked for her in the past. Except that she didn’t really embrace the preparation like she used to. “My training was not consistent or fun,” she says. “I felt like my body was rejecting running.” For seven years, Barre had made her feel strong, fluid, and whole, and just a few months of running nearly broke her. Her knees and feet were in constant pain.


Standing at the half-marathon starting line, she felt pangs of joy; she had missed the energy and anticipation of the starting line. By the finish line, though, her mood had definitely downshifted. She realized she was done with her second chapter of running. Her sixth Marine Corps Marathon would not happen.


She texted the J’s and told them so. Two followed her path: One never got started, and the other was injured early in his training. Only Jeff took a 26.2-mile victory lap around Washington, DC. The other three J’s volunteered at a water stop during a July training run. Jen loved handing out Gatorades and chatting with Jeff and other FTM friends, but she didn’t leave with a feeling of regret for the path she had traveled.


“Some of the biggest benefits were the friends and memories running brought me,” she says, “and I still have those.”








Footnotes


1 To be clear, this pedestal was not an official race podium. Asics put no time qualifications or expectations on my entry or those that it offered to other journalists.


2 This intense description makes me think I might have known the hobbled feeling all too well.


3 I searched and searched for my preliminary emails with Coach Andrew and couldn’t find them. But I definitely recall an exchange in which I passed this trail idea by him, and he wasn’t keen on it. His message: You’ve got to train on pavement if you’re going to run for four plus hours on pavement. Smart coach.


4 Tomorrow? LOL.


5 She’s solid. She’s rarely had any running injuries over the course of thirty-five years and has finished eight marathons already. And although height has no scientific correlation to marathon success, she’s five two, over a foot shorter than I am.


6 Once, as a joke, Donna’s husband hid her sticker chart. “I almost lost my mind.”


7 Fun fact: Maslow was a runner. Not-so-fun fact: He died from a heart attack at age sixty-two while out for a jog.


8 Yalom was also a runner.


9 Yes, she finished a half-marathon without being able to lift her heel. Not recommended, of course, but racing can sometimes elicit in-the-moment behaviors that, in hindsight, you realize weren’t super healthy.


10 “Despite how horrible I felt, I still consider it one of my favorite races. The course and crowds were fantastic.”


11 If you run the Marine Corps Marathon five times, you get an annual guaranteed entry.
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