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INTRODUCTION



The young women are getting ready to run: flexing their knees, clearing their watches, and bouncing a few times to get the feel of the track. As I approach my standard position by the start, the group of five sorts itself into a single file line.


“Are we ready?” I ask, more as a signal than a question.


“Yep!” pipes Sadi from the back. She’s grinning like a kid, and I like what I see.


“Okay, how are we doing this?” I ask the group; but I’m really asking Mel, our most veteran athlete, standing in the front.


“I’m taking the first mile, then Rebecca is taking over.” To Mel, a distance runner with a huge aerobic engine, this two-mile interval to kick off the track workout is cake, and everyone trusts her to set an even pace. I notice Mel is wearing her lucky top with the superhero women print on it today, which means it’s go time. I’ll push her a little harder at the end of the workout.


“Keep it smooth and relaxed,” I say to the group. “Stay together.” Mel looks at me, left foot on the line and her finger ready to press start. I nod.


“Ready . . . go,” she says quietly, and the group leans forward and starts in unison, a smattering of beeping watches as they fly past me. I study them as they round the first curve onto the straightaway, Rebecca a little too close on Mel’s heels. Once I’m satisfied that everyone is safely in lockstep, I walk over to the retaining wall that borders lane eight, fluff someone’s sports bag like a throw pillow, and lean my back against it. I stretch out my legs in front of me and take a deep breath, letting the sunshine bathe my body. The line of women whizzes by.


“Good!” I say simply, not bothering to check the split on my watch. So much of my job as a coach is about noticing things. I can tell that the team is on pace by how evenly spaced they are, how serene Mel’s face is. I adjust the bag to get more comfortable. I’ll be here for at least ten minutes, and I want to relish it. The Olympic Trials are around the corner, and everyone is running lifetime bests. Their bodies are as strong as they’re going to get before race day, so now is the time to coach them inward: group intervals to remind them they’re not alone in their dreaming, followed by a few solo intervals to remind them of their individual power.


I love watching them run—that metronomic pop- pop- pop-pop-pop that lets each of their minds spread out—and after a few minutes of enjoying their rhythm, I look down at my own legs. I retired from professional racing in 2016. I don’t miss it—I had my turn. But my body remembers the feelings of capacity and possibility that competitive sport gave me for over twenty years. I reach forward and place my hands on my thighs and give them a gentle shake, maybe in gratitude, and see that the insides of my ankles are still striped with dirt from my run among the juniper and sagebrush this morning. Even though I no longer race professionally, running will always be home for my body and mind. If I do my job well as their coach, these women will have that, too.


The synchronized footsteps get louder, and I look up to see the women approaching again. Rebecca is in the lead now, looking incredible. She is such a gamer; her desire to race oozes out of her. Like Mel and most of the others, she could have quit this sport so many times, but she didn’t. Many people counted these athletes out before they were recruited to Littlewing Athletics, the professional women’s running group I coach in Bend, Oregon. But I know better than to count a female athlete out based on what she hasn’t accomplished by age twenty, or even thirty. I know women, and I know how poorly our sports systems nurture their talent.


I AM CONTINUALLY amazed at what sport at its best can add to women’s lives, and we should never stop talking about the benefits of participation. But even fifty years after federal Title IX legislation mandated equal sports opportunities for women in the United States, we have a lot of work to do. We still haven’t nailed the basics, with the bulk of public schools (especially those serving communities of color) coming up well short of compliance. But even in the places with adequate female sports opportunities, like most of the United States, Canada, Australia, New Zealand, and the UK, surprising numbers of girls who enter sports programs aren’t sticking around. For those who do, physical and mental health problems occur at distressing rates, and abuse is all too common.


With female puberty framed as a threat to performance, many take measures to prevent or reverse it, often losing their periods and disrupting the hormonal function essential to building healthy bones and a healthy body. Many face pressure by coaches to achieve a body ideal that is nearly impossible during their stage of physiological development, and experience stress fractures at three times the rate of their male peers. Many learn to hate the bodies that do so much for them, and 65 percent develop disordered eating habits that compromise their ease around food, sometimes irreparably. Millions of women carry an abundance of positive memories of their time in sport, but they also carry the invisible wounds of their sports experiences. As women, we’ve justified these wounds as normal or internalized the belief that we were to blame.


There is something wrong with our sports systems, and deep down we know it. The sports environments we fought so hard to have equal access to were built by men, for men and boys. Our definition of gender equality has been “getting what men have, the way they have it,” and it’s backfiring. We fold and smash women and girls into a male-based infrastructure, and then scratch our heads when the same friction points show up again and again. Meanwhile, fundamental female-bodied experiences in sport are invisible, erased, or viewed as problems because they differ from the default male standard. The refusal to acknowledge this is causing incredible harm.


A number of committed researchers are hard at work right now identifying the myriad challenges facing women in sport, from eating disorders to psychological stress to performance dips linked to puberty; new areas of research calling for attention are emerging all the time. I look forward to the day when hundreds of peer-reviewed papers spelling out the exact issues and their solutions are available. Armed with that knowledge, we’ll be even better equipped to create new best practices and policies that reduce harm and clear the way for the best parts of sport to fulfill their promise of safety, health, and empowerment. But we can’t wait to address this problem.


That’s why I’ve written this book. After twenty-seven years in sport as an elite athlete, teammate, coach, and parent, my own personal story offers more than enough evidence that something is wrong; the start of some solutions emerge, too. My story is not representative of all women and girls, and any comprehensive discussion about changing women’s sports must include the voices of all who compete in that category, including women of color, women with disabilities, trans women, and people who don’t fit within the gender binary. I strongly encourage people to share their stories to finally turn the tide in women’s and girls’ sports. We’ve all watched substantive change pushed to the top of the to-do pile by expressions of passion from ordinary people.


My hope is that readers might see a person in their lives—their daughter, or athlete, or patient, or friend, or maybe themselves—anew. This book is a sports story and a love letter to the running life, but above all, it’s a story about a girl growing up in a world built for men, and all the friction and confusion and pain and joy inherent to that journey. It is also an impassioned expression of hope for the future.
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THE PROMISE


You can do ANYTHING, Lauren. ANYTHING!”


My dad’s callused hands gripped my shoulders and his ice-blue eyes forced mine open wider with their intensity. “You hear me?!” I tried not to blink. I was eight.


“They’re just scared of you. They know you can beat them. They don’t want to lose to a girl, but too fucking BAD! You go back and tell ’em you’re playing, and if they give you shit, you kick them RIGHT in the balls, and drag them down here by the ear, and I’ll take care of the rest.” He dusted his hands together like he was about to take care of business, and added a conspiratorial wink. It was the right mix of empowering and absurd, loosening the knot in my throat and making me smile, just as he intended.


Frank Fleshman seemed to speak in all caps. He didn’t turn the dial down on his personality, or language, or anything really, for someone else’s comfort. He was the kind of dad who wanted sons, but he got two daughters and refused to adjust his parenting plan.


“Jesus, Frank!” my mom would reply in these situations, followed by a gentle plea for peaceful resolution. But Joyce’s shy kindness had a hard time being heard over the boom of Frank’s charisma or the apparent simplicity of his solutions. So I kicked the neighborhood boys in the balls. And then they let me play.


MY WORLD WAS different from my mom’s in a million ways, but the one made apparent to me first was the central role of sports. The first women’s NCAA championships in track and field were held in 1981, three months before I was born. Technically, my mom’s time in high school overlapped with the passing of Title IX, but its promise of equal access for women and girls in sports took time to materialize.


In 1971, the year before Title IX was passed, fewer than 300,000 girls played high school sports—compared to 3.6 million boys—and my mom never met one. She did love playing ping-pong in PE class, and she had a deadly curve, according to my dad, whom she started dating in middle school. I saw it in action a couple of times at Super Bowl parties, but she was oddly shy about it, rarely playing a full game. She didn’t seem to know how to claim athletic movement as her own.


My mom would have been good at sports. Dad, too, for that matter. He was too busy getting in fights and smoking weed in high school. But I could tell Dad was athletic, because he worked manual labor building sets as a propmaker and I saw him move his body powerfully all the time. My mom’s body was directed to household tasks with a side of gardening, until the one time I convinced her to go for a run with me in high school. As she popped powerfully off her midfoot and lifted her knees, I almost gasped. I recognized her distinct stride as my own. Running is hard, and with no base fitness, she couldn’t run for longer than a couple minutes. But I never looked at her body the same way again. Like millions of women, she carried a treasure chest of undiscovered athletic potential.


My mom’s world and mine were still different, even living under the same roof. While the girl power revolution of the 1990s was swirling all around, telling girls we could have it all if we worked hard, my mom’s daily reality was frozen in the 1950s. In our home, Dad got the best chair, the first serving, and the last word. He told his daughters not to take shit from anyone, then turned around and treated my mom to large helpings of his own. He represented a kind of power hypothetically available to my sister, Lindsay, and me, but not to my mom.


It would have been confusing regardless, but his alcohol abuse created a terrifying gulf between what he said and how he behaved. Every single night, we had family dinner together around the table, cooked by my mom. Most nights were fine, great even—full of compliments to the chef, questions about our day at school, and entertaining stories about the cast and crew of whatever his latest movie set was. But the possibility of an explosion always lurked, especially when he had been laid off, which happened frequently in the entertainment industry. If the Bud Light hit just right on the wrong day, he could singe any one of us to a crisp with a bolt of lightning.


Outside of the occasional spanking or head flick, I only have one memory of physical violence, when he ripped me out of my dining chair by the armpit while I was mid-bite and threw me across the living room for eating my spaghetti “like a fucking pig.” I landed on my side on the sofa, still holding my fork, and curled into a ball in the far corner. My arm socket throbbing, I watched him puff up like a silverback gorilla while my mom screamed at him to stop. I watched as she laid down the only ultimatum he ever took seriously, one delivered with a cold fury I never saw in her again: “Touch either of our girls like that one more time and I swear to God, Frank, I will leave you, and take them with me.”


I learned to watch him differently after that. When he stepped out of his truck after his long commute home, I scanned his hands for an empty beer can being carried to the crusher. Doing homework at the kitchen table, I kept count of the crack and hiss of aluminum tabs adding unexpected percussion to Steely Dan playing too loud on the surround sound. An interruption in the rhythm of my mom chopping onions meant he was squeezing past her in the kitchen to pull another clunking can from the twenty-four-pack on the bottom shelf of the fridge. I pretended to love using the can crusher so he would hand his empties directly to me, making it easier to keep tabs. And when the number rose above four or five, it was time to watch more closely. I learned to discern the different blinks, slurs, and seated positions. I needed to know which Dad was going to show up for dinner.


I was never the target of serious physical violence again because I learned to be perfect during those times—to observe and do what I needed to do, whether it was laughing at his jokes, impressing him with my accomplishments, or disappearing into the background.


But sometimes, despite my vigilance, my mom would slip. Dad would assert that she’d forgotten to add the cayenne to Uncle Tommy’s chili recipe, or she’d put too much cream in the beef Stroganoff, or maybe dinner was too early, or too late, or too hot, or too cold. As the oldest child, I assigned myself the role of rodeo clown distracting the bull. But some nights still ended with him charging out the front door with his truck keys rattling, slamming the iron screen door behind him. Fifteen minutes later, he would walk back in, smack his paper bag full of fast food on the bar, and turn up the volume of the football game loud enough to make it impossible for us to speak, even if we wanted to.


Dad was a wild tide, but Mom was our shore. With her quiet stability grounding the family, Lindsay and I were able to absorb a lot of good from his larger-than-life personality and love. He was a bighearted, loyal person who would do anything for his friends and family—except change. And when he was sober, he shined so brightly on the people he loved that we would go to great lengths to put ourselves in the path of his light. And nothing got him shining quite like excellence. Be it John Elway’s throwing arm, Bonnie Raitt’s vocal power, or Arnold Schwarzenegger’s performance in Terminator 2, when Frank felt the spirit overtaking him, he made everyone else stop what they were doing and appreciate it, too. He would rewind a scene, play a song again. He needed us to know that excellence like that was accessible to us.


“Your mom and I had nothing when we were kids,” he’d say. “We had to work hard to just survive, but you can do more than that. Most people aren’t willing to work hard. But you’re a FLESHMAN, and Fleshmans aren’t afraid of HARD WORK.” He’d pound his chest twice for emphasis.


I nodded along, not only because I wanted to please him, but also because my personality drove me to work obsessively hard anyway. I genuinely loved memorizing spelling lists and multiplication tables in school. I got a thrill and felt a burst of satisfaction when I saw the star on my homework. I took my deep focus into playtime, too. While my neighborhood friends played house or Barbies, I’d hover nearby for hours, attempting to balance a peacock feather on my nose. Or extending the length of time I could sleep a yo-yo. Or learning to walk down the narrow hall and back on my hands without falling. I loved taking on challenges that required refining the movements of my body and culminated in a feeling of mastery.


But my personal drive got tangled up with my dad’s drinking and overall volatility. In the ninety-minute window between when my dad got home and when his personality changed, performing whatever tricks I’d been working on became the most reliable way to bask in his affection. I’d ask Dad to hold my legs while I hung upside down from his bar, counting off sit-ups. When I began playing softball at age eight, my natural desire to learn to throw hard and accurately was enhanced by the thrill of making his hand sting so I could watch his theatrics. I got good, despite being the smallest kid in the league every year. In games, I played hard every minute of every inning, no matter how badly we were losing, because afterward I knew I’d find my dad in the bleachers with his Bud Light camouflaged in a sliced apart Diet Coke can, and he would put it down to hug me, look me in the eyes with intense love, and tell me that he was so proud of me that his buttons were busting. He would tell me I had something better than talent: I had heart.


On our annual summer camping trip on the Kern River, a slippery cliff rock loomed above the swimming hole, inviting those brave enough to make the climb and jump. Dad did it every year, but it was exciting every time. The year I was seven, we watched four kids in our group, all older than I was, climb up to the ledge one by one, only to sit down and deliberate and eventually retreat the way they came.


“They’re being pussies,” my dad said to me. “I bet you could do that. Just don’t overthink it. Thinking kills your courage.” After a minute of feeling like I had a hummingbird in my chest, I swam across the swimming hole to the rock face on the other side and climbed up as fast as I could. My kneecaps began to shake as my wet fingers pulled me up onto the slippery landing, and as the hairs began to rise on my cheeks and my mind started to race, I walked straight to the edge of the limestone and threw my body toward the darkest part of the blue.


When my head popped up above the surface, I saw my dad standing with his hands in the touchdown position.


“Did you see that?!” he yelled to his camping buddies. “My girl’s got balls the size of Texas!”


Treading water, I felt repulsion, having never heard that phrase used about a girl before. Watching the grown men slap their thighs and heckle their sons to go next, saying “Don’t be a pussy!” I could see that having balls was the ultimate compliment, and it was the ultimate compliment because it wasn’t female. I didn’t just have balls, but Texas-sized balls, and the kids around me had to rise to the occasion. It was striking how motivating that was for them, how much it made them squirm to have me setting the standard. And as they swam past me toward the cliff rock for another attempt, I followed them up, determined to outdo them. I was learning to see myself through my dad’s eyes—through the eyes of those with power, the eyes of men.


IN SCHOOL, I heard the same promise that I could be the best at whatever I set my mind to. I was taught that boys and girls were the same, outside of a couple of small details in physical appearance and the whole “who could have babies” thing. Inconsequential. I was told that people used to think men were superior, but we now knew this wasn’t true, and that oppression was a thing once, but now it was over. Women were just as capable as men. We could do whatever they could do. There were firsts happening for women everywhere, and there were countless more available to those who dreamed.


I remember those firsts being important to me. I colored in Sandra Day O’Connor’s Supreme Court robe with a black crayon in school as we learned about the first female Justice. After Aretha Franklin became the first woman elected to the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame when I was six, my dad blasted “Respect” for us so loudly the blinds rattled. I don’t remember Joan Benoit running past my waving hands outside our home in Los Angeles on her way to the first-ever Olympic marathon gold for women, but I remember my excitement when my mom told me the story. And so I dreamed myself onto the pages of history books, wondering which page I’d land on. During President Clinton’s inauguration, when I was eleven, I remember my mom saying, “In your lifetime, you will see the first female president of the United States.” I went to bed that night with my heart pounding with possibility, convinced that it was going to be me. I couldn’t run for office at eleven years old, but I could race boys on the playground and compete with them in tetherball. Using my body athletically made me feel powerful, and I went from being someone who simply enjoyed pursuing mastery with my body to someone who wanted to use it to win—at everything. And every time I did, especially when I beat the boys, I felt affirmed that I could do anything in life.


BY THE TIME I was in middle school, I was an all-star softball player, but being good for a girl in a girls’ sport didn’t carry much weight. I got more recognition for being the girl who could beat the boys in PE class. And nowhere was my dominance more clear than in running. Once a week, we ran the same mile course that was marked by trees and cones placed around the outer edges of the schoolyard. The mile was completed with a lap around a dusty track carved out of the middle of weedy sports fields. Every week, at the sound of the bullhorn, I would take off with the pack, and within two minutes, I would be alone, gliding along the row of trees on the far end of the field, flying beneath the branches we were now too old to climb.


Running fast made me inhabit my body in a way nothing else could. I noticed that while my eyes scanned the terrain, if I tuned into myself, my body would adjust on its own, finding the perfect angle to round a curve without slowing, finding a landing that just missed a pothole. I would ramp up my speed until it was impossible to think of anything else but the running; until I wasn’t a girl, or a middle schooler, or in PE class at all. I was just a body, limbs and blood and breath and power. The high followed me out of the locker room into the halls, and it grounded me.


Other athletic pursuits could give me this primal feeling in small bits, but only running sustained it. I never considered running outside of class. I had never seen someone running recreationally and didn’t even know it was an official sport in which kids could compete. But every week I ran a mile in PE, and every week I won. And then I would wait there, picking burrs off the laces of my sneakers, watching as the others gradually approached: first a smattering, then a splash, followed by a steady stream of joggers and walkers. Rarely did someone dip under seven minutes. I was getting closer to 6:30 without really trying. Every week, the fastest runners from each class period were posted on the wall of the gym. I checked those results like some of my girlfriends checked their reflections in the windows, looking for evidence that everything was as it should be.


Then, one day after spring break, with middle school graduation just a few weeks away, I checked the list. Someone else’s name was on top, and his time was almost a minute faster than I’d ever run.
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THE SPLIT


Rocky’s balls dropped, sweetie,” my dad said from his barstool in the living room, swiveling both the chair and his eyes back and forth between the football game and me.


“What do you mean?” I said loudly, over the referee whistles and announcers.


“Puberty. He’s turning into a man,” he said, a fact as simple as the existence of gravity.


Rocky was the boy, apparently on his way to becoming a man, who’d come out of nowhere to beat my fastest race time by a full minute. I’d never seen a child become an adult before. I knew grown-up men and women looked different, but I’d been told those differences wouldn’t impact anything. I thought differences in skill were based on talent, hard work, and heart. I thought we could become whatever we wanted to become.


“What, are all the boys going to start beating me now?” I asked. The thought made my breath go shallow, my stomach pinch.


Dad spun his stool back toward me. “Not all of ’em. You keep working hard and you’ll still beat most of them, I bet.”


You bet? You don’t know? I was running inventory. All these kids, and no idea where I would stand in a month, in a year. It wasn’t even about the winning, exactly. It was about fairness.


“What about the girls?”


“They’ll turn into women. Get hips and tits and into making out behind the portables. You know.”


I didn’t—I knew what a woman’s body looked like, but I hadn’t really thought about how that body was consequential beyond appearance. Was this a joke? Boys made out behind the portables, too. What did that have to do with anything?


Mom chimed in with a truth and a lie. “Boys and girls are just different, honey. Doesn’t take away from what you do.”


Puberty hadn’t meant much to me up until then. I had watched my neighborhood girlfriends burst into longer jeans and bigger bras. I watched them press down their breasts with their hands, complaining of soreness when playing tag in the cul-de-sac and losing enthusiasm for the game over time. Getting enough willing participants for anything more than a walk to Walgreens was proving difficult. As we walked, I heard the catcalls and studied the girls’ faces as they adjusted to being seen.


My body remained unchanged, frozen in time, and the power I felt in my body when I played sports felt stable and trustworthy. My confidence as an athlete made it easier to brush off my invisibility to the boys that had crushes on my classmates. I had a body they didn’t see as attractive, but I comforted myself with the fact that this body could win. But after losing to Rocky, I began to see everything differently. The fact of a girl’s changing body affected my friendships and social life. And now a boy’s changing body threatened my identity.


Returning to PE class, I watched the girls around me the way I’d learned to watch the beer at home. During our Presidential Fitness Test, I saw boys and girls now, where before they were just kids. During timed sit-ups, while holding the feet of a classmate, I watched her quickly check between her legs, presumably concerned about her period. As she fought for a few more efforts before the teacher blew the whistle, I noticed it looked a lot harder to do sit-ups with a weight vest worth of breasts. As we got off the gym floor to move outside for the final test, I watched the girls pull out real or imagined wedgies from school-issued shorts, adjust the unisex gray T-shirts stretched over their chests. Constant awareness of their own bodies was the new normal.


According to a 2016 study, girls in the United States are dropping out of sports at twice the rate of their male peers by age fourteen, and over half leave sports completely by age seventeen. Among Canadian teens, a 2020 study showed that one in three girls who play sports will quit by their late teens, as compared to one in ten boys. This time of life presents the largest and most stubborn leak in the girls’ sports equality effort. According to the Women’s Sports Foundation’s twenty-five years of research, the top six reasons identified for girls leaving sports are differences in access, safety and transportation, social stigma such as being tagged “gay,” decreased quality of experience, cost, and lack of positive role models. But one of the most fundamental factors in this flight from competitive sports isn’t even mentioned: puberty. Little scholarly attention has been paid to how puberty is experienced by female-bodied people in the context of movement or to the reality that puberty is inadequately acknowledged or supported in physical education and competitive sports for young people.


Puberty is a fact. In female puberty, breast development is the first physical change that occurs, at the mean age of just under ten years old. Globally, the age of puberty onset for girls has moved up about three months per decade over the last thirty years, for reasons not fully understood, and within the United States, the median age of breast development has been shown to vary by race by as much as a year. A woman’s breasts typically develop until age seventeen or eighteen, with some continuing to grow into their twenties. Menstruation, a misguided but time-honored marker of the beginning of puberty, follows about two years after the start of breast development, around age twelve. But by then, the show is well on the road. Girls are experiencing movement differently and have unanswered questions about how to adjust to their changing bodies. In a 2016 study of over two thousand schoolgirls ages eleven through seventeen in the UK, a whopping 73 percent of girls reported having at least one breast-related concern in relation to sport and exercise. Forty-six percent reported their breasts affected their participation. Eighty-seven percent said they wanted to know more about breast development, and half of those said they wanted to know more about breasts and sports bras in sport specifically. “I can’t find the right sports bra” and “I am embarrassed by excessive breast movement” were statements linked to barriers to sport participation. Over half of the girls surveyed did not wear a sports bra.


Health class may be where you learn about the anatomy, but sports are where you’re going to feel it. Looking at a diagram of mammary glands is wildly different from the embodied experience of jumping rope with breasts.


Movement for girls now feels different than it does for their male peers they used to run alongside, but the sexualization of girls’ bodies creates barriers to adult figures talking about it. Pretending breasts don’t exist is the best way to avoid being misinterpreted as a creep or worse, but breasts go on existing anyway. When a developing female does sit-ups, they are managing multiple elements: a changing body that makes the movement more challenging, their feelings about that body, and others’ feelings about that body. Is movement something they will leave behind along with their child body?


IN EIGHTH GRADE, my clothes hung on my frame like a hanger, as always, and I smoothed the wrinkles out of my shirt over my flat chest. I found myself torn between feeling left behind by this pack of girls and hoping my body would stay the same forever.


In the final weeks of middle school, I tagged along with a group of softball teammates who were going dress shopping for the eighth-grade dance, and we took over the back corner of the Macy’s dressing room in a flurry of satin and spaghetti straps. The excitement my friends felt as they zipped one another’s dresses and admired their forms in the full-length mirrors was not available to me. Their bodies stirred a feeling of sexual attraction that made me worry I was “becoming” gay. I sensed it was a feeling I wasn’t supposed to have, and not knowing bisexuality existed, I hoped puberty would help silence it. I could hide my feelings, but my body was on full display. The tops of my dresses gaped. The girls in the dressing room teased that my chest was flat as a boy’s. I felt myself shrinking. I felt defective. I prayed for breasts to come, to make me normal. The body that made me feel powerful in sports was now at odds with being the right body, the body that qualified as feminine.


It was my first experience with a phenomenon I would see over and over again in my own life and career and those of other female athletes: the clash between the function and appearance of the female body while being subject to the dominant male gaze; the significant pressure to be both physically strong and sexually attractive. The trained body will change its appearance to meet the demands of sport, and when this body differs from the beauty ideal, varying degrees of psychological conflict can arise. Increasingly, scholars are referring to this as the “body duality” of the female athlete. But I of course had no words for that feeling as a teenager, and nobody in my life did, either.


I had trouble being consistently on time in school, but PE class was always the exception. After losing to Rocky I showed up late a few days in a row, and I faced the consequences. During the recycling revolution of the early 1990s, punishment for being tardy three times was collecting 150 soda cans. During our snack and lunch breaks, the offending student wandered from clique to clique carrying a huge black plastic bag outstretched for the humble offering of empty Dr Peppers and Cactus Coolers.


Maybe Mr. Hershberger knew something was unusual about my uncharacteristic three tardies in a row. Maybe he noticed the difference in my energy since the Rocky incident. Maybe he just wanted to win the meet. But when he delivered my verdict of 150 cans, he followed it up with an offer: to avoid my punishment, I could agree to compete for our school during the city’s junior high track meet, at that point just two weeks away. It was an easy choice.


My first event was the girls’ mile, except on the track it was called the 1,600 meters. The first thing I learned about track was girls and boys are at the same event but don’t compete against one another; each discipline is contested twice, alternating genders. The second thing was that track appeared to be the only place in the United States where people used the metric system. Nobody could tell me the exact conversion from the mile I was used to, so I just did what the PE teacher told me: follow Ava, a girl from the other school, for the four laps of the race, and try to win at the end if I could.


I can still see her straight spine, her elbows jabbing back toward me one at a time. Ava was a tight, even knit; no movement was wasted. I tried mirroring her from behind, never having run so closely to someone else before. I lowered my eyes to the raised railing of shiny aluminum that created the inside border of lane one and watched the way Ava’s left shoe almost kissed it every time it landed. She was running at that effort I had grown to love, the speed that made her feet magically find the best place to land, but I was finding myself extended somewhere beyond that for the first time. My feet seemed to be landing harder, with less predictability. My breathing went from a steady rhythm to chaotic gasps.


The sound of the bell signaling the last lap came right as I was starting to circle the drain. I was a few strides behind Ava and my conviction that I could beat any girl, anywhere, was wavering. And to my distress, so were the lane lines. Ava became a blur, rising and falling on a sea of orange tartan. A shimmer; a mirage of steam resting on the top of it all. I knew the track waving about wasn’t normal. But I also knew I was nearly there, and it would end soon. When I crossed the finish line a distant second, the clock was fuzzy, but I could see it had a five in front of it.


Less than an hour later, Ava dragged me around the track behind her one more time in the 800 meters, a criminally painful event I hate to this day. Essentially a very long sprint, the 800 turns you from Wonder Woman into a nematode in the time it takes you to microwave a bag of popcorn. I finished second in both races, but I was pulled to maximum efforts and fast times I was excited about. I raced one leg of the winning 4x400 relay to close out the meet, and we celebrated our victory by cheering and jumping all over one another. I liked track, I decided. It had some of the team energy of softball, but with more individual agency.


As I was packing up to head back to the bus, a man with tight bronze skin, a buzz cut, and huge purple wraparound Oakley sunglasses approached me and introduced himself as Coach DeLong, the cross-country and track coach at Canyon High School, where I’d start as a freshman the following fall.


“Those were great performances today, pal. You’ve never run before?”


“No, I run. In PE. And in softball.”


His eyebrow lifted as if on a string. “I meant Junior Olympic track. That girl who beat you is a Junior Olympian. She trains for this.”


Well, that explained a lot.


“Have you thought about coming out for cross-country?”


“I’m going to try out for varsity softball.”


He looked me over: a drowned rat with biceps the width of a broom handle. “You’re a little small for varsity, don’t you think?”


I wanted to say, I’m the smallest in the league already, and it hasn’t held me back. I don’t remember what I did say, but I know I felt the familiar thrill of being underestimated.


He smiled.


“Look, that girl’s been running track for a few years. She’s very good. And you finished close behind her in two races today without any real training. You’re very talented, Lauren. I’m sure you’ll be good at softball, but you could be great at running.”


DeLong went on to describe a group of fun kids that would be my instant circle of friends. He described celebrations after workouts—root beer floats enjoyed in the sunshine on the infield. Field trips, like running fourteen miles one way from the Hollywood Bowl to Venice Beach, where we’d picnic and bodysurf all afternoon. And most appealing of all, a weeklong training camp at an old ski lodge at Mammoth Lakes before school started.


He spoke to me like I’d belong, and belonging was impossible to resist. I was giddy with the promise of it. Practice started in a month.


DELONG’S FIRST NAME was Dave, but everyone called him by his last name. I called him Coachie, but not until I was older, when I’d gotten so fast that I was the only athlete left to train in the postseason, him riding his bike alongside me, carrying water and telling stories to pass the miles. He was more like a second father by then, but at first, he was just DeLong, a fit thirty-three-year-old with a motivational T-shirt collection and a sunglasses tan so bad he decided never to take them off.


“Canyon High School has a long legacy of champions,” DeLong said loudly to the assembled group of new freshmen and their parents seated on the stadium steps overlooking the dirt track. He introduced the assistant coaching staff, including Tracy McCauley, who treated the girls like a caring older sister and ran with the team every day. “We have the best coaches, we know how to win, and more importantly, we know how to have fun. What we do here is special. We have a huge team kids want to be a part of, kids who stay out of trouble and get good grades, and that’s only possible because of parent support.”


My mom came home with a list of options for how to contribute. Parents chaperoned our field trips and training camp, fundraised to lower the cost of our uniforms and get our sweatshirts embroidered, and helped organize a year-end banquet with awards nice enough to survive an attic purge twenty years later. We were a team over one hundred kids strong, dominated by working- and middle-class families short on time and money, but DeLong got people to show up.


My first season of cross-country was like falling in love. I stood no taller than 4 10 and weighed in at seventy-eight pounds, but unlike in softball, where my size had become an impediment to getting to play at all, being a shrimp made it easier for the older girls on the team to tuck me under their wings. I got what I wanted: friends.


My first running group, the “newbies,” contained all the freshmen of all genders, along with a few random upperclassmen working their way back from injuries. That first week, the veteran runners led us through two- and three-mile runs on city sidewalks that started and ended in the school parking lot. These runs were full of traffic and exhaust, with gas stations for landmarks, but I didn’t care. I was going somewhere new with someone who knew the way. The older, more experienced runners would head off in another direction, returning with dirt slimed onto their front teeth from the fire roads that climbed the surrounding mountains. They looked taller when they got back, laughing together at the open tailgate of DeLong’s truck, squirting water on their faces and rubbing the salt off their foreheads with their other hands. They had sports bra tan lines and pale wrinkly skin under their Timex watches, and they stepped on each other’s new shoes to get the first smudge out of the way.


By the second week, when I figured out that tennis shoes weren’t the same as running shoes and showed up with my first pair of ugly Asics, three upperclassmen raced over to leave the first dirty footprint on top. I’d never been happier. That was the day DeLong grabbed my shoulder and shifted me like a pawn on a chessboard from the newbie group to a JV group.


“You run with Liz today—okay, pal?”


Liz was one of the runners who went beyond the concrete, up the mountain roads. She was experienced, but her pace was accessible.


I moved to the landing where he was pointing. Five miles. It would be my longest run ever. Every day had been my longest run ever.


“How long is this hill?” I asked Liz, running up on her freckled shoulder as we climbed. It was the kind of hill you can’t see the end of.


“About a mile,” she said, unfazed.


It wasn’t long ago that one flat mile on grass was a weekly accomplishment.


“Wait until we do hill repeats up it. That’s a special kind of hell.”


Liz and I climbed the rest of the hill, passing runners along the way, and turned off the noisy highway at last into a maze of unfamiliar residential streets. After several turns I’d never be able to remember on my own, we got to a dead end with an open horizon and ran from where the sidewalk ended onto a dirt trail. The trail cut through sage and tumbleweeds, dust rising underfoot. I followed Liz’s line as she hopped over loose rocks and sand traps, and the trail swept left around a rusty cylindrical water tower, its ladder raised just out of reach of anyone who tried to climb. Without slowing down, she bent over, picked up a rock, and threw it at the side of the tank. It made a huge sound. “Tradition,” she said. I bent over to do the same, watched it ricochet a little close for comfort, and savored the echo.


As we passed the water tower, the trail wound back to the right along a cliff not steep enough to cause serious harm, but steep enough to make my heart race, a thrill of running with a little bit of danger. This was the kind of drop that made my mom call me to her side nervously on our infrequent hikes at Placerita Canyon, and now here we were, a hundred kids running along freely without adult supervision. Beyond the cliff was a wide-angle view of the entire wash below, and beyond that, the tiny cars like Hot Wheels on Soledad Canyon Road, and beyond that, the sagebrush-covered mountains rose tall above it all.


I’d only really seen the first two inches of those mountains from the kitchen window, peeking above the rooftops of the mobile home park behind my house. From up here, they looked massive. I could see the outlines of dirt roads scarred into their sides and realized there was probably a trail just like this one that I could run on to get to the top. Maybe all those hills had trails that led to their tops. And all of them had views of my town I’d never have seen. Running was my portal to a wider world. My body felt lighter, and my face softened with awe. I wasn’t flying, but it felt close.
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