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INTRODUCTION


IT’S POURING OUTSIDE MY WINDOW, AND IT SEEMS LIKE we’ll soon have to invest in a boat to get around in Mumbai. But as I write this, I am thinking of a day during the monsoon of 2006, which was a defining year in my life. My usual pattern was to get out of bed at 5.30 a.m., all the while struggling against the temptation to remain snuggled in my blanket. I’d lace up for a quick run at the track before heading to St Xavier’s College for my undergraduate lessons in political science.


But that day in June, my dad offered to drop me to college on his bike. We were at an intersection, the visibility was awful, and a car headed in a perpendicular direction didn’t see us. It rammed into us from the left and I, sitting at the back, took the impact. I suffered from substantial sciatic nerve damage and a tail-bone fracture. I was back in college some days later, but my sneakers had to be hung up for about six months, at a time when I was at the peak of my running career. 


To complicate matters, that December, I was to run at an inter-university race. I had won this race for the past two years, and desperately wanted to make my victory a hat-trick! There was only one problem: the doctors treating me during this time informed me that I would never be able to run again due to the nerve damage I had suffered. 


Well, that decision wasn’t something I was ready to accept at all. I spent the next five months strengthening my muscles by cycling in bed with my legs in the air. I continued to exercise my legs in whatever ways I could manage – anything to keep them going without actually running, because that would make my injury worse. 


I actually managed to get into my sneakers only 20 days before the December race. But it was in the interim period when my running spikes had been abandoned that it had finally dawned on me: the medal didn’t matter, and neither did the exhilaration of competition. I just loved to run. That was it, plain and simple.


 I loved that feeling of putting one foot in front of the other, the wind in my hair and the air rushing into my lungs, my heart beating fast, making me feel for those few minutes like I was invincible. In the months that I wasn’t able to run, I realized how badly I missed that feeling.


It’s this feeling that I’ve been waking up to each morning ever since, and this is what I hope I can make you feel through this book. It’s this feeling that I hold on to as I run on pavements and in forests, in races around the world, in the running communities I train, and through my Instagram alter ego, fitgirl.india. 


People run for different reasons. I am glad I discovered this joy in running early on in life, though I had been running for about a decade before the truth of why I really wanted to run finally dawned on me in those days leading up to that inter-university race. 


But it was the awareness of my reason for running – this self-discovery – that made all the difference to me. I’d like you to become aware of why you want to run. Let me share what I learnt about myself along the way. At a certain point in my life, running for me was perhaps about running away from something – studies, relationships or other issues. For example, I used to run in races at school because running gave me the excuse to get out of tests and tuitions. Winning a gold medal at my first-ever national-level tournament when I was 16 helped cement those excuses, or so I thought. I was also running towards something – all those medals and the eventual dream of being an Olympian. 


But today, I’ve reached a place where I know that running for me is just about feeling truly, unbelievably, fully alive. Yes, there is an element of craziness involved, I suppose – when I am running till my toenails feel like they’ll fall off or till I feel like my heart can’t take in any more air as it propels my body through rain, sunshine, smog and cold. But that’s part of the reality of giving yourself, body and soul, to doing something you love.


Just in case you were wondering, I did win that race at the Mumbai University level. I went on to represent myself at the all-India inter-university competition, running a personal best time of 25.4 seconds in the 200m, and was placed in the top six in India that year. 


Yet, life has a way of balancing things out, doesn’t it? Just a year after I won this race, I had a physical breakdown. I had been lifting heavy weights that past year, and ended up injuring my lower back and shoulders. My mental strength had kept me going through those intense workouts and injuries. As my body began to weaken, the effort I was putting in was not showing in my running. Instead, I was slowing down drastically and, finally, my body just collapsed. At that time, it was easy to point fingers at my coaches, who pushed me into very hard and intense training, telling me directly or indirectly that I was just not good enough. A lack of faith can mess up a teenager’s head badly, and the effects were showing now. 


The inter-university race I won in December after what I thought was a quick and successful recovery might have come across as a comeback of sorts, but that cocky side of me, that wanted to prove to my then-mentors that I was better than they thought, made me continue running without making time for the requisite therapy and rehabilitation to bring me back to my best form.


I graduated from college in 2008 and joined the Qi gym, where I worked as a trainer – a decent job to pay my bills and keep me fit, but far from the star athlete that I assumed I was slated to be right out of college.


Thankfully, serendipity and maybe a bit of good karma from a past life found my address right on time. They took the form of John Gloster, who walked into the gym I was working at one fine day to introduce altitude training there. 


John is the former physiotherapist of the Indian and Bangladeshi cricket teams, known for turning around the fitness levels, agility and on-field athleticism of Indian cricketers through his scientific methods. When I met John – who has also contributed substantially to this book – he realized that it was my lack of complete recovery that was holding me back. 


John took me under his wing. He recommended I go to Australia to train under his friend, Gavin Fernandes, an Indian-origin physiotherapist, who had also worked with two Olympic teams, each gaining a gold medal in boxing at the 2000 Sydney Olympics. I shamelessly begged Gavin and relentlessly pursued him to take on my training. He ultimately relented to my infinite powers of persuasion.


This turned out to be a turning point in my life. Gavin is excellent at what he does, but beyond the valuable training, running and rehabilitation, what he did was strip me of my ego and the brash idea that I knew everything there was to know about running and myself. 


For the first time in my life, I was made to look inward to see what it was that was holding me back from success. I used to think – as do many people – that being a good athlete is about the willingness to treat your body like a temple (worship it, respect it, lay down everything you have in front of it), or like a vehicle (a means to an end, with damage to it inevitable on the long road to immortality). But what we don’t realize is how much of it is about mental chatter, those voices in your head telling you that you aren’t good enough to achieve the goals you’ve set. 


Gavin was the one who made me see that the race first needs to be won in your head – even before the starting pistol goes off. He also taught me the basics of yoga and the science of the human body. Here, for the first time, I was running peacefully in an environment that respected sports and fitness. 


I trained with Gavin for almost four years, till 2014, coming back to India after three-month intervals to earn some money as a freelance trainer and to renew my visa. 


In those four years, I learnt to flush down the drain the relationship and life issues that were clogging my mind, the things in my life that I was running away from. I gradually understood that running from something doesn’t make it go away. I learnt to deal with my personal issues instead. To actually run fast, I had to slow down the pace of my life, and focus on only what was really important to me, both with running as well as my life in general. I turned to the yoga and meditation techniques that Gavin had taught me, which really helped centre me. I also realized that staying in the city for too long can get toxic – there is zero regard for personal space, and it’s just too polluted. And so, it helped when I escaped to small towns and new countries. 


I discovered how much I loved running in races around the world, even ones I didn’t win, because it makes you feel like you are not on a solitary journey but actually part of a community doing the same thing together, though we might have different reasons for doing so. Once this spirit-of-community bug has bitten, you it can be hard to let go of. 


I was blessed to be able to contribute to this in my way when I got to be the captain of adidas Runners, Mumbai, which is part of an international movement of runners and athletes. This group allowed me to coach those interested in running, and lead a community of our own in this mad urban jungle that is Mumbai. 


Over the three years that I was with them, this group of ours became a family in itself. It’s sometimes surprising to see how people who have never met before could go on to discuss everything from politics to pop culture to partners. If you’re one from the team, do know that I will be eternally grateful to you for helping me discover more about running and myself by teaching everything I knew – I strongly believe that when you give something freely, it comes back to you x 1000.


Running as a journey has been far from linear for me. There have been ecstatic ups and devastating downs. There have been dreams I have cherished for decades, which I had to give up, either because of circumstances, lack of finances, sometimes a lack of motivation, or just because my body couldn’t take it. It might be a cliché you don’t want to hear once more, but I genuinely believe that tough times don’t last, but tough people do. 


Picking myself up after being injured, or realizing that something I want is no longer possible, has been tough to say the least. But even then, the hunger for it remains, and I’ve returned to running knowing that it really does make me feel at peace. At such times, I remind myself to focus less on the distance still left to go and, instead, reflect more on the mighty distance I’ve covered already.


I believe that while it’s my wins and career highs that have got me to a point where I am fortunate enough to put together a book on running, the downfalls in my career are also as important to talk about. I do not whine about them, but address them with dignity and respect. Injuries bring with them awful days that create so many doubts in my head. They make me wonder if all the pain I’m going through at a certain time is worth the effort I’ve put in all these years. But I stopped wallowing in my misery many years ago. Instead, I taught myself to look for solutions that would help me heal and move forward.


As I have stepped into my 30s, I realize my body is going through certain changes. My pain threshold has reached a dangerous level where sometimes, I push myself too hard without listening to my body. But the 30s have also come with a lot of wisdom and reflection. I’m finally at a place where I can tell myself that it’s okay if dreams and milestones change, as long as your drive and passion don’t. 


The struggle to keep the discipline going is an everyday process, and can be a bit overwhelming at times. There are still days when the morning alarm rings and, immediately, two voices start chattering in my head. One tells me to lie curled up in bed comfortably, while the other pushes me to jump out and get going. On most days, the latter does manage to win, but on some days, I allow myself to sleep in and indulge myself. I’m now gentler with myself and, consequently, happier. I’ve realized that ultimately what matters is that I love what I do, without letting life become complacent and directionless. 


And I hope you get there too. Don’t run because you feel like you have to, or because you only want to lose weight. There are many ways to lose weight! Run because it makes you feel good. Do it because it makes you feel like you are capable of achieving everything you set out to do. Do it, at the end of the day, because you love it. Else, find another sport or physical activity that makes you feel that way. That’s fine too.


There’s one other thing I’d like to mention, a project that is especially close to my heart: Project Fitgirl. I believe that sport should be democratic, and it’s sad that in our country, not everyone has access to what it takes to nurture a sport. Now, running is obviously far more accessible, and you’d think that all you need is a pair of shoes and an open road. But many from economically disadvantaged homes have never had opportunities to discover what running can do for them. 


Project Fitgirl takes me to government-run schools, where I can teach kids how to run. The benefits are many, and they aren’t just physical ones. Running gives you a certain confidence in yourself, which transforms you and, therefore, how you relate to the world. Girls can redefine themselves and their status quo by participating in physical activities. They learn to appreciate their bodies, push past limits, and gain self-respect en route. I’ve noticed that within some days of running, their posture starts correcting itself, and they literally hold their heads higher. These girls can become a powerful tool of change for themselves and for those around them. Project Fitgirl is my way of giving back in a small way to the sport of running, for everything it has given me.


This book, in a way, is part of that give-and-take with life too. I hope that as you flip the pages and embark on this journey with me, you will find that running changes your life too – in a small way or a major one. I just know that if you stay with me till the end of this book, you would have earned way more than the tiny fraction of your time that running demands. It’s going to be tough at times, but trust me when I say that this might just be the start of a love affair. Now that you’ve been warned, let’s bring it on.


I’d like to sound a word of caution: this book must not in any way go against your doctor’s instructions. Before you start running, please make sure you are medically fit to do so. Meanwhile, if you have any queries or doubts about any information in this book, please write to me at fitgirl.india@hotmail.com or message me on Instagram where you will find me at @fitgirl.india. 




BECOMING A RUNNER




CHAPTER 1


YES, YOU CAN RUN!


CONGRATULATIONS! YOU’RE READING THIS BOOK, WHICH IN
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