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  The Fastest Man on Earth




  



  Part One




  A rope was tied to Usain Bolt’s waist. Behind him, a huge tractor tire bounced along the field tearing up dirt and grass.




  ‘Faster, faster!’ his coach, Fitz Coleman, cried. ‘Knees up, eyes forward!’




  Usain pushed harder.




  He ran and ran, his arms moving mechanically in front of his body. He could see the finish line at the end of the field. Everything else was a colorful blur. His mind jumped to a conversation he had with his mother recently.




  ‘Why did you turn down the chance to study in America?’ his mother had asked, very concerned.




  ‘Because I want to stay in Jamaica, and run here.’




  ‘But training in America will be better, safer and nicer. They have advanced technology there.’




  ‘I don’t need advanced technology to run, Mom,’ Usain had told her. ‘All I need are my legs, a track and a good coach.’




  Focus!




  Usain heard his coach shout again, ‘Focus!’




  As he ran, he could feel the pressure of the tire tied to his waist. It was heavy and each step sent pain down his legs. Still, Usain pushed forward to the finish line. He knew that if he trained hard enough, ran fast enough, his unique ability could take him across the world.




  ‘You did it!’ Fitz shouted as soon as he reached the end of the track. ‘Now turn around and do it again!’




  ***




  Athens, Greece was unlike anything Usain Bolt had ever seen before. The ancient city was filled with sculptures and history, celebrating thousands of years’ worth of heritage. He admired the city from the window of the large tour bus, which was moving towards Athens Olympic Stadium.




  It was 2004, and Usain was part of Jamaica’s Olympic squad. He was set to run the 200-meter sprint the following day, but he was also slightly worried about something: his hamstring, a tendon on the back of his thigh, was hurting. He had first injured it in Jamaica, and had tried everything to get over the pain.




  ‘Ice it,’ his coach, Fitz Coleman, said the previous night. ‘Put as much ice as you can on your hamstring and make sure you change the bag every thirty minutes.’




  ‘I’ve been doing that,’ Usain told him over the phone.




  ‘Good, keep doing that. This is your big shot. You could win the gold medal here! I’ll see you in the morning.’




  As the bus travelled towards the Olympic Stadium, Usain kept one hand on his bandaged thigh. He knew that he had a chance to win the medal, if only his hamstring didn’t get worse.




  Stepping onto the field, all the runners of the 200-meters went to their positions. The athletes were given a day to test the track and train on it, as everyone had different running tracks in their home countries.




  ‘All right, remember to keep your knees high, just like pumping pistons,’ Fitz Coleman told him. His coach was wearing the Jamaican colors, green and yellow, as well as a hat that read BOLT. ‘How’s your hamstring?’




  ‘It’s fine,’ Usain said, not wanting to tell his coach the truth. They had come this far, and to have to quit now would be devastating.




  ‘Are you sure?’




  ‘I’m sure…’




  ‘Good, let’s do a warm-up run. I want you to run a slow 200-meters, just to get a feel for the track. Don’t worry about the competitors around you. Remember, everyone is watching everyone… it is better for you to keep your eyes on the most important thing– the finish line.’




  ‘No problem, coach.’




  Usain dropped into position and waited for Fitz to blow the whistle. As soon as he heard the sound, he began sprinting towards the finish line. Everything was going fine until he felt a sharp pain at the back of his leg. The pain quickly travelled to his lower back, causing him to slow down.




  Usain Bolt fell to his knees, holding the back of his leg as Fitz ran over to him.




  ‘Are you OK? What happened?’ his coach screamed.




  ‘I can’t do it…’ he said. ‘I can’t run tomorrow.’




   




  Part Two




  Usain Bolt arrived home in Jamaica. He nursed his injured hamstring for the next few weeks, never quite feeling better.




  ‘Injuries also exist in here,’ Fitz said, pointing at Usain’s head.




  ‘I know…’




  ‘No, you don’t. If you knew, you’d be doing everything you could to get out there and start running again. You have to believe in yourself. You have to take matters into your own hands.’




  ‘But coach…’




  They were sitting in Usain’s living room. His mother was in the kitchen cooking soup.




  ‘No buts, Usain, I know what it feels like to have an injury. Remember, I used to run, too. Think about what I said; think about where the pain is actually coming from.’




  Fitz Coleman left and Usain retired to his room. He turned on his small television to find a sports program about track and field. Watching the men run made him insanely jealous. He knew that he needed to get back out there, to start training again, but his hamstring was not getting better.




  The days passed like this, slowly and filled with regret.




  Soon, another three weeks had passed and Usain Bolt had yet to start his training again. His hamstring felt better, but his morale was low. He couldn’t figure out the point of running any longer. What if he just injured himself again? What if he made it all the way to the Olympics again only to suffer from another hamstring injury?




  He had a dream that night, a dream of running, his feet moving in front of him along the track. In the dream he was winning, meters ahead of his opponents. The crowd was going wild – people were cheering for him and waving Jamaican flags in the air. He crossed the finish line with his arms over his head, sweat dripping down his face. He had done it, he had won the gold…




  Usain woke up and put on his running clothes. He placed his running shoes in his duffle bag and took the local bus to the field. He began his warm up stretches, stretching his legs and his arms, his bad hamstring and his ankles. He was just about to jog when he heard his coach’s voice.




  ‘I’ve been coming here for weeks now hoping you’d show up,’ Fitz said with a big smile. ‘Are you ready to do this for real? Are you ready to train to win?’




  ‘I am,’ Usain said.




  They began training that very same day. For the next months, Usain continually beat his own running records. Even more importantly, he could tell that he could do better, that he still had some speed left in him. Fitz Coleman sensed this too.




  ‘You can go faster, can’t you?’ he asked one foggy morning.




  ‘I think so.’




  ‘You think or you know?’




  ‘I know,’ Usain said.




  ‘Good, today I want you to go at that speed. Your top speed. Now is the time to give it your all; now is the time to take your place in history, Usain.’




   




  Part Three




  Four years after his nightmare in Athens, Usain Bolt arrived in Beijing. The airport was massive, made from curved metal and it was hot inside, almost as hot as Jamaica. His coach, Fitz Coleman, was walking alongside him.




  ‘Let’s get to the hotel. After we’ve rested, we can hit the practice field,’ Fitz said.




  ‘Yes, coach.’




  They took a taxi to their hotel. Beijing was big, but it was also smoggy. The Chinese Government wanted it to be clean for the Olympic Games, but some parts seemed like they’d never be clean. The taxi driver took a phone call and began speaking in Chinese. He spoke loudly, nearly screaming into the phone.




  Fitz gave him a smile. ‘I guess it’s an important call,’ he said with a laugh.




  They got out at the hotel. They would be there for a few days before moving to the Olympic Village. His coach had wanted to come early for Usain to get used to the climate and the altitude. It was important for a runner to adjust to his or her environment.




  ‘How’s your hamstring?’ he asked the next morning, as Usain stretched.




  ‘It’s fine,’ he said.




  ‘Are you being honest with me this time?’ Fitz asked.




  ‘I am, coach. It hasn’t hurt for a while.’




  ‘Good, remember to stretch it and ice it tonight. It’s better to be safe than sorry.’




  ***




  The games began a few weeks later. The Opening Ceremony was amazing, colorful and beautiful. Usain watched from the sidelines alongside other Olympic athletes. It was interesting to be around so many people from so many different countries. He constantly heard languages that he didn’t understand and watched people perform customs he’d never seen before. The world was a unique, diverse place – being at the Games reminded him of this.




  His first competition came, the 100-meter race.




  That morning, he got up early to stretch and ice his hamstring. He listened to his favorite song by Bob Marley, imagining that everything would be all right. He could barely speak once he arrived at the Olympic Stadium – all he could think about was the competition that lay ahead.




  After putting on his running kit and meeting with his coach one more time, Usain entered the stadium. The crowd was enormous, just like the crowd in his dreams. He glanced around, noticing all the colors and hearing all the shouts. He found his people, the Jamaican people, in the corner, their greens and yellows bright in a sea of other colors.




  He waved to them and they cheered.




  Usain Bolt approached the starting line. He looked left and right to see other sprinters, all of them stretching and mentally preparing for the race. He took his position, ready to begin.
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