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Introduction

The storm hit without warning. The morning had been warm, oppressively warm, as it had been for the past several days, with temperatures hovering near 90 degrees Fahrenheit and precious little shade. Even at noon the skies had been clear. And then, as if some imaginary switch got flipped, the skies darkened and an ominous crack of thunder shook the high heavens.

Soon, rain was falling — a cold, penetrating rain that seeped through my thin windbreaker and quickly soaked my skin. I didn’t have the right gear, and it was my own fault. How could I be so stupid? Temperatures in Central Asia have been known to fluctuate by up to 75 degrees in a single hour, and I knew this. And here, in the mountain passes of Kyrgyzstan, I was warned that storms could materialize quickly on otherwise warm and sunny days. This was such a day.

The higher I climbed up the pass, the colder the rain became. I tried moving as quickly as possible — in an effort to generate more internal body heat — but when the rain turned to frozen crystals of hail it became a losing battle. No matter how quickly I moved valuable body heat was being drained faster than it could be generated. I began shivering, the early signs of hypothermia, so I clenched my arms in front of my chest for warmth and protection, and I wrapped the ends of my lightweight jacket over my fingers.

But it was no use; the elements were too much. Even with my arms cinched tightly to my chest and my fingers hidden, the cold and wet were overpowering. I’d gotten myself into a bad situation and there were no clear solutions on how to get out of it. But I knew stopping would only make things worse. So I kept going.

Off in the distance, I spotted a small billow of smoke rising through the raindrops. As I drew nearer, I could see that the smoke was emanating from a small structure of some sort. Closer I drew, trying to better discern what it was. By now my teeth were chattering and my entire body was drenched, from soggy hair to sopping wet feet. I came alongside the structure and stopped, my knees knocking together.

Looking down I could see there was a family standing on the porch. They were looking up at me from under the protection of a tin awning, staring. I stood shivering and looked at them. In that moment of silence a universal conversation took place; we communicated without words and I knew what to do.

Slowly I made my way toward them. I felt welcomed somehow, like a stray dog finding a loving home. As I drew nearer, one of the children, a little boy, came out to greet me. He held out his tiny little hand for me to hold. I unclenched my arms and peeled back the sleeve of my jacket to reveal my fingers. They were blue.

“Salam,” I managed to say (hello). It was one of the few words I knew in Kyrgyz. They all chuckled. I’m sure I mispronounced it.

The little boy took my hand and led me inside their house, their yurt. The yurt was warm inside, and dry, and smelled earthy and alive, like a fresh garden. The family came in behind us and quietly went about their business. Soon a cup of warm tea was placed in my hands and the man, I presume the father, draped a blanket over my shoulders. I sipped the tea. “Mmm…” I sighed. It was warm and comforting. The children smiled.

There were four of them, three boys and a girl. They all sat attentively looking at me. It wasn’t awkward, though. The silence was somehow bridging the distance between us, between our separate worlds. There was no need to say anything; they wouldn’t understand English, and besides, most communication is nonverbal anyway.

As the feeling finally came back to my fingers, I decided to try and explain why this alien figure had been ambling past their house. They’d probably met very few foreigners in their time, and certainly no runners. I must have appeared as a strange caricature, an apparition clad in futuristic sportswear and strange cushy shoes.

I began miming my appreciation for the cup of warm tea with a simple thumbs-up. They smiled and nodded in approval. Thumbs-up is a universal symbol, I’ve learned. Next, I held up my hand palm side down and began waving my two big fingers back and forth in alternating succession, hoping to represent two legs running. They looked a little puzzled. Then I spoke.

“Tashkent… Bishkek… Almaty.” Now they looked really confused.

Nevertheless, the father seemed to be processing what I’d said. He pointed to me as if to ask, “You? You did this?”

I nodded my head, “Yes, yes,” and began slowly running in place, simultaneously jutting my legs up and down and swinging my arms.

Now they all seemed to understand the gist of my message and stared in amazement. The three cities I had mentioned were the capitals of Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan and Kazakhstan. They knew this. They also seemed to know that hundreds of miles separated the three, and I was indicating that I was covering this distance on foot, running. The path I was following was the ancient Silk Road, one that nomadic peoples have traveled for thousands of years.

Sipping more tea, the one emotion I didn’t detect in their stares was, “Why?” Why would anyone do such a thing? Perhaps the nomadic spirit was part of their DNA and the idea of wandering the land didn’t seem entirely foreign to them. We just smiled at each other and there seemed to be an acceptance of my peripatetic roaming as nothing too unusual.

In time the patter of rain began to abate. I finished my second cup of tea and felt the urge to continue onward; there were still many miles left to cover. They sensed my intentions and assembled to walk me out the entrance. “Rakhmat saga,” I said (thank you). It was the only other phrase I knew in Kyrgyz. Once again they chuckled, and once again I was sure I’d mispronounced it.

The children followed me from their home up to the roadside. We shook hands, their eyes squarely meeting mine. I nodded and grinned, and began to run. They waved, saying nothing. A little ways up the road I turned back. They were still standing there, watching me, observing; they weren’t giggling or running around chasing each other, just quietly watching me run off into the distance, a man slowly becoming a stick figure, and then a stick figure slowly dissipating into nothingness over the horizon. They just watched me go.

I didn’t know the word for goodbye in Kyrgyz. It was just as well; they’ve never left me. That family and those children live on within me, to this day. And I hope that a little part of me lives on within them. Running had brought us together; running had made this beautiful encounter possible; running had created this good.

As I reflect on my life as a runner, running has created much good. I have run for charity, for fitness, for friendship and camaraderie, and I have run to unite people. Running and walking have a profound power in this way. The simple act of putting one foot in front of the other can transform individuals; it can transform lives. Running and walking can hurt — running a marathon or walking your first 5K isn’t painless — but they can also heal.

The stories you are about to read are a testament to the profound goodness running and walking can bring about. You will read of courageous acts by people who have overcome seemingly insurmountable obstacles and prevailed against all odds. You’ll read about how getting out there — and moving your body — creates camaraderie, confidence… and calm. We have countless stories from people who found that running (or walking) helped them overcome not only the obvious issues, like obesity or lack of fitness, but also stress, depression, lack of confidence, and loneliness. You’ll read about parents who used running to bond with their children, couples who ran together and repaired their marriages, and people who ran their way right out of jobs they didn’t like and into new careers that stoked their passion for life.

Some of these stories are rather miraculous, too. We start the book with a story by Sara Etgen-Baker, who decided to confront her poor eating habits and her lack of fitness by establishing a walking routine. She could only walk 15 minutes initially, but over two years she transformed herself from an unhealthy 300-pound woman to a 130-pound runner. As if that weren’t enough, Sara was then chosen from hundreds of thousands of applicants to be a support runner for the 2002 Olympic Torch Relay. The miracle continued when one of the official torchbearers had to drop out and Sara was randomly selected as a replacement and ran the Olympic flame through Santa Fe, New Mexico on its way to the games in Salt Lake City.

The miracles of resilience and fortitude abound in these pages. Brian Reynolds, for example, lost both his lower legs at age four but became an athlete anyway. He opens his story as a grown man at the 2018 Chicago Marathon, where he’s trying, for the fifth time, to complete the 26.2 miles. Brian runs on blades, and everything’s going great until Mile 22 when his right blade gets caught in a pothole and is torn off his leg. He hits his head, but despite his dizziness when some spectators help him to his “feet,” he pulls that blade back on and completes the race, in agony. And you know what? He set a new double amputee world record that day.

I’d venture to say that virtually every story in this collection involves the miracles that come to those who get out there and run or walk their way through our beautiful world. Peter Neiger, for example, returned from serving in Afghanistan and found himself reliving his missions there through recurring nightmares for the next five years. In his dreams he was always running away from terrifying danger. During the day, however, Peter was far from a runner. He was out of shape and had gained 60 pounds since he came back from his tour of duty. Finally a friend convinced him to start running, promising it would help. Peter was skeptical but he bought a pair of running shoes and went for a run. That night, he collapsed into his bed, and the nightmares didn’t come. He’s run hundreds of miles since then, and he reports that his dreams are happy now.

We titled this book “Running for Good” for a special reason — because we’re not only showing you how you can use running for the good of your physical and mental health, but also because running (and walking) are so intertwined with doing good through races that benefit nonprofits. You’ll find that a large percentage of the contributors to this book participate in anything from 5Ks to 100-mile ultramarathons to raise money for various causes. Kristin Knott writes that she was overcome with emotion after nine of her friends joined her in Toronto for a two-day walk to raise money for The Princess Margaret Cancer Foundation. Kristin was in the middle of her breast cancer treatment at that time and was going in for surgery just weeks later. But the support that she felt during that walk was so empowering that she was giddy by the end of it. Raising money to support good causes through running or walking not only does us good, but it challenges us to be the very best we can be.

And that’s how I feel about running overall. It challenges everyone. It’s the great unifier. It bridges differences, and it’s a universal language. Since the days of ancient Greece, mankind has understood the significance of running and what it means to be a runner. It’s the ultimate test for us, and it brings out the best in everyone — including those four adorable children standing in front of their yurt in the mountains of Kyrgyzstan.

I’m so proud of the stories we have for you in these pages. I worked with Chicken Soup for the Soul’s editor-in-chief Amy Newmark to provide you with motivation and inspiration and plenty of “howto’s” — while still entertaining you. I’m sure you’ll find yourself laughing at times, getting teary-eyed at times, and calling someone to share the stories that you think will resonate with them. I’m absolutely certain you’ll find yourself lacing up those running shoes with new enthusiasm and resolve, whether you’re an aspiring 5K walker, a marathoner, or a crazy ultramarathoner like me.

Happy reading… and I’ll see you out there!

— Dean Karnazes —

March 24, 2019
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Getting Started
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Finding My Light

An empty lantern provides no light. Self-care is the fuel that allows your light to shine brightly.

~Author Unknown

“Pick up the pace!” coaxed my husband.

“But I can’t!” I said, my heart pounding hard inside my chest. “I can’t go any faster!”

“Yes, you can! You’re not fat anymore.”

There it was, the “f word” and label that defined me for 30 years. I was a plump, pleasant little girl, and then a charming, chunky teenager. By the time I entered college, I was a spirited — and stout — young woman. Six years later, I was an obese college graduate with a promising counseling career ahead of me — a career that failed to take off.

But I was blind to my own obesity, unaware that it was at the core of my unemployability until a potential employer shared his reason for not hiring me. “Your credentials are sound, but your level of obesity tells me you have emotional issues that will diminish your effectiveness as a counselor.”

His candor opened my eyes to a hard truth: I was addicted to food. With that realization came responsibility: I had to shed what no longer served me, confront my addiction, and prevent it and my obesity from overshadowing and defining me. Breaking my addiction was hard. It required honest self-examination, altering my thinking patterns, and making different choices. Slowly, I modified my eating habits, eating only when I was physically hungry instead of eating when I was emotionally hungry.

Although I could barely walk down the stairs of my apartment building, I began walking to improve my mobility and awaken my atrophied body. Initially, I could walk for only 15 minutes at a time. My arms and legs rubbed together, chafing and then scabbing over. But I pushed myself every day, walking five minutes longer than I did the day before until I walked for an hour and eventually two. For two years, I committed myself to healthy eating choices and maintained my walking regimen, slowly and painstakingly changing myself from being an unhealthy 300-pound woman to a 130-pound healthy one. At that point, I traded my walking shoes for running shoes and became an avid runner.

My journey motivated my husband. In March 2001, after seeing a commercial inviting Americans to nominate an ordinary person who inspired them to bring the Olympic flame to Salt Lake City, he nominated me to be a torchbearer. The odds of being selected were low (210,000:1), but I was no stranger to overwhelming odds. I believed my story would inspire others and strike a chord with the selection committee.

Running taught me the importance of training for a race. I pictured myself running a race and crossing the finish line. For months, I ran through my neighborhood carrying a broken-off broom handle with a three-pound weight on it in my right hand, feeling the weight of the torch. I waved at my neighbors, pretending they were cheering bystanders. I printed a picture of a torchbearer wearing the white uniform, replaced the face with a picture of mine, and taped it to my refrigerator door. Every day, I visualized myself as a torchbearer. I was in training to participate in a historic running event.

On September 26th, while on my daily run through my neighborhood, an express package arrived. My hands trembled as I opened it and read:

You’ve been selected as a “potential” support runner for the Salt Lake 2002 Olympic Torch Relay… A nationwide search was conducted for ordinary individuals who’ve inspired others to be both torchbearers and support runners. You’ve obviously touched those around you. Although all the torchbearer spots have been filled, you’re eligible to be a support runner. A support runner serves as “guardian of the flame” and accompanies torchbearers carrying the Olympic Flame along its journey… Congratulations!

Although I wouldn’t be wearing the white uniform and carrying the torch as I had imagined, I wasn’t disappointed. My dream of participating in the torch relay was coming true! Given the odds, I was delighted to be a support runner and “guardian of the flame.” I completed the required physical examination, submitted the forms, and waited, knowing that the letter clearly stated I was a “potential” support runner. Months passed without any word, but I continued my training runs through the neighborhood. Finally, on December 20th, another package arrived. It contained my official blue support runner uniform along with instructions for my segment of the relay.

“Bill,” I ran inside the house screaming, “I’m officially a support runner! We’re going to Santa Fe, New Mexico!”

For the ensuing weeks and despite winter’s bitter cold, I bundled up and ran every day through my neighborhood, clutching my makeshift torch in my gloved hand. On January 12th, a bitter cold day, my husband and I stood outside the Torch Relay collection point in Santa Fe. “One of today’s torchbearers can’t run her segment,” announced the relay organizer as she dropped folded pieces of paper into her hat. “One lucky support runner will become a torchbearer. Select a number from this hat as it’s passed around.”

I removed my glove and reached into the hat, my numb hand trembling. I closed my eyes, stirred the contents, nabbed the first piece of paper that stuck to my fingers, and waited.

“Number 32! Who has number 32?”

I opened my eyes and unfolded my piece of paper. “Me! Oh, my God… me!”

I was whisked inside where I changed into a white torchbearer uniform and boarded the shuttle bus with the Olympic theme song blaring over the loudspeakers. The bus drove down streets lined with balloons and banners, filled with throngs of people waving American flags. At segment 32, I stepped off the bus and positioned myself to receive the flame. The cold air, alive with spirit and excitement, took away my breath. Hold it tightly, I thought, as the flame in the torch carried by the runner before me lit my three-pound torch. A rush of emotion surged through my body. I turned around and ran down the street, just as I had envisioned and practiced all those months.

The world vanished. I ran without my feet ever touching the ground. I waved and smiled as I floated past the bystanders, and for an instant I thought I saw Konstantinos Kondylis, the first modern-day Olympic torchbearer, in the crowd. “The lampadedromia is not about you,” he murmured. “It’s about sharing the Olympic spirit, and giving the flame of strength and inspiration to others.”

Like Konstantinos, I was an ordinary person participating in an extraordinary running event — one that had little to do with me. Yes, I was carrying the Torch, but more importantly, I was carrying the Olympic spirit. I still run, inspired to live, work, and behave with the Olympic spirit in my heart, doing my part to strengthen and inspire others.

— Sara Etgen-Baker —


[image: image]

Time for Health

For me, running is both exercise and a metaphor. Running day after day, piling up the races, bit by bit I raise the bar, and by clearing each level I elevate myself.

~Haruki Murakami

Anyone with five kids will agree with me: It’s easy to find excuses to skip workouts. Back when Laurie and I were dating, I told myself, “I have a serious girlfriend. I want to spend all my time with her.” While we were engaged, all my spare time went into wedding prep — or emotionally supporting Laurie while she did all the wedding prep. Once we were married, I wanted to be home with my new wife. Then we started having kids, and spare time disappeared quickly.

In the blink of an eye, I was in my mid-thirties with five kids and I hadn’t worked out in over a decade. I didn’t consider myself overweight except at my annual physical when the doctor told me an average male of my age and height should weigh about 40 pounds less. “How would I lose this weight?” I wondered as I left these visits. I was almost relieved when, a few minutes later, I got a call from Laurie and got distracted by one or more of our kids needing to be picked up somewhere or needing a few things from the grocery store.

I justified my health and being out of shape with a sense of pride. I was a devoted husband and father who wanted to spend his time and money on the family and not on himself. Then I got a job at an office with a personal trainer, Rose, who gave group sessions during the lunch hour in a conference room that had been converted into a gym. There were treadmills, elliptical machines, and a set of dumbbells. So, with money and time no longer issues, I started working out two days a week.

It started slowly. I spent the session walking on the treadmill because I found it less grueling than lifting weights. After a few weeks, Rose adjusted the speed and incline so I was forced into some light jogging. I might have pushed back and lowered the settings, except she was so encouraging. If I had a good session, she said, “You’re doing great.” If I had a lousy session, she said, “Don’t get discouraged. Just keep showing up.”

I wanted to impress her, so I told her I wanted to beat a 10-minute mile.

“That’s a great idea!” she said.

On a dry-erase board, she tracked the time it took me to complete a mile each day. I memorized the speed settings and increased every day by a few seconds. A 15-minute mile became 14. Two minutes of jogging became four. At each session, Rose greeted me with a big smile and said, “How much are you gonna beat yesterday’s time by today?” I got inside 11 minutes and planned exactly which day I’d finally beat 10 minutes. When that day came, I felt so anxious I could barely eat breakfast or concentrate on work all morning. At the session, Rose gave me a big high-five. “Today’s the day!” she said.

I felt terrible throughout the run. It must have been my nerves. But I powered through. When I got to the final fraction of the mile, I accidentally pulled the emergency stop pin. Rose, my workout partners, and I all shared a collective groan. “Well,” Rose said, “you can try it again at our next session.”

Two days later, I couldn’t wait to hit the treadmill. I was ready. I was hungry. And when I hit the mile marker at 9:59, the gym erupted. I was so amped up I could have run another mile. Rose let me enjoy my victory for the rest of the session. Then at our next session, she said, “So how long will it take you to beat a nine-minute mile?”

“Are you insane?” I asked.

“Nope!” she said. “You can do it. Just keep training like you did for the 10-minute.”

I soon beat the nine-minute mile, and then the eight-minute. Perhaps my proudest accomplishment was that I continued to improve after I got a new job and stopped training with Rose. Laurie encouraged me to find a gym close to my new office and continue to work out during my lunch break. I frequently texted Rose my progress, especially when I beat a seven-minute mile, and ultimately a six-minute mile.

During this entire time, Laurie encouraged me constantly. She bought me Dri-FIT clothes and little workout tools to use at home. She noticed if I went more than a couple of days without a run. “Your mood is dropping,” she said. “Why don’t you go for a jog? You’ll feel better when you get home.”

Running and working out also became a way to bond with the kids. I took them with me to boot camps regularly. When I played football with my sons and the neighborhood kids, my boys told their friends to line up against me. Their friends clearly saw my gray hair and thought I wouldn’t be a problem, so I surprised them when I kept up. They told my sons, “Dang, your dad’s fast.”

“Yeah, he beats us all the time,” my sons said.

At my most recent physical, the nurse took my pulse and blood pressure. “I’m just curious,” she said. “Are you a runner?”

I was stunned. “Yes. How did you know?”

“Both your pulse and blood pressure are very low.”

I was so excited that I felt lightheaded. As soon as the nurse left the room, I frantically texted Laurie the news. “That’s great!” she responded. “You should treat yourself to something. Oh, you should get yourself something at the grocery store because we need a few things for dinner tonight.”

— Billy Cuchens —
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Through Anything

You have to push past your perceived limits, push past that point you thought was as far as you can go.

~Drew Brees

“I’m not a runner, and I never will be.” I spoke those words — bragged them, really — at any mention of this torturous exercise. My single attempt at running a decade earlier had ended with me doubled over and panting at barely a quarter-mile in. I didn’t discriminate against running, though. I hated all exercise and physical activity.

I was blessed with a high metabolism — no exercise required — until I hit my twenties, had a baby, and never lost the weight. For 10 years, I carried a few extra pounds. They bugged me, but 20 pounds weren’t enough to motivate me to give up my convenient life.

Then my entire world shifted. I finished graduate school, left an unhealthy marriage, and found myself with new freedom — the perfect recipe to stir up change. I learned about nutrition and discovered an intense, CrossFit-style gym. I became obsessed with exercising. Stress and anger were my motivators, and I sweated them out as peace took their place. I slept better, focused better, and all around felt better. I became the fittest, healthiest, happiest version of myself I’d ever been.

Two months into my newfound love for exercise, a group of coworkers invited me to join them in a 5K run. I laughed and said, “I’m not a runner.” But when I discovered the event was The Color Run, I reconsidered. Once, after seeing a poster of a happy runner doused in colored powder, I’d commented, “If I ever did a run — which I wouldn’t — it would be a Color Run.”

When I didn’t die by the end of my trial jog, I signed up for the race and trained for eight weeks. I felt intimidated by my five co-workers, who were experienced runners, sure that my form looked weird and that I ran too slowly. I worried I would embarrass myself in front of them and my daughter and mother, who’d come to cheer me on.

However, the day of the race, I not only kept up but I led the pack. All those box jumps and squats I’d repeated until my legs became jelly had strengthened my quads and calves and built endurance.

I had become a runner, despite believing I never would.

Not two months after my initial 5K, a friend invited me to run a half marathon. Whoa. This wasn’t a little three-mile race we were talking about. Could I really run for more than 13 miles? Run for more than two hours? It seemed daunting, but I recalled something that had happened a while back.

For two days in early May, Pittsburgh shuts down so thousands of runners can pound the pavement in a variety of events from a toddler trot to a full marathon. I happened to be staying in a hotel near the starting line and found the breakfast room packed with runners. Off-handedly, I said to my daughter, “I’m going to run a marathon someday.” I was still anti-running then, but the desire must’ve lain dormant in my bones.

Here was my chance. It might not be a full marathon, but I could run half of one, something I hadn’t thought possible for me just one year earlier. I signed up and started training in March when the weather warmed up. Then I learned that running six or seven miles was no joke, and I was out of practice.

The May event date loomed, and I panicked. Thoughts plagued me. I can’t do it. I’m not trained. I can’t run more than seven miles, and that’s only halfway. I’ll let my friend down. I’ll mess up her race. Two days before the race, I came very close to bowing out. But I’d paid no small fee for this race and figured that if I had to walk I would. I would just tell my friend to go on without me.

The night before the race, I only slept four hours. In the morning, I downed an energy shot — probably a bad idea, but I needed to wake up. I ate my favorite protein bar, but had no concept of running fuel. My friend handed me an energy gel — my first ever — and we were off.

The beginning few miles — usually the hardest for me — passed easily as I took in the sights, read the signs of the spectators cheering us on, and enjoyed the event atmosphere. At mile 5, my friend needed to walk a little. I walked with her but didn’t need to. At mile 8, my shins started to hurt, so I popped ibuprofen and kept going. She needed to walk again. I didn’t. At mile 11, I was astonished. Full of energy, feeling great, I looked over to my friend and said, “Do you just want to run the whole marathon?” I was joking, of course, and the comment earned me many glares from those around us, but it proved something to me. I’d achieved much more than I thought possible.

Now having been a runner for more than three years, with several 5Ks and four half marathons under my feet, I have more events planned for this year and the goal of a full marathon in the near future.

I’ve run through cities, parks, and beaches, early in the morning, late at night, and during the most beautiful sunrise of my life. I’ve run in rain and snow, in far too much heat, and in sickness and in health. I’ve run my soles smooth and my laces frayed. I’ve run through shin pain, knee pain, quad pain, calf pain, foot pain, muscle cramps, side stitches, and debilitating despair. I’ve run with the odds against me. I’ve run through quitting and restarting, and through all-consuming hopelessness. I’ve run with too much energy and not nearly enough.

I’ve run through the stress of a divorce, through anxiety and rage, and then through finding love and watching my boyfriend become a runner as he became my fiancé and now my husband and favorite running partner. We’ve run three half marathons together so far. And we keep each other going.

I’ve wanted to give up a hundred times. I’ve believed I could never come close but pushed through. I kept going. I achieved more than I ever imagined.

And now I know: I can do things that seem impossible. I can always keep moving forward — no matter what’s going on around me or within me, no matter who is or isn’t at my side. I can run through anything.

— Denise Murphy Drespling —
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The Walking Cure

An early-morning walk is a blessing for the whole day.

~Henry David Thoreau

I never liked exercising. If I could find a quiet place to sit and read all day, I was content. Exert myself? No way. I was a confirmed couch potato.

Then, when I began having marriage trouble, I felt inadequate and depressed. I was simply plodding through my days, putting one foot in front of the other, no longer enjoying anything — not even reading. I met a woman who worked at my husband’s business, Linda, who helped turn things around for me. She invited me to go for a walk after work. I liked her right away, so I said “yes.”

That was the beginning of a daily walking routine. It was also the beginning of a lasting friendship. While we walked, we talked. We shared our problems, fears, and hopes. We became each other’s parenting coaches and marriage counselors during those increasingly lengthier walks. Before long, we were managing five miles a day. Soon, my depression lifted, and I was able to laugh again.

During the years that followed, Linda and I walked in the heat of summer and in the freezing Michigan winters, even in the rain unless there was lightning. When one of us didn’t feel like exerting herself, the other one made her go. One time, at my insistence, we started our walk in a gentle mist. A few miles from home, it began raining harder, and then a downpour drenched us. When it began thundering, we ran into an apartment complex. Giggling over our audacity, we knocked on a stranger’s door. We must have looked pitiful, dripping from our hair to our soggy shoes. “Could we use your phone to call for a ride?” we asked.

Another time, we donned thermal underwear, heavy coats, boots, and gloves, and slogged over snow-covered side streets on new cross-country skis. We started down what appeared to be a small hill, but I lost control and whizzed down the incline. I landed flat on my back in a snow bank at the bottom. Carefully, Linda made her way to where I lay and reached down to help me up. In her attempt, she also lost her balance and fell on top of me. We lay in a heap, unhurt, but laughing so hard we couldn’t even attempt to get up for a quite a while.

We walked and talked through happy times and sad times. No matter what life obstacles we faced, walking helped us through them. When my marriage ended in divorce, we kept walking. When I began dating a wonderful man, we walked. When I remarried, I moved with him to Cincinnati, and our walking days ended, although the friendship continued long-distance.

While Rich was involved in an exciting new job, I was at home, too intimidated by the big city to venture far. My family and friends were hundreds of miles away, and I was lonely. Once again, I felt a budding depression. Although I was happy in my marriage, I missed the camaraderie of a nearby friend.

Rich and I were invited to a gathering of staff and spouses one day. Everyone was polite and friendly, but it was apparent that most of the women had well-established friendships with one another. I was an outsider.

I noticed a young woman standing alone on the fringe of the chattering groups. I wandered over and introduced myself. I discovered her husband was new on staff, and she’d recently moved to the area. “It’s hard moving and having to start fresh getting to know people,” Cheryl said.

I agreed wholeheartedly. Like me, she was missing her old life. After chatting a while and finding out she lived only a few miles from me, I asked, “Hey, would you like to meet at the park and walk together sometime?”

“Yes, I’d love that.”

We began meeting to walk and talk several times a week. This was the beginning of a new friendship and the end of my loneliness.

I’m not sure if it was the walking or the talking that was most responsible for getting me through those tough times — probably both. I think exercise clears the mind and pushes out negative thinking, allowing positivity to enter. That, combined with having the right walking partner, can make a big difference in one’s life. And sometimes, if we’re lucky, it will result in a new friendship — just when it’s needed most.

— Diana L. Walters —
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No Donuts for Today

I don’t run to add days to my life.

I run to add life to my days.

~Ronald Rook

They were assembling at the starting line — runners of all ages, shapes and sizes — preparing for the first 5K of the spring season. I didn’t know this because I was a runner. I knew this because I had stopped at the park’s public restroom on my way to buy donuts and noticed the huge banner announcing the race.

For some reason, I decided to sit on the grass and watch the race begin. I was fascinated by the diversity I witnessed. There were teenagers and grandmas, mamas with babies strapped to their backs, and dads with their young sons and daughters in tow. High-fives were happening everywhere amidst good-natured ribbing before the officials signaled for the start.

Everyone looked glad to be there — proud, in fact. I wondered what prompted such enthusiasm. The idea of running for any reason other than chasing down an ice-cream truck had never been appealing to me.

As the runners took their places, I heard exuberant cheering from the bleachers. “Go, Barbara! You got this, Mama!” “Grandpa, we love you! We’re so proud of you.” A cacophony of enthusiasm drowned out the traffic across the way.

I decided to stay and watch. For some reason, the race became a study in human nature. I was drawn to the heady excitement. Who would cross the finish line first? How long had that person been running? When did he or she become devoted to the sport? For the first time in ages, something captivated me long enough that donuts took a back seat.

To me, everyone looked like a winner. First came the actual winner. He looked around 45. When he crossed the finish line and the ribbon broke, he raised his arms in the air like Rocky. Next up was a woman around 60 who came in within steps of her Rocky counterpart. And then it was a blur of sneakers and heavy breathing, joyful whooping and water cups.

Everyone acted like they felt that way as well. Participants were given T-shirts. Ribbons were handed out in every age division. Phone cameras captured the exhilaration.

On my way to the car, I crossed paths with a runner wiping her brow.

“Congratulations,” I said.

“Thank you. I can’t believe I actually made it. I almost gave up halfway through the race. I heard my dad’s voice telling me I could do it. I raced today in his honor.”

I didn’t stop for donuts that day. I can’t tell you exactly why. I can tell you that something transformative happened that race day four months ago.

Now when I stop at the park to use the public restroom, I also gingerly run the quarter-mile track. Everyone passes me, including the very youngest and oldest. Somehow, that doesn’t seem to matter. I’m there. I’m trying. For me, that’s a feat to celebrate.

Someday, I hope to hear my family’s voices coming from those bleachers when they see Nanny come across the finish line.

— Lisa Leshaw —
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The Not-So-Fun Run

What you do makes a difference, and you have to decide what kind of difference you want to make.

~Jake Goodall

“Are you signing up for the Fun Run?” my friend and fellow teacher, Jessica, asked.

I shook my head. “No, races aren’t really my thing.”

“It’s not a race,” she said. “It’s just a Fun Run.”

“The words ‘fun’ and ‘run’ do not belong in the same sentence.”

She rolled her eyes. “It raises money for the school — the school where you teach. The school the children you claim to love attend. They’re raising money to buy new playground equipment. Don’t you want your kids to have a nice, safe playground?”

“Really, Jess? You’re going to play that card?”

“I was just kidding. I know you love your kids. But I don’t see why this is such a big deal to you.”

“I don’t run. I never have,” I said. “Even as a kid, I avoided running. I’m slow, and I look weird when I do it. So I don’t run, especially not in front of people.”

“But the money goes to the school.”

“I’ll write a check.”

“You’re a single mom. You don’t have any money. The only way you can help is if you run in the race.”

“Can I walk?”

Jess shrugged. “Sure. You’ll probably be the only one, but that’s fine.”

I sighed. “Great. That wouldn’t be embarrassing or anything. I’d only finish the race two hours after everyone else.”

“Diane, it’s not a race. It’s just a Fun Run.”

“Running is not fun for me.” I said the words slowly and clearly so she would understand.

“You’ll be the only teacher not participating.”

“That couldn’t be true. Mrs. Jones is running? The same Mrs. Jones who has needed to retire for at least the last decade?”

Jess nodded, triumph in her eyes. “Mrs. Jones is running.”

She had me, and she knew it. If my septuagenarian co-worker could do it, I’d better at least try. “Sign me up,” I said, already regretting it.

On my way home from work that day, I calculated how many days until the race… I mean, the Fun Run. As if calling it that made it any less torturous.

The race was scheduled for the second Saturday in May. The hope was that we would raise tons of money, and the new playground equipment could be installed over summer vacation.

I fully supported the idea of the new playground. I just didn’t think the end justified the means. Why couldn’t we hold a bake sale or sell T-shirts? Neither of those things is embarrassing in the least.

Many years ago, I discovered something about myself: I’m motivated by the avoidance of embarrassment. Some people will work hard to get something good. I’m more motivated by the idea of avoiding something bad — like losing the race to someone who graduated high school with my grandmother.

I only had two months to prepare.

Fortunately, spring had come early to my Midwestern town, and going outside wasn’t completely unbearable. I asked my kids if they wanted to ride bikes. This usually meant that they would ride their bikes up and down the sidewalk in front of our house, and I would watch from a lawn chair in our yard.

Imagine their surprise when I began to jog alongside them, determined to keep up. Yes, I was determined to keep pace with a four-year-old who was riding a Dora the Explorer bike with pink training wheels.

Less than ten minutes later, I was sitting in the lawn chair, my face red from the exertion.

It was beyond embarrassing, but I knew I couldn’t give up. The Not-So-Fun Run was looming.

The kids and I developed a daily habit of them bike riding and me jogging beside them. Okay, I was behind them, and it was more like a hobble. As I huffed and puffed through each session, I hoped none of my neighbors happened to peek out their windows and see me. They’re good people; they’d probably call an ambulance for me.

It wasn’t pretty, but ten days in, I stayed on my feet until the kids were tired of riding. The lawn chair had beckoned, but I stayed strong.

The kids and I went out for ice cream to celebrate.

One day, about three weeks into our riding/jogging/hobbling routine, my son announced that he was done riding for the day. I was shocked to realize that I wasn’t completely exhausted yet. The kids sat in the lawn chairs and watched me jog up and down the sidewalk a few more times.

There might have been ice cream that night, too.

Finally, the day of the Not-So-Fun Run arrived. The kids and I went to the park where they were holding the event. I got in line to get my number and timing chip.

“Are you a runner or a walker?” the volunteer asked.

My eyebrows shot up. “Are a lot of people walking?”

“Yeah, like way more than half of them.”

My hopes soared. Walking wasn’t at all embarrassing. I could walk the race without even breaking a sweat.

But then I remembered all the training I’d done. I looked at my kids, who’d been so proud of my progress. I had to do it.

“I’m a runner,” I told the volunteer.

It wasn’t pretty, but I finished that Not-So-Fun Run with the second-slowest time of all the runners. I think a few of the walkers beat me. Maybe I should have been embarrassed by my time, but all I felt was pride at having finished.

Mrs. Jones came in sixth place. After that, people stopped asking her when she was going to retire.

The race raised a few thousand dollars, and new playground equipment was installed that summer. That next year, every time I had recess duty, I remembered that my triumphant run had helped put it there.

— Diane Stark —
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From Screen Time to Race Time

There is something magical about running; after a certain distance, it transcends the body. Then a bit farther, it transcends the mind.

~Kristin Armstrong

They did it! Hunter and Palmer ran their first 30K. It was not easy for them, but they did it. Nine months earlier, neither of them was in any condition to run five miles, let alone 18.6 miles (the distance of a 30K). But they had just accomplished something that neither of them had ever done before, and now they were on track to complete their first marathon, too.

Months earlier, my wife Lisa had woken up at 4:45 a.m. to go to her Camp Gladiator class. She heard voices coming from the upstairs game room and decided to investigate. She discovered that our older son, Hunter, had been playing the video game Fortnite since he got home from school the previous day. What she found angered both of us.

We were sick and tired of the amount of time Hunter spent playing video games. He would often sleep until 1:00 or 2:00 p.m. on Saturdays because he stayed up playing games until 2:00 or 3:00 in the morning.

Driven to break this habit, we tried several different approaches, like limiting the amount of time he was allowed to play each day, but we couldn’t find anything that worked consistently. He always seemed to gravitate back to the game, especially when we were not there to monitor him.

I’m not a big fan of video games. Yes, I played my fair share of Pac-Man, Space Invaders, and Frogger in the 1980s, but times were different. In the summer, my parents would lock the door behind us in the morning as we left to play sandlot baseball, street football or driveway hoops. We were okay with that. If we got thirsty, we drank out of the hose. After all, we didn’t know any different.

In the early 1990s, I was a summer camp counselor at our local church and responsible for the field sports program. My job consisted of organizing games like kickball and capture the flag. Quickly, it became apparent to me that this new generation of kids was entirely different from mine.

“Mr. Andrew, Mr. Andrew, can we go inside now?” asked one of the campers.

“No, we’ve only been out here 10 minutes. This session lasts an hour,” I replied.

“It’s so hot! We need air conditioning,” he pleaded.

“You’ll be fine,” I promised.

I couldn’t figure out why kids had changed so much in just one decade. Then it hit me. I noticed many of the campers playing video games on little portable devices. It seemed to be all they talked about, and it was hard getting their attention. Nintendo had created legal crack for preteens, and it was called Game Boy. I began referring to kids who spent more time playing video games than playing sports as the Nintendo Generation.

It’s not that I’m against video games; I am just against playing them every waking moment at the expense of exercise. In an attempt to ensure that our kids did not become members of the Nintendo Generation, I came up with an idea and pitched it to Lisa.

Effective immediately, video-game time in our house would have to be earned, just like money. I set the exchange rate: Each mile run equals 30 minutes of video-game play. I put no limit on the number of miles our son could run in a day, so technically the only limit to the amount of time he played was based on how far he decided to run.

The first couple of days didn’t go very well. Hunter got frustrated and refused to run at all. He started experiencing heavy withdrawal symptoms that included anxiety, sweating, vomiting, depression, hallucinations, and a nasty attitude. Okay, so maybe I made up some of those symptoms — but he definitely had a bad attitude.

Instead of choosing to run so he could play games, he decided to boycott the new program and instead chose to spend that time sleeping. Although that wasn’t what I wanted, it was still better than playing video games.

Eventually, Hunter came around, and the temptation of playing games was just too much. He decided he would give running a shot. A born negotiator, his first question for me was how much credit he would get for his soccer practices and games.

Since the overall goal of the new program was to get him exercising, I thought about his concern and decided it was valid. I gave him a one-hour credit each day that he had a practice or a game. I also added another incentive that on Fridays, weekends or holidays, he would earn double time (one hour) for each mile he ran.

It wasn’t too long after we started this program that we decided to enroll Hunter’s younger brother, Palmer, as well. Although he didn’t binge on Fortnite as much as his older brother, he would watch hours of basketball videos on YouTube.

Although I’ll never be excited about our sons playing 10 hours of video games or watching YouTube, you can rest assured that I am super happy about them running the 10 miles it took them to earn that screen time.

Hunter was even excited when he finished second in his age group in his first 10K, finished third in his first 10-mile race, and finished second in his first half marathon. Recently, he took first place in his age group in the 25K in downtown Houston. Palmer finished second in the same run.

Hunter’s goal now is to have the fastest marathon time in our family, and Palmer’s goal is to become the youngest family member to complete one. Their older sister, Allyssa, ran her first marathon at age 16.

Why did I choose to make them run instead of any other activity? I decided on running because I am an avid runner and ran in high school. I was a member of our cross-country team and ran my first marathon when I was 17 years old. I am still very proud of that accomplishment and want my kids to share a similar experience. I want to give them something they can be proud of doing.

It is my hope that running teaches my sons to invest their time in worthwhile endeavors, to do hard things, and then to enjoy a reward. I never want them to stop challenging themselves.

— Andrew Todd Smith —
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A Tenth of a Mile

Rock bottom became the solid foundation on which I rebuilt my life.

~J.K. Rowling

All my life, I have been overweight. Many factors have played into that simple fact. Poor eating habits and a picky appetite left me eating bulk amounts of the least nutritious foods. A larger interest in video games than sports left little desire for participating in school activities. Mostly, it was the lack of desire to better myself.

Losing my job made matters worse than they ever were as a kid. With plenty of money in my bank account, I decided to coast for a while. Why not enjoy the break? Naturally, my car decided to spring an oil leak a week later. Though still operable, it was in my best interest not to drive here and there.

This resulted in my already-deep depression getting even worse. I lounged around my apartment, barely moving. Having my own money meant I could have whatever I wanted for dinner. Often, I ended up ordering pizza. The calories racked up fast. Since I had no scale, I can only guess what the overall damage was.

The turning point came from an odd place. One night, scrolling through Facebook, I found a picture of an old school friend. Obesity was no stranger to him back in the day. Weighing well more than me, I imagined he would never change.

So imagine my surprise when I saw that he had shrunk to half the size I remembered.

I started my process of bettering myself the next day. Getting groceries from the store was step one. Thanks to my girlfriend, my food palate had expanded ever so slightly. A $30 bill for somewhat healthier meals that lasted a week bested $20 deliveries every day. The next step — which I dreaded most — was exercise.

I started slow. Running was not on my agenda for a while. I began with walks around the neighborhood, circling the shortest block I could find. Even that was taxing at first. Don’t get me started on the proper regimen I went through next. Push-ups, lunges and squats, oh my!

My body ached, and nothing excited me more than the prospect of quitting. My girlfriend’s encouragement was my only deterrent.

Then, it happened. My walks eventually expanded to several blocks’ worth. On the fifth day of my fitness binge, I stared far down the road, probably a tenth of a mile in length. That might sound short to some, but back then it might as well have been an ocean wide.

“Way too far to run,” I told myself. The rare bursts beyond simple walking had lasted mere seconds. But, in the back of my mind, another voice spoke.

It said, “I can do this.”

My feet took off without a second thought. Right away, familiar burning pulsed through them, all the way up my legs. Passing parked cars and houses alike, a similar pain throbbed in my lungs. I was desperate for air. Silly me had forgotten my water at home. Nothing was going to help me but stopping. It would have been so simple to stop.

“I can do this,” I croaked aloud, sounding like a dying man.

My body disagreed. Less than halfway to the end of the street, I started wavering. Running turned to jogging, which turned to a halfhearted trot. It must have been quite a sight for the neighbors. I bet they thought the same thing I did: I should quit.

“I can do this,” I said instead.

Embellishment might sell this story a little sweeter, but I won’t lie. By the end, I came up a little short. Thirty feet or so divided me from my goal. I thought myself a fool. Clearly, I was never going to make it. But when I looked back, I couldn’t believe my eyes. The distance seemed farther then, after almost crossing it all. After months of doing nothing but sitting and eating, I had almost achieved my desire in less than a week.

I’d call it breathtaking, but you can blame the running on that.

Ignoring the agony, I walked home and performed my workout. I must have lain down for hours after my shower. Yet, throughout it all, my smile never faded. By morning, I was ready to take on the challenge again. And, to my surprise, I surpassed it. I blazed through the stop sign and rounded the corner, not halting until I returned to my apartment.
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