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Praise for Running with a Police Escort

“A stylish and sparkly writer.”—The New York Times

“Every new runner worries that she will finish last in her first race. Jill Grunenwald has actually done it and is here to report that last place isn’t nearly as bad as it seems (unless they’ve already boxed up the bananas). Read Jill’s fun and feisty memoir for the inspiration, for the laughs, and for the truth about what it’s like at the back of the pack. She may not be fast (yet), but she’s a blast, and she’ll motivate you to run, too.” —Jennifer Graham, author of Honey, Do You Need a Ride? Confessions of a Fat Runner

“What does a serious runner look like? Someone who follows a training plan, runs regardless of weather, travels to races, keeps track of her times, and would never call herself a jogger. Jill Grunenwald looks—and runs—like a serious runner.” —Rachel Toor, author of Personal Record: A Love Affair with Running

“Running with a Police Escort is a manifesto for every out-of-shape middle school girl who came in last running the mile and decided from that point forward that she was just not meant to be a runner. In this hilarious and relatable tale of the journey from couch potato to half marathon, Jill Grunenwald will inspire you to lace up your running shoes, step out of your comfort zone and laugh your way all the way to the finish line.” —Jill Angie, author of Running With Curves and Not Your Average Half Marathon

“Running with a Police Escort is for anyone who has ever struggled with any challenge, physical or mental. Her stories of racing at the back of the pack are relatable to any runner, but even if you’ve never considered running at all, you’ll want to read this book. Jill’s love of Cleveland and her hilarious asides will keep you turning the pages to find out what happens in the next race.” —Stephani Itibrout, PBS Digital Innovator and Cleveland Rite Aid Marathon Ambassador

“Jill Grunenwald is fantastic at conveying the heart of an authentic runner. She humorously voices the lessons, fears, joys, race-day blunders, and head games every runner can appreciate. Running with a Police Escort is a relatable reminder of how the passion and influence of the run can take root and shape life, allowing one to reach beyond their wildest expectations.” —Jackie Dikos, columnist for Runner’s World and author Finish Line Fueling

“No matter the challenge, readers witness her walking and finishing last with dignity. Readers can count on Grunenwald to be honest about herself and others, and sprinkled in the chapters are fun references to writers such as Joyce Carol Oates and Stephen King (she is a librarian, after all). This autobiography will appeal to and inspire those struggling to get healthy.” —Publisher’s Weekly

“Whether she’s writing about setting goals, finding the best sports bra (“Strap. That. Shit. Down”), or getting out of a running slump, self-proclaimed slow runner Grunenwald’s chatty, confessional style will entertain readers and perhaps even inspire them to lace up, too…Readers will find that the author’s unique perspective “from the back of the pack” challenges preconceived notions as it encourages stepping outside of one’s comfort zones.” —Booklist

“[Jill] also is upbeat and funny. She’s positive and sassy, a fun voice to read with an inspiring story to tell.” —Women’s Running magazine

“For everyone who’s ever said they’re too heavy to run, Jill’s memoir is here to prove you wrong.” —Family Circle

“Candid and laugh-out-loud [funny].” —Library Moments blog
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To Ben.

Life is a marathon and I’m so
happy I get to run it with you.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

Memoirs are works of nonfiction and I have tried to make this story as true and honest as I can, often relying on blog posts I wrote at the time of events to assist in jogging my memory (pun intended). In some instances, timelines have been compressed and characters combined. Dialogue has been recreated to the best of my knowledge.
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Every morning in Africa, a gazelle wakes up.

It knows it must run faster than the fastest lion or it will be killed.

Every morning in Africa, a lion wakes up.

It knows it must outrun the slowest gazelle or it will starve to death.

It doesn’t matter whether you are a lion or a gazelle:

When the sun comes up, you’d better be running.

—African Proverb

I don’t care for the damage that’s been done,

but I don’t mind the woman I’ve become.

Who is this woman I’ve become?

—Maura Rogers & The Bellows,
“This Woman”
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INTRODUCTION

The decision to wear a one-piece Batman bodysuit to the race seemed like a brilliant idea until the moment I had to pee.

I’ve always had a strange affinity for Batman. Well, not so much Batman as Batgirl. As far as comic books and graphic novels go, my knowledge is limited and mostly gained through the osmosis of dating fellow self-identified geeks. But Batgirl, under her Barbara Gordon alias, worked as a librarian, like me.

I had entered the Running the Bridges Race with zero expectations. I’d really only registered because it was being hosted by Harness Cycle, the indoor cycling studio up the street from my apartment. Since they opened in the fall of 2013, I’d been a regular fixture in the early morning spin classes and had made a visit there a weekly part of my training when I ran my second half marathon back in the spring of 2014, a half marathon that ended with me walking the final third of the race because of a tweaked ankle.

That was May. It was now October and my relationship with running had been on a break the past six months. I’d wake up and see my neglected New Balance shoes eyeing me mournfully from the closet, and I’d assure them that I was just having trouble sleeping and this was just a case of insomnia, only to then sneak out and go to spinning or yoga instead of going for a run. After, I’d come home and they’d still be sitting in the exact same spot, tongues wagging in admonishment, and I’d promise them that I’d never, ever do it again; until, of course, I did it again.

Eventually like any amateur cheater, the guilt got to me, so when Harness Cycle announced they were hosting the 3.5-mile road race, Running the Bridges, I immediately signed up.

My hometown of Cleveland is a city of bridges, a veritable Venice of the Midwest. It is a city divided by the grand Cuyahoga River, which bends and breaks its way through the downtown district, creating fierce lines of loyalty depending on which side of the river you call home. The Running the Bridges course started at the studio and took runners over several of these bridges, from the fierce Veterans Memorial to the stoic Lorain-Carnegie, looping back to the studio, which is located in the Ohio City neighborhood.

It was at the start, standing in the stall of the on-site bathroom, that I realized the fatal flaw in my decision to dress in costume. It wasn’t just that I had to unpin my bib to pee, it was that I had to unpin and then zip and strip in order to pee. I was basically wearing the adult version of footie pajamas—not a garment meant for a serious runner to wear to a race. I mean, there was a fucking cape attached, okay? And this was certainly not a garment designed to be worn by a runner as well-endowed as myself. The cheap zipper, which ended up completely breaking about a month later, kept creeping lower and lower as I ran, which meant I spent half the race tugging it back up, lest I flash the entire security team along the route.

With apologies to Billy Idol, and comparisons to Janet Jackson aside, it was a nice day for a wardrobe malfunction.

So there I was: running in a race I wasn’t entirely sure I wanted to run, dressed as a caped crusader, in a costume that was constantly on the verge of unleashing my own personal superpowers with each bounced step.

At the course marker for Mile One, my friend Gina stood with a stopwatch, calling out numbers to let us runners know what our time was. She waved as I passed and I took the opportunity to sneak a peek over my shoulder. Call it silly and maybe even a little bit petty, but as a slower runner I always like to gauge where I am in relation to the rest of the pack. This race, however, the only thing back there was the police escort car as it slowly crawled behind me.

Oh, look. I was in last place.

Cleveland is a city that likes to sleep in. Especially on the weekends and especially in the fall and winter when the cold wind snaps at our windows, leaving us cozy and cocooned beneath the warm blankets on our beds.

This meant that for the next two and a half miles I had the entire city to myself, save for the police officers who stood along the sidewalks like centurions guiding me home.

If you ever want to feel like a superhero, I mean really feel like a superhero, figure out a way to shut down an entire city street and just run your little heart out with Gotham’s finest standing guard. Bonus points if you dressed for the occasion, and it’s a windy day, and you actually get some height on that cape.

It was during this moment of nirvana that I happened to see one of the policemen on the street gesture to get my attention and point to the car following me. I pulled out my earbuds and from the sidewalk he called out with a supportive smile, “You must be a very important person to have a police escort!”

With a grin, I popped my earbuds back in, gave him a thumbs-up, and continued on my way.

Around Mile Three, with only half a mile left until the finish line, I turned a corner and spotted Gina on a bicycle heading back towards the finish line, her volunteering done. Because this was my first real run in months, I found myself needing to walk more than usual, especially towards the end. When she saw me, Gina hopped off her bike and asked if she could walk with me.

Gina is a fellow runner, and she actually looks like one. She’s petite, but has an athletic build and is a certified indoor cycling instructor. She literally works out for a living. On the other hand, I’m the voluptuous Batman. While walking at a quick clip we chatted about running and racing and life, the police car still slowly following us. Then, with maybe a quarter of a mile left, I looked up ahead and saw my boyfriend and dad waiting near the finish line. With a wave of goodbye, I picked up my pace and bolted towards that finish, channeling my inner superhero, cape flying high behind me.

I soon learned that out of the 169 entrants in the race, I was the last one to cross that line.
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The thing about coming in last place is that all it really means is that of all the people who showed up that day, I just happened to be the slowest. That’s it. Sure, I technically maybe may have “lost” the race, but that doesn’t mean I’m a loser or anything. I still ran the same distance as the top finishers, it just took me a little bit longer to do it.

And here’s the flip side of all of that: That race? The big event that everyone paid and showed up for? It couldn’t end without me. Those faster runners who consistently win in their age group, were able to finish, grab their post-race fuel and medals, and go about their day. But those of us in the back, those of us who are on the slower side, who need a bit more time to cover the same amount of distance, we’re the ones who bring that race home. Like that officer on the route said, we are very important people—at least in that context. When you think about it, we’re pretty fucking cool.

Which is why being the final runner to cross the finish line isn’t last place: it’s running with a police escort.
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1

Running From the Past

She’s kneeling down in the grass to retie the laces on her sneaker, her long blonde ponytail hanging down her neck like a sleek ribbon. As she stands, her head turns slightly, peeking at my pale legs visible below the dark blue athletic shorts. Straightening, she turns to me with an amused smile blooming across her face and asks, “You’re not shaving yet?”

I feel my cheeks burn. There are few things in life as traumatizing as the harsh humiliation of middle school mortification.

We were standing on the sidelines of the Junior Varsity Field, field hockey sticks in hand. It was the spring of 1993. Just a few months ago, William Jefferson Clinton was sworn in as President of the United States, unseating incumbent George H. W. Bush. That summer, I would somehow convince my mom to take me and my friend Katie to see the PG-13 film Jurassic Park at the movie theater and then convince my dad to let me see Meat Loaf in concert as part of his Bat Out of Hell II tour.

Given my taste in music and movies, my level of coolness was already questionable, but I was most decidedly not cool on that particular spring day, a few months before the end of sixth grade. No, I was an overweight eleven-year-old awkwardly holding a field hockey stick, sporting peach fuzz on my legs.

Situated behind the middle school, the JV field was smaller and less well-organized, and decidedly less permanent, than the varsity stadium that loomed in the distance. A patch of green grass with temporary white lines painted on it, lines that would inevitably need to be painted and repainted after enough gym classes stampeded over it. (I should say, as my peers stampeded over it. I saw the bright green grass of the JV field like a toxic waste dump and barely toed the lines and even then only when forced.)

The blonde and I were dressed alike, wearing dark blue shorts and a light blue shirt with the school district’s logo—a large imposing ship— emblazoned over our hearts. I think her name was Jenny. But I only say that because I’m pretty sure all of the blondes of my graduating year were named Jenny. Well. All of the blondes except for me were named Jenny. Or Jennifer. Or Jen(n). This includes my best friend who is also, I might add, blonde. My little microcosm of classmates was a perfect illustration of the Most Popular Girl Names of 1981 and 1982.

Jill was ranked seventy-eighth on the list of popular girl names the year I was born. Thanks, Mom and Dad, for helping me fit in.

Right: so Jenny and I were dressed alike. Middle school was the first year my classmates and I got actual gym uniforms. Up until that point, physical education classes were held in whatever we happened to wear to school that day. But now we had graduated from the carefree days of grade school and entered the next chapter of our young lives: the tumultuous preteen years when acne, puberty, and hormones are still on the horizon, but creeping closer with each new school season. It was that age, precariously balanced between pretending to take Barbie and Ken on a date and actually going on a date, where we were all still attempting to define ourselves. We all wanted to set ourselves apart from our peers, but not so far apart that we risked being voted off the island of popularity and banished to That Table in the lunchroom.

So it was in the middle of all this adolescent angst that our school decided to add matching gym uniforms to the mix. Gym uniforms, I should add, that were neither flattering nor comfortable. My classmates and I also got lockers to keep them in, which meant there was a locker room that we changed in before and after class each day. As if wearing the same gym uniform as everyone else wasn’t bad enough, we had to take them on and off in front of everyone else as well. And if that wasn’t enough, both the shirt and the shorts had a spot to write our names. While I’m sure this was intended to help identify the owner if garments went missing, all I saw was my unathletic anonymity being whisked away.

That afternoon, after my exchange with Jenny, as soon as I got home from school, I locked myself in the bathroom and started digging in the cabinet beneath the sink, which was the home of my mom’s stash of personal items related to the female constitution. Being an early bloomer, I was familiar with some of the items; but others, like the razor I eventually fished out with triumph, I was not.

Propping one leg on the lip of the tub, I rolled my pants up to my knee and applied the razor to my legs. That is, I took only a razor to my legs: in my haste to be like one of the cool girls with their smooth, shiny, peach-fuzz-free legs, I completely missed the part of the process that requires some kind of lubricant, like shaving cream or soap. Hell, even water would have been better than dragging that blade clean across my dry skin.

My legs burned for days, red and blotchy. But at least they were hair-free.
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Because my own personal development far outpaced whatever limited elastic was included in the original gym shirt and shorts I was originally provided, the waistband on my pair of shorts eventually became tight over my burgeoning hips. One day after gym class, while I was walking back towards the school, one of the teachers came up to me and suggested I stop by her office after class to get a new (i.e. bigger) uniform.

See, I was always a little ahead on the developmental curve. I got my first real-life, grown-up bra in fifth grade. My mom tried to sell me on the whole YOU’RE A WOMAN NOW thing but my bullshit detector went off pretty early on that one and that same warning alarm reached near shrieking volumes when the stupid jackass who sat behind me in English class kept snapping my bra straps just because he could (and because he was a stupid jackass).

Having a matronly department store employee measure me in the fitting room of the local J. C. Penney while my mom waited outside was nowhere near as horrifying as having a teacher point out that I needed bigger clothes. Not only bigger clothes, but a bigger gym uniform. I mean, why couldn’t it be a cute pair of jeans or something?

Looking back, I’m relatively certain these two events involving Jenny and my gym teacher happened on completely different days. They even might have occurred in completely different years. But in my muddled memory these two experiences have wound themselves tightly around each other, locked and knotted into one humiliating afternoon that symbolizes pretty much everything I loathed about forced physical education classes. Locker rooms, uniforms, body image, hormones. Really, it’s amazing any preteen manages to make it to high school in one piece.
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It maybe would have been tolerable if these situations had all spontaneously started to happen once puberty entered the scene, but for me it started way earlier when I was in elementary school, particularly during recess, that beloved hour of every school child. For my peers it meant an opportunity to escape the stifling pressures and education of the classroom to go run around for an hour. There were several elementary buildings in my school district, each complete with its own dedicated playground full of metal and concrete equipment, and faded squares of hopscotch, and jump rope, and basketballs. For my classmates, there seemed to be nothing worse than going down to the lunchroom and finding a sign that the playground was closed for the day due to inclement weather. The groans of disappointment would rumble over the paper cartons of chocolate milk and lukewarm chicken patty sandwiches. Nothing was worse than indoor recess.

Those weirdos, they loved that whole exerting energy thing.

But as for me? I mean, hello. We already had to run around in gym class. Why would you voluntarily do more of that? Especially when it’s not even for a grade?

Recess, for me, was also an escape, but one that went into the secret worlds of the novels that lined the small wooden shelves of the school library. While I thought my peers were the weirdos for loving regular recess, I was the true weirdo who loved indoor recess because it meant I could spend the hour in the library. During outdoor recess, I was shuffled out onto the blacktop playground with the rest of my classmates. While they ran wild, I’d find a quiet corner along the brick wall of the building and bury myself in a book. My favorites were the Scary Stories to Tell in the Dark series, the macabre illustrations haunting my dreams. A few years ago they modernized–that is, sanitized–those illustrations and while the text remains the same, the stories are far less scary without those gruesome images.

(Along with being a total bookworm, there was also that incident in first or second grade where I was attempting to cross the monkey bars and my hands slipped, ending in a sprained ankle. Understandably, I was a little gun-shy around playground equipment after that.)

As a child, I was uncoordinated and unathletic. Even now, decades later, I’m only mildly less uncoordinated and only slightly more athletic. In the intervening years, between Jill-then and Jill-now, I also grew lazy, resisting pretty much any form of unnecessary physical activity. I mean, in a competition between me and a sloth, I’d probably win by a landslide. But, of course, such a competition would require either of us actually doing something which, well, y’know.

My mother, bless her soul, tried her hardest to combat my sedentary lifestyle, knowing full well it wasn’t something I was going to decide to change on my own. Early on, she’d just push me out the door, tell me to get on my bicycle, and stay out for at least half an hour. Her intention, of course, was for me to actually ride the bike for half an hour. I, however, circumvented that by riding the five or so minutes it took to reach the local park, and preceded to hang out there for twenty minutes, and then rode my bike back home.

I felt no guilt about this. After all, I was honoring my mother’s intention, if not abiding by its spirit. If nothing else, at least I was spending that time outside, instead of holed up in my bedroom.

Eventually she either caught on to my ruse or simply decided more drastic measures were needed. Much to my dismay, these drastic measures were ones that could be measured at home.

With the exercise bike living in our basement, although it technically belonged to my dad, who frequently used it, my mom saw a golden opportunity. I would ride that bike. Not only would I ride that bike, I was expected to keep track of how many minutes I rode and report back to her.

There was also a carrot. Oh yes: eventually it got to the point where my mother decided her only recourse was to bribe me and she knew just the way to do it.
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My musical choices have always been a little, shall we say, questionable for my age. I straddle that generation between X and Millennials, and while I grew up in the era of New Kids on the Block, I spent most of my childhood absorbing the classic rock roots of my father. To this day, I can’t tell you a single song that NKOTB or Boyz II Men ever sang, but I can sing the entire lyrics to Billy Joel’s “We Didn’t Start the Fire” and explain the historical and cultural significance of Crosby, Stills, Nash & Young’s “Ohio.” Before finally owning a personal copy on CD, I wore out my dad’s cassette tape of Pink Floyd’s The Dark Side of the Moon and borrowed-with-no-intention-of-returning countless Led Zeppelin albums.

As if that didn’t make me different enough, I also developed a strong attraction to the theatre. Mixed in with all of those hard rock musicians, there was a healthy dose of Broadway show tunes, often accompanied with father-daughter dates to Playhouse Square in downtown Cleveland to see live performances. Andrew Lloyd Webber was my gateway drug but my love soon progressed to Sondheim and Schwartz among other greats.

So it was in the mid-1990s, when half of my female friends were freaking out about the latest boy band to hit the block and the other half of my female friends were still mourning the death of Kurt Cobain, I was glued to my television the night of Barbra Streisand’s triumphant return to the stage with her first concert in almost thirty years.

When the live, double-CD album Barbra: The Concert was released in late 1994, I simply had to have it the same way my friends had to have their first row seats to the 98 Degrees concert so they could gawk over Cincinnatians Nick and Drew Lachey up close and in person. I wasn’t babysitting neighborhood kids quite yet so my funds were limited to the small weekly allowance I got for doing chores around the house.

In my love for Barbra, my mom saw an opportunity and struck a deal: if I logged a certain amount of hours on that exercise bike, she and my dad would buy me the album as a reward. I already had a slight aversion to bikes, even indoor ones—thanks to a good chunk of my summers spent being told to go riding—but I also really, really wanted that album.

I can’t for the life of me remember exactly how many hours I needed to clock in to earn the CD, but every day after school I’d go downstairs and I’d pedal my little heart out. I wasn’t doing it for enjoyment or for exercise. I don’t even think the fact that I was doing something good for my body even crossed my mind. I was down there working out for one reason and one reason only. As soon as I had that album in my hands, I never got on that bike again.
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Given my absolute animosity towards athletics of any kind, it probably goes without say that I still loathed gym class by the time I got to high school. If anything, I probably hated it more, if that’s even possible. Hell, I hated gym class more than I hated math class, which is certainly saying something considering my strong aversion to arithmetic throughout middle school and high school. (This came back to haunt me when I decided to get my master’s in Library and Information Science and had to take the GRE. My prep work consisted of vocabulary words and focusing on the English portion since I knew there was no way in hell I was going to do well on the Math section, so I might as well put my energy into working on the one area I knew I could improve on. Later, as a professional adult, I interviewed for a job at a college that required taking an evaluation test. I knew I aced the English portion but I distinctly remember telling friends and family, “If I don’t get that position because of stupid fractions, I’m going to be so pissed.” Either my math skills aren’t as horrible as I think or I guessed well, because I did get the job.)

Now, the only thing that made high school gym class slightly more tolerable than middle school is that we were given options. No longer did our gym teachers decide for us what activity we were going to do that week. No more were we told we had to play soccer or we had to play basketball. Nope, we were now independent! and capable! and self-sufficient! young adults! Soon we would be driving and voting for the next president.

Perhaps realizing that we were only a few years away from becoming legal adults, our gym teachers allowed some flexibility in the schedule by presenting choices at the beginning of the week: one option would be on the more athletic side like soccer or basketball, while the other option was something a little more on the non-traditional side.

In high school, class schedules were somewhat random, and obviously depended entirely on what classes I took. This meant there was no real way to guarantee I’d have lunch with friends and thus get to commiserate about how much we hated baseball. I always seemed to luck out by having at least one or two friends in my gym class and we had an unspoken agreement between us that when presented with options we would always, always pick the least athletic one.

This variety meant that the majority of my high school physical education curriculum was comprised of multiple weeks of weight training on the same big industrial machines used by the varsity football team, learning just how exactly to score a bowling game by hand, and at least one memorable week of ping pong in which my friends and I played our own onomatopoeia version of ping pong. (This specialized version stipulated that each time we hit the ball we would shout a word like POW! or ZAP!, imagining bright graphics like those from the old Batman television show.)

[image: images]

But for all the awesomeness that came with having choices like that in gym, there was one thing that we could never, ever get out of doing.

The Annual Mile.

Oh, the mile. Otherwise known as 5,280 feet of torture for awkward teenagers everywhere. It was only four measly laps around the track out back behind the school, but for me they might as well have been forty laps.

The thing is, I couldn’t run. Not, I didn’t want to. Not, I didn’t like to (well, I mean, I didn’t like to then). Quite honestly, I could not for the life of me run for more than a couple yards without wanting to pass out. Between the inability to breathe and the fact that my legs felt like lead, there was certainly nothing enjoyable about running. I got hot. I got sweaty. I hurt, all over. WHY WOULD PEOPLE VOLUNTARILY PUT THEIR BODIES THROUGH THIS? It was like being in a torture chamber without there being any bizarre spikes jutting out from the wall. From this experience, I didn’t really understand the point of running for exercise, let alone entertainment. Running for any reason other than being chased by a hungry bear was a completely foreign concept to me.

As a child of the 1980s, I was introduced to a wide range of pop culture icons that still permeate our culture today. One of these in particular stuck with me, to the point that I take great delight in knowing that my birthday is the same date as the Hill Valley High “Enchantment Under the Sea” Dance of Back to the Future fame. I didn’t start driving until I was nineteen, but at sixteen, man oh man did I want a DeLorean. Never mind the fact that it would just be a boring car and not a time machine, but man I would have looked so cool driving one of those things around.

(“Cool” in this context might be subjective, but I proudly let my geek flag fly.)

In the third and final installment of the Back to the Future trilogy, there is a scene where Marty and Doc Brown are hanging out in a saloon in the Old West, trying to figure out how to, uh, get, y’know, back to the future. In a rare moment of consequence ignoring, Doc is explaining to some old cowboys in the saloon about technology in the future, including the fact that we no longer use horses for transportation because we have automobiles. So, the skeptical denizens of the past ask, if everyone has one of these automobile things, do people still even walk or run in the future?

“Of course we run,” Doc Brown tells them. “But for recreation; for fun.”

One of the cowboys scoffs. “Run for fun? What the hell kind of fun is that?”

Preach, you old cowboy you.

[image: images]

I graduated from high school almost twenty years ago, so maybe it’s for that reason that I sincerely am unable to remember exactly how often we met for gym class. That, or I just completely blocked it all out, which is also a very fair guess, too.

Anyway, it would have been maybe tolerable had the Annual Mile been only a mile. Or, well, I guess, only one day. But it wasn’t, because our class met more than once a week and so the gym needed to find a way to stretch the Annual Mile and make it last for several class periods. This meant that in the days leading up to Mile Day, we were taken on short runs around the school. Sometimes we’d run one or two laps on the track, other times they’d take us out across the fields used by the cross country team. Either way, there was lots of running before we actually ran the Mile.

Now, of course, I understand that this is what we fancy runners tend to call “training.” Just like you don’t wake up one morning and decide to go run a half marathon, in Hudson High School, unless you were on the track team, chances were you weren’t regularly running any distance even close to a mile. These days I know that following an appropriate training plan is one of the things that keeps us runners relatively injury free on race day, and our gym teachers were being judicious in their decision to provide us with a training regimen in the weeks leading up to the actual running of the Mile.

But I didn’t know that back then. All I knew was that it was more running that I didn’t want to do.

Before I go any further I should make one thing absolutely clear: I never—not once—ever ran the Mile in school. Never ever. I didn’t run it in middle school and I definitely didn’t run it in high school.

Yes siree, I was a walker. Walking was easy. Walking was something I did every day. After all, I walked around the school to get to class. Friday nights during the fall I marched (a close cousin to walking) as a member of the Hudson High School “Swing” Marching Band. Walking I could do forever, unlike running which I could only manage for very, very short distances or perhaps if I was in fear for my life.

Naturally, the gym teachers would get frustrated by me and classmates like myself. Every year, there were the runners—the real runners— out there on the track, completing their mile in five or six minutes. I was only just starting my second lap at that point. For four Annual Miles in a row, I didn’t even try and pretend to pick up my pace when I was crossing in front of the teacher with the stop watch; I just kept my slow and steady twenty-minute-mile walking pace. The teachers would try and encourage me to gain a little speed and suggest I walk the straight lengths of the track and run the curves.

Just try, they’d say.

So I would. For maybe a lap, maybe less. But then I went back to my walking.

Running made me uncomfortable. In the act, I felt ungainly, lumbering around the track in front of all of my classmates. I was exposed and vulnerable. As someone who has always been on the heavier side, I knew I didn’t look like a runner, and when you’re in high school looks count for everything. Runners are lean and lithe. Runners are athletic with thick calves that carry them quickly across finish lines. Runners are built for speed.

I looked like a walker. So, I walked.

Year after year. Mile after mile. Four laps around that track.

My gym teachers tolerated my walking because they obviously had no way of physically forcing me to run, but it was clear they wanted me to run. Alternative methods like walking weren’t just frowned upon, they weren’t even discussed. Nope, all the students were just expected to run, and run well, and run fast and, worst yet, run for a grade.

To be fair, the grade given was mostly a participation thing where as long as a student showed up and did something they were given an A, but compulsory running is a very different experience than voluntary running.

The problem wasn’t the grading of the Annual Mile. The problem was treating all students as if they are members of the track team, expressing the sentiment that running is no big deal, and if you think it is a big deal, then there is something wrong with you. Bottom line, it meant that if you couldn’t run fast, then there is something wrong with you. If you can’t keep up, then there is something wrong with you. And if you need to walk or are having trouble breathing, then there is really something wrong with you.

For a physical education class, there was very little education related to running. We were set loose on the track and expected to just run without any discussion about healthy habits such as the benefits of run-walk intervals or how to find the right pace. Nope, we were just supposed to run, and if we couldn’t compete with the 5- and 6-minute mile averages of the track team then we should be grateful for that participation grade because we’d be failing otherwise.

But in the end, it’s all okay because I still managed to graduate, so in all reality gym class really isn’t the end all be all class they often make it out to be.
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One Foot in Front of the Other

Jillian Michaels is yelling, her aggressive voice filling my living room.

On my television screen, that is. Jillian Michaels is yelling on my television screen to the newest group of recruits who have been rescued from their gluttonous lifestyles in middle America and swept away to glamorous California, home of the California avocado and the California sushi roll, which is made with avocado, and probably other Californian foods that sound like they can only be consumed in a sunny spa with a glass of sparkling water on the side, by the extravagantly glamorous and wealthy.

(Did you know that all Hass avocados can trace their ancestral roots and actual roots to the same avocado tree that was planted by Randolph Hass in California in 1926? She’s literally the Mother Tree of all Hass avocados. I sort of secretly hope Randolph named her Eve.)

So. Jillian Michaels is yelling at the contestants, and Bob Harper is doing his Zen Master thing on the yoga mat, and I’m on the couch for the second weekend in a row binge-watching The Biggest Loser.

The irony of this situation is not lost on me.

My feelings for this particular reality show ebb and flow, not unlike the waistline of a yo-yo dieter. As a woman who has spent her entire life as “fat,” I connect with the journeys of the men and women on the show in a very visceral way. I understand them. I understand what drives them to drive to the twenty-four-hour McDonald’s at two o’clock in the morning for a twenty-piece McNugget and a large side of fries. I understand how they can consume 3,000 calories in a single meal and still be hungry an hour later. I understand their reluctance to join a gym and risk making an ass of themselves in front of all the regulars.

And most of all, I really understand their aversion to the dreaded treadmill.

I understand all of this because I spent much of my adult life being one of those people. I understand them because more than once I’d head to the local fast food joint several times a day, snarfing down an extra-large value meal in front of the television while watching other people work out.

Growing up, I’d been a pretty chubby kid and so clothes shopping was the absolute worst. Now that we live in an age of positive body love, I enjoy needing to go out and buy a new dress or work clothes, but in the mid-1990s the majority of designers were loathe to make garments for fat people. Because obviously fat people deserve to wear ugly clothes as punishment for being fat. (Granted, some designers still don’t like fat people wearing their label, but there are less of them these days and, even better, more designers who design specifically for those on the larger side of the size spectrum.)

When you’re sixteen years old, there is literally nothing more mortifying than needing to shop in the Women’s Department of the store. I was basically shopping at the same stores as my mom, which did very little for both my self-esteem and sense of style. And prom dresses? Bitch, please. While all of my other friends could go spend an afternoon at the mall trying on a wide variety of fancy dresses, my size sixteen prom dress was actually a bridesmaid dress that had to be ordered from a catalog. I’m not even talking about online shopping, either. Oh no, this was the kind of paper catalog that showed up in the mail and required calling the 1-800 number to place your order.

Starting in my teenage years and going up through my late twenties, I basically wore my age. This means that by the time I got to be twenty-nine, I was wearing a size twenty-eight pair of jeans and tipped the scales at 311 pounds.

Truthfully, I didn’t even really know how much I weighed because the analog scale that I owned didn’t go up that high. It capped out at 250 or something, and I could just see that little red dial pushing against the side of the window, confused and frustrated by its inability to register the information.

I don’t know if I can verbally express what it means to be so heavy that you literally outweigh your scale’s capabilities. Like, seriously. Just think about that for a second, okay? A scale has a pretty basic function. Really, it only has one function: to display the weight of the item on it, whether it’s ounces of food or pounds of people. That’s it. That is the scale’s only job, and I had gotten so big, I put my scale out of work.

I not only had to go out and buy a brand new scale but I also didn’t have the luxury of picking whatever scale caught my fancy. I had to read the boxes carefully to make sure that I bought one that would be able to measure what I was bringing to the table.

Of course, my table looked like the local all-you-can-eat buffet, so there wasn’t much room left for anything but dessert (because, duh, there’s always room for dessert). What I thought I needed was a new scale but what I really needed was someone to wake me the fuck up.

[image: images]

So one morning, I woke up to an email from my younger sister Amy, who was very concerned about my weight and the overall impact it would have on my health. My family had attempted to have similar conversations with me in the past and I always got incredibly defensive, so I think Amy was prepared for the same kind of reaction this time around.

Instead, I knew that my weight had reached a critical junction and that she and the rest of my family were right. I needed to do something and I needed to do something now, so soon after I joined Weight Watchers.

I’d been on Weight Watchers for a year, and was down about fifty pounds or so when I found myself totally engrossed in watching The Biggest Loser. Almost all of the weight I had lost thus far was because of a shift in my diet and food choices, not my activity level. I was still pretty much as lazy as always.

My feelings for this show are complicated because I do sympathize and empathize and identify with the contestants. But as a woman who has spent her entire life trying to lose weight, taking advantage of a variety of means and methods through which to do so, I really loathe the drastic techniques utilized by The Biggest Loser and the unrealistic expectations it sets up, especially for contestants. In most any other situation where losing weight was the goal, two or three pounds in a single week would be tremendous and certainly worth celebrating. Instead, because of the competitive nature of the show, as well as the amount of time dedicated to exercise each day, two or three pounds in a week is seen as a failure and the contestants come away feeling bad about themselves, as though they haven’t done enough work.

But I also recognize that the show can provide a certain level of motivation. I should know, because watching those men and women running on the treadmill, men and women who weighed a good 100 or 200 pounds more than I did at that moment in time, triggered something inside of me. I found myself watching them with a sense of wonder and awe. All I wanted to do was get up and move.

So I did the only thing I could think to do: I decided to go for a run.

I will totally appreciate if this is the point in my story where you’re giving me a bit of side-eye, just a little bit confused. After all, just a chapter ago I was all, I HATE RUNNING! RUNNING IS THE WORST! and now all of a sudden I’m all, LET’S GO RUNNING! YAY RUNNING!

Honestly, I have no idea where the desire to run came from because, trust me, never before in my entire life had I ever felt this pull to go for a run. That’s really what it was like, though, a pull. Some outside force grabbing hold and tugging me along. It was just some little voice in the back of my head that bubbled up all of a sudden, and I decided it was better to just go with it and listen to that voice instead of waiting for some other voice in my head that would tell me this was the most ridiculous idea ever.

Since returning to Northeast Ohio after graduate school and moving to Cleveland, I’d lived in a converted warehouse near downtown. It’s an industrial neighborhood lacking in close proximity to parks and public green space and sidewalks—basically all things crucial to a good outdoor run. Thankfully, it’s since changed in the near decade that I’ve been here, but at the time when that little voice told me to get up and run, outside wasn’t the most ideal. It was also early February, which is a tenuous time when you’re living in a temperate climate.

In the lobby of my building is a small little room that has been converted to a mini gym for the residents, including an elliptical, some strength training equipment, and, yes, a treadmill. Not that I’d ever really used any of the machines.

After spending most of the day horizontal on my couch, I suddenly sat up and turned the television off, the episode only half over. Those contestants were running on that treadmill with speeds of 7 mph, which is like an 8-minute mile pace. Sure, because of their size, limited mobility, and unfamiliarity with exercise they could maybe only maintain that pace for a minute or so but that’s far faster and longer than I’d ever run before. Even in high school when I agreed to run the straight lanes and walk the curves of the track, I certainly wasn’t putting in any kind of real effort. I was doing the bare minimum of what it would take to get my gym teachers to stop nagging me so I could receive a passing grade.
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