













[image: Image]


[image: Image]

[image: Image]

Chicken Soup for the Soul: Runners
101 Inspirational Stories of Energy, Endurance, and Endorphins
by Jack Canfield, Mark Victor Hansen, Amy Newmark,
and Ultramarathoner Dean Karnazes
Published by Chicken Soup for the Soul Publishing, LLC www.chickensoup.com
www.SimonandSchuster.com

Copyright © 2010 by Chicken Soup for the Soul Publishing, LLC. All Rights Reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the written permission of the publisher.

CSS, Chicken Soup for the Soul, and its Logo and Marks are trademarks of Chicken Soup for the Soul Publishing LLC.

The publisher gratefully acknowledges the many publishers and individuals who granted Chicken Soup for the Soul permission to reprint the cited material.

Cover photo provided courtesy The North Face. Back cover photo provided courtesy True Alliance. Interior photo provided courtesy of Caio Guatelli.

Cover and Interior Design & Layout by Pneuma Books, LLC
For more info on Pneuma Books, visit www.pneumabooks.com

Distributed to the booktrade by Simon & Schuster. SAN: 200-2442

Publisher’s Cataloging-in-Publication Data
(Prepared by The Donohue Group)

Chicken soup for the soul : runners : 101 inspirational stories of energy,
   endurance, and endorphins / [compiled by] Jack Canfield … [et al.].

      p. ; cm.

  ISBN: 978-1-935096-49-8
eISBN-13: 978-1-6115-9132-3

1. Runners (Sports)--United States--Anecdotes. 2. Runners (Sports)--United States--Literary collections. 3. Running--Anecdotes. 4. Running--Literary collections. 5. Physical fitness--Anecdotes. 6. Physical fitness--Literary collections. I. Canfield, Jack, 1944- II. Title: Runners

PN6071.R7 C45 2010
810.8/02/0357                                               2010924960

PRINTED IN THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA
on acid∞free paper
17 16 15 14 13 12 11 10         02 03 04 05 06 07 08


Introduction

When all else fails, start running.
~Dean Karnazes

I got sick of living the life that everybody told me I should be living, so one day I decided to start living life on my own terms. Frustrated with my job, I found myself in a bar on the eve of my 30th birthday preparing to drink the night away. Instead, I walked out at 11:00 PM, and just started running… and running and running. I hadn’t run in the past decade, and that fateful evening I ran thirty miles non-stop straight through the night. That single inspired (okay, some may say crazy) act forever changed the course of my life.

Ironically, it was my boss who provided the impetus for this departure. Perhaps a bit ahead of her time, she took particular interest in her employees’ overall satisfaction instead of only monitoring workplace performance. She gave each of us a copy of Chicken Soup for the Soul and encouraged us to read a story or two. I was intrigued. This was not your typical business-related book!

Many of my colleagues would hit the bars after a tough day at work. My boss would instead curl up and read some inspirational anecdotes in her book. Me, I started running as a way to decompress.

But I also started reading. Interestingly enough, I found many similarities between the two; Chicken Soup for the Soul and running both nourished my inner spirit. They complemented each other perfectly!

The Chicken Soup for the Soul series is a collection of uplifting and energizing short stories. The concept is simple, yet powerful. Running, too, is simple, yet powerful. By its very nature, running is a moving experience, both literally and figuratively!

As any athlete can attest, running conditions the body. The stories I started reading daily in Chicken Soup for the Soul were perfect cross-training for the soul. When I was feeling lazy or unmotivated, reading a stirring and heartwarming story reinvigorated my sense of passion and commitment, and off I’d go on a run!

Apparently, I’m not the only one who finds this to be the case. Since its initial release back in 1993, the Chicken Soup for the Soul series has sold more than 500 million copies worldwide, making it one of the bestselling books of all time. And there are now more than 200 titles in circulation. Clearly, we humans are social animals and reading about others overcoming incredible adversity and living life to its fullest empowers us to do the same. When I learned about this new Chicken Soup for the Soul title dedicated entirely to runners, I was supremely honored when asked to be a part it!

Since walking out of that bar on the eve of my 30th birthday and running off into the night, my life has been completely transformed. I decided to make my passion for running my vocation. I had no idea how I was going to do this, but I just figured if I followed my heart and did what I loved, I could somehow make a go of it. If nothing else, I’d certainly be a lot happier than if I continued going to work every day in a job I didn’t enjoy.

Of course, it was a terrifying leap of faith to trust my instincts. I would be giving up the plush corner office, the corporate perks, healthcare coverage, the 401K matching program, etc… How would I live without these things?

I’ll never forget telling my wife, Julie, about my decision to leave the corporate world. Her response to me was revealing. “Well,” she said, “I was wondering how long it would take you.” With that kind of support and encouragement, there was no turning back!

It’s been a wild run ever since. I’ve been able to travel the globe, often taking Julie and our two great kids along for the ride. We’ve seen some of the most exotic places on Earth, and met some of the most remarkable people along the way. I’ve participated in hundreds of marathons and ultramarathons in just about every imaginable setting, from the blazing summertime heat of Death Valley to the frigid cold of the South Pole. Life’s become an amazing adventure, and it just keeps getting better every day!

I’ve come to believe that enthusiasm flows from doing what you’re passionate about. It’s so exciting to see people learn about my story and watch them get excited too. Never in my wildest dreams could I have imagined making TIME magazine’s “Top 100 Most Influential People in the World” list. But there was my name, at number 27 no less! What this illustrated to me was that my message of following your heart and living life with passion and purpose resonated strongly with a lot of people.

I share my personal story with you not to be boastful, but to provide you with the conviction that you, too, can steer your life in any direction you so desire. Sometimes all it takes is that spark of inspiration to ignite a burning passion within!

Which brings me back to Chicken Soup for the Soul: Runners. In this book you will find a wide collection of authors, from elite Olympians to casual joggers, all with the same intention, to provide you with a ray of hope that life can indeed be a fantastic and fulfilling journey.

There’s something undeniably empowering about reading stories of others who have brushed aside their fears and taken great risks to be all that they can be. To read firsthand about the trials, tribulations, hardships and setbacks others have faced is emotionally rousing. To see the grit, determination and perseverance they have displayed in pursuing their dreams is deeply stirring. These amazing stories provide, dare I say it, nourishment for the soul.

If reading this book motivates you to lace up your running shoes and head out the door, I say go with it! My hope is that Chicken Soup for the Soul: Runners will inspire you to be the very best that you can be, whether you run great distances, modest distances, or not at all. A life worth living is meant to be an impassioned journey, one in which we continue to explore, learn and expand our potential each and every day. I encourage you to find your edge, and then take a step beyond it. This stride into the unknown is where true discovery begins. I wish you the very best of luck on your journey!

With that said, I’m off for a run.

Catch ya down the road…
 ~Dean
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Runners

Starting Out
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The Circle Is the Only Geometry

I’ve learned that finishing a marathon isn’t just an athletic achievement. It’s a state of mind; a state of mind that says anything is possible.
 ~John Hanc

Dawn had just lifted the covers off a gray, drizzly Monday morning in April 1983 when my mom came to my room and, not quite literally, dragged me from bed. After a quick breakfast the whole family piled into Dad’s Saab and we travelled two hours southwest to the Boston suburb of Hopkinton, where the 87th Boston Marathon would begin at noon.

In Hopkinton we hooked up with our friend Dori, a local who knew the area inside and out and guided us to three or four good cheering points along the course while Dad, running his first marathon as a numberless bandit, made the 26.2-mile eastward journey to Copley Square on foot. We reached the first viewing spot in time to see the race leaders, already far ahead of our patriarch, among whom were the legendary Bill Rodgers and Joan Benoit. The frontrunner, local boy Greg Meyer, sailed by faster than I could sprint. We were awestruck.

Our final stop was Cleveland Circle, at 25 miles. We waited and waited. At last Dad came, in what looked like a slow-motion replay of his previous stride, his massive size-14 feet landing heavily, his shoulders sagging, his weary eyes staring a thousand miles ahead. As planned, my two brothers and I broke from the curb and jogged with him over the last mile to the finish line, like three Navy cruisers flanking an aircraft carrier.

It was the coolest thing ever. Being cheered along by a seemingly endless, six-deep gauntlet of shouting spectators was like sudden fame. And although we’d never heard of Bill Rodgers or Joan Benoit until that day, our impressionable ten- to fourteen-year-old minds made instant heroes of them.

The next morning at breakfast Josh, the eldest, announced that he was going to start running, and so did I. After school we ran our dad’s favorite 6-mile route on mostly dirt roads surrounding our home. Two days later, we did it again. Twenty-seven years later, I’m still running.

Only last year, however, did I get around to running the entire Boston Marathon myself. I meant to do it sooner. I tried to do it sooner. But there were problems. Always problems. In 2001 I got injured two weeks before the race. The next four years were lost to various other injuries.

At last I made it to Hopkinton healthy, but the curse followed me. My right shoe was scraped off my foot by the toe of a runner behind me just half a mile into the race. I got it back on, but my relief was short-lived. Around the 10K mark I felt a twinge in my right hamstrings, and the pain grew steadily worse thereafter. At 12 miles, with a jolt of panic, I felt the first hint of a soreness destined to become an agony in both thighs. Less than halfway and already my shock absorbers were blown!

As the pain in my thighs worsened, I began to look ahead to the 16-mile mark — where my parents, Josh, his wife, and even Dori awaited my triumphant passage — as a potential place to drop out. (Only my younger brother, Sean, was missing from the original crew; he followed my race online at home in California.) But when I spotted my personal cheering section in the crowd, my conscience was seared by a sense of obligation to honor their support and I kept running, hoping for the best and fearing the worst.

Right away I regretted my decision. Despite my best efforts at mind over matter, my pace continued to slow, until I could not run — I mean could not run — another step. I switched from a rigid shuffle to a herky-jerky walk just shy of the 23-mile mark. It brought amazingly little relief. I now doubted my ability to even walk to the finish line.

I was more miserable than I had ever been in any previous race, and believe me, that’s saying something. Each step was a thousand daggers poked deeply into the tender flesh of my thighs.

On top of everything else, the air was freezing — 47 degrees, to be precise — and my body produced far less heat while walking than running. I shivered like Leonardo di Caprio in the last scene of Titanic under the flimsy space blanket I had snatched from a First Aid station. I no longer cared at all about finishing. If a concerned onlooker had offered me a ride back to Dori’s house I would have seized the offer without shame, like an emaciated desert crawler gobbling pig slop.

Offering rides was the last thing on the minds of the spectators who thickly lined the last miles of the Boston Marathon course along Commonwealth Avenue. Instead they hollered encouragement as though their lives depended on the performance of every runner. I drew special attention from the crowd because of my obvious plight, which only deepened the humiliation of my failure. Just leave me alone! I thought.

Then, all of a sudden, I found myself at Cleveland Circle, where my brothers and I had broken from the curb to guide our dad home so long ago, and I realized that, despite earlier doubts, this awful nightmare would eventually end. A slight diminishment of the agony in my thighs suggested that I might even be able to jog the last mile and get it over with that much faster. As I contemplated giving it a try I realized that discarding my space blanket and breaking into stride might appear rather theatrical given the amount of attention being heaped upon me. I wished I could attempt the experiment unnoticed, but that was impossible, so I sheepishly scanned the faces in the throng on the left side of the course for the inevitable reaction as I dashed the blanket to the road and began jogging.

My eyes met those of three frat-boy types in baseball caps who were among those urging me personally toward the finish, almost belligerent in their support. And as I seemingly responded to their urgings by giving them exactly what they demanded of me, they pumped their fists in the air, high-fived, and, through exultant laughter, shouted, “YEAH!”, repeating the behaviors they had undoubtedly exhibited when the Red Sox beat the Yankees in game seven of the 2004 American League Championship Series. My pathetic little comeback seemed to have made them as happy as they had been in their entire lives. I had to laugh too.

My dad is fond of saying, “The circle is the only geometry.” He means that, throughout life, we continually return to the beginning. I recalled this expression when, on the exact spot where I became a runner as a boy, I became a runner again as a nearly middle-aged man. Until that moment I was filled with disappointment over having failed to run as fast as I wanted to run, not just in this marathon but throughout my running life. But in that moment I was reminded of what a blessing it is to be able to run at all, and what a wonderful gift my dad had given me on a drizzly Monday in April 1983.

~Matt Fitzgerald
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How I Found My Running Partner

Beware of the chair!
 ~Author Unknown

One morning I started to sweat. Profusely. Just sitting down. I would have attributed it to hot flashes, but I knew those were years away. The accompanying pain in my left arm was what made me ask a neighbor for a ride to the emergency room.

The heart attack was minor in nature, but a major scare. Who knew that a size 2 forty-year-old who ate plenty of veggies, hated junk food, and only ate lean meats would be a candidate for heart problems? After one night of observation in the emergency room I headed home.

My doctor blamed my sedentary lifestyle for my new health problems and told me I needed to get some daily exercise. He said that because I worked at home, I lacked the need to go out, walk around an office building, walk at lunch, run for trains, and all that. I simply walked from my bedroom each morning, headed to the kitchen for coffee, and walked about 35 feet to my office. Sometimes still in my jammies.

He told me to start running. Slowly at first, maybe 50 feet, stop, walk, rest, run another 50 feet. He told me perhaps I could run each day with my husband, an accomplished headstrong runner who could do five miles a day without even breathing hard. I knew for a fact that my husband would never allow me to accompany him and slow him down, but I was ready to promise my doctor anything in order to stop the lecture.

The following day, Karen, the neighbor who had driven me to the hospital, came over to check on me. I told her I had my marching orders, or rather, my walking orders. Karen knew how much I detested exercising and laughed at my predicament.

Then she said, “I have an idea! Roxy loves to go to the park!” Roxy was her nine-year-old Lab, and we were crazy about each other. I frequently took her for her afternoon walks when Karen was away on business. “With my travel schedule, I can’t take her as often as I’d like. Why don’t you take her?”

Before I could answer, we heard some barking. Our yards were connected by a two-way gate that Roxy had mastered. As we watched her padding across the lawn and up my back stairs, we were astonished to see that Roxy had somehow managed to find her leash and bring it with her! As she pranced through the kitchen door, she proudly wagged her tail as she dropped the leash at my feet, and extended her paw in a “high five.”

“How did you get her to do this?” I asked Karen. The entire episode smelled of conspiracy! Karen, however, couldn’t stop laughing and swore up and down she had nothing to do with this!

I picked up the leash and headed out the front door with Roxy in tow. She led me down the block to the park where she promptly took off like a wild bronco! Up, down, around bushes and trees, other dogs, other owners, hills, dales and doggy hydrants. I couldn’t even get her to slow down enough so I could take her leash off! And she seemed to know exactly what she was doing. She had this all planned! I finally begged for mercy as I sweated, gulped for air, and headed to the bubbler.

As I walked her home, Roxy was calm and kept glancing over at me with what looked like concern. She would slow down, look up, and when I nodded to say, “I’m fine, girl,” she’d pick up the pace a bit.

The following day I had a deadline I was certain I wouldn’t meet. Being a freelance writer, this was my life. As I worked diligently, I heard Roxy barking out back. This was nothing unusual — Roxy loved to bark at the neighborhood squirrels and kids coming home from school. But something made me get up this time and go look.

Sure enough — here came Roxy, leash in her mouth, heading up my kitchen stairs! Same time as the day before! I was sure Karen had put her up to it this time, so figuring Karen was hiding in the bushes outside, I called her cell phone, knowing she’d pick up.

“Okay, lady, how on Earth did you train Roxy to do this?”

Karen seemed befuddled. “Huh?”

“The leash thing! She looks so cute sitting here with the leash in her mouth!” I explained.

“She’s at your house? Good grief! She must have gone out the doggy door in the basement. I am at the grocery store and she was sleeping when I left!”

I just looked down at Roxy, and I knew. This was her idea. She knew how to help me. And she was doing it.

This routine went on for almost three years. Every day, rain or shine, Roxy showed up with her leash and barked at my kitchen door. I could set my clock by her: 3:00 on the dot, every day.

My doctor was thrilled and I was feeling wonderful. I actually toned up with all this running and chasing and doggy babysitting. I loved spending time with Roxy. It gave me something to look forward to each day.

Even though I wasn’t officially “jogging,” I was certainly doing my share of running! Maybe without form, but certainly with lots of purpose. Roxy would never let me take off her leash! She seemed to instinctively know I needed to be attached to her in order to get better! Many of our doggy dates ended up with a healthy frozen yogurt at the park, which I lovingly shared with her.

Then one morning my phone rang very early. Caller ID told me it was Karen, and my heart skipped a beat. No one calls at 6:00 with good news.

I picked up the phone and simply said, “What’s wrong?”

She was crying. “Can you come over?”

I ran through the backyard in my robe and slippers, not knowing what I’d find. Karen opened her kitchen door for me.

“She’s gone. I can’t believe it. I tried to wake her for breakfast and she was cold. At least she died in her sleep; she didn’t suffer like I thought she might. I didn’t want to tell you, but she had a bad heart. It was a matter of time.”

I looked at our beloved Roxy, all curled up in her warm cozy bed, peaceful and quiet — with her leash next to her, ready for our afternoon outing. I couldn’t help but think that maybe we managed to keep each other alive a little longer than was meant to be.

That was almost ten years ago. I still run, but this time I have my own Lab, Sally, a gift from my husband.

It’s now Sally’s job to put me through my paces at the doggy park, and she does a marvelous job. Each day as we walk out the front door, Sally barks once, and wags her tail, looking at the large white urn on the bookshelf. This is where Roxy’s ashes are, in loving memory. As I see Sally bark at the urn each day, I can’t help but wonder, “Does she know?”

~Marie Duffoo
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Real Runners

Life is a long lesson in humility.
 ~James Matthew Barrie

It all started when I ran across a “how to” article on running in a magazine. Day one consisted of walking for 30 minutes — yes, walking. I could do that, I thought confidently. Day two added one-minute stretches of running interspersed with walking. I could do anything for a single minute, I mused. The program ever so gradually evolved into more running than walking until, at the end of eight weeks, you’d be running for 30 minutes — a couple of miles — without stopping. All you had to do was follow the plan.

That first day I called up my friend Linda and casually asked her if she’d like to go for a walk. I didn’t tell her until we had already hit the trail that I was embarking on a “plan.” Adding one minute of running the next day sounded reasonable to Linda, too, and she wholeheartedly signed on. We could do this. I borrowed a stopwatch, and we were on our way.

We stuck to the plan, even though those one-minute intervals seemed to last an eternity. We spent the recovery times discussing the daily events of our lives until the stopwatch beeped again, demanding another spurt of effort.

On the fourth or fifth day it rained, and we hesitated… but always one or the other of us would spur the other on. Several weeks passed, and we had completed half the program and were now running more than we were walking. We both went out and bought quality running shoes and dug up water bottles to carry with us… we were becoming real runners after all. We continued our regimen religiously, and now we chatted even during the running portion of our training. We shared our hopes, dreams, and fears, developing a deep bond while facing the physical challenges and pushing ourselves to accomplish our goal.

At the end of eight weeks we were running 30 minutes straight. It might not seem like much to a real runner, but as two previously non-athletic moms sneaking up on middle age, we were thrilled with the accomplishment. And then we did what all real runners do — we signed up for a race: a 5K just a few weeks away.

With newfound confidence from having completed our program and continuing to give each other encouragement, we anxiously pinned paper numbers to our T-shirts and then started and finished our first official race. It was an amazing high for us. We had become real runners!

A few days later we went out to run together again. Parking at a trailhead we did our pre-run stretching behind the car. Leaning against the trunk with our hands, we lengthened our legs behind us to stretch out our hamstrings — just as we’d learned from the running magazine. We were both still jazzed up from our recent triumph. Our heads were filled with images of ourselves as buff athletes, our bodies finely tuned running machines — real runners who ran in races! But it soon became apparent that our new status was not yet obvious to the general public. Our reverie and self-congratulations were interrupted when not one, but two cars slowed down and stopped, the driver of one leaning out his window. “Do you ladies need help pushing your car?” he offered generously.

~Marjorie Woodall
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The Side Effect of Fear

The greatest stimulator of my running career was fear.
 ~Herb Elliott

Who in their right mind would think that terror could be good? Granted, it’s mostly bad. But it can be a marvelous stimulant in the young life of an aspiring runner, even if the reason he’s running is sheer terror.

I have the ignominious distinction of having been chased home by a girl nearly every day of my third-grade life. I suppose I ought to thank Laura, wherever she is, for being the catalyst for my running habit. Those who lived along Highland Street in Laconia might have remarked, “What a healthy young man! Always running!” But if they were patient, they might have perhaps seen, far in the distance, a tall young woman in a black leather jacket trotting along. And perhaps if they studied my pale face, they might have seen the telltale signs of fear: the quivering lip, the wide eyes. Perhaps they even saw me looking back over my shoulder every few steps.

I was small for my age. Hell, I was small for any age, up until the eighth grade, when I shot up six inches. But up until then I was pretty miniature. And so even after Laura tired of chasing me (I heard later that she thought I was cute, though I still believe she wanted to kill me), I stuck with my habit of running to and from school. The school district had determined that my house was just a bit too close to the middle school for me to be able to take the bus. So I would run there in the morning, and run back after school. It was the after-school runs that were harrowing.

A kid running to school simply suggests lateness, which is acceptable. Even tough kids don’t want to get detention for being late all the time.

But a kid running home from school; well, there’s no sugar-coating that one. He’s just plain old scared. And those curious hooligans at Memorial Middle School got awfully suspicious. They must have thought, why in the hell is he running all the time? So, ironically, they began chasing me home because I was running. Talk about a self-fulfilling prophecy.

Winter was the worst. For one thing, it’s harder to run in the snow. And then there’s the added trouble of snowballs. The availability of snowballs meant that not only must I outrun my aggressors, but that I must keep a cushion of at least forty yards between myself and them. Also, if I cut through a backyard, it became easy to track me.

When I sprouted up to 5’10” in eighth grade, they stopped chasing me. But I kept my habit of running anyway, and naturally I joined the track team. I’d found that in my daily flights of terror from school to home, I’d built up decent stamina. Not only that, but thanks to the prevalence of stone walls in backyards around Laconia, I’d been inadvertently practicing hurdling the whole time. I ran track all through high school, specializing in hurdles. While I didn’t break any records, I became captain of the track team, and prepared myself for Army Basic Training, a large part of which revolves around running. And running. And running.

Even as a teacher at a school for kids with ADHD I’ve found a use for my long-lived running habit. I highly recommend that you try catching a kid with ADHD who’s running away from you through the forest at top speed. You won’t forget it. Those kids don’t tire, let me tell you. But luckily for me I’ve been running my whole life, and even though I’m past thirty, I know how to pace myself, and they always give in eventually. I’m all done being afraid. But the running, the running has stayed with me: The lovely, unlooked-for side effect of fear.

~Ron Kaiser, Jr.
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Tale of a Former Slowpoke

Little by little one walks far.
 ~Peruvian Proverb

“In three weeks,” shouted my middle school gym teacher, “the sixth grade will begin our annual physical fitness testing. Be prepared to complete at least fifteen push-ups and a minimum of twenty sit-ups correctly, and, of course, the mile run, which must be finished within 10 minutes and 50 seconds. We will practice these three activities during gym class up until the test.”

The entire P.E. class groaned in unison, and my moan was the loudest of all. I recalled the fifth grade fitness test I had taken the previous year. I had easily pulled through push-ups and crunches, but I was worst in my class when it came to running. I’m not sure what I despised most — watching the athletic kids lounge in the grass, mile completed, while I was still on my second lap, stopping to catch my breath 2 minutes into the test and hiding my face from passing runners, or feeling my legs ache and clutching the cramps in my side as I crossed the finish line, 13 minutes and 40 seconds after the test began.

In short, I was a slowpoke.

I was mortified to run the mile. For me, it meant humiliation for being the slowest in the class, as well as physical pain and too much sweat. Not to mention the fact that I would have no one to run with — all my good friends were much faster than me. I found myself worrying for the rest of the day, nervous about gym class the next morning, where we’d have to practice the timed mile.

Despite my pleas to stay home from school, I stood shivering at the school track during first period. And, as my teacher explained the run once more, I made a last-minute, desperate decision to stick with my fastest friend, the most athletic girl in the grade, for as long as I could during the run.

I didn’t think much of my brash choice at first — I figured that I’d be forced to resume my normal, tortoise-like pace halfway through lap one. But as we lined up behind the starting line, a crooked crack in the pavement, I became resolute. The sharp whistle blew, and we took off. My friend, whose name was Lily, sped ahead of the entire class in three long strides. Sucking in monstrous amounts of air, I sprinted right behind her. Every time I felt the urge to stop and collapse on the dewy grass, I pushed my body a bit farther. When I finally gave in to my self-pleas and slowed to a walk, I realized that I had lasted half of a mile running directly behind Lily.

Although I walked the remaining half mile, I finished before some of my faster friends. Shocked though I was at my unexpected skill, I couldn’t help but believe that it was a fluke. A one-time event. That I’d never run quickly again. So, I took action. Every night for the rest of the week, I ran up and down my street, building myself up in preparation for next week’s gym class. Once I could successfully jog the entire road without pausing, I felt I was ready to dash through the mile.

My progress was slow but sure over the course of the next few months. First, I dropped behind Lily after three quarters of a mile. Next, sooner to the end. Then, I finished only 10 seconds after her. By the end of the semester, I was running alongside Lily for an entire mile. My gym teachers and friends were shocked at my sudden change of pace.

When we changed P.E. groups, I became the fastest girl in my class. I was, surprisingly enough, enjoying Wednesday morning gym class — while my peers trudged sleepily outside to the track, my walk was brisk and energetic. My parents were astonished when I began jogging after school and on weekends, especially considering I’d never attempted, much less enjoyed, a sport in my life. My physical fitness test mile time earned me a spot on the coveted list duct-taped to the door of the girls’ locker room, the piece of paper that told the entire school who passed the evaluation with flying colors.

As I entered seventh grade, my family was nonetheless surprised at my decision to join the middle school cross country team. To my great disappointment, our “team practices” entailed running a single lap around our miniscule track followed by several games of capture the flag. I was unfazed, however. I simply took matters into my own hands. I started training on my own time — at parks, at home, at the gym — wherever I could, until I was running daily. In addition to cross country meets, I competed in local races, increasing speed, distance, and endurance as I went. At my mother’s request, I began eating about three times as much food as I did previously, considering the number of calories I burned exercising each week. I was healthy, strong, and feeling great about myself.

Towards the end of seventh grade, I took on a new venture — training for an intensive cross country camp located in rural Vermont. The camp would also include mountain biking and distance swimming as cross-training for runners. I knew that such an endeavor would be treacherous for me, a former slowpoke with very little running experience, but I made up my mind to take on the challenge.

So the training began. A spring and summer of running and exhaustion, nervousness for camp and pride for my newfound strength. And, thanks to my persistent mother, a spring and summer of intense eating and the occasional rest. The day before camp arrived at last, and amidst frantic packing, I found a sense of calm. The lingering fear of unreadiness and weakness had disappeared. I had worked hard and made an incredible transformation from slow-poke to real cross country runner. My only emotion was determination to give the week my all and do my absolute best at camp, no matter how hard it was.

The week was difficult, but rewarding — I’m proud to say that although I was far from the best runner at camp, I tried my best and definitely gained speed and endurance. I plan on continuing cross country running in eighth grade, high school and even after I graduate.

Yes, running has gotten me into shape. Far more importantly though, I’ve learned a ton about myself since I began the sport. I can truly do anything if I set my mind on it, even if it seems more than impossible.

Take it from a former slowpoke.

~Claire Howlett, age 13
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To Kingdom Come

Running made me feel like a bird let out of a cage, I loved it that much.
 ~Priscilla Welch

The Back Forty, I called it. I claimed it as mine.

Actually, the underdeveloped, underused property was part of the city’s parklands and skirted the inside shoreline of the lake that belonged to the Greeley Irrigation Ditch Company. There wasn’t even a discernible footpath when I first discovered it nearly three decades ago, but that didn’t deter me. I made it my own.

Dodging tobacco-spitting grasshoppers, I pioneered the course and tugged a wagonload of toddlers towards the open arms of spreading cottonwoods and the Promised Land: a damp, deserted beach. Over time, the red Radio Flyer, with its jumble of spindly legs and flapping ponytails, flattened the thigh-high weeds and rutted a trail.

We romped along the lake, the kids and I, flapping our arms like the Canada geese that took umbrage and frantic flight at our intrusion. We waded the shallows; we wandered the shore; we built tea-party castles in the coarse sand. The only running I did was to chase and corral kids for the tiresome trek home.

But civilization encroached in the Back Forty at the same rate as the burgeoning population along Colorado’s Front Range. Right before our eyes, a playground sprouted. A soccer field seeded. A sculpture park blossomed. And tendrils of a newly-poured concrete sidewalk wound through it all.

Although school now claimed all four of my children, I still heeded the siren call of the trail, more tempting than ever. I began walking two miles, every day, no matter what.

I walked whenever I could comfortably escape the demanding schedule of an active family. Sometimes, dewy dawn greeted me. On other days, falling dusk settled around my shoulders. The solitary ramblings nourished me and my pace quickened along with my enthusiasm.

I discovered a kingdom nestled against the parapets of the pristine Rockies, and I reigned as queen. I reveled in a bucolic realm of flowering crabapples, fragrant Russian olives, and lush lilacs. I nodded at the regal blue heron standing sentinel on a jutting boulder at the edge of the lake and giggled at court jesters — ebony coots sluicing the shoals, as endearing as wind-up toys. I measured the seasons and the years by comical goslings stumbling up rocky outcroppings, the annual roil of carp spawning in the spillway, and yawning ice holes drilled by hopeful fishermen.

Year after year, my speed-walking excursions kept me on track and in shape. Meanwhile, my kids raced out the door and on to college. Then, with an abruptness that shook me to my core, everything came to a halt.

My oldest child, a newly-minted college graduate, was critically injured by a drunk driver and on life support. Dazed, I sped to his side. I traded the wonders of the walking trail for the terrors of a trauma unit.

Distrustful of the rickety elevator system in Los Angeles’ decrepit yet imposing County Hospital, I breached the battlements of dank stairwells to huff nine flights up — and counted each step that brought me closer to my comatose son. Day after day. Week after week. Then, one glorious day, I was sprinting up them to greet his re-entry to awareness.

A few months later, we returned home, my son and I, to face rehab and a hopeful future. Ready for some time alone, I slipped into my cross trainers and headed to the familiarity and comfort of the foot trail.

My own awareness sharpened in new appreciation. Had the lake always been so blue? The squirrels so frisky? The cottonwoods so towering? My steps quickened in eagerness — so quick, in fact, that I found myself jogging.

Loping.

Running.

Toned by the hospital stairwells and with a newfound leanness honed from stress, my body insisted on more than my old walking pace. More speed. A longer stride. A steady gait.

Flushed with exhilaration, I emptied my mind of the worries I’d accrued over the past several months. I freed myself from the dungeon of despair to focus on my breathing. I listened to my heartbeat. I felt my hamstrings stretch and the muscles in my calves elongate.

My arms pumped in automatic rhythm. A rhythm sure and even. A rhythm that consumed all thought and demanded a delightful focus. A rhythm that belonged only to me.

And so it began. An instant love of running.

Oh, a kernel of recognition rankled: I knew I wasn’t cut from the same cloth as the marathoners who clogged the streets at the annual Lake-to-Lake event. I couldn’t compete with the high school team that pounded the pavement to shape up for track meets. Even so, I ran. A middle-aged housewife, legs pumping, pulse pounding, sweat beading my brow — having the time of my life. I discovered a new, joyous pace. I reveled in the novelty. I understood the possibilities and delighted in the potential.

I ran.

I ran towards a hopeful future and the promising kingdom that beckoned.

~Carol McAdoo Rehme

[image: Image]


[image: Image]

Dark Morning Running

I have to exercise in the morning before my brain figures out what I’m doing.
 ~Marsha Doble

In the Pacific Northwest during winter, 5:15 AM might as well be the dead of night. The alarm goes off and the only light is the red glow from my clock. My body says, “Go back to bed.” But I don’t. I know my running partner will be waiting in the street and I’m not going to stand her up. I drag myself into shoes and layers of moisture-wicking material plus hat, gloves, jacket and sometimes a scarf. Not only is it dark, it’s cold.

I stumble onto the road, cursing the cold and wishing I were back under my warm covers. Yet I’m thankful most of the snow has melted, though some mornings, flurries still sting my face. Each carrying a flashlight, we meet between our houses. We chat as we run, setting off the motion-detecting porch lights as we go, and soon I’m warmer, awake and glad to be outside filling my lungs with quick breaths of cold air and putting one foot in front of the other, over and over again.

If you’d have asked me a year ago if I could see myself running at 5:15 on a winter morning I’d have laughed.

Morning just isn’t my thing. Normally I need a double shot homemade latte and a bowl of cereal before I’m even functional and that’s after 8:00 AM. So running in the morning was something I didn’t even consider. “I prefer to work out midmorning or in the afternoon,” I’d say to friends who go to the gym before work.

With a telecommuting job, I have the flexibility to work out at different times, but often I haven’t. Many days I’d put on workout clothes first thing in the morning, with good intentions to run or do aerobics when I was more awake or had more energy or needed a break. But then those mornings would turn to evening with me still sitting at my computer working, without having worked out.

Then, last fall I reconnected with an old neighborhood friend. Our kids used to go to the same school and she only lives a couple of blocks away, but I hadn’t seen her in over a year. She’d been running with a partner in the morning and taken off forty pounds that year. “Wow!” I said. When I looked in the mirror or got on the scale I knew I could benefit from the same kind of weight loss.

Since her running partner had gotten a treadmill and wasn’t running outside, I found myself asking if I could join her. An inner voice screamed, “Are you crazy? You aren’t a morning person.” But I knew I needed to change something if I was ever going to get back in shape. I thought perhaps the accountability of a running partner might be it.

The first two months were especially hard, because we ran twice a week at 5:15 AM and I slept till 7:00 the other mornings. My body wasn’t acclimating to the early hours and every run was difficult. Then it snowed and snowed and we took two months off. During the break I did a better job of working out at home, but I looked forward to the snow melting so we could resume our runs. I didn’t miss the exercise so much as the chats and camaraderie. When the roads were clear enough we started up again, and soon were running together five days a week.

While some days it’s still hard, most days it just feels normal. I even wake up a few minutes before the alarm now. And as I’ve adjusted to the routine of running I’ve discovered little joys that make it even more worthwhile than a little weight loss.

When the sky is clear I spot the Big Dipper and a host of sparkling stars. It reminds me of summertime camping and I look forward to running in warmer weather, without all these clothes.

We don’t see many other runners in the wee hours, just one or two if any. On some routes we see more deer than people. Herds graze on the golf course and make nightly treks from the woods into the outlying neighborhoods. Sometimes they startle us when we glimpse their stationary shadowy figures. Sometimes we startle them and they go from a standing to a smooth sprint in seconds. We stop and watch for a moment, moving on when they are past. Oh, to run like a deer.

While we say “good morning” to those rare other runners, we can’t even see their faces or make eye contact. And shining a flash-light in their eyes would be rude. But something about the craziness and camaraderie of running in the dark makes me feel like we are part of an exclusive club.

While I haven’t lost forty pounds yet, it’s amazing how much more energy I have, how much stronger I feel. It’s the strange irony of rising early to run that the rest of the day is more productive than when I stayed in bed an extra hour or two. I wouldn’t say I’ve become a morning person, but I would say morning running is now my thing.

~Jill Barville
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Taking a Leap of Faith

I can believe anything, provided that it is quite incredible.
 ~Oscar Wilde

Four short years ago, I rejoiced after escaping one of those dreaded 2-mile gym fitness runs. I hated running with a passion; it was just something that never came easily to me. As a short-statured, and somewhat stocky girl, I’d always been a back-of-the-pack runner who struggled to finish the very labored laps. At that time, if you had told me that I would one day run a marathon, I’d have told you in all honesty that I had a better chance of winning the lottery.

The turning point came when I met Mrs. Gray. I was in awe that she was fifty years old, going through chemotherapy for her recurring cancer, and still managed to run 30 miles a week. I figured that if Mrs. Gray could run 6 miles at a time, I could run at least one or two. In February, in the cold, bitter, Michigan weather, I started to walk a 2-mile route around my neighborhood and would struggle to add in short bursts of running. I’d start huffing and puffing, desperate to complete even a half-mile segment without stopping. Two months later, I finished the whole route, running, for the first time. I felt exhausted, but I felt incredible.

Over the next several years, I continued to push each run for a few extra minutes, slowly building my endurance. Those last few minutes would often be excruciating: my quads burning, my lungs begging for air, my mind wrestling against my body, ready to be done. Despite the physical and mental battle, I loved every minute of these runs — I knew I was not only building physical endurance, but also perseverance, mental strength, and a passion for running. A runner was born, and at 4’10” and 110 pounds, she was one who did not exactly fit the tall and thin ideal. It didn’t matter to me; my heart was in it completely. I didn’t need to compete against other runners, for my most important competition was myself.

After building a solid mileage base of about 25-30 miles per week, I started entering some local road races. Being an endurance runner, rather than one with speed, I was drawn toward the 10K races. Although I loved improving my times, nothing competed with the feeling of going into distances of “uncharted territory.” After continuing to challenge myself and finishing two half marathons, I knew it was time to step it up. I decided I would train for the Detroit Free Press/Flagstar Bank Marathon.

My summer was filled with many long 6 AM runs in an effort to beat the brutal summer heat. Despite the labored last miles, painful quads, tight IT bands, necessary ice baths and compromised sleep, I loved my training. I knew I was finally on the road to conquering my “Everest.” The prospect of crossing the finish line after running 26.2 miles helped me truly comprehend my capabilities.

Race day finally came, and I was filled with infinite excitement and apprehension. It was finally time to see what I was made of. With the gorgeous weather, scenic course, supportive Detroit and Windsor spectators, and the reality of my soon feat, the experience ended up being incredible. I did struggle through the last few miles, but after my journey, there was no doubt in my mind that I’d finish. As I crossed the finish line, I experienced the strongest sense of pride and happiness I ever had in my life. I was now a marathoner.

As John Bingham once said, “The miracle isn’t that I finished. The miracle is that I had the courage to start.”

~Marianne Mousigian

[image: Image]


[image: Image]

The Jogging Mommy

The coach’s main job is 20 percent technical and 80 percent inspirational.
 ~Franz Stampfl

For the past thirty-odd years, my running career has consisted of mad dashes out the door, sprints to buses, and skillful hallway maneuvers to reach my desk on time. Sure, I did the required laps around the track in high school, but my heart was never in it. I kept a leisurely pace that allowed me to gossip with my classmates and protected my big 1980s hair from falling too much. Let’s face it — asking much more from a teenage girl who is given only 5 minutes afterward to freshen up is just ridiculous.

Not that I’m anti-exercise. I have always enjoyed riding my stationary bike, doing aerobics, even bouncing around on a mini-trampoline in the living room. Jogging, however, was something in which I had no interest. As far as I was concerned, “runner’s high” was some lofty promise started by marketers of athletic shoes.

My opinion of the activity began to change a bit when my husband decided to take it up last year. Heart disease runs in his family, and he wanted to really start pumping those coronary muscles. While I admired and encouraged his effort, I never expected it to last. Yet morning after morning, I would wake up to find him out pounding the pavement.

Our three-year-old son, Zachary, became intrigued by his father’s morning ritual. Inevitably, he asked to tag along. His request was denied. Preschoolers cannot be trusted to run a straight path to any destination (except maybe when candy is involved), and exercise becomes too stressful when you are worrying about your child dashing into the street.

Zachary dropped the issue for many months, but it resurfaced the following summer. This time, it didn’t seem like such a bad idea. Life in our area had been rather tough for the past few months. A rash of random shootings kept most of the neighborhood indoors in the fall (though my husband kept jogging, jokingly saying he was too fast to be caught), the winter was uncharacteristically harsh (and my husband jogged on the cleared streets), and spring showers made playgrounds a mess (and finally got my husband to use the exercise bike for a bit instead). A tad more outdoor activity would be good for the kid.

We decided on a track at a local school in order to avoid the traffic issue. I agreed to monitor Zachary so that my husband could exercise without interruption. Of course Zachary did not want to run alone, so I ended up jogging alongside.

Perhaps “jogging” is not the right word. First he did his best Carl Lewis imitation, followed by a dead stop to catch his breath. Then he wanted to walk and have me tell him stories. Then he suddenly left the tale about a giant to catch up to his dad. Then he strolled around with the water bottle. The stop-and-go lasted the entire time, and so did his smile.

At first I was rather annoyed by Zachary’s lack of a plan. How were he and I supposed to count this as our daily exercise if it was so disorganized? I realized something though. Somewhere in there, we really did burn off some calories. Better yet, we also had fun.

Our sojourns continued for weeks. I felt my thighs and midsection getting firmer. I was out of breath less often, and at times I even left Zachary to wander the track by himself while I ran ahead (and kept a watchful eye). I was becoming (gulp) a runner.

On one particularly hot day, Zachary decided to get rid of his shirt. As sweat continued to pour down my neck, he asked me why I didn’t do the same. Foolish child, I thought, you may have tricked me into running, but the last time I bared my midriff in the great outdoors was at a kiddy pool at age two. My husband sided with him. I figured, what the heck, I’ll humor them once (I had a sports top on underneath my T-shirt).
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