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Introduction 


Despite our differences in race, culture, religion, beliefs and values, we share the experience of the human body. In our physical selves we find common ground. Even our anatomical differences pale when compared to our similarities. Women and men, aborigines and members of parliament, communists and republicans, Christians and Jews, Muslims and Buddhists bleed when cut, laugh when tickled—know hunger, pleasure, pain and love.


By virtue of the human body, we are one humanity.


Our body is, in fact, the only thing we are guaranteed to keep for a lifetime; it is our only true possession, the soul’s only lifetime companion. We live, learn, laugh, love, teach, fail, succeed and fulfill our destinies only through the body. It deserves our care and kindness, because without a body, where would we live?


We did not make our bodies. Our mothers served as sacred harbors as our bodies developed, handcrafted by angels. From the beginning of the dance of life—embryo growing, infant learning, toddler walking, child running, adult seeking—our body changes according to our soul’s struggles, journeys and destinies.


Every human advance or achievement flows from action— doing things with our eyes and ears, arms and legs, hands and feet, mouth and head. Physics informs us that the matter of our body is made of light, energy, spirit. How can we experience the soul except through the body? When we are uplifted, inspired, renewed or redeemed—when we have an epiphany, a realization— these are physical revelations.


Chicken Soup to Inspire the Body and Soul celebrates our body— our physical life, our goals and dreams, our struggles, courage and spirit. Our challenges in the body test and teach us as we stretch the envelope in sports, work and everyday life; as we sweat and toil to get or stay in shape; as we recover after injury or illness.


For all its imperfections, all its various shapes and quirks and needs, our body remains our best friend and most staunch supporter. It can be as loyal as a dog, as supple as a cat—and take us to heights known only by the eagle. If we treat it with respect and care, it will serve us into our autumn years, and take us deep into the winter seasons until it’s time to say good-bye.


Chicken Soup to Inspire the Body and Soul celebrates our soul’s journey in, as and through our body. The variety of stories— from sports to self-image, from weight loss to healing—reflect our human heritage of struggles, challenges and dreams. It has been our privilege and pleasure to compile and edit these reminders and revelations. May these stories of body and soul remind us that we are in this together.






1
 YES, I CAN!


Follow your dreams, for as you dream, so shall you become.


James Allen 






Joey’s Gold Medal 


There are two lasting bequests we can give our children: One is roots. The other is wings.


Hodding Carter, Jr.


It was 1988 and I had just graduated from high school. It was my first summer working with the Special Olympics. I had volunteered that spring and was assigned as a trainer for a young man named Joey. He was eighteen years old, had Down’s syndrome and was a delight to be with. He wore a perpetual smile and was quick to laugh and give a thumbs-up to everyone he saw, peering at the world through his thick, Coke-bottle glasses, which he polished habitually. Standing just under five feet tall, Joey was everyone’s friend. His race was the long one-quarter-mile run, the full lap around the track.


At each practice, I stood at the finish line and called out: “What are we going to do, Joey?” as he rounded the final corner, 


“We’re gonna win!” he shouted back.


We hit the track every Saturday for the six weeks preceding the race, and his time slowly improved until he was making the finish line in just less than three minutes. We would follow up our practice with a trip to the local burger joint, where every week he would tell the waitress that he couldn’t have French fries.


“I’m in training,” he said proudly. He always added, “I’m going to win a gold medal and could I please have a salad?”


As summer neared, the girls at the restaurant would all come over to talk to him. “What’s your best time so far?” “How did practice go?” They patted him on the back and wished him luck. Joey basked in their adoration.


The day of the race, I picked him up in my van; his mother kissed him good-bye and said she would be there for the race. We loaded his gym bag and drove to a local high school where the Special Olympics were being held. Joey was so wound up he could hardly sit in his seat, his hands drumming constantly on his knees, stopping only to polish and repolish his glasses. We arrived, parked and signed in, and received our race assignment and number. On our way to the sidelines, I realized that something was terribly wrong.


I asked, “Where are your glasses?”


Joey stared back at me, blinking owlishly, “I dunno . . .”


I got him started on his stretching and went back to search the van from top to bottom and end to end. I found no glasses. I walked back through the parking lot searching the ground, but there was no sign of them.


When I returned to the field, Joey had finished stretching and was jogging in place, keeping his legs warm. Knowing that he was nearly blind without his glasses, my heart was breaking as I sat him down on the bench.


“I don’t know if you’re going to be able to race today,” I began as his chin began to tremble. “I just don’t think it’s safe,” I continued. “Without your glasses, you could get hurt.”


His eyes began to fill. “But we’re gonna win,” he said, voice cracking, “I’m going to win a medal!”


I sat there for a moment, struggling with my own disappointment and Joey’s anguish. Then I had an idea. “Come with me.”


We walked over to the track and I stood him in his lane. I pointed to the white line on his right: “Can you see that line?”


He peered at his feet. “Yes.”


I pointed to the line on his left. “How about that one?”


“Yes.”


“Okay,” I said. “Now this is very important, Joey. When you run today, you have to keep your eyes on those two lines, and you have to watch very carefully, and not cross over them. Can you do that?”


“Yes.”


Still unsure if he could do it, but out of options, I led him back to the starting area. He walked haltingly, squinting badly, one hand slightly out in front of him.


“Is Mom here?” he asked. I scanned the bleachers until I found her and waved. She waved back. “Yeah,” I said, “She’s in the stands watching.”


He waved in the wrong direction.


The other coaches and I got our runners into their lanes and then headed down toward the finish line to cheer them on. The starting gun fired and they were off! Joey was doing well, holding steady in second place until they rounded the first corner. Another boy swerved from his lane into Joey’s and he lost sight of his white line. I winced as I watched one sneaker catch the back of the opposite leg and send him sprawling onto the tarmac.


He had fallen before and seemed okay this time. He scrambled to his feet and, pausing to squint at the track, found his lines and started again, limping slightly on his left foot. The rest of the boys had passed him and he was about a quarter track behind. He ran doggedly around the far corner, arms pumping at his sides, and into the straightaway. Just as he was starting to gain on the last boy, his foot slipped again and he dropped to the track, rolling onto his side and groping blindly around him for balance.


I groaned and started forward, but Joey rose to his knees again. He was crying now, and almost started back the wrong way, but he turned toward the finish line as the crowd yelled to turn around. He was limping badly, worn out, arms hanging limply. Twenty feet from the finish line he fell again.


It was too much for him, and I was going to stop it. As I stepped out onto the track to lead him to the sidelines, I felt a hand on my arm. Joey’s mother, her eyes full of tears, was standing beside me.


“He’ll be okay,” she said. “Let him finish.” Then she stepped past me and walked over to stand next to the finish line.


“Joe,” she called over the crowd, “It’s Mommy. Can you hear me?”


His sweaty, tear-stained face came up, searching blindly through a sea of blurred faces.


“Joey,” she called again. “Come this way, honey . . .”


I watched as he rose to his feet for the third time, his palms, elbows and knees scraped and bloody, but he stood up and began hobbling toward the finish line again.


“This way, Joey,” his mother called again, and his face broke into a smile like the sun through the clouds, as he crossed the finish line and fell into his mother’s arms.


As I ran toward them through the roaring applause of the crowd, I could hear him telling his mother again and again, “I won, Momma, did you see me win, I won . . .”


Joey took home two gold medals that day, one for his race and one for best spirit.


He had earned them both.


Perry P. Perkins 






The Home Stretch 


The purpose of life is to matter, to stand for something, to have it make some difference that we lived at all.


Leo Rosten 


Four miles! I’ve only run four miles! I stood at the side of the road, dejected, waiting for a relief wagon to pick me up. I hadn’t even run a third of Kansas City’s Hospital Hill Half-Marathon. Six months of training down the drain—all because of a microscopic virus.


Sprained muscles, bad weather . . . I thought I planned for it all. But strep throat?


Add medicine that had side effects like rapid heartbeat and shortness of breath; I didn’t have a prayer of finishing.


Regardless, my parents met me at the finish line with an armful of pink roses. The offering was bittersweet, since I clutched them after climbing out of a van instead of after sprinting across a finish line.


I vowed I’d try again. Unfortunately, Kansas City half-marathons are in short supply, and life got busy again.


For one, I suddenly became a mom of an eight-year-old.


Cute little Mandy Porter had packed all her things, waved good-bye to her foster parents and moved into our spare bedroom. This pixie-like redhead had been passed around like most foster children. Unfortunately, her story was more disheartening than the average one. Twice, she had been placed for adoption and began calling an unfamiliar couple “Mom” and “Dad.” Twice, the stress had been too much for these new parents, and they sent little Mandy back to foster care. Social workers call this an “adoption disruption.” I call it a soul disruption.


My husband and I would become two more in a line of uncertain parents for Mandy. The very day she moved in, we could see why the disruptions had happened. Little Miss Mandy was a tough cookie—throwing tantrums daily, refusing to comply, being passive, being aggressive, being anything but cooperative.


Seven years had passed since my undoing at Hospital Hill at mile four, but even after all those years, I still felt empty and undone at not having finished the 1994 race. Advertisements for the 2001 half-marathon popped up again on store windows. I mulled over whether or not to try again. I had been having hip pain so badly that I was having trouble sleeping and hadn’t run in years.


I oscillated between sending in an application and being realistic. I had little time to prepare. And I had a daughter, now a teenager, who still took immense amounts of time and energy.


I don’t quit. I do what I say. I could hear my own words echo back to me. I thought, This is a perfect opportunity to show this to Mandy—to let her see that I mean it, instead of just hearing it.


I mailed my application and bought new shoes. I found running routes with big hills like the official Hospital Hill course, and I ran them whenever I could squeeze it in.


Too soon, that Sunday morning arrived. Mandy and I swung into a downtown parking spot and headed to the starting line. I told her, “I hope to finish in two and a half hours. Meet me at the finish line at 10:30.”


She nodded.


I lifted her chin and looked into her eyes. “Mandy,” I said, “I don’t quit. Not in this race, and not on you. I am running this race for you.”


With my number pinned securely, I found my place in the mob of runners and lost sight of my precious daughter.


Could I do it? I had to!


I am strong, and I don’t quit! I am strong, and I don’t quit! It was my mantra, the words that patterned my cadence.


Oh no! Is that a raindrop? The gray sky opened up, and sheets of rain began to pelt us. My shoes became soggy and doubled in weight. The wet socks rubbed my feet, forming instant blisters.


I don’t quit! I yelled the words in my mind now, picturing my daughter waiting at the finish line. My hip began to sear with pain, and the raindrops turned to torrents.


I repeated the words, louder and faster at the never-ending hills. Through the pain, I felt exhilarated. I would do it. I was doing it!


Sooner than I realized, I rounded a corner to discover the official clock ticking off the finish times. It read “2:13.” On the one hand, I was thrilled; regardless of all the obstacles, I had finished fifteen minutes sooner than I expected! On the other hand, I kept picturing Mandy inside where it was dry, watching the clock for the time I told her to come out to meet me.


I sprinted the last few yards, planning my strategy to find Mandy in the thick pack of people inside the Crown Center.


But I didn’t have to. There she was—her rain-drenched hair dripping onto her soaked T-shirt. And even through all the raindrops—and now the tears—I could see her beaming smile and her arms open fully to receive me.


“I made it, Mandy! I don’t quit!”


“I knew you would, Mom,” she said, holding me tightly as we stood in a deepening puddle. “I’m so glad you never quit.”


Karen Hayse 






Racing for Life 


To suffer confusion is the first step in healing. Then the pain of contradiction is transformed into the mystery of paradox. The capacity for paradox is the measure of spiritual strength.


Robert Johnson 


Breast cancer. These two words, this cold clinical diagnosis, were to shatter my life, then transform it. The words stirred a cauldron of red-hot emotions: rage, fear, hatred. Now it seems so long ago—literally another century, 1982—when the doctor told me. I remember the day and moment of the dreaded diagnosis as starkly as if it happened yesterday; the taste and smell of fear still lurk just below the surface of my memory.


It’s 1982 and I’m forty-seven years old. I run marathons regularly and long ago gave up alcohol, tobacco and red meat. So how could I have breast cancer? Surely it’s a mistake. Other people maybe, who don’t take care of themselves, but not me, not now. Not fair!


I hate it when I feel sorry for myself. I’m a strong, self-reliant female—the equivalent of a lieutenant colonel in the U.S. Air Force. I shattered the so-called glass ceiling before most people knew what it was. I’ve raised two dynamic, smart and successful children, largely on my own after the breakup of two tough marriages. I’ve put myself through college up to and including my doctorate. “I am woman. I am strong. Hear me roar!” In the vernacular, I am one tough broad. Then why am I so frightened? Why am I crying? Tears are for sissies. My value system, my identity, my whole worldview is shaking under the assault of this terrible revelation; everything is turned upside down. And I’m really, really scared. How much time do I have left? I’ve taken care of myself since I was fourteen years old. I’ve never asked for anyone’s help, nor have I ever needed it. Now I need help. But whom do I ask? And how do I ask?


Anger, rage and self-pity—scalpels of the psyche—cut at my core with deep and vicious slashes, like a monster turned loose inside me. A jumble of confused and ambivalent feelings rise like bile in my belly—the beginnings of an emotional roller coaster ride gone amok. To calm this emotional holocaust, I revert to the clinician in me. As a way of denial, repression, avoidance, I cling to whatever gives me momentary relief from the maelstrom of grief.


Infiltrating ductal carcinoma—amoderately fast-metastasizing cancer. The doctors had been following it for the three years since I had first reported a suspicious lump in my right breast. Now it had grown to the size of a golf ball. I know because I saw it. I had insisted on watching the surgery when they removed the large, red, ugly mass of deadly tissue. But because the cancer had spread through the whole breast, the surgeons told me that they needed to perform a modified radical mastectomy. As soon as I recovered from that surgery, they would then have to remove the other breast due to its high risk of being cancerous as well. Worse yet, in the three-year period that the doctors had been “watching” the tumor, it had spread to my bones and left lung.


Devastated, feeling betrayed by the medical system and by my body, I enrolled in a breast cancer research study conducted by author and physician John McDougall. It required me to follow a vegan diet (pure vegetarian with no animal-derived products). I would have tried anything to help save my life. The only catch here was that I could not take chemotherapy or radiation because the challenge was to see if a vegan diet alone could reverse the cancer. I talked to my then-husband. He thought I was crazy to think that diet had anything to do with breast cancer, and he believed I had fallen into the hands of a quack. Furthermore, he said he was surprised I would fall for “such garbage.” None of my friends or family knew what to advise. So I decided to set my own course and follow where it led.


Around the time of my diagnosis, I saw a sporting event on television called the “Ironman Triathlon.” I was captivated as I watched these superb young athletes race through a 2.4-mile swim, followed immediately by a 112-mile bike ride, then a full 26.2-mile marathon. “I want to do that,” I said, then remembered: Hold on, Lady, you’re a cancer patient and you’re forty-seven years old—way too old to do such an event. But it wasn’t just negative self-talk; it was the voice of reason. After all, no woman that old had ever attempted the Ironman. But this idea just wouldn’t go away. With my new diet, I could swear I was feeling stronger, lighter, more energetic, faster, healthier and, by God, I decided I was going to do it. I increased my running and added swimming, biking and even weight lifting to my training.


Of course, the doctors thought I was absolutely insane. “You should be resting,” they said. “All that stress on your body isn’t good for it—running marathons (much less endurance swims and 100-mile bike rides) will depress your immune system.” That’s when I stopped relying solely on the doctors for advice. 


Back in those days, before most people had even heard of triathlons, there was little guidance on how to train for such grueling endurance races. So I just got out there and swam until I couldn’t lift my arms, biked until I couldn’t pedal anymore, ran until I couldn’t run another step and lifted as many pounds as I could without injuring myself. To simulate actual racing conditions, I entered every race I could find. If there were two on the same day, so much the better, because that would force me to race when tired, a condition I knew I’d face doing the Ironman. I entered “The Run to the Sun,” a 37-mile run up to the top of Haleakala, a 10,000-foot high mountain on the island of Maui, Hawaii. I remember reaching the twenty-six-mile point and looking back down at the ocean far, far below, not believing that these two legs had already carried me the equivalent of a full marathon—straight uphill. Then I turned back toward the mountaintop, still more than ten miles beyond. My internal response was I don’t have it in me; I just can’t do it. My next thought was, Listen, Lady, if you think this is rough, just wait until you get in the Ironman! That’s what kept me going. If I quit here, how could I face the Ironman? That technique served me well in the coming months. And competing and winning first-place trophies in my age-group events added to the post-race highs.


I found myself getting stronger and developing muscles I never knew I had. I was passing my cancer checkups as well: The hot spots in my bones—once a source of despair because they indicated cancer—were disappearing, and the tumor in my lung stayed the same size, allowing me to avoid chemo and/or radiation, and to stay in the dietary study.


The only real reminder of the cancer were the two postsurgical, angry red gashes, which left a chest that resembled a prepubescent male’s. Because of all my training, I was having to shower and change clothes several times a day, so the reminders of the cancer were constant. I wanted so much to have a normal body again. Enter the plastic surgeons, who gave me a fabulous choice: I could now pick my new size. “You want a ‘C’?” they said. “We can do that!” I told them I wouldn’t be greedy—“Just give me what I had before, a nice, average ‘B’.” They also gave me something else I never thought possible: breasts that will never sag. I believe you have to look at the positive side of life, and now, at sixty-eight years old, I can really appreciate this benefit.


Today, there’s no sign of cancer in my body. I’ve continued my vegan, low-fat diet now for more than twenty years, and I have never been healthier or more fit in my life. To date I have raced the Ironman Triathlon six times, plus over a hundred shorter triathlons, a total of sixty-seven marathons, plus hundreds of shorter road races. In 1999, I was named one of the Ten Fittest Women in America by Living Fit magazine. In February 2000, on a Fitness Age test, my score was equivalent to a fit thirty-two-year-old’s. My aerobic capacity score was that of a sixteen-year-old. My bone density has increased throughout my fifties and sixties, which is supposed to be “impossible” since most people are told they will lose bone density as part of the “natural” aging process. My blood pressure runs 90/60; my cholesterol is under 150; I have 15 percent body fat, and my hemoglobin—the test for iron in the blood—is at the top of the charts.


I do not share this information about my physical condition to boast (although I admit I’m proud of it), but to show what can be accomplished through dedication and discipline.


Since I’m a vegan—I eat no flesh or dairy products—I’m “supposed” to be deficient in protein, calcium and iron. Perhaps I’m an anomaly by most medical standards. And maybe a vegan diet and endurance exercise won’t be a magical answer for everyone, but I stand as an example of a lifestyle change that might be worth exploring. And I’m not alone. Most people know how Tour de France champion Lance Armstrong also demonstrated the power of racing for life after his own battles with cancer.


When will this awesome journey end? Will I have to slow down gradually, let go, cut back to walking laps around a retirement community? I really can’t say. But I know this: I had cancer and it had spread; I might have folded my cards back then, but I chose life, and I’m going to live as long as I can and run the good race. Maybe only a few will take the path I’ve chosen, but if sharing my story helps a few more to step forward and race for life, it will have been all the more worthwhile.


Ruth Heidrich, Ph.D. 






A Marathon of Dreams


We’ve removed the ceiling from our dreams.


Jesse Jackson 


In 1996, the possibility of manifesting my dreams didn’t exist for me: I topped the scales at 219 pounds, food cravings ruled my life and the call for physical activity had faded to a faint whisper. Yet after reading Make the Connection, by Oprah Winfrey and Bob Greene, her trainer and coauthor, two outlandish dreams popped into my head: first, to achieve my goal weight; second, to run a marathon with Bob. These dreams were so far from reality that they seemed laughable.


Years of being overweight had left my self-esteem sunk in a swamp of despair. Still, I remembered the ray of hope I held when I found a private journal entry I wrote for my eighth-grade teacher. “People think I’m undisciplined, but I know in my heart that if I wanted to run from Nome to China (two small towns in Texas four miles apart) I could do it.” Since my twelve-year-old body weighed 197 pounds that year, my teacher must have secretly laughed at that entry.


I had starved myself to a presentable weight three times in the last thirty-six years, but the thinness never lasted. Now a mother with three children under the age of seven, it seemed inconceivable that I could stay on a sensible eating program or train for anything farther than a walk to the mailbox.


However, after reading Bob Greene and Oprah Winfrey’s book, I made the commitment to walk past the mailbox. At five every morning, I put on my size twenty-two shorts and walked in the darkness, too ashamed to have anyone see me. As I walked, I imagined Bob walking beside me and offering encouragement along the way. In my mind, he told me to keep my arms pumping and hold fast to my dreams, and he promised I could run a marathon, if I wanted it enough.


Did I ever! In high school, fascinated with marathon running and the feats of Bill Rodgers and Frank Shorter, I’d written a paper: “Long-Distance Running for Women.” Inspired by what I learned, I began running around the football field, eventually covering three miles a day.


During the first week of walking more and eating better, I applied the idea that dreams shouldn’t remain hidden—that one should “get them out into reality” by writing them down. On a whim, I sent a letter to Bob in care of the Oprah show, asking him to run a marathon with me once I’d achieved my goal weight.


It felt good to write the letter. Then I forgot about it.


Five days later a call from the Oprah show catapulted me back into the reality of what I had done. Although the producer didn’t promise Greene would read the letter, she wanted to stay in touch about a possible future show appearance. Nothing spurs one toward a weight goal like the threat of putting a size twenty-two butt on national television. I immediately laced up my shoes and logged five miles that day.


I sent the producers an update and picture each month, but I continued addressing the letter to Bob, in hopes he’d eventually see the pictures and agree to the request. As the months passed, the weight came off. I even ran my first 5K.


The biggest obstacle to weight loss hit like a Texas twister. With a job transfer, my family needed to move from Houston to Denver. Almost as soon as I arrived, a fall from a ladder left me in a cast, with hopes of running a marathon postponed until late that year.


Then one day I heard a radio announcement saying Bob Greene would be in town for a fitness presentation. I brushed off the dream, called a new acquaintance to tag along and brought the pictures and update letters about my training. I managed to speak with Bob at the book signing. The pictures of my weight loss while training for the marathon were quite dramatic, and he said he’d take them back to Oprah’s production company. He added, however, that it would be their decision, not his, if anything came of it. I hoped that he’d agree to my request to run a marathon with him, but I also convinced my friend Terri to train for a spring marathon with me, so even if Bob didn’t commit, I’d go ahead with the goal. Happily, Terri said yes to early morning runs, blistered feet and long hours of training.


The next day we began running, and developed a tremendous bond during eight months of training. However, the dream began to change: no longer just my dream, it was now our dream to achieve the goal together. We moaned through the pain, we laughed through the runs (mostly at ourselves) and rejoiced in each small success.


I continued to send Bob a letter and a picture each month about my request, since he had given me his address.


Months later, Terri and I stood at the starting line of Grandma’s Marathon in Duluth, Minnesota. We’d long ago dismissed hopes that Bob would run this marathon with us, but it no longer mattered. I stood on the verge of realizing a twenty-year-old dream, and Terri and I had each other. We ran the race side-by-side and finished the twenty-six miles with tears in our eyes, hands clasped together above our heads.


Completing the marathon masked the residual pain I felt those first days after the run. Needing to go back to work full-time, Terri stopped training with me. I had already begun thinking of the next race, so I turned to the support of my new online friends, and we made plans to run a marathon together and finally meet in person.


Four months later, I stood at the starting line of the Portland Marathon—this time, arm-in-arm with my new friends. One of the women had requested Runner’s World do a story on our group and encouraged the Oprah show to send a camera crew, along with Bob Greene.


It’s not often that “back of the pack” marathoners have a camera in their faces throughout the race, but on this day our group became television personalities.


After going out too fast with some of the younger women, I started struggling around mile ten. But at mile seventeen my struggle ended. Not in a collapse, but in a surge of new energy. When many people are getting ready to hit the wall, I hit the afterburners, because as I trudged to the top of St. John’s bridge, Bob Greene appeared alongside me and said he’d be running to the finish line with me. Tears welled up in my eyes. 


Over the course of the next nine miles, Bob and I talked about our dreams. He expressed his belief and experience that once we set our mind on a course, we attract events and people into our lives to transform our dream into reality. I’m a believer now!


Marcia Horn Noyes 
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Marcia Horn Noyes 


Photo reprinted by permission of Marcia Horn Noyes and Bob Greene.






Esmerelda’s Song 


Ilearned to speak as I learned to skate or cycle: by doggedly making a fool of myself until I got used to it.


George Bernard Shaw 


In my long athletic career as a gymnast, I had trained with the best. At Stanford University I coached the top Olympians and a nationally ranked team. But my favorite students were beginners— especially adult novices, filled with doubt about their abilities, but game enough to try.


Students of all ages and abilities would show up for my gymnastics classes—little boys with oversized shorts and mismatched socks; little girls with red pigtails and matching freckles; adolescents and adults who looked warily around at the apparatus, their fear mingled with excitement. Over the years I taught them—in a rooftop room at the Berkeley YMCA, in a fancy gym club in Atlanta and in a tiny studio in San Francisco—at Stanford, Berkeley and finally, Oberlin College.


There, I remember an amazing, heavyset young man named Darwin, blind from birth, who announced that he had his heart set on learning a front flip on the trampoline. Darwin’s lack of balance or visual cues led me to doubt the likelihood of his learning even the basics of trampoline, much less a somersault. But I welcomed him to class and said we’d take it one step—or rather, one bounce—at a time. After many months of preparation and many failed attempts, on the last day of class Darwin Neuman accomplished a front somersault, to the cheers and tears of everyone in the class. I remember the mixture of surprise and delight on Darwin’s face; I remember the moment as if it were yesterday.


I also remember other students, of course—one is a now-famous Broadway star. And over the years, many students have made me a believer by showing, again and again, the power of persistence.


But most of all, I remember Esme.


Her real name was Esmerelda Esperanza Garcia, but she asked me to call her Esme that first day of my ten-week course in basic gymnastics at Oberlin. Esme had no particular disabilities— she could see and hear and to all appearances was in good physical health—although she was a bit thin and frail for the rigors of bars and beam. As it turned out, I had never before met a teaching challenge like Esme. Something had brought her to me and to one of the more challenging physical education classes at Oberlin. She brought with her a set of psychological baggage that included her self-image as a klutz, and she seemed determined to demonstrate that each day. Esme didn’t just fall behind everyone else—she was like a golfer who played entirely in the rough, never touching a fairway.


To fully appreciate what Esme faced, understand this: each term, as new students wandered into the gymnastics area and looked around, I would call them together and demonstrate a full exercise routine on the floor and on all the apparatus. These included a variety of swings, arm changes, handstands, cartwheels, and rolls and dance elements requiring flexibility, strength, coordination, balance, stamina and reflex speed. Then, as I watched the looks of incredulity, doubt or total disbelief on their faces, I would then predict that they would indeed be able to do every one of those routines by the term’s end.


One of the greatest joys I experienced as a teacher was to help my students to do far more than they believed they could accomplish. So my courses became something more than mere skill learning; in transcending their limiting beliefs in this area of life, my students were more likely to excel in other areas as well. I believe that most students returned the second day on trust alone—on blind faith that “this guy might be able to deliver what he promises.” So, beginning on the proverbial wing and a prayer, on hope and dreams and the challenge I’d set before them, they began.


In Esme’s case, she had complete faith—negative faith. She was certain she could not even come close to what I had predicted, but at least she would learn something. Apparently intent on convincing me of her ineptitude, she told me stories of glasses of milk knocked over on the dinner table; of slips and falls, and of being the last-to-be-picked for every team in every sport at every school she attended. She was giving it another try because she had heard that I was a “miracle worker,” and said she needed a miracle at that point in her life.


I’d like to say that a miracle happened—that Esme became the star of the class and went on to the Olympics, or some such thing, but that would be sheer fantasy. Esme trailed behind the class all the way to the end, and received a “B” for persistence, effort and yes, some discernable improvement.


But then she did something no student had ever done— Esme asked if she could take the same course over again. Normally, I would decline, because the class had a long waiting list, and new students should have an opportunity to participate. This time I made an exception.


By the third week of class, even with her head start, Esme was again behind half the class. But this meant she was even with, or ahead of the other half!—a new experience for her, and one that did not escape her notice. She was like a runner who glances back to see people behind her for the first time. This struck her with the force of revelation, and something wonderful happened—Esme was stuck in a handstand. Not permanently, but for a few wonderful seconds, her handstand was so straight, and so well balanced, she just hung up there, to my surprise and to her amazement. She came down beaming, and the entire class applauded.


A light went on inside Esmerelda Garcia on that day, in that moment.


After that, she started pleading with me to spend a little extra time to help her after class—with her cartwheel, her balance beam dismount, her hip circle on the uneven bars. She asked questions, tried, fell, asked more questions, tried again, her face focused with an intensity I’d only seen in world-class gymnasts and young children. Now it was do-or-die for Esmerelda Esperanza Garcia.


By the term’s end, Esme got through every single routine, with only one minor fall and a few bobbles. The class members, who had come to know and help one another in their common endeavor, had come to know Esmerelda as well, and to respect her dedication. As she completed her last routine, they gave her a standing ovation. She laughed. Then she broke down in tears.


Who would have guessed that a two-unit physical education class could change someone’s life?


My only bittersweet regret in teaching was that I hadn’t learned more about each of my students—their lives outside the gymnasium. They showed up, were gymnasts for an hour and a half, two days a week, for ten weeks; then they left the gymnasium and went on with other classes, other lives.


As it happens, Oberlin College has one of the finest conservatories of music in the United States. And one of the many things I had not known about Esme was that she was a conservatory student, and that her specialty was voice.


In mid-April, after the last snowfall, as the first touch of spring warmed the air—about four months after Esme’s triumphant completion of my class—I was walking through Tappan Square, the park directly across from the conservatory. I noticed an announcement sign—“Senior Recital: Vocalist . . .”— an announcement I would have passed by with barely a glance, until I saw the name of the vocalist: “Esmerelda Garcia.”


That night I sat in a small audience of students, faculty and friends of Esme. I sat mesmerized by her voice, her skill, her charisma and her radiant singing. Again, her performance was rewarded with well-earned applause, which I joined enthusiastically.


I believe someone told her that I had attended, because when I returned home that evening, I found a note by my door. It read:


“Dear Dan, I was at an impasse in my singing and my life, and about to give up. Then I met you and learned what I could do.” It was signed:


“With love and gratitude, Esme.”


I gazed out into an evening made more beautiful by Esme’s song. Memories of her voice mingled with images of her in the gymnasium, blending like the spring breeze through the blossoming apple trees. It felt good to be a teacher, good to be alive. 


Dan Millman 






New Year’s Resolution 


Nobody can go back and start a new beginning, but anyone can start today and make a new ending.


Maria Robinson 


Hello Body, I wrote in my journal and listened inwardly for an answer. My belly growled back, It’s about time you paid some attention to me!


How did my body and I lose rapport? It began in my agonizing year in junior high when I grew eight inches in one year and didn’t know what size my feet would be when my lanky form climbed out of bed in the morning. This body, I thought, is way out of control. So I began to pretend that it didn’t exist. I fed and clothed it, but hoped if I otherwise ignored it, it might go away.


Determined to heal my mind/body rift, I mustered my courage and marched into a gym near my home, looking for a personal trainer. I had never done any deliberate exercise other than walking, so this was going to be a big stretch.


The bronzed, sculpted woman at the desk could have been a model in a muscle magazine. Gathering my courage, I took a breath, and on the exhale I said, “I’d like a trial session.” Clearly bored by the prospect of a midlife client, she put me through an extraordinary number of impossible-for-me exercises, all the while pursing her lips and stealing seductive glances at herself in the mirror.


She could have the mirror. Feeling old and frumpy, I hated every minute on the torture machines, but pride kept me in the game. Muttering this is good for me like a mantra, I signed up for twelve sessions, and paid in advance.


Buyer’s remorse descended like a dark cloud when I got home, but I vowed to do it for one month no matter what. The next day I could hardly move; every muscle in my body ached. I canceled my appointment. Still sore two days later, I called and asked for my money back. No one returned my call; the contract’s fine print told me no refunds. I’d gotten myself into this pickle and I would have to live with it.


For the next few months, I vented my anger doing exercise videos at home. It’s too much trouble to go to a gym, I told myself. I like the privacy of working alone. But these solo sessions at home were inconsistent, and I knew I needed weight training to get results. 


One day my psychologist-daughter Lexi told me over lunch that she had begun working out at a gym and raved about the improvement in her body tone, energy level and stamina. Meanwhile, I recounted my hard luck story, getting tired of my whining litany.


Lexi offered to drive across town to join me at my gym so I bit the bullet and made an appointment with a different trainer. He and Lexi had me laughing all through the session. We clarified my goals and set a schedule of three times a week. 


I attended every session, worked at a moderate pace and never suffered the soreness of the original workout again. Sure enough, I began to love the surge of energy and satisfaction that came after each session. When the month was up, I signed up for three more—then three more months after that. By then I found a trainer named Mike Krpan who came right to my house for the same price as the gym, and I’ve stayed with twice-weekly workouts for almost five years. I realize that not everyone can afford or needs to hire a personal trainer, but that’s what works for me.


I’m amazed at how much my formerly ignored body has changed. Even though I weigh only three pounds less than when I began, weight is no longer an issue. Now when I look in a mirror, I purse my lips and smile as I see firm arms and shoulders, a slimmer waist, flatter tummy, taut and toned thighs, and straighter posture. Best of all, I feel years younger.


I was shopping with Lexi the other day, and I tried on a rather revealing dress. “Wow,” she said, “guess I’ll have to call you ‘Buff Mama!’”


The time and effort it took to train these last few years were one of the best investments of my life. Now when I ask my body what it would like me to do, it tells me I’m doing just fine. In the place of anger and frustration is a new sense of teamwork and partnership, my body and soul.


Diana von Welanetz Wentworth 






Stretch Marks 


Inside every older woman is a young girl wondering what the hell happened.


Cora Harvey Armstrong 


For most of my life I have pursued a policy toward my body that could best be characterized as benign neglect. From the time I could remember until the time I was fifteen it looked one way, and from the time I was fifteen until I was thirty it looked another way. Then, in the space of two years, I had two children and more weight changes than Ted Kennedy, and my body headed south without me.


So I go to this gym three times a week, and here is how it works. First I go into the locker room. On the wall is an extremely large photograph of a person named Terri Jones wearing what I can only assume is meant to be a bathing suit. The caption above her body says “Slim, Strong and Sexy.” It is accurate. I check to make sure no one else is in the locker room, then I take my clothes off. As soon as I’ve done this, one of two people will enter the locker room: either an eighteen-year-old who looks as good out of her clothes as in them who spontaneously confides to me that she is having an affair with a young lawyer whose wife has really gone to seed since she had her two kids, or a fifty-year-old woman who has had nine children, weighs 105 and has abdominal muscles you could bounce a quarter off and who says she can’t understand why, maybe it’s her metabolism, but she can eat anything she wants, including a pint of Frusen Gladje Swiss chocolate almond candy ice cream, and never gain a pound. So then I go out and exercise.


I do Nautilus. It is a series of fierce-looking machines, each designed, according to this book I have, to exercise some distinct muscle group, which all happen in my case never to have been exercised before. Nautilus was allegedly invented by Arthur Jones, husband of the aforementioned slim, strong and sexy Terri, who is his seventeenth wife, or something like that. But I think anyone who comes upon a Nautilus machine suddenly will agree with me that its prototype was clearly invented at some time in history when torture was considered a reasonable alternative to diplomacy. Over each machine is a little drawing of a human body—not mine, of course—with a certain muscle group inked in red. This is so you can recognize immediately the muscle group that is on fire during the time you are using the machine.


There is actually supposed to be a good reason to do Nautilus, and it is supposed to be that it results in a toning without bulk; that is, you will look like a dancer, not a defensive lineman. That may be compelling for Terri Jones, but I chose it because it takes me only a little more than a half hour—or what I like to think of as the time an average person burning calories at an average rate would need to read Where the Wild Things Are, Good Night, Moon and The Cat in the Hat twice—to finish all the machines. It is also not social, like aerobics classes, and will not hold you up to widespread ridicule, like running. I feel about exercise the same way that I feel about a few other things: that there is nothing wrong with it if it is done in private by consenting adults.


Actually, there are some of the Nautilus machines I even like. Call it old-fashioned machisma, but I get a kick out of building biceps. This is a throwback to all those times when my brothers would flex their arms and a mound of muscle would appear, and I would flex mine and nothing would happen, and they’d laugh and go off somewhere to smoke cigarettes and look at dirty pictures. There’s a machine to exercise the inner thigh muscles that bears such a remarkable resemblance to a delivery room apparatus that every time I get into it I think someone is going to yell, Push! and I will have another baby. I feel comfortable with that one. On the other hand, there is another machine on which I am supposed to lift a weight straight up in the air and the most I ever manage is to squinch my face up until I look like an infant with bad gas. My instructor explained to me that this is because women have no upper body strength, which probably explains why I’ve always found it somewhat difficult to carry a toddler and an infant up four flights of stairs with a diaper bag over one shoulder while holding a Big Wheel.


Anyhow, the great thing about working out is that I have met a lot of very nice men. This would be a lot more important if I weren’t married and the mother of two. But of course if I was single and looking to meet someone, I would never meet anyone except married men and psychopaths. (This is Murphy’s Other Law, named after Doreen Murphy, who in 1981 had a record of eleven bad relationships in one year.) The men I have met seem to really get a kick out of the fact that I work out, not unlike the kick that most of us get out of hearing very small children try to say words like hippopotamus or chauvinist. As one of the men at my gym said, “Most of the people here are guys or women who are uh well hmm umm . . .”


“In good shape,” I said.


“I wouldn’t have put it like that,” he answered.


Because I go to the gym at the same time on the same days, I actually see the same men over and over again. One or two of them are high school students, which I find truly remarkable. When I was in high school, it was a big deal if a guy had shoulders, never mind muscles. So when I’m finished I go back into the locker room and take a shower. The eighteen-year-old is usually in there, and sometimes she’ll say something like, “Oh, that’s what stretch marks look like.” Then I put on my clothes and go home by the route that does not pass Dunkin’ Donuts. The bottom line is that I really hate to exercise, but I have found on balance that this working out is all worth it. One day we were walking down the street and one of the guys from my gym—it was actually one of the high school guys, the one with the great pecs—walked by and said, “How ya doing?”


My husband said, “Who the hell is that guy?” and I knew that Nautilus had already made a big difference in my life.


Anna Quindlen 






You Don’t Have to Wear 
a Thong to Belong!


Transforming yourself gives light to the whole world.


Ramana Maharishi 


In the winter of 1989, I was thirty-one years old and weighed over three hundred pounds. I spent my days on a couch in front of the TV and suffered every minute, barely able to move or even breathe. I had so much to offer—as a mom, as a wife, as a person—but I felt trapped in my miserable shell. More than anything in the world I wanted help, someone to believe in and to believe in me—a friend to take my hand.


That winter I met Ellen Langley, and my life began to change. She was ten years older and nearly as large, but was calm and self-assured. That fascinated me and drew me into what became a big sister-little sister relationship, a gift of precious friendship.


Because of our friendship, I took the first steps toward actually doing something about my body. It started with a Christmas present from Ellen: a month’s membership at one of the hottest fitness clubs in Lake Charles.


“Don’t worry,” Ellen said as she steered me toward the plate-glass doors. “You’re gonna be fine.”


I wouldn’t have done it if Ellen hadn’t come with me. My two little boys had been shocked that morning when their mommy had actually turned off the TV and walked out the door wearing elephant-sized sweatpants and the biggest purple shirt I could find. Now I was amazed as we walked into a room filled with perfect bodies in thongs. Ellen strode in like she owned the place. I was speechless looking at her, as she acted like she was right at home and chatted comfortably with everybody. I, on the other hand, was miserable.


I had already tried the health club scene. Before I’d moved to Lake Charles, I was so lonely and so desperate to find a friendly face that I actually hauled myself to an aerobics studio and signed up for a class. I thought it would be the perfect place to find a friend, but from the minute I slunk into that workout room, the students and instructor alike edged away and averted their eyes. I was so ashamed of my size. I did what I could to keep up, shuffling my feet a little bit and praying for a break, hoping someone would at least say hi.


I had given it my best shot for over a year, only lost a few pounds and was still lonely and ignored. I retreated to food, my source of comfort, love and security. It pushed me past the magic 300-pound mark; it nailed me to the sofa twelve hours a day because I had the lung capacity of a chipmunk. I couldn’t even get up to play with my little boys, who had learned not to even bother asking. My emotional fuse was so short that I was snapping at my husband, Keith, and the boys.


Still, there I was at an aerobics studio trying it again. Once the workout began, things got worse. My self-consciousness was displaced by utter despair. The warm-up alone almost killed me. Everyone had their arms up over their heads, stretching, yet I couldn’t lift mine past my shoulders. They all bent to touch their toes. I couldn’t even see my toes. Then the actual class began—and I just couldn’t do it. Two or three minutes of faking it, tapping my toes or whatever, and I had to stop. I felt like a freak. Why was I subjecting myself to this torture?
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