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10 RUNNING OUTSIDE THE COMFORT ZONE

and cracks the proverbial whip. At the climax, | would trium-
phantly cross the finish line at the exact time | needed to qualify
for the Boston Marathon. Coach Dude would hug me and, with
a tear running down his cheek, say he was so proud. I'd know
the password, and finally—finally/—I'd be a real runner. I'd even
change my byline in the magazine: “Susan Lacke, Real Runner”’

What actually happened? Not that. | followed Coach Dude’s
training plan diligently, but many days, it felt all but impossi-
ble. Yet when he asked how things were going, I'd say, “Great!”
and ask for more. | knew I couldn't handle it, but I also knew a
real runner could. So until | became one, | was going to fake it.
Coach Dude, who lived 500 miles away and was coaching me
remotely, had to take my word for it.

ings started to hurt; | kept running. My asthmatic lungs

gotangry; | doubled up on my medicine and kept running. I was
hungry all the time, but I knew real runners were lean. So | ate
a rice cake and tried to convince myself that no, | actually really
like rice cakes!

When | rolled my ankle on a hike with my husband, Neil,
I limped home on a big purple foot. | told Coach Dude | needed
thedayo . e nextday, | wrapped up my swollen limb, shoved
it into a running shoe, and pushed on.

ough my ankle eventually returned to its normal size, a

stinging sensation in the joint remained. From time to time, my
ankle would even give out from under me mid-stride, sending
me tumbling. And still, I ran. | didn't tell anyone, even Coach,
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WHAT'S THE PASSWORD? 1

what was really going on. My ability to run through injury
became like a silent point of pride. Real runners are tough,
right? A few weeks later, | ran a half-marathon and set a PR.
is was working!
en one morning, my alarm clock buzzed to kick me out
of bed for a scheduled early-morning run. | hit the button,
groaned, and set my foot on the floor.

What the . . . ? My ankle refused to move. When | tried to
flex my foot at the joint, it was locked. I couldn't get a pair of
shoes on, much less run. I slid on a pair of flip-flops and went
to my doctor.

Soon after—in fact, the very day | was scheduled to pick up
my race packet for my Boston-qualifying marathon, the entry-
way to my becoming a “real” runner—I was in an MRI tube, try-
ing to find out what was going on with my ankle.

“Well, what is it?” | asked, peering anxiously over my doc-
tor’s shoulder as he scrolled through my results on a computer
screen. | didn't like the look of his knitted brow.

“What I'm trying to figure out here,” he finally said, turning
to look me in the eye, “is whether your pain tolerance is just that
high or you're just that stubborn”

As it turned out, rolling my ankle had fractured it in two
places and torn a ligament. Ankle reconstruction surgery was
scheduled, and racing plans were shelved. ey rebroke my
ankle to set it correctly and then cut deep into the joint to repair
my ligament. All of it hurt less than the blow to my ego.
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12 RUNNING OUTSIDE THE COMFORT ZONE

Even as my ankle slowly healed and | returned to running and
triathlons, one thing after another kept me from trying for Bos-
ton again. My best friend, Carlos, who had inspired me to take
up running in the first place, passed away from cancer. Losing
him also meant losing my fount of inspiration and motivation. At
that same time, | moved to a new city, where | struggled to adjust
and assimilate. | was lonely, so | took on more writing work to
feel some kind of connection with humanity, even if it was just
Facebook comments and tweets on an article or column | wrote.

rough it all, there remained this unfinished business of
becomingareal runner. It gnawed at me on a daily basis. | started
covering miles just for the sake of covering miles. With no real
plan and waning motivation, | found myself going through the
motions, doing the things runners are supposed to do. | signed
up for local races. | bought fancy new gear. | choked down gels
at 45-minute intervals. | was running the miles, but it had all
become so mechanical and uninspired. Neil, an endurance ath-
lete himself, began to look at me with concern as | returned
home disenchanted from another lackluster run.

I signed up for yet another race—the Huntsville Marathon
in Utah—hoping that this time, things would somehow click,
my hard work would pay o , and | would finish the race and feel
transformed. Yet when | crossed the finish line, | felt exactly the
same. Nothing had changed.

“You did it!” Neil said cheerily, wrapping his arms around me
outside the finishing chute. “You set a new PR!” is was true—
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I had run that marathon 9 minutes faster than my previous per-
sonal best. But rather than feeling elation, | thought, Yeah, but
I'm still too slow for Boston.

I looked at Neil and shrugged: “Let’s go.” | didn't even want to
stay for the post-race bu et. All | wanted was to get as far away
from the finish line as fast as possible. | just didn’'t give a shit
about any of it anymore.

“What happened?” Neil asked as we drove home from the
race. “You usually love race day!”

I just stared out the window in silence.

I had always loved race day because | felt like | belonged, but
somehow, somewhere along the way, | had stopped feeling that
way. Now, every time | toed the line, I would look at the runners
surrounding me like they were part of some other tribe. ey
looked so fit. ey looked so ready. ey looked so excited.

ey knew the secret password. | didn't.

“Maybe marathons just aren't your thing,” Neil said with a
shrug.

I frowned and shook my head. “Marathons have to be my
thing”

“Do they really?” he asked. “I figured you'd know better by
now:”’
“What is that supposed to mean?” | said, glaring at him.

“ ere’s more than one way to be a runner, isn’t there?” Neil
replied. “You write all kinds of stories about all kinds of runners.
So | guess the question is, what kind of runner are you?”
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14 RUNNING OUTSIDE THE COMFORT ZONE

I didn't know what to say. | sulked the rest of the drive home
because | didn't have an answer. | sulked because | wanted so
badly to have one. But | mostly sulked because | really, really
didn’'t want to admit Neil was right.

Had | been so hung up on some arbitrary goal that | had lost
sight of what running actually meant to me? Was there more to
running than just getting faster or finishing a certain race? Was
there even such a thing as being a “real” runner, and if so, would
I ever feel like one? What was the secret password?

I didn't know—nbut I was sure as hell going to find out.
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