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I’m not sure where to stand.  I don’t want to be near the front, trampled in the mad rush 

up the street by more talented runners, but I don’t want to start at the back, wasting valuable 

seconds scrambling around old men and little kids who aren’t trying to compete.  Too many 

people have crowded into too small a space – over two hundred packed into the side street 

behind the high school – gathering, pressing, pushing forward, waiting for something – I’m not 

sure what – to signal the start of the race.  I brush my hands against my shorts to wipe away the 

lingering perspiration.  I slip somewhere into the middle.   

A middle-aged man in a 2004 Dunellen 5K T-shirt moves into the road in front of us, 

joined by a police officer who urges the crowd to shift backwards.  The man in charge shouts 

instructions for the event, or perhaps just the start, but I can’t make out his words in the din of 

casual conversations by surrounding runners too engaged to notice my anxiety.  I pull down my 

shirt to cover my shorts, scratching nervously at my hip.  I’ve never entered a race before. 

I stare at my shoes, shaking my feet from side to side in an attempt to shake off the 

tension.  The laces are double-tied to prevent a stumble that might send me tripping to the 

pavement in the face of audible gasps from concerned onlookers and muffled laughter from 

passing children.  The man in charge moves to the side of the road and a hush settles over the 

crowd.  “On your mark, get set,” he says and lowers his arm as a signal to go.   
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The pack moves as one and I manage to follow, slow at first, careful with each step.  I 

keep my head on a swivel, my eyes on the other runners, trying to avoid their feet and their legs 

and their flapping arms in the densely packed street.  I remember to breathe a few yards past the 

start.  The fastest runners have already sprinted away. 
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I never enjoyed running.  I’ve been an athlete all my life, but running as a sport never 

made any sense to me.  Running, just to run, seemed a waste of time and energy – a painful, 

exhausting waste that was closer to punishment than sport.  During soccer practice in high 

school, our coach made us run for hours around the complex in the stifling August heat to train 

for the rigors of future games.  The cross country team ran with us, or near us, or past us, until 

we veered off to practice with a ball and a net and the associated activity of a “legitimate” sport.  

My teammates ridiculed them – both during practice and afterwards, in the locker room, when 

the undersized runners huddled at one end of the room while our muscular fullbacks and star 

scorers belittled them with taunts of “faggot” and “sissy,” because they chose to participate in 

running as a sport.  I hated running then. 

My friend Johnny is a runner.  His father had been a runner of some renown and he and 

his brother have been runners all their lives.  Once, when we were children, Johnny convinced 

me to take a run with him on the Boardwalk during a joint family vacation in Wildwood.  I 

twisted my ankle half a mile in and walked back to our rented house.  I didn’t understand 

running for fun. 
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I start out fast, faster than in my training runs, driven by nervous energy to pump out too 

much pace.  I haven’t run this route before and the familiar markers of my neighborhood are 

unavailable to temper my speed.  I manage to keep in contact with a flock of runners to my right.  

My stomach seethes with every step. 

Dunellen is a small suburban town in central New Jersey, close to Piscataway, where I’d 

attended college a decade earlier.  The streets are flat, bordered by a line of trees that shelter us 

from the sun and some of the morning’s heat.  My pace stays high despite my aching abdominals 

and I try to slow down, mindful that all the running magazines stress starting at a reasonable 

speed.  I’m breathing hard, which is not a good sign, but my legs feel strong.  It’s rare when my 

legs feel anything but pain. 

We round a sweeping corner that funnels the race to the right.  A few onlookers have 

gathered on the sidewalk at the bend – a mother and two children and an older woman alone.  

They clap and they wave and I flash a quick smile.  I don’t want to slow down.   

(excerpt) 


