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      Running The Race

My feet clad in my favorite bright green and grey Mizunos pounded on the well-worn trail, my heart was beating erratically as I lengthened my stride to match the girl in front of me. Her curly dark ponytail seemed to taunt me and her shirt emblazoned with the Milton cross-country logo was all I had seen for the first five minutes of the race. As I passed her, she sped up determined to drop me, but I was well aware of what was happening and let her. As she sprinted to overtake me, she lost some of that essential energy she would need for the whole race and slowed considerably. Her legs began to push sluggishly against the pain and I took this indication of weakness as my time to strike. I once again lengthened my stride and in one, two, three quick lengths easily flew by her and smiled a little bit as her head sagged in defeat. One down four to go I calculated quickly, hey, who says bears are slower than eagles. Bam, past the shiny red sign that read 1.5 miles. It seemed to mock me and my already heavy breathing, and I was only half way through. 


My legs were starting to do that thing where I just don’t really feel them, and hey I’m not complaining as long as I don’t feel the tell-tale, sharp as knives pain in my IT band I’m good to keep on racing. I flew through the 2 mile gate-way point and just barely caught a split time of 13 minutes, this gave me a little burst of speed as it meant that I was well on my way to a PR. Then I caught a glimpse of the next girl I was to pass, she wore a blue and green Creekview jersey. With one mile to go, I could hear people on the side of the trail calling my name as I sped past. Coach Massey was screaming, “You’ve got to go now,” till her voice was hoarse as always and I took that as an indication to pass the next girl. Just when I was contemplating faking an injury and falling onto the middle of the trail (which trust me was a common thought among xc runners), I saw the finish line. The only problem was that it was right behind a monster hill. Determined to at least finish with a solid 20:00 time, I chugged along.


 My lungs were burning as much as my calves, as I got ready to kick. Right before the 250m mark, I take off and my favorite part of the race begins. In this part of the race all of the senses are altered. I develop tunnel vision where all I can see is the finish line; I can’t hear anything around me even though I’m sure people are screaming, and the only thing I can taste was victory. Past the Milton, the Roswell, and the Northview runners, I sprint; and as I cross the line I once again remember why I love this sport. 


Throughout my childhood I’ve been pushed towards the sport of tennis, this was primarily because my dad played on the pro-tour and later coached for Georgia Tech. I was determined to follow in his footsteps and very soon I realized the shoes I was so desperately trying to fill were completely the wrong size. Unfortunately this realization came pretty late in life. After the 9 plus years of homeschooling (so I could train seven hours a day), the extremely expensive private lessons twice a week, the endless number of weekends wasted on tournaments, the bloody blistered hands, the 7 rackets I kept in my black prince pro-tour bag and countless hours wasted on a sport I realized I never really loved or even liked in the first place, I came to the understanding that I absolutely hated this sport and the constant pressure I was under to perform. At this point and time I met Melissa Massey.


 “Sassy Massey” introduced herself at sophomore orientation. Her first words to me were, “hey you look athletic you should try cross country” and surprisingly enough I did. My mom was shocked and overjoyed when she heard the news; she’d been attempting to get me to run a simple mile for years. I’d always hated running to be completely honest, it was exhausting and distance was never a necessity for the short sprints used in tennis matches. I’m not going to sugar-coat it, the first week; well actually the first several months of practice were impossible. I was the only kid there never to have run more than two miles at once, which was unheard of in a community where kids ran 13 miles tempo runs for fun. I knew right away that these kids would eat me for breakfast and I was right. For the entire first half of the season I was dead last and I spent a majority of the time hiding out in the woods so I wouldn’t have to run. When Massey finally caught me, she decided it was time for one of her famous “come to Jesus talks.” She basically told me straight up I could either quit or start actually practicing. At the end of the talk she shocked me when she begrudgingly admitted that I had raw talent that with a little work could be much more. I was no quitter, so for the rest of the season I pushed myself harder than I thought was possible and for the last meet of the season shocked everyone with earning the title of best girl on the team. 


At that point I truly realized that I loved to run; as sadistic as the sport was it was the perfect match for me and I decided to run track in the spring. This is where things got complicated, track was at the same time as tennis and I had to make a decision. Last year I had somehow slipped by with doing both, but unfortunately Fulton County would not make the same mistake again. Thus, I was forced to choose; between what was familiar and what I loved. I knew both would come with consequences: choose tennis and I would be forced to return to a sport I dreaded participating in, choose running and I would let everyone who was counting on me down, risk the chance of losing the tennis scholarship I had strived so hard for and disappoint not only my family but also my teammates. Telling my father had been surprisingly easy; he took the news fairly well. Even though I sensed a little bit of disappointed, I knew I had support from my family. After my decision was made things became rough, tennis had always been a crutch. It was something I had found my identity in and where I had made all of my friends. With the loss of the sport came the loss of who I was and who I associated myself with. My doubles partner who was also my best friend was particularly bitter and for the next 6 months hardly spoke a word to me. No matter how hard it was to let tennis go, I learned something through the experience.


I learned how important it is to do what you love, before simply doing what you’re good at. That even though you may be comfortable where you are, you shouldn’t shy away from trying new things. I learned to step out of not only my comfort zone but also the shoes I so desperately wanted to fill, that sometimes choosing your passions before your friends can be a good thing, and most importantly to choose what makes you happy over what makes you successful. Running changed me and shaped me into the person that I am today. Through running I learned to find my identity, not in how I perform in sports, or even in school. Finding your identity can be an extremely complex thing because, it encompasses so many areas of life. I’m still figuring mine out but, now I know to look not in how well I perform, but in what makes me who I am. 

