April 1, 2010 – A Sense of Loss
Piggy died today.   She was one of two guinea pigs raised by my daughter, Valleri, and I was entrusted with the task of checking on their food, hay and water since Valleri is out of town.   Yesterday I heard the high-pitched ‘oink, oink, oink, oink, oink’ as I approached their cage.   I’m not a big fan of these creatures, but the sounds are cute and Piggy had a beautiful coloring of brown, orange, white and black like a Calico cat.   Today there was no sound as Cosmo huddled against Piggy.   I thought something was wrong and Piggy’s unblinking eyes and stiff body confirmed what I surmised.    Soon I was out in the woods burying Piggy next to the grave of Valleri’s cat, Cinnamon, who died almost five years ago and fashioning a cross of twigs.   It was just a guinea pig, but recent losses in my life made me sad.
A few weeks ago I received an e-mail from Allen Valentine, a fellow member of the Appalachian State track and field team.   We hadn’t been in contact since the early 1980s.   But Allen relayed the news that our coach, Bob Pollock, had died of cancer at age 60.   I last saw Bob at the 1988 U.S. Track and Field Championships – time goes by so fast.  And I didn’t even know he was sick.   It seems like yesterday that the youthful, 25 year old Coach Pollock visited me at Miami Carol City High School and recruited me to run for the Mountaineers at App State. 

I can still see when he was most proud of me the day I won the 1978 Southern Conference Indoor Three-mile.   When the bell rang for the final lap he was waving his arms as I was in the lead.  His emphatic yelling and gestures helped to spur me to victory.   I tried to get in touch with him a few years ago when Clemson University, where he coached, played in the Champs Sports Bowl – but he didn’t make the trip.   Now unfortunately it is too late.   But I can still close my eyes and hear him say, “Gotta suck it up,’ like he did when our legs were jelly and lungs were burning but there was one more mile repeat to do to finish our track session.
Last night I decided to check the website letsrun.com for any chatter on the message boards about Coach Pollock.   After entering his name in the search function several messages appeared.  But one shocked me as after his name it said, ‘RIP Carlton Law.’   This didn’t register at first as Carlton was a runner four years younger than me.  I was in shock as I read notes between Carlton’s friends in the Atlanta Track Club, our mutual former teammate, Kevin Paulk and an old racing adversary from the early 1980s, Earl Owens.   Evidently Carlton had passed out and went to his doctor to be checked out.  He returned home and passed away that evening.
Carlton was a supremely talented marathon runner.   We drove together to the 1982 Rocket City Marathon in search of personal bests to beat my 2:22 and his 2:24.  He was a gangly 20-year old of about six foot three inches and 155 pounds.   I raced through the cold weather and light rain in 2:23 and Carlton was somewhere in front of me.   ‘Did you break 2:20?’ I asked when he appeared.    He related, ‘I ran 2:14 and came in second.’  By less than thirty seconds he missed being the fastest 20 years and under U.S. marathon runner in history.   He was in a daze from his effort and the realization of racing so fast.
Just like with Coach Pollock, Carlton and I were out of touch for years.   Then in late 2008 he e-mailed me after finding my website.   We talked on the phone a few times and he invited me to an Atlanta Track Club reunion in November of 2008 that I couldn’t attend as it was the same weekend as my racing in the New York City Marathon.   While on vacation in July of 2009 I called Carlton a couple of times when we passed through his home state of Georgia, but he never returned my call.   He couldn’t as he had passed away in June.   I just saw his phone number on my cell phone a few days ago and made a mental plan to give him a call.   Then I found out that he had left this earth nine months ago.   You just don’t know…
That goofy little guinea pig made me think today about the sense of loss I feel with the passing away of Coach Pollock and my friend, Carlton Law.   We are so busy every day with work, chores, church and family activities.  If it has been a period of years since you talked to or visited with friends or family, you should make a renewed effort to reconnect with them.   Don’t wait until you can’t.
