December 6, 2008 – I’m an Athlete Now
As more and more emphasis is placed on being healthy, paying attention to proper nutrition and increasing fitness, road races are drawing participants that never considered taking part in what they had considered a racing event for fast, skinny people.   But, as Bob Dylan sang back in the sixties, “The times they are a-changing’.”   Now men and women of all ages and body types show up at races of five kilometers and longer to lose weight, get in shape, raise money for charity or to share camaraderie.   Others run in memory of a loved one.   This is one of those stories.
My girlfriend, Jill, lost her mother, Dee, suddenly a couple of months ago.   Amidst her sadness, sorrow and grief she decided to do something in honor of her mother.   Jill had been taking more interest in her diet and exercise and had walked as much as two miles.   When we discussed my racing in the OUC Half Marathon in Orlando, Florida, she noted that it was a day before her mom’s birthday.   “Too bad it’s so long as I’d like to walk in my mom’s honor.”   I responded, “There is also a 5k race and each finisher receives a medal.”   And so began the story of one more person setting a goal of competing in and completing a road race.

First on the agenda was buying good training shoes.   We went to Track Shack of Orlando and Jill was fitted by Betsy Hughes, one of the store’s owners.    While she was more concerned about the color and design of the shoes, Betsy took care to note if Jill pronated or supinated, the width of her foot and other considerations.   After trying on several shoes the perfect pair was purchased.   They felt comfortable and, equally important, looked stylish.   “I’ve got my new running shoes – I’m an athlete now!”
That evening before the race our thoughts turned to dinner and what food we would need to be ready for an optimum performance the next morning.   “What is the best meal to have the night before a race,” she asked.   “I typically eat pasta, salad, bread and have a glass or two of wine,”   I replied.   “Then that’s what we both need,” she noted.   We ate at Scampi’s, an Italian restaurant, and enjoyed ziti with marinara sauce, salad, garlic bread and a carafe of house Merlot.   After dinner Jill stated,”I had my pasta dinner – I’m an athlete now!”
 Of course the next important item is to get proper sleep to be rested and ready on race morning.   Many times runners, joggers and walkers log miles to prepare for a race but don’t get enough sleep to be at the top of their game on race day.   “I better get to sleep early so I can be ready tomorrow,” said my racer-to-be.   After nine hours of sleep Jill declared, “I got plenty of rest – I’m an athlete now!”
On race morning I always drink plenty of water.  Our bodies can lose a pint of water via respiration and perspiration at night so we start each day at a hydration deficit.   We also should drink extra to be as hydrated as possible for the miles ahead.   And so Jill joined me in downing lots of water in the 90 minutes prior to the race.   “I’m hydrated – I’m an athlete now!”
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I was off and running the half marathon when she started 15 minutes later on her trek of just over three miles through the streets of Orlando.   She was worried that the distance might be too much to attempt.   “I don’t want to be with my mom in heaven just yet,” she had joked to break the pre-race tension.   As I checked my wristwatch for mile splits during my race I calculated about where Jill would be along her race course.   I remembering praying a few times that she would have the strength and ability to finish.   I didn’t know that she had taken my advice of trying to run with a buddy and had found a good running friend shortly after the race began.   Gary Church and Jill ran, jogged and walked together the entire way and he encouraged her to keep pushing onward when she had leg cramps.   She said, “I never would have made it without his positive reinforcement.”   As I approached the finish line after 13.1 miles I saw her bright aqua shirt about 20 yards past the finish line as she waited for me.   After congratulating me on my race, she showed off the finisher’s medal around her neck.   “Look at my medal – I’m an athlete now!”
After racing most runners start thinking of refueling with water, electrolyte replacement drinks, fruit, bagels and yogurt.   Jill related to me an amusing happening as she had rounded the last turn and had about a quarter of a mile left in her race.   Someone who had finished showed off his finisher’s medal.   “You’re almost there and this is what you’ll get,” he yelled with encouragement.   Between breaths Jill laughed, “Put a piece of chicken on it and I’ll get there faster!”   But, alas, there wasn’t chicken available as a post-race food choice so we drank and ate the typical fare.   A few minutes later she acknowledged, “I’ve refueled – I’m an athlete now!”
Jill had completed the 5k race in her mother’s honor and I’m sure her mom looked down from heaven with pride.   You may think that this would end the race day tale, but we both had sore legs.   I may have run further and faster but she exclaimed, “You’re used to racing and this was my first time.   I need a foot and leg massage.”   So what could I do?   Of course I satisfied her wishes.   As Jill relaxed she said quietly, “I had my post-race massage – I’m an athlete now.”
