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The Race

The air is cool.  Although the sun is shining bright in the sky, the March breeze keeps the temperature in check.  The others are busy readying themselves to compete.  Their red-on-black uniforms are top of the line, made up of what looks like a light-weight stretch material, smooth and flawless.  All of them look like Olympiads.  They come in a variety of sizes ranging from long and lean to short and stout.  One commonality, however, is that they are all muscle, even the females.  Inside my stomach the churning begins.  I wonder if we even have a chance, if I have a chance.  This is the last race, my last chance to qualify.  
“Last call for the Open 400 Meter!”  The command echoes loudly from what seems like some distant place.  The temperature has fallen and given me one more thing to groan about.  The cold is always such a challenge for me.  I sometimes imagine that my bony knees might crack as I go into the last turn, tumbling me to the rough foam and rolling me into the fence like an out-of-control race car.  I hate the thought of losing.  It nearly consumes me.  
“Get ready to do your thing”, coach says.  He has that look in his eye.  He knows the competition as well as I do. 
 “Just run strong through the turn, don’t take your eye off your pace runner.  Hold till the break.”  It always seems so simple to him; his short phrasing brings me comfort.  Does he think I can win?  Is he anxious to go home to his family?  Arrgg!  This pressure!  I hate this moment.  I rehearse it in my mind.  
I stand at the start, go through my routine. Come out like a gunslinger, reactive and quick; that’s my mantra.  No expression on my face, speaking no words.  The corners of my eyes tightly cinch up, brows furrow.  I always try to look unaffected by the world around me.  Maybe it gives me some lunatic edge, a mystique that my opponents could fear.  Yeah, right.  I hug my knees, legs straight as an arrow.  A couple of high tucks immediately follow.  It is like a dance, a ritual, the same thing every time.  Block starts by two, then another stretch.  All the while, as cool as I think I look, I want to run straight home.   
I look around at my opponents; my head hurts.  What a frightening sight.  Not one is shy of 6 feet.  All but one has cropped hair, tightly shaved.  Their muscles are etched out so definitively on their black skin--a perfect match to their skin-tight speed suits--that every movement seems to reveal a new one.  Lane 2 is a monster; his stride like a gazelle’s.  I am most worried about him.  Ran a 49 flat I heard.  That’s fast.  And too close for comfort.  My teammates are in the background, but I never notice them.  I think they are cheering, but who knows.  I can only watch the other teams line up and go through their routine.  Perhaps I might find some weakness in their start.  If I analyze them closely, maybe they will reveal an injury, a sick stomach, anything.  My head hurts more.  I can hear the clickity-clack of tiny spikes digging into foam, blasting and slowing, blasting and slowing.  My stomach is churning now.  

“Runners to your mark.”  

I step up to my blocks, stretch out into them like a pair of old jeans.  “I should have been a 2-miler,” I whisper to myself.  They have a long time to think about how they’re going to win; I have less than a minute.  

“Get set.”

The gun is in the air.   Fingers burning, the smell of concession-stand in the air.  Faint echoes from the crowd fade into silence.  Of all moments, this is the longest.  My head is buried in the track.  I want to crawl into it.  My eyes could pierce a burning hole for me easily.  Rear cocked in the air, back angled.  Anytime now the gun will sound.  Any time.  Feet stiff, triceps slightly flexed, calves burning.  Anticipate the gun, anticipate the gun.  Relax.  Don’t think, just run.  When will he sound that stup…BANG! 
 I run like I’m never coming back.   

