
“Running on My Own Time” by Elizabeth Johnson (Self Magazine, 2007)

For as long as I can remember, I’ve had body issues.  

At age ten, I was a giant to my classmates at 5’ 4.”  I was a full size 36 D cup in 4th grade.  
I was “chunky” as my father described it.  “Big Bertha” as classmates would jeer.  (As well 
as being bigger than everyone, I was angrier, too, so name callers got a hefty slug.) I tied 
my sweatshirt around my waist to hide my stomach, wore shirts three sizes too big to hide 
my butt, and I taped my breasts down with masking tape to flatten out and fit in.  I will 
always resent Jane Fonda for aerobics and Madonna for making our lives abs-centric, 
ridding the Rubenesque from the modern magazine. 

I hated sports.  My cousins were the jocks and they all did badly in school, so I equated: 
Sports=dumb.  When my friends forced me to go to the beach or the neighborhood pool, 
I’d feign ill or read in the shade so I would never have to wear a bathing suit in public.  I 
could never, like all the other girls, do the splits or a cartwheel.  

I hated exercise.  The only movement I’d experienced on any level was dance.  Not the 
regimented kinds, like ballet or jazz.  No.  I subscribed to the Isadora-Duncan-barefoot-
interpretive kind which required rolling around on the floor imitating a blowing leaf or a 
tumbleweed, staying still in tableau, or at most, lunging if I felt like it – or not.  The other 
kind of dance I engaged in was tap dance which was more like playing the drums with my 
feet than dance.  Tap was attractive because it drove my parents crazy.  But, when the 
skinny dance teacher’s daughter asked me where all the king’s men were because I looked 
like Humpty-Dumpty in a leotard, I quit.  Sadly, I set fire to my leggings that hugged every 
inch of my rolley-polley flesh.  (I kept the tap shoes to drive my roommates crazy in 
college.  Quite effective.)

All through school, I wore a uniform.  This was great for two reasons:  1) I didn’t stand 
out, blending easily in the garish plaid camouflage and 2) Everyone looks hideous and 
overweight in green or blue plaid.  On free dress days, I would fake sick to stay home so I 
wouldn’t have to deal with style or fashion that might expose my less-than-glorious 
physique.

So, imagine my reaction, when in my freshman year in a high school where I knew no one, 
I was informed that there was a mandatory Physical Education requirement to graduate.  
Physical education? “Sure, I’ll take an anatomy class,” I replied.  “I love cutting up worms, 
pigs and frogs.”  When it was explained to me that “physical education” meant that I, a 
celebrated sloth and glutton, was personally going to have to move my own body, not just 
once, but daily for an entire semester, I nearly gagged on my heaping plate of spaghetti and 
threatened to run away to Brazil, where fat-bottomed girls are worshipped.

I was a straight-A student, college bound -- why did I have to ambulate?  What possible 



benefit could come from moving off the La-Z-Boy?  My brain was quite active, that’s a 
physical part of the body, didn’t that count? I read voraciously, sometimes a book a day.  I 
watched reruns of the Brady Bunch, analyzing plotlines and character arcs while snacking 
on Oreos, chocolate-chip cookie dough, yogurt pretzels, and Hostess Cupcakes that my 
father (unsuccessfully) tried to hide from me.  I played piano which required long hours of 
bench sitting.  I ate up movies for days on end, devouring buttered popcorn and hot dogs. 
This glorious era was about to end, but not without a mini-mutiny.

I begged my mother for a doctor’s note, thinking she’d understand since she routinely 
refused to walk around the block.  But my father and the school put their feet down.  I was 
going to have to defy gravity and get my boots a’walkin.  There was no escape.  I was 
doomed.  Furthermore, I’d have to get a good grade or it would weigh down my precious 
G.P.A, just as my Ho-Ho hips were weighing down the teeter-totter.   

With help from my academic counselor, we reorganized my accelerated A.P. classes to fit 
in the repellent P.E.  “The acronym even sounds like a bodily function,” I groaned. “Pee!”  
But, my options were slim.  The only class that fit into my heavily loaded schedule was 
track.  Say what?  Run?  Me?  You’ve GOT to be kidding.  And with my breasts, how 
many bras was I going to have to wear not to “get black eyes” as the snickers would go? 
(The answer: 3)

I was irritated from the start.  First off, there was Coach Jen.  There was nothing wrong 
with her, which was what was wrong with her – and I resented her from the get-go for it.  
She was my nemesis.  While I wore my three bras, baggy old t-shirts, and my father’s 
sweatpants, she wore slick track suits that matched her shoes, different ones every day, 
with sleeveless spandex shirts underneath.  When she performed her bicep curl, barely 
breaking a sweat, she would take off the jacket, showing off her tan, lean, glistening 
muscles.  She was everything I hated: Fit, blonde, perky, and....smiley.  She always was 
smiling.  Through my pain.  

My classmates were her carbon copies, which made it even worse.  Everyone seemed 
happy to be there because they all saw it as a break from studying.  I was the opposite.  I 
loved studying.  In my vocabulary, lifting equaled loathing, repetition of exercises (or 
“reps” as the work-out lingo referred to it) was just that – repetitious.  Isolating muscle 
groups?  Is a leg supposed to move in that direction?  Coach Jen gave me a starter work-out 
routine with weights and the treadmill.  On the treadmill, I tried to read – how could I get 
through an hour of this boredom without reading?  She took the book away.  “Whatever 
happened to multi-tasking?” I complained.  “Get her done,” she commanded through her 
pearly white smile.  The theory was to break down muscle to build it back up.  I was only 
feeling the break down part, fully convinced this was some form of medieval torture.  

The chit chat amongst the girl-only class made the weightlifting part go by.  If someone 
spotted me for chest presses and told me funny antidotes about her boyfriend or family, if 



she counted for me – somehow it was over before I knew it.  Collective groaning after a 
few sets of reps had a harmonious ring to it.  It was almost cool.

But the running was downright embarrassing.  My body was in slow motion with my 
breasts pressed down, while my thighs were moving double-time.  I liked tap for the noise 
and the flaps (Fuh-lap heel toe, fuh-lap heel toe), but thigh flab flapping brought only 
thunder-thigh rashes.  Ow, this sucked.  The natural gazelles were finished with their entire 
runs, while I was still lumbering through my first lap.  Coach Jen wouldn’t dismiss anyone 
until they were done, and I wasn’t even running in the first few months.  I wasn’t even 
speed walking.  I was plodding, holding up the heavy rear -- far, far behind in a galaxy far, 
far away -- as my classmates warmed down, finished showering, bolted off to class.  I was 
pulling into the station as the next class was suiting up.

I’d never been downright bad at anything.  This was humiliating.  But I’d be downright 
livid if P.E. was going to bring down my G.P.A. and threaten my college chances.  Up to 
that point, I’d only been graded on writing or on spitting out facts - hard, fast knowledge I 
could whip out with some pneumonic song I’d invented.  In track, the grade all depended 
on sweat equity, showing up, and vague, subjective terms such as showing improvement, 
effort, and ugh – attitude.  I had a bad one. And I wanted to keep it at all costs.  After all, 
that’s what people depended on me for - my funny, negative personality.  I’d always 
looked at thin girls and envied them, and since I never believed myself as ever having the 
potential of a decent body, hating those girls and putting them down with wise cracks, was 
the easiest way to go.

The semester trudged by with daily field routines.  I gave up trying to argue with Coach Jen 
and set out on my lonely runs begrudgingly like a child accepts a punishment.  When mid 
terms were coming around, I hated to - but had to – admit that it was a nice breather to do 
my obligatory run (months later the walk actually did turn into a slight jog).  While I 
jogged, I found my mind sifting through the papers I had to write or a book I’d just read. 
I’d run with note cards for science terms I’d had to memorize.  I started to finish in time to 
take a shower – which I’m sure my afternoon classmates appreciated.  And when I got 
back to class, somehow I could concentrate more and stress less when a test was coming 
around.  And my parents commented how I’d become “nice” and patient” almost overnight 
– words I’d never heard.  I still snuck my dad’s Oreos, but as the semester went by, I just 
didn’t feel the need to eat the entire package in one sitting.  I’d have Coach Jen’s 
aggressively cheerful grin to deal with if I did.  And I also felt the difference.

Then one day, out of the blue, a senior in the track class actually talked to me.  “Keep it up,” 
she said.  She told me that I was looking great, noticed that I’d lost weight, that my thighs 
were looking “tighter,” and that I’d lost a lot of my “cellulite.”  I had no idea what cellulite 
even was (cottage-cheese- looking thighs) or that I had it (of course I did) or that having it 
was bad (I like cottage cheese).  But a senior was talking to me because of the fact that I 
had it no more.  I existed.



I’d been so far behind all the other runners, I’d literally forgotten about what the class 
thought about my body, or what I looked like running (they were so far ahead they never 
even saw me), or the fact that they knew how out of shape I was.  In my academic classes, 
I was a contender.  I was bred for academic competition, where 99% instead of a 100 was a 
failure, where an A-minus was a slap in the face and I’d argue with teachers on each 
percentage.  In my track class, I was out of my league.  I sucked up that humble pie, made a 
joke out of it for survival, and had to make peace that I wasn’t going to be on top.  I wasn’t 
even in the competition.  Over time, that was the very thing I liked about running.  This was 
something refreshing.  There was no pressure to win, just to finish at my own pace, and 
maybe a tad faster than the day before.  My only rival was myself.  I would hound Coach 
Jen to give me an idea of my grade, but she’d just point to the track and set me on my way 
groaning. 

Then, half-way through, Coach Jen told us (in my opinion tricked) us about the small print, 
a little detail my counselor had not prepared me for.  This class was ALSO the track 
TEAM, and that we were gearing up to compete against other schools.  “There would be 
trials, right?” I queried with quivering lip, assured that I’d be eliminated.  “No,” she 
beamed.  “Everyone in this class has qualified for the team.”  I was convinced the end was 
nigh.  What possible event was I going to do without dying?  I wasn’t fast like Jill with her 
long legs.  I was lethargy with legs.  I wasn’t going to fly through the air and do hurdles or 
the jump?  The only choice I had was distance:  The two mile race.  

My first track meet, I did think I was going to die.  Just looking at the competitors from 
other schools, I understood what Evander Holyfield must have felt like before Mike Tyson 
bit his ear off.  This was serious business for them.  But I was so out of my sphere, there 
was no “I’m going to win mentally” or trying to pick off the winner and try to psych her 
out.  I could only worry about myself, cover my ears, and see if I lived to the end of the 
race. 

When the whistle blew, my adrenaline shocked and scared me.  I shot out of the line-up.  I 
almost started laughing.  I was the leader of the pack!  But wait a second.  I didn’t want to 
be the first one out, afraid I’d have nothing left at the end.  I slowed myself up.  But still, 
for about twenty paces, I was in the lead.  This was insane. And insanely exhilarating.  I 
trudged on, deliriously musing: Was there a slim possibility I might get a medal?  Was all 
my training actually amounting to something?  Was I good?

No.  I wasn’t.  I didn’t hold that lead long, and after being passed, and passed, and passed 
again, I could relax and do my thing. 

Two miles.  Eight times around the track.  Going once.  Going twice.  Six more times to go.  
Pace myself.  Breathe.  Do not worry what other people were doing, do not compare 
myself – just do what I had been doing.  In class, I was always the last girl standing – 



literally the last one there.  So in a race, I would have to pray that my competitors fainted or 
turned an ankle somewhere in.  Little by little, for months, I’d shown up to class.  I was 
still there.  I hadn’t expired or collapsed.  Apparently, I had something of value I didn’t 
even know mattered:  I had stamina.  I had perseverance in the long-haul.  I had staying 
power.  I had not quit.  From my studying, it was ingrained in my head to finish what I’d 
started to the best of my abilities.  In track, and in life, for some fluke, this was a 
commodity.  And I had it.  And maybe in a race, I’d think about picking up the pace at the 
very end if the spirit moved me.

I was passed, one after another.  By my third lap, I was lapped.  My fourth lap became their 
sixth.  Soon, I couldn’t even tell who was on what lap.  And I was too tuckered out to care.  
All I could do was keep going.  By my seventh lap, I was petering down and not sure I 
was going to make it.  By the top of the eighth lap, most of the runners had finished the 
race.  First, second, third, fourth medals were given.  It was over.  I slowed down, nearly 
stopping.  I didn’t need to go on. 

But, then suddenly, I heard it.  My class – my team! - my perky coach, that senior, my 
parents, the parents from our school all started cheering for me to keep running.  Put 
everything I had into it.  I was so taken aback – I had to start laughing.  I had no idea any of 
my teammates cared about my dumb race.  They were winning medals; I figured they were 
snobs because this all came so easily to them.  Why had they stayed to even watch a very 
uneventful two mile event? But in spite of my negative discounting, they were there – for 
fat me!? Not for fat me – just for me, a member of their team. 

Even though I felt more like the Special Olympics’ member than a regular high school track 
member, I - oh solo mio -- kept running.  I was the last huffing hoofer on the track and my 
team was roaring with pride.  They were applauding improvement, they were applauding a 
shift in perspective, an attitude, a rising to a challenge only months ago felt insurmountable, 
my contribution to overcoming obstacles, even if the obstacle was my own body.  On a pop 
quiz – check all of the above!  Heck, if it wasn’t me out there panting – even I’d be 
cheering for me!  I ran harder. I crossed that finish line with a 30:15 time, and my team 
came out and hugged me.  I’d lost big time – but I’d won.  I’d finished a race!  I’d done 
something I’d never done or perceived possible in my life.  I succeeded by the simple fact 
that I had surpassed my own expectation.  And I’d made new friends along the way.  

Coach Jen gave me an A plus in this class.  Ironically, for the first time, it felt truly 
deserved.  I felt – in my arms, my thighs, my feet, my butt - the effort I’d put in.  It’d been 
a struggle.  I’d earned this one, not with study tricks or memorization, but by sheer will.  I 
may have needed a grade for the perspiration, but the inspiration enough in the end was all I 
cared about.

There were races after that.  I never got a medal, but I wasn’t dead last ever again.  And I 
loved it.



Physical education?  I did tone up muscles – I even learned that I HAD muscles.  I learned 
how to take a break and do something nice for myself.  I learned doing nice for me ended 
up me being nicer for other people, too. I didn’t care about losing weight – though that was 
a positive by-product.  By the end of the semester, I had lost 10 pounds and my mother 
bought me a whole new wardrobe.  I picked out my next free dress outfit without that 
feeling of shame I had been so used to.

Now, years later as an adult, I look back. I had no idea this experience of personal triumph 
would have a rippling effect on the rest of my life.  Every crossroads or turning point came 
back to this moment.  When I gave birth to my son, I thought I would die again.  But the 
metaphor of the race and the pacing and the sheer fact that I had gotten through a physical 
experience got me through.  In any stressful situation, I would have an outlet to turn to, and 
running was one thing I didn’t care whether I did well in or not.  IT was a feeling.  And it 
was all for me.  

I kept running.  But then, after a car accident a few years ago, the full use of my body that 
I’d taken for granted – was in jeopardy of being gone altogether.  I got scared like I’d never 
been scared.  I wasn’t just going to not be able to run anymore; I was going to have to 
work just to bring myself back to basics or commit myself to bed and let life run me over.  I 
knew I had the stamina and was up for the mental challenge I’d faced when I was in Coach 
Jen’s class years earlier.  It was a struggle for life, but after two years of physical therapy -- 
ranging from aqua therapy to acupuncture -- I pulled myself out of a neck brace and off of 
serious painkillers to fight back for that feeling I’d had on the track as a teenager.  I 
couldn’t run, but I had to move.  I discovered yoga and swimming.  I started spinning 
classes.  And lo and behold, in spite of myself and working little by little, I had myself the 
training for a triathlon.  Well, biking and swimming.  Not the running.  Yet.  I was going to 
have to face a hurdle to get that back in.  Now that I was mostly recovered, I could compete 
if I got a doctor’s OK.  In high school, I fought for a doctor’s note NOT to exercise, and 
now I was begging for one.

And I got it.  My first triathlon, I almost got a medal.  I came in 4th place in my category, 
seconds away from third.  In my second triathlon, I got a copper medal.  I never, ever 
thought this would be something my body could endure at any age, let alone after a car 
accident.  The seeds had been sown in that track class back in high school.

I’m no athlete by definition.  I’ll never be wafer thin or even fully in shape even working 
out every day.  My body just doesn’t go there.  I still like to eat whatever I want – but now 
I have learned to want to eat better.  And the feeling of being light on my feet, connected to 
my body just for the sake of connecting – is a gift I will always treasure. 
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