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For my two running buddies: 

Jodi McGill and Duke, my German Wirehair Pointer 

They both put up with my whining on bad training days, 

but only one of them needed the pizza box.  
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  Chapter One


Cassandra Sato, vice president for student affairs at Morton College, sighed as she stared at the slick health insurance policy brochure. A wellness goal? She pinched the inch of flab on her waist. This new initiative was the last thing she needed. Her daily schedule was packed enough without having to set and track “wellness goals.” 
She used to be super fit, spending her weekends hiking the tropical trails near Oahu State’s campus or catching waves surfing at the beach near her former home in Hawaiʻi. Now, she barely had time for a 15-minute yoga stretch in the mornings before rushing off to work, and her old wetsuit just took up space in her one-car garage. 
The meeting ended, and Cassandra headed over to the Student Center’s dining hall. The morning sunlight streamed through the high windows, casting an indirect glow on the array of fruits and muffins set out for the staff’s Wellness Fair. She picked up a plate, filled it with food, and turned her attention to the insurance and lifestyle booths lining one side of the room.
“Are you going to eat that muffin?” Andy Summers, the campus security director, asked as he sidled up to the small pub table where Cassandra was eating breakfast after the meeting.
“Trying to,” she replied, popping a piece of fruit into her mouth. “But this whole wheat bran muffin thing just isn’t as satisfying as a good old-fashioned donut.” The chewy, heavy muffin was only tolerable because she was washing it down with her favorite Kona coffee from her travel mug. She glanced over at the insurance booths, feeling a mixture of annoyance and resignation.
“The boss is just trying to help us shed a few pounds,” he teased, patting his stomach. “I know I could stand to lose some of this donut weight.”
“Me too,” she admitted, poking at the fruit on her plate, “but they really are taking this physical fitness thing to extremes. I used to eat so much healthier, but the pressure of this job makes it challenging.”
“Ah, yes, the never-ending battle between work and kolaches,” His eyes twinkled. “You know, we could try something new together. A little friendly competition.”
“Like what?” she asked, one eyebrow raised.
“Let’s think it over while we enjoy this delicious, nutritious breakfast.” Andy’s voice was full of sarcasm. “We’ll come up with something.”
“Let’s make a plan,” Cassandra said, taking another bite. “Something that suits our schedules and gets us in shape.”
They threw away their plates, hers with half a muffin remaining, and slowly walked past the booths. 
“CrossFit?” Andy suggested, but she shook her head.
“That’s a hard no,” she shivered, imagining herself doing pull-ups until she passed out from exhaustion.
“Kickboxing class? Water polo?”
“Those are good, but I want something less ... intense.” Cassandra hesitated for a moment, remembering last week when she challenged Meg O’Brien’s son Tony to a race around the block. The 10-year-old boy had taken off like a panther, leaving her in the dust. Halfway around the block, she’d been forced to stop jogging and walk because of the stabbing pain under her ribs. At 34 years old, she was embarrassed to admit she couldn’t even run around one block.
“Well look at this one!” Andy exclaimed, as they neared a brightly colored booth decorated with skulls and jack-o’-lanterns. “A charity Halloween Hustle 5K run. It’s perfect! We can train for it and get fit while helping a good cause.”
Cassandra’s eyes lit up. “That’s ... not horrible. And it’ll give me a chance to redeem myself after that humiliating defeat against Tony.”
“Ha, I remember you telling me about that. Kid’s fast, huh?”
“Like lightning,” she replied, rolling her eyes. “But I’m not letting him win again. I used to be athletic, you know.”
“Really?” Andy smirked. “I would’ve never guessed, what with your taste for donuts and kolaches.”
“Uh… you’re one to talk, Mr. Runza belly,” she retorted, poking his midsection teasingly. Andy had been the number one influencer in making her a fan of the local restaurant chain whose specialty was baked meat pies, and it showed. His abs were shaped more like a case of beer than a six-pack, but he took it in stride.
A large sign behind the booth advertised Lee Energy, the corporate sponsor of the fun run. Cassandra took a registration flyer as her gaze zeroed in on Jameson Lee’s face plastered across the cover. With hair perfectly coiffed into a gel-swept wave and his toothy grin stretched wide, Cassandra recognized the town councilman from previous community and college events. While she had to admit he was easy on the eyes, beneath that image lurked an arrogant man who always wanted to be the center of attention.  
“Don’t get me started on that ridiculous magician’s hat routine he pulled at the budget meeting,” Andy said. “Pulling fake money out of thin air was the dumbest stunt.” 
“I wish I could forget,” Cassandra groaned. “But his dumbest idea was when he wanted to cut funding for library books and replace them with virtual reality headsets!” 
It was then that they noticed the perky student with blonde hair wearing a Lee Energy polo shirt and a hundred-watt smile holding a clipboard. “Hi, I’m Patty! Part of my internship duties are planning this charity event for the food bank,” she said, pointing to a large plastic crate filled with soup cans and macaroni and cheese boxes. “If you donate a can of food, you get a discount on the registration fee.”  
Patty offered a glossy postcard to Andy. “Your department can join the team challenge. Teams with the highest participation and fastest race times will win prizes from the Gas and Sweets!” 
Another young man with a matching polo shirt offered Patty a disposable coffee cup. “Pumpkin Spice Chai! Your favorite, right?”  
Annoyance flashed across Patty’s features at the interruption, but she quickly recovered. “My hands are full … can you set it on the table over there, Tom?” 
Tom’s face deflated slightly, but he turned and did as she asked before returning to his post behind the booth. 
Patty faced Andy and batted her spider-sized eyelashes at him, “The race starts and ends near the Johnson Mansion, one of our company’s latest developments. You could personally help me earn a bonus from my boss by recruiting the most people for the event. Can I sign you up now?”
She bounced as she awaited their replies, her enthusiasm much greater than Cassandra’s. “We’re still thinking about it,” Cassandra stalled. “I have the form, thanks.”
Patty handed her a business card with a three-digit number written on it. “Okay, sure. I understand. But when you sign up, can you write my referral number on your registration, so I get the credit? I’d really appreciate your support.”
Cassandra had been ambitious at Patty’s age, but something about the combination of eagerness and pushiness made the hairs on Cassandra’s neck rise with distaste. Cassandra and Andy sidestepped away from her, and Patty quickly pursued another staff member. 
“How about we make a deal?” Cassandra said. “We give this wellness initiative a shot. Sign up for the charity 5K coming up next month. If we can finish it, we treat ourselves to a steak dinner at The Home Team.” 
Andy’s eyes lit up, and for a second, Cassandra wondered if his enthusiasm was because of the prospect of getting in shape or going out for dinner with her. “Alright, alright,” he laughed. “So, we’ve got ourselves a challenge: the Halloween Hustle 5K. Let’s make it interesting. Whoever finishes last buys the first beer.”
”A light beer. None of those local brews with a gazillion calories.” 
They moved on to the vendor booths and stood scrutinizing the nutrition labels on various energy bars. “Who knew there were so many flavors of protein bars?” Andy joked. “I mean, do we really need ‘Peanut Butter Explosion’ and ‘Chocolate Lava Party?’”
“Didn’t you once eat a donut called ‘Chocolate Sprinkle Extravaganza?’” Cassandra retorted, smirking at his hypocrisy.
“Hey, I’m not the one who needs to read every single label,” Andy defended himself.
“Fine, let’s get these,” Cassandra said, handing a box of assorted bars and her credit card to the sales rep. “Now, about our training plan. We should download a Couch to 5K app on our phones.”
“Solid idea,” Andy agreed, pulling out his phone to search for the best-rated app. “And what about our furry friends? Buckley could handle a few miles, but do you think Murphy can keep up?”
“Murphy may have short legs, but he’s got spirit,” Cassandra said, her voice tinged with a hint of worry. She’d adopted the West Highland Terrier six months earlier, and although he was energetic, she wasn’t sure how he would fare on serious runs. 
“Sounds like he’ll be a perfect match for you, then,” Andy laughed, his gaze scanning the length of her petite frame.
“Very funny,” Cassandra shot back. Although, truth be told, her “running” was more like fast walking. “But you’re right; we should include the boys in our training. They could use the exercise, too.”
With their healthy snacks in hand, Cassandra and Andy discussed their training regimen, as they walked back to their respective offices, determined to make the most of the weeks leading up to the Halloween Hustle.
“Alright, let’s start with three runs a week,” Andy suggested, glancing over at Cassandra for approval.
“Sounds good,” she agreed, her mind organizing schedules, meal plans, and workout gear. “I’ll need to set aside time for mental preparation as well – visualization exercises, positive affirmations, you know.”
“Wow, you’re really taking this seriously,” Andy said.
“Of course, I am,” Cassandra replied, holding out her fist. “I plan to do more than just finish the race. I like my steak cooked medium well, by the way.”
“Game on.” They bumped fists. 
Something in her chest unclenched, equal parts nerves and oh no, we’re actually doing this. “Let’s meet for our first training run later this week. We’ll see who’s still standing at the finish line.”
Beating Tony in a rematch wasn’t officially part of the wellness initiative. But it wasn’t
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