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				PUBLISHER’S NOTE

				Outdoor recreational activities are by their very nature potentially hazardous. All participants in such activities must assume the responsibility for their own actions and safety. If you have any health problems or medical conditions, consult with your physician before undertaking any outdoor activities.The information contained in this guidebook cannot replace sound judgment and good decision making, which can help reduce risk exposure, nor does the scope of this book allow for disclosure of all the potential hazards and risks involved in such activities. Learn as much as possible about the outdoor recreational activities in which you participate, prepare for the unexpected, and be cautious. The reward will be a safer and more enjoyable experience.

				The recipes contained in this book are to be followed exactly as written. The publisher is not responsible for your specific health or allergy needs that may require medical supervision. The publisher is not responsible for any adverse reactions to the recipes contained in this book. 
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				foreword

				yOU NEVER KNOW when you might be struck with a little inspiration.

				A year ago my husband sent me a video on YouTube. It was the story of Ben Davis and the journey he had taken over the past two years of his life. His story deeply touched me. I literally had goose bumps and tears streaming down my face as I watched his video. Ben hasn’t had the easiest life. Weighing in at 365 pounds, he felt depressed and defeated. He wasn’t happy. He was drowning as his life slipped away.

				The remarkable thing about Ben is that he found the courage to face his fears and found the power to take control of his life. He started to fight. He didn’t have any gimmicks, any quick fixes; he just got out there and started running. The simple act of moving one foot in front of the other started to give Ben hope. He started to go a little farther and a little farther until he was ready to run a 5K. Then came a 10K, a half marathon, and eventually a marathon. Ben has even done something I only dream about: He has completed an Ironman. Two Ironmans. Ben took himself from helplessness to living life to the fullest.

				We all have fears in life. My fears are about not being a good mother, wife, and athlete. I recently went through a time in my career where I realized I wasn’t happy. I was just going though the motions, but not living. After months of making excuses, I finally had to face my fears and find another coach. It was extremely stressful, but the journey was well worth it.

				What finally gave me the inspiration to make the change? People like Ben Davis. Ordinary people doing miraculous things—this is what Ben is about. If he could find the courage to start a journey that would be painful, emotionally exhausting, and extremely long, then why I was hiding from my fears? Ben’s journey was much more difficult than mine and he found the strength to start. I knew I had to start my own.

				If you look up the word inspire in the dictionary, you’ll find it says “prompt to extraordinary actions.” Ben found the prompt to change his life. A little inspiration led to him taking control and gaining a life that was passing him by. He is just an average guy who decided to take the road less traveled. He chose living over safe and comfortable. I hope that you can find the inspiration you are looking for in him. I hope it leads to “extraordinary actions” for all of you. I know it did for me. Three months after finding the courage to seek out a new coach, I made the 2012 Olympic Marathon team.

				Ben inspired me. How will he inspire you?

				—Kara Goucher

			

		

	
		
			
				

			

			
				introduction

				i’M ASKED QUITE often what keeps me going. What keeps me running, what makes me want to eat healthy foods, what makes me want to run five, ten, sometimes twenty miles? Why would I want to put myself through that, for lack of a better word, agony? The simple answer is that it’s worth it. I made a decision four years ago to get a grip on my life. To take control. I called it “doing life.” But what did that mean? 

				I certainly didn’t always know the answer. For the vast majority of my life, I suffered from a crippling food addiction that led me into a downward spiral of depression, overeating, self-hatred, and eventually morbid obesity. It left me feeling lonely, empty, and sad, and I slowly began to isolate myself so that nobody would see what I had become. My relationships suffered. My girlfriend left me. I hid from and lied to the few friends I had left. But mostly, I lied to myself. It hurt too much to face the truth, and I settled into a sense of despair as my entire life disintegrated along with my health.

				I was lucky. There were still people who loved me enough to shake me out of my stubborn denial and insistence that everything was “fine.” When forced to face the hard truth, I decided to try a different way of life, something new and tentative and scary. Little by little, I realized that life didn’t have to be this way, and that it certainly wasn’t meant to be. I reached out to others and gradually reconnected. I stumbled at first, kept working at it, found my stride, and then I ran with it. And I ran as far as I could.

				In less than two years, I went from weighing over 350 pounds and living a depressed, lonely, and completely sedentary lifestyle to officially becoming an Ironman, and I did it with my brother and father beside me. Now I am 130 pounds lighter and happier than I’ve ever been in my life. In those two years, I took action, jumped into a new lifestyle, and as a result I broke out of the cycle of depressed thoughts and actions that had been holding me back for years.

				At first, Doing Life meant going public, allowing others in, and sharing my journey with the people who loved me. I never imagined how public that journey would ultimately become. Now Doing Life means living it to the fullest—getting off the couch and out of your head, finding something that inspires you, something that makes you smile, and something that helps you share that smile with the rest of the world.

				Today, I spend my time traveling around the country, running with people I’ve never met before, hearing their stories, and speaking to groups about how I made such a big change in my life. Since deciding to Do Life, I’ve gone from barely going through the motions in solitude to living a full life out in the open—a life that I never could have imagined. I never knew that a life like this was out there waiting for me all along. And it’s right there waiting for you, too.

				This book is about running, sure, but it’s also about life. It’s the story of how I learned to do life when I fell in love with running. I hope it inspires you to run, whether it’s just for fun, to lose weight, or to completely change your life. The chapters represent steps in a journey—mine, and possibly yours, too—out of the darkness and into the light, from barely slogging by to pushing yourself to the limits in all aspects of life. I found that light by running, and maybe you will, too. But running is a metaphor for life itself, and the lessons in this book will broadly apply. Maybe you’re already running, and you want to run farther, or better. I’ll teach you how to do that, too. There is no mystery, no secret ingredient that will take you from where you are today to the life you most want to live. All you need is a little bit of inspiration and the belief that it’s possible. I hope that is exactly what I can give you.

				I’ll start at the beginning, in my darkest moments before deciding to turn my life around, and lead you through each step of the way, from facing the truth to jumping in, taking the occasional step backward, and pushing myself to the limit. This is my story, and yours may be completely different. Some of you will relate to the highs and the lows, and others of you have never been nearly that low. Either way, I’ll do my best to help you write your own story as I tell you mine.

				The Do Life movement is characterized by openness, accountability, and community. In that spirit, each chapter includes inspiring stories from my readers, as well as my answers to some of my most common reader questions. I’m also including tips, terms, and running guides for each type of race that I’ve covered, as well as a Running Glossary at the end of the book.

				You now have everything that you need to take this moment, grab life, and get going. So, what are you waiting for? The rest of your life starts now. Let’s do it.
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				going through the motions

				hOW DID I get here?

				This is a question that most people have asked themselves at some point in their lives, and I bet you have, too. Maybe you looked in the mirror and noticed a few extra pounds that you didn’t remember accumulating, or found yourself in the gym for the first time in a while, barely able to finish what used to be an easy workout. If you’re like me, maybe you avoided mirrors, passed up social invitations, and ignored the scale before ever realizing that your weight had gotten completely out of control.

				Maybe you’ve never been to a dark place like the one I spent most of my life in. If you’re on the right path, it’s because your positive thoughts have encouraged you to take healthy actions, and vice versa. You believe that you deserve to be happy and healthy, and so you treat your mind and body well. You take healthy actions—like running, they make you feel good about yourself—and so you keep going.

				If you haven’t been making the best choices for your health or happiness, then you’re most likely stuck in a vicious cycle of bad thoughts that inspired poor decisions. Those poor decisions made you think even worse thoughts, and those thoughts promoted more negative actions. Maybe you told yourself that you’d look ridiculous running around a track at your weight, and so you never started running or exercising. Not exercising led you to gain more weight, and that excess weight made you feel so embarrassed about the way you look that you don’t want to even be seen in public. Thoughts and actions—those are the two things that get us into a bad place, and they’re the same two things that can get us out.

				Let me be clear—your “here” is probably different from mine. In fact, “here” is kind of like what they say about snowflakes—no two are exactly the same. Like I said, you might have a completely different problem than me, one with drugs or alcohol or an abusive relationship, or you might have a similar, weight-related one. You might not have a problem at all. Maybe you’re just looking for a little inspiration to help kick-start your running. Either way, your exact cycles, and especially your thoughts, are specific to you, but it’s always the simple matter of taking action that will change them.

				The action I took was simple—I ran. Before that, the negative cycle that I was stuck in was always about my weight and my self-esteem. I’ve never been very confident, and the bigger I got, the worse I felt about myself. Feeling bad about myself caused me to overeat, make bad choices, gain weight, and then feel even worse about myself. It sounds so simple, doesn’t it? Change one thing—a thought or an action—and your life will completely turn around.

				When you spend as many years as I did being obese, your self-esteem suffers tremendously, making it nearly impossible to find the confidence to turn things around. But it wasn’t always that way. In fact, throughout my childhood I felt mostly fine about myself. I was big, sure, but I was just another kid. It wasn’t until the fifth grade that I even realized there was something different about me.

				Of course, the one to clue me in to my “otherness” was a girl. Amanda Gray. Amanda was the hottest girl in fifth grade, probably in sixth grade, too, if you combined them. Up until this point in my life, I was known as the class clown, the kid who tried to make people laugh, got in trouble for talking too much, and was always trying to get a rise of out his teachers and classmates—the funny one.

				I woke up one day in the middle of the school year feeling a little bit fed up with just being the funny one. I realized that I wanted to get the girl, but not just any girl—Amanda Gray would be mine. And why not? I would go from being the class clown to the popular guy who got the girl, and it would change my life for the better. I was certain that this would be the most exciting day of my young life.

				I got myself psyched up and gathered as much confidence as I could. My family (my mother and father, my older brother, Jed, me, and my younger sister, Laura) lived in the middle of Beebe, Arkansas—“Your Dream Hometown.” We lived close enough to school that I could walk, so I headed out early that morning. I sat down in our homeroom—Mr. Gorbet’s first-period math class. I never was very good at math, but on that day I was ecstatic to be there.

				I got out my pen and paper, and as simply as I could, in the neatest possible cursive that I could summon with my anxiously shaking hand, I wrote:

				Amanda, will you be my girlfriend? Circle yes or circle no.

				Sincerely, Ben

				I handed it to my best friend, Scott, who delivered it to Amanda’s best friend, Jennifer, who then passed it to Amanda. My heart pounded as I watched the note float across the room. I watched her closely as she received the slip of paper. I held my breath as she read it and I studied her reaction, searching for a clue. Luckily, she wasted no time in finding me before the bell rang and quickly put me out of my misery. She sat down across the desk from me. My heart was beating through my chest as I awaited her answer.

				“Ben, I like you.... You’re funny,” she said. “But”—she paused dramatically—“you’re too fat.”

				I felt like I had been kicked right in the gut, not that I wanted to think about my gut at that moment. I wished she had simply circled “no” and sent the note back. Instead, she said those words so matter-of-factly, as if it was to be expected that I was just too fat for her to be my girlfriend. I tried to laugh it off, but the truth is that I was deeply hurt. It wasn’t just being called fat that hurt so much. It was the fact that, for the first time in my life, I realized that I was different. I wasn’t just the funny guy; I was the big guy. I was the fat guy, and everyone else already knew it.

				This was the life-altering moment when I became aware of my size. I was the biggest kid in fifth grade. I was the biggest kid in sixth grade, too, if you combined them. Deep down, I already knew this, but I hadn’t accepted it or allowed it to make me feel like I was any different from the other kids. Instead, I had tried to joke and make fun of myself as a defense mechanism. I now realize that it was my way of distracting people from realizing how big I was. Heck, it even prevented me from realizing how big I was.

				Of course, I now know how common it is for overweight people to use humor as a shield to protect themselves from being bullied or made fun of. At the time, I didn’t realize any of this, but with Amanda’s rejection, I had to finally be honest with myself. I was obese. I was different. There was something wrong with me.

				But even knowing that there was a problem wasn’t enough to convince me to solve it, and that’s because it takes much more than knowing that there’s a problem to turn it around. It takes courage and conviction, and most of all, confidence. You need to believe that you deserve to be better in order to start doing better, but as an obese fifth grader, I didn’t have the maturity, mental fortitude, or belief in myself to do anything about my weight. I simply continued going through the motions. No matter how much it hurt or how insecure I felt, I just got through the days. I made light of my weight situation and continued to be the funny one who was often a punch line and a joke myself, never the hero who got the girl or saved the day.

				As you can easily guess, my weight spiraled further out of control in the years after Amanda Gray crushed my heart. Soon, I didn’t just feel different from everyone else, but I was trapped in a terrible cycle of overeating, laziness, and self-loathing. Before I could even ask myself how I got there, I was no longer just a chunky kid but a morbidly obese teenager. Even a simple doctor’s appointment for strep throat had turned into a conversation about the health risks that I was facing if I didn’t make a drastic change soon.

				“Ben, in the end, all it comes down to is one thing,” he said. “Your dad is going to outlive you if you keep living like this.”

				Like this.

				It wasn’t hard to figure out what he meant by “this.” In those days, I sat alone in front of a computer screen playing video games for eighteen hours a day. I placed little importance on my relationships with my family. I didn’t place much importance on anything, but the lack of a familial bond was glaring. The truth is that I was jealous of the bonds my other family members shared, but I never made an effort because of my apathy toward anything and everything.

				My sister and mom were always together. My sister is handicapped, so she was pretty dependent on my mom growing up; plus they were the only girls in the family. My dad and brother had more in common and spent their days training for and planning adventure races together, heading out into the wilderness every so often with a set of coordinates and spending the next twenty-four to thirty-six hours searching for checkpoints in the woods over hundreds of miles. I was always envious when they would load up and head off together for a weekend—jealous not only of the time they were spending together, but also of the fact that they weren’t physically incapable of doing this sort of thing like I was.

				I was the awkward middle kid with a weight problem and an Internet addiction. My mom owned a restaurant, so I got all the free greasy food that a teenager could possibly dream of. The rest of the time, I ate pizza for every meal. Just a year before, my friend Preston and I had decided to start a pizza box collection. “Think about it,” he said. “We eat, like, five pizzas every week. If we just hang on to the boxes, eventually we’ll hold the world record for the biggest pizza box collection.”

				We dedicated the next two years or so to the cause, and we were very successful. My bedroom served as the storing house for our collection, and soon it was filled with all kinds of pizza boxes—big pizza boxes, small pizza boxes, medium pizza boxes, pizza boxes from Washington, D.C., pizza boxes from Boston, and pizza boxes from Tennessee. A few of the pizza boxes were donated to us from friends and family members, but the majority of the boxes we emptied ourselves. To be honest, I emptied most of them by myself.

				At the same time that the doctor was talking to me about the health risks associated with living “like this,” my bedroom contained 974 pizza boxes. Even Preston had lost interest in our collection at that point. In retrospect, I realize that I must have been the only person who wasn’t completely disturbed by my bizarre collection. The collection had become a creative way for me to justify my debilitating food addiction. It was as if I was building a monument to my obesity that existed outside of my own body.

				So, for me, figuring out what it meant to live “like this” was easy. For you, it might be different. If you know that you’re on the wrong track, you need to figure out exactly what is holding you back from embracing life and doing life to the fullest. Like me, you probably already know deep down where the problem lies. I knew it starting in fifth grade, but it took many more years for me to take action and start running.

				Even if things aren’t as severe for you as they were for me back then, there’s always room for improvement. I still struggle every day to keep my boat afloat, to run as much as I should, and eat as little as I should. So, tell me. Tell yourself—what is holding you back? What do you turn to when you’re feeling down? What behavior, addiction, or habit makes you feel a little uncomfortable or ill at ease? Is it food? Alcohol? Drugs? Something else entirely? Is it not one specific thing, but more of a way of life? Are you just stuck in a rut of depression and loneliness, unable to leave the house but desperate for human contact and camaraderie?

				It’s very possible that it’s more than one thing. Those negative cycles between our thoughts and actions can be tricky. Just when we think we’ve nailed down the problem, another one often rears its ugly head. “I’ll start a new running regime tomorrow,” you tell yourself, and then the next day you pick up a pack of cigarettes. “I’ll leave this dead-end relationship,” you decide, and then you let your training slide and end up feeling even more worthless. But no matter what “living like this” means for you, if you know that there’s a problem, it’s time to stop. It’s time to acknowledge it, look it in the face, and replace it with positive thoughts and positive actions that will help you start really living or doing life.

				Hearing the doctor’s warnings back in high school was shocking. Obviously, “this” was no way to live, but just as I did in fifth grade, I ignored it. One day I would get my life together, I told myself, but not now. I mean, Diablo (the Lord of Terror) wasn’t very well going to annihilate himself and save the wonderful people of Tristram. Besides, there was too much cereal to eat... too many Saved by the Bell reruns to watch. And, as much as I hated to admit it, my weight had gotten too far out of control. It was overwhelming and I
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