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    Dedication
 
To my mentor who gave me the great "It's just marketing, not rocket science" line
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“This is a bad idea Susie.” I smile at my dad as I jump in place at the starting line. I point to the white runners bib pinned to my jersey. 

“Too late to talk me out of it dad. I have a good feeling about this year. After choking in the nationals last year, I needed to prove myself. I didn’t want it bad enough last year, giving up in the last stretch and accepting second.  

I hate road races really. They are boring and the sightseeing was limited to closed businesses and blocked off streets. The lack of grass was another problem, the concrete is horrible for my already sensitive knees. My dad is right to worry about me entering, but I need to get through the season if anyone is going to believe in me.

Standing on the starting line, I stand out with my thick hair pulled back in a bun compared to the dainty blonde ponytails around me. They’re all on teams, groups in their matching uniforms surrounding me in my solid black tank and shorts.

I had a great team I ran with. Life gets in the way and most grow out of the sport after college. Most people believe if you aren’t pursuing a career in sports, the sport ends. The Olympics isn’t the only end game, although it is my goal. If I can’t place as the USATF champion, I have no chance at competing on a global level. In my family, sports are a way of life. For the other women on the starting line with me, they understand that to some degree.

Katie Johnson, last year’s sub-master’s champion, walks over to me with a big smile. The bright yellow of her shorts is blinding.  

“Good luck today Suzanne. Excellent weather this year.” She sticks out her hand for me to shake. I force a smile as I accept her hand. Our back and forth rivalry have been ongoing for over twenty years. She made an attempt for the Olympics last year and didn’t make it. This year I will. 

“Can’t complain when you get a sunny day on race day.” Last year we were hit with heavy rain right before the race began. I would rather avoid running in the rain again. Between the wind and the rain making my feet feel heavier, I use up more energy than necessary.

I feel the adrenaline running through my veins as I wait perfectly still for the sound of the start of the race. The siren that plays doesn’t quite make me move compared to the sound of the starting gun, but it’s enough to get me to take off and beat most of the crowd right from the beginning.
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“I hope this is the last race Leo.” His laugh was taunting, I knew better than to make him stop running. Leo’s obsessions with these races are ridiculous. There’s a large chance this is considered cheating, werewolves must have some genetic advantage here. Even in our human form, we can easily overpower a human male. It doesn’t matter, he makes sure to drag me to every event the city hosts.

We’re early, women lining up on the starting line getting ready to start running. The older we got, the longer these races were. When we were children, the races only lasted a few minutes, and we were able to leave before breakfast. Those same age groups were still running and finishing their races first. It was our age group that was pushed towards the end of the event. Leo couldn’t miss any of the other races either, so we spend the whole day watching strangers run.

“This is cheating, I’m going to tell the Doc you’re cheating them out of their races.” His laugh irritates me even more, but I know that was a useless threat. Although he might agree with me on the cheating part, Bryan is all for integrating with the humans as much as possible. 

“I’ll call him up for you, maybe we can stop by to see his fancy house before heading back home.”

The sound of the siren went off, and Leo jumped to watch them take off. Of all the sports he could have chosen, this is the most boring one. At least in track it is fairly short and everyone stays in the designated area. Here they’re running all over the city, no one is running particularly fast because they’re running multiple miles, and there’s no contact.

“Ohhhh that had to hurt!” Leo’s voice pulls me away from my mental complaints long enough to see one of the runners swing her elbow out to prevent another woman from running around her. I guess there’s some type of contact with this contactless sport. Not sure how sportsmanlike that is. She sticks out, dressed in full black against the reds, blues, and yellows of the others running with her.

“Well that’s definitely cheating.”

“It is not, that’s a completely allowed move.” I roll my eyes, turning to look at him. It doesn’t matter, he isn’t paying attention to me anymore. His eyes are locked on the woman attacking the other runners around her.

She’s... pretty. About as pretty as anyone could be when they’re running with their mouth open. That doesn’t seem to matter to Leo who is watching her until she is completely out of our sight.

“Done ogling the runners?” He turned to me with a grin slowly spreading across her face.

“Did you see her? She’s a beast. That’s Suzanne, she might win it all this year.”

“You know the other runner’s names?”

“It’s all available online Silas. I looked at last year’s results. She nearly had it, but something happened in the championships. I would have seen it for myself, but you didn’t want to come with me.”

I vaguely remember him begging to go to the championship race last year. I had no interest in going, and at that point he didn’t feel comfortable coming out here alone. When he got over that fear, I had to come along to keep him out of trouble.

“Sure, doesn’t explain why you’re staring at her like a stalker.” He chose that moment to go silent, adjusting the numbered bib on his shirt.

“Leo, don’t.” 

“I didn’t say I was going to go talk to her or anything. I just like watching her. I need to feel she’s okay.”

I know the feeling. It’s the same pull I feel towards him, the feeling we’re both ignoring at the moment.

“Just... be careful.” His smile was subdued, different from the excitement from earlier.

“I make sure she doesn’t see me. I’ve been careful.”

I nod. There isn’t much anyone could do when Leo makes up his mind.
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The sound of my feet hitting the forest floor is comforting. This is what I love, the dirt and leaves beneath my feet, dodging stray branches that stick out over the path. The birds above me are scarce, but I can still hear them in the trees. Smaller animals on the ground run whenever I get close. 

It’s nice to be alone with my thoughts, away from the skeptic eyes from others in the city when I mention my dreams of trying out for the Olympic team. When I won race after race through high school and college, everyone was supportive. But the Olympics? That’s a pipe dream.

Why couldn’t the USATF be enough? I can’t answer that, but for me it just isn’t. Not when the Olympics is right there and I can make it. I know I can.

I have three months until tryouts. The frigid air causes my breath to come out in clouds of white, the end of winter still far off. The snow cleared away enough so I’m not fighting through snow along with fallen trees and branches. This is my main reason for running in the forest, nature being the perfect location to prepare for the steeplechase.

It might not be the most glamourous event, but everyone can’t be a sprinter. Sadly, I can’t run a 200m sprint faster than 28 seconds. What I can do is a 15 minute 5k on a cross country course—give or take a few seconds, but who’s counting?

The sound of a snapping twig to my left causes me to pause, pulling my ear bud from my ear. Everything is silent now, even if I have the odd sensation of being watched. That was the last thing I needed, to be murdered in the forest on my pursuit to greatness.

“Hello?” I am met with silence. This is well past cross country season, most of the college kids refuse to run in the forest. It’s “haunted”. I scoff, putting my ear bud back in my ear to continue my run. This was more than enough of a break, I’ll never be ready for the 10k at this rate. Even after leaving the clearing, I could still feel eyes on me.

“Pushed it too hard today Susie?” My old coach still gets away with calling me that silly name. I’ll let him in exchange for using the ice bath on campus. Sure, I can do this at home in my tub, but why not take advantage of the free ice?

“Not too bad, just a bit tight.” I hiss as I lower myself into the water. The ice cubes hitting my leg feels like nothing compared to the water bubbling up as it soaks my shirt. I curse myself inwardly for not wearing a darker shirt. While he’s seen the whole team run in much less, my current running gear is what catches his attention. 

“Let me know if you want some company on your run. I can help work you out.” He ended his flirty remark with a wink, and it takes everything in me not to roll my eyes. It’s not as creepy now as it would have been if he showed any interest ten years ago. But now being his 33 year old previous athlete, he figures now is the time to shoot his shot.

“Thanks Coach.” He flinches visibly at my words.

“You can call me Eric, Susie. I haven’t been your coach in over a decade.” His laughter fills the empty room, I managed to show up while the teams are still at practice. Eric is now the assistant athletic director, which was a great promotion for someone who deserved it.

“Some things just never change I guess.” I smile, hoping he gets the hint.

“I was wondering if you were free tonight? I’ve been beating around the bush for the past few weeks now, but I would like to take you out. A proper date, if I wasn’t making myself clear.” No, he did not get the hint.

“Eric, I don’t think it’s a good idea. Ethically, yes, I understand it’s fine. But I still see you as my coach. And if I get the job next year, it would be an ethical issue.” The girls cross country coach position is going to be open next year, and I would love to come back to my alma mater to coach. This would mean being around Eric daily, which means he needs to understand that this thing he’s after will never happen. 

He nods, although I can tell he’s not happy about it. I do hope he sees the logic behind it, he was a great running partner. 

Luckily he didn’t push because I had nothing planned for the rest of the night. Check on work and hope nothing was going wrong—which it shouldn’t, it’s marketing not rocket science—grab my dinner from the refrigerator, and binge watch a tv show.

I’m feeling a little romantic at the moment, even if I turned down Eric’s offer. It’s not that I’m against dating in general, just the idea of dating another man immediately makes me want to vomit.

Okay, that’s a little extreme. My ex wasn’t really a bad guy. I just found out he didn’t like women when he broke down in tears to tell me he was in love with a guy at work. Which, good for him, but he could have just told me that instead of leading me on. That was four years ago. 

With a sigh, I turn on Netflix and decide to binge a random period drama. Sideburns, yearning, and denying true feelings while worrying too much for a heroine’s virtue? It’s my kind of night. Throwing my dinner in the microwave—grilled chicken with a pepper sauce I saw online with some couscous, a baked sweet potato and asparagus— I scroll through emails to see if there’s anything I need to handle tonight. I don’t need to be online now, the team on the West Coast should have enough coverage. There’s just some... incompetence on the other team. As expected, there’s emails waiting for a response. Jared wondering why spending stopped—well your inventory sucks— and someone else asking for more budget because of their amazing performance. Well, your performance is just average, but thanks for the inflated head you’re displaying.

With a roll of my eyes, I quickly respond to them, noticing how Cole’s team’s status is away. Of course it is. How someone is constantly not working while in office baffles me. But all the companies are pushing the return to office mandates now. I wouldn’t mind working in an office if I was in a field that made it necessary. The babysitting they’re pushing just costs more money for them and laziness because everyone is in office talking.

The ding of the microwave pulls me out of my internal grumbling as I turn Netflix on. My phone rings and I’m pleading that it’s not Eric calling for another go.

“How was the run Suzanne?” My dad is a little more supportive of my Olympic dreams, since he was my coach for ten years. He was the high school coach, and I ran with the high school kids since I was old enough to tie my running shoes. No one really cared, until I started beating them. Apparently getting beaten by a small child in regionals was embarrassing. Go figure.

“It was fine dad. Nothing to write home about but pacing wise it was fine.”

“And you’re still running in that forest? You shouldn’t be going in there, or at least have someone run with you.” I laugh, he hasn’t run with me since I was ten.

“Are you volunteering? You can join me tomorrow after work.” He laughed, I know he has zero intentions of running again. He wasn’t a runner really, he just loves coaching. Everyone has their dreams.

“What about Coach Eric?” I groan loudly. I really hope he isn’t using my dad to help him hit on me.

“I’d rather not, although he’s offered.”

“Well he’s not a bad guy. And it’s not like you’re a student now.”

“We are not having this conversation.” I quickly pause my show, not wanting my dad to listen to it in the background..

“Your mother and I worry about you. You haven’t dated anyone seriously in a long time.” Yes, I know. Thanks for reminding me.

“I’m not in a rush to be in a relationship right now.”

“Well your mother said that now you will be considered a geriatric mother or something at your age, and something about your clock running out.” I roll my eyes, knowing he meant a geriatric pregnancy since I had the exact same conversation with her.

“Were you calling for any specific reason or just to meddle into my sex life.”

“I didn’t ask that at all!” Now he wants to be offended. Well, maybe he should mind his own business.

“Unless you know another way to cause pregnancy, you did. Can we change the subject now?” I smile at the exasperated sigh that came through the phone.

“Your mother just wants you to come over for dinner Friday.”

“And what if I had some hot date lined up?” I should be insulted with the laugh that comes through my phone.

“Yeah, right. We’ll see you at 6 on Friday. Dress for dinner, not in running clothes. You know how your mother is.” Yes, I do. Despite coming from a large athletic family, my mom always pushed for a normalcy that didn’t rely on sports. Between mine and my brother’s athletic schedules and dad’s coaching schedule, she didn’t get her way often.

“Yes dad, I’ll be there.” Sitting my phone on the coffee table, I sigh as I lean back into the couch. This could be an interrogation dinner, or she’s trying to set me up with the son of one of her well-meaning friends. I don’t get the big deal, plenty of women are having children later in life. Just because she was done having kids by 25 doesn’t mean everyone should.
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