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Chapter 1: I Run to Be Seen
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I lace my shoes before sunrise. Not because I love the dark, but because no one’s awake to watch me fail.

The streetlights flicker as I stretch. My phone buzzes—a notification from a running app: You’re 3% slower than last week. I silence it. But the voice stays: You’re falling behind.

I don’t run to feel alive. I run to prove I am.

Every stride is a sentence in an argument I didn’t start but can’t stop defending. My body moves; my mind scans for proof—proof that I’m disciplined, driven, worthy. The faster I go, the less I feel. And that’s the point. Feeling is messy. Doubt lives in stillness. So I run until my thoughts blur into rhythm, until “I am” becomes “I did.”

My breath is shallow. Not because I can’t inhale deeper, but because deep breaths invite presence—and presence asks questions I’m not ready to answer. Why are you doing this? Who are you doing it for?

Outside, the world sleeps. Inside, I’m performing for an audience of one: the version of myself that believes worth is earned in intervals, measured in miles, validated in public.

I check my watch. Not to track progress, but to confirm I’m still in control. Control is the currency of this chase. Lose it, and you’re just another body slowing down on the shoulder of the road.

At mile two, I pass a window. My reflection flickers—distorted, fleeting. I don’t recognize myself. Or maybe I do, and that’s worse. The face is tight, jaw clenched, eyes fixed ahead, never down. Never inward. Because if I look down, I might see my own feet—tired, tender, human. And if I see that, the whole performance cracks.

I used to run for joy. In middle school, I’d tear down the block just to feel wind in my hair, heart pounding with something that wasn’t anxiety. Back then, there were no splits, no pace targets, no social feeds comparing my route to someone else’s. There was just motion, and the quiet thrill of moving through the world on my own terms.

Now, every run is a resume line. Every finish time, a data point in the case for my value.

I don’t post every run. But I imagine the post anyway. 5 a.m. grind. No excuses. The caption writes itself. Even alone, I’m curating.

A car passes. The driver glances. I straighten my posture, lift my knees higher. Not because it’s efficient—but because I’m being seen. And being seen means I matter.

But here’s the truth I can’t outrun: being seen isn’t the same as being known. And being known is what I actually crave.

At mile four, my lungs burn. Not from effort, but from holding back breath—and breath is the one thing that connects body to self. I’ve trained my legs for speed, my mind for endurance, but I’ve starved my spirit of air.

I slow for a second. Just one. Long enough to take a real inhale—deep, slow, through the nose. The world doesn’t end. No alarm sounds. But something shifts. A quiet voice returns: You’re here. Not ahead. Not behind. Here.

I exhale. And keep running.

Not because I have to. Not yet. But because stopping would mean facing the silence I’ve spent years sprinting from.

When I get home, I’ll log the run. Upload the map. Maybe add a filter to make the sky look golden. I’ll call it a win. And part of me will believe it.

But later, in the shower, when the noise fades and the steam rises, I’ll stand still long enough to hear it: the whisper beneath the sweat.
You don’t have to prove you exist. You already do.
I’ll ignore it. For now.
Because tomorrow, I’ll lace up before dawn again.
Not to run toward something.
But to stay ahead of the truth that’s catching up.
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Chapter 2: The Pace Others Set
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I don’t choose my pace. I inherit it.

It comes from a podcast playing in my ear—the CEO who wakes at 4 a.m., writes 2,000 words, and closes a funding round before breakfast. It comes from a fitness tracker blinking red because I slept 20 minutes past my goal. It comes from a photo on a screen: someone younger, leaner, faster, standing on a summit I didn’t know I wanted until I saw them there.

I adjust my stride to match ghosts.

At first, it felt like inspiration. Now it feels like debt. Every slow mile accrues interest in the form of guilt. Every rest day whispers: They’re still moving. Why aren’t you?

I used to run by feel—fast when light, slow when heavy. But feel is unreliable in a world that trades in metrics. So I traded it. Gave up my rhythm for a spreadsheet. My intuition for a benchmark. My breath for a target heart rate zone.

Now, I run to keep up with people I’ve never met.

Not because I admire them—though sometimes I do—but because their success recalibrates what’s “normal.” If they can do it, why can’t I? The question isn’t curious. It’s accusing.

Last week, a friend posted their marathon time. Not boastfully. Just matter-of-factly. Done. 3:12. I stared at the number like it was a mirror. My last half was 1:50. I should’ve been proud. But all I thought was: You’d be at mile 18 by now—if you were them.

I didn’t run for three days after that. Not out of rest. Out of shame.

We pretend ambition is personal. But so much of it is borrowed. We mistake exposure for aspiration. See someone build a company, write a book, land a talk—and suddenly, that becomes the finish line we’re sprinting toward, even if it’s not our race.

The danger isn’t emulation. It’s amnesia. Forgetting that every body has its own tempo. Every mind its own threshold. Every life its own season.

I ran with a group once. Casual Saturday mornings. No tracking. No talk of PRs. Just conversation and movement. I lasted two weeks. By the third, I was timing their intervals, comparing cadence, wondering why their recovery felt easier than mine. I didn’t want company. I wanted competition disguised as community.

I quit. Said I was “too busy.” Truth was, I couldn’t stand running without a score.

Now, I run alone—but never in solitude. My headphones pipe in voices that set the pace: the motivational coach, the productivity hacker, the elite athlete narrating their “perfect” training week. I absorb their rhythms like oxygen. My feet obey. My lungs comply. My sense of self? It lags behind, panting.

At mile three today, I pass a park bench. An older man sits, eyes closed, face turned to the sun. He isn’t moving. Isn’t producing. Isn’t optimizing. And yet—he looks complete. Not lazy. Not behind. Just... there.

I almost stop.
I don’t.
Because stopping would mean admitting that stillness is valid. And if stillness is valid, then maybe my entire pace is a lie.

The cruelest part? No one asked me to run this fast.
Not really.
My boss hasn’t demanded it. My family doesn’t track my splits. The world will not collapse if I slow down.
But I’ve internalized their timelines so deeply, I can’t tell where their expectations end and my worth begins.

I check my watch. Again.
It says I’m on pace.
But for what?
Not my body’s needs. Not my joy. Not even my goals—most of which were reverse-engineered from someone else’s highlight reel.

I think about the surfer waiting for the right wave—still on the board, scanning the horizon, patient. Not frantic. Not envious of the rider carving the crest ahead. Just present, attuned to their own sea.

I don’t have a sea. Just asphalt. And benchmarks. And the quiet terror that if I stop syncing my stride to the world’s metronome, I’ll disappear.

But here’s what the borrowed pace hides: alignment is faster than imitation.
When you run your own race, you don’t waste energy correcting your form to match someone else’s shadow.
At mile five, my quads ache. Not from distance, but from tension—the kind that comes from forcing motion against inner resistance. My breath hitches. I want to walk. But walking feels like surrender. Like admitting the pace wasn’t mine to hold.

So I push.
And the voice returns: They wouldn’t walk.
But who are “they”?
And why do they get to decide what strength looks like?
I run past a schoolyard. Kids are playing tag—laughing, stumbling, changing direction on a whim. No finish line. No leaderboards. Just motion for the sake of being alive in a body.

For a second, I envy them.
Not their age.
Their autonomy.
They haven’t learned yet that movement must be justified. That rest must be earned. That being is not enough—doing is the only verb that counts.

I used to know that truth, too.
Before I conflated pace with purpose.
I finish the run. Shower. Log the data. The app congratulates me: Great job maintaining target pace!
I feel nothing.
Because the pace wasn’t great.
It was foreign.
And I ran it like a stranger in my own skin—borrowing speed, losing breath, chasing a rhythm that was never mine.

Tomorrow, I’ll do it again.
Not because it fits.
But because I’ve forgotten how to choose my own tempo.
But tonight, in the quiet, I’ll ask the question I’ve been avoiding:
If no one was watching, how would I move?
And for the first time in a long time,
I won’t answer right away.
I’ll let the silence hold the space.
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Chapter 3: Faster Than Feeling
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I run to outrun feeling.

Not pain—though that too—but the softer, stickier things: doubt, grief, uncertainty. The emotions that don’t have a finish line. So I give them one. I convert them into miles. Into minutes. Into metrics I can control.

If I’m sad, I run harder.
If I’m lost, I run farther.
If I’m afraid, I run faster—so fast that fear can’t catch up.
It works. For a while. Motion becomes anesthesia. The rhythm of footfalls drowns out the questions. What do you really want? Are you living or performing?

I don’t slow down because slowing down means listening. And listening means hearing the truth I’ve buried under sweat and splits: I’m not running toward anything. I’m running away.

This wasn’t always true. Once, running was a conversation—with my body, the wind, the morning. Now it’s an evacuation.

At mile two today, my chest tightens. Not from exertion. From something rising—a memory, maybe. A conversation I never finished. A decision I regret. I don’t name it. I accelerate.

Speed is my mute button.

I’ve trained myself to mistake numbness for strength. To believe that if I don’t feel it, it isn’t there. But emotions aren’t ghosts. They’re currents. They pool where motion stops. And they wait.

Last month, I skipped a run for the first time in 187 days. Not because I was injured. Because I woke up hollow. Not tired. Not sick. Just... empty. Like my insides had been scooped out and replaced with static.

I sat on the edge of the bed for an hour. No phone. No plan. Just stillness.

By minute ten, anxiety bloomed—sharp, buzzing. By minute twenty, grief surfaced, quiet and cold. By minute thirty, I was crying for reasons I couldn’t articulate.

I didn’t run that day.
I haven’t forgiven myself for it.
Because in the logic of the chase, feeling is failure. Stillness is surrender. And to stop moving is to admit that the engine is running on fumes, not fuel.

So I run to stay ahead of myself.

My breath stays shallow. Not because my lungs can’t expand, but because deep breaths invite presence—and presence invites feeling. Better to skim the surface. Better to live in the periphery of my own life than face the center.

I pass a woman walking her dog. She smiles. I nod. Neither of us speaks. But in that glance, I see something I’ve lost: ease. Her pace isn’t optimized. Her posture isn’t perfect. She’s just there, in her body, in the morning, with no agenda but companionship.

I envy her—not her slowness, but her wholeness.

I used to walk like that. Before I turned every step into a statement. Before I believed that stillness meant stagnation, that rest meant regression.

Now, even my recovery runs have a purpose: to prepare for the next
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