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“She ran every morning at six-twenty.  It was nice watching her.  Most people look terrible 
running.  Most women, especially, don’t look very good running.  They don’t seem to be built for 
it, usually.  The only people I’ve ever seen that look any good running are these really skinny 
guys who run cross-country for the Catholic school across the mountain. ..They always look like 
they’re about to die…But you should have seen her.  Once, when I was in high school—my class 
went to the ballet.  Most of the time I was pretty bored, but there were a couple of things I really 
liked, like when the guys jumped.  Those guys can jump.  I also liked it when the girls ran off the 
stage.  I loved watching the way their behinds moved when they ran off the stage.  That’s just the 
way she ran.  Exactly the same.  Down the sixteenth fairway and out of sight.”  
- “The Mower”, James Kaplan, The New Yorker, September 28, 1981 
 

I can only run in public.  Thumping sneakers creeping up behind me, I run a six 

minute seven second mile without dry heaving afterwards.  I make no claim to being a 

talented runner, only that I am stubborn beyond reason, and if I start in first place I better 

damn well finish there.  I don’t run to feel the wind in my hair or the sun on my skin.  I 

don’t run for the camaraderie or exercise.  I run to beat the shit out of something inside 

myself.  I run because I know I can work my heart up into some sort of testimony to my 

strength.  I run to feel myself teetering on different plane of life.  When I take my battle 

from the track to the lower-impact terrain of the elliptical, some combination of 

narcissism and determination makes it necessary that I occupy the machine directly in 

front of the mirror.   

My indiscriminant love of the elliptical probably stems from the small 

imaginative leap required to transform from black spandex-clad-Kristen to loping-avatar-

Kristen.  Atop the elliptical I tower nearly seven feet tall.  Fellow gym goers thud 

clumsily by as I move fluidly through space: a human cyborg. The location of my chosen 

elliptical is key.  It stands on the end of a row of machines, and possesses a direct view of 

the full-length mirrors that line a single wall of the gym.  Three other ellipticals sit beside 

it- two with the type of mobile arm component that makes you look like you’re futilely 

cross-country-skiing no man’s land.  I always wonder what the women- and they’re 

always women- who choose those particular machines think they’re going to accomplish, 

beyond looking utterly foolish.   

I always take a moment on top of the elliptical, swaying slightly as the pedals 

move without resistance under me.  I tie my hair in a knot on top of my head, position my 



iPod carefully on the shelf in front of me, dig my ear buds deep into my ears, and as I 

start to cycle my legs I shove my finger down hard onto the “Level” button.  About five 

minutes and a mile (elliptical distance is such a ego-boost) into my workout, the mirror 

becomes key.  I stare myself down, willing myself to quit while I’m staring at myself.  

Sweat pours down my arms and pools under my palms at minute fifteen, confusing the 

heart rate monitor as my hands slip again and again.  I keep staring.   

 
Time to go jogging. Studies show that exercise generates powerful endorphins, diminishing 
feelings of weakness and nausea and replacing them with similar but subtly higher-quality 
feelings of weakness and nausea. While you’re running, think about the reasons you got so drunk 
last night. Your life’s pretty messed up, isn’t it? Yes. Run faster. 

- “The Road to Recovery”, Amy Ozols, The New York Times, 2009 
 

I try not to ruminate on the ironic futility of elliptical exercise- of exerting 

yourself in a feigned forward motion only to end up exactly where you began, and more 

sweaty. I power through a waist-high pool of molasses, Led Zeppelin screaming “Ramble 

on!” deep into the cavities of my ears.  I’m fighting for my life at minute thirty, my 

breath coming in short, ragged gasps, but I can’t hear it, because now Rage Against the 

Machine has me pissed at my own reflection.  At minute forty my heart rate flashes “170 

BPM” in angry red numbers, and my chest has become blotchy with heat.  I’m feeling 

angry, feeling powerful, sort of like an invincible cyborg suspended in battle in viscous 

space. Then, it happens. 

She quivers atop the machine a foot to my right.  She tucks her hair behind her 

ears, or ties it loosely in a low ponytail that hangs down her back.  She’s wearing tights 

with shorts pulled over them, in some confused effort at appropriate gym wear.  Some 

days she’s wearing jeans, others loose sweatpants.  I once saw her wearing boots.  “She” 

isn’t one specific girl, but it doesn’t matter, these girls are all the same- the fair-weather 

elliptical addicts.  After fixing her hair, birds chirping and violins swaying, she lurches 

forward.  Her feet spin quickly below her, her wispy hair buffeted by the breeze created 

by the machine.  As an afterthought she jots her hand toward the control panel to press 

“Quick Start.”  That’s it.  Just quick start.  As she bounces along, eyes trained on the TV 

displaying Bravo with subtitles, she occasionally glances down at the “Calories Burned” 

section of the display.  The number slowly climbs toward fifty as she approaches minute 



five, probably due to the fact that she’s doing only marginally more work than a slow 

stroll in the park.   

 

“Throughout the twentieth century, women’s growing presence in sports has been accompanied 
by an unsubtle insinuation that athletic achievement and femininity are mutually exclusive: it 
seems that most accomplished female athletes have been suspected of being lesbians.” 

- “The Gender Game” (review of The Frailty Myth), Briefly Noted, The New Yorker, 2002 
 

 I hate this girl more than I’ve hated anyone in the gym ever.  I hate her more than 

the man who comes in only to lean against the mirrors while flexing his biceps, then sit 

on the weight bench keeping a single dumbbell company for two hours.  I hate her 

because I see her glancing over at my elliptical; I see her scoffing at me with disapproval 

as my wheezing distracts her from the latest happenings of “Real Housewives” of 

somewhere or other.   

I purposely try to sweat on her.  At this point I’m leaking every liquid I’ve 

consumed all day, so it’s a feasible task.  I’m at minute fifty-seven and I have to fight the 

urge to hit the “incline” button on her machine- this bitch has never heard of “Level Up” 

in her life.  I stare at her now in the mirror.  I watch her watching my control panel, 

shrinking away as I whip my towel back down to rest on the machine.  I look like a rabid 

animal next to her.  The veins in my chest stand out bright and blue as they spider away 

from my heart and leap over my shoulders.  I’m dressed like a wannabe ninja, soaked in 

my own sweat, and my hair makes me look like a failed sumo wrestler.  She, a mere foot 

away, looks like a breezy summer day; she looks like fucking daffodils and baby bunnies.  

“I hate her so much,” I think as I fall off the elliptical.   

 

Baby this town rips the bones from your back, 
It’s a death trap, it's a suicide rap 
We gotta get out while were young, 
‘Cause tramps like us, baby we were born to run. 

- “Born to Run”, Bruce Springstein 
 

I pull myself together, gathering my crumpled body from the carpet.  My legs 

have forgotten how to function on solid ground, and they force me to walk like a child of 

Frankenstein as I attempt to slink away.  There’s something utterly humiliating about 

falling off an elliptical, especially when you’ve spent an hour trying to convince 



everyone, including yourself, that you’re a star.  Despite this crushing blow to my pride, 

and despite the fact that sunshine and daisies over there witnessed the entire horrifying 

event, I’ll go back.  Not the next day, I spend most of my time on the cushiony surface of 

the track, but I’ll go back.  There’s something incredibly alluring about the hypocrisy of a 

stationary machine designed to imitate forward motion, and something even more 

appealing to me about pedaling futilely through space.   

I don’t want anything out of the elliptical- I don’t expect to end up anywhere 

other than right where I started.  I spend most of my life frantically rushing forward, 

looking over my shoulder, hoping I’ve beat the invisible enemy there, or at least covered 

my trail.  I’m running from something different every day, convinced that I’ve, in Joan 

Diddion’s words, “stayed too long at the fair.”  As much as I try to convince myself that 

I’m running toward something, my motion is ultimately based on moving away from a 

point of origin, rather than arriving at a destination. At least on the elliptical there aren’t 

any illusions. Just sweat and occasional humiliation.  (1547) 


