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Grit
“DFL,” I explained to my daughter, “stands for dead fucking last.
And we don’t want to be that.”
We were 4 miles into a 10k and she was dragging but determined.
She’d never done this—or even close. I needed to find the sweet
spot between the clutch and the gas for helping her along. 20%
drill sergeant, 70% cheerleader, 10% mom. I knew a little f-bomb
would give her a lift.
At 14, she was still sweet and young and as much the rule-follower
as her brother was the rule-breaker. Dropping the f-bomb was
breaking a rule in our house. Arbitrary since everything else was
on the table but still. As my mother used to say, “You need to
save something special for when you stub your toe.” One of those
sillyisms from my own childhood that seems to have stuck.
“Look behind us, mom. Is anyone behind us?”
I looked back. It was sparse but yes, a good amount of people were
behind us. A few hundred—it was a big race. Granted they were
heavy and older and walking, but we were in no danger of being
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DFL. I could tell the fear of it was pushing her along so I didn’t
want to let her know how solidly we were out of those woods.
“I’m pretty sure we’re ok. We just need to focus forward. We need
to do everything we can. Let’s not worry about them.”
“OK. OK. I’m just really tired.”
I wanted to explain to her how once she crosses that finish line,
whatever pain she’s experiencing at this moment, however tired
she might feel now, however much she wants to stop running,
will be eclipsed and forgotten by the joy and thrill of the finish.
That she will never wish she had dropped out instead of finishing.
But that’s a lesson learned only by experience. And we weren’t far
from it.
Like so many experiences in her life, this one was a tough one to
watch. Because she would have to suffer—although only for a very
short time and only a very small amount and most certainly only
in a first world way—in order to get the thing she wants.
This is growing up, right? Understanding the sacrifice of the
moment will become the prize of the future. It’s a lesson I continue
to struggle with late in my forties. She is already so far ahead of me.
“Hon, do you see that? Up ahead on the right just past the
traffic light?”
“What? Where? Oh my god. Does that say Mile 5?” She squealed.
“Almost there, love. Let’s finish strong. We have got this.”
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We continued on, side by side. Walking and running. Mentally
tagging fellow runners we didn’t want to pass us and those we
wanted to pass.
“See that guy with the red shirt?” I picked someone I felt confident
we could beat. We’d been vying for the lead on and off for miles but
I knew his type. And he was fading while we were picking up steam.
“Yeah.”
“My private goal is that he doesn’t beat us.”
“Mine too! But that couple on the left has been ahead of us the
whole time. I’d like to beat them if we can.”
She was doubling down. Right on, kiddo.
We pushed on talking about how we were going to sprint to the
finish and how we were going to eat pizza after even though it was
9:30 in the morning. She clutched my forearm, digging her nails
gently but definitely into my arm. “Mom, I am going to finish this!
I am going to have run a 10k. I am going to have run 6.2 miles! And
it is really, really hard! And I’m really, really proud of us.”
Her face was flushed bright red. Her eyes were bright and alive. I
wanted to hold that feeling for her and give it to her later when
she’ll need to remember how capable and strong and amazing she
is. After a future break up or self-doubting job interview.
Remember, love, you can do anything.
Remember how you dug deep, found something you weren’t sure
you had, and turned it into strength.
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We passed mile 6. The route took a left turn at which point the
finish line came into view.
“Come on, mom! Come on!”
She was flying now. And I mean really flying. The girl’s legs—
which she did NOT get from me—were long and lean. I always
vacillated between thinking she looks like a young giraffe and a
grasshopper. Just a bit awkward in form yet naturally spectacular
and wondrous.
She stopped holding back, stopped fearing that her tank was on
empty, stopped worrying about what was behind her and let loose
passing three more people in the very last stretch and finishing a
few yards in front of me.
When I crossed the finish, I collided with her. She’d turned to
hug me with a smile on her face that told me, without words, that
which she vocalized later in the car:
“Hell fucking yeah, mom. I did it.”
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