
Gold streaks race across the horizon as the sun begins to set, which causes him to squint as he purposely stares into it, contemplating the significance of his situation. Taking a deep breath, he widens his legs a bit while standing in the grass and bends over for a solid stretch, straining his back above the tailbone just a bit.  A chilly wind passes by and raises several hairs on the back of his neck, although he’s not completely sure if it’s the wind that causes this to occur.  This is certainly go time.  Certainly a go, must go. 


Only he is completely aware of the magnitude of this all.  He has made it known to himself over and over again that this could be his last go, his last exercised proof that he still has what it takes to take over, and to overcome the opposition.  Historically, he has become a prominent figure through his achievements here; the regularity of his success is repulsive, almost.  But as his final year has rounded about, people have begun to doubt his kinesis, his potential – does he have any left?  Has he completely driven himself to a point where recovery is impossible? He’s made himself known over the last four years through a gauntlet of trials and, on special occasions, bloody knees.  He needs this one last opportunity to survive and to make his time worthwhile at this place. One more trip around the circumference would close this chapter.

 
Turning his back on the sunset, he casually surveys the glorified oval-shaped dust trail from the football field in the center.  He considers the dust, the track, the rapid and paced rising and setting of feet, each foot taking a step of faith, relying on the natural circumstance that the ground will hold and that the ankles can withstand the frequent, persistent pounding upon it.  The dirt carries a humility in itself as the only stable factor left over in this precise motion; everything else is fluid and shifts over time.  Heroes may appear on the horizon carrying the alignment of a divinity and descend into this realm, then sway a mob of onlookers simply by displaying inhuman raw speed, but the dirt that rushes past them as they all prove themselves remains a constant.  And he considers the rising and setting of these legends of the lanes, the ones that glide across the backstretch at optimized speeds.  Thoroughbred, dignified stallions trained solely to gain victory over all others, they consider everything and nothing all at once.  They achieve a mental status that takes a pick and hammer to pry open – no outside material distorting their focus can penetrate their minds, and nothing overtakes this rock-hard mentality besides their innate call of duty.  They live for the 400 – approximately a quarter of a mile – which is usually overtaken in less than a minute.  Simply finishing this elongated mad dash takes iron will and unparalleled determination.  Finishing first, however, is a completely different matter. 

 
He is very experienced with the concept of crossing first: he’s done it twenty-seven times in four years.  He recalls the first time he crossed the finish line before anyone else did, halfway through the freshman season.  He was humble then, just as he is now.  After the victory, he wouldn’t lose again for thirteen more meets – he became referred to as the “natural wonder”, rooting from his uncanny ability right from the start to cause people to drop their jaws in awe.  He was certainly considered by others not long after, and during his junior year, universities began to notice as well.  UCLA and Boston College both sent him notices of pending scholarships to their respective schools.  Unfortunately, this had a direct effect on his own ego; luckily, it proved to be a cycle of growth rather than one of complete destruction.  His pride peaked at the end of his junior year, and, grounded by a near-death experience, he re-evaluated himself.  He grew up a bit and understood his current stride, breaking through the final phase of his own race.

 
In a broad and general perspective, there are three states that a 400 runner passes through in any given race.  The first phase is the birth, right off the block.  This first 100 meters or so proves to be where the runner finds momentum and pace.  All the mechanics and techniques have to be resettled at this moment, and seemingly, the earliest to optimize rate and rhythm is able to pull ahead in this stage, often times never to be overtaken again.  Some graduate and discover their pace more quickly than others, but some take slightly longer yet they establish a stride that eventually blows away the rest of the field. The second state of a 400 is perhaps the longest

and most tedious section of the race – this lasts for a good 200 meters, just about half of the distance around.  This is where most competitors have extreme difficulty, because it requires maintaining that previously established consistent pace and drive for what seems like forever.  Some pace themselves too quickly and simply run out of juice early on, which is generally impossible to recover from.  Some come out too slow and become discouraged to find their competition so far ahead already, which weakens their stride.  Many drop out of the race right here, or fall back to a hopeless position and quickly find themselves in a rut that seems impossible to roll out of.  Some, but very few, are able to recover their stride and endure the rest of the way, regardless of how they were established.  The ones that manage to do this are often the ones that finish this race hard and strong.  The final state is a grueling 100 meters, but at this point, physical domination is no longer an issue.  The race becomes a matter of passion and determination.  The entire body becomes numb; all peripherals are distorted and unimportant.  The focus quickly becomes to finish this race hard; to hit the end with breathtaking momentum that resonates with those that watch, and it shall be memorable if this occurs.  Failure to achieve a certain prestige among the crowd can become devastating, and it’s possible that the runner will be long forgotten for the rest of his days.  However, no matter what position the runner comes in, if the final stage is hard-driven and if all remaining efforts and resources are outpoured, then every last participant is respected and remembered for at least another few go-arounds.  The ones that finish first, obviously, are the deemed heroes.

 
And what would drive a human to pursue this dash of mayhem?  Many have yet to comprehend this, or even consider it.  Several have a variety of answers – some claim there is divine intervention involved, while others firmly assert it is a genetic, natural-born desire to dominate.  He never really pondered this aspect of his practice.  The drive is mindless, he has concluded, like a river naturally, gravitationally striving for the coastline.  He goes because he belongs; he is pulled, magnetized by a white line nearly 360 degrees around.  And the true irony belongs in this: that he finishes the race right where he began it.  


In a futile attempt to reduce the tension building up in his body, he stares off again into the setting sun, understanding that it won’t be long before it sinks below the west hills.  The sun seems so distant from him now, leaving the last residual warmth of orange trails glowing across the field.  Understanding the sun’s motion at this moment takes immense thought for him.  The sun is setting over the west hills.  He peers at a pair jogging along the inside circumference of the pending cycle of mayhem, who giggle comfortably, a stark contrast to the mood that overwhelms him.  His chest and shoulders are rigid like a board; he twists slightly and feels a few fibers pop.  Tension everywhere – tension runs up his hamstrings and in his spine, up to his mind.  The hard-caked mud under his feet feels stiff.  Even the sun seems tense, trying to force itself over the horizon and call it a day.  Right now, he wishes he could do the same. 


“Take your marks,” announces a near baritone voice, garbled by low quality speakers.  This startles him, which causes him to jump slightly, straining his right calf just enough to be a problem.  Shake it off, shake it off – the command from distant wonder years echoes in his head, resonating from past grueling training sessions.  The verbal discouragement of other seasoned soldiers during these times also stuck with him, only motivating him to push even harder to exceed their expectations.  The sun rested directly over their heads for elongated hours back then, and the heat emanating from the sun's relentless pummeling as well as pressed orders from the sergeant induced sweat and tears – after a while, no one could have told the difference between the two.  As he considers the length of the run, he attempts to count the inconceivable number of times he’s plowed down this route through that rigorous training, compulsively, just to get it right.  But when it comes to the real thing, a lot of what is learned and gained from the repetitious rehearsals beforehand becomes a matter of second nature.  Obviously, the physical gain he earned has become valuable, but the driving force is a matter that cannot be replicated.  This is the factor that determines a true winner.

 
He approaches the metal starting block driven into the dirt in lane six.  From this stance, the first and second lanes are just inside peripheral vision, just enough to make him concerned about the predators crouching there.  He nervously scoots his foot horizontally just behind his starting block, letting the gravel under his shoe roll.  He does this three times from left to right, all at the same spot.  A habit.  A slight breeze brings forth the chills down his back once more as he loosens himself and loses himself at the block.  Don’t get too loose, he thinks as he continues to swing his arms almost incessantly.  They swing like cooked spaghetti in the wind, flailing wildly and cold to the touch.  Any day, now.  He lets out a hearty exhale, forgetting to breathe in before doing so, causing a slight pull at the lungs and inducing yet another shiver, this time rooting from the thighs.  He shivers deeply and suddenly – the shivering no longer has to do with the cool wind, which blows hard into the left back portion of his head.  He steps lightly over the apparatus as if the soles of his shoes were made of glass.  He does this to remind himself to stay light.  As he kneels to one knee, then the other, intricately placing each set of toes into its respective position, he sets the fuse in his ankles.  Right foot, left foot.  They set themselves quietly, as to maintain the swelling silence.  He firmly drives his knuckles into the dirt just behind the line – an unorthodox custom of his own.

 
“Set.”  Silence.  A breeze whistles by his ears.

 
*POP*

 
Suddenly he’s upright and gliding, and the premeditation of fatigue kicks in immediately.  His arms and legs pump methodically, religiously, as he hits the bend hard, leaning slightly to recover certain traction.  He can already hear the mock studs pounding behind him, and he swears he smells the dust rising from the rear.  Thump-thump-thump-thump.  Shoe is loose, ankle is sore, alignment is off; the problems flood the mind like a mechanical analysis, all negative.  The turn straightens, and he cuts the lane in half, gripping and clawing at the dirt at a vicious and wild pace.  The spectators are audible briefly, then they vanish again.  Inhale, exhale, inhale, exhale.  All there is now is breathing.  He can spot the others on his eight o’clock, rounding the second turn sharply and uniformly.  His eyes widen, because he knows it already.  The sun is still alive.  He takes the turn hard towards the final agonizing stretch, wincing and gritting – the pain has shifted even to the molars.  The chest pain becomes unbearable; adrenaline flows like water.  The pinky of his left hand, now unclenched, briefly catches the tank top of lane number five’s steed.  He feels the drive, and he catches the wind as his vision blurs significantly.  The lane becomes straight, a runway paralleling the bleachers.  He scrambles at a menacing vigor, jetting past beaming onlookers on both sides; none are recognizable at this point.  His mind becomes slurred, but the grueling rate doesn’t falter at all.  He knows it already.  He crosses the line once more, just in time to see the sun’s final beams sigh and come to rest for the day.

