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The problem with being a fat runner is this: Everyone wants to 
give you a ride. 
 
Nobody’s ever around when you have a flat tire or run out of gas 
on a lonely stretch of road, but try to go out for a leisurely three miles 
after dinner, and suddenly there’s a Samaritan with a cell phone behind 
every shrub. 
 
“You okay, honey? Ya need a ride? Is there somebody I can call?” 
 
And don’t even think about sprinting between telephone poles, or 
they’ll be calling 911. 
 
“Po-lice? I just saw a fat lady running down Front Street! Somebody 
must have stolen her purse!” 
 
The unwelcome ministrations of strangers are only the start of my 
troubles. Of course, there’s my lumpy old body. 
 
People say I have nice hands, and my shoulders are kind of pretty 
when I remember to stand up straight, but nobody’s looking at them 
when I run. Not even me. Usually I’m staring straight ahead, trying 
to avoid eye contact with the shadow that precedes me by a couple 
of steps. If the sun is high, my shadow doesn’t look so much like me 
as it does the Stay-Puft Marshmallow Man. Panting. Truly, it’s a 
terrifying sight. 



 
Don’t get me wrong. I love to run. I’m good at it, and I can go on 
forever. The spirit cries “gazelle.” But the shadow yells “walrus.” It 
blows me up by at least twenty pounds. 
 
And don’t even get me started on the topic of my thighs. You 
skinny people, you have no idea what a gift it is to move around without 
your inner thighs rubbing together like a couple of superglued 
hams. Since childhood, I’ve had a major case of Thigh Rub, which 
sounds like a fried-chicken seasoning, but is just another hidden indignity 
of the chronically overweight. 
 
I can tell exactly how much I weigh, on any given morning, by 
how intimate my inner thighs are with each other. The five pounds 
I keep losing and gaining back, that’s where they live and multiply, 
although they do occasionally head north to visit their time-share in 
my upper arms. 
 
You would think anyone who runs as much as I do would have 
legs like my mother’s: thin and shapely, with polite thighs that aren’t 
always groping each other. But my mother’s legs are wasted, as far as 
I’m concerned, because she has never run with them. Running, I believe, 
is a leg’s highest purpose. 
 
My legs are not so beautiful, but they are sturdy and effective. I like 
this quote that’s on my bulletin board: “Darling, the legs aren’t so 
beautiful. I just know what to do with them.” That was Marlene Dietrich, 
the late German actress. I don’t know much about her except 
that her director wanted her to lose weight. 
 
Well, running wouldn’t have helped her. I have been running for 
twenty years now, and I’m still a card-carrying endomorph. I have this 
soft and thick body that looks like it was stuffed to order at Build-A-Bear. 
All I’m missing are the tiny aviator glasses and a zipper down 
my back. 
 
I figure I’ve run more than ten thousand miles. This defies all laws 
of science because, despite the calories expended, despite the muscle 
strands lengthened, the calluses thickened, and the ibuprofen consumed, 
my body does not look significantly different from back when 
I didn’t run. It’s hard to believe that these thick thighs, slapping together 
rhythmically like a slow metronome, basically carried me from 
my home in New England to the West Coast and back, two times. 
Dammit, shouldn’t I look like a twig? 
 



But if the science doesn’t work, the math does. Ten miles a week, 
fifty-two weeks a year—with time off for four miserable pregnancies 
—equals 10,400 miles. And most weeks, I run more than ten miles. 
 
Not that I’m bragging. Ten miles is nothing for those haughty, 
long-legged ectomorphs—I call them Shirtless Wonders—who routinely 
cover that distance on their lunch breaks. The running magazines 
to which I subscribe regularly deflate my ego with headlines 
like “How to Run a Successful 10K on Only 20 Miles a Week!” 
 
Only? 
 
When I run twenty miles in a week, I get out the party hats and 
confetti. 
 
No matter. Dr. Kenneth Cooper, the fitness guru who coined the 
word aerobics, says if you run more than fifteen miles a week, you’re 
running for something other than fitness. 
 
Ten miles a week is great. 
 
But without a significant reduction in ice cream (a joy-killing sacrifice 
I refuse to make), they won’t make you thin. So for now, I remain 
a fat runner. There are worse things to be. Sedentary, for example, or 
agnostic. 
 
I am neither, I’m proud to say.  This week, I have done these things: 
Rollerbladed. Ridden a horse. Ran twelve miles. Swam (albeit miserably) 
in a cold lake. Ridden my bike twenty-five miles at Cape Cod, 
including two glorious miles alongside the ocean, where I paused to 
watch a seal playing in the surf. I did all these things, fat. 
 
I also have prayed, for guidance and for strength. Not that I’m not 
already strong. 
 
Because, while being a runner makes you strong, being a fat runner 
makes you stronger. 
 
For one thing, you’re exercising carrying built-in weights. Skinny 
people have to go to Target to buy those cute little five-pound weights 
they carry along when they work out. Mine are free. When I run, I 
am Rocky Balboa training on the snowy hills of Russia with a log on 
his shoulders; the load I carry is sweet-and-sour chicken many years 
congealed. But God is good, so surely the training effect is the same. 
 



I’ve often thought that if I were to magically drop fifty pounds, I 
could not only finish but win a marathon, propelled by the superhuman 
strength of my long-suffering legs. 
 
But there’s more. Beyond physical strength, being a fat runner 
makes you mentally tough. You learn to handle everyday indignities 
that would emotionally slay most everybody else. Take, for example, 
the time I went to a spa and requested the “Runner’s Revenge” massage 
that was the treatment of the day. 
 
That devil-witch masseuse looked at me skeptically and then had 
the nerve to ask, “Why?” 
 
“Uh, because I run?” I said crossly, thinking of the new, fun ways 
I’d be spending her tip. 
 
But when the hour was up and my deep tissues throbbed contentedly, 
I forgave the ignorant rube. After all, how was she to know? 
 
Most runners are ectomorphs, emaciated and square-jawed. Me, I’m 
soft and round. God made me this way. 
 
Well, God, and vanilla ice cream. 
 
Lord knows, I’ve tried to change my shape. I’ve been either on a 
diet, or starting one tomorrow, every day since I turned twelve. When 
I started running regularly, I truly believed that, after a lifetime of 
pudgery, at last I was going to be enviably slim. I bought a green silk 
dress three sizes too small and hung it in my closet for inspiration. 
Running, I just knew, was going to put that dress on me, zip it loosely 
up my back. 
 
Twenty years later, it’s still hanging in my closet, unworn. That infernal 
zipper has never gone more than half the way up. 
 
But I keep running anyway, and along the way, I have acquired a 
coach. You may have heard of him: He was this rock-star Olympian, 
Steve Prefontaine. Yeah, I know he’s been dead thirty-seven years; it’s 
a minor metaphysical challenge. But look, after eighteen years of marriage, 
I am single and trapped a thousand miles from home, with 
four children, two donkeys, and a really bad attitude. Dead coaches 
are the least of my worries. 
 
I need a new body and a new attitude. I seek to find them at a 
South Carolina resort. 



 
Ten years ago, when I lived in Charleston, the Holy City on the 
South Carolina coast, I ran the Kiawah Island Half-Marathon as a 
lark. I had, at that time, never run more than six miles at one time, 
and I just wanted to see if I could finish. (I did.) 
 
This year, I’ve decided to run it again, to see if a dead guy can 
coach, and if I’ve achieved anything at all over the past few decades, 
or if I’ve just been wasting time, running in place. 
 
 

My husband—my former husband—used to say to me, “Honeybunny, 
those voices in your head, they’re not real.”  
 
Maybe he’s right. 
 
Who knows what compels the eternal narration that goes on in our 
brains? Some believe God is whispering to us; well, God, or Satan. 
For others, it’s nothing more than conscience: wholly human, wholly 
us. Or maybe inner dialogues are simple intuition, slyly donning a familiar, 
trusted diction and tone. 
 
There’s a name for them, interior locutions, and while they’re commonly 
associated with crazy people, some not-so-crazy people have 
freely confessed to them. Charles Dickens used to have conversations 
with his literary characters, conversations that were so real to him, 
he would laugh out loud in church. Mother Teresa, Joan of Arc, 
William Blake, Mahatma Gandhi, the German composer Schumann— 
all conversed delightedly with passing visitors in their heads. 
 
Are they real, our inner voices? Or, as Scrooge said to Marley, are 
they “an undigested bit of beef ”? 
 
The angel perching on one shoulder is the foil to the devil sitting 
on the other, and of course they’re not real, material things—not like, 
say, the note my husband wrote me a few years ago that says, “You’re 
stuck with me; I will never, ever leave you.” 
 
But today I woke up, and the husband who will never, ever leave 
is not here. His closet is bewilderingly empty. But the infernal little 
angel and devil are still around. Who’s to say what is real and what is 
not? For now, I’m thinking that reality is highly overrated, and sometimes, 
it’s the voices in our heads that convey life’s deepest and most 
reliable truths. 
 



To hell with reality. As the cocktail napkin says, it’s a nice place to 
visit, but I wouldn’t want to live there. 
 
Still, my race is a couple of weeks away. Reality may yet come for 
me on the hill at the end of Mile 10. 
 
Meanwhile, I guess I should explain why I use the f-word. You 
know the f-word I’m talking about: fat. 
 
It took me a lot of years to get to a place where I could say or write 
it without cringing. What a god-awful syllable that is. Even as insults 
change with new generations, the power of that nasty word remains. 
 
When my seven-year-old daughter came home crying because a 
classmate had called her fat, all I could do was hug her. I knew. Been 
there, felt that. I wanted to take a baseball bat to the offending kid’s 
head. 
 
In our house, we have an unwritten list of bad words, which no 
adult or child is allowed to utter. There are two f-words. Fat is one of 
them. (Yeah, I know; it’s a wild life we lead, right on the edge of propriety.) 
 
Why then, does Mom get to call herself a fat runner? 
 
Well, it’s because I love words but hate euphemisms. Plus-sized? 
Give me a break. I am fat. Really, I am. (Though I still blush a little 
when I have to say it.) Every morning, my high-tech torture device, 
previously known as a scale, gleefully calculates my body-fat percentage 
and, cackling, pronounces mine “high,” even if I ran four 
miles effortlessly the previous day. 
 
Now, it’s true that parts of me are more fat than others. (See 
“Thighs and Middle Back, J. Graham.”) And sometimes, I wear it 
well. One doesn’t live multiple decades on this planet without learning 
how to competently disguise one’s jiggles. 
 
It is also true that I am fatter at different times of the year. I am 
much more fat in January, after the eggnog season, than I am in June, 
while trying on swimsuits at Macy’s after two months of halfhearted 
Atkins. Depending on how much I am running, how stressed I have 
been, and how close I live to a Dairy Queen with a drive-through, I 
wear anywhere from a size 12 to size 20. Up and down the ladder I 
go. 
 
But, January or June, Target 12 or Lane Bryant 20, I’m still fat, in 



multiple places. If you need someone to say “bless you” and hand 
you an adipose tissue, I’m your gal. 
 
Don’t misunderstand; I’m not proud of this. God love them, I am 
never going to join the National Association to Advance Fat Acceptance. 
I wish all people—me included—were varieties of thin. We’d 
be healthier. We’d live longer. On this, the science is solid. 
 
But the reasons people remain fat are secret and complex, and only 
vaguely related to calories. One person may be overweight because of 
an overbearing mother; another because of an underperforming thyroid; 
another (ahem) because she likes soft-serve ice cream too much. 
 
But, to the enduring gratitude of the American diet industry, few of 
us fat people ever accept it. Most of us keep longing to be thin. 
 
I do, although my reasons for this have changed over the years. 
When I was younger, I wanted to be thin, first to stop the teasing, 
and then to have a boyfriend, and eventually a fiancé. After the wedding 
and the first child, I wanted to lose the baby fat, which turned 
into toddler fat, which turned into teenager fat. (My fat is amazing 
like this; like a magician, it performs tricks!) 
 
But I’m not motivated by those things anymore. It’s ironic. I 
started to run because I wanted to be thin. Now I wish I were thin 
because I run. 
 
Sometimes, in the cereal aisle at the grocery store, or in the park- 
ing lot at Target, I see people I can instantly identify as runners. 
Everything about them screams athlete—their posture, their shoes, 
their calves. They look like my tribe. I can tell they spend their free 
time like I do. 
 
I try to catch their eyes, looking for that flash of connection we all 
crave, that moment when you think, Here is a person who knows my 
experience. Here is a person who gets it. But their eyes hardly ever meet 
mine. In this body, they don’t recognize me. I don’t look like a runner, 
probably not even a walker. I look like someone who eats a cholesterol- 
laden dinner every night and then flops on the couch. (Not 
that there’s anything wrong with that; I hear it’s wonderful, but as a 
single mom of four, I can only imagine.) 
 
Sometimes I wonder why I still care, why I can’t just resign myself 
to this body. I am ridiculously healthy, after all; even my doctor says 
so. My blood pressure is excellent, and my resting pulse rate is in the 



fifties. (Take that, all you Shirtless Wonders.) 
But there are still scads of other reasons I would like to be thin, 
many of them that don’t have anything to do with my former husband’s 
wispy girlfriend. 
 
For instance, I have never, in my whole life, had a stomach that 
didn’t protrude. I am curious just to see what abs are like. Just for a 
day. 
 
I would like to climb on the scale at the doctor’s office without 
feeling an urgent need to remove my shoes. 
 
And I would like to show my two daughters that weight does not 
have to control their lives, that the opposite is true: that all their lives, 
they can control their weight. 
 
But most of all, since I love to run so much, what I really want is 
to look like a runner. I want to go to a race expo and hang with the 
human gazelles and look like someone who could actually keep up 
with them. 
 
But I don’t, and I can’t. Not this week, anyway. 
 
For now, calling myself a fat runner is simply truth telling. And 
yeah, it’s also an etymological middle finger to everyone whoever 
called me—or my daughter—fat. 
 
People, especially writers, love to talk about how much words matter. 
They boast that the random arrangement of vowels and consonants 
is the pinnacle of human achievement. 
 
People who say that don’t know how to construct bridges, or make 
a really good crème brûlée. 
 
Actions mean more. Words are just words. And all of us control 
the levers that give words authority. Use a word yourself, devoid of its 
cruel connotations, and over time it becomes benign. You strip it of 
its power to jeer. 
 
But that’s a point of personal privilege. Anyone else who calls me 
fat goes to bed an hour early and has to clean stalls for a week. 
 
 
This is an excerpt from  Honey, Do You Need a Ride? Confessions of a Fat 
Runner   by Jennifer Graham, available at Amazon, Barnes & Noble and 



independent bookstores everywhere.  Used with permission of the author and 
publisher. 
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