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When you look like me, going through airport security is usually 
no big deal. 
 
Blond hair, green eyes, and a waist with the circumference of an 
extra-large pizza make me an unlikely candidate for in-flight disruption. 
Add the usual presence of a kid—or two, or four—and me shuffling 
through the gauntlet of grim screeners is about as interesting as 
watching paint dry. 
 
Until Nike+ made me a terrorist. 
 
True story. 
 
Earlier this year, I flew to South Carolina for a wedding, leaving 
the children behind with their dad. Since it’s February, I plan to stay 
an extra day to indulge in a pleasure unavailable to New England 
runners in the winter: streets without snow, ice, or salt. I figure it’s a 
good time to build up my mileage and measure it accurately with a 
new gadget that Santa had brought. 
 
Not to be a shill for Nike (particularly since Alberto Salazar works 
there), but after the iPod, Nike+ is the greater thing ever. For thirty 
dollars, you buy a little oval sensor that fits in a Nike+ shoe. Then you 
attach the receiver to your iPod, and off you go, the smart little sensor 
measuring your every step. 
 



At the end of the run, your iPod tells you how far you went, how 
fast you ran, and how many calories you burned. Sometimes, on a 
good day, Lance Armstrong will tell you it was your fastest mile ever! 
It is, quite possibly, the best thing to be had for thirty dollars in the 
US marketplace. 
 
Well, ninety dollars actually, since twice I’ve had to buy a new one. 
The receiver’s battery can’t be replaced, so when it wears out, you’ve 
got to buy another. But it’s like running in general. Once you’re 
hooked, you don’t mind the occasional trifling indignity. 
But you always want to know how far you’ve run. 
 
Want to make small talk with a runner? Ask her to tell you about 
her first mile. I remember mine: It was from my front yard to the 
stop sign on my beloved Syrup Mill Road, about six months after I 
started running. It was just one mile without stopping, but I was so 
tired and happy at the end, I felt like I’d run to the moon. 
I knew it was exactly a mile because I’d measured it on my car 
odometer—the only way I could measure my mileage until Nike+ 
came along. With the sensor in my shoe, I could measure not only 
my miles on the road, but also my detours through trails and meadows, 
and my runs down the beach.  Nike+ made every mile count. For me, it was life-changing 
stuff. 
 
Of course, you can also use it for other things, such as connecting 
with fellow runners on the Nike website, or identifying on which 
day of the week you run most (Wednesday! Who knew?). But my 
mileage is what I care about most. 
 
I’m also increasingly interested in my pace, which, as of yesterday, was ten minutes, thirty-
one seconds per mile, which I achieved on a 3.73- 
mile run. This is not great. But it’s better than the 10:41 pace at 
which I’d last run this route, and the 11:10 pace at which I’d started 
training for Kiawah. 
 
Not that I’m getting obsessive about this stuff, or anything. 
 
But back to my new career as a terrorist. 
 
I read once that you should always wear athletic shoes on a plane, 
in case you ever need to sprint away from flames or shiver on a wing 
in the Hudson River. So I enter the security line at Charleston International 
Airport, clutching my ID, boarding pass and Nike shoes. 
My iPod and the receiver are packed in my check-on bag, but the 
sensor with which they communicate is still tucked in the sole of my 



left shoe. (Cue ominous music here.) 
 
I smile and make small talk as the line snakes along, and, this being 
the South, the agents smile and make small talk back at me. Until the 
plastic trays containing my laptop and shoes go through the scanner, 
and a loud buzzer sounds. 
 
“Wait here,” the agent says, suddenly not smiling. 
 
I step aside while she put my trays on the front of the belt again. 
 
They begin to move, and again, the buzzer goes off. 
 
“Ma’am, will you step out of line, please?” 
I comply, bewildered. 
 
I’d checked a bag, and so all I am carrying is my purse, a book, a 
laptop, and a phone. I know I have no liquids or gels; I’d gone 
through my purse and tossed all that before leaving the hotel. 
But it isn’t my purse attracting the scrutiny of the agent. It’s my 
running shoes. 
 
As a threat to my fellow travelers, I am now apparently approaching 
Code Red 
. 
Backup is summoned. 
 

Soon three officers cluster around my running shoes, while I stand 
there in socks, mortified. Apparently, bad smells set off airport security 
alarms. In the future, I will travel in the company of Dr. Scholl’s 
Odor Destroyers foot spray. 
 
But they’re not smelling my shoes. They’re squinting at them. Holding them up to a light. 
 
I see the mug shot. Mother of Four, Accused Shoe Bomber. The 
first terrorist is the family. My mother will be so proud. 
 
Suddenly, one of the officers peels back the shoe liner, exposing my 
Nike+ sensor. 
 
“Oh, so that’s the problem,” I say and laugh in relief. 
 
The TSA agents do not laugh. They ignore me. One pries the sensor 
out of the shoe and holds it at eye level. The others step back, anticipating 
a detonation. 



 
I stop laughing. These guys are humorless. They’re probably all 
wearing New Balance. 
 
I try again. “It’s Nike+. It’s for my iPod. It’s a little sensor that 
measures my mileage when I’m running.” 
 
The Sole Train, all three of them, turn to look at me. They look 
at my face. Their gazes drop to my waist. Then my hips. My shoeless 
feet. 
 
Yeah, right,  I can see them thinking. 
 
And why, exactly, do you want the Runner’s Revenge massage? 
 
Adeptly, they defuse my relief. Then they turn and hunch again 
over the evil transponder with which I am clearly planning to blow 
up an airplane. 
 
Meanwhile, other passengers—many of whom look more dangerous than me—are passing 
through security unmolested. A few 
grin at me. I stand there miserably, thinking of the comedian Jeff 
Dunham while meekly awaiting arrest. 
 
Dunham is a ventriloquist whose puppets include a turban-wearing 
skeleton named “Achmed the Dead Terrorist.”  Achmed blew himself up while trying to kill 
innocents. He now spends eternity shrieking “I kill you” and toggling his bushy eyebrows 
to the amusement of the infidels around him, who consider him what 
he is: a joke. 
 
I don’t know who is more frightening, Achmed the Dead Terrorist, 
or me. However, because I would like to get back to Boston 
tonight, I keep this thought to myself. 
 
Eventually, the SWAT team determines the little piece of plastic in 
my shoe is unlikely to down a 737. From the looks on their faces, 
however, they’re still not convinced I’m a runner. Maybe they think 
I picked up these shoes, transponder in place, at the Salvation Army. 
Or I’m pretending to be a runner for a new Sacha Baron Cohen film. 
 
Still eyeing me with suspicion, a TSA agent hands me my shoes, 
purse, and laptop. I kneel to lace my shoes and then have to sprint 
to get to the gate on time. Taking my seat on the plane, I look down 
at my shoes and think, Will I ever look like my tribe? 
 



I worry that I do, and my real tribe can be found at Walmart on 
a Saturday night. 
 
I go there sometimes to buy groceries and gardening supplies, and 
to confirm that the author of People of Walmart is an evil genius. 
Not that I have anything against Walmart. Au contraire. I vacation 
at Walmart.  I swear I don’t make this stuff up. 
 
I met my best friend, Diane, when I worked for the afternoon 
newspaper. It was right about the time I started to run. She is my 
other reliable source of joy, one that doesn’t require nearly as much exertion. 
In fact, Diane and my grandmother share the same philosophy 
on my sport. It is this: Jim Fixx died while running, ergo, running 
kills. I once coaxed Diane into walking the Cooper River Bridge Run 
with me; her first, and last, 10K. 
 
Anyway, not long after we both got married, Diane up and left, 
took a job at a newspaper in Ohio, her home state. To ensure we didn’t 
lose touch (there was no Facebook then), we decided to meet— 
with another friend—once or twice a year at a state park in West 
Virginia. (It’s where Dr. Sheehan introduced me to Pre.) 
  
We’ve been doing this now for almost as long as I was married. So 
long that once, the staff put up a sign that said WELCOME, DIANE, 
JENNIFER AND CAROL! We pass the days in the happy stupor of longmarrieds: 
eating, sleeping, talking about the kids and the weather, 
and, for excitement, shopping at the Bluefield Walmart. 
 
Yes, it’s true. Each year, I travel 750 miles to shop at the Walmart 
in West Virginia. There have been times—I’m ashamed to admit it— 
we’ve been twice.  
 
In one day. 
 
But, understand, it’s only because there’s no IHOP. 
 
I dream of being an international distance runner, competing in 
marathons in Zurich, Hamburg, and Madrid. But no. I’m too tired 
and too broke to even get to the Famous Idaho Potato Marathon in 
Boise. I would say I’m hopelessly bourgeois, but helplessly redneck is 
probably close to the truth. 
 
I might be a redneck, Jeff Foxworthy, not only because I consider Walmart a vacation 
destination, but because I run with a second-generation iPod 
strapped to my arm. 



 
Also, I own, and sometimes use, a heart-rate 
monitor even though an eleven-minute miler needs a heart-rate monitor 
like a single mother of four needs a donkey. 
 
I am running white trash, a smashed Gatorade cup on the sidelines 
of life. 
 
It’s a good thing Alberto Salazar didn’t offer to train me because he 
wouldn’t have put up with my ever-present iPod.  World-class 
marathoners don’t listen to music while they train. Naturally fast, 
they don’t need the artificial pep Nickleback provides. And since 
they’re not blasting music in their ears, they can monitor their own 
heart rates with, say, their senses. A hundred-dollar Polar FT4 would 
only add weight to their chests and slow them down. 
 
Even for plodders like me, the experts frown at listening to music 
on a run. It’s not safe. You can’t hear a car coming up behind you, let 
alone two donkeys and a school bus. 
 
Moreover, wearing an armband, an iPod, and earbuds just looks 
kind of sissy. It’s like wearing leg warmers or one of those terry sweatbands 
that were so popular in the 1980s. It’s an announcement to all 
lookers: It’s Amateur Hour! 
 
And if an iPod strapped to my arm looks silly now, imagine how 
cool I looked twenty years ago, when all we had were Walkmans, 
those Eggo-sized cassette players we had to carry. Carrying one of 
those was like running with a cantaloupe. 
 
But I did it then, and run with an iPod today for the same reason 
my hero George Sheehan drank coffee: It gets me out the door. And 
once out there, it makes me feel like I’m dancing.  
 
Running with an MP3 player is dancing for people too self-conscious 
to dance. 
 
But I’m not stupid about it. If I’m on the road, I only use one earbud, 
so I can hear eighteen-wheelers rumbling up behind me. The 
volume is never loud unless I’m on a track or out in the woods. 
 
In 2007, USA Track & Field, which governs racing in this country, 
banned portable music devices in its sanctioned events, but later 
amended the ban to apply only to top contenders. For the USATF, 
safety was the issue. It’s hard enough avoiding collisions with other 



racers when you’re not wearing headphones. 
 
I’d never use an iPod in a race, not only because they’re often forbidden, 
but because it would take away from the experience. Why 
run in a group if you’re only going to be present in your head? If anyone 
yells, “Wow, look at that endomorph go!” I want to be able to 
hear it. 
 
But day in and day out, music elevates my run. It can almost be 
an opiate when you’re training, lessening the perception of discomfort 
by about 10 percent, according to Costas Karageorghis, a sports 
psychologist quoted in Runner’s World. 
 
Karageorghis describes top competitors as “associates,” athletes in 
tune with their breathing, heart rate, and muscular tension while they 
work out. “Dissociators” are people who want to be distracted from 
the effort at hand. People like me. 
 
But I don’t see this as proof that I’m not a competitor. Galen Rupp 
would dissociate, too, if his thighs made as much noise as mine do. 
 
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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