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EXERCISE AND DEPRESSION


I went running yesterday, for the first time in awhile.  I had to stop running seriously about twenty years ago, having injured my knee and damaged my foot running on a stress fracture for an indeterminate period of time. To say I was an obsessive runner would be an understatement. I would run in the rain, heat, wind; on dirt, concrete, asphalt, sand.  I would run injured, sick, hungover; persistently ignoring my body’s urgent requests to cool it.  See, I had discovered that no matter what my physical condition, upon hitting the three mile mark-- a typical run being five or six, sometimes ten miles-- any malady would compliantly fade into the background as the increasing demands for oxygen and strength co-opted my awareness.  It was a lot cheaper than cocaine, kept my body fashionably anorexic, (I stopped having menstrual periods for a year and a half) and most importantly, got me outside of myself.  It seemed a reasonable tradeoff at the time.  


Then one night at about two AM, in attempting to outrun the fact that my boyfriend had been playing footsie under the table with another woman, I blew out my knee.  When I got out of bed the next morning, it was the size of a basketball and simply would not support my weight anymore.


I took to swimming, bicycling, and yoga.  If you think it’s not possible to obsessively yoga, you don’t know me.  I was the pretzel queen.  And still, with all the talk of chakras and inner peace, constitutionally unable to sit alone with myself in a room.


Which is a shame really.  Because I realized yesterday that minus all the neurosis, I enjoy running.  I like the rush of my heart pumping, my awareness sharpened.  I like the awareness of my physical machine and its capabilities.  I like the feeling of accomplishment, just me and the road:  no engine, no wheels; doing something most people can’t.  I like the knowing that when push comes to shove I have stamina and can go the distance.  I like the idea that I can travel all day on my own two feet.  I like being an animal.


But Aristotle said moderation in all things, and like the alcoholic who drinks up his lifetime’s allotment of booze in a period of ten or twenty years, I’ve used up most of my running chits.


Of course I was never all that mechanically suited to long distance running.  My knees bend towards the middle, my hips are femininely wide.  Worst of all my ankles are weak, pronating inwards, inclined to fallen arches.  Mechanics means a lot when it comes to long distance running. My husband, for example, has long straight legs and wide feet.  He can go all day.  


Steely Dan sang, you can try to run but you can’t hide from what’s inside of you.”  That’s only partly right.  Before I was a runner, I was a cokehead.  It’s easy to hide under a blanket of snow.  And you can run away from yourself for a little while, but you have to run very hard and very fast.  I’m talking from experience here.

Sometimes when I’m thinking about myself, it occurs to me I’m not very successful.  Not in the sense that this culture defines “successful.”  I don’t have many bona fides, I don’t have my youth anymore.  I don’t have much money, and my earning capacity?  Let’s just say it’s a good thing my old man gets a regular paycheck.  I’m a struggling writer, struggling being the operative word; like a cat trapped in a burlap bag, struggling.  But know this.  Yesterday, running, I wasn’t running away from anything.  I was running towards the core of it, the essence that used to give me joy.  Maybe my knee’s got a few more miles in it. Maybe not.  It feels okay today.  We’ll see.  Either way, in the grand scheme of things I’ve come a million miles.

