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Chapter 1: The ChallengeChapter 1: The Challenge

    I never was one to wake up early on a Sunday morning. My
mom used to call it my lazy day. But last month, my dad
challenged me. He asked me to run a 15K race with him. I'm a
sucker for a challenge. And he knew it.

    I told him to bring it on.

    Running was never really my thing. It was my dad's. He's been
running and racing for many years. He told me a 15K race was 9.3
miles. Then I panicked.

    That's when Sunday mornings became my training time.

* * *

    I awake extra early this morning. And I feel pumped! I'm eager
to tackle this fine, spring day. I lean against Ralph, our oak tree. I
need to tighten my running shoes. Years ago, my dad named this
old tree Ralph. Don't ask me why. My mom wants him to chop it
down. "But it's Ralph!" my dad argues.

    Silly parents!

    A beat up, blue sports car pulls into the driveway.

    "Hey, Max! Aren't your feet full of blisters yet?"

    Oh, great, I'm thinking. My best friend Franco is here to
torment me. He's not into this running thing. He combs his fingers
through his thick, dark hair, grinning. I roll my eyes. I know what



that grin means.

    A verbal sparring match.

    "Don't you get blisters from tossing those pizzas?" I call out,
laughing.

    Franco's family owns a pizza parlor. Franco has worked there
on weekends for two years. I stop in there often. He's always
tossing and dropping the pizza dough.

    "Not only do I toss pizzas. I eat them, too!" he jokes. He puts
both hands on his belly. He calls it his starter belly. His dad has a
belly like Santa Claus.

    "My dad will be out soon. Come on and run with us," I tease.

    "No way!" Franco chuckles. "I mean, no thanks!"

    My dad trots down the driveway. Franco is backing out. My
dad waves to him. He tells him to say hi to his dad.

    A robin flutters out of Ralph's branches. My dad notices. He
says, "Good morning, Ralph!" I tell him there's a nest with eggs in
there, too.

    "That's awesome," my dad says, smiling. He's a nature lover.
He hands me a water bottle. We set off on our morning run.

    We start running at a slow pace. I learned that from my first
lesson. He also taught me to breathe from my belly. While
running, we should be able to converse normally. We'll build up
my distance running. Then we'll work on speed.



    During our runs, my dad and I talk a lot. We tell jokes. We talk
about school. We talk about sports teams and girls. Running
together has brought us closer. He seems more like a friend. Even
when we don't talk, I like to run with him.

    Suddenly, he turns into a dad again.

    "So how are you doing with algebra?" he asks.

    I should have seen that coming. I have been struggling with
algebra all year.

    "Lily is coming over after school tomorrow. She said she would
tutor me," I reply.

    My dad smiles. Then he looks at me straight in the eye. "Good,
good," he says with a silly smirk. He knows my friend Lily is smart.
She can ace any test a teacher could throw at her. She's also what
he calls a real cutie.

    I'll admit it. I do have a little crush on her. I always check the
mirror before she arrives. I worry about my hair, my breath, my
arm pits. She's fifteen, a year younger than me. She's pretty and
popular.

    "Hmm, good, good," I say right back to him.

    It's been a good run today. We turn back into our driveway.
My dad pats me on the shoulder as we part ways. My mom waits
for him at the front door. For a moment, I watch the robin. It's
pecking at its nest.

    I decide I like Sunday mornings, after all.



Chapter 2: My Friend, LilyChapter 2: My Friend, Lily

My classes all seemed longer today. I couldn't wait to see Lily
after school.

Deep down, I hoped she felt that way, too. After dinner, my mom
and dad drink iced tea. They sit on wooden chairs next to Ralph.
They seem happy there, together. My dad has even carved their
names in Ralph's trunk: Dylan and Mary Parker.

Suddenly, my heart jumps. I hear Lily's voice! I peek through the
kitchen curtain. She's out there saying hi to them. She's also
carrying an armload of books.



I hope I have time to check the mirror!

But Lily knocks on the door before I'm ready. And that startles
me! Then I trip over the rug in the hall. She must think I'm a total
goof.

"Hey, Lily!" I say. "Is it tutor time, already?"

Tutor time? Did I really say that? She laughs, but in a nice way.
She's sweet like that.

"Where can I set these books?" she asks, smiling. She has the
cutest dimples in her cheeks.

"Oh, let me get them for you!" I offer, eagerly.

I'm trying so hard to be a gentleman. Then I plop them smack
down on the kitchen table. Thump! She winces, but just a little. I
offer her a chair. She sits in it. She pulls another chair next to hers.
"Sit here," she says.

We talk a little before we study. I get lost in her deep blue eyes.
Her brown hair falls softly over her shoulders.

I wonder what she's thinking about me. Sometimes, girls kind of
scare me. I don't really know how to talk to them. But, I think that I
dress cool. I work out at the gym. And people tell me I have a cute
smile.

Lily pulls a book from the pile. She hands me a pencil and a
worksheet. "Let's get started, hon," she says, sweetly.

She called me hon! YES!



My dad comes into the kitchen. He's wearing his running shoes.
He grabs a water bottle. Then he winks at us.

"I'm going for a short run, kids. I'll see you later."

I know what he is doing. He is giving us some privacy. He's cool
like that.

"Don't get lost, Dad," I say, joking.

The kitchen door closes behind him. I hear him trot down the
porch steps.

This is my chance. So I say it.

"Now where were we, hon?"



Chapter 3: The AccidentChapter 3: The Accident

Studying with Lily is great. And sitting close to her is great, too.
Under the table, I feel our knees touch. Suddenly, the phone rings
in the living room. I don't want to move an inch. Luckily, my dear
mom comes to the rescue. "I'll get that, Max." I hear her pick up
the phone. "Hello. Who is this? An accident? Dylan? No!"

I can hear her voice rise. And it seems all high-pitched.
Something is very wrong. My heart starts to pound. "Mom, what's
going on?" I call out to her.

She rushes into the kitchen. She's holding her head with both
hands. Her eyes are filled with tears. "Your dad was just hit by a
car!" she cries. "They've taken him to St. Luke's!"

"Oh, my God!" I shout out to her. "Is he going to be okay?"

"That's all I know, Max! I'm sorry!" she cries. "We need to get to
the hospital right away!"



My head is spinning. This can't be happening! My mom, Lily and I
rush out the door, panicking. Lily grabs my hand. She whispers,
"I'm going with you."

We all hop in my mom's car. Three doors slam at once. I ask my
mom if she's okay to drive. She nods. Her lips are clenched. In a
daze, we ride to St. Luke's Hospital.

The emergency room is like a beehive. Nervous people are
buzzing all around. A nurse tells us to be seated. But we can't
seem to settle down. Across the room, my mom is pacing. She
doesn't even look like herself. Doctors are being paged on an
intercom. Why doesn't a doctor come out?

"Try not to worry, Max," Lily says to me, quietly. She looks afraid.
She's holding onto my arm. But her eyes tell me that she's here
for me.

"Thank you for being here," I say to her.

Suddenly, three doctors rush out of an examining room. They
are talking amongst themselves. One of them shakes his head.
Then he stops to look around. "Is someone here for Dylan
Parker?" he asks.

I feel like I've been hit by lightening. I step forward, unsteadily.
My mom clutches my arm for support.

"Where is Dylan? How is he? Can we see him now?" My mom
chokes out her words.

The doctor doesn't have to say a word. I can tell by the look on
his face. The news is not good. Gently, he pulls my mom and I



aside. "I'm very sorry to have to tell you this," he says. "Dylan's
injuries are critical. We've done all we can do for him."

Shaking, my mom covers her mouth with her hand. "Is he . . . will
he . . . ?"

The doctor steps slowly away from us. He reaches for a door
behind him. He opens it. He waves us in. "You can see him now,
Mrs. Parker."

"Oh, Dylan!" My mom cries out loud.

The man on the gurney is so still. His face is swollen. It's covered
with bloody bandages. There are monitors hooked up to him,
beeping. At least he is still alive.

"Dad," my voice cracks. My knees are shaking. "Can you hear
me?"

His hand twitches slightly. My mom grabs on to it. "I think he's
trying to say something," she says, softly.

His lips barely move. His words come out strained. "Mary, Max. I
love you both." His breathing is labored. I hear him struggle for
every breath.

I brace myself for the worst.

Beep, beep, beep, skip, beep, beep, skip.

The monitors set off an alarm down the hall. I'm terrified.

My father gasps. His eyes are now locked on me.



"Don't . . . stop . . . running," he whispers, painfully.

All at once, the lines on the monitors go flat.

Beeeeeeeeeeep . . .



Chapter 4: Lashing OutChapter 4: Lashing Out

It's been three weeks since the accident. And I still can't believe
my dad is gone. Grief and anger are getting the best of me. I
struggle every day to be strong. But I need to stay strong. For
myself. And for my mom.

"Earth to Max," I hear a voice summon. Lily is sitting next to me.
We're at Franco's pizza parlor. She's holding my hand. She's been
doing that a lot lately. Honestly, I don't know what I would do
without her now. "You haven't even taken a bite of your pizza,"
she says, concerned.

"I'm not very hungry, Lily. But it feels good to be out again on a
Saturday night." Then I look into her puppy dog eyes. They make
me smile. So she smiles back. "I like the scenery here, too," I say.

She's worried about me. I know. But there is really nothing
anyone can do to help.

Suddenly, someone comes up behind me. Chubby arms wrap
me in a big bear hug. A dusting of flour falls on my shirt.

"I've missed you, man!" Franco says, cheerfully. "And good news!
My dad says your pizza is on him tonight."

"Thank you, buddy," I say to him. Then I see him reach for a
newspaper behind him.

"Did you see the newspaper today? There's an article about your
dad. It says he was a real hero," Franco says.



I snatch the newspaper from his hand. "Let me see that," I say,
curiously.

Franco and Lily sit quietly. They give me some time to read the
article. I can tell they both know what it says.

It says the girl who hit my dad was texting. Her car hit my dad
from behind. Now, the town is making a strict new law. They're
cracking down on texting and driving.

"So, big deal," I say a little too loudly. Then I slam down the
newspaper in front of my friends. Lily and Franco flinch. I say, "This
stupid law is a little too late!"

"Shhhhh, Max," Franco says. He taps the article with his finger.
"Keep reading."

Again, I pick up the newspaper. I read a little bit more. It also
says my dad was an organ donor. He probably saved many lives.
"I know about the donated organs," I say, sadly. "We talked about
things like this while we ran."

I squeeze my eyes shut. I fight back the tears. But knowing this
does nothing to ease my pain. The article goes on. It says that my
dad was an avid runner. There's a list of the races he ran. My
friends sit tight. They see my hands shake. I read through the last
few lines. I see my name now. It says my dad was training me to
run a 15K. I take in a long, deep breath. I let it out. Slowly, I fold up
the newspaper. Then I crinkle it up and toss it away. I shake my
head. I cover my face with my hands.

"Maybe it would help to start running again," Franco suggests,
cautiously. Lily nods her head to agree.



"I can't run. I won't run. That was my dad's thing. Not mine!" I
say, firmly.

A man at the next table is listening. Franco and I notice him at
the same time.

"But, Max. Your dad was a runner. He wanted you to run, too,"
Franco urges.

"Shut up, Franco! I don't want to talk about this!"

My temper is quickly rising. I'm trying hard not to lose it.

The man at the next table is still listening. Franco looks at him,
again. Then Franco takes a chance. He asks the man if he agrees
with him.

The man tries to help. He tells me I should run again. He says it's
a good idea. Suddenly, I don't know what is happening to me. My
head feels like it might explode. I stand up, angrily. My chair falls
over behind me. It hits the floor with a loud bang. I look at Lily.
She's crying. I look at Franco. He's backing away. I want to yell at
my friends. But I can't. Then I look at the man. He's standing up.
He's putting his hand out.

So I lash out at him. "You don't know me at all, sir! You have no
right to tell me what to do!" I yell. "I wish you'd all just leave me
alone!" I storm out of the restaurant in a bitter rage. I bump into a
waitress along the way. The night air hits me hard. Like a cold fist.
Then the tears flow. They pour down my cheeks like a waterfall.
My bottled up grief finally explodes.

There is an empty alley behind the restaurant. I walk into it to be



alone. Sobbing, I cry out to the night sky.

"How can I run without my dad?"



Chapter 5: True FriendsChapter 5: True Friends

Morning comes. But I stay in bed. The clock on my desk says ten
o'clock. I flip over my pillow. Then I punch it. My eyes still burn
from last night.

"Hey, sleepyhead! How about some breakfast?" My mom calls to
me from my bedroom door.

Oh, no. I think, just go away. I'm not ready to face another day. I
clear my throat. I bury my head in my pillow.

"Thanks, Mom. But I think I'll wait."

I feel ashamed, and embarrassed. Why did I blow up in front of
my friends? They must be mad. I'm mad at myself! It's not like me
to act this way.

'I'll be in the kitchen if you need me," my mom says. By her tone,
I can tell that she's worried. She always knows when something is



wrong. But she gives me some space. She's good like that. That's
why I love her so much.

I roll over in my bed. I close my eyes again. I can't get Lily and
Franco off my mind.

I'm such a jerk! Then I think . . .how can I ever face them again?

Suddenly, I hear a beep on my cell phone. It's on the desk, right
next to my clock. I shuffle over to it. Then I sit down. There are six
text messages waiting to be read.

I open the first message. It's from Franco. I brace myself for
what it might say. Then I read:

"Hey Max, Are you okay? Call me. And call me, soon. Or I might
have to hit you with some pizza dough!"

Good old Franco. I needed that. His message even makes me
smile. Then I see five more messages. And they are all from Lily!
My heart pounds as I start to read:

"Please call me as soon as you get this!"

"Please call me as soon as you get this!!!"

"Please call me as soon as you get this!!!!!"

"Please call me as soon as you get this!!!!!!!"

"Please call me as soon as you get this!!!!!!!!!"

A ray of sunlight peeks through my window. I pull back the
curtain all the way. It's a beautiful day. Then I walk into the



kitchen, smiling. My mom looks at me with curious eyes. I kiss her
on the cheek. That makes her smile.

"I'm ready for some breakfast now," I say to her. "I'm starved!"



Chapter 6: The Stranger'sChapter 6: The Stranger's
OfferOffer

Some days I feel like a lucky guy. I have a great mom, a nice
home, and terrific friends. Life is good, for the most part.

"So how were your classes today?" Franco asks, opening his car
door.

It's the first day of the fall semester. After the last bell, Franco
drives Lily and I home from school. I open the back door for Lily.
She slides in. I slide in next to her.

"So far, so good, " I say, honestly.

"This should be a good year for us. We're seniors now," Franco
beams. "Next year, college. Woohoo!"

Lily slaps the back of Franco's seat, jokingly. "Speak for yourself,



Franco. I still have two more years," she says. The three of us
laugh. We talk about our new teachers and our schedules.

The drive home is short. My house is not far from school. So
Franco drops me off first. Franco pulls into the driveway. There's a
strange car parked in front of the garage. "Did your mom get a
new car?" Franco asks, curiously.

"Nope," I say. "I have no idea who that is. But I'll find out soon
enough!" Franco pulls out of the driveway. He honks the horn
three times. Lily moves next to the window. She waves to me.

I throw my backpack over my shoulder. I walk past the strange
car. I check it out. I'm eager to see who's visiting my mom.

"I'm glad you're home, Max," my mom calls out. "There's
someone here. I'd like you to meet him."

A man is sitting at the kitchen table. All I can see is his back.
There are some papers on the table in front of him. And he's
holding another one in his hand. The man stands up. He turns
around to shake my hand. He looks familiar.

"My name is Jackson Wells. It's nice to finally meet you, Max," he
says. I look puzzled. So the man smiles at me. Then his expression
becomes more serious. "Sit down. I'll explain who I am and why
I'm here," he says. He tells me he is a runner. And he's the
president of a local running club. A lot of his club members knew
my dad. I listen to him speak. Even his voice has a familiar tone.
"Your dad was a good man," he says. "He was training you to run a
15K. I'm sorry you didn't get to run it with him."

I don't know what to say to him. And why does he look so



familiar? Jackson Wells hands me the paper that he's holding. It's
an entry form for a race. I look at the papers on the table. They are
running maps. Then he chooses his words, carefully. "I'd like to
honor your father, Max. His death really touched my heart. But I
need you to help me," he says.

"Are you asking me to run this race with you?" I ask. I toss the
entry form on the table. I look at him straight in the eye.

"It's not a race, Max. It's a marathon. A marathon is 26.2 miles.
This is the perfect tribute to your dad."

Suddenly, I know who this man is. But I still don't know why this
would matter to him. "You're the man from Franco's pizza parlor!
You sat at the table next to mine! Why are you still pushing me?" I
cry out, angrily.

I look at my mom. She brushes a tear away from her eye. Then
she grabs both of my hands. "I think you should do this, Max. It
would be good for you," she says, softly. Then she pauses. She
wants to say something more. But she hesitates. "Do... you
remember your father's last words?" she asks, gently.

The awful night of his death still haunts me. I remember his last
words well. Painfully, I choke out my dad's last words. "He said . . .
'Don't . . . stop . . . running'."



Jackson Wells puts his hand on my shoulder. I shrug it off. "Just
think about this, Max. You don't have to decide today," he says. He
gathers up his papers. He walks quietly to the kitchen door. The
door closes behind him. I hear his car engine start. He begins to
back out.

Then suddenly, I jump up from my chair. "Mr. Wells! Wait!" I
holler out to him. He stops his car at the end of the driveway. I see
him waiting at the wheel. "Okay!" I yell to him. "Let's... do this!"

Jackson Wells nods, satisfied. With a wink, he tells me he'll be in
touch. Then he drives away.

A sudden breeze stirs my mom's wind chimes. They tinkle softly
in the crisp autumn air.

I walk over toward Ralph. I sit down next to him in my dad's
chair. My mom follows me. She sits in her chair. We both look up.
We see a leaf fall from one of Ralph's branches. It drops gently into
my lap like a tear.

I bite my lip. "I'm sorry, Ralph," I say to him. "I know you miss my



dad, too."



Chapter 7: Training for aChapter 7: Training for a
MarathonMarathon

Jackson Wells returned the following weekend. We filled out the
entry forms. Our marathon is now set for the spring.

"This is an awesome trail, Mr. Wells," I say to him. "It was one of
my dad's favorites, too."

Mr. Wells is running beside me. We're running on one of the
nature trails. This one is paved. It's lined with tall trees. And
there's a peaceful river that runs alongside it.

Mr. Wells glances around. He is also enjoying the scenic trail.
"We've been running together for two months," he says, smiling.
"Why don't you just call me, Jack!"

"Okay, Mr. Wells," I say. "Oops, I mean, Jack." I like running with
Jack. And I've learned a lot of new things from him. I've learned



about diet, hydration and running gear. He bought me a special
belt. It holds my water bottle. We carry water or a sports drink to
stay hydrated. He also has a strict running plan. And he pushes
me when he has to. I've learned to respect that.

Training for a marathon is tough. He keeps me focused on our
main goal: The finish line.

Jack and I have become good friends. We talk a lot while we run.
But I've noticed something. Jack never mentions his family. I'm
curious.

"Do you have a family, Jack? Do you have any children?" I ask.

Jack doesn't answer right away. He continues to run. I can tell
that he's thinking. He hesitates. But then he speaks. "I have a wife.
We've been married for many years. I also have a son," he replies.

That seems odd. Why hasn't Jack mentioned his son before?

"Does your son run, too?" I ask, curiously. Jack slows down the
running pace. I can see that my question has affected him.

"Kyle was born with a heart defect," he explains. "He's now a
grown man. About your mom's age. The heart defect made him
weak. He's spent many years in a wheel chair."

"I'm sorry to hear that," I say to him. "I'd like to meet him some
day."

"You will," Jack says. "I promise you."

Suddenly, Jacks speeds up the running pace. So I take the hint. I
drop the subject. Then he starts to run faster. And then faster yet!



He turns to me, laughing.

"Come on, Max!" he says. He's challenging me to race with him!
We both start to run at full speed. We run hard until we're nearly
out of breath. We're having fun! We see a bench on the trail up
ahead. We reach it at the same time. Then we collapse on it. We sit
for a moment to catch our breath. Then Jack pulls out his running
watch. He shakes his head. Then he winks at me.

"It's almost dinnertime," he says, standing up again. "I'll race you
home."



Chapter 8: Franco's SurpriseChapter 8: Franco's Surprise

It's the day before the marathon. So today is a day of rest. The
long months of training are behind me now. It's a good day to
spend with some friends.

"You go in first, Max!" Lily says to me, giggling. She's almost
pushing me through the door of Franco's pizza parlor. I suspect
that something is going on.

"Okay, okay!" I say, giving up.

Suddenly, Franco opens the heavy door from inside. He gives me
one of his sneaky grins. I glance around. I see all my friends there.



Then I notice a large banner. It's strung across the back wall. It
says, "Good Luck, Max!"

"Surprise!" they all yell at once. Franco's father comes out of the
kitchen. He's carrying a pizza on a tray. He makes room for it on a
buffet table.

He steps back. Then he waves his arms. "Come on everyone!
Let's eat!" he says.

All my best friends are here. I am happy to see them. I missed
seeing them during the months I was training. One by one, my
friends come over to wish me luck. We catch up a little. We share
some laughs. Then we head to the buffet table.

"Excuse me, please!" Franco says to the gang. Then he throws
his chubby arm over my shoulder. He drags me to the head of the
buffet line. "Let's let our running star go first!" he says.

"You guys are too much," I say to them, feeling humbled. "I
couldn't ask for better friends."

The food on the table all looks good to me. I wish I could eat it
all. But I'm a runner now. So I stick to the foods on my running
plan.

Lily calls to me from a booth in the corner. She motions for me
to sit next to her. So I carry my plate to her table. "How do you like
Franco's surprise?" she asks. "He's been planning this for a week!"

I look down at my plate of food. I look around at my friends and
the good luck banner. I see the excitement in Lily's eyes. Suddenly,
I'm feeling some pre-race jitters. "The party is great, Lily. But I'm



starting to feel a little nervous," I say, honestly.

Lily looks at me with her puppy dog eyes. Then her wide smile
makes her dimples show. "I know you can do this, Max," she
whispers quietly. Then she reaches for my hand. "You've worked
so hard. Stop worrying."

I'm trying so hard to stay positive. But the fear of failure is too
strong. "I need to do well tomorrow. There are so many people
involved. I don't want to let anyone down," I confess.

For a moment, Lily sits quietly. She tries to find the right words
to say.

Then a burst of laughter comes from another table. Lily and I
turn our heads. Across the room, Franco is tossing some pizza
dough. Then everyone starts to clap for him. He throws the pizza
dough high in the air. He spins it around and around. Then he
tosses it high in the air again.

He doesn't drop it today. That makes me smile.

Suddenly, I feel a burst of confidence. Then I turn to Lily. I
squeeze her hand. "I'm feeling better now," I assure her. "And I'm
going to run this marathon . . . for my dad."



Chapter 9: The Starting LineChapter 9: The Starting Line

I've never seen such a crowd in my life. There are runners and
spectators everywhere. Then I see what I'm looking for. Our
starting corral. So I weave my way to where I belong.

"Hey, Max! Over here!" It's Jack's voice. I hear him calling me
from somewhere in the crowd. Then I see him waiting for me by
our starting corral. He's waving his arms and a hat to get my
attention.

I wave back. I want him to know that I see him there.

"This is it, Max! This is what we've been training for!" he shouts
as I approach him.

When I reach him, I throw my arms around him. He hugs me
back. Then he checks my runner's bib and all my running gear. We
jog in place to loosen our leg muscles. Then we shake hands with a
few other runners. We stand shoulder to shoulder with them in



the crowded corral. A rock band is playing on the sideline. And
from up ahead, we can hear an announcer saying something. It's
hard to hear him above the voices in the crowd. Suddenly, we hear
a pistol shot. The runners slowly begin to move forward. The
starting corral thins out ahead of us. Jack and I jog up to the official
starting line.

"Remember to start out slow, Max," Jack reminds me. "Don't get
caught up in all this excitement. We need to save our energy for
the last few miles."

Jack is right. The lively music has revved up my energy level. And
the cheers from the spectators ring in my ears. I'm lucky to have
him here. I watch some of the other runners make this mistake.

The first few miles go by quickly. There are smiling faces and
bandstands along the way. Spectators clap as we approach them.
Everyone shouts to cheer us on.

A member of Jack's running club calls from the sideline. Jack
waves to him to say hi. "Great job, Jack! Keep up the good work!"
he calls out to him.

By the ten mile mark, my legs begin to grow weary. But I draw
more strength from the music and the crowds. Some of the
spectators are holding up signs. Reading them helps to pass the
time.

"Check out some of these signs, Jack! I see some real funny ones
up ahead!" I say. Then I read them aloud as we run by.

"May the course be with you!"



"Your shoe laces are untied!"

"Run Forrest Run!" Jack laughs. Then he points out another sign.
He reads it aloud. "The end is near!"

"Ha ha," I say to him. "Don't we wish! We still have at least ten
miles to go!"

Jack and I continue to run. It helps that we can run side by side.
But the crowds are thinning out. And we're both getting tired. And
the hardest miles of the race are still ahead. Suddenly, I hear a
siren. I turn my head to see what's going on. I see a runner is
down on the sideline. There is a crowd of people gathering
around.

"I sure hope that runner is okay," I say to Jack. Then I look over
for him. But he's not there.

I turn my head around. I see Jack lagging behind.

He doesn't look right. His footwork is all wrong. He looks like he
is running through thick mud.

"Hey, Jack! Are you all right?" I ask, slowing down.

He waves a hand at me. He's motioning for me to go on ahead.
"I'll be fine, Max. Just go ahead," he says.



I jog in place while Jack catches up to me. I don't like the strange
look on his face.



Chapter 10: Jack's SecretChapter 10: Jack's Secret

Jack slows down to a walking pace. He looks dazed. I think he
might have "hit the wall".

"Hitting the wall" is a term used by marathon runners. It
happens at around twenty miles. That's when a body has used up
all its energy reserves. It causes confusion, weakness, and severe
pain.

The other runners are weaving around us now. So I pull Jack to
the sideline to keep him safe.

"Let's get another sports drink in you, Jack," I say to him. I
unhook a bottle from his running belt. He takes a few sips. Then
he shakes his head.

"I'm probably getting too old for this," he says, soberly.
"Sometimes I forget that I'm an old man."



"Don't say that, Jack. I think you've just hit the wall. Now, drink!
We'll get through this," I say.

It's important for Jack to drink the sports drink. It's full of
vitamins and some sugar. It's also important for him to clear his
mind. To get rid of his negative thoughts. He needs to focus. He
needs me to push him now. Like he's pushed me.

"I don't want to hold you back," he says. "I'll be okay. Just go!"

"That's not going to happen, Jack! We're in this together!" I yell. "I
don't care if we both finish last today! But we are going to cross
that finish line!"

Jack takes a few gulps of his sports drink. Then he trots slowly
back into the running lane. He grits his teeth. He pushes himself
through the pain.

Slowly, he picks up the pace again. But he still needs me to help
keep his mind alert.

Then I think back to one of our training runs. It was the day that I
asked about his son, Kyle. Something happened to him that day. I
don't know if it was good or bad. Maybe it would help if I
mentioned Kyle.

"I'd like to hear more about your son," I say. Then I wait and
hope for the right response. Suddenly, Jack turns to me. His eyes
are glassy. And he looks . . . almost terrified. I wonder what is
going through his mind. "What is it, Jack?" I ask him, gently.
"What's wrong?"

Jack takes in a deep breath. He lets it out slowly. He wrings his



hands. "There is something that we need to talk about," he says,
nervously. "It's about Kyle. It's about you. And about your dad."
Jack runs a little further. He builds up his nerve. Then he starts his
long story from the beginning. "Do you remember that night at
Franco's pizza parlor? The night that you were reading a
newspaper?" he asks.

I nod my head, confused.

"I didn't mean to eavesdrop that night. But I couldn't help
myself. The story about your dad was all too familiar," he says.

I'm still confused. I tell him to go on.

"You know that Kyle was born with a heart defect. He was a very
sick man. He was getting weaker. His doctor said that he was
going to die," he explains, sadly. Jack looks away. He thinks for a
moment before going on. "Three weeks before you saw me at
Franco's, something happened. Kyle got a phone call that changed
his life. It was wonderful news for him. But sadly, the news was not
good for someone else," he says. Jacks looks down. He pauses. He
struggles to find the right words to say. "There'd been an accident.
A runner died after being struck by a car. My wife, Kyle and I
rushed to the hospital," he confesses. "That night . . . Kyle received
a new heart."

Jack's words hit me like a solid blow to my chest. My legs feel
wobbly. I can't speak.

"My son received a second chance at life that night," he says. I
was so happy for him. But I was sad at the same time. My heart
ached for the hero who'd just lost his life."



He keeps his head down. He wipes away some tears. Then he
finishes. "Then three weeks later . . . that night at Franco's . . . I
found myself face to face with that hero's son." Then he turns to
me. His eyes search mine for some kind of acceptance. All at once,
I realize why Jack had been drawn to me. We share this
connection. My dad's heart still beats in his son's chest.

Still running, I stretch my arms out to him. We embrace each
other in tears. Our legs keep moving forward. We keep running
together toward our common goal.

Up ahead, we see the banner that says finish line. Lily, Franco
and my mom are waiting behind it. They are clapping, and
cheering. Lily is jumping up and down.

Jack and I take our last strides toward the finish line. We cross it.
We are completely drained. We fall to our knees. There is a band
playing. The crowd has grown again. There are hugs and kisses.
There are pats on the back.

We all walk together toward the awards desk. We receive our
medals. We shake hands with the officials. Then we move along to
get away from the crowd.

Suddenly, a man steps out from the sidelines. Jack walks over to
him. They share a long embrace. Jack waves me over. The man
shakes my hand, firmly. Then he puts his other hand on my
shoulder.

"Hello Max. It's an honor to finally meet you," he says. "I'm Jack's
son, Kyle."



Chapter 11: New BeginningsChapter 11: New Beginnings

A year has passed since the marathon. It's springtime, again. I'm
still a runner.And I'm proud of it. I think my dad would be proud,
too.

Lily and I are sitting in the wooden chairs next to Ralph. We're
watching a robin build a new nest.

"Why don't robins use the same nest every year?" Lily asks,
amused.

 
"I'm not sure," I say. "But I've heard that they return to the same

nesting area. This robin and Ralph must be good buddies."
 
Lily giggles. "I think you're right," she agrees.
 

Inside the house, the phone rings. We hear my mom answer it.



We hear her laughing. Then she steps out onto the front porch.

A car pulls into the driveway. Lily and I watch as a mansteps out.
He waves to us.

"See you later, kids," my mom says. Then she pauses for a
second. She looks as if she's forgotten something.

"And good morning to you, Ralph," she says, smiling.

She walks up to the man. She hands him a water bottle. We
watch them start walking together down the road.

When they get to the corner, they stop. They look around. My
mom points toward the nature trail.

They decide to walk that way. They take a few steps.

Then together, my mom and Kyle begin a slow trot.
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