
The Hardest Race

I am a hurdler. I stand on the starting line and take a deep breath. I hear my heart beating in my ears 
and butterflies dance in my stomach. I feel jittery and anxious. I can see the finish line far off in the 
distance. The Starter puts his hand up and says "On your marks." I shake out my legs one last time, 
lean down and set my feet into the starting blocks. I can do this, can't I? "Set."I look at the rows of 
hurdles looming before me. They seem too big, too tall to overcome, but I must jump them to get to the 
finish. I put my head down and raise up. This is not what I signed up for. In fact, I didn't even know I 
would be running this race until a funny lump on my neck pushed me to the starting line. Suddenly, 
without warning, I'm in a race for my life and it's a race I have no idea how to run, let alone win.  

The lump just appeared one day. I almost didn't notice it, I was so busy getting ready for my first day of 
school as a freshman in high school. My thoughts were on what I should wear, if I would have any 
friends in my classes, and if I made the soccer team. After a couple of visits to my doctor, she sent me 
to the emergency room for tests. Six hours later I heard a word that caused my world to shift on its 
axis, to tilt so profoundly I did't know if I would ever be able to right myself and continue on. 
CANCER. 

BANG! 

The starter pistol goes off. I'm not ready. I'm late out of the blocks. My mind can't comprehend what's 
happening. I need a minute to understand.  Cancer? I'm a super healthy, athletic, kind, loving, strong 
person. How can I have cancer? Why me? Now I'm racing, running as fast as I can, trying to leave fear 
behind and build up the speed I need to make it over the first big obstacle.

There are ten hurdles in a 100m hurdle race. It is very hard to have a clean race and not hit one of the 
hurdles, and in order to have a good race, you need to have a good start. In training, my coach instructs 
us to take eight steps to the first hurdle and then after you go over, four steps in between all the others. 
Four steps to recover before you jump again, The first hurdle looms and it is more tests. I get a PET 
scan, multiple CT scans, x-rays, biopsies, and surgery. The diagnosis is confirmed: Nodular Sclerosis 
Hodgkin Lymphoma (NSCHL). I clip the first hurdle with my trail leg.

Four steps and I'm at the next hurdle, the children's hospital. I meet my oncologist. I tune out 
everything he says and promise myself that I will have no complications and breeze through treatment. 
I will be forgettable. I will not let cancer change me. I clear this hurdle with my eyes and ears shut.

Oh no, I'm on to hurdle three, chemotherapy. I hope I make a clean jump. This hurdle scares me the 
most. I start with the ABVD drug regimen on peripheral IVs. My oncologist says I can't get a port-a-
cath and a PICC line is going to be tricky because of where one of the tumors is in my chest. So I have 
to go through the grueling process of finding and accessing a vein every time. The scars begin to form. 
I am bustled up to Doernbecher Children's Hospital every two weeks to lay for hours in the Infusion 
Center watching the slow drip of chemicals enter my body. It seems backward to me that something so 
toxic will be my salvation. I stutter step. My white blood cells aren't recovering quickly enough, so we 
move treatment to every three weeks. My timing is off. I scrape my knee on the hurdle.
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One, two, three, four and I'm in the air. I keep trying to do sports and my normal activities. I am more 
and more fatigued and the drugs leave me nauseous, weak and brittle. The coaches watch me closely, 
ready to bench me if they see even the smallest problem.  I move most of my classes to an online 
program because I can't leave the house due to the pain. Also, I can't afford to be exposed to any 
viruses and germs going around at school and I miss too many classes because of appointments to be 
an effective student anyway. It gets harder and harder to be social. I spend more time at home. I start to 
let activities go one by one. I hit hurdle four pretty hard but I don't fall.

I'm almost halfway as I approach the fifth hurdle. My hair hurts. I put off cutting it as long as possible. 
It loses its luster, but it's still long and hangs down my back for the Homecoming dance. It's frizzy and 
dead by Halloween. I start cutting it shorter and shorter.  It hurts like when your hair has been in a 
really tight ponytail all day and you finally let it down. It feels bruised. I feel bruised. I start collecting 
hats and wear them every day. Each day I carefully select a hat that goes with whatever I'm wearing. 
This becomes my uniform; a colored beanie to go with my normal hoodie and jeans. I'm not sad when I 
finally let my hair go. It is everywhere and it is time to say goodbye. I don't cry, but I don't like looking 
in mirrors much anymore, because I don't recognize myself. I make it over the hurdle, but I need to find 
my inner strength and focus. I need to remember why I'm running this race.

With hurdle number six I'm getting tired, but stopping is not an option. I have to push through. I glance 
over my shoulder and see my family in the stands. They look worried and scared.  It's not easy being 
around the people you care about the most during this time. Cancer has done a terrible thing to my 
family. I have done a terrible thing to my family. I have made them suffer, cry, fear, worry, and dread 
every day. The worst part is I know I have to be strong for them, because if they see I'm broken, then 
they will break too. I can't let them see how bad I really feel. It's hard and draining. I barely get over 
hurdle six. My knee bangs the side, pain shoots through my legs and my balance is off.

It's seven, the one hurdle you can't mess up on and still finish strong. And I catch a bug. I have a super 
high fever and have to go to the hospital. My care team starts to admit me. I lose it. I will not be an 
inpatient. I won't do it. The one thing I swore that would never happen is happening. I break down, my 
body, my brain, my spirit. I just can't do it. Please, don't make me do it. Thankfully I don't have the flu 
or pneumonia, so they finally agree to send me home. It takes a month to recover. I am quarantined and 
can't leave the house. I try to move on but I get to a certain point and then can't feel or get any better. I 
hit this hurdle really hard, cry out, stumble, but I don't fall.

I struggle for a breath. I run harder trying to stay in this race, trying to keep up, but everyone else is 
moving farther away in front of me. The world keeps on moving, swirling around me. I feel like I am 
stuck in one long, painful, never-ending day. I stop caring about what people think. I stop putting effort 
into how I look, what I wear or what I do. I zombie-walk through the day just going through the 
motions. I slip further and further away. I barely clear hurdle eight. My entire body slides across the top 
of the hurdle, but I make it.

I am coming up to nine but my form is off. After months, I feel like I start to disappear and as I do, so 
do my friends. They never text, they don't call, they don't stop by. I slowly withdraw from society. I am 
depressed, grumpy and sad. After months of fighting and trying to stay strong, I feel alone. I have so 
few friends left, so few who care and want to support me. Why don't my friends see me? I feel like a 
shadow. Maybe it's time. Maybe I should just quit. That's when I clip the hurdle and I go down hard.



I'm silent as I lay there motionless. I am too hurt and tired to move. This race isn't ending, it's too hard, 
it's too long. I'm too broken laying here to comprehend what happened. The crowd is quiet. Everything 
is quiet and still. I sit up and cry. I am ugly and my body is killing itself. I have been left in the dust. I 
only had one more hurdle. Then from the darkness comes visions of everything that I have dreamed 
and is yet to happen in my life: my first kiss, prom, graduation, college, my dream job, traveling the 
world, getting married, having children and playing soccer. These are visions of embracing life. Their 
brilliance spreads a warmth through me and I feel renewed. I know that the rest of this race will be 
brutal. I know I won't come in first, but I know there is too much to lose to not keep going. I must 
finish this race.  

A sound reaches me in the darkness. It is quiet at first but slowly grows louder. I still have tunnel 
vision, but I just barely begin to hear the roar of the crowd. As my head clears and I rise, the roar 
continues to grow. I can hear certain voices cheering louder: my family, my school, my team, and my 
community. Everyone is on their feet and they are urging me forward. They believe I can do this. Their 
voices lift my spirit and give me energy. Now I believe I can do this. I muster up my strength and soar 
over the tenth hurdle. The finish line is in sight. Their love and support will carry me over it. This is 
the longest, hardest race of my life, but I won't back down. I will cross the finish line and then I can 
finally smile again.


