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It’s not about flat abs.
Or losing 10 pounds
fast. Four writers
share the honest,
quirky truth about
what a fitness habit
does for them.

 The Real
Reason
I Work Out
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“By the time I’m
done with my routine,
I’m as calm as
the Dalai Lama.”

—Jancee Dunn
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I Work Out...

To Remember
That I Go
the Long Haul
by Nicole Blades

I’ll never forget the first
day I ran 10 miles, for no
other reason than to see if
I could. Everything about
that morning—the weather
(just on the edge of being
too warm), the music
playing in my earphones
(old-school Michael
Jackson), even the number
of times I scolded myself for
not bringing water (come
on, Blades!)—stands out in
my mind. I wasn’t training
for a race; I didn’t have a
coach giving me pointers
on cadence or breathing.
I was on my own. I didn’t
even have a mapped-out
route. It was just a regular
run on a Saturday morning.
But once I decided to go
for 10, the regular of it all
started to fall away, and the
day turned into this very
definite, sparkling moment
when I recognized how
strong I was.

As I cleared mile five
and then six, the notion of
endurance became a real
thing I could feel moving
through my body. And as
mile seven slid into eight,
I started not-so-quietly
rooting for myself: “I can
do this.” There was no
thought to it, because it
was happening, because
the finish line was in sight
and every fiber of my being
knew I would get there.

That 10-miler is one of
the main reasons I still
run today. It reminds me

in a very literal way that
I am strong. I can handle
the long haul—whether
it’s on the road, putting
in those miles, or in life,
trying to stay the course
on the seemingly endless
road of writing a novel.
All of it comes back to
perseverance. I can do it.
I can sustain it. And, most
important, I can make it to
the finish line.

I Work Out...

To Sweat Out
the Obsessions
by Jancee Dunn

I tend to obsess over things:
big issues, small issues. I
can take a minor problem

(Why won’t Sarah return
my texts?) and quickly build
it into an elaborate drama
with complex subplots.
If I become fixated on a
news story, an hour can
slip away as I compulsively
click through website after
website.

It is then that the still-
rational part of my brain
will say, “OK, get your
trainers. You’re going to
the gym.”

As soon as I put on
my gear and change the
scenery, I feel a little better.
If I’m plagued by a problem,
I’ll leave my headphones
behind so that I’m not
tempted to watch Inside
Edition or Dr. Phil on the
gym’s TV. Instead, I’ll jump
on the treadmill and tell
myself, “You have an hour.

Solve it. Go.” Somehow
the machine’s forward
motion shakes loose my
thoughts. When the issue
is particularly thorny, I’ll
crank the incline to 10.

If I’m upset by
something—say, I find
myself having an imaginary
argument with Sarah—I’ll
head to spin class. Then
I’ll ride like a demon
until my mood levels off
(although I still haven’t
had a spontaneous bout
of cathartic weeping like
some of my fellow spinners,
especially when Adele is
playing during cooldown).

By the time I’m done
with my routine, my mind
is wonderfully blank, and
I’m as calm as the Dalai
Lama. That’s my secret: I
don’t go to the gym to get
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chiseled abs. I go so I can
run, lift, row, and pedal my
way out of Crazytown.

I Work Out...

To Earn the
Right to Live in
Yoga Wear
by Liz Krieger

The woman I want to
be looks something like
the woman I saw in a
recent Athleta catalog.
She’s effortlessly jumping
across a babbling brook
in a verdant forest—while
wearing sleek slate-gray
workout tights and a
quilted jewel-toned hoodie.
Or wait: Maybe I’m the lady
doing yoga on the beach in

a slouchy pale-pink tank
top, who I saw pictured in
the window at Lululemon.
While I definitely admire
both of their strong
bodies and what looks like
adventurous spirits (as well
as their choice of vacation
spots)—I also really, really
want those clothes.

Confession: I’ve never
met a pair of leggings I
didn’t love. As far as I’m
concerned, if I could spend
90 percent of my life in
slimming, strategically
seamed workout wear that
makes me feel ready to leap
and bound, I would.

But it comes with a catch.
If I want a piece of new gear,
I’ve got to earn it. I have to
be out there logging miles,
slogging through spin
class, grimacing through
the ridiculously hard thigh
portion of barre workouts.
I need to be using the stuff
so much that occasionally
the items actually wear out
and have to be replaced!
It’s simple: The more
consistent I am with my
exercise regimen, the more
justified I feel bringing
home a new goodie.

Judging from what I
wear the majority of the
time—note that I work
from home—you’d think
I was pretty much always
coming from or going to the
gym. But that’s the point.
The last person I want to
be is the lady who looks
like she is suited up for
the gym but whose main
cardio is gabbing at school
drop-off. Oh, and my little
sweat-for-spandex bargain
also works once the gear
has come home with me.
On a day when I’m short on
motivation, a cute new top
is often what gets me out
the door.

Look, I’m not aiming
to be the best in the class,
the fastest in the park, or
even a seven-days-a-week
exerciser. I’m only trying to
keep myself on track when
it comes to my spending,
my sweating, and my style.
Some people need a prize at
the finish line. Me? I need
something dangling at the
starting gate—something
just within reach and
preferably ankle-length.

I Work Out...

To Escape My
Children
by Stephanie Dolgoff

The birth of my twins
13 years ago coincided with
the death of any semblance
of privacy or personal space.

First there was the
nursing, which kept at least
one of them dangling off
my body for a good part of
the day and night. Then,
once they could crawl,
I was afraid to shut the
bathroom door for fear
they’d bring a bookshelf
down on their heads
or eat the refrigerator
magnets and get stuck to
one another at the belly.
I was a nervous mom to
begin with, and the two of
them, constantly in motion
and mischief, made me
anxious and hypervigilant.
Unfortunately, my
open-door policy with
my toddlers led to their
begging to sit on my lap,
even when I was peeing.
I said no, but I was too
ridden with working-mom
guilt (bad mommy, earning
money to support your
children!) to boot them
out and too exhausted

to deal with the ensuing
meltdowns if I tried.

I’d gotten myself into
a bad pattern in which
the kids felt entitled to a
24-hour all-access mommy
pass, and I didn’t know how
to break it. I loved them
to the moon, but I was
depleted and not exactly a
joy to be around.

That’s when I started
saying, “Mommy has to go
to the gym.” I’m not sure
whether my husband was
more thrilled to afford
me the free time or to just
be rid of me, but it didn’t
really matter. For a full
hour, I’d go downstairs to
our building’s gym and do…
whatever. At first, I’d simply
sit in the ladies’ room and
marvel at what it was like to
not have to rush out—pants
open, hands unwashed—to
avert some impending
crisis. I’d noodle around on
the bike and then head back
upstairs, a saner person
for it. Sometimes I made
uninterrupted phone calls,
and occasionally I cried
from the stress of it all.

But eventually I began
to use my time efficiently,
doing 40 minutes of cardio
and either stretching or
using the weight machines.
I’d been a regular before I
had my kids, so getting back
in shape wasn’t hard. And
just going to a place where
I could have myself all to
myself was amazing.

Now my children are
teenagers, and when I text
them through the closed
door of their bedroom to
say, “Mommy’s going to the
gym,” I’m lucky if I get a
thumbs-up emoji in reply.
But it’s all good, and the
gym is still my sanctuary, a
place I will forever associate
with blissful escape. 

“As mile
seven slid
into eight, I
started not-
so-quietly
rooting
for myself.”

—Nicole Blades


