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THE
SOUNDS
OF THE
CITY
GROW
FAINT.

The air smells of pine, and the wind whispers through the hranches.
The Alaska Pacific University Trail is rough with rocks, and Marko
Cheseto struggles for balance as he runs. Looking for even patches
in the dirt, he chooses his steps carefully. Each one is a decision.
Once, when he had feet, he flew through these woods. He flew
through them faster than anyone ever had. @ Cheseto, 30, remem-
bers how things once felt beneath those feet: the light touch of
the track, the roll of the trails, the give of the red earth he grew up
running on. He remnembers how far those feet carried him—from a
tiny village in the Kenyan Highlands across the world to Alaskaand
anew life as a star runner. He remembers how they propelled him
to victory: Sometimes, he forgets he doesn’t have those feet anymore.
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But not today. Today he remembers.
Today he’s wearing metal feet inside his
running shoes, and they are no match for
real feet that slide over rocks and roots
like water.

Cheseto has run this trail countless
times since arriving at the University
of Alaska Anchorage in 2008. It was
through these woods that he pushed
himself and his teammates and helped
forge the Seawolves inlo a national force.
And it was here that he took that last
run, the one that transformed him from
the greatest runner the school had ever
known into...someone else.

We stop running and Cheseto searches
his memory for the map of that run. He
looks into the trees.

“This way,” he says, stepping off the
trail. We walk along a boggy moose track
until coming to an opening in the trees.

“Tumefika” he says. “We have arrived.
This is the opening. [ remember seeing a
light from over there.”

We stand and look at the place.

FEBRUARY 2014

“I knew the route,” he says, pointing
up a hill. “Twas going to go from campus,
around this way, then go home.”

“What were you thinking when you
left campus?” L ask.

He shrugs. “Nothing. Kukimbia tu.”

Just to run.

AS WE MAKE OUR WAY BACK Lo the car, Cheseto
issubdued. This is not his usual manner:
Normally, he is quick to joke. He can
talk for hours. He can make you laugh
so hard your stomach hurts. These are
things everyone says: Marke’s a goofbail.
Marko’s the best. Marko vsas the first Kenpan
Ireally got to knowr And this: Marko was
the one who brought the team togethey.

And soon enough, he’s joking about
having more legroom in cars than he
used to (which he does). We arrive at his
apartment, a yellow stucco building on a
street filled with identical apartments. He
ascends the stairs to the second floor ina
sideways manner, walks down a dark
hallway, and opens the unlocked door.

Inside, David Kiplagat, the first Keniyan
to come to the University of Alaska in
2004, is making milky Kenyan tea in the
kitchen (formerly a professional runner
and assistant coach, at press time, Kipla-
gat had joined the 1.5, Army). Cheseto
greets him before taking a seat in the liv-
ing room. He takes off each Vari-Flex XC
prosthesis, then leans back and dozes off.
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[previous spread, left]

As he naps, I page through his photo
album. There are images of Cheseto run-
ning races in Kenya, with friends ata Rift
Valley overlook, and posing with his
family of 13 (he’s the third oldest of 11)
on their farm in a village called Ptop.
In the background, the rolling hills are
covered with small fields of crops. They
farmed everything from potatoes and

onions to corn, and if the crops did well,
they had enough to eat.

“This place is a lot different than Ken-
va,” Cheseto had told me. “A /ot different.
Kenya is on the equator. This is the North
Pole. Alaskais the end of the earth.”

Ptop, it seems, was also at the end of
the earth. No buses traveled through it.
Save for the sounds of chickens, cows,

BLADE RUNNER

Cheseto during a breakin training at the University
of Alaska Anchorage's outdoor track. [t was ane of
his first workouts on his new Flex-Run prostheses,
made specifically for distance running.

and goals, it was quiel. Cheselo’s father
owned around 30 cows and 100 goats, and
hefore he started school, Cheseto’s joh
was to look after the animals. The goats
were very fast, but he was faster.
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The village was far from anything. So
when Cheseto started school, he would
put on his hlue school shorts and his
white school shirt, shove his notebook
into his bag, and run six miles down the
dirt road to Ptop Primary School. Some-
times, he’d run home for lunch, which
meant by the age of 6 he was logging up
to 24 miles a day. Some years he ran hare-
foot. Other years, he had shoes. Sometimes
ke raced kids from other villages through
the fields. He often won, but it was just a
game. Running, for Cheselo, was never
something you did apart from the rest of
your life. Running waslife. If you wanted
to get anywhere in this world, you ran.

In 1999, in eighth grade, he represented
his school at a district competition
against 25 other schools. He finished
fourth. It was his first hint that running
might be more than justa mode of travel.

It was a lime when thousands of other
Kenyans were having the same realiza-
tion. Worldwide, there was an explosion
in the number of races offering prize
money. With it came the allure of un-
imagined riches. Kenya's Commissioner
for Sports and 800-meter Olympic bronze
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CHESETO SAID GOODBYE
TO HIS FAMILY AND
STEPPED ONTO ABUS
FOR NAIROBI, WHERE HE
WOULD BOARD A PLANE
FOR THE LAND OF THE
MIDNIGHT SUN.

medalist Michael Boit openly encouraged
his countrymen to seek profit from their
talents, and soon foreign coaches and
agents began flooding the country search-
ing for the best of the best. Young Kenyan
runners flocked to the training hubs of
Iten and Eldoret, and in highland towns,
hundreds fought on makeshift tracks
for a place at the front, all hoping to he
noticed by a running camp or a coach
and secure a manager or a scholarship
at a foreign university. The competition
was brutal; they were all, in 2 sense, run-
ning for their lives.

Over the years, Kenyan authorities
have voiced concern ahout foreigners

exploiting the country’s surplus of talent
and desire. But for most athletes, trading
family, friends, and home for the dream
of a better life isan exchange theyre will-
ing to make. Hardship is something most
Kenvans know well—a few years of in-
tense pressure and long hours on an
American campus can seem a fair price
to pay for the opportunities it may create.
Indeed, Michael Boit himself moved to
New Mexicoin 1973 asastudent-athlete,
went on to get his doctorate, and then
returned home in 1987 to help change
the face of the running world.

As Kenyans began to dominate dis-
tance running in the 1990s, Cheseto
occasionally heard the name of his aunt,
Tegla Loroupe, on the radio. She won
marathons from New York City to Rot-
terdam and Berlin, setting world records
in both the marathon and half-marathon.
With her first marathon win—New York
in 1994—she took home $35,000.

CHESETO KEPTRUNNING through high school,
where he grew tall and his stride grew
long. Every year, he ran in the district
competition, and every year, he finished
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v eath gantea b for baicghd, whes: he
would board a plane f5r the land ofthe
ridnight ;o

YHEN CHEZETO LANGED 1 Anchorage in late
Auget 008, the qom was high i the do
He arrivedwith Alfeed Dangars, a rormer
hed met in Bldoret who'd alse been a:
cepted by T The pair megved ot a
dormm with s ether tmeli and fizld
stodent athletes. Theyallzpole: B ghish,
bt # toode weddes before they opuld wn
demtand each stherzaccents

Traininy started alvmngst Dromne diately
And alvngst tronediately, Thesets war
the top ranner He Bleed t get got front
fast and stay there "Jne thing [ngticed
abgut Marler and the other Kemvans,”
s o Yilma, a 779 marathgner and
Chesetss fromer tearomnate, "war they
can abeays dig deep and hang gnwhen
the race gets wally toogh. They never
bacde down fromo a fight”
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tume Gk, T wgan

That fall, Theset; led the ey oguntor
tearn b natipnals, where they firmished
11th and he finished ninth  maldny
b beth ALl Aerican aid the Sreat
Menthwest Athletie Donferenes Tross
Countoy Male Athlete of the Year At
cotdgor tede charnpirehaps that apri g,
bz weeas narmoed A1 Arneeriean o the 5000
and 10000 meters, firashiny frorth and
seventhy, weapectively He 2ot wnivemity
and eganference progids in the 5 I run
iy 1490745, and i the 10 K, ronrdny
H0ATE at the ML SO Relays

"He wargur best crigs oo tor ron e,
g beat 5 10, W0 I, and 1500 moner if he
warted o frows o it savs Priess. "He
W Wy avgertive

Az the vear wore on and his English
wnprgved, Thesetds pemgnality came
oot and his Forngr and homility wen
cprer bz fellonw teammates. Hed teaze the
wnenn abgut bow many opws cach of
therm were worth o Kenva (blondes
metted 100 brunettes, 100, He invited the
whele tearmn t his apartment 51 ageld
the stiff makr e pomidge ofhome Thanle

2z FEBRLARY X4

largely toChesets, the wallof politene s
and zf effacernent that had kg sepa
wted the Kenvans and the Americans
sarted to crornble He becaime the leader
proshin g the team t worle tegether, and
theyreponded

"He always made me feel e such
&) EEe Peragn,” s Dy [P,
wher wasa freshmnan g the team dorng
Chesetos thivd wear "Tilee [ war the best
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10 pon. and madnipght Wheever got
horne fixst wopuld chop ondons and cab
bage and meat to sexve with a glant pot
of vigali Asthe apartment filladwith the
smells of home, if Alled wath ifs lan
guages, too: Kalenjin, Polot, Swahili,
English. The runners toggled between
Tenyan news on thelr phomes an d Avner
1ran felevision.

Thelr apartment became a e d of de
cornpresson chamber from the sfrange,
high staleesaorld they Iived in. Brery
thing in Amnerica was different: the food
wiapped In plastic, the small class sizes,
the way everything incuding relax
afiom  hadtobe schedaled. Time was
regimented I a way 1t had never been
nIenya 10am. meant 10 am., not
“epimetime befire early aftemoon. " Awner
Irans were 50 busy, &0 mvolved wath thex
pwn ves  they lived alone, ate their
meals alome. Even the npise pf the city
was 0dd: Cheseto would sometimes wale
up at night headng people tallking and
metors munning, and wender what was
goIng oo The apartnent became a place
where they could feel a little clpser to
horne, where the stupple €0 adapt felt a
1iftle pasier because it was shared

Batthe hardest thingwasthesun s
near conetant presence followed by its
near tofal abeence. In surmnmes, Chezetn
had fo cover his windows to gleep, andIn

wnter, hisWitamm T lavels
dropped =o low he started
using a SAT (Eeasomnal affec

tive dizorder} light hox
whenever he conldfind the
fame, which wasnt offen.
The Fenyans spent more
timeindop=than they ever
hadin their lves.

“It reaches a point in
Alaslea where you remem
ber homne, and then yor're
lilee, "Why am I here?" says
IMicah Chelimp, an engl
neerdng student and 19
time A11 American who
came to Anchorage a year
after Chesetn. "We start
missing our parents our
Flace, and those kinds of
things. It malces you feel.
ngt the zame.”

AT the Tlenyan rannexs
experienced the "acculturative stress”
(the prefexred termn to “mltare shodk}
that comes from Immersion into a new
wirld Such stress can manifest as
depression, anxiety, and psychosomatic
problems ke sleeplessness and Aels.
It can falke yeare upto 11 before a
pemon can recpnelle where he is with
where he came from and Integrate his
newidentity Into his 0ld pne.

COMING TO AMERICA

A brief history of Kenvan athletes
in American universities

The U.5. collkge syster began it role in the developmernt of Kerya ac a
rurnirg powerbonse it 1573, when the federml court strock down the
MCAR"S “cverage foreigrer ruke, " which limked eliaibility for varsity everts
bazed onape By the mid 1970 s, there were at least 50 Keripan runrers on
scholarship inthe U5, ard By 1978, Kenyans made up 13 percent of track
ardd fizld athletes, Keryan recruitment began to decline in 1985, when
amatenr rules loosered worldwide and the country’s top talent shifted
focus toward the European race circuit and its lucrative prize money. The
rurmiber of rurrers entering the 1.5, picked up again with the adwent of
the Irterret, which made recruitrient efforts cheaper ard cazier, amd the
grivwth of sports academies, like those in the Kervan towns of Eldoret and
Iter, which were desigred to build strong stodent-athletes, By 2007,
somie 00 Keryans were running for U5 schools, In 2002, they took six
of the top 10 championship spots in Division | cros s-country and three of
the top 10 inn Division || firkernational athletic scholarships are mot avail-
able for Oivision 1l schools),

FALLEN STAR

Chasete helped bring hiss usin, William

Fita kewiang (g bewna), cniar froom Ka s to ranfor
LA, Ritekwiang initial b thrived and, with
Thesato’s halp, dawe ko pad into a strong runrer,

e I grar there' sspme culture shock,”
says Friess. “But Irpnically, there's not
mach. It pete frastrating sometimes
when pepple say, well, Why ave these
Aladrans recrurtmp Kenyans? They dom't
understand that Anchorage has one of
the mpst diverse populations in the
United States. T thinle i1t smaclks a bit of
mrismn when people suppest that a Ien
van spmehow 't able to come I and
adapt to an envircninent hle this"

Whatever acculturative stress they
may have felt, all the Kenyansin Alaslka
had woordes  they wooded about home
andechocl and the future, but they mrely
talleed abpout them. You yust didne't do
that asallenyan life washard, and voa
elther lauphed it off ox touphed it put.
WWhatever sues you had, vou dealtwith
thern yourset.

Chesetn certainly didn't ezcape the
stress, batfor awhile, he did exceedingly
well. By =ssophomore yeat, he wasatthe
top of ls nurmmg dasses and dormIating
hi=races. That fall he won neady all of
his crpss country races, and the Sea
wolves pnee again made it o nationals,
fmnishing 17th. In the spring, Cheseto
set a conference record pf1 3:58 85 1n the
5000, and finished sixth af natiomals in
bopth the SO0 and 10,000 meters and was

RUNNWERSWORLD.COWM
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again named AllAmerican And he
had suceescfully lobbied Coach Friess
to Termoit his yomger consin, Williatn
Fitelrwlang, a promising student and
TurTier from Kenya,

Fitelowlang was as shy as Chesetowas
greganions. But he was quick to langh,
and he Toved to danee and would show
off his moves in the weight toom. The
eonsns beramne ronstant com paninns—
eating, trainang, studvng, and watchimg
movies together That spong, the palr
tan the Twilight 13- moad tace in An-
chorage—Chesety set the course record
0f 27:07, and Fitelowlang findched a
stong secnnd. By the fall of Chesetn's
Jurdnt year, he consns speed wag sharp-
erdng and there were dayswhen Cheseto
strugeled to Jeeep up. Everything seetmed
firie, Better than fine.

Bzt ag hasthard wankerapproached, and
the smow statted to fall, and the Mooth
Fole dlted away from the son, Cheseto
starred feeling down He couldnt figure
out why Maybe it was the surgery he'd
had to fix a lazy eve Maybe it was just
*mnrrnal stff," ashe putsit, the pressnmes
of home, of school of life. Maybe the
stress of arrnlturation was catehing wp to
him. Maybe twasthe dadrness Maybeit
wag all of these things.

Helay awale at rdght, vnableto sleep,
notlenowmg why he felt bad, what to do,
o7 how to fix 1t At practice, he was no
lomger the gregations goofball, and has
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teamtnates worned. Coach Friess inter-
vened and got Cheseto Into counseling,
from which he also got sleeping pille
Both seermed to help.

Before long, Ritelwdang, ton, started
arting strange.

He began appmoaching the other len
vang, aslong their forgiveness. They had
1 idea what hewas talliing about.

“He was saying, Tf Thave done somme
thing wrong to yon, please forgive me,"
Ioplagat recalls. “AndIwas lee, "Why do
Ineed to forgive you? What have you
dometn me?™

It was odd, but none of the Kenyans
thought raneh abowt . They were nst all
g0 busy, When Fitelowlang called Cheseto
e eold day in Febrary and said he had
something to tell bam, Cheseto told ham
they could talle later.

That tight, Kangogo arrived home to
the apartment and fpund the dpor—
which they alwaysleft gper—Ilocled. He
valled Cheseto, Ioplagat, and Chelimmo—
none of them had lreys, either Biteloari-
ang didn't answer his phone The four-
somne stayed the raght at another Kergran
teatnnate's place.

When they retumed the next morm-
ing, the door was still locked. Wot
Inowing what else to do, they called
the police, then Foess Cfficers poed
oper: awindgw, and Chelimo, the small-
est of the grovp, chmbed throngh and
unlocked the door. The police told the

foends towailt in the front entry
while they cleared the moms.
Ag they moved through the
apartraent, nne of the pfficers
saw a lght corning from under
the bathmoma door. He poshed it
nper Bitelowdang was hanging
from the showerhead by aninter-
net cable. His body was stiff
Folice did notitnraediately tell
the frends what they'd found,
but everyone Imew it wag Rite-
Iewilang—he was the only one
migeing. Chesetn didnt say any-
thing. Hic mind spun. It didw't
malee anvy sense. William? Wihy?
ozt the day before, they'd ron
together, had a great woront.
His cousin had gone to all his
rlasses—his bag was full of as-
slgnmnents to turm in. Wone of
them Imew whatto say orthin
Everyone was Blindside d.
“There was zeTg warring," says Friess.
“Zetn. We pay s tnorh attention to thege
lods, how they're feeling, how they'te
doing academically. ¥ou'te with these
athletes allthe trae, aoratonng the all
the time That was the farthest thing
fromm ray mind
I remeraber oot last long un," says
Chesety. "He was gettng very fast. We tan
alomg the Coastal Trail toward the air-
pott, and I was stmaggling to Ieeep wp with
him. He was sodprused That year, he was
guing to go tv nationals And we werte
going to Las Vegas fo1 pur spring breal
He wag go excited about going there, and
erjoying the sun
“It was such a happy Iife when he got
here" Chesetn corfinoms. “Then he was
gome. There was not one weel of aslong,
What might be going onwith Willlam?
ot ever a day It wasso abmpt.”
Thetewete few rlues nto Ritelowriang's
state pf tnind. Folice found an outgoing
text om his phone fom two daye earlier
that read, “Hey, pray for me bro, pray for
me coz lam so down" When Cheseto
went to Riteloadang's Facebool page, he
was chocled. RBitelewiang had deleted
every photo. Erased every metanty.
The only image lefiwas Fiteloedang's
profile photo—a picture of the wlling
hills and Blue sley of home.

RTEKWIANG™S BOOY was Semt bacl to ety
The mommers tned to Tesnrne their muhne,



bt s hole haed trasn rippad i their Team
ard thir lives TheyhedlostRizelwisrg,
ared sgqm theywguldlgse Chesg, 1

By oy adl dovg Thesata muing ipe of
e v e v b e hsted Wi
thers smething he"d missad? Had he
pushed his covsintgg kards Should he
vz et hirm that Ay instead o f telling
him he was o busy? Shauld he hawve
Brought himg Alasls b the fira place?

Theweipht of quemians willxut o
awr e bore dowen an hime He equldn
shale the faalivg thatEalowiang o death
was bz folt, ard b eguldi find & way
ot of histerniblamase of thinldng Thers
wag ing marz bride pricing Mo more
rakees Mo mgce el diviers “He wias
Thera " pem e b To i T Susn Bicls
"Fut he wasn'r seally there, He hardly
Tallead 1 angare”

“Afrer Walliam disd, avarything
charged” sys Chelima, “Marlg didnT
havethasn gy 1) sTody He iad 1 reed,
totoguldet He had sme cacses thathe
didw finich, 20 he woarafedd he woulde't
firish school Aved he v s elgse”

Ty givehim Time T seegwver Friscsred
shirted Theseta for the spriveg ek s
i Thean in Lpril, Theseta wak 194
sy laspivg pills ad the wdversiny
s Thim 1) & superviced pewch Teu i
ot the local hospital (Chesatg dgemyT e
el wrsnTireg T el suieids He sy
he smplywantad el bettar ') Thers,
he zavs, he wes put o a “vary high dose”
o s e epressn T a Lo with s s T
pavckomie Hadidet o atall andbythe
Time b i peleced o manth e heid
gaired I0-poands.

Crver Thesvmmer, he sesmed 1o e da
trig betrer By the ime sekaglstated he
wend Trawede Tivirp wiith 10w g, Thalimg,
el Ioiplarpat fuehia wine dagive 1 & Tew
ST T WTh Qe s of T lali
#abiliTy 1o, he started tdindug that fall
for Thee Spring mosts Bul he was gut of
shape  the former star was ngw the
Avea T runner o The Teanl Everyarns
ol se he was ool 59 they mad
T kosap R v Ived Branggied thsiewing e
AUt Tog ether Flo became 3 tavm
aper, Taveling and suppartiig the
roiiers hed gnee lad Lo the semester
e iy, he zeemed 1 bogh and ples
Bl more ard his friesds thought he
WS CONTNInE T imprava

Bt Theesra e Sy b el Flavem
ber hewgleaup ina dardmagd Theough

ot the dxy, he tied w9 wallew s frisnds
asbom by band b £t But theyweere i s
Loy They had g moch ©) 49, They
wrald Tall: Later

That st g Chesetd want 1 schagl
T drap aff the aar keys far 1argag at
the athletic centa, He pmbbed some
antidepresants fom kislocker he
Aot remeember haw moch he 1ol
Then ha weant T thelibmey ) stody bot
didutr f2el lils it Instesd, he falrlilie
runrirg. S0 ot arguid 7 that Sunday
#varing, he hadad gut gin the Alasls
Eucifie Thriveacity Teail nesr the achaol
He wagra Twa jzcliats g hat, b gloves

Faa Tl swpwe rveffled hisfggrreps. In
The quiet that surrgundad him, svery
Thing seemead very far sway AT 2me
poinT he wolia cight off the meilardran
inta the woods. Thatzall be remembers

Hadoemrrr el wldig mivdilers the

Aoy heweanT missing, ac latermedis re
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DAUGHTERS, TOPTOP
HE HADTO GET DUT OF
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Teying 19 Jall himeszlf A1 T remember
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phived s ol in his daciggns that day
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Az Chesetg Lay in the sww that Sumn
day night, six inches of sugw f21l The
Temperaturs dropped intg thelow 3
W e Monday morning bralie, hae ra
mained sill his eves dasad his mind
somawhae dke

AT 3 pom n Mordsy, amassive sk
wind g rparised with the.t bl b vntain
Repene Drgup, The state Taapers, local
paolice ard Alasla Smrch and Faaus
Dage They combad the tails They flow
halicapres aver the waads. The dogs
serch od £ o seen T Thay found g thiog,

After praenics Thataftemggn, Fries
pave his e the newe Moo s misiag.

AHOTHER STAET

Last iviay. atier e weekon hiznew prostheses,
Chesztorm theTwdlight Sknnyivini &Hin
dovnboen Bncha sgein 2513 (opposi e below].
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Some of the runners wept. Some of
them assumed it was Ritekwiang all over
again. Most of them went back outside
and ran along the trails that Cheseto
knew: They called hisname. They looked
for footprints or lumps in the snow. They
ran late into the night. And they, too,
found nothing.

“I had a speech I was supposed to give
the next day with Marko,” says Cheseto’s
former teammate Yon Yilma. “I had to
give it myself, but in the middle of it, I
said, ‘I can’t do this’ [ walked out of the
classin tears.”

The search continued through Tues-
day, and by practice that afternoon, Che-
seld’s teammates had begun to lose hope.
(Once again, no one knew what to say, or
wkhat to think. On Wednesday morning,
dive teams were to be dispatched to
search local lakes. This time, they would
he looking for a hody.

IT WAS SNOWING when Cheseto opened his
eyes. At first, he had no idea where he
was. He assumed just a few hours had
passed, but it had been days. It was
around 2 am. on Wednesday morning,
ahout 55 hours after he'd left for his run
onSunday evening. The temperature was
10 degrees. He was so cold.

Cheseto tried to lift his head, butit just
moved limply from side to side. For a
while, he lay in the snow beneath a tree,
unable to move, getting colder and colder.
His thoughts veered from his teammates,
to his cousin, to hisdaughters, to Ptop. All
the things in life he still had to do. He had
to get out of the woods.

When he finally managed tosit up, he
looked down at his feet. Covered in snow;,
they felt heavy as anchors. He grabbed
the trunk of the pine tree and pulled
kimself up. Once standing, he walked in
place until ke began to feel his legs. He
could not feel his feet.

Cheseto walked slowly through foot-
deep snow toward the lights of a power
station on a small hill. He eventually
reached the trail he’d left days earlier, and
followed it through the woods for nearly
a mile until he came to a steep hill. He
remembers this hill. He remembers it
because of how he felt staring up at it—"1
was so dead,” he would later say. On the
way up, he stopped several times to rest.
If there were another hill like it, he is
certain he wouldn't have made it. But at
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the top, he saw the lights of the city, ofhis
school, and heard the sound of cars, and
he felt “a kind of courage.” As he de-
scended, he thought he saw ariver before
him. How could he cross a river? But his
frozen mind was playing tricks on him.
He summoned the strength thathad once
made him one of the fastest runners in
Alaska, and one blocky step at a time,
continued toward the lights.

He pusked himself through the front
door of the Marriott Hotel. The air was
warm. It was quiet. Flames were flicker-
ing in the fireplace. Cheseto collapsed on
the lobby floor.

The night manager rushed over and
helped him into a chair by the fireplace,
and put a blanket on him. Cheseto was
shaking violently. His hands were swol-
len to twice their normal size and hisskin
resembled thick plastic. His feet were
hard as chunks of wood, and frozen to his
running shoes.

[ Tilight 12K ki

BACK ONTRACK

“| still have to dothings in my life, and ane of
thosethings is being a professional runner.

| need to compete again.”

Dehydrated and hypothermic, Cheseto
was disoriented. He still didn't know
what day it was, and when he learned it
was Wednesday, he was shocked at how
much time had passed. Once at the hos-
pital, doctors immediately rehydrated
him, and began thawing his hands and
feet in warm water, causing searing pain
as the nerves awakened.

By 4 a.m. that Wednesday, phoneswere
ringing across Anchorage as the word
spread: Marko is alive. Friess, Garlatz, and
Cheseto’s closest friends rushed to the
hospital, overjoyed.

Days passed. Doctors used a gamma
camera to look through Cheseto’s hands
and feet and monitor the bloodilow. The
skin on his hands was soft and pufty and
covered in massive blisters, and when it
started to slough  (continued on page 100}
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off, it resembled a plastic bag. But his
hands looked better every day.

His feet, however, looked worse every
day. Gangrene began to spread. Cheseto
could smell the rotting flesh. When he
looked at the scans on the screen, both feet
were darker than the night sky over his
bovhood village.

His feet were dead. He knew this. He
knew what it meant. And when doctors
drew the [ines on his legs where the cuts
would be made, it was asif they were sepa-
rating his past from his future; who he had
been from who he would become.

When he woke up from the surgery, he
didn’t feel any different. Were his feet still
there? The nurse came in and asked if he
wanted to look. He hesitated for a moment,
gripped by a fear he’d never known—the
fear of something that can never be un-
done. She lifted the sheet.

The cuts seemed higher than he had
expected—about six inches below his
knees. His stumps were swollen and ban-
daged and trailed off into nothing. Nothing
to stand on. Nothing to run on.

THE COMMUNITY OF ANCHORAGE rallied around
Cheseto. The university set up a fund to
offset his medical expenses and collected
$17,000. Other double amputees visited
him in the hospital to show him how life
goes on without feet. Someone mailed him
a copy of Oscar Pistorins’s autobiography.
Others told him stories of successful am-
putee athletes.

Gradually, he learned how to get out of
bed and how to get in and out of his wheel-
chair. Within weeks of his operation, he
was walking unassisted on his prostheses.
He [earned to climb stairs. He worked out
in the pool and spun on the exercise bike.
His teammates—once anticipating their
friend’s final triumphant season—now
stood by him, awkwardly trying tosupport
hisefforts to adjust to this new life.

His hands hurt all the time, especially
when acool breeze blew But worse was the
pain he felt in the space where his feet used
to be. Every day, it came in waves that
washed over him and left him exhausted.
Sometimes it felt [ike a knife was stabbing
his invisible toe; sometimes it was a deep
itch frominside his missing heel. “Almost
everyday, I have pain,” he says. “Every dap
That’s when you remember you dorft have
feet. But I know complaining about it will
not help, or to think, Oh, it would be better

ifT had feet Fortunately, that is a path T have
been able to avoid”

Asarunner, he had managed the pound-
ing pain of the final lap by focusing his
mind. He did the same now, focusing hard
on the fact that his feet were gone. Some-
times, it worked.

As the New Year began, he relearned
how to do the simple things, and tried not
to let his worries swallow him—worries
about his visa status, what would happen
if he were sent home, his pile of debt. He
owed $30,000 in medical bills. His future
was full of unanswered questions. So he
focused on what he could control—what
he could do. Without telling his doctors,
he quit hisantidepressants. In February, he
appeared in a local TV special about de-
pression. That spring of 2012, he served as
a guest starter for a local race. And he ran.
Using his walking prostheses, he couldn’t
go far or fast, but at least he could go.
Gradually, he started feeling better —more
like himself. As he focused on what he
could do, his darkness began to [ift. With
his tearnmates, he began joking more.

“We told him we need the Marko we
used to know;” says Chelimo. “And he re-
sponded well. Now he’s like super-Marko.
He jokes about everything”

In June, he lined up for the 6-K leg of the
Twilight 12-K & 6-K. He was no longer
Marko Cheseto, course record holder and
Kenyan phenom. Now, he was Marko
Cheseto, Paralympic class T43—double
amputee below the knee. At the start, he
took off as fast as he could on his metal
feet. Sometimes he walked. Sometimes he
jogged. He finished the 6-K in 43:53, more
than double his record-setting pace from
two years before, when he'd run the event
with William. He knew he could go faster.

That summer, he sat in his apartment
watching the London Olympics and Oscar
Pistorius—the South African was the first
amputee to reach the peak of world com-
petition. Cheseto got texts and calls from
around the world telling him he could do
that, too—he could become the next great
blade runner.

THE STORY OF CHESETO'S struggle to run again
eventually reached Brooke Raasch, hus-
band of celebrity amputee triathlete and
Ironman Sarah Reinertsen. Raasch works
at Ossur, a prosthesis company that made
Reinertsen’s blades, and he contacted
Chesetoabout testing anew product—the
VariFlex XCs, asmall, C-shaped curve with
enough flex to serve as a hybrid walking/
jogging foot Raasch encouraged Cheseto



to also apply for a grant from the Chal-
lenged Athletes Foundation. If approved,
Cheseto would receive a pair of Flex-Run
blades—prostheses designed specifically
for distance running. Cheseto readily
agreed to be a tester, and sent in his appli-
cation for the blades.

The hybrid XCs arrived before Christ-
mas of 2012. After a fitting with his pros-
thetist, Cheseto hopped around the room,
ecstatic. It feltlike he was ona trampoline.
“When I got those, I thought they were so
springy,” he says. “They were wonderful!”

He started training immediately, build-
ing up to hour-long runs on the universi-
ty’s indoor track. Eventually, he was log-
ging up to 40 miles aweek. In March 2013,
he entered a [ocal 5-K and finished in
26:58—averaging three minufes per mile
faster than he ran the previous year at the
Twilight 6-K. He signed up for the 6-K
again, certain that he could better his time.

One week before race day, the distance-
running blades arrived.

CHESETD IS SITTING on the metal bleachers at
an outdoor track near campus. It's late
May, and the afternoon sun is high above
us. The Chugach Mountains cut a jagged
line across the sky. In his hands, Cheseto
holds one of the blades. It is a thing of
beauty, an elegant arc of carbon fiber.

He's had the Flex-Run blades just a few
days—this will be his first real workout on
them. He takes out his Allen wrench, un-
screws his Vari-Flex XCs from the sockets
that fit over his stumps, and attaches his
new running feet. Then he stands.

The prostheses make him three inches
taller and push hisupperbody forward. He
struggles at first to keep his balance. He
liftsup one then the other, slowly running
in place. Then he lopes out onto the track.

The transformation is stark. When he
runs in the XCs, his weight is oddly cen-
tered. His knees seem to search for the
right direction of travel, and his legs never
fully straighten. He is not graceful. But as
he runs on the blades, there is a metamor-
phosis: His stride becomes fluid, light, as if
the memories are flowing back into his
body: There is an effortlessness and a famil-
iarity to how he runs, as if he’s floating.

He circles the track and sits down, and
we're soon joined by T.]. Garlatz, Cheseto’s
former coach, and another assistant coach,
Anthony Tomsich, who are at the track
running their own workout. (Tomsich
used to run for Western Washington
University against Cheseto. “Sort of,” says
Tomsich. “I was way behind him.”) They

admire the blades for a minute until Gar-
latz asks, “Think you can do a few strides?”

Cheseto smiles. “T can set the pace.”

The trio jogs halfway around the track
before Cheseto surges and the coaches,
caught off guard, work to catch up. They
follow the strides with a timed quarter-
mile, clocking inat 75 seconds. After afew
easy laps and a brief rest, Garlatz and Che-
seto walk to the far end of the track fora
friendly 100-meter dash.

The runners bolt off the line. At first,
it's hard to tell who's ahead, but then it's
clear—Cheseto is leading. He holds the
coach off, then overshoots the finish and
runs far into the grass because he doesn't
know how to stop yet.

Garlatz returns to the bleachers,
stunned. “He’s going to be fricking awe-
some again,” he tells me. He turns around
and vells, “Hey, Marko! Maybe we can get
you down to 14-flat again!”

After they leave, Cheseto and Isit on the
bleachers. He rolls down hissilicone liner
and pours a pool of sweat down onto the
concrete.

“So0,” Isay. “Looks like you're going to be
arunner again.”

“Looks like it,” he says.

“How does that feel?”

“That’s a very good feeling.”

TWILIGHT DOESN'T REALLY COME to the Twilight
12-K and Skinny Mini 6-K. The summer
sun hangs in the sky until the small hours
of the night. The race starts at 7 p.m., but
it might as well be noon.

We arrive early. About a block from the
starting line, on a strip of parkway that
runs through downtown Anchorage, Che-
seto finds abench and sits down to change
into his blades. I had asked him earlier if
he was nervous. He’d said no: “Running is
the easiest thing in the world. You just put
one foot in front of the other and make
sure you are going forward.”

The local news media spot him gquickly.
They crowd around, peppering him with
questions, which he answers patiently as
he locks his blades in. As the cameras are
rolling and reporters are in the middle of
their guestions, Kangogo and Ruth Keino
(who arrived in Alaska a few days before
Cheseto) jog past on thefr warmup. Che-
seto jumps up and runs after them. “T'm
coming!” he yells.

The three runners circle the block to-
gether, laughing and chatting. When
Cheseto returns to the bench, he’s smiling
in a way I haven't seen before. Certainly,
thereisstillmuch (eontinued on page 104)
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on his mind. His future is uncertain. Asa grad
student studying engineering and science
management (he completed his nutrition
degree in 2012, after switching out of nurs-
ing), he's allowed to stayin the US.aslong as
he’s astudent After school, if he doesn'tland
ajob, he'll likely have to return to Kenya He’s
still undera mountain of debt thathe’s deter-
mined to pay off—somehow. And he hasn’t
seen his family in more than five years. But
one thingis certain—he Isarunneragain In
fact, he was never anything else.

“When people face challenges in life,” he
says, “they spend so much time going back
to, How did it happen? and “Why did it hap-
pen? They spend so much time trying to
judge themselves on what happened instead
of forging ahead, instead of thinking of ways
of going through it and making life better. I
still have to do things in my life and one of
those is being a professional runner. Having
had over 10 years of competing, I have that
in me now. I need to compete again.”

With just a few minutes left before the
start of the 6-K, Cheseto hurries over to the

starting line beneath a giant inflatable arch.
Several runners motion for Cheseto to move
to the front. He walks over, leans forward.

A loud tone sounds and Cheseto sprints
into the lead. For several blocks he stays
there, until the road veers down a steep hill
and he loses ground, not yet confident on his
blades. The route crosses a small wooden
bridge, which bounces and throws him off
balance again. More people pass him.

He’s following a bike path along the ocean
to the halfway point when a sharp pain
shoots through his right leg—his socket is
misaligned by a fraction of an inch. It gets
steadily worse, but he focuses on the race and
blocks out the pain.

Limping, he digs in for the final uphill
kilometer and sprints through the chute. He
finishes 28th out of 916 with a time of 26:19.
He has knocked nearly 18 minutes off last
year'stime, and another 4:43 offhis 6-K pace.

Cheseto isagain mobbed by media hungry
for comments, for insight, for inspiration.
He’s tired, but he stands and answers their
questions as best he can. Slowly, the reporters
trickle away. He spots his teammates and
limps over to them. Almost immediately,
the group is laughing as Cheseto goes over

the highs and lows of the race, joking that he
has another race record—for amputees!

He stands for a while with his friends. Be-
neath him, the blades bend slightly under his
weight, the weight of so many things. After
a few minutes, with the sun shining bright
in the evening sky, Cheseto walks off across
the grass with a smile on his face, having
reached the end of one long road and the
beginning of another.

POSTSCRIPT: Since the Twilight 6-K, Cheseto has
vaced thyee move tines—a four-miiler; a 10K, and
a triathlon for challenged athletes that included a
10-mile run. To date, the Paralympics does nat
offer distance events, so he hopes to qualify for the
2016 Geames in the 400 meters. T
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