
April Kutger
3400 Richmond Parkway, #921
Richmond, CA 94806
510.229.8873
akutger@berkeley.edu
The Heart of a True Champion

by 

April Kutger
The Heart of a True Champion
At three, Benjie was bow-legged and pigeon-toed; he tripped over his own feet when he went too fast. Now, dressed in last year’s brown jeans with knee patches, beat up high-tops, and his baseball shirt and hat, he looked just as awkward next to the boys in brightly colored nylon uniforms and spikes. Coaches stood on the sidelines with their elite runners, parents sat in the bleachers with video cameras ready to shoot. 
One snotty little kid challenged Benjie’s participation in the race. “He’s too late, Coach,” the twerp whimpered. “Dad, does he get to be in this race?” 
The man with the starting gun ignored the whiner. 

I had only learned about the track meet that morning, and we had sped to the high school from a Little League game. Benjie ran to the registration tables set up with posters for age groups; participants were signing up for events and parents were putting their signatures to releases. Benjie registered for the 35- and 55-yd. dashes and the broad jump. At the far end of the track, the sprint heats were set to go. We trotted the 25 yards to the area under the oak trees. 
When the starter yelled, “Runners, take your mark,” the other eight- and nine-year-old boys crouched at the starting line, spikes digging into the track. Benjie stood in his lane looking confused. “Set.” The other boys lifted their hips and pressed their knuckles into the cinder. With trepidation in his eyes, Benjie waited for the “Go”. 
BANG! 
Benjie froze as the other boys surged forward. Seconds passed. Finally, he started to run. He didn’t know the right way to pump his arms or lift his legs, but he knew how to stay in his lane and run with abandon. Half way to the finish line, he pulled ahead of the cluster of rivals. At the tape, his closest competitor was ten feet behind him. His heart pounding, sweat slipping from the thick, curly brown hair around his ears, a shy smile on his face, he sidled to where I stood on the sidelines and gave me a subtle high-five.

I thought back to a race among cousins. Five children of different ages stood behind a chalk line on the sidewalk. Uncle Bill barked, “Ready… Set… Go.” They all took off for the driveway where Aunt Ruth waited to declare the winner. Benjie won easily, but Amy, only three, was so frustrated she had dropped out half way to the end. Sitting in the grass, she cried the bitter tears of defeat. 

Benjie walked back to her and said, “Let’s have another race, just me and you.” Amy jumped up smiling. Uncle Bill started them as before, but this time Benjie loped along, keeping up, but letting Amy win. He has the heart of a true champion, I thought.  

After the races, we rushed to the sand pit for the broad jump. Benjie didn't know how far back to start or how many steps to take before jumping; he didn’t know how to use his arms and legs to propel himself. But he had instinct and courage, and he jumped so far in his three attempts that he beat the winners of the next two age groups. When it was over, Benjie looked like a boxer walking away from an opponent flat on the mat. 
With three blue ribbons, we left the field of glory. Before we reached the car, a man called out, “Are you Benjamin’s mother?”

“Yes.”

“I’m Jack Lynley. Junior Olympics.”

“Patricia Small.”

“Benjamin could excel in an organized track program, Mrs. Small.”

“Oh?”

“I think so. If he were properly coached, I really think he could go far.”

“Mom?” a timid voice asked – to an eight-year-old, his mother holds the voice of authority.
“What would we have to do, if he wanted to?” I asked. Although he was silent, I could feel Benjie’s eagerness through his skin. 
“Well, we train in San Francisco and there are fees for…”

“Oh…”

“What?” 

“We can’t do it.” I wouldn’t have the time to take him to the City for training or the money for fees.
Benjie’s eyes were bright with tears. “Sorry, young man,” Mr. Lynley said. “Maybe next time. But congratulations on your ribbons.” 
“Thanks,” Benjie whispered, chin quivering.

In the car, before I pulled out of the parking lot, I said, “I’m sorry, honey.”

“It’s okay, Mom.” The breaking heart of a valiant hero. “I don’t care.” The heart of a true champion. 
