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Every morning for the past two years Beth O’Grady has put her sneakers on and gone running.  Whether it was 2 degrees or 92 degrees, there was never a last longing glance at her bed.


“It’s always that Stephen and I are going for a run,” said Beth, who said she senses her brother, Stephen, beside her during each and every workout.  “Running is a solitary sport, but I never feel alone.”


Stephen was killed five years ago while driving home from a weekend spent in New Hampshire with friends.  A drunk driver veered out of her lane on Interstate 95 and knocked the jeep carrying Stephen and two close friends, Rosie and Wayne Cross, into a roll.  The Crosses sustained injuries, but Stephen, 30, died in the accident.


“It was the most traumatic experience of my life,” said Beth, 44, a classified advertising manager at the Boston Herald.  “You never expect to lose a sibling.  With Stephen gone, it was way too easy to feel sad.”


So, Beth started running.  Then she started setting goals.


“When you’re running, you think about things,” she said.  “There’s something to that runner’s high they talk about.  Pounding the pavement gave my ideas space.”


Beth knew that the friendship that Stephen had with the people of Salem was a bond that even death could not break.  While she knew he wouldn’t be forgotten, she wanted to remember him in her own way.  Beth decided to run the Boston Marathon in Stephen’s memory, raising over $13,000 for the Stephen O’Grady Scholarship fund and the Boys and Girls Club of Greater Salem.


After Boston, Beth chose to keep going, running marathons in Chicago, then San Diego.  On Sunday, a little over five years after Steve’s death, Beth finished the New York City marathon.


“This marathon was the completion of my goal,” said Beth after the race.  “At times, I was ecstatic to think that I really did it, and at other times sad and angry at the reason I was inspired to do so.  I would trade all of these wonderful experiences for another day of Stephen yelling, ‘How’s it going?’ up the back stairs.”


Through her marathoning, Beth has raised close to $30,000 for the Stephen O’Grady Scholarship fund and the Boys and Girls Club of Greater Salem building fund––an impressive feat for a self-proclaimed ‘shy, loner, unathletic bookworm.’  


Steve, Beth said, was always the gregarious athlete, working to improve the lives of the children of the North Shore.  He began coaching Little League at the age of 16 and eventually became vice president of the league.  As executive director of the Boys and Girls Club, he rescued the club from a $70,000 deficit at the age of 25.  


Beth remembered Rosie Cross, Steve’s friend and administrative assistant who was with him in the car crash, reminding her of a goal Stephen had before his death.

“She said that he always talked about getting me out of my shell,” Beth said.  “To get me out there into the world, meeting people. I would say that in a strange way he succeeded.”


Beth has logged over 4,000 miles in the past two years traveling around the country to various races.  She runs every marathon with her cell phone and camera, so that she can chat with friends and snap shots with the cheering crowd.  “It’s not about how fast I run the race,” said Beth, who plans to continue running one marathon each year, completing ten marathons by the 10th anniversary of Stephen’s death. “It’s about the experience, and sharing Steve’s story with the people I meet.”


Reaction to Beth’s marathon running has been overwhelming.  A stranger overheard her story when she stopped at Starbucks for a post-run latte and handed her a $20 bill on his way out the door.  A woman sitting beside Beth on her flight to the Chicago marathon was touched by Beth’s dedication to Steve, and promised to make a donation.  She turned out to be a New Balance spokesperson and the sneaker company now has a partnership with the Boys and Girls Club of Salem, where Beth will take over as board president next year.


Sunday’s marathon in New York was Beth’s hardest race yet.  She woke up with a virus that had been circulating throughout her office, but ran the race anyway. She said that she became practically delirious by mile 21.  


Of all her marathon experiences, she added, this is the one she’ll remember most.  But crossing the finish line wasn’t her favorite part of the race.  It was a spectator dressed like Rudolph-the-Red-Nosed-Reindeer who yelled, “Go Beth!” as she passed by.  


“One of my favorite all time memories of Stephen was as a little boy when he couldn’t fall asleep on Christmas Eve,” said Beth.  “I told him that if Santa came and he was awake he wouldn’t get any toys.  Just then someone’s brake lights outside lit the bedroom red.  Stephen muttered, ‘Rudolph,’  and fell asleep instantly.  Every Christmas Eve there after, Steve would say, ‘Remember when we saw Rudolph?’  I’d always say, ‘That wasn’t Rudolph, it was...’ and he would cut me off, saying, ‘Ssshhh.  It was Rudolph.’”


Seeing Rudolph on the marathon route felt like Stephen and her private joke, one of the many signs of Steve that Beth sees everywhere, urging her on and reminding her why she’s putting her body through the 26.2 mile runs.


This year, especially, it seems like Stephen has been right there beside Beth.


When she received the final information for the NYC marathon, she saw for the first time that it was the 35th anniversary running of the race, that 35,000 runners would be racing, that her number would be 37,535, that she would pick the number up on 35th Street, and that her hotel would be on 1335 Avenue of the Americas.  Stephen would have been 35 this year.  


“Just when I wonder if the ‘signs’ I get from Stephen are wishful thinking,” said Beth.  “I get a multitude of signs as if he were saying, ‘Now  do you believe?’”

