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Running for a reason

O'Grady continues marathon journey in memory of brother
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Beth O'Grady and her brother, Stephen Photo By: FAMILY PHOTO

By VIC DORR JR.

RICHMOND TIMES-DISPATCH STAFF WRITER

Beth O'Grady never lacks for companionship when running a long-distance road race. She says her late brother, Stephen, accompanies her virtually every step of the way.

"The two or three hours I spend when I'm out on a training run, or the time it takes to actually run a race - for the most part, that's personal time between my brother and I," O'Grady said.

"That's one thing about running: You have time to do a lot of thinking - I mean, a lot of thinking. The time when I'm running is my time to think about my brother. Scarcely a moment goes by when I'm not thinking either about Stephen or about why I'm doing what I'm doing."

This is what she is doing: O'Grady, a 47-year-old classified advertising sales manager at the Boston Herald, will participate in Saturday's 30th running of the SunTrust Richmond Marathon as part of a quest she undertook four years ago on her brother's behalf. She hopes to complete 10 marathons before September 2009: the 10th anniversary of Stephen's death in a traffic accident caused by a drunken driver.

Stephen was 30 when the car in which he was riding was struck by a vehicle driven by a 54-year-old grandmother. Listen to O'Grady as she talks lovingly and yearningly about her brother, and a snippet of a song that was popular 30 years ago comes immediately to mind: "Only the good die young."

Good? Stephen was better than good, O'Grady said. He was - and still is - an icon in his hometown of Salem, Mass. He gave generously of his time and energy. He was a popular Little League baseball and youth sports coach. He almost single-handedly carried the Salem Boys and Girls Club from oblivion to viability. He was the organization's executive director at the time of his death.

Shortly before he died, he had taken on yet another role: primary caregiver to his sister, who had undergone breast cancer surgery and was preparing to begin a course of radiation therapy.

O'Grady said: "He was there every day for me. Whatever I needed, he took care of. In some ways, [her illness] might have been a blessing in disguise. When two people are thrust into a situation like that, they can become very close very quickly - and we did. We went beyond being just brother and sister. We became really, really good friends."

Even now, more than eight years later, the memory is painful in its immediacy. O'Grady recalls in stark detail "hearing my doorbell ring at 1 a.m. and seeing a police officer standing there. He was holding Stephen's Little League ID in his hand. He said, 'Do you know a Stephen O'Grady?'"

O'Grady said she chose to salute her brother through athletic endeavor rather than anti-drunk driving activism.

Her reasoning: "I wanted to focus not on the thing that killed Stephen, but rather on his life and what made it so special - not only to me, but to just about everyone who knew him."

With that in mind, she is running to raise money for the Boys and Girls Club of Greater Salem and the Stephen O'Grady Foundation. The foundation provides college scholarship assistance to alumni of the Salem Little League. O'Grady has thus far completed seven marathons - including New York City, Chicago and Boston twice - and has raised more than $30,000. She hopes to eventually raise $50,000.

En route, she made a startling discovery about herself: This self-described bookworm is in fact a fierce and tenacious competitor. She is not particularly swift - her best marathon time thus far was 4:45 four years ago in Chicago - but she is persistent to the point of being relentless.

"I never doubt my ability to get from point 'A' to point 'B'," she said.

O'Grady, a trim and petite woman, visited a department store not long ago in search of a new bathrobe. She found the fit she was seeking in the boys department.

"So I'm standing there, looking at this robe, and it says, 'athlete' on the front. It made me stop and think. I'd never really thought of myself as an athlete before. I used to tell people: 'I'm not really a runner. I'm just a fundraiser who happens to run.' But I looked at that robe and I said, 'You know what? Maybe I am a runner. Maybe I am an athlete.'"

Stephen, she said, would have been proud. 

More information
The Stephen M. O'Grady Foundation provides scholarship assistance to alumni of the Salem (Mass.) Little League and supports Salem High School after-prom events that discourage drinking and driving. Tax deductible donations may be sent to: 
Stephen M. O'Grady Foundation 
c/o Beth O'Grady 
329 Jefferson Ave. 
Salem, Mass., 01970 
Visit www.stephenogrady.com or e-mail Beth O'Grady at bethogrady@yahoo.com for additional information.

 

