
Chapter 1: The Day the 
Stairs Won

Marcus Bennett had carried heavier boxes than 

this one. He was sure of it.  Somewhere in his 

twenties there had been a couch, a mattress, an 

entire apartment's worth of furniture hauled up 

three flights for a college roommate who never 

quite paid him back for the pizza afterward. This 

box  was  smaller  than  any  of  that.  It  held  his 

brother Danny's record collection, maybe thirty 

pounds of vinyl and cardboard, and Marcus had 

picked  it  up  off  the  truck  without  a  second 

thought.

The second thought arrived on the stairs.

It wasn't pain, not exactly. It was a tightness 

across  his  chest  and  a  sudden,  unfamiliar 

awareness  of  his  own  heartbeat,  loud  enough 

that he could feel it in his ears. By the third step 

he'd stopped pretending to read the box label 

and  just  stood  there,  breathing  through  his 

mouth,  waiting  for  the  feeling  to  pass.  Danny 
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came  down  behind  him  two  steps  at  a  time, 

grabbed a lamp in each hand, and was back up 

before Marcus had made it to the landing.

"You good?" Danny asked, not unkindly, on his 

way past.

"Fine. Just pacing myself." Marcus set the box 

down on the landing, told himself it needed to 

be there anyway, and took the rest of the stairs 

slower, one at a time, the way he used to watch 

his father climb them.

He was forty-two years old. He drove a Honda 

with a booster seat in the back for his daughter 

Mia and a hockey bag permanently wedged in 

the  trunk  for  his  son  Jake.  He  had  a  corner 

cubicle  at  a  mid-sized accounting firm,  a  wife 

named  Elena  who  ran  the  front  desk  at  a 

pediatric clinic three days a week, and a body he 

hadn't thought about in any serious way since 

his last company softball game, four years and, 

if he was honest, probably fifteen pounds ago.

He had not thought of himself as unfit. That 

was the part that stuck with him on the drive 

home. Unfit was other people — the uncle who'd 

had the  heart  attack  at  fifty-five,  the  guy two 
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cubicles over who took the elevator one floor. 

Marcus  walked  the  dog  most  mornings.  He'd 

mowed the lawn himself just last weekend. He 

did  not  consider  himself  a  person  who  got 

winded on a staircase.

And yet.

The Slow Leak

If you've picked up this book, there's a decent 

chance you have your own version of Marcus's 

staircase.  Maybe  it  was  a  set  of  bleachers  at 

your kid's soccer game. Maybe it was a suitcase 

into an overhead bin, or a hike that used to be 

"the  easy  trail"  and  now  leaves  your  knees 

complaining  for  two  days  afterward.  Maybe 

nothing  dramatic  happened  at  all  —  you  just 

noticed,  one  ordinary  Tuesday,  that  you'd 

stopped  doing  things  you  used  to  do  without 

noticing them, and you couldn't quite remember 

when that started.

That's  the part  almost  nobody sees  coming: 

the change isn't  sudden.  It's  a  slow leak,  and 

slow leaks are hard to notice because your brain 

is  remarkably  good  at  recalibrating  what 

"normal" feels like. You don't wake up one day 
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unable to do something you did easily the day 

before.  You  adjust,  in  tiny  increments,  to  a 

slightly  reduced  version  of  yourself,  over  and 

over,  until  the  cumulative  adjustment  is  large 

enough  that  a  staircase  —  an  ordinary, 

unremarkable  staircase  —  finally  announces 

what's been happening all along.

Researchers who study this have a name for 

it: the "creeping normal." It shows up in a lot of 

places beyond fitness — people's assessment of 

a  slowly  warming  climate,  a  slowly  declining 

relationship, a slowly worsening commute — but 

it  shows  up  with  particular  force  in  how  we 

track  our  own  bodies.  There  is  no  single  day 

when you crossed a line. There's only the day 

the  evidence  became  too  obvious  to  explain 

away.

For  Marcus,  that  day  involved  a  box  of 

records.  For  you,  it  might  be  something  else 

entirely,  or  it  might  not  have  happened  yet. 

Either  way,  the  fact  that  you're  reading  this 

page suggests some version of that moment has 

already gotten your attention.
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Why This Moment Matters More Than 
It Seems To

Here's the thing about the day the stairs win: it 

can go one of two ways from there.

The  first  way  is  that  you  file  the  moment 

under  "getting  older,"  accept  it  as  one  more 

entry on a long list  of  small  resignations,  and 

move  on.  This  is  by  far  the  more  common 

response, and it's understandable — resignation 

requires no effort. You buy a stairlift joke and 

tell it at dinner. You quietly start parking closer 

to the entrance. You adjust, the way you've been 

adjusting all along, and the leak continues.

The second way is that you treat the moment 

as  data  instead  of  destiny.  A  staircase  that 

leaves  you winded isn't  a  verdict  on  who you 

are; it's a measurement, and measurements can 

change. This is the harder path, not because the 

physical work is unreasonable — you'll find, over 

the  course  of  this  book,  that  it's  far  more 

manageable than you expect — but because it 

requires  you  to  stop  treating  your  body  as 

something  that  just  happens  to  you  and  start 

treating it as something you can actually direct.
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