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“I used to run with this guy, like I’m running on 

this road with you. Sometimes we’d just keep 

pace, no sound between us but footsteps and 

breathing. Other times, when we weren’t running 

as hard because it was a beautiful night like this, 

we’d talk. 

He was tall and lean, a perfect build for long 

distance. His sandy hair would fall in his face 

sometimes, and he’d brush it away. I would tell 

him to wear a bandana or a hat, he’d keep saying 

he would, but never did.  

The sneakers he wore were old fashioned, 

something from the back of your dad’s closet, 

they weren’t beat up though, not worn like your 

shoes or mine. Those shoes never seemed to get 

dirty, no matter how bad the weather we ran 

through. 



Bad weather wouldn’t stop him, no way. The rain 

and cold would get me down sometimes, but I’d 

think of him on this stretch of road getting his 

miles in while I sat at home, nice and warm. That 

would get me going, and we’d run together.  

We always ran around this time, I don't mean five 

or six o clock or anything like that, I mean right 

around sunset. Great time to run in the late 

spring and early fall, a nightmare in the dead of 

winter. 

I’d start out from my driveway, take a right, and 

cross the bridge over the stream, the one I meet 

you by. Sometimes I’d catch up to him, other 

times he would catch up with me, startling me. I’d 

get into my stride, have a sweat going and he’d 

‘say on your left’ and I’d jump. 

He always ran a little further than me. Sometimes 

I’d try and outlast him, but I’d  end up huffing 

and puffing while he kept plodding along. I was 

faster than him in the start, right up until the end. 

I’d say ‘let's run five miles’, and I’d be ahead of 

him the whole time. We’d head out two and a 

half miles, and I'd be leading. Then on the way 

back I'd beat him to the stream, our finish line. 



But he’d turn around and keep running, going 

further than me. I would just walk down to my 

own driveway and shake my head at him as he ran 

into the night. 

We must have been running together for three 

months and hundreds of miles before I asked him 

his name.  

'Justin Pelleck' He’d said, and a distant memory 

echoed in my ear. 

We didn't talk about ourselves very much, never 

anything specific. Still we could chat away the 

miles, talking about music, life, or any other 

philosophy you could dream of. Our 

conversations ended when I made it to the bridge 

over the stream, and so did our friendship. I 

never saw him anywhere but that stretch of road 

we’d run along, and I didnt care to. 

I had enough friends, all I wanted was company 

while I ran, and that’s what he was. I’d mention 

him to my girlfriend and she’d ask to meet him, 

but she didn’t run, so their paths never crossed. 

He’d mention his fiance sometimes, she must 

have been beautiful. He was handsome, not a 



movie star, but a friendly kind of good looking. 

The way he talked about her you could tell they 

were really devoted to each other. It made me feel 

like my own relationship was lacking something, 

but I’d leave that thought behind me.  

'He doesn't have a facebook.' My girlfriend told 

me one hot summer's day. It had been a scorcher 

and I was drinking ice water in the kitchen, trying 

to cool down after my run. Sweat was running 

down my face in rivulets. 

'Maybe he’s from outer space, dear.' I answered. 

'I’m being serious, he could be some sort of serial 

killer, maybe he gave you a fake name.' She 

continued. 

'Believe it or not.' I said, peeling my t-shirt off. 'I 

don’t need to know what he had for brunch this 

weekend or what stupid TV shows he watches. 

He runs the same road I do, and he keeps up, 

that's good enough for me.' 

Still you can’t help but be suspicious, what’s the 

saying? ‘Familiarity breeds contempt’, or maybe 

its ‘internet stalking leads to paranoia’. Whatever 



it is, the seed was planted. I tried asking him more 

questions. He’d answer, then turn the 

conversation to something more interesting than 

where he was born or what highschool he went 

to. 

I got his fiance’s name out of him eventually. 

'Cindy.' He said it with a big dumb smile, like just 

saying the name made his day. 

'His girlfriend, I mean fiance’s name is Cindy 

Mendez.' I told my girlfriend. That was all the 

information she needed. Within minutes I had 

her phone shoved in my face with a profile pulled 

up. 

She was beautiful, Cindy Mendez, older than I 

expected, older than Justin by about ten years or 

more I’d guessed. Not quite beautiful I realized, 

she had been once, but there was so much 

sadness in her face. 

'Says she’s single.' My girlfriend said, like it 

proved something. 



'Maybe it’s a different Cindy Mendez.' I pointed 

out. But she was the only Cindy Mendez for miles 

around. 

So I sent a friend request with a message and 

waited. I wrote ‘I run with Justin’.  

When I read the message she sent back all it said 

was ‘You’re an asshole’. 

That confused me further. At work one day I 

gave into the nagging curiosity and looked up 

Justin Pelleck. I found a lawyer with that name in 

Wisconsin, some guy in Scotland, and a few in 

California. But no Justin Pelleck near me. So I 

searched his name and I was about to type in his 

address, but realized I didn't know it. His name 

and the township didn't show any results. 

Thinking of nothing else I typed his name and the 

road we ran, this road. After what I read my 

stomach dropped, and I got cold all over.  

I messaged Cindy Mendez again, begging her to 

talk to me about Justin, to tell me what happened. 

She apologized for calling me an asshole, but 

she’d never gotten over Justin, and considering 



how he’d died she thought my message was a bad 

joke.  

That night on my run I didn’t see Justin 

anywhere. I ran along, half hoping he wouldn’t 

join me, half fearing he would. 

'Beautiful night.' he said. 

My sweat stopped as a chill covered my body. We 

ran together in silence for miles, then turned 

around and headed back. The sun was gone now 

and darkness descended around us. 

'I talked to Cindy.' I said. 

'What?' He asked, half laughing. 

'I asked her about you.' I continued. 

'Worried I'm a nut?' He smiled, trying to brush it 

off.  

'She said you were dead.' I said it in as flat a voice 

as I could. My eyes were focused on the road 

ahead of me, I didn’t dare turn and look at him. 

'Cut it out.' He said, his voice dropped any 

humor. 



'She said you were killed in a hit and run on this 

road, ten years ago.' 

'That’s not true, that’s not true.' He never 

stopped running as he said it, just kept on 

running. I stood still and watched him, as he grew 

more distant I could see through him, like fog. 

'I have to get back to Cindy, gotta get back to 

Cindy.' He kept saying it, wailing into the night. 

As he made it to the bridge he vanished, but I still 

heard him calling. 

I didn’t tell my girlfriend about it, I didn’t tell 

anyone. I stopped running that stretch of road, 

and drove to the park the next town over, it has a 

two mile loop. I’d just run that loop, again and 

again. 

But life gets busy, you know how it is. I was 

supposed to meet my girl and her parents for 

dinner, but I didn’t have time to drive to the park. 

I had to get those miles in, just can’t think right 

unless I run. 

So I bucked up, told myself ghosts aren't real, and 

hit the road. Once I got my sweat going I forgot 



myself. It happens like that when you’re running, 

the world just blurs past, your mind goes 

somewhere else. It was such a beautiful night, 

October, but the summer warmth still hung on, 

kind of like tonight. I could’ve run forever. What 

snapped me out of it was the darkness. I turned 

around just in time not to be late for dinner, and 

started the long trip back. 

I don’t know how many miles I had left when I 

heard it, the footsteps behind me. I listened to see 

if the breath I heard was mine or someone else's. 

When he said 'On your left.' I was expecting it, 

but it still filled me with the coldest fear.  

'Haven't seen you in a while.' Justin said. 'Still 

running?' 

'Yeah, I run down at the park' I don’t know why I 

kept up the conversation, I was too terrified to do 

anything else. I lacked the bravery to turn and 

look at him, I just kept my eyes on the road as I 

ran. 

'That two mile loop can get boring.' He said, his 

voice was almost cruel. 



'Boring is good, plus it’s safer.' I wished I hadn’t 

said it. 

'That doesn’t bother me much anymore. I just 

keep running, no matter how dark, or cold, or 

lonely, I just keep running, but I never get any 

closer to home, to Cindy.' He was right beside me 

now, I could hear his breathing, hear his 

footsteps, but I felt no warmth or exhaled breath. 

'Why not?' I asked, hoping I could help him on 

his way. 

'Someone has to run here, the road likes 

company, it keeps me here.' He was so close, so 

taunting.  

'I can run here, and you can go on.' I offered, and 

chilled at the thought. 

'It's not so simple.' He said. 'You can’t just run 

here once and a while, the road needs you here 

always, and it won’t let me go until it has you.' 

I understood it wasn’t a threat, but the truth. I 

knew then that I was in a race, not just for my 

life, but my soul.  



He laughed as I sprinted ahead of him, and I 

could hear his footsteps as he followed. We’d 

raced each other dozens of times, I knew his 

speed and pace, I knew I could beat him. The 

heat of the excursion brought warmth to my cold 

skin. But no matter my effort I could still hear 

him right on my heels.  

'You’ll take my place, and then you’ll be able to 

run further than me. You never could run further 

than me, but you will.' His voice, normally so 

kind, was mocking. I wanted to look back, to see 

how close he was, how much space I had 

protecting me. But I didn't dare. The night was 

swallowing up the way in front of me, and I had 

to keep my eyes on the road.  

I was half a mile from the stream when he started 

gaining. I nearly cried, I was so disheartened. But 

fear gave me strength and I pounded against the 

road. The bridge was visible now, maybe a tenth 

of a mile away. Deep in my heart I knew it meant 

sanctuary, and pushed forward. But still he was 

behind me, gaining with each step, closer and 

closer. 



My lungs burned, my eyes were clouded with 

tears, my bones shuddered with the force of 

striking the road. Like a frozen gust of wind I 

could feel him gaining, his dead hand reaching for 

me. 

I made it, crossed that holy boundary between 

safety and fear. But I couldn’t help myself, even 

knowing I was safe, I had to turn and see. 

There is nothing more horrible than to see the 

dead that walk, and though he was once my 

friend, the Ghost of Justin Pelleck stood before 

me a monument of fear. Spurned by terror I 

turned to flee, but instead faced the blinding of 

headlights. 

I can tell by the look on your face what you're 

thinking.Twenty years ago a man was killed on 

this road in a hit and run, ten years later, to the 

day, another man died the same way. The first 

was Justin Pelleck, the second was me. 

Justin Pelleck doesn’t run on this road anymore, 

but I do. You must be wondering why I’m telling 

you this, I wonder myself. You see the road needs 

someone to run it, every cold and lonely night, 



and for ten years that’s been me. But I can’t just 

trick you into taking my place. You need to know 

what you stand to lose, how much you've 

wagered on this race. I don’t hate you, a small 

part of me wants you to beat me across the 

stream, and never see me again. But another part 

of me is tired, so tired from my long run. So I’ll 

give you a head start, and a bit of advice: 

Don’t look back.” 


