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The Sunrise Stampede 
By Alan John 
 
"Penny for your thoughts, pal?" 
I looked up at the bartender.  I blinked twice to take him in for I had been staring into 
my beer for a very long time. 
"Oh, it's nothing" I lied.  "It's just, life ... stuff." 
"Life stuff, eh?"  he said.  "Never had nobody sit there thinking about life stuff before."  
The bartender stood closer, effortlessly drying a glass pitcher with a soft white rag. 
"Yeah, I'm sure you've heard it all" I said. 
"Or some variation on the theme" he said.  "What's yours'?" 
I swallowed the last of the golden beer in my mug.  "Well.  I'm a loser.  I'm a quitter, I 
can't finish what I start, and it's left me alone in this world.  But for you, of course."  I 
held my mug in the air, saluting the bartender.  He nodded his appreciation for the 
gesture. 
"Alone, eh?" the bartender said.  "No friends, no family?" 
"Not anymore" I said.  "All gone." 
"All gone?" he repeated. 
"You know" I said.   
"Oh" he said.  "Sorry." 
"Yeah, well it's me who should be sorry, it's my fault" I said. 
"Yeah, well you chose to get out of bed this morning, pal.  You could've just stayed 
there." 
"I guess so" I said. 
"So now you're up and you might as well do something about it." 
I looked at the bartender.  He was a sympathetic fellow. 
"You're right" I said, lacking enthusiasm. 
"I know" he said.  "So go do it." 
 
I went straight to Town Hall and stood in line for the clerk.  I had done this before but 
she was new. 
"May I help you?" she asked. 
"Yes, I'd like to register to run the Sunrise Stampede." 
"Okay, I'll need a driver's license and-" 
"Yes, I know" I said.  "I've registered before." 
She looked at my face for the first time.  "You've registered before?" 
"Yes" I said and looked down, embarrassed.  "I'm in the computer.  Actually, I've run it 
seven times." 
"Seven times?" she asked, puzzled.  She began to open her mouth and then quickly shut 
it. 
"Yeah" I said.  "So you probably just need a check from me." 
 
The day of the race came.  I lined up with all the others.  I was the oldest and in the 
poorest condition.  There was a bang and we ran as one, up the hill, towards the rising 
sun.   
 
On the hill's top the land turned flat.  The runners sprinted across its surface.  I knew 
this place.  I knew every stone, every blade of grass.  I saw the faces of childhood 
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friends and of long lost lovers and of my brothers and sisters and sorrow entered my 
heart and I gave everything to that emotion so that its cousin, fear, could find no room.   
 
The first of the runners disappeared over the ledge and then more and more.  I began 
sobbing and my breath was short and soon I was at the last of the pack and then it was 
only me.  And, as I'd done seven times before, I stopped and stared over the edge.  
There were lemmings drowning in the water, so far below me, and some yet in the air, 
falling, falling, and disappearing into the vicious churn.   
 
I longed to be with the others, to feel my lungs filled with salty water, to use the last of 
my strength to claw at nothing and to then sink peacefully into the sea.  To join my 
friends and my lovers and my brothers and sisters in the next life.  To fulfill my destiny, 
and to be a lemming no more.  But my feet would not carry me forward and when the 
last lemming disappeared into the sea and I was exhausted of hating myself, I turned 
around and returned to the starting line to be judged once more. 
 
 
(Note: It is a myth that lemmings commit mass suicide.  What is true is that, when they 
migrate, they often cross bodies of water so wide that many of them drowned.  This is a 
work of fiction.) 
	  


