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Imagine diving out of a plane at 6,600 feet, reaching terminal velocity, and maneuvering turns and loops.

Lynn Gray did it more than 1,200 times as a student at the University of South Florida in the early 1970s. She was trained by MacDill while competing in parachute jumping style with the Golden Knights, an all-male team. You could say she was a bit competitive.

"It was very scary, but I was always squeezing the best out of myself," says Gray, 54.

During nine years of competing, she broke only one bone - her ankle.

Now she uses that daredevil attitude to propel herself on land. A psychology and global studies teacher at Jesuit High in Tampa, Gray leads Take &hellip the First Step, a mostly women's running group for speed walkers, marathoners and everything in between.

Gray doesn't just lead - she leads by example. She has nearly 70 marathons under her belt and ran her ninth Boston Marathon on April 17.

It's that experience that helped Terry Bishoff, 47, qualify for two Boston Marathons. Bishoff  joined Take  the First Step about five years ago because she wanted to drop some weight. She lost the pounds and discovered a new active lifestyle.

"She sees what level you're at and doesn't give you expectations that you can't meet. If there was no chance I could qualify for Boston, she would've told me," Bishoff says. "But she's encouraging the whole time."

Pounding The Pavement

The running bug bit Gray while she was attending Florida State University in 1969. It was a way for her to escape and unwind for a mile.

She transferred to USF and kept it up. She met male runners who encouraged her to run farther, and before she knew it, she was eyeing marathons.

She ran her first in about 4 1/2 hours. The more races she ran, the more she pushed herself.

"I decided I wanted to run faster because I didn't want to be last," Gray says. She built up her endurance in the '80s when few women could pound 26.2 miles.

"I started to come in winning, either first or second in my age group," she says. "I started venturing into races with the idea of winning. It was about endurance. I was never an elite athlete, but I could always win in my age group with hard, consistent training."

So how does Gray do it? It's all about regular, long-distance training and hard work. She trains five days a week and aims for a new goal every three months. She's fine-tuning for a half marathon in mid-July.

"I love challenging myself, and it keeps me motivated," Gray says. "I don't compete against anyone else, I always compete against myself."

Running Role Model

Gray, a wife and mother of a 21-year-old son, has always doled out running advice, and about eight years ago, a friend suggested she organize a running group. She started with 10 women; she now has about 35.

She's on call for minor injuries. She creates nutrition plans. She customizes training for each runner. And she even does marathons with runners to help pace them for their goals.

Gray has been at so many races that Summer Wolfrath couldn't help but notice. "I kept seeing Lynn and these women at all these races, and finally I had to ask them who they were," says Wolfrath, 31.

She had never run more than six miles until joining the running group nearly five years ago. "One of the things I always wanted to do before I died was run a marathon," Wolfrath says. "I've done five now."

Wolfrath says Gray always puts her runners first and boosts their running egos. And she knows just how to whip them into shape.

"It's just undeniably very inspiring," Gray says. "They have lost a lot of weight. The group helps each other, and they're very supportive. They travel all over the United States. They just came back from Nashville" after running a marathon together recently.

Karen Schilit, 47, has run about a dozen marathons thanks to Gray. The key? Gray's support.

"She'll give a target time for each of us, and she's always at the finish line to cheer us on," Schilit says. "She may not run a race just so she can be at the finish for her girls."

Gray has gotten around so much that Pearl Izumi sponsors her. She's always seen sporting their clothes and shoes.

Take the First Step's club rate is $40 a month, and the group meets Tuesday evenings to run the track at Hill Middle. The marathon trainers often rally at 4:30 a.m. on the weekends to do four- to five-hour runs.

Gray tries to limit the size of the group so she is able to provide individualized attention. The group has gotten pretty tight, and the runners wouldn't have it any other way.

"We're all very competitive, but we're not competitive with each other," Bishoff says. "Within our group, we're all pulling for each other and want the best for each other."

So much that they're planning another group trip in December for the New Las Vegas Marathon. Schilit says she's ready for that and more.

"I ran my first marathon in January of 2000, and this summer will be six years," she says. "I hope this will be a lifelong thing."

Gray couldn't be happier.

"If you start with me, I don't want to ever lose you," she says. "I don't want to ever wear you out or injure you. That's my whole philosophy: I want you to be a permanent part of my teaching life."

DO AS GRAY DOES

GOOD EATS: Breakfast is a big bowl of oatmeal. For lunch, she eats protein with a little bit of carbs. At supper, she eats very light, mostly protein. Before a run, she'll have half a PowerBar to fuel her body. And she'll have a few pieces of bread or a bagel an hour before a race.

FASHIONABLY FAST: She says go with lighter fibers that let water evaporate quickly, keeping the upper body cool. And don't forget sunscreen. If it's cold on race day, a hat and gloves are a must.

HYDRATION: Gray's rule: Her runners must stop every 2 miles to drink. She suggests they drink six to eight glasses of water a day. During marathons, Gray prefers drinking water mixed with a little bit of Gatorade every 2 miles.

MILEAGE: Gray trains five days a week. One day is devoted to a track workout, one for a tempo session (long-distance speed training), one for a 13- to 20-mile run and the other days are for relaxed running, for a total of 35 to 38 miles a week. She also bikes and swims to give her joints a break.

SCENERY: Weekly group workouts are at Hill Middle School's track. Gray also runs in Forest Hills, Carrollwood, North Tampa, Temple Terrace, San Antonio for its hills and the Croom Trail at Lacoochee Park.

WELL-BALANCED: Gray is vigilant about stretching every night. She also strengthens her core and lifts weights to keep a good posture and help prevent injury. She says chest expansion exercises help develop a full breathing capacity. She starts every morning with 75 sit-ups and leg lifts.

