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BEAT THE BRIDGE 
 

I regularly interview top business leaders, asking them to tell me their own 
success stories – either about themselves, or about others who have benefited from 
their consulting, guidance, principles or products.  
 

These renowned executives and entrepreneurs will tell me their stories in their 
own words, and I will then ask them a lot of questions to get as many of the physical 
and emotional details as I can.  

 
Then I put their stories in writing, using the Six Step Success Story™ process I 

reveal in detail in my book Storytelling Made Easy: Persuade and Transform Your 
Audiences, Buyers and Clients - Quickly, Simply and Profitably. This enables me to 
bring out the emotion of the stories, and to make certain that the storytellers’ messages 
come through clearly and powerfully.  

 
I chose Michael Maher’s story as an example for Hollywood StorySelling 

because it’s not only entertaining and inspiring, it has the ability to transform readers 
and audiences by taking them through a variety of emotional responses, then urging 
them to incorporate Michael’s hard earned lesson into their own lives. 

 
He presents the story on stage, and included it in the inaugural issue of his 

industry publication Referrals Magazine.  
  

I hope you enjoy it!  
 
MICHAEL MAHER is known as North America's Most Referred Real Estate Professional. He 
founded one of the top real estate companies in Kansas City, and in just his third year of real 
estate, he netted one million dollars. He and his team have received over 500 referrals and 
averaged over 200 transactions per year for the last 8 years.  
 
Michael’s book, 7L: The Seven Levels of Communication has been Amazon.com’s #1 bestseller 
in the Real Estate Sales category for 5 straight years. He inspires audiences with his powerful, 
true story and has shared the stage with President George W. Bush, Tony Robbins, and John 
Maxwell. Now thousands upon thousands of professionals see him speak, attend his events, 
and go through his trainings every year. 
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“Beat the Bridge” 

by 

Michael Maher & Michael Hauge 

 
I want to tell you a story….  
 
This is a story about armed guards, a bloody sock, a big yellow school bus, Drew 

Carey… and a bridge.  
 
The story begins in April of 2011. James Nellis, one of my very closest friends, 

asked me if I’d be willing to run in the Marine Marathon that October in Washington, 
D.C.  

 
Some years before, James’ mother Vicky had passed away from brain cancer, 

and ever since, cancer research has been an important issue for him. By getting people 
to donate money for every mile I ran in the marathon, I could help him raise money for 
his cause.  

 
Of course, I could have just written him a check instead. But I believe in doing 

things for charity, and I’d do anything for James. And I told myself this would be just the 
incentive I needed to get back in shape. So I said yes. 

 
Unfortunately, I knew nothing about marathons at the time. But I was soon to 

discover that the Marine Corps Marathon is the hardest marathon in the United States.  
 
Even though I had six months to prepare for the race, and even though I knew I 

should be training, life and work got in the way, and all at once October was staring me 
in the face, and I was nowhere near ready to run 26 miles.  

 
I figured I’d better do something, so two weeks before the race, I tried running a 

half marathon.  
 
This was not the best strategy. I was so sore from the half marathon that I 

couldn’t run at all for the next week. 
 
Then the week of the marathon, I was consumed with a big Generosity 

Generation event I was putting on in D.C. So not only wasn’t I prepared for the race, I 
was getting stressed out. 
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 James happened to be there as a guest on one of my panels, so I asked how he 
was feeling about the marathon. “Pretty good,” he said. “This is my seventh marathon, 
and I’ve been training for the last few months, so I think I’m ready.” 
 
 Not wanting to sound like a slacker, I told him I had run a half marathon two 
weeks before. 
 
 “You’re not supposed to do that,” James said, looking concerned. “You need to 
let your body rest a little bit before you do the real marathon. Otherwise you might have 
a hard time beating the bridge.” 
 
 “What do you mean, ‘beat the bridge?’ ” I asked. “What bridge?”  
 
 “The 14th Street Bridge. It’s at the 20 Mile mark of the course. If you’re not there 
by 1:15 in the afternoon, they raise the bridge, and you’re not allowed to continue. They 
have ‘slacker buses’ waiting to drive you to the finish line, and you won’t finish the race. 
Or get a medal.” 
 
 This was NOT good news. I had figured that no matter how bad a shape I was in, 
I could still walk some, run a little, and finish the race.  
 

I quickly calculate that I’ll have to run 14 miles per hour to get to the bridge on 
time. That’s faster than I did the half marathon two weeks before – when I was running 
as fast as I could! 
 

That night I had a nightmare where the bridge was going up and I was running up 
one side of it and jumping off, just so I wouldn’t be put on that slacker bus. 

 
By the next day I was ready to back out of the race entirely. But my event was 

going great, and during his panel, James declared to the whole audience, “Isn’t it great 
that Michael is running in tomorrow’s Marine Corps Marathon? He’s generated a lot of 
money for cancer research, and I know a lot of you can’t wait to watch him on social 
media. He’s gonna do great!” 
 

“I am NOT gonna do great!” I kept thinking to myself. But now I was really 
committed. 

 
Thanks to the stress and the nightmares and the lack of sleep, by that night I had 

developed a pinched nerve in my back. So I had to find a massage therapist, who came 
to the hotel to give me a good massage. 

 
Then Saturday morning arrived. Marathon Day. 
 
I was up at 4am and took a good hot shower, so my back was feeling pretty 

good. And I had purposely chosen this hotel because it was close to a Starbucks. I’d be 
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able to get some nourishment – and a jolt of hot coffee – before I had to grab a cab to 
get to the start of the race. 

 
I walked out the door of the hotel to discover it was 30 degrees. It was also so 

early in the morning that the nearby Starbucks wasn’t even open. No food, no coffee.  
 
I was able to get a cab to take me as close to the starting line as it could. But 

because of the growing crowds and the blocked off streets, that was 2½ miles away. 
From there I had to walk. And with every step I’m thinking Beat the Bridge… Beat the 
Bridge.  

 
By the time I arrive at the starting point, I’m already out of breath from walking so 

far. And the race hasn’t even started. 
 
35,000 other runners are also arriving, and they’re all being herded into corrals in 

order to stagger the start. I’m thinking, “If I want to have any chance of beating the 
bridge, I don’t want to be in a corral stuck behind 20,000 other runners. So my best 
strategy is to get as close as I can to the front line.” 

 
At least I was smart enough to wear a heavy thermal sweat suit. It’s 30 degrees, 

and there’s ice on the ground, and there’s a frozen mist in the air. So as I start weaving 
my way through a throng of 35,000 people, I’m wearing three layers of clothing and a 
stocking cap. 

  
As I begin getting closer and closer to the front, I notice that instead of looking 

like me, the runners are just wearing thin sweat suits. And by the time I get to the front, I 
see runners dressed in even less.  
 

“What idiots!” I think to myself, until I realize that these are the professional 
runners. So I’m standing in my bulky blue outfit surrounded by a bunch of Nigerians and 
a lot of other skinny, sinewy guys in shorts and tank tops.  

 
As I’m waiting for the starting gun, wondering why no one stopped me as I 

crowded my way to the front of the line, I gaze into the cold, dark, cloudy sky, and I can 
see the Pentagon in the distance. And then I see that atop the building are armed 
soldiers standing guard. It feels weird, and ominous, and does nothing to improve my 
feelings of impending doom.  

 
Finally the opening ceremonies begin, and comedian Drew Carey takes the 

stage to welcome everyone. It seems Drew is a former Marine, and he’s going to be the 
honorary first runner.  

 
“Wow!” he shouts into the mike. “I’m really looking forward to today’s Marine 

Corps Marathon! How about you guys?” 
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And while 35,000 other runners are cheering in reply, I’m saying to myself, “Oh, 
crap. Beat the bridge. Beat the bridge.” 

 
Then Drew finishes his introduction and leaves the stage to join the race. And all 

at once he’s standing right next to me. 
 
Now you may have this image of Drew Carey when he weighed 260 or 270 

pounds. But this was not The Drew Carey Show Drew Carey. This was The Price is 
Right Drew Carey. He weighed about 150 pounds.  

 
“Wow,” I said. “You look fantastic, man.”  

 
“You look overdressed,” he replied.  
 
Then the starting gun goes off, and we bust out of the gate.  
 
At first it feels great, because all the people are cheering, and the race starts on 

a downhill street. But as I’m running in my three layers of thermal sweats and my 
stocking cap alongside all these professional racers, I’m thinking two things; these guys 
are running really fast; and I’m starting out way too fast for a marathon.   

 
Drew is right next to me, and he says, “We should probably slow down, because 

all these guys are going to run at this pace for the whole race.”   
 
“Okay,” is all I can reply, because I’m already feeling the pinched nerve in my 

back starting to tighten. So I slow down to a jog and let Drew run ahead on his own.  
 
By the time I’m only as far as mile three, I have a huge cramp in my side, I’m 

really starting to sweat, I’m breathing hard, and I’m desperately in need of someone to 
say, “You can do it, Michael.” Fortunately, I’ve made plans for my wife Sherry to meet 
me at mile three, mile six, and so on throughout the race, because I knew I’d have to 
shed this outerwear and get some kind of nourishment.  

 
But Sherry is nowhere to be found.  
 
“She must have gotten delayed,” I think, trying to overcome my disappointment. 

But I remind myself that when you run distances like this, you’ll be exhausted for a little 
while, and then you’ll get a second wind, and then a third, and sometimes even a fourth, 
when the pain subsides and you’re reenergized. So I keep going, knowing that mile six 
is coming, I’ll meet up with Sherry there, and I can shed all these extra clothes. 

 
I get to mile six, and Sherry’s not there either. And neither is that second wind I’m 

expecting. What I didn’t realize at the time was that it was never going to show up – not 
then, and not for the entire race. 
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So at this point I just take off my sweats and my stocking cap, throw them down 
on the curb, and keep going. 
 

That’s when my foot starts to hurt, and I realize I’m getting a blister between my 
toes. By the time I get to mile 10, my foot is on fire. 
 

Then I spot Sherry and my son waving from the side of the course. “I’m so sorry,” 
she says. “Max’s stroller got a flat tire, I had to carry him through the crowds, and I 
couldn’t be where we planned.” 

 
I’m so happy to see her I don’t care. “I don’t think I can do this,” I moan. I’ve got a 

cramp and my back hurts and my feet are killing me and I’m going to have to run faster 
than I did in Kansas City or I won’t beat the bridge, and I …” 

 
“You can do this,” Sherry says. “You’ve never given up on anything you set out to 

do. You’re going to make it.”  
 
This was the shot of adrenaline I really needed. So I told Sherry and Max 

goodbye and got back on the course. That’s when I begin to notice how many people 
are running past me. 
 

Starting out at the head of the pack as I had, quite a few runners passed me in 
those first six miles. But they were sprinters – professional runners and highly trained 
athletes, so it was to be expected.  

 
Around mile 7 I had seen some of the regular runners moving by me as well. But 

it was sporadic, or maybe I just didn’t notice it because of the crowds and the pain I was 
in.  

 
But by now it’s become apparent that I’m falling drastically behind.  
 
I see uniformed Marines run by in combat boots, carrying 40-pound backpacks. I 

see children go by. A 70-year-old woman runs past me, then an 80-year-old man. But 
all I can do is keep shuffling along; pretty sure I won’t even make it to the bridge. 

 
I figure about 10,000 people have passed me by the time I reach mile 16. That’s 

when I hear my son cheering, “Go daddy! Go daddy!”  
 

But with every fiber of his being, Daddy just wants to stop. 
 
I stumble up to Max and Sherry. I can tell by her expression that I’m not looking 

good. Then I take off my sock and see that it’s a bloody mess.  
 
“What are you going to do?” Sherry asks, looking worried. 
 
“What do you think I should do?”   
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“I’m not going to answer that,” she says.  
 
I know she’s right. I have to decide for myself. So I turn both my socks inside out, 

put them back on and strap on my shoes. “I don’t think I’ll beat the bridge,” I tell her. “So 
you might as well meet me there.”  

 
“Michael,” she says. “I’ve been carrying Max all day. I’m going to the finish line. 

I’ll meet you there, however you get there. If you’re on the bus, you’re on the bus.” 
 

 From this point forward, with four miles to go to beat the bridge, I’m in full body 
breakdown. I try counting to myself to take my mind off everything. I figure out how to 
run on the different parts of my feet to ease the pain: inside heel . . . backside . . . 
outside heel . . . toe . . . inside instep . . . inside heel.  
 

But the limited training, the stress, the lost sleep, the pinched nerve, and the 
dehydration – everything has slowed me to a shuffle. And to top it all off, my amazing, 
expensive watch quits. The battery has died. So I have no idea how long I’ve been 
running or how far I have left to go.  
 
 As I struggle forward, the questions in my head get louder: Why are you doing 
this? If you die, you’re of no value to your wife and child. So why are you here? Yet I 
keep putting one foot in front of the other. I just have to keep going. 
 
 Then, as I hobble past the crowds at the National Mall, I see them. 
 
 Police cars.  
 

Six of them, one after another. No lights or sirens, but all moving past me. 
 
And right behind them, a giant yellow school bus. The Slacker Bus. It says so, 

right on the side of it. And it’s headed to the bridge.  
 
Then come the next slacker bus… and the next … and the next. They’re going to 

be loading all the people who don’t beat the bridge – the ones who won’t get to finish 
the race.  

 
I turn the corner and know I’m at Mile 19. I’ve got one mile to pass those busses 

or my day is done.  
 
Thousands of people now line each side of the road to the bridge. They’re all 

cheering, “Beat the Bridge! Beat the Bridge!” There’s even a guy with a boom box 
playing the Chariots of Fire theme. And in the distance I see a guy holding a giant 
spinner pointing at the bridge next to him.  

 
And something in me kicks in. 
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I’m up on my toes, and I’m running. I’m literally running. I’m sure some people 

would call it shuffling, but for me it’s a sprint. I am NOT getting on that slacker bus. I’m 
totally out of breath and I’m getting passed left and right, and I almost fall – twice. I can 
barely look up to see the man holding the giant spinner looking at me. But I keep going, 
until I’m right next to him. 

 
“You’ve got it,” he says. “You beat the bridge.”  

 
I look up, and there it is. I step onto the Washington Bridge. Then I stop, nearly 

falling down with exhaustion. I’ve done it. 
 
As I finally start to move, only five or six runners are on the bridge as well, far in 

front of me. After all the racers, and the thousands of cheering crowds, I’m walking in 
solitude. 
 

I stop to text my wife. TELL JAMES THAT I MADE IT. 
 
At least that’s what I think I’m texting. When Sherry showed me the text later, it 

read TLE JZUXS INAS OT. I hadn’t been able to see the letters on my phone because I 
had broken down crying.  
 

From there I walk and shuffle through Mile 24, where I begin the final stretch of 
the race. It’s known as The Mount of Iwo Jima, because it’s straight uphill. But somehow 
I manage to jog it, until I cross the finish line.  

 
Waiting for me there is a Marine, who drapes a very big, very shiny medal over 

my head. Then I spot Sherry and Max. I give them as big a hug as I can muster, and we 
head home. It’s over.  

 
*     *     *     *     * 

 
When you work in real estate and in business, they give you trophies for almost 

anything. So I’ve got quite a few. But of all my awards in all my trophy cases, the one 
I’m most proud of is the one that Marine gave me at the end of the Marine Corp 
Marathon. Because finishing that race was the hardest thing I’ve ever done.  

 
9,000 people didn’t finish the marathon that day. And out of 27,000 who did, 

more than 26,000 of them passed me. But I finished it. That’s all I did. And even today, 
thinking and talking about that race makes me tear up, because I had never overcome 
such mental and physical challenges in my life.   
 
  I’m repeatedly asked why I did it. Why did I endure so much just to complete a 
race? Why didn’t I just quit? 
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 I’m not certain I’ll ever be able to answer that question completely. But here’s 
what I think kept me going…. 
 
 We all go through times of pain and difficulty and struggle in our lives – times 
where we just want to give up. But it’s in those moments that we have to keep going, to 
keep putting one foot in front of the other, no matter what. No matter what, we have to 
beat the bridge. Because that is where we’ll find the person we truly want to be.  
 
 For that entire race, every time I was tempted to quit, I remember thinking, “If I 
give up, what kind of message am I giving my son? If I stop now, what am I teaching 
Max?” But I knew that if I could just keep putting one foot in front of the other, I’d have a 
story to tell him about something he was a part of. I could show him that even if it hurts, 
it’s important to keep going.  
 

So what is the race you’re running right now? What is the bridge in your life?  
 
Whatever it is, just keep going.  
 
You’re going to have suffering. You’re going to be exhausted. You’re going to get 

passed by 26,000 others. You’re going to keep asking yourself, “Why the heck am I 
doing this?” And you’re going to want to quit.  

 
But you can’t. You have to keep going, even if it hurts a bit. You’ve got to take 

personal inventory and ask yourself, “What will it mean if I give up now?” Then just keep 
putting one foot in front of the other until you beat the bridge.  
 

It’s been more than six years since that Marine Marathon. But just recently, 
Sherry and I were asking Max some survey questions from some article about family 
communication. One of the questions was, “What does your mom always tell you?”  

 
“She always says, ‘I love you,’ “ Max replied. 

 
The next question was, “What does your dad always say?” 
 
Now remember, at the time of the race Max was only two. So he can’t possibly 

remember it consciously. But his answer was, “Daddy always says, ‘Never give up.’ ” 
 
I don’t remember ever saying those words to Max. But somehow, maybe from 

stories, and maybe from seeing my medal from the race, or maybe from dozens of other 
things I’ve said or done, he sees me as someone who never gives up. 

 
And knowing that makes me feel blessed. 

 


