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With the race scheduled to start in 30 minutes, I yelled at my dad, "pull over the car, let me out here, I’ll find my way." And with that I jumped out of the car and ran into Fairmount Park, trying to find a shortcut to the Art Museum for the race of my life.

6:30 a.m. November 18th, and I’m jogging. I swore I would not run a single step before the Philadelphia Marathon on race day. I knew I would need every scrap of energy to finish 26.2 miles. I gulp down the rest of my Hi-Ball energy drink, which is shaken full of fizz. Sure enough, the woodlands of the park opens up and I see the Art Museum and a bevy of runners striding up and down the blocked off roadway lined with security personnel.

On the public address system, the race director, then the mayor, John F. Street, is trying to create excitement. A helicopter circles above. Next to me a runner is juggling and jogging in place--he will run the whole race that way I hear someone next to me say. There are firefighters that run it in full gear as well, someone notes. I yawn. No need to warm up, I contemplate. I have the 1st few miles for that.

My plan is simple. I reviewed it with Kiley, trainer extraordinaire, several times the night before. Start slow, build to a 9 minute per mile pace, and see what I have left over at mile 20 for the finish on Kelly Drive. Over the last 18 weeks, my effort at training was spotty. It was plagued by a nagging knee injury. A week before the race, I acquire tendonitis from lunging too hard at a Body Pump class. All in all, i cut at least 8 weeks of running out of an 18 week training program. My mother tells me I better drop out, she saw a special on TV that shows that people die running marathons. I assure her I won’t die, but secretly, I’m not certain.

In a ditch effort to ready myself the final days leading to the marathon, I get a massage. I ice my ankle. I eat salmon and brown rice for dinner. I even skip birthday cake the night before the race, which doesn’t feel right because, afterall, I am running this race in memory of my sis Danielle, who would have turned 30 on November 17th. Somehow, someway, I know I’ll finish in this light.

Back to race day: A short countdown ensues, and then Mr. Street announces that theeeee Philadelphia Marathon has started. Bang. Starting from the back of the pack, I don’t actually move for another 8 minutes. When I finally cross the start line, I synch my stopwatch and start running. I am a swarm moving through the streets. I’m careful not to cut in front of someone or be cut in front of. The crowd is jovial. Slowly runners strip off layers and the sidewalks become littered with donations for the homeless. I decide to keep my fleece and jogging pants on, just in case it cools off later.

2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, the miles tick by and I feel great. Each mile marker comes exactly 9 minutes after the previous. I run side by side with strangers, and our breathing tells stories. soak it in. soak in the city. and the run. I give hi-fives to kids along the route and I follow an older man who’s running with a Paul Revere hat. I could run like this all day, I think.

Mile 9, mile 10, I start feeling inflamation in my legs and knees. Years of wear and tear, wrestling take downs, biking falls, daring jumps, twisted joints, make it so I can feel the cold in my knees more than I probably should be able to at my age. Damn, I can’t believe I forgot my ibuprofen. I have no money. I bet I can stop at a gas station and trade my fleece jacket for some pills. This is my stream of thought. No, not yet, I tell myself.

Mile 11, I spot a medic tent along the road so I slow down to enter. No ibuprofen, just Tylenol, they tell me as a young girl writhes on a stretcher. I’ll take it. Leaving the tent, I realize that for the first time, since I’ve stopped running, that my right knee, that damned old throbbing, nagging pain, is back. It is the pain that stopped me from increasing my mileage during training. The injury that assured me I am not invincible as I once was. Back to haunt me. I swallow the pills without water--please help me, I gulp. For the first time, I think to myself that this is going to be painful. I will need my sister as motivation, because there is no earthly reason to do this.

Mile 12.

The pain subsides. This is a small miracle. I don’t realize that I quicken my pace by 1 minute per mile during mile 13 and 14. During this time, I pass the Philadelphia Art Museum, which is mobbed with fans cheering and waving signs that make me laugh. One says, "Today we’re all Kenyan," and another, "You are all better than me." Boy, people take this stuff seriously, I think to myself. But I’m sooo glad that sooo many people are out to cheer my ass on in the cold wind and light drizzle that is part of this marathon run. There is a small hill that I did not think was part of the course; I climb and descend it masterfully. Then, I settle in for the 7 miles to Manayunk, where I know my family and friends await me.

The monotany of the run. One foot in front of the other. Nearly three hours of this and I STILL have 8 miles to go. I feel like I can make it. I pull a Cliff Shot Power Block from my fleece and chew it up. I hope it will propel me, as I’m beginning to feel hollow. At this time, the race leaders pass by me on the opposite side of the road. Headed to the finish, they look strong and I calculate they will finish in about 2.5 hours. I create a little goal, and it is to reach Manayunk, just another 5 miles away. If I can do that, it’s all that matters. Little goals are all I have at this point.

At mile 18, I become scared. After going up and then down a small hill, my right quadricept starts contracting on it’s own while I’m running. It locks up, unlocks, locks up. It’s not natural. This is disturbing, so I pull to the side of the road to try to pull my right ankle up with my right hand so that I can stretch it. Right away, my leg cramps, but I kick it straight before I am faced with too much pain and a seized up leg on the side of the road. Others around me are facing similar problems. No time to think, I force myself to shuffle along, realizing that, at this point, everytime I stop running, I risk not being able to start again.

My mental state needs a boost. Think positive. I grab a beer from a roadside stand being run by tailgating kids, and I swallow it right down. Moving doesn’t feel as bad anymore, I tell myself, and I make my way into Manayunk, my home. The streets are lined with people. Chaos. I scan for a familiar face. Soon, I see my dad posturing, my grandmother smoking, my mom crying, my brother looking, my trainer prepping--they’re all there. They want to hug me, I can tell, but I only glance at them, force a smile, and I keep on keeping on. I hope they don’t know I don’t know if I’ll make it. In 50 feet, I make the turn at mile 20, and I head back past my fan section. My dad snaps a picture. I flash a peace sign and I motor on. My trainer joins me--she will run the last 6 miles with me.

Mile 20, I update Kiley. I tell her how I feel, which is my legs feel throbbing, my knees feel shot, feet numb, quadricepts destroyed. She passes me an ibuprofen, thank God! We run two more miles, just talking. I’m losing my pace though, and now I’m below a 9 minute per mile pace. I’m irritable. Kiley grabs to help me untangle my ipod wires, but I brush her hand away. Anything that I think will cause my any extra effort is automatically rejected as part of the plan. Then, a runner goes down in front of me, his leg cramped he writhes on the ground. People rush to help him; I keep shuffling along.

At mile 23, I hit the wall. I am forced to slow my already slow jog to a walk. I swallow some Gatorade, more than what I took at other stops. Maybe, the extra hydration will lift me out of this funk. I walk more. Walking is so slow. The finish so far. Please God, let me finish in a difnified way. I don’t want to be dragging my locked up leg, or my whole body, across the finish line. This is for my sister.  

I speed up to a slow jog again. To start jogging, it is extrememly painful, like trying to start an old car that’s been sitting for years, in the cold. Joints worn, unlubricated, resisting heavily. From this point on, I can run no more than a half a mile at a time. A couple times, my vision is blurred, I’m dizzy, I say "fuck." I just want to finish. I know this road, the distance to the end, how I want to finish, but my legs won’t listen. Nothing listens. Along the side of the road, an on-looker cheers, just 2 miles to the end. I correct him, "it’s 2.2 miles to the end," trying to lighten my mood. Kiley and I laugh, but inside, we know it is going to be a long 2.2.

My running form is broken; Kiley tells me I’m running flat footed and slappnig the ground with my feet. I take a moment to listen to the sound my feet make on the asphalt. I look down. She’s right. My attempt to adjust my motion does nothing. Then, I realize that what I need to do to adjust this problem, it requires energy to do it. It seems too tough. I do it anyway. I’m shuffling along like an old man all hunched over and lacking range of motion. I’m hurting. The wind has picked up, it’s raining, I’m losing it. 

1 mile to go.

Kiley veers off the course, to join the fans. Before she does, she wishes me luck on my finish. You should be proud, she says. I am so close, just a quarter mile left. People are cheering like mad. I vow to run down the quarter mile chute to the finish. And I do. It tears me apart--my quads want to burn, but there’s nothing but the charred mess of a muscle that was burnt up hours ago. At the last second, in a flash, I think back over my training runs, and I try to remember what it was that I wanted to do when I crossed the finish line. Do I kiss my hand and blow it to the Heavens. Or was it, touch my tattoo and flash a peace sign. Or maybe, lay one hand across my heart and raise my arm victorious. I do none of this. I simply cross.

4 hours, 30 minutes, 29 seconds

