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Introduction to My Introduction



When you participate in a marathon, you are given a chip to attach to your shoe. This chip registers the time between you (or at least your shoe) crossing over the start line and the finish line of your race. After I completed my marathon, I left my timing chip attached to my running shoe. The chip would click click click against the top of my foot as I moved through my postmarathon life, a constant reminder of where the shoes, and I, had been.


I wore those shoes and that timer for about two years after my marathon. I ended up parting ways with both in Honduras, of all places.


I had traveled to South America to build houses with a Habitat for Humanity group. The trip was too expensive, I hadn’t convinced anyone I knew to go with me, it didn’t make a lot of sense on a number of levels. But I laced up my running shoes and headed out on another adventure anyways.


Before we started the actual construction of houses, our group leader took us on a team-building adventure to a ginormous local waterfall. This would have been a gorgeous display of nature’s power if our tour guide hadn’t intended on taking all of us into the ginormous waterfall. The outing went from sightseeing to near-death experience as we ventured, arms linked together for support/survival, under the biggest waterfall known to humankind.


The water pounded against our bodies, the spray jumped into our lungs, our heads dipped in and out of the river and waves. It all felt very little like the building of houses, which is what we had come to this country to do.


After we barely escaped the waterfall’s fury, our tour guide led us to a cliff that overlooked the roaring waves at the bottom of the waterfall. He asked if any of us wanted to jump off the cliff. (Shout-out to the complete lack of safety regulations in foreign countries, by the way.)


Most of the drenched group said no thank you to another threat of bodily harm so soon after nearly drowning.


But I jumped.


I am terrified of heights. I don’t like the feeling of falling. The river looked less than friendly. But I jumped anyways.


I was wearing my marathon shoes, the timing chip still attached.


The jump was at the beginning of our weeklong trip. But even after seven days, the shoes never dried out. (It turns out that the H in Honduras stands for “Humidity.”) By the time I was packing up my things to return home, I knew that my marathon shoes were not going to be making the return flight. They were funky, and I didn’t want them to funkify everything else in my suitcase.


So I left them there, outside of the dorms where we stayed, with the timing chip still attached. It felt perfect, in a way, that our journey together ended after I jumped off a friggin’ cliff during a volunteer trip in a foreign country. I’m not sure any of those things would have happened if those shoes and I hadn’t completed a marathon two years prior.


Looking back on my marathon training, I can honestly say that it changed my life in ways that took years for me to truly appreciate. I used to think that my marathon taught me how to tackle a challenge in a very organized way, and it was that skill that served me best over the years.


But now I see that organization is only part of what I learned from marathon training. The other part, the part that has to come first, is the jumping.


The looking out at a crazy goal, a goal that makes no sense, a goal that seems likely to end in failure or at least a pretty loud belly flop, and still jumping anyways. Saying “F it,” and taking that first step into unsure waters, trusting yourself to figure out how to swim.


All huge goals have to start with that initial “F it.” Then comes the organization and the focus and the work. Marathon training is all of those things wrapped up in one crazy package (with quite a few more curse words to be found along the way, by the way).


Truly, 26.2 seems like a completely ridiculous and insurmountable number of miles to run. And it is, if you were to head out and try to run it today, with no training. But instead you back out from that number and start all the way down at 1 mile. Then you move to 3 miles, then 5, then 7, and so on and so forth. And then all of a sudden (and by “all of a sudden” I mean “after weeks and months of grueling training”) you get to a point where 26.2 doesn’t actually seem totally impossible.


Once you’ve successfully tackled a goal as huge as 26.2 miles, you are uniquely prepared to take on just about any challenge or lofty dream that may come your way because you know any destination is possible if you are willing to take the little steps to get there. And if you are willing to take that first big step of daring to jump in at all.


When I wrote this book, my intention was always to provide new runners with a funny guide through marathon training and to offer them a voice that isn’t normally found in books with the words marathon and training on the cover. Judging by the book’s success over the years, it appears I’m not the only one who falls under the heading of “Reluctant Athlete.” Who knew there were so many of us out there cussing under our labored breath as we navigate those running trails?


For those of you just starting out, I hope this book provides you with some laughs between the long runs, reference books, and forced PowerBar consumption you are about to take on. I hope it offers inspiration when the miles are long, the hills are steep, and your knees are wrapped in bags of frozen peas.


Marathon training is a long, treacherous journey lined with blisters on more than just feet, mile markers that seem to stretch farther and farther apart, and finish lines that lead to more beginnings than you could ever imagine.


Let’s jump in, shall we?













Introduction



I bravely spent many months embedded in the marathon-training world. Much like the reporters who travel with soldiers during wartime, I barely made it out to tell my tale. What follows are my stories from the frontlines (or the backlines, as it were), as well as a training guide for those who want to follow in my recliner-to-race-day footsteps. How does one go from being a couch potato to finishing a marathon? One consumes a lot of ibuprofen.


Just like you may be starting your training, I began mine with my butt firmly attached to my recliner. After a little inspiration—and a lot of delusion—I hopped off that recliner and decided to run a marathon. Then reality set in (as it has a pesky way of doing), and I began to realize I was going to need a lot more than a little inspiration to get me through my months of training. Luckily, reality made an appearance about the same time my running buddy, Chipper Jen, did. I called her Chipper Jen because she was chipper as hell and had an enthusiasm for running that bordered on psychotic. Yet, her insane love of running and my insane running attempts somehow came together and helped us both through months of training and the marathon itself.


I’d like you to think of The Nonrunner’s Marathon Guide for Women as your running buddy. It’s here to keep you motivated and on the running trail when all you really want to do is lie on the couch and see what Netflix has to offer you. Rest assured that this book is much better than my running buddy; unlike Chipper Jen, this book will never call you at 6:30 AM on a friggin’ Saturday and go on and on about how refreshing it is to run in the morning. This book is not a supporter of Saturday-morning chipperness.


Like any good running buddy though, it will relate to your running pain and will even bitch about it right along with you. As I began training, I also began keeping a journal of my highs (and quite a few lows). I’ve littered those journal entries throughout the book so that when you get tired of all the silly advice and information, you can just skip to one of my rants about muscle aches and/or spandex rashes and know that you’re not alone in your training struggles.


While my journal entries tell my marathon story, the rest of The Nonrunner’s Marathon Guide for Women is meant to help you begin to tell yours. (Hopefully your story won’t involve as many curse words as mine.) I’m convinced that if I can finish a marathon, anyone else on the planet can, too. And I’m going to help you. I know it seems ridiculous. I know it seems impossible. I know that many cable services offer video on demand, leaving you with no good reason to ever leave your love seat again. But I also know how great it can feel to get off your butt and challenge your body to do something other than set the world record for the least amount of calories burned in a day.


This book can help you attain marathon glory because it is unlike any other running book you will come across. Other books are written by elite runners who can run a marathon in the time it takes most of us to watch The English Patient. But The Nonrunner’s Marathon Guide for Women is written by me, and I’m about as unelite as you’re going to find.


Why take marathon tips from a woman who is the self-proclaimed “worst runner in the world”? Because it’s good for your self-esteem. When you’re in Week 10 of your training and your feet suddenly turn into brick weights that you must drag along for miles at time, do you really think you’ll find comfort and inspiration from a runner/author who could run from here to Argentina with a lethal combination of willpower and tremendous calf muscles? No, you need someone whose lack of real running talent or inclination will make you feel great about your own mediocre skills. And I am just that someone to make you feel like a star.


Your road to stardom begins with the training schedule (see here) that was devised by my marathon coaches. The rest of the book offers advice on how to avoid death while training for a marathon. Keep in mind that my only real qualification for giving this advice is the fact that I managed to avoid death while training for a marathon. Which makes my training a smashing success. However, I issue this warning in case, for some odd reason, you actually follow my advice and something horrendous happens (like you end up actually enjoying running marathons): I hereby absolve myself from any liability.


So let’s turn the page and get started on your road to the finish line. Get ready to test your limits, your drive, and your heart as you set out to accomplish a tremendous goal. In addition to this Oprah-esque stuff, you also might want to get ready to test your pain threshold, your PowerBar tolerance, and your comfort level with spandex on your butt. These are the things that will lead to the cursing I spoke of earlier. Good luck to you, soldier.…



Ode to Running




What’s the point of running?


What reason could there be?


Running twenty-six miles


Makes no sense to me.






We have planes, trains, and automobiles,


Helicopters, scooters, and boats.


And if you really, really need to


You could even ride a goat.






With all these options to move you


Why would you want to run?


Compared to running for hours


Riding a goat sounds like fun.






Running makes you sweaty


And tired and cranky and sore,


And running around in circles


Can be really quite a bore.






But the worst part of running,


What drives me out of my mind,


Are the Chipper Happy Runners


Who are Chipper and Happy all the time.






They get up at 7 AM


To run too many miles,


And whether it’s Mile 1, 5, or 10,


Their faces are covered in smiles.






I fear that I’m outnumbered,


And they’re trying to wear me down,


They’re trying to make me chipper,


But all I can do is frown.






But I’ll be nice to the Chipper People


And I’ll tolerate their smiles,


’Cause they have so much friggin’ energy


Maybe I can ride on their backs for a while.
















Training Schedule



The Nonrunner’s Marathon Guide for Women provides you with lots of great advice from someone (that would be me) who has been in the trenches of marathon training and survived (barely) so that she could enlighten (or warn) others heading out to battle. But in addition to my wise advice and general sarcasm, readers may benefit from information provided by people who actually know what the hell they’re talking about and don’t gather most of their running facts while napping on park benches. That’s where the coaches jog in.


Jeff Oberlatz and Michelle Mussuto are the two patient souls who coached me during my marathon. They are encyclopedias of running knowledge, as well as kick-ass runners in their own right. As they coached me, the most un-coachable person on the planet, they offered advice, but didn’t push, and they were just all-around nice people. If I didn’t associate them with knee pain, I’d probably have them over for dinner (and if I knew how to cook).


Following are marathon training schedules for walkers and run/walkers that Jeff and Michelle created. There’s also a half-marathon training schedule if 13.1 miles seems plenty insane to you. Below the schedules you will find Jeff and Michelle’s guidelines for how to decide whether you are a run/walker or a walker. Unfortunately, given my extensive athletic history, which only included throwing a shoe at the TV to change the channel because I lost the remote, I didn’t fall into any category. So I just went with the run/walk method because I hear that variety is the spice of life. It is also the annihilator of muscles, as it turns out.


If you have the chance to train with real coaches, I hope you’ll find some who are as patient and run-happy as Jeff and Michelle. And may I also suggest that you find some as good-looking as they, because during the times when you’re lacking motivation and determination it’s always helpful to have an attractive person to chase after. And you don’t even have to worry about looking like a stalker. See, running can be fun.
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A NEW SIX-MONTH SCHEDULE!


Due to popular demand we have included a new schedule. For those who would like to stretch their training out a little bit longer (a.k.a., those who would like to spend their golden years with their original kneecaps), we have included a six-month schedule. Please review “Where Do I Begin?” here before tackling any of these schedules, even this long one. It’s a good idea to ease into such a big athletic undertaking. Heed the coach’s advice about building a foundation of endurance before you set off on your crazy marathon adventure. This will lead to a much happier end to your story than if you just throw on a headband and your iPod and head out hoping to turn yourself into a running machine overnight. That machine will end up in the shop rather quickly.
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WHERE DO I BEGIN?


Walkers




[image: image] This program is not for someone who just popped off the recliner and decided to train for a marathon. This program is for experienced walkers, which means you should be currently walking 30–45 minutes 3–4 days a week, and you should have already been doing this for the past six months to one year. This will give you a foundation of endurance to build upon. Otherwise you will force your body to adapt to distance and intensity, which is a recipe for injury.


[image: image] If you just came off the recliner, then I recommend that you start with a half-marathon training program.




Walk/Runners




[image: image] To be in this category you should have some running experience (yes, jogging is considered running).


[image: image] You should be able to walk/run a mile in 12–15 minutes.


[image: image] If you don’t meet this criteria, then consider doing more walking.




Examples of walk/run:


Start with 3–4 minutes of walking followed by 1–2 minutes of running.


Gradually progress to 1 minute of walking followed by 3–4 minutes of running.


Runners




[image: image] You should have six months to one year of running 10–25 miles a week as a foundation to be in this category.


[image: image] You should be able to run a mile in 8–12 minutes comfortably (no huffing and puffing), or at what’s called a “conversational pace.”


[image: image] There’s a big difference between being in good aerobic shape and being in running shape.


[image: image] If you don’t meet this criteria, then consider starting with the walk/run program.






Dawn’s Note


There is no shame in training to walk. There is also no shame in training to run and being passed by the walkers (at least that’s what I kept telling myself). I went with the run/walk method, even though I had no running experience. Of course, I lost both my kneecaps while training, and perhaps this was the reason why.





PICK THE EVENT THAT BEST FITS YOUR FITNESS LEVEL


Every marathon has a different cutoff time when the course closes and you’ll be sharing the road with automobiles. The good news is that in that scenario someone may offer you a ride. But if you’re looking to actually cross the finish line on foot, make sure you pick an event that still has the finish line marked by the time you get to the end.


WHAT TRAINING IS REALLY ALL ABOUT


Consistency and low, incremental progress. Remember: The program is months long to allow for adequate time to go from zero to 26.2, or 13.1!




[image: image] On shorter days, think of increasing your speed.





PAY ATTENTION TO YOUR FORM


Whether you run, run/walk, or walk, form is vital to staying healthy and helping to avoid injury.




[image: image] Keep your shoulders back.


[image: image] Keep your arms at ninety degrees—swing them like ski poles. Avoid crossing your chest.


[image: image] Open your chest (you want the maximum amount of oxygen available).


[image: image] Look toward the horizon.


[image: image] Keep your hands in lightly clenched fists.






Dawn’s Note


Honestly, add in the spandex and the funny hat, and you’ve got no hope of looking cool while running. Keep looking at that horizon; don’t pay any attention to the people laughing.





Now, enough with all this educated and professional advice, let’s move on to the rest of the book!
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CHAPTER one



The Decision


Marathon training begins with making the actual decision to begin training. This involves differentiating between “I want to” and “I will.” We all have lists, whether they be on paper or in our heads, of things we want to do: I want to visit all Seven Wonders of the World; I want to have a big family someday; I want to be bestest friends with Oprah Winfrey. Some wants are more attainable than others. I mean, if I asked Angelina Jolie, she’d probably tell me I can actually visit the Seven Wonders and get the kids at the same time. Of course, if I were to adopt a kid with Angelina Jolie, I might have a chance at the Oprah connection.…


The difference between “I want to” and “I will” lists usually lies in the amount of work inherently involved with the latter. Sometimes that work can quickly morph “I will” lists into “To hell with it” lists. Your job is to decide whether you’re up to the work it takes to move marathon training to the “I will” list. This is not a decision to be taken lightly. This is the first “I will” in what will likely be a series of “I wills”: I will go the entire day without being able to bend my leg; I will begin to dry heave at the mere mention of Gatorade; I will wonder if it is physically possible for my breasts to bounce off my body; and so on.


To help in your decision-making process, I offer some easy-to-follow steps (none of which will answer the breast question—I leave that one up to you).


STEP 1: GET INFORMED


Marathon training isn’t something to jump into on a whim. If you do, you’re likely to crawl out of it on your hands and knees. Before you begin, be sure to get as much information as possible about what it entails. Well, actually, let me save you some time and give you my CliffNotes guide to marathon training: “Oh my god, finishing a marathon will be so much fun!!” Fast-forward to the first mile,“Ouch;” run ten miles, “I can’t breathe;” run fifteen miles, “My sports bra is slicing my body in half;” collapse on a bag of ice at a race-day water station. The end.


Don’t say I didn’t warn you.


If you’re considering training with a team, go to the informational session offered by the organization. Ask questions. Listen to the answers to other people’s questions. Check to make sure the coach is cute. You know, get all the important information.


To really get an idea if you’re ready to train for a marathon, take a look back at the training schedules (here). Then look at them again. Don’t just look at the 26.2-mile goal at the end of the training program. Look at the 300-plus miles you will have to run to prepare for the 26.2 miles. That’s what’ll getcha. The real miracle of training is not that you will have finished a marathon, but that you were even able to start the marathon after so many months of brutal training.


Now let’s stop looking at the marathon schedule and start looking at some facts. The fact is that millions of people just like you have taken on the challenge of completing a marathon. They have looked at a schedule similar to the one you’ve reviewed, and they too wondered how the hell they’d make it past the third week without ending up on a stretcher. But somehow they did it, and somehow you will, too. So as you are gathering all of your information, and you are feeling completely and utterly overwhelmed by it, remember that every marathoner felt the same way at some point. If you’re training with someone who isn’t overwhelmed, then they’re most likely delusional and/or extremely high. In either case, they probably aren’t bad people to know around Mile 20.


STEP 2: TAKE YOUR TIME


Before I began my journey to marathon glory, I had to decide whether it was something I really wanted to do. This was a long process for me. I was excited and pumped about the idea of completing a marathon, but sometimes “excited and pumped” can quickly be replaced by “hyperventilating and sore.” And that could happen during the very first mile of the very first training run.


I have a checkered history of starting things and not finishing them (college, my great American novel, that broccoli on my dinner plate). I grew tired of being the kind of person who talked about doing things instead of actually doing them. I really didn’t want a marathon to be just one more of those things.


So when I got a postcard from the American Stroke Association trying to lure me into marathon training, I thought about it for a little while before I made my decision. I didn’t talk it over with anyone, didn’t get other opinions. I simply sat with the idea. I didn’t want to utter the thought out loud until I knew it was something I really wanted to do and not merely a momentary surge of enthusiasm.


I’m not saying you need to be as Secret Agent as I was. But I recommend letting the idea settle a bit before making your decision. As with any major choice, it’s a good idea to sleep on it first. In fact, yes, do sleep on it. Because if you decide to train, that sleep is going to be your last ache-free slumber for a few months.


STEP 3: FIND A FRIEND


I’m sure there are some people who decide to train, read a how-to book, and a few months later cross the finish line. These people are not normal. Normal human beings are not equipped to endure chafing without the moral support of a fellow blistered being. It’s just not in our nature.


As soon as you make your decision, I recommend finding a friend or group to train with. Fundraising groups provide lots of support and guidance along the way, as well as the opportunity to raise money with your insane training. (See the Resources here for a listing of fundraising and training groups.)


If raising money while trying to locate your missing kneecaps seems like too much to take on all at once, there are also many local running clubs that offer organized training and camaraderie and don’t require you to hit up everyone you know for cash. I’m just as surprised as you that there are entire clubs devoted to running. In fact, there’s a whole underground movement of runners you never knew existed—which is weird, because they mostly run above ground. (Perhaps they run someplace other than the normal Taco Bell/Starbucks/home route I usually travel?) A lot of local running stores have info on running groups, or you can go to the Road Runners Clubs of America website (www.rrca.org) for a listing of groups near you.


Big groups aren’t the only way to train successfully. You can always form a group made up of friends. Just make sure they’re as committed to the training as you are and will not be deterred by you calling to say, “I know we’re supposed to run in like twenty minutes, but dammit if sushi doesn’t sound better than a groin pull right now.” The entire purpose of a running group is to keep you running. The only real requirement when picking a group is that members promise to convince you to get sushi after your run instead of in place of your run.


STEP 4: BE BOLD


After getting informed and taking your time and finding a friend or group to run with, it’s now time to throw your hands up and say, “Screw it.” Go ahead. Do it. Because if you’re really going to train for a marathon, it inevitably means doing it against your better judgment. It’s not going to make much sense; it’s not going to seem possible that you signed yourself up to endure so much pain; and it’s not going to be easy. Not even sorta. But one thing you’ll learn after you cross the big finish line, and all the little finish lines in the middle, is that rarely will you find glory without struggle. The things that are easy? The things that make sense? Those aren’t the things you talk about for years to come. They aren’t the things you hang on your wall with pride. They are the things that will keep you from having to have knee-replacement surgery at age thirty, but we’ll ignore that fact for the sake of inspiration right now.


When I was deciding whether to train, I had an overwhelming doubt that blanketed all my decision-making. All the “You can do it”s and the “Go girl”s were drowned out by “Uh, no you can’t”s and the “Girl, you crazy”s running through my head. In the past, I’d experienced similar doubts and would back away from whatever was causing them. But when it came to the marathon, for the first time in my life I said, “Screw it,” ignored the doubts, and went ahead with the training. (Interestingly, “Screw it” was the first in a long string of curse words that would exit my mouth during my training.)


Now that I’ve survived a marathon, I find myself purposely seeking out the things that bring me doubt, because I know that’s where the glory lies. Can I promise that you won’t fail in your marathon attempt? No. But I can promise that you won’t succeed if you don’t bother to try.




A Message for the Perfectionists in the Crowd


Perfectionism was a big part of my hesitation about training for a marathon. I don’t like being bad at things. I really, really don’t like it. And at no point did I ever, ever think I was going to be good at running. When I made the decision to train, I was in essence leaving my perfectionism behind. And this turned out to be one of the biggest accomplishments of my training.


After I completed my marathon, in a spectacularly imperfect fashion, my perfectionism no longer stopped me from trying new challenges. I still really, really don’t like being bad at things. But the fear of sucking at something is no longer a paralyzing one.


I encourage other perfectionists to step beyond your own paralysis and try running, even if you think you’ll suck. Especially if you know you’ll suck. There’s a whole other world waiting for you just beyond your fear of not being good enough. Come! Bask in the glory of mediocrity with me!






STEP 5: TELL EVERYONE YOU KNOW


Once you have defied logic and good sense and decided to train for a marathon, your next step is imperative: Tell every person you know (and even people you don’t know) that you’re training for a marathon. Not for the accolades or the sympathy or the awe. Do it for the accountability. Frankly, when you start to feel weak and sad and sore and broken, it’s easier to just keep going than to try to explain why you quit. Quitting will make you feel bad enough. But reliving the shame every time someone asks, “How is the marathon thing going?” will truly suck. Believe me. The thought of telling friends and family I quit was enough to get me up from many a park bench.


Also, the accolades and the sympathy and the awe aren’t bad either. One of the only consistently rewarding things about training is the consistently awed reactions you get from people when they hear about your endeavor. These people don’t need to know you openly wept at Mile 14 last weekend, or that you can’t bend over and pick up a pen off the floor. All they need to know is that you’re awesome and deserve praise for your efforts. And all you need to know is that, yes, you are awesome. Screw the pen.


If you are still unsure about whether to train for a marathon, I’ve included a very helpful test that should clear up any lingering doubts:


THE “SHOULD I TRAIN FOR A MARATHON?” TEST


True or False




1. I have no real need to get anywhere when I run; I enjoy running for hours only to end up in the same place I started. T / F


2. Any sport in which people have been known to literally die of exhaustion while participating is just the kind of sport I’ve been looking for. T / F


3. I enjoy eating as many calories as I want and not gaining any weight. T / F


4. I’m interested in finding out exactly how many muscles I have in my legs. T / F


5. I have no problem being athletically inferior to someone twice my age. T / F


6. I’ve been sleeping in way too much, so I’ve been looking for something to take up a few hours on my Saturday mornings. T / F


7. I want to perfect the art of peeing in a shrub without being seen by anyone. T / F


8. My knee joints are overrated. T / F


9. I have no stairs in my home. T / F


10. Sometimes, when I’m driving long distances of, say, fifteen miles or so, I feel the overwhelming urge to pull my car over and simply run the rest of the way. T / F


11. I have a very good health plan. T / F




Multiple Choice




12. For a good time I prefer to


a. Eat tacos.


b. Watch TV.


c. Watch TV while eating tacos.


d. Run around in circles for four hours.


13. I prefer outfits that are


a. Flattering.


b. Inexpensive.


c. Not full of holes.


d. Skin-tight and rash-inducing.


14. One of my favorite things is


a. Sleeping in on Saturday morning.


b. Walking up a flight of stairs without taking a break in the middle.


c. Having all my toenails intact.


d. Training for a marathon.




If you answered “True” to Numbers 1–11 and “D” to Numbers 12–14, you are ready to train for a marathon! And also probably to begin some sort of psychotherapy. So strap on those shoes, grab your water bottle, and jog down to your shrink’s office! It’s trainin’ time!


If the test doesn’t help you in your decision-making (and I can’t imagine why it wouldn’t) then I have another helpful tool: the good ol’ pro/con list. This list will really help you organize your thoughts, get them down on paper, and weigh the pro side of the list against the con side. Try to be honest and to identify your personal pros and cons. I know the thought of that ibuprofen high and PowerBar diet will be overwhelmingly tempting. So be sure to balance them with some cons.


Here are some of my pros and cons:


PRO: I’ll develop rock-solid abs.


CON: I’ll need extra-strength ibuprofen.


PRO: I’ll have a sense of accomplishment after I train.


CON: I’ll have a sense of burning from all the chafing after I train.


PRO: I’ll make new friends.


CON: I’ll have limited time to spend with any friends because I’ll be hospitalized with dehydration.


PRO: I’ll be in the best shape of my life.


CON: I’ll be in the most pain of my life.


PRO: I’ll pay tribute to my grandfather.


CON: I’ll have to pay someone to run the second half of the marathon for me.


PRO: I will challenge myself.


CON: I may hurt myself.


PRO: I’ll raise money for a worthwhile cause.


CON: I may become a worthwhile cause after I fall into a sweat-induced coma.


PRO: I will get to shop for new clothes.


CON: I will be made to wear spandex.


PRO: I will gain respect (my own and other people’s).


CON: I will gain blisters (in unfortunate and uncomfortable places).


PRO: Seriously, did I mention the abs?


Below is space for you to complete your own pro/con list. You might want to take yours a little more seriously than the one I’ve outlined above because science has proven that sarcasm loses its potency about 10.3 minutes into training. (That fact actually turned out to be the biggest con on my list.) But all kidding aside, the ab muscles are definitely a pro.
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Journal Entry: WEEK 1


Running 26.2 Miles—Best Idea Ever!


Wanna hear a joke? I’m gonna run a marathon. That’s it. That’s the punch line. It may not seem funny, but that’s only because you haven’t heard the setup. My name is Dawn, and prior to deciding to do this, I probably hadn’t moved twenty miles total in my life without the help of an automated device. A marathon is 26.2 miles. But we’ll dwell on that insignificant detail later. More about my lifestyle first.


I work approximately six blocks from my house. It costs $50 a month to park in the office parking lot. A normal person with full use of her legs and senses would walk to work. I am not a normal person. My legs work fine, but my senses have never been in great shape. And those senses are disappointed every day at the end of my two-and-a-half-minute commute. Why? Because I park on the sixth floor and work on the seventh. Yes, mathematicians, that leaves one flight of stairs I have to walk up before I make it to work. It is almost more than I can take. I’ve thought about trying to get a parking permit for the lobby, which would eliminate the use of stairs altogether. I’m not sure how the receptionist would feel about me parking in front of her desk, but I’d be fine with it. Because I’ve never been a big fan of moving.


I’m a big believer in the “don’t run unless chased” philosophy of personal fitness. And even then, it really depends on who’s doing the chasing. ’Cause let’s be honest, I’m not going to outrun many people; so why not skip all that running and just get to the part where they catch me? A bit anticlimactic, yes, but much more energy efficient.


So, yeah, I’m gonna run a marathon. See, I told you it was funny.


How is it that I went from Elmer Fudd to the Road Runner? Well, I came home one day to find a postcard from the American Stroke Association in my mailbox. It showed very happy people very happily running a marathon to raise money for the American Stroke Association (hence their being featured on the association’s postcard).


My grandfather had a debilitating stroke years ago and recently passed away. I sat staring at the postcard, feeling as if this were somehow a sign. “Do this marathon,” he was saying. “Raise money for this cause.”


There was also a coupon for Jimboy’s Tacos in my mail. Apparently Grandpa was also saying, “Eat a discounted taco”—a message that seemed more his style.


But still, I could not ignore the sign. When you lose a relative, there’s a feeling of wanting to do something—something huge and profound, something that honors a life that shaped and influenced your own. Though I knew I could never do anything big enough to honor his whole life, I figured this was something proactive and challenging that would have made my grandfather proud. And moving my lazy ass for twenty-six consecutive miles—that’s pretty profound.


So that was that. I decided to run a marathon, or at least finish one. I would train hard and raise money and do something significant. Yes, that’s what I would do!


When I shared this news with a few friends and family members their reactions were a mix of hysterical laughter, confusion, and then concern. Usually in that order. “Why would you do that?” “You can’t do that.” “You hate running.” “You still complain about the time I made you walk instead of drive to AMPM to get a Slurpee. And that was a block and a half.” Others simply offered frowns and general perplexed looks.


My favorite reaction came from a woman who has known me for eighteen years. She looked at me and asked if I knew how much time, collectively, she had seen me run in the past eighteen years. “About 3.2 seconds,” she said flatly. “Dawn,” she continued, “do you remember when we drove and drove and drove and drove to that restaurant I wanted to show you last month? That was about twenty-six miles.” She looked triumphant. I’ve never really liked that woman, anyway.


Amazingly enough, these reactions made me even more resolute about my decision to train. Why? Because I might be lazy, but I’m also very, very stubborn. The best way to get me to do something is to tell me I can’t.


So I attended the informational meeting about the marathon. I found out that there were two marathons in which I could run/crawl: one in Honolulu in December; the second in Arizona in January. Honolulu is a full marathon. Arizona gives runners the option of running either a full marathon or half-marathon and features one-hit wonder bands playing their songs at different points along the route. I’m thinking that basically everyone aims for the Honolulu Marathon, and the ones who can’t quite cut it end up running the half-marathon in Arizona. And as they’re running around the friggin’ desert listening to “Unskinny Bop” for the tenth time, they’re kicking themselves in the ass because they aren’t running along a beach in Hawaii toward a pineapple drink and a cabana boy awaiting them at the finish line. I’m aiming for the Honolulu Marathon. But I’m brushing up on my “Mambo No. 5” just in case.


Do I think I can really run a marathon? Hmmm. Physically, I know I can. Physically, I can do anything I set my mind to. It’s the “set my mind to” part that might become a problem. But as I sat at the informational meeting and watched three people stand up when they asked if anyone training was a stroke survivor, I realized that there was no turning back. These people have trouble walking; some have partial paralysis of half their bodies. Some of them are here to train to walk a marathon. These people, like my grandfather once did, exert more effort getting dressed in the morning than I, an able-bodied person, do in an entire week. I owe it to them—and to my grandfather, and mostly to myself—to get off my ass and use this body I take for granted. And in doing so, I’ll show my admiration and respect for those stroke survivors who are training alongside me, while raising money for stroke research. It seems like a win-win to me.


So this is where it all starts. The main goal is to not have a stroke while doing the marathon. It’s important to dream big, you know.
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Week 15 You can, you're able—oh crap, you have to run twelve miles
next week!
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Good news: You are only 1.1 miles away from the half-marathon.
Bad news: You don't get credit for these twelve miles when you
run your half-marathon.
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Week 17 You are in the homestretch now. Your body only has to stay
upright for a few more weeks. Hang on.
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“The funniest book ever written about marathon training.”
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