
[image: Cover: Running the Dream, by Matt Fitzgerald]




[image: Running the Dream by Matt Fitzgerald, Pegasus Books]






For Mom





There’s something about living the grind and getting up in the morning and putting in the mileage and running the workouts and doing all that stuff that is… just so satisfying. There’s something about getting the absolute most out of yourself that I think is admirable, regardless of where the ceiling is.

—Nick Hilton, an unsponsored 2:16 marathoner, speaking to letsrun.com in 2018, six years after he packed all his possessions into a Volkswagen and moved to Flagstaff






JULY





93 Days to Chicago

Nine sets of (mostly nonmatching) running shorts and tops. A rainbow assortment of running socks. Running tights in two thicknesses and an old pair of half-tights worn down to gossamer in the seat area by unnumbered washings. Running gloves, running arm warmers, and a thermal running hat for cold days and a performance rain jacket for wet ones. A couple of warm-up suits. Three pairs of size 11.5 running shoes. Eight or nine running-themed T-shirts, some of them mementos of past races, others bearing the Hoka One One Northern Arizona Elite professional running team logo. Seven pairs of Runderwear brand athletic boxer briefs.

I stuffed these items into the larger of two well-traveled Samsonite suitcases when I packed last night, having waited until my afternoon run was out of the way to do laundry. Into the smaller suitcase went an assortment of other essentials: energy gel packets, gel flasks, a canister of powdered sports drink mix, effervescent electrolyte tablets, a handheld drink flask, energy chews, energy bars, a hydration belt, an iPhone armband, wireless sport headphones, sport sunglasses, a roll of kinesiology tape, and a GPS running watch with charging cord.

Lacking both space and need for much else in the Fun Mobile (my wife Nataki’s name for our Mazda crossover), I crammed the gaps around our bags this morning with a few more items I wouldn’t dream of leaving behind, including compression boots for post-run recovery and a vibrating foam roller for the same use. Oh, and our dog, Queenie.

We hit the road at eight o’clock, right on schedule, traveling precisely one block before I realized I’d forgotten my driving shades. Annoyed beyond measure (time waste is a trigger for me), I pulled a violent one-eighty and sped back to the house, stopping hard at the curb instead of pulling into the driveway. I’d just succeeded in fumbling the house key into the front door lock when, hearing my name, I turned around to see Nataki gesturing casually in the direction of the garage, which was blocked from my view by a corner of the house.

“Garage is open,” she said.

Moments later I was back in the driver seat, buckling up with the forgotten eyewear perched on the crown of my head.

“We dodged a bullet there,” I said.

Indeed we had. Nataki and I were leaving home for thirteen weeks, an entire summer, to fulfill a dream—my dream—of living the life of a professional runner. That’s an awful long time to leave your garage door open.

Driving off again, I pressed the Fun Mobile’s voice command button and recited the home address of Matt Llano, a member of NAZ Elite and my teammate for the next three months. A vaguely feminine humanoid voice informed me that the drive from Oakdale, California, to Flagstaff, Arizona, would take ten hours, thirty-one minutes. Matt rents out rooms in his house to athletes visiting Flagstaff for high-altitude training. Most if not all these folks are not middle-age amateurs like me but real pros like Sally Kipyego, an Olympic silver medalist from Kenya, who recently slept in the same bed Nataki and I will share during our stay. It is unlikely that a slower runner than me has ever lain on that particular mattress.

Obeying our android guide, I headed south on Geer Road—a two-lane country highway choked with trucks driven by agricultural workers on their way to an honest day’s labor—to Turlock, where we picked up Route 99 and continued south through the Central California eyesores of Fresno and Visalia and Bakersfield before bending east. The dashboard temperature reading rose steadily as we pressed inland, peaking at an astonishing 122 degrees in the town of Needles on the Arizona border. We then began to climb, reaching 3,000 feet on the approach to Kingman, 4,000 feet near the Yavapai County line, and 5,000 feet as we skirted Seligman, the mercury falling in proportion to the Fun Mobile’s ascension. Between Ash Fork (5,160 feet) and Williams (6,766 feet), our rocky brown surroundings gave way to the lush verdure of the Coconino National Forest, in which Flagstaff nestles like a jewel on a bed of green velvet.

A pale late-afternoon sun was dipping languorously behind us when we hit the city limit. Canceling the navigation, I skipped Matt’s exit, took the next one, and cruised along South Milton Road, Flagstaff’s main drag, until I spied a Chili’s restaurant on the right. Minutes later we were enjoying an early dinner of burgers and fries (and beer, for me)—a sort of last hurrah. For the next ninety-three days, until the Chicago Marathon on October 8, I will do everything the real pros do and make every sacrifice they make in pursuit of the absolute limit of their God-given abilities, dietary sacrifices not excepted. From what I’ve heard, Matt Llano himself eats like a saint and has never tasted alcohol in his entire life. I don’t know if I can match his standard, but I’m going to try.

At six o’clock, our promised arrival time, I rang the doorbell of a newish home in the upscale Ponderosa Trails neighborhood, sucking on a breath mint. The door swung open and Matt appeared at the threshold. If I hadn’t known he was a world-class runner, I would have guessed it just by looking at him. His twenty-eight-year-old body has an avian economy, a built-for-flight appearance that is only hinted at by the tale of the tape: five-foot-nine, 125 pounds, 6 percent body fat.

“You made it!” he said, exposing a set of almost luminously white chompers. “Come on in.”

“We brought pluots!” I blurted in reply, handing Matt two large cloth bags filled with the ripe fruit Nataki and I had pulled off a tree in our backyard yesterday. Taken aback by the near-industrial volume of produce being foisted on him, Matt stared at the bags for an awkward second before accepting them.

“I love pluots!” he said, recovering. “I’ll do some baking with these.”

Matt led us upstairs and showed us our room, which we discovered to be about half again the size of our own master suite. I hauled our stuff in from the car while Nataki went to work unpacking and arranging. When this was done, I went downstairs to be sociable. I found Matt sitting at his kitchen breakfast bar eating a salad of kale, broccoli, shaved Brussels sprouts, cabbage, radicchio, avocado, cranberries, roasted pumpkin seeds, and apple cider vinaigrette topped with roasted chicken breast—a fairly typical dinner, he explained. Also present were his full-time housemate, Jason Blair, a local policeman with whom Matt went to high school in Maryland, and Jen Spieldenner, a professional triathlete from Ohio currently occupying a smaller guest bedroom on the first floor.

“What does Ben have you doing the next few days?” Matt asked.

Ben Rosario is the coach of NAZ Elite and a big reason I’m here, having responded with a surprisingly unhesitating “yes” when I emailed him eight months ago to ask if I could spend a summer as an unofficial member of his team and write about the experience.

“Not much,” I grumbled. “No run today, four miles tomorrow, six miles Sunday, and then I start running with the team.”

“That’s good, though,” Jen said. “Seven thousand feet is no joke. You have to ease into training at this elevation. Even if you feel good, it’s important to hold back. I made the mistake of doing too much too soon the first time I came here, and I dug a hole for myself that I never got out of.”

“It’s not just your running that’s affected,” Matt added. “When I moved here in 2011, my appetite went crazy. I would lie awake at night in the fetal position, miserable, too hungry to sleep and too exhausted to go upstairs to the kitchen for food.”

“And if you have any kind of open wound, it will never heal,” Jen piled on. “Last year when I came here, I had a sore on my lip. When I went home after three weeks, I still had it.”

Suddenly sleepy, I said goodnight to my new friends and shuffled off to bed, wondering what the hell I’ve gotten myself into.

92 Days to Chicago

Our first full day in Flagstaff got off to a low-key start, with a little more unpacking and arranging, a quick trip to Save Mart for groceries, and a bit of neighborhood exploration with Queenie. At 11:30 Nataki and I drove to the north side of town for a working lunch with Ben Rosario at Kickstand Kafé, a coffeehouse that, according to Matt, my new coach likes to use as an office.

While the three of us waited in line to order, I studied a paper menu intensively, asking myself what a real professional runner would select. Having seen Matt breakfast on a “smoothie bowl” that contained almond milk, coconut water, acai, blueberries, blackberries, raspberries, beet, banana, kiwi, dragon fruit, granola, honey, coconut, almond butter, and organic vanilla protein powder, I decided on the grilled vegetable burrito and the kale salad, splitting the latter with Nataki, who also ordered a turkey panini. Ben, who retired from professional running several years ago, went for the chorizo burrito. I paid for everything and we found seats at a small wooden table.

“So, have you run yet?” Ben asked.

I’d met Ben twice before and had seen him in a million online videos, but I was struck anew by the boyishness of his appearance. Nine years my junior, he looks even younger, with an elfin sparkle in his eyes and a mop of unruly brown curls spilling from under an ever-present NAZ Elite trucker hat.

“Yeah, about that,” I answered, smiling guiltily.

“Uh-oh,” Ben said. “What happened?”

What happened, I proceeded to explain, was that I left the front door to Matt’s house open a split second too long (something my host had warned me against doing) when Nataki and I returned from walking Queenie this morning, and Matt’s dog, Harlow, bolted. Panicked, I scrambled after the animal, a vigorous two-year-old rescue dog of unknown pedigree but of undeniable swiftness. To my horror, she made straight for the main road, but it was lightly trafficked, thank God, and she managed to cross unharmed to the residential neighborhood that lay opposite. Despite putting everything I had into my pursuit of the rogue mutt, I continued to lose ground until she stopped and turned to monitor my approach, head lowered tauntingly.

Harlow let me get within twenty feet of her before taking off again, forcing me to renew the chase. This little game continued until we were nearly half a mile from the house and I was about ready to keel over, my esophagus raked raw by oxygen-poor air, at which point my canine tormenter showed mercy and let me seize her by the collar.

“Anyway, so much for easing into life at 7,000 feet,” I concluded.

“Lesson learned, I’m sure,” Ben said. He chuckled lightly, then turned serious. “Now let’s talk about the road ahead. The main thing I want you to take away from this meeting is a general understanding of what the next three months are going to look like. What you’ll see over the first few weeks is a lot of variety. It’ll be an eclectic blend of workouts. Nothing will be terribly difficult because what I’ve found is that if you start doing the marathon-specific work too far out, you get stale.

“Around the middle of August,” Ben resumed after pausing to gnaw his burrito, “which is eight weeks out from Chicago, we’ll switch it up. From that point on you’ll do pretty much nothing but marathon-specific stuff, because the marathon really only has that one zone that you’re in the whole way through, so you don’t need all those other tools in your toolbox. You just need to be really efficient at a high aerobic intensity. Any questions?”

“Can we talk about my goal?” I said. “I know it’s early, and we have no idea yet how I will adapt to the altitude and the training and everything else. But I’d at least like to get the conversation started.”

“Go ahead, give me a number.”

“I’ll give you a bunch of numbers,” I said. “I’m forty-six years old. I started running when I was eleven. I’ve completed forty marathons, give or take, over the past eighteen years. My best time is 2:41:29, which I ran nine years ago, when I was thirty-seven. My most recent marathon was in Eugene in May, and my time there was 2:49:14. It’s a safe bet that no runner in history who has run as many marathons as I have over such a long period of time and whose best marathon is so far past has ever set a new personal best at my age. I’ve read the science, and I have no illusions about how aging affects performance. Did you know that the marathon world record for forty-six-year-olds is nine minutes slower than the marathon world record for thirty-seven-year-olds? I’ve actually done pretty well to have slowed down by only eight minutes.”

“But…” Ben said.

“But my heart says that maybe it’s not impossible for me to still run a faster marathon. Can I find eight minutes of improvement in this environment? Let’s say training at high altitude gives me one minute, running more miles gives me another minute, losing a few pounds gives me another minute… who knows?”

The truth is that I did not want to run 2:41:28—a nominal personal best—or even 2:40. I wanted to run 2:39, but I kept this information to myself. For one thing, I didn’t want to burden Ben with such an outlandish ambition. But the main reason was that I just didn’t know how to articulate what this number—this long-sought, never-attained goal turned symbol of unfulfilled potential—means to me.

“I would say this,” Ben said. “To start with 2:45 in your mind would be very reasonable. If that’s where you end up, great. If we find ourselves pleasantly surprised as we move along, even better. My philosophy—and this is the philosophy of any decent coach—is that you base the training not on the athlete’s goal but on his most recent fitness, which for you is 2:49. Then, if the athlete is hitting all the targets, you raise the bar. You don’t do the opposite and start writing workouts for a 2:41 guy when he’s not a 2:41 guy currently. Make sense?”

“I am clay,” I said, spreading my hands. “Mold me.”

90 Days to Chicago

On Sundays Coach Ben sends out a group email to the full NAZ Elite roster and other affiliated parties (Ben’s wife, Jen, who assists the team; agent Josh Cox; a couple of executives at team sponsor Hoka; any interns currently with the group). Bearing the invariant subject line “THIS WEEK,” it contains news and announcements, housekeeping items, and a schedule for the next seven days. Yesterday’s missive began as follows:


First of all… welcome to the team, Matt Fitzgerald! Matt arrived Friday night, nearly lost Matt’s dog on Saturday, and will join us officially beginning tomorrow. He’ll be with us all the way through the Chicago Marathon, so we’ll have plenty of time to get to know him. Matt—looking forward to having you.



Scrolling down to the schedule, I found my name on a list of runners instructed to meet at a place called Walnut Canyon at 8:30 this morning for an easy run—my first session with the real pros. Last night I found Matt in the kitchen baking a tart with some of the pluots Nataki and I brought from home and asked him where Walnut Canyon was, explaining that hitching a ride with him was not an option because I had to get a blood draw at 7:00 and intended to head straight from the lab to the meetup. Matt promised to drop a pin for me.

“There’s no address, so it might not get you to the exact location, but it will get you close,” he said. “Just look for the first parking area on the left.”

Arriving in the vicinity a few minutes early, I managed to find a parking area near Matt’s pin. I pulled in and was just about to cut the engine and settle in with Nataki and Queenie to wait for others to show up when a gray Subaru Outback pulled in next to us. The driver’s window slid down to reveal the smiling face of Scott Fauble, a 25-year-old Colorado native who finished fourth for NAZ Elite in the 2016 U.S. Olympic Trials Men’s 10,000m, just missing out on qualifying for the Rio Olympics.

“I saw you pass me on the highway,” he said. “You went too far. Follow me.”

As we trailed Scott back in the direction we’d come from, I wondered briefly how the heck he’d known who I was before remembering the NAZ Elite sticker I’d proudly slapped on the rear bumper of the Fun Mobile before leaving California.

When we got back to the parking area I was supposed to have stopped at, Matt was there, just emerging from a shiny black Range Rover Evoque.

“Are you ready for this?” Nataki asked.

“Honestly, I have no idea,” I said.

With this rousing battle cry, I unbuckled and joined my new teammates in the mountain-fresh air of Walnut Canyon, the kind of air you instinctively draw in through your nose and exhale in a giant sigh. Aaah! I shook Scott’s hand, made small talk, and then looked on awkwardly as he and Matt withdrew exercise mats from their vehicles and performed a series of stretches and muscle activation exercises that, lacking the required tools, I could not make myself less conspicuous by emulating.

Matt began with an unfamiliar version of a familiar hip flexor stretch. Assuming a kneeling position, he looped a long elastic strap around the knee of the front leg and pulled the ends toward his body with his hands while pressing his pelvis forward.

“What’s the strap for?” I asked.

“It allows the stretch to target the hip flexors more effectively,” he said.

Matt has had two hip surgeries, one on each side, and is still recovering from the second, which was done to repair a torn labrum in the left hip suffered during last year’s New York City Marathon. He and Scott are now training for the Frankfurt Marathon, which falls four weeks after Chicago.

“I have supertight hip flexors,” I volunteered.

“Here, try it,” Matt said, handing me the strap.

I took his place on the mat and did as he had done. Sure enough, I felt a stronger tug in the pocket area of the hip than I feel with the strapless version of the exercise.

“See?” I called out to Nataki. “I learned something already!”

Other runners were now arriving, producing mats of their own, and limbering up. I recognized most of them. Stephanie Bruce was the top non-African-born finisher at this year’s World Cross Country Championships. Her husband, Ben Bruce, at thirty-four the oldest member of NAZ Elite, has finished tenth, ninth, eighth, seventh, sixth, fifth, fourth, third, and second in various national championship events—but never first. Amy Van Alstine, who is five years younger than Ben, has won a couple of national championships in cross country. Aaron “Brauny” Braun is a former national road racing champion and is also training for the Chicago Marathon. Scott Smith, who splits time between Los Angeles and Flagstaff, ran a 1:02:34 half marathon last year and will race Frankfurt alongside Matt and Scott Fauble (usually addressed as “Faubs” to avoid confusion).

Not present were Futsum Zeinasellassie, a four-time NCAA Division I All-American at Flagstaff’s own Northern Arizona University, who is taking a break after the USATF Outdoor Championships; Martin Hehir, a satellite member of NAZ Elite who is about to start medical school in Philadelphia; Rochelle Kanuho, a 1:11 half marathoner; Craig Lutz, a cross country national champion at both the high-school and professional levels; and Kellyn Taylor, a 2:28 marathoner who is in Phoenix this week taking EMT classes as part of her training to become a professional firefighter.

When Coach Ben arrived, he welcomed me on behalf of the team and asked if I had any questions.

“I’d just like to say that if I have trouble keeping up with you guys today it’s only because I’ve lost a lot of blood,” I said, pointing at a piece of gauze affixed to the crook of my left elbow with a strip of blue medical tape.

The blood draw had been arranged by Wes Gregg, a chiropractor and strength and conditioning coach who, in partnership with his brother AJ, oversees chiropractic, physical therapy, dietetic, strength training, sports psychology, and physiological testing services for NAZ Elite at a local facility called Hypo2 Sport. The point of training at high altitude as a runner is to stimulate the body to produce more red blood cells, thereby increasing the oxygen-carrying capacity of the blood and boosting sea-level performance. The body needs an adequate supply of iron to manufacture new red blood cells, so it’s important for runners to monitor their iron levels while training in the mountains. My blood will be tested for ferritin (an iron-storing protein), hemoglobin (the oxygen-carrying component of red blood cells), and hematocrit (a measure of red blood cell concentration), among other components. Four weeks from now, Wes will order a second draw to see if altitude training is actually working for me (i.e., if my hemoglobin and hematocrit numbers have increased) and if my iron levels are keeping up with the demand.

Mats and straps went back into vehicles, outer layers were stripped off, and the run began. I kissed Nataki (who doesn’t run) and fell in with the group, pleasantly surprised by the leisureliness of the initial pace. Stephanie (or Steph, as everyone calls her), who has two young boys, made a maternal effort to hang back with me and engage me in conversation.

“So, what’s your goal for Chicago?” she asked.

“Well, my last marathon was a 2:49, so I guess anything better than that would count as a success,” I lied.

After half a mile we turned off the flat gravel road we’d started on and picked up a trailhead that led us into thick forest, where the terrain was much more challenging—twisting, rugged, hilly—and the pace that seemed comfortable to me before no longer did. I fell behind with Coach Ben, whose own elite racing days were cut short by a chronic hamstring injury that even now limits him to a few easy miles here and there. We talked all things running until my watch said I’d covered three miles, at which point we turned around. Our vehicles had just come into view when our conversation lulled, freeing my attention to swing outward to our surroundings: sunshine dappling the smooth surface of a duck pond to my left, the majestic San Francisco Peaks looming in the distance, fragrant alpine air filling my lungs, soft dirt underfoot.

I found Nataki sitting on a bench contemplating the water, Queenie at her feet.

“How did it go?” my wife asked.

I stole a sidelong glance at Coach Ben to make sure he was out of earshot.

“I can’t believe I’m getting away with this,” I said.

89 Days to Chicago

Matt Llano spends more time in his kitchen than other people spend in front of their televisions. Two days ago, I came back to the house from a six-mile run to find him on galley duty once again, making bison balls. We had a brief exchange while I fetched a glass from a cupboard, filled it with water, and drank (my thirst has been out of control ever since I got here). Matt asked me which route I’d taken and I told him. He then asked me when I was going to do my first workout and I stared at him like he was an idiot. Dude, I’m standing right in front of you wearing sweaty workout clothes! I didn’t actually say these words, but my eyes did. Then I realized I was the idiot.

In the parlance of elite-level distance running, a workout is a hard run that includes efforts at high intensity. Slow-and-steady runs like the one I’d just completed are not workouts but easy runs, or just runs. Like most recreational runners, I tend to use the words run and workout interchangeably, a habit I quietly vowed to break myself of as Matt awaited my answer.

“Tuesday,” I answered a second late. “Coach Ben’s given me a six-mile steady state.”

There’s another one: steady state. Few recreational runners employ this term, which any pro runner can tell you refers to a workout featuring an extended segment at or near marathon effort. At sea level, marathon effort is equal to marathon pace, but at high altitude it’s a little slower. Coach Ben uses a calculator designed by the legendary exercise physiologist and running coach Jack Daniels to convert sea-level paces to their 7,000-foot equivalents. The target pace he gave me for today’s steady state was 6:50 per mile, which, according to Daniels, is the Flagstaff-elevation equivalent of 6:30 per mile at sea level, or about the pace I averaged in the Eugene Marathon nine weeks ago. Ben had told me my early workouts here would be fairly easy, and I expected this one to be an outright snoozer.

We met at Buffalo Park, a 215-acre runner’s paradise of groomed dirt trails that wind through sprawling meadows offering spectacular views of the Dry Lake Hills, the San Francisco Peaks, and Mount Elden. Matt, Faubs, and I were again the first runners to arrive. This time, however, I did not stand around like a dork watching them stretch but joined them, using an exercise mat and a resistance strap I bought yesterday from the local Big 5. Catching Faubs looking, I gave him a wink. We were soon joined by Scott Smith, Brauny, and Ian Frazier, a runner from Central Missouri University who was interning with NAZ Elite for the summer.

We warmed up with a tour of the two-mile loop I’d be using for my workout while my teammates did hill circuits on a different loop. They fed me helpful tips as we went, showing me the one fork in the trail where I might take a wrong turn if I wasn’t paying attention and where to “bank time” by running ahead of my target pace so that the lung-busting climb at the end of the loop didn’t put me behind. Glancing at my watch, I saw that our current pace was 7:05 per mile—just fifteen seconds slower than my steady-state pace. The others found this amusing.

“One man’s warm-up is another man’s steady state,” Faubs said. “That’s okay.”

When we got back to our starting point, the real pros swapped their bulky trainers for ultralight Hoka Tracer racing flats and performed a rote series of bounding and skipping drills and short, relaxed sprints, known as strides. Again I marked myself as the new guy by keeping my trainers on (I don’t own racing flats) and skipping the drills, which looked a bit too much like dancing for my comfort. Preliminaries complete, Brauny, Faubs, Matt, and Scott left for the hilly loop.

“Are you ready to go?” Coach Ben asked.

I looked from Ben to the receding backs of the athletes who were actually getting paid for this and back to Ben.

“Aren’t you going with them?”

“Ian has them covered,” Ben said. “I want to get your splits.”

I came to Flagstaff with certain expectations. Getting preferential coaching treatment—even if only in the beginning—was not one of them. Speechless, I followed Ben to the start of the loop. Launching on his cue, I accelerated to a pace that seemed about right and then used my watch to fine tune until I was locked in at 6:50 per mile. Nothing to it.

All of a sudden I felt as though I were breathing through a straw. A blind panic seized me, the kind of whole-body freak-out you experience when an improperly chewed morsel lodges in your throat and you know you’re going to die. I told myself to relax, understanding on some level that what I was experiencing was probably just a primal suffocation reflex triggered by an unfamiliar mismatch between my body’s demand for oxygen and the supply it was getting from the thin air surrounding me, and the feeling soon went away.

By the time I reached the big hill, I was ahead of pace and could afford to cruise it. Coach Ben stood near the summit, calling out numbers. The moment I passed him, he sprinted along a diagonal and met me again at the end of the loop, where he announced my split time and told me I was looking good. I giggled in response. Ben Rosario, the guy from the online videos and the podcast interviews and the magazine articles and the occasional TV appearance, scrambling around like a water boy in the service of me, nobody. It didn’t seem real.

The next two loops were free of drama. I jogged one last loop to cool down and returned to the parking lot just as the big boys were returning from the opposite direction.

“How was it?” Faubs called out from twenty yards away.

“I survived,” I called back.

“Hey, some days that’s all you can ask for.”

87 Days to Chicago

When I first heard mention of the Bagel Run, I mistakenly interpreted the “bagel” part literally and the “run” part nonliterally, assuming the name referred to some sort of team errand to procure Jewish donuts. In fact, I now know, the Bagel Run is an all-comers group run that begins every Thursday at 8 A.M. at the corner of Beaver Street and Phoenix Avenue, outside Biff’s Bagels. Started many years ago by Mike Smith, who had previously founded Team Run Flagstaff, the city’s big running club, and is now the cross country and track coach at Northern Arizona University, the event attracts a mixture of elites (2:11 marathoner Nick Arciniaga is a fixture) and serious amateurs. Coach Ben, who likes his runners to mingle with the broader local running population, always puts it on the schedules of at least a few NAZ Elite members, and I found it on my schedule this morning.

Ben himself shows up when time permits and did so today. I found a place next to him at the back of a group of some two dozen as we headed southward from Biff’s, threading through the NAU campus and onto the Urban Trail, a fifty-six-mile network of gravel paths that, no matter where you happen to be in Flagstaff, you’re always near. After three miles, far behind the others now and engrossed in a debate about the relative merits of Tim Noakes’s central governor theory of endurance performance and Samuele Marcora’s psychobiological model of the same, we turned around.

On the way back, we were caught from behind by a couple of runners who’d taken off at the head of the group. One of them, olive-skinned and lightly bearded, greeted Ben familiarly. He bore a striking resemblance to David Torrence, one of my favorite pro runners. Then it hit me: Given the context, he just might be David Torrence! My heart fluttered. I like David because he’s a late bloomer—a B-level collegiate miler at Berkeley who made his first Olympic team (representing Peru) at age thirty—and because he races with childlike gusto, sometimes rocking a fauxhawk. I’ll never forget his professional debut at 5000 meters in 2012, a race in which Lopez Lomong miscounted the laps and started kicking with two laps to go and David, who had not miscounted, went with him anyway, insanely, knowing full well it was suicidal but unable to help himself.

“Don’t tell me you guys have run eight miles in the time it’s taken us to run six!” I said, trying to lure David (or his doppelgänger) into conversation, so I could claim I’ve met him.

“Of course not,” said the guy who was almost certainly David Torrence. “More like ten miles!”

I laughed louder than was warranted. The object of my fawning then put the back of a hand to the side of his mouth and stage-whispered to his friend, “That David Torrence is such an asshole!”

That asshole is David Torrence!

Upon returning to the Fun Mobile, where Nataki and Queenie were chilling after their morning walk, I checked the time and decided it wasn’t worth the bother to drive back to Matt’s place for a quick scrub and wardrobe change before the eleven o’clock team strength workout at Hypo2, another Thursday ritual for NAZ Elite. So instead my wife and I grabbed a second breakfast (or early lunch, or whatever) at Biff’s. Channeling my inner Matt Llano, I ordered a veggie deluxe bagel sandwich on whole wheat, no cheese. Six days into this experiment, I’ve already dropped four pounds. Whether this was because of my efforts to cut back on cheese, chocolate, and beer or because, as Scott Fauble insists, everyone loses a few pounds initially in Flagstaff I can’t say.

The address Siri led me to after the meal turned out to be shared by a pair of unmarked buildings that lay on opposite sides of an access road in a small business park near Buffalo Park. It took a seeming eternity to identify which building housed Hypo2 and a second eternity to find an unlocked door, and by the time I’d found the entrance and negotiated the facility’s mazelike hallways to the strength and conditioning room, I was several minutes late and my teammates were already working out. Seeing me enter, Coach Ben flagged me down and introduced me to Wes Gregg, who was younger than I’d pictured him, probably late twenties.

“I’ve got the results from your blood work,” he said, handing me a sheet of paper. I scanned it in the expectation of seeing interesting facts about my iron level but found only a blur of nonsense words (“basophils”) and crazy alphanumerical codes (“x10E3/uL”) that meant nothing to me.

“Just give it to me straight, doc,” I said. “Am I dying?”

“No, you’re not dying,” Wes laughed. “Your hemoglobin and hematocrit numbers are fine. But your ferritin is lower than I would like it to be.” He placed the tip of an index finger near the bottom of the page. “You’re at forty-five nanograms per milliliter, which is technically normal, but I prefer to see male runners stay above fifty.”

“I feel a lot better since I started supplementing,” I said. “I must have been really low before.”

On Coach Ben’s advice, I had put myself on a daily iron regimen in advance of coming to Flagstaff.

“Ultimately, it’s how you feel that matters most,” Wes said. “We’ll keep an eye on that and order another test in a few weeks to be safe.”

We were joined now by a square-chinned man who had the ramrod-straight posture and unexcitable bearing of a commando—Wes’s older brother and business partner, AJ.

“I’ve got a workout for you,” he said quietly, presenting me with another sheet of paper as though it were a costly gift.

I scanned this second item in the same manner as the first and was chagrined to discover that its contents were nearly as indecipherable.

“What does ‘SL RDL’ stand for?” I asked.

“Single-leg reverse deadlift,” AJ said.

I gave him a blank look. He snatched a dumbbell from a rack, balanced on his right foot, and tilted his trunk forward, reaching toward the toe of his right shoe while kicking the left leg back. It looked easy enough, but when I tried it, I lost my balance almost immediately and stumbled forward like an overladen backpacker tripping over an exposed root. Conscious of AJ’s attention, I hastily reset myself and tried again, only to stagger sideways this time. It took me several minutes to complete ten proper repetitions on each foot.

“You probably think I haven’t lifted a weight in my life,” I said to AJ, flushing. “Truth is, I’m in the gym three times every week!”

“We do things a little differently than most runners,” AJ said. “A lot of single-leg stuff, balance work, a big focus on those smaller stabilizer muscles that traditional exercises miss. If you’re not used to that kind of that stuff, it will take a little time to get proficient.”

I consulted my workout sheet and was relieved to see a familiar exercise next on the list: side planks.

“How long do you normally hold them?” AJ asked.

“Thirty seconds,” I said.

“Let’s try sixty,” AJ said.

It turns out that a sixty-second side plank is twice as difficult as a thirty-second side plank. A muscle I didn’t even know existed cramped along my ribcage as I adjusted my form in obedience to AJ’s corrections (“Don’t stack your feet,” “Press those hips forward,” “You’re sagging again”), each of which served to make the exercise even harder. Veronica, an intern, timed me, and when she delivered the welcome news that a minute was up, I collapsed to the floor.

“Let’s try ninety,” AJ said.

Forty-five seconds into set number two, my body was shuddering like a taut clothesline in a gale, and by seventy-five seconds I was flapping like the Tacoma Narrows Bridge in that famous 1940 disaster video—or so I felt. AJ put a fist to his mouth to hide a smile.

On and on it went, embarrassment piling on top of embarrassment, like some kind of fitness cult hazing. When I completed my last set of “stirring the pot,” an abdominal exercise every bit as muscle-searing as a ninety-second side plank, it was well past noon and I was the only runner left in the room—except for David Torrence, who, though not a member of NAZ Elite, has the same shoe sponsor and often works out with the team when he comes to Flagstaff from his home in Scottsdale for a dose of altitude. David had spent the past hour doing barbell back squats with seemingly impossible amounts of weight for a man of such pixieish stature.

Recognizing me from our Bagel Run encounter, he approached with a hand out.

“Hi, I’m David,” he said.

“I know who you are,” I said. “I’m Matt.”

“How long have you been with the team?” he asked.

“Well, I’m not really with the team,” I said hastily, conscious of the gray hair at my temples. “My real job is writing about running. Coach Ben’s letting me tag along for a few months to see what the pro lifestyle does for a mere mortal.”

“Wait—what’s your last name?”

I told him.

“I’ve read some of your stuff!” David exclaimed. “You wrote Racing Weight, right? I’m a big fan of your work.”

I sensed that David was laying it on thick, perhaps having caught a glimpse or two of the humiliation I’d just endured and deciding to prop up my ego with a little compassionate flattery. If so, it worked.

I drove back to Matt’s place with all the windows of the Fun Mobile rolled down and the sunroof open so that Nataki and I didn’t suffocate in the locker room smell emanating from my skin. Still, it didn’t seem worth the bother to shower and change before my afternoon run, an easy solo four-miler, so I didn’t. I should make a note to ask someone if exercising three times in the same clothes is normal for real pro runners.

86 Days to Chicago

Hattie Greene is a mile-long loop of smooth and level asphalt that lies curled inside a wealthy private community occupying former pastureland in north Flagstaff, acreage once owned by the road’s namesake, a celebrated archaeologist, conservationist, and poetess who lived from 1880 to 1962. Having discovered it only recently despite living close by, Coach Ben, who collects such locations for use in workouts, asked the team to meet there this morning for a “leg speed” session, as he called it, which, for me, would consist of sixteen times 300 meters at roughly 5K race pace (adjusted for altitude) with 200-meter jogs between reps. Ben was measuring the course with a hand wheel, placing cones at 100-meter intervals, when I rolled in with Nataki and Queenie, catching sight of a family of deer across a broad field as I parked the Fun Mobile behind Ben’s Honda Pilot. It was then I realized I’d left my watch back at Matt’s place.

“Not a problem,” Ben said when I confessed the rookie lapse. “Eric Fernandez is coming out to pace you. He’ll be your watch today.”

I had met Eric once before, in Sacramento, on the eve of last year’s California International Marathon (CIM). I was huddling with Coach Ben and Josh Cox, the sports agent who represents NAZ Elite, at a downtown Starbucks, working through the logistics of my plan to join the team the following summer, when Eric passed through on his way back to the Sheraton Grand to put his feet up and kill the remaining hours before the race, which I was also running. I saw him again the next morning, looking focused and ready at the start line. And ready he was. While I rode the struggle bus far, far behind him, somehow hitting the wall at three miles and staggering to the finish fifteen minutes off my goal time, Eric blitzed a 2:14:09, good for fourth place, an auspicious marathon debut after years of battling injuries.

Alas, Eric had only just begun to ramp up for his next marathon when he suffered yet another stress fracture and decided enough was enough. Just twenty-seven years old, he pulled the plug on his pro running career, trading the roads for the weight room in an effort to bulk up. But, as Coach Ben explained to me while we awaited his arrival at Hattie Greene, Eric remains under contract with the team until the end of the year and has agreed to earn his last few scraps of remuneration by performing such unglamorous tasks as keeping middle-age fake pro runners company during workouts.

The Eric Fernandez who unfolded himself from a silver Jeep Patriot minutes later scarcely resembled the one I met in Sacramento. Dressed in baggy gym shorts and an old Hoka tank top stretched tight across a bench-press-inflated chest, he appeared even taller than the six-foot-three stature that had earned him the nickname “Big Dog” (and had probably contributed to his susceptibility to foot injuries).
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