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PRAISE FOR TO THE GORGE



“This book is a beautiful tribute to the spiritual anatomy of the human heart, and the power of the wilderness to break us down and shape us into something far wilder and more tender. Every runner knows, or eventually learns, that running and grief can come together to reshape the dissonance of a broken heart into something like peace. Very few can put this experience into words. Halnon’s story invites us to look at our own broken hearts, erode the walls between our protected self and our essence, and at the end of it all, jump up and cheer.”

—Lauren Fleshman, New York Times bestselling author of Good for a Girl

“To the Gorge is much more than a book about running. It will speak to anyone with a grieving soul and Halnon is a heartfelt guide for anyone on their own path to redemption and revitalization. Bold, courageous, and enthralling.”

—Kathrine Switzer, author of Marathon Woman and founder/director of 261 Fearless

“To the Gorge is both the story of a gripping physical feat, and also a deep reflection on the nature of grief and survival. We grieve because we love, and this is a book about how the power of love can nourish us through even the greatest challenges. A book you can’t put down and one you never want to end.”

—Claire Bidwell Smith, author of Conscious Grieving

“To the Gorge is so much more than a book about running, or even grief and loss. It’s about how to live, and how to make your time in this world count and mean something. No book has ever made me cry more than this one—the kind of cathartic, full-body sobs that will leave you feeling inspired, grateful, and likely pondering how to create a legacy as powerful as Andrea Halnon’s. A must-read for endurance athletes, aspiring endurance athletes, and anyone who is or has ever navigated a world-shattering loss of their own. This book will make you feel all of your biggest feelings, and invite you to think about how you want to live.”

—Ali Feller, host of the Ali on the Run Show podcast

“This is nothing like that old notion The Loneliness of the Long Distance Runner—title of a popular novel from a lifetime ago. Emily Halnon’s book recounts how a real-life, record-breaking long-distance run she undertook was made possible through the collaboration of a whole support crew of talented and dedicated fellow runners—good friends and family providing heroic encouragement in a way that is now common practice in the booming sport of ultrarunning. There’s much to be learned from this gritty demonstration of how talented small groups can sometimes transform seemingly quixotic goals into life-changing accomplishments.”

—Ed Ayres, founding editor of Running Times magazine and former winner of the JFK 50-Mile

“They say that pain is inevitable, but suffering is optional. Emily learns that lesson the hard way, when her mother is diagnosed with cancer. Then she learns it again, on her 460-mile run across Oregon in pursuit of a goal that is impossibly hard. But she confronts the pain. And transcends the suffering. As a result, her amazing badass mother, whose Northstar was ‘possibility’ and who embraces the motto ‘stay brave,’ lives on in her words forever.”

—Kenneth Posner, ultrarunner, peak-bagger, thru-hiker, and author of Running the Long Path: A 350-Mile Journey of Discovery in New York’s Hudson Valley

“In this affecting debut memoir, athlete and essayist Halnon resolves to run across Oregon on the Pacific Crest Trail after her mother dies of cancer. While pulse-pounding descriptions of Halnon’s athletic feats will be catnip for adrenaline junkies, what makes this sing is the author’s remarkably clear-eyed approach to loss. Halnon’s unflinching gaze elevates this above the crowded field of memoirs about losing a loved one.”

—Publishers Weekly
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For my mother, Andrea, who is every reason I’m a runner and who will always inspire me to live, write, and run with courage and joy.
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Prologue LAST GASPS OF LOVE


JANUARY 2020

MCCLURE MILLER RESPITE HOME—COLCHESTER, VERMONT

They tell you that hearing is the last sense to dissipate, in the final hours of life.

“She should be able to hear everything you say,” the nurse whispered to me, as I curled up in the beige armchair next to my mom’s bed.

Her eyes were shut. A soft but decided seal of her eyelids. I hadn’t seen them flutter open since I’d arrived in the middle of the night a few days ago, sprinting from the airport to her bedside after getting the call I knew was coming but never wanted to get. I’d like to believe that her gaze found me as I knelt beside her. I want to trust that the quiet crack of her eyes meant she knew I got there in time. But I’ll never really know.

My mother had been moved to a hospice home after a rare and aggressive uterine cancer accelerated its merciless destruction of her health and body and life. She’d gone from diagnosis to hospice in a swift thirteen months. Her sickness had blindsided all of us—my mother was always so healthy, so active, so on top of preventative measures like mammograms, skin checks, and annual health visits. She’d called her doctor on the very same day her first symptom appeared. But the cancer had already advanced into its late stages by the time it whispered a hint of its invasion of her body.

My mother, Andrea Halnon, was a running, walking, biking billboard for physical fitness. She was one of the most active people I knew, and not just for a sixty-five-year-old woman, but period. She was always out pedaling around the countryside on her trusty blue bike, or running on the web of dirt roads behind her house in rural Vermont, or traveling around the country to race half marathons in new places like Glacier National Park; Acadia, Maine; and Eugene, Oregon.

Even after she was diagnosed, she stayed astonishingly active—continuing to walk and bike through all of the exhaustive treatments: the months of chemotherapy and the pair of clinical trials that she had to cross state lines to participate in. She was back out on her snowy dirt road just over a week after her initial surgery. Her thick L.L.Bean boots leaving soft imprints of determination in the fresh dusting of snow. She continued to walk with her friends every single day of recovery. And soon she was peppering in bike rides again, getting out as often as her treatments’ harsh side effects allowed. She even biked forty miles three months before the end of her life.

We never expected to be mourning her at sixty-six, just a year after she retired from a forty-two-year career as a public schoolteacher. She was supposed to be running marathons and biking to all the covered bridges in Vermont well into her nineties.

But cancer is anything but judicious or fair, so here we were, in a small hospice home on the outskirts of Burlington, Vermont, discussing the deterioration of senses in the waning hours of life.

The nurse tucked my mom’s feet under the navy fleece blanket and offered me a comforting smile as she walked out of the room.

“Call me if she needs anything,” she said, easing the door shut behind her.

My brother rose from the green couch in the corner of the room and stumbled to my side. Neither of us wanted to chance being away from her when that last breath arrived, so I’d slept on the armchair beside her bed, and he’d slept on the couch beneath a light waffle blanket he found in the closet—or gotten as close to sleep as you can while frantically listening to the sounds of labored breathing. Second-guessing each and every noise that broke the stillness of night. The threat of missing any gasp signifying the end of our mother’s life was an anti-sleep drug.

Jameson lowered his tall body close to her bed and clasped her hand in his, letting his head fall toward our mother. All the gravity in the room pulled toward her.

The signature characteristics of my mom’s face were already fading. Her glasses gone. Her Irish skin even paler than normal. Her piercing blue eyes that matched ours hidden behind shuttered lids. Her sly grin, a sidekick to her quiet humor, limp and flattened.

“I love you so much, Mom,” Jameson choked out. His words were as choppy as Lake Champlain on a gusty morning.

I felt a sob swelling in my throat.

We’d been navigating the grim reality of our mother’s aggressive cancer for over a year, but uttering words that acknowledged her rapidly approaching death was what made it feel as real as my racing heart. Her death was about to shift from a murky question to a cold, hard fact.

And it was when our voices cracked the air with final goodbyes, that the imminence of losing her hurtled toward me like a runaway train. I held my mother’s hand, trying to soak up the dwindling heat of her skin, clinging to the faint beat of her pulse. Asking myself the same question over and over and over: What do you say while you still have the chance?



Five months before I was in that hospice room, staring down the barrel of my mother’s death, I was running 100 miles through the Cascade Mountains that skirt the sleepy town of Easton, Washington. My morning had started outside the brick red fire station in the town center alongside 150 other runners sporting race bibs and hydration packs. Wispy clouds floated overhead as we crossed the start line on the quiet dirt road.

It was my third time doing this particular race—the Cascade Crest 100—and my fifth time tackling the 100-mile distance on foot.

As I climbed up a rocky trail that shoots to the top of the course’s highest peak, I started thinking about that collection of 100-mile runs and how much my relationship with them had changed over the last few years.

I’d finished my very first 100-miler six summers ago, and it had felt so different from later ones, where my steps were infinitely more confident. Where both my body and mind found ease through the inevitable fatigue that hits during 100 miles of human-powered travel.

That inaugural crack at triple-digit mileage was, by far, the hardest thing I’d ever attempted. No part of me was at ease for a single mile of the race. My heart rate crested triple digits before we even started running. When I’d crossed that start line in Southern Oregon in a sea of headlamps, I had no idea if I could actually cover 100 miles with my own two feet and make it all the way to the finish line.

That uncertainty defined so much of the run. And was why I’d wanted to tackle the distance in the first place.

I’d done plenty of long-distance trail running and racing before I signed up for that first 100-mile run—with a number of 50ks and 50-milers under my belt. But a 100-miler was a different beast. It would mean running straight through the night and well into the next day. Moving forward over mountains for over twenty-four hours with zero minutes of sleep. Contending with the extra-challenging variety of problems that pop up during such a ridiculous volume of miles and hours. Hammered quadriceps. Debilitating stomach issues. Trailside hallucinations. Blisters the size of silver dollars.

I debated registering for the Pine to Palm 100 Mile Endurance Run in Southern Oregon for months. It was ultimately a curiosity about whether I could actually run 100 miles that motivated me to sign up.

The question mark that punctuated that goal was terrifying—in the most alluring way. I wanted to be trying things that felt at least a little unachievable. Things that unleashed an army of butterflies in my stomach. And that was exactly what the Pine to Palm 100 did. As I hovered my finger over the bright green register button on the race’s sign-up page, I felt thousands of winged nerves swarming me from the inside out.

My most reliable training partners in the months leading up to Pine to Palm were uncertainty and an excited fear. And I loved their constant presence in my miles around the wooded trails of Eugene and the foothills of the Cascades.

They reassured me that I was running toward the edge of my limits—and trying to see if I could keep going. That I was chasing an opportunity to surprise myself with the depth of my strength and resilience. That I was on those trails for all the reasons I was a runner in the first place. Because I wanted to explore just how much I could do—and try to redefine that again and again.

Just like I’d watched my mom do for years.

My mother was every reason I became a runner.

When I was growing up, my mother had been moderately active—but not especially so. We’d go on a few hikes and visit a handful of bike paths every summer, but these jaunts were a way to introduce us to enriching experiences, not because she was so devoted to physical activity. She was the type of mom who helped us create scrapbooks after family vacations to Maine and toted us around to random corners of Vermont to participate in educational tours of historic landmarks. A third-grade teacher, in and out of the classroom.

But after she was hospitalized for a gallbladder removal when I was a teenager, her relationship to exercise changed. When I visited her and found her lying in bed, wrapped in the sanitized whiteness of hospital sheets, I could tell something in her was shifting. She gazed out the window, her face showing a resolve I hadn’t seen before.

When she was released from the hospital, she decided to make some changes for herself. Her health scare motivated her to move from a sedentary lifestyle to one that involved more activity.

She started walking. Just a mile at a time at first. She’d leave our family home in rural Vermont and before the minute hand had ticked halfway around the clock, we’d see her walking back up our long, winding driveway, her bobbed brown hair bouncing with each stride. Each footfall was heavy with effort as she climbed past the maple saplings that lined the driveway like sentries, her hard work on display through the white-paned windows.

As she got stronger, she started tackling progressively longer distances—soon making her way to various 5ks and 10ks around Vermont, first participating as a walker, then pushing the speed of her stroll in the race walk division. I tagged along to these events and watched as my mother evolved into an excited athlete and unstoppable woman. Her arms and legs pumping with determination through every mile.

Eventually, her quick walk morphed into running—and soon she climbed the ladder of distances: 5ks, then 10ks, a half marathon, and when she turned fifty, she decided she was going to run her first full marathon.

I wasn’t much of a runner myself yet. I admired her from the sidelines as she collected colorful race bibs that she hung on the refrigerator and scrapbooked as we had our childhood trips around New England. She filled my teenage years with powerful displays of just how much can be gained from pushing our limits and redefining what we can do.

When she toed the line at the Vermont City Marathon in 2004 for her first 26.2-mile run, I was nineteen years old and in awe of what my mother was doing with running. I chased her around the course to cheer her on all morning. She bounced through the neighborhoods and lakefront paths of Burlington with a huge grin on her face. My voice was scratched raw from yelling so hard, and my fingers were blistered from ringing a cowbell for over four hours as she ran a marathon around the biggest city in Vermont.

When she took her final steps toward the rainbow of ribbons lining the finish, I jumped and cried like a high school cheerleader, overwhelmed with excitement for my mom.

I ran through the crowds to congratulate her. She emerged through the chaos of the finish, sporting a medal with the Vermont City Marathon logo. That same giddy smile stretched across her face. Her joy shone through the 26.2 miles of fatigue.

“You’re a marathoner!” I cried, as I jumped and threw my arms around her.

I had never felt so proud of my mom.

It was impossible to walk away from watching her finish her first marathon as a fifty-year-old woman and not feel wildly inspired to run one myself

So, a few years later, I did just that.

“I’m going to run a marathon, just like you!” I announced, as I walked into the kitchen of my parents’ house during a break from my last semester of college.

“Which one?” she fired back. Excitement buzzed through her question. Her eyes lit up. She was still wearing a pink running shirt and long black shorts from her morning miles. I knew she was going to run that marathon with me as soon as I told her my plan.

She was on her fourth marathon by the time we flew to DC at the end of October 2007 so we could run the Marine Corps Marathon together. Or rather, run at the same time. We didn’t actually run a single mile together as she proceeded to cruise ahead and beat me by twenty minutes, while I discovered just how hard it is to finish a marathon.

I was jittery with nerves at the start, bouncing up and down in the crowd of 30,000 runners. But it grounded me to stand beside my mother, thinking about how she’d done this three times before. I remembered the woman who could barely walk a mile, who now had her fourth marathon bib pinned to her shirt.

“You’re going to run a marathon today, Emily,” she said, as she squeezed my hand during the final minute before we took off.

The first few miles were a breeze, and I ran way faster than I should have, just like my mom warned me not to do. And then my legs flooded with fatigue as I ran past the Lincoln Memorial and the Washington Monument during the second half of the race. Each mile got harder and it started to feel impossible that I’d find enough in me to make it all the way to the finish line.

As lead pulsed through my limbs, I thought about my mom—going from walking a mile to running four marathons—and I pushed through the exhaustion. I found the hidden gear of strength that my mother promised I could. And I kept going right past the Jefferson Memorial and across the Potomac River. I made it all the way to the final monument, where a gauntlet of Marines cheered me through my last very tired steps into the finish line chute.

When I found my mother through the crowd, I was wearing my own marathon medal, that same giddy smile now on my face. I was in disbelief and awe that I’d finished something that had seemed impossible for so many steps of the race. That I’d done the thing my mom had inspired me to try.

Her smile stretched across her salt-crusted face, beaming with motherly pride and excitement that we now shared this thing that had become so important to her. She wrapped me and my foil heat sheet in a big hug.

“I’m so happy we did this,” she said.

“I’m so happy you inspired me to,” I told her, and let my tired face fall to her shoulder.

It was that 26.2-mile tour of the nation’s capital that hooked me on the sport. After that first marathon, I followed in my mother’s footsteps and eagerly tackled the increasingly tough goals that running offers.

I loved asking myself, “Can I actually do this very hard thing?” as I chased both progressively tougher speeds and distances—through running marathons, then faster marathons, then long-distance trail races and runs, double crossings of the Grand Canyon, and colossal loops around the biggest volcanos in the Pacific Northwest.

Now I was running my fifth 100-miler through the mountains around Easton, while my mom was going through cancer treatment back in Vermont.

And while I was climbing my way to the top of the Cascade Crest course, I recognized that I was no longer chasing that exciting uncertainty or fear that had drawn me into the sport in the first place and had defined so many of the goals that’d kept me hooked on long-distance running for years. I was no longer pushing myself like my mother had done since I was a teenager.

And I realized that I hadn’t been for a while. I gazed out at the endless layers of ridgelines on the horizon and couldn’t remember the last time I’d started a run doubting whether I could finish it. As I marched up the long climb to the top of Thorp Mountain, I thought about how much I missed that feeling.

When I’d walked to the start that morning, under a soft August sky, I wasn’t afraid of the race. I didn’t have 173 questions sprinting through my head like a stock exchange ticker tape. My palms weren’t clammy with a nervous sweat. I wasn’t spending much mental energy wondering whether I could get to the finish. I knew I could. And I didn’t love how confident I’d become about the running goal before me. I didn’t love the ease that washed over me as I started running that morning. I didn’t love that I didn’t see my mother in myself that day.

In the meantime, while I’d been getting entirely too comfortable with everything I did in my running shoes, my mother kept pursuing big and brave things with the reliability of rain in Oregon. She was still running, but she’d also learned how to swim so she could do her first triathlon at the age of sixty. She jumped out of a plane that same year to celebrate her birthday. She had a beaming smile glued to her face for all 10,000 feet of falling through the wide-open sky. She started biking more and would regularly ride seventy-plus miles for a casual weekday tour of New England foliage. And, most impressively, she continued living in a wholehearted, brave, and truly joyful way through a grim cancer diagnosis.

She refused to let the darkness of cancer completely define her life. She road-tripped to Maine with her girlfriends to attend some Podunk diner’s Bald Thursday after she lost her hair from chemotherapy. She went on a sunset lighthouse tour and ate a lobster roll on the beach after finding out that her first round of chemotherapy didn’t work. And she actively chased happy days through all of the hardest stretches of her life-threatening cancer.

While I was scaling that trail up Thorp Mountain in the back half of Cascade Crest, my mom was gearing up to start her first clinical trial in Boston—and I realized just how much I was missing that fear and boldness of my earlier running pursuits. And just how much my mother made me want to chase bigger and braver things.

I started to think about the disappointing gap that existed between what I was doing and the kinds of goals she set. And the way she lived. That gap felt as large as the mountains that swallowed the 100-mile course through the Washington Cascades.

My mom had inspired me to start running—and I could feel that fire she stoked reigniting. Especially as she was within months of the end of her life and still doing everything she could to lead a brave and wholehearted existence. As I kept running toward the finish line, I realized I wanted to attempt a challenge that was bigger and bolder. I wanted to run something that would terrify me in the most exciting way. I wanted to chase a goal that would unleash that army of butterflies. I wanted to be more like my mom.



My brother was now telling my mother all of the things he wanted to do to celebrate her. Bike rides on her birthday. Tours of the covered bridges in Vermont. He told her how great she would be as a grandmother. How he couldn’t imagine not seeing her with the kids he might have someday. He looked at her with the bright blue eyes that matched hers. Her eyes still sealed shut.

I sat there listening, mulling my own last gasps of love and the final promises I wanted to share with my mom.

I stroked the back of her hand with my thumb—letting the rhythm of our touch fill the silence.

I took deep breaths to brace myself for the challenge of speaking to my mother for one of the final times. I felt every word catch in my throat—afraid of what releasing them acknowledged.

I was never going to be ready to say goodbye to her.

No words could capture my fierce love for my mother. No words could convey how scared I was to know a world without her. No words could change the irreversible nightmare that was hurtling toward us.

No words would ever feel like enough. But we kept talking to her anyway. No matter how little I wanted to accept the cruel fate we were facing, I knew I would regret not saying a goodbye that reflected the love between us.

I told her I loved her. I took another deep breath.

“I’m going to miss you so much, Mom.” Each word felt like it was falling off a cliff. “I don’t know how to keep living without you.”

And then I leaned down and told her I was going to do something big and brave for her this year. Just like she’d inspired me to do when I started running. And will always inspire me to do.

“I’m going to run across Oregon on the Pacific Crest Trail—to celebrate the bravest woman I’ve ever known,” I whispered.

Saying the words out loud triggered the panic I knew they would. I swallowed through the lump in my throat and squeezed back tears so I could keep looking at her face. I didn’t want to lose a second with her.

No goodbye to my mom would ever feel like enough. No goodbye could ever make any of this feel okay. But there was a little glimmer of peace in letting her know I will always find ways to remember her. And to hold her close.

And then I told her I loved her. Again and again.

I choose to believe that she heard everything I said.
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One RUNNING NORTH


AUGUST 1, 2020

DAY ONE—CALIFORNIA BORDER TO KENO ACCESS ROAD

62.8 MILES, 8,947 FEET OF CLIMBING






Mile 1, Siskiyou Mountains


I start running to the Gorge beneath a charcoal sky. The Oregon Pacific Crest Trail (PCT) will carry me 460 miles from the dry hills that rise above the California border to the dramatic Columbia River Gorge, where the massive Columbia River unfurls through a deep canyon and carves a border between Oregon and Washington.

The early morning wraps me in crisp air as I try to settle into a pace that I can sustain for the next 460 miles.

As that number floats into my head, I feel a rush of fear wash over me. That is a stupid amount of miles, I think. I’ve never run more than 100 miles in one go in my life. What the hell am I trying to do out here? How do I cover the entirety of Oregon on foot? That is definitely not something I know how to do. That is definitely not something I know I can do. I might as well have decided I would learn to fly so I could hitch an afternoon breeze to Alaska.

“Don’t think about the number of miles!” I scold myself, actually vocalizing my internal monologue to the dark trail. “One step at a time, Emily.”

I can’t shake the monstrous number from my head, but my feet obey and keep churning forward with a metronomic rhythm. As the ground ticks by beneath my legs, I start to settle into a steady stride. I draw in deep breaths of the cool dawn air and try to shed some nerves as I run.

The sky is waking up on the eastern horizon, tickling the edge of the mountains with a tangerine glow. The silhouettes of the cedars that line the trail shift into focus as I dart between flower-flooded meadows and sparse forests.

“What a gorgeous morning,” my boyfriend, Ian, calls from behind me. He is pacing me through the first few miles of the run to save me from starting in the dark by myself. It’s not the dark I mind so much as the mountain lions that roam the forests during the dim bookends of the day. His presence makes me feel safer as I run through their hunting ground, scanning the shadows for glowing eyes.

I take another deep breath and savor the soft sky and the rolling hills, letting the serene wilderness ground me in the moment.

“It really is beautiful,” I say.

It feels right to start the run with Ian—he’d been such a huge part of the planning and preparation for this run. And I’d needed the help. The logistics of running across an entire state were nearly as daunting as the run itself—the maps, the mileage, the crew stops, the sleep spots, the water sources, the food, the gear, the pacers, the plans B through Z. There was so much to map out, and planning is not my forte. I would take 460 miles of running over logistics any day. But it’s hard to run across an entire state without a list or two, so I begrudgingly compiled a few spreadsheets and lists to feel ready for this run. Or, at least to feel as ready as possible when venturing into a trek full of so many unknowns.

I remember when I first became aware that this run was a thing that people did. It was back in 2013, when Brian Donnelly, an elite trail runner from Portland, set a speed record on the stretch of the PCT that travels across the entire state of Oregon. I stumbled upon his run report on the internet and devoured it, lingering on every detail of his seven days, twenty-two hours, and thirty-seven minutes of running, the fastest anyone had ever traveled Oregon’s PCT. In the trail-running world, we label record-setting runs like Brian’s as Fastest Known Times—or FKTs, which is exactly what it sounds like. These are not races in the usual sense, but rather when someone—sometimes alone, sometimes with a support crew—travels a stretch of trail faster than anyone else has done. Runners have chased FKTs on iconic trails all over the country and the world—from the Grand Canyon to the Appalachian Trail to the PCT.

It was such a cool idea for a run, I thought, as I read Brian’s report. To cover all of Oregon on foot. To embark on a slow-cooked tour of its most stunning landmarks—Crater Lake, Mount Hood, the dramatic arc of the Cascade volcanos. Moving past each of these mammoth geological footprints one step at a time. As I read Brian’s recap, I imagined doing it myself someday. But then I did the math on how many miles he ran each day, which averaged 57.5, and laughed at my foolish fantasy. It was too big for me. Even trying to do it in twice the time he took would be a ginormous undertaking, demanding more than a marathon a day for over two weeks.

And now I was out here, seven years later, trying to beat Brian’s time.

I was a different runner now than I was seven years ago, for sure. I’d run five 100-milers and plenty of big, self-supported adventure runs in that time. To cover so many miles in a day felt slightly more achievable. But this goal was still more than a little outlandish—especially going for the overall record—trying to beat the men’s mark alongside that of the women. Plenty of competitive men had tried to beat Brian’s time. Who did I think I was, going for it myself?

“I think this is a record that can be won with grit,” I’d told a friend a few weeks ago. “And I’ve got grit for days. Hopefully for eight of them.”

I’ve never been an athletic all-star with standout results, but I’ve loved to push myself through sport since I can remember. I was always the kid on the swim team who’d get the “most tenacious” award at the end of the season, a nod to how hard I’d fight for my goals, even if they weren’t the flashiest times or places. One of my favorite swim practices was when my coach, Peter, would have us do a set of fast intervals and just when we thought we’d finished the last one, he’d announce we had one more to go, and he wanted it to be our fastest one yet. I loved scraping the bottom of my barrel of strength and realizing I had a little more to give. I’ve found that this trait goes far in long-distance trail running, when your mind needs to convince your body that it can keep going through the inevitable discomfort and fatigue. I know my grittiness will be one of my greatest attributes during this run, when I’ll need my mental strength as much as my physical fitness.

Running across Oregon at any pace would be an incredible feat. But I’d known I wanted to go for the record as soon as I decided to do this run for my mom. I wanted to do something bold enough to scare me, big enough that it would push me to the brink of my limits, uncertain enough that I’d have to risk failure. Just like she did all the time.

At first, I was targeting the women’s mark, which is a couple of days slower than Brian’s. But as I started mapping out each day of mileage, I found myself drafting a schedule that would put me in a position to beat the men’s time as well. As if my subconscious had landed on an even more ambitious goal and didn’t feel the need to consult me before committing us both to it. And I went along with it. Allowing the mileage column on my spreadsheet to populate with brazen numbers: sixty today, seventy tomorrow, sixty most every day after that—all the way to Washington.

My grief has been a strange thing. Some days it wrestles me to the ground and pins me down with so much force that I can’t move from my bedroom floor. And other days it drives me to run up and down mountains. To sprint until my lungs are on fire. And to map out the most ambitious run of my life.

This goal to run across Oregon, and to do it for my mom, has been one of the only things that could get me out the door on some of the hardest days since her death. And when running helps me move through grief, it’s hard not to feel like my mom is right there with me, helping me through the pain of losing her.

My plan is to get to the Columbia River Gorge at the other end of the state by next Saturday night—less than eight days from now, so I can compete with Brian’s record.

Eight days of running is the next number that lodges itself in my brain as I keep jogging beneath a pastel sky. I am on an open ridgeline and the horizon is a layer cake of mountains: the Trinity Alps, Mount Shasta, the Siskiyous.
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