
The Longest Race Recap, Ever 
 

I was approaching my second marathon, hopeful for a Boston Qualifying time, and after a solid 
few months of training, I found myself with a case of the taper crazies. Three days before the marathon, 
nervous energy engulfed me, the result of a physically much needed week of decreased activity that 
catalyzed an uptick in mental acuity. The resulting swan dive into my inner self and its deeply hoarded 
irrational fears, anger, shame, and self-doubt nearly put me over the edge. One night, after appreciating a 
deep sleep for a few hours, I awoke at 1 AM to strip off a sweatshirt and then lay, tossing and turning, 
until I capitulated shortly before 3 AM to my growling stomach and restless legs, and wandered down to 
the kitchen. After a snack, a long exchange of text messages with my friend who lives in Europe (thank 
you, time change), and another glass of water, I deposited myself in the little daybed over the stairs, 
where I soothed myself with reruns of HBO’s hit show Mad Men, and may or may not have entered 
myself into a mini essay contest (the brain fires with odd logic at that hour of the night, and the memory is 
ever doubtful). 

After about an hour of gazing, mesmerized, at the pixelated versions of the characters moving 
across my small screen and marveling, as ever, at their terrible flaws and insecurities that never fail to 
spark my empathy, I slid into a thick slumber, my face pressed awkwardly into a camping pillow. I 
dreamed strange, feverish dreams - that I was lost somewhere in a flooded city, that my boyfriend was 
actually some strange hybrid between himself and another boy I’d known before, that I was trying to run 
along a wet pier and kept slipping, wearing the wrong shoes which, anyway, were wet. When my alarm 
buzzed at me at 5 AM, my intentional early wake up call to practice for race day, I snoozed it - still 
trapped in the heady slumber of the wee hours, odd brain activity likely spurred by the odd hour of my 
snack. I drifted until a little after 6, and then got dressed (my boyfriend still sleeping, lost beneath a pile of 
fuzzy blankets), downed a bit of oatmeal, and prepared for a short, easy run. 

The day before the marathon, I dragged myself out of bed at 5 AM, trying to prepare for 
tomorrow’s early wake up call. Even though the past four years of my life involved early mornings, I 
have a small terror that I’ll sleep through my alarm on race day and miss the race entirely. My sleep 
improved dramatically in the few days following my early morning Mad Men binge, for no clear reason, 
and after watching nearly all of an inspirational swimming documentary last night (I’ll admit to sleeping 
through a few parts), I drifted off into a deep sleep. 

The exciting thing about having a time goal is the obvious - it’s something to work for, it’s a 
challenge, it motivates and organizes the training. The downfall of having a time goal is that it can result 
in a significant increase in expectations, self-imposed pressure, and anxiety before the race. However, 
after a few long months of training, a good foam roller, and a significant amount of oatmeal and rice 
consumed in the days leading up to the event, I felt about as prepared as I could be.  

I’m by no means an extreme athlete. Compared to the ultra runners, high level alpine skiers and 
snowboarders, open water swimmers, rock climbers, and the rest of that cohort, twenty six miles through 
a city is a drop in the bucket. But reading about some of these athletes and the benefits they receive from 
their sport, from requiring themselves to go beyond the sphere of comfortable exertion, to experiencing 
pain and connecting with their environments in an intense and palpable way, resonates on some level with 
my own running.  

When I think about the impending day of the Vermont City Marathon, I also think about all the 
days I spent preparing for it. Hot nights in Florida looping around the rubbery track, humid mornings 
where I felt like I was sweating out of every pore, my nose, and my eyeballs, running from the dark hours 



into the light. Hills turning green in the misty springtime of New York’s Hudson Valley, and cold, rainy 
runs in Vermont. After all of the happiness running and training gave me over the past few months, I 
know I am ready to go through some pain - but by choice. If I’m extremely sore afterwards, I will know I 
adequately pushed myself just to the edge of my own abilities.  

On race day I wake up feeling fine, only to double over in a wave of nausea from what feels like a 
contracting cramp in my lower abdomen. Trying to clean out the french press for coffee, I staggered onto 
the porch, where my legs gave out and small orbs of light swam behind my eyelids. I make it back inside 
and lie down in a fetal position, my back pressed up against the glass door, breathing heavily. What is 
happening? I haven’t experienced pain like this in a long time, if ever, and I’m overcome with sudden 
panic that I won’t make it to the race. The clock on the toaster oven blinks 5:15, which means I need to 
eat in the next fifteen minutes and get dressed in the next 20 minutes, both of which seem impossible 
since at present, I can’t bring myself to stand up.  

When Justin comes downstairs I’m in a child’s pose on the floor, cursing, and he dutifully makes 
me some oatmeal and finishes pouring the coffee.  

“I don’t think I can run,” I manage to eke out. “I’m going to try some medication.”  
“Are you sure that’s a good idea?” He knows I haven’t taken an Advil in months. 
“I. Have. To.” I crawl up the stairs to my closet and slam two ibuprofen. My ovaries feel like 

they’re exploding at this point, and even though I’ve never struggled with period cramps before, I’m 
guessing this is what bad ones feel like. I make it back to the kitchen, the effort of which lands me back 
on the floor, curled up. I peek up at the clock. 5:25. Between waves of pain, I haul myself up to the 
kitchen bar, where I down some oatmeal. Some of the seizing in my lower belly is starting to abate, which 
is a relief, but I’m pretty sure these are more than just your typical nervous butterflies. I get breakfast 
down, and am able to stand upright to dress. Justin grabs his bag, the course map, and our thermoses of 
coffee, and we’re off. The painkillers start to kick in and suddenly, I feel like myself again. I can sit and 
stand upright and walk!  

Vermont’s late spring beauty is out in full force. As we drive, early morning mist blankets the 
bright green hillsides, and the gentle dawn light catches on the green shards of grass in the dewy fields. 
The farmers’ freshly turned soil looks rich and moist, thick dark brown furrows in neat little rows. I check 
the course map, make sure I have my nutrition gels and gear check bag. I feel better now, excited - and 
just relieved that my stomach pains are gone.  

In downtown Burlington, hundreds of runners are walking and jogging from their cars or hotel 
rooms towards the Battery Park start line, decked out in an array of shorts, leggings, singlets, and 
compression socks, some with CamelBak water bags or waistbands stocked with bottles and gels, some 
wearing shirts with slogans or club names, some with family, some without. We join the pack headed for 
the start corral and Justin takes my gels and gear check bag from me so I can loosen up as we walk. I 
swing my arms, skip side to side, open my hips. I can feel the excitement hitting now, building through 
my veins. The sun is shining, I don’t have a stomachache, and it looks like a beautiful morning for a race. 

The starting area at Battery Park is jam packed. Runners clutching gear bags packed with their 
warm ups, post race fluids, and cell phones line up at the checkpoint, while others stream out in long 
queues for the port-o-lets positioned in long blocks on either side of the amphitheater space overlooking 
Lake Champlain. Other runners cluster at the start corral, and spectators mill about, holding coffee cups 
and chewing on bagels. 

“Could I grab that gear check bag please?” Justin sticks his hands into his pockets, and then 
pauses. 



“Um?” 
“Yeah?” 
“I didn’t give that back to you already, did I?” 
Second crisis of the morning. Gear check bag and gels gone. The former unnecessary, the latter 

very necessary. We both think fast. 
“I’ll start retracing our steps towards the car, if you want to hang here.” 
“I’ll come with you. It’s not a big deal - I have some extra gels in the car, worst comes to worst.” 

We take off in the direction of the parking garage, the only two people moving against the flow of traffic 
towards Battery Park as it nears 6:30. By the time we reach the garage, we’ve had no luck with the bag so 
Justin leaves me to stretch out on the sidewalk while he runs up the stairs to the car. He also comes back 
with my phone, which of course I’d left in the car - and of course, someone had called me to tell me she 
had my gear bag, which had my phone number neatly printed on it, and my gels. I call her back and we 
trek back towards the park with the remaining runners. I’m relieved to have my gels back, but 
increasingly nervous about making it to the start in time to find this lady, the angel of the gels, and find 
my way to a bathroom before the start gun fires. 

Battery Park is packed with runners and spectators at 6:40, and the sky is a beautiful blue, early 
morning fog hovering over the lake, the grass still dewy. Preliminary announcements begin and I queue 
up for the bathroom, only to hear the loudspeaker abandon its thank yous, start corral information, and 
general pre race pleasantries to suddenly crackle with the following announcement: “runners, please 
evacuate Battery Park. Weather delay. Please evacuate the park immediately and proceed to the parking 
garages on Battery St and Cherry St. Weather delay. We will notify you of the adjusted start time.” 

Was this some sort of pre race prank? I gazed up at the sky, still cloudless, and then over my 
shoulder at the thousands of people streaming out of the park. Apparently, it wasn’t a joke, but I was not 
about to give up my spot in the bathroom line. Eventually, Justin and I headed across the street to convene 
with some friends to wait out the mystery storm, which eventually rolled through with fifteen minutes of 
rain, during which we hunkered down on someone’s porch. Forty five minutes after 7, the gun fired and 
the race began, wet pavement shining in the sun, hordes of runners barreling up Pine St for the first half 
mile.  

After the first three miles, my nerves start to settle and I begin to enjoy myself, reveling in the 
pure joy of running when you feel good, a combination I credit to the incredible amounts of carbohydrates 
I consumed in the preceding forty eight hours, months of consistent training, and a hefty shot of race day 
adrenaline. The ibuprofen couldn’t have hurt either. Somewhere around mile 6 I thought to myself, I’ve 
never done crack, but I think this is what it feels like.  

The fans lining the street holding cardboard signs, the local bands playing music ranging from 
marching band classics to Brazilian drums, and the crush of other red faced, rhythmic runners buoyed me 
forward. The soft spring air, cherry blossoms, and stunning views of Lake Champlain commingling with 
the Burlington buildings - brick, wood, apartment, house, porch overflowing with marathon tailgaters - 
added to the palpable energy. Periodically, I would remember my crippling cramps of the morning, and 
feel a flush of gratitude to be outside, running, surrounded by other runners, enjoying something we 
loved. 

I felt strong for most of the race, and ticked along steadily at or above my goal pace until about 
mile 20, when I began gradually turning up the ignition. At this point, I had hooked up with a young man 
doing the five leg relay, and paced with him at a steady 7:20 clip until he reached his relay switch point 
around mile 21. He assured me that I would catch a short downhill to lead me onto the bike path, and 



from there, it was smooth sailing along Lake Champlain for the last four and a half miles. Seasoned 
runners and coaches often say that the first twenty miles of a marathon, if managed intelligently, can go 
just about as you’ve trained, and the last six miles are where anything can happen. Having completed only 
one marathon before, in the fall, and witnessing hordes of runners in the last six miles breaking to a walk 
or a slow, crawling jog, I knew this was a true statement, and even as I doggedly pushed on around 7:15 
per mile, my legs were starting to feel heavy and the miles weren’t flying by as they had earlier. The 
crush of runners from earlier in the race was thinning out, and I paced myself after various people ahead 
of me, some of whom I passed as they ultimately bonked.  

Crowds alongside the bike path offered cheers of support, popsicles, and cups of water. “You’re 
almost there!” They cried. “Looking strong!” I was grateful for their encouragement, but at this point in 
the game, I wanted to yell back, “I don’t care how I look! Just tell me I’m still on track to qualify for 
Boston!” By calculating on my watch, I knew I would most likely make the cutoff, but I had end of race 
anxiety regardless and was seeking some positive reinforcement. Of course, I said nothing and just kept 
running.  

When I finally did round the curve to the finish line and barreled over the rubberized timing strip, 
three hours, seventeen minutes, and twenty two seconds had passed since the start, and I was well within 
the three and a half hour cutoff for the Boston Athletics Association. A photo taken of me afterwards 
reveals my shock, excitement, and runner’s high - I am giving a thumbs up, smiling maniacally, and look 
surprised, as if I’m witnessing something in the distance that I can’t believe is actually happening. After 
dreaming about a Boston qualifying marathon time for months, I was in disbelief that the dream had come 
true.  

The next week I learned that post marathon blues are a real thing. My leg muscles are sore, 
especially my quadriceps and calves, and my shoulder blades hurt from vigorously pumping my arms, but 
the real victims are my toes, which are blistered, tender, and in some cases, pitch black. There will 
definitely be no foot modeling in my future. The morning after, I hobbled around the house, trying to 
enjoy the down time, but mainly felt antsy. The following Wednesday, I started a new job, which kept me 
mentally occupied, but by Sunday, when I can jog up and down the stairs without pain, I’m anxious to get 
back on the road and log three ridiculously slow, blissful miles out on the dirt road behind my house.  

It’s a painful state of being, when the mind is more recovered than the body, and the week after, 
I’m high strung and energetic, eager to hike, run, and cover ground, only to realize that my muscles still 
aren’t quite ready to go farther than five miles. I naturally speed back up after that first run, but I still feel 
like I run out of glycogen by mile four. Cooped up and stir crazy, I get on everyone’s nerves, especially 
my own, and half heartedly battle my manic tendencies. 

I’ve been lucky with running. When I was an unathletic, awkward kid, it was the only school 
sport I could remotely perform at, possessing a natural knack for it that remained as I grew into my long 
limbs and became more adventurous and outdoorsy. Though I am by no means an elite runner, I 
understood I was lucky to qualify for Boston in only my second marathon, and to complete the training 
without a major injury. In the ansty days following the race, I felt periodic surges of gratitude for my 
body, which allowed me to be relatively competitive in an activity I loved. Oddly enough, as I hobbled 
from one part of my house to the other in the days after the race, I started to appreciate my body more and 
understand its value. 

Living in Vermont felt like living in Mother Nature’s playground, and the surrounding mountains 
and trails taunted me every day, practically begging me to come hike them, run them, climb their scraggy 
walls, and play amongst their foliage. I lusted after bicycles so I could cover ground quickly and see more 



of the countryside, and daydreamed about learning how to snowboard or ski in the winter. I was gnashing 
at the bit in my still-recovering state post marathon, and dreaming about all the outdoor sports I could take 
part in gave me an odd incentive for rest: recover well, and the body will be prepared for more months of 
hard use.  

 
 


