
Big Sister Pacing Little Brother

“Marathon shmarathon,” I e-mailed to my friends when I first read about TATUR’s Midnight Madness.  “Let’s run 50 miles!”  It wasn’t meant to be, however.  Suffering from knee injuries, I decided to take it easy over the summer to heal for the Chicago marathon in October.

When my brother Glenn said he was running it, I asked if he would let me pace him.  “Sure,” he said, “but don’t expect me to answer if you talk.”  I thought it would be a great opportunity for me to get in a Saturday long run, and we could have some brother-sister bonding time.  Our mom’s admonition:  “No fighting on the course!”

I heard the rain at 10 p.m. race night.  Oh, no.  Nighttime, west side trail construction, and rain?  It was going to be a long night and morning for the racers and volunteers.  

I attended the prerace meeting at 11:50 p.m.  My stomach was as nervous as if I were actually running the entire 50 miles.  The rain had stopped by then.  You could feel the excitement in the air.  People were laughing, telling stories, checking headlamps.  The atmosphere was contagious.

The air horn sounded and off went the runners.  One stumbled and fell not 50 feet after the start line.  Not a good beginning.  I left to get my four hours of sleep.

Well, make that three hours.  I was too nervous to sleep.  What if I can’t keep up with Glenn?  He is a faster runner than me.  I had joked in the preceding weeks that he may end up pacing me.  I didn’t want to let him down.

I was at the start line by 5 a.m. to run with G on his fourth and fifth loops, the last 20 miles.  While I was waiting, a runner ran in and wrapped gray duct tape around his calf.  Shin splint?  Cramp?  “I’m from Oklahoma, and I’m in the military,” he replied when people told him it’s going to hurt when he pulled it off.    My friend Michael ran in from his third loop.  “This is getting less fun,” he said with a big enthusiastic grin on his face.

My stomach dropped at 6:20 when I saw Glenn running in with Kathy Hoover and Arnold Begay.  My first thought:  These guys are fast; I can’t keep up for 20 miles.  I was disappointed I wouldn’t be going.  But G said they were walking and running a 10:30 pace, and that’s doable for me.  And while these experienced runners didn’t need a pacer, I went anyway.  Kathy, Glenn, and I headed onto the trail.  Arnold was nowhere to be found.

We ran south and passed runners going the opposite direction, giving and receiving encouragement.  I liked the “even numbered loops run clockwise and odd numbered loops run counterclockwise” strategy.  The camaraderie was great.  

Kathy and G had ran 30+ miles by this point, so we were walking the hills.  I was trying to not run in front of Glenn, as he previously instructed me not to do.

Egg yolk and shells littered the 71st Street bridge.  Surely the runners hadn’t been the targets.

Comments of “Ooh,” “Oh, my quads” and “#%(&*” were muttered as we started down Turkey Mountain.  Kathy and G pointed out the caves along the way.  We saw twice a bird that I have never seen the likes of before.  It was a beautiful bluish-green color.  The west side trail between the lower parking lot and I-44 is my favorite place to run.  

At one point on the west side, we looked across the river and saw the white tent at 41st Street.  So close yet so far.  Glenn said he’d swim across to it, but he was so tired, he’d drown.

On the east side, between the pedestrian bridge and aid station, we played the light pole game:  run two, walk one.  It’s amazing what mind games you play with yourself to get you to your destination.

At the aid station, I quickly grabbed a powdered doughnut and refilled my water bottle.  Kathy, G, and I took off as Arnold was coming in.  One loop to go.

It began sprinkling.  Counterclockwise is the harder way, they said.  Coming toward us, Dawn was pacing Lyle and Charise.  I was hoping Lyle’s knees were feeling okay.

On the west side, we’re running south into the rain and wind.  Kathy’s glasses were speckled with raindrops.  I tried to listen to my iPod to get my mind off the fact that I was cold, but the ear bud wouldn’t stay in my wet ear.  

We crossed the railroad tracks and continued the gradual ascent to the Turkey Mountain aid station.  Did I really write earlier this part of the trail was my favorite?  I should have said it is my favorite going the downhill way.

In the distance, I saw Susan and Caroline, the Warrior Women.  “Let’s go, Team Canute,” Susan could barely say to Glenn as they neared us.  They were exhausted but still wearing their smiles.

A short time later, Simone and Roman were running toward us.  We were all drenched and gave “good job”s and “way to go”s as we kept making progress.

“I peed!”  After experiencing some dehydration issues, Glenn was ecstatic as he walked out of the Turkey Mountain bathroom.  No dilly-dallying at the aid station.  I was impressed by how quickly G and Kathy refueled and returned to the trail.

We spotted the Wendy’s billboard at 71st and Elwood featuring the Baconator.  Did anyone else talk as much as we did about that giant hamburger?  We were hungry for “real food.”  Had the billboard been at ground level, I’m sure G would have ran over and licked it.

We were quiet as we ran down 71st Street and turned left onto the newly paved trail.  Runners not participating in the race and bikers riding along the trail were giving Kathy and Glenn words of encouragement.  It was an honor to be in their company.

Less than a mile to the finish and Kathy tells G to go on.  I was able to hang with him for only a few steps as he motored to an 8:30 pace.  Where did that speed come from?!  The dude was close to running 50 miles!  I ran as fast as I could, not wanting to miss him crossing the finish line, but the distance grew between us.  

I saw the River Parks playground equipment and then heard the cheers.  He had crossed, and while I wasn’t there, I smiled at his huge accomplishment:  His longest run to date.  I was very proud of him.  

It was pouring rain at the finish line, but the runners didn’t notice.  There were high fives, more stories, cold tub soaking.  Mom was there taking pictures.  A runner walked up to the timing crew and withdrew after loop four.  She had been hit earlier that morning by an egg thrown from a vehicle and was too bruised and sore to keep going.  Another runner crossed the finish line, dropped to the ground, and started doing push-ups.

Pacing my little brother as he ran the Midnight Madness was the highlight of my running life.  I’m trying to talk him into running a 100-miler in the near future.  He jokingly asked if I’d pace him.  Absolutely!


