A First Marathon

By Christopher Wilson


I really wasn’t sure what to say when Hans Jaeger asked in May what my goals in running were (I had just taken up running again five months earlier, after a 10-year hiatus) and for some reason I blurted out, “I’d like to run a marathon.” Hans’ response was immediate: “Well, stick with us (The Trail Group) and we’ll train you up to it.” By August, I still had doubts -doubts which can be best exemplified by my asking Ken whether I could switch to the 5K if I had signed up for the half-marathon. The response was just as immediate -- a disdainful scowl of disgust. 


Anyway, after months of training, eating an “Anti-Atkins” diet, and running with the guys who could “train me up,” I arrived at Houston’s marathon start line on a chilly January morning. The thing that I remember most and what amazed me most was the emotion. When the two fighter jets soared overhead, I actually felt the tears start to well up in my eyes. Then, the gun went off, I walked the four minutes to the start line, and I hit my stopwatch. A hundred yards out, I again looked up into the sky as the emotion got to me once more. I thought, “I’m actually doing this.” 


Weeks before, after the half-marathon, I decided on a goal of a sub-4-hour marathon. Of course, I was warned by everybody that the second half would be harder than the first. And when I hit the first mile marker and the official yelled out the time: 14:40, I knew that a sub-4 was shot. But what the heck, I was still out there and I always believed that the true goal of an endurance run was to endure, and doesn’t that mean to just finish? The strategy was to catch Hans. He always finishes. I knew that once I reached him, he’d talk me through it, and it’d be a “lock.” 


I never did see Hans. I figured he must be running like a bat out of hell, so I kept on going. The crowds were great; and the whole route was lined with spectators who kept yelling, “Go, Sam Houston!” “Go Bearkats!” (I was wearing a singlet borrowed from the SHSU track department) and I was invigorated. 


By mile 6, that welling up of emotion was gone and I no longer feared breaking down and crying in the middle of the street, and geez, I realized that with each mile, the pace per mile was dropping, not by much, but little by little, and I had to believe I was getting better. 


At mile 8, the thought crossed my mind, “Where’s the ‘wall?’”  Mile 13.1, and my thought was, “Wow, I’m half-way there, but where’s the ‘wall?’”  Then I hit mile 19. I felt good, but wasn’t this supposed to be where I hit “the wall”? A half-mile later, going under an overpass and coming up a hill (I really had no idea where I was at any time during the entire race), I saw the sign: “Congratulations Corinna -- you made it through The Wall.” Oh, crap, here comes that emotion again. 


At mile 20, I looked at the woman running next to me and quipped, “You know, it’s only a 10K from here and we do that all the time.”   At mile 23: a race official yelled to the pack, “You can beat 4 hours!” I asked myself, “Is this actually do-able?”  At mile 25, I was tired. My legs hurt, my hip hurt. At each cross-street, the wind pummeled me.  Then, at 26, I thought, Wow, I am going to make it. I’m actually going to have run a marathon! I won’t beat 4 hours, but I’ve endured!


Coming up to the last turn, it took me a few seconds to realize what the large red “13” meant, and then I knew: a mile marker for the half, and in just a tenth of a mile I’ll have done the whole. I made the turn and started down the chute. I couldn’t believe it. The bleachers were jammed with spectators. Half-way down the runway, the crowd went into a frenzy of cheers. Man, I must look good! Then I looked at the crowd and every face was looking behind me. I turned my head and saw the UPS guy “smoking” me. Can I beat him? No, what I would use to beat him with I left at mile 22. But I am going to finish.  Then the end! What’s the clock say? 4:03:10. 


I crossed the line, I had done it. I had run a marathon. Not a sub-4-hour marathon, but I had finished. I had run the race.  Wait, turn off your stopwatch. I did, and looked. Two weeks later, the time is still there, I just checked: 3:59:20.46. 


I stood at the finish line for a second; my wife was screaming to me from the bleachers, but there was no input from the environment. I heard nothing. I just looked up into the sky and felt the tears starting to well up again.  It was incredible. There is no feeling like it in the world.


I picked up my finisher’s medal and shirt and walked out of the convention center. Nancy was there; she gave me a big hug. Lousy emotion. As I sat on the sidewalk putting on a pair of sweatpants, the thought crossed my mind: Only four weeks’til Austin. 

