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Funny, poignant, painful and inspiring.”
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“This book is a powerful story about
conquering the 153-mile Marathon Des Sables, one of the toughest
footraces on earth. In a reflective style, Ted discusses not just
the obstacles that he faced in the Sahara—sand dunes, rock flats,
endless valleys, and dehydration—but also the anguish and
exaltation that he experienced while preparing for the most
daunting physical challenge imaginable.
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To Ms. Bell (if I may call you that):

I would run the entire Sahara if you were
waiting on the other side.
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Preface

 


 


This is one man’s true story of competing in
the Marathon Des Sables, a 153-mile, six-stage self-sufficiency
running race through Morocco’s Sahara Desert. The week-long event
requires runners to be self-sufficient—which meant that we ran with
backpacks filled with food, clothing, a sleeping bag, and any other
luxuries that we were willing to carry. The temperatures ranged
between forty and 120 degrees, and at times we were blinded by
sandstorms. We slept on the Saharan hardpan, ate what we could, and
did our best not to dehydrate.

Every attempt has been made to accurately
recount the details of the event; however, this book is not a
journal. It is a story about friendships that were formed under the
most painful of circumstances. For this reason, simply logging each
day’s events would be hollow. My hope was to recreate some of the
feelings and emotions that were passed between haggard souls; to do
so, I have recounted, as best as I can remember, our conversations,
exasperations, moments of strength, and pleas for help. In doing
so, I acknowledge that it is impossible to claim that every
quotation is 100% accurate. Yet, while the quotes may not be exact
in every respect, I feel confident in saying that they represent
the spirit of the conversations, and in this sense, are a truthful
account of my experience.

There is no need to grab your running shoes.
You may wince, but you can enjoy the “Marathon of the Sands” from
the comfort of your couch.

 


Ted Archer


 


 


1

Pain

 


 


Tacky to the touch, the soles of my shoes had
begun to melt. Or so it seemed, but I couldn’t be sure—the heat was
so suffocating that I struggled to think. Yet another runner passed
me, and within moments the heat waves had distorted his frame so
that all I could see was a blur.

I wanted more air, but it hurt to breathe. I
needed more water, but even the action of drinking was difficult. I
put a salt tablet in my mouth, but as I tried to swallow, my gag
reflex shot it out onto the ground. As my feet shuffled along the
black, rocky terrain, my goal was simple: just keep moving. At one
point I thought to myself, I want to die. Paradoxically, this gave
me strength. I knew that I would live—despite all of the pain and
suffering—and I was determined to finish the day’s twenty-five-mile
run through the Sahara Desert. My mind was resolute, but my body
wanted to shut down.

How in the hell did I get here?

The temperature was approaching 120 degrees,
my feet were beginning to blister, I had sores on my waist from the
twenty-two-pound backpack I was carrying, and my insides were
churning. It was misery at a level that I had never before
experienced.

But there was one simple fact that I could
not dispute: I had voluntarily paid thousands of dollars to do
this.

It was the second day of the Marathon Des
Sables, affectionately known as “the world’s toughest footrace.” A
153-mile, six-stage running race through Morocco’s Sahara Desert,
this year’s edition had attracted more than 800 competitors from
thirty-two countries. I was one of the people stupid enough to have
become consumed by the mystery of the event.

That morning, race director Patrick Bauer had
stood atop his Jeep and proclaimed that the second stage was the
easiest of the event. Nearly four hours into the stage, my eyesight
disrupted by the delirium, I wanted to argue the point with him.
But he was nowhere to be found. It was my job alone to suffer and
my responsibility to succeed or fail. With only a couple of miles
remaining, I knew that I would complete the stage despite the
consuming sensation of disgust.

 


***

 


My journey had actually begun two years
earlier. In my discomfort during that second stage, I remembered it
quite well. Sitting in my air-conditioned office, I looked out my
window at the squirrels jumping from branch to branch. It was early
spring. With new foliage and improving temperatures, it had become
perfect running weather. Looking at the slits of sunlight shimmer
between the oak leaves, I was counting the minutes until I would
head out for a half-hour jog.

My computer chirped and an instant message
window popped up. A colleague from down the hall, Mike Newton, had
sent me a Website link.

“Look at these crazy people,” he wrote, with
no other explanation.

I clicked the link, opening a Webpage of
photos. They were of people I had never seen, all carrying
backpacks and wearing strange clothing. They were running, walking,
and sometimes even crawling over the most unforgiving terrain
imaginable: sand dunes, scorched salt flats, jagged boulders, and
small thorn bushes. Were it not for the obvious suffering, the
photos were beautiful; the landscapes came from paintings and
Hollywood movies.

It was a juxtaposition of beauty and
suffering that I had never seen. It was disturbing and painful, but
fascinating. It was pleasurably voyeuristic to be sitting in the
comfort of my high-backed chair while looking at people who were
struggling to survive.

Then came the pictures of the feet. Some were
taped, others blistered. Yet others had ceased to be feet except in
the strictest definition. They had swollen, turned black and
purple, been sliced, and were further disfigured from obvious
infection. And yet, despite their condition, the next photos showed
these warriors continuing, walking on nubs that any sane doctor
would have sent to the emergency room.

“Those are crazy,” I wrote back. “What in the
heck are those from?”

“I don’t really know . . . some friend sent
me the link. It’s some race in Africa somewhere.”

“Is this recent?”

“Oh yeah, it just happened,” he wrote back.
“It’s happened for years. Every year, I think. People have died
doing it.”

“Did you see these?” I asked. I sent him a
link to pictures of more mangled feet.

“Yeah, I think that I looked at all of
them.”

I clicked through to other pages and read a
few of the press releases announcing a particular stage’s results.
I then came across what looked like a child’s hand-drawn maps,
complete with a legend. The maps had little lumps and symbols,
complete with labels for “sand dune,” “salt flat,” “tree,” and
other. They were absurdly simple renderings for such a dangerous
event. Was this all that the race organizers gave these runners as
they struggled to survive in the Sahara?

“Holy cow! Did you read those press
releases?” I asked. There was no response, but I continued: “Check
out this link to the hand-drawn maps. Those things are hilarious.
Can you believe that’s all they get?”

I remained in my own little world for a few
moments, staring at photos and marveling at the insanity of the
event. I was so consumed that I failed to notice Mike’s response:
“You’re thinking of doing it, aren’t you?”

I sat and simply stared at his response. I
had only ever run three marathons and certainly had never
considered something of this scale. I was the Director of Marketing
for a Silicon Valley technology company—not some adventure racer or
outdoors freak. It made no sense, but there was no denying that I
had decided that I wanted to be one of those “crazy people.”

 


***

 


Jolted back to the realities of the Sahara, I
looked around. I wiped the sweat from my eyes and shook my head as
I could see the end of the second stage off in the distance. I
thought back to that initial conversation with Mike and felt sick
at how spontaneous the decision had been.

The entire training and preparation process
came into focus and seemed like a blur.

As I remembered packing and repacking my
backpack in the months before the race, I felt a blister pop on my
back.

As I recounted my excited conversations with
my roommate about how cool it would be, I felt the not-so-cool
straps on the front of my pack rub my chest.

I thought back to the number of times I had
excitedly explained my upcoming trip; I had become even more
animated in response to my friends’ looks of disbelief and horror.
As I shuffled along, I scolded myself for my naiveté.

I apologized to God for my hubris.

Sweat dripped from every pore but would
evaporate moments later, forming crusty salt streaks down my body.
My calves began to cramp. My left quadriceps muscle felt as though
it had been pierced by a knife. My eyesight blurred, and my back
buckled. My feet ached each time I stepped on a rock. Never before
in my life had I been so uncomfortable, so much in pain.

I was loving every minute of it.
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Amy

 


 


As I boarded the plane to Morocco, I thought
that there was a fifty percent chance that my sister would commit
suicide while I was away. Her alcoholism had progressed so rapidly
during the previous six months that none of her family members
could believe the extent to which she had ruined her life.

She had gone from being a tall, well-built,
gorgeous gal with modeling experience, a college degree, and awards
as a company’s top corporate salesperson, to a disheveled, strung
out, acne-faced alcoholic lying in a pool of her own urine.

She was twenty-five.

My brothers and I sat with her in late
February, more than six hours following her most recent binge. She
could barely put together a coherent phrase and needed assistance
just to lift her own head. With the few sensible thoughts that she
did offer, she expressed jealousy at my success, anger at my
father’s infidelity, sadness at her lack of connection to her
siblings, and regret over her fallen condition. Mostly, however,
she simply offered the rants of a madwoman: words ran together in a
near-endless exercise of free association.

I have no idea when her alcoholism began to
take over. Sure, her entire family was aware of certain youthful
indiscretions dating back to middle school. But, despite pain and
anguish stemming from our parents’ divorce, she seemed to persevere
relatively well, completing her college degree and involving
herself in a series of go-get-‘em companies. It was September 2007
when she admitted for the first time that she was an alcoholic.
Less than twenty-four hours later, she recanted, claiming that
certain members of our family were trying to control her life.

During the first few months of her
crisis—coincidentally, the first few months of my full-time
Marathon Des Sables training regiment—things appeared to stabilize.
Dissention within our family had enabled my sister to justify not
entering an inpatient facility. As loved ones are wont to do, we
all denied the gravity of her addiction. She entered an outpatient
program and succeeded in convincing our family for some time that
she was undergoing a healthy transformation.

Despite my (some would say unhealthy)
cynicism and skepticism, not even I considered the depths to which
she had fallen. In every sense, her life had become a lie and a
manipulative game. While actively working to destroy their lives,
addicts nonetheless pour incredible amounts of energy and devotion
into creating the impression that their lives are in order. The
sneaking, the cover-ups, the alternate explanations, the health
problems, the missed appointments—all are a result of the
addiction, and yet all get explained away in a complex web of
deceit.

 


***

 


As I checked my luggage with Royal Air Maroc,
I recounted the events of my sister’s life over the previous six
months: hospitalization with a near-death .4% blood alcohol level,
participation in three inpatient treatment facilities, family
members’ flights around the country to try to help her, alienation
of her boyfriend, and countless drunken stupors even while under
supervision. All the while, she had fought treatment; she wanted
nothing more than to try to return to a normal life. In her
protests to family, she recounted her life’s successes and
criticized us for questioning whether she was capable of
succeeding. It never occurred to her that she had lost herself
completely to her disease—that we were not questioning her
abilities, but rather pointing out that the person with those
characteristics no longer existed. “Get clean, or you’ll die,” we
would say. But the last elements of her capable, confident,
prideful self refused to acknowledge that alcohol was steering her
ship.

In a perverted way, I look at my sister’s
disease as being inextricably linked to the Marathon Des Sables.
That statement is absurd on its face, of course. There is no causal
link or any connection at all, except that my mind has fused the
two. The reason is a shallow one: My awareness of her disease began
as my formal training began. In the six months leading up to the
race, training and my sister were the most powerful, painful, and
dominant forces in my life. I could escape neither, for I was
powerless over my sister’s disease, and I was too obstinate to
succumb to the ever-present desire to back out of the most grueling
physical process I had ever contemplated.

Because these two forces served as my yin and
yang for the better part of a year, I increasingly ruminated on the
similarities, differences, and connections. So many days began with
phone calls to crying family members, included runs longer than a
marathon, and ended just as they had begun—with crying and pleas
and confusion aimed at righting my sister. My energies and thoughts
while dealing with either of these elements always caused me to
cycle back to the other.

It goes without saying that it takes
considerable commitment, dedication, and perseverance to train for
the Marathon Des Sables. I think that it takes similar traits to be
an alcoholic. I do not in any way want to conflate the two, but as
they have been so intertwined in my mind, I cannot help but do
so—despite the fact that the former is a positive pursuit and the
latter a life-shattering process.

Think of the sacrifice required to prepare
oneself for a 153-mile run through the most godforsaken terrain on
the planet. To a large extent, I had to put relationships on hold.
Every Saturday and Sunday, I would awake, often in darkness, and
proceed to ignore those that I love. As I planned to run the
entirety of Sacramento’s American River Bike Trail or to the top of
Black Mountain in San Jose, I had to brush aside the invitations
that I had received. I know the excuses that my girlfriend and
family members made for me.

“No, he can’t join us; he’s got a long
run.”

“I’ll leave in the middle and pick him up,
and we’ll return after he showers.”

“We’d love to, but Ted’s got to run hills
this weekend, so we won’t be in town.”

“Sure, we’d love to meet for dinner, but
could we do it a bit later? Oh, and are you okay if Ted won’t be
able to walk much?”

Good friends are resilient, patient, kind,
and understanding. I was fortunate enough to have people in my life
who did not understand my pursuit, but were nonetheless willing to
accommodate my twisted quest. Nonetheless, my avoidances did at
times strain our relationships. Friends tried to support me but at
times grew weary of my excuses: “Oh, okay. Well, it’s sort of a
once-a-year thing, but I guess we can just meet up another
time.”

My sister’s alcoholism has been a similar
string of excuses that have decimated her relationships. As I rose
to run, Amy no doubt lay in bed, passed out from a night of
drinking. Family and friends no doubt called, but she was too sick
to pick up. Her mornings, and then late mornings, and then
afternoons—all succumbed to her drinking. And, just as my friends
remained loyal despite their disappointments, Amy received
unconditional love from so many.

But after a while, friends just stopped
calling. I was fortunate enough to maintain my friendships despite
my training schedule, but I know that some invitations just stopped
arriving. People can only hear “no” so many times. My sister’s
alcoholism pushed everyone around her away. What began as a social
activity on nights and weekends became a life-consuming parasite.
Her decision to drink came with an enormous price tag: she
shattered relationships in order to appease the bottle.

In addition to sacrifice, both my pursuit and
my sister’s disease share another common element: we both had to
exhibit unwavering commitment and dedication to achieve our ends.
It would have been so much easier to stop training. I could have
slept in, participated in other social functions, and shared time
with those that I love. To sacrifice these relationships—albeit
temporarily—took an incredible amount of resolve. Through pain and
suffering, I had to conclude that an event months in the future was
worth the price that I had to pay on any particular morning. My
legs would ache, my back would hurt, and my body would have
blisters throughout—and still I would have to run, even though
every physical and emotional part of me would have preferred to
give up. My goal mattered so much to me that I sacrificed, even
against my own wishes. It required an unsurpassed level of
commitment and dedication.

My sister made the same choice.

I am not a mental health professional, and I
recognize that I will never fully comprehend the severity of
alcoholism as a disease. I fully admit that my choice to train for
the world’s toughest footrace was more of a choice than my sister’s
unrestrained binge drinking. Nonetheless, each of our experiences
required commitments with severe consequences. In her case, death
may be the ultimate price.

It is from this perspective that I marvel at
my sister’s problem. I realize the mental strength that was
required to persevere in my training toward a sixteenth-place
Marathon Des Sables finish. I know the allure and strength of so
many forces that tried to derail that process. And I know that it
was only inner mental strength that enabled me to persevere in the
face of so many contrary emotions and desires.

However involuntary my sister’s drinking has
been, it nonetheless has required a considerable sacrifice. And, to
continue the way she has, she has had to, at some level at least,
choose to reject and leave behind so many of the people that she
loves. As someone who found the internal strength to counteract so
many intense internal drives, it is painful and disheartening to
see someone I love give up so much and get only destruction in
return.

My commitment was born out of pride; Amy’s
was born out of loathing.

My perseverance was fueled by strength; Amy’s
was fueled by weakness.

My pursuit was an attempt to savor life; Amy
has embraced death.

I am not judging my sister, though I have
little doubt that she would disagree if she were to read these
words. It is just that this has been an indescribably painful
experience for everyone around her, and nothing I have ever
experienced comes close to helping me understand the pain and
turmoil that she has been living. If only in concept, then, I think
that training for this event gave me a small window of insight into
what one loses as alcoholism begins to win.

My sister and I share the inability to
explain to friends why. Neither of us had an explanation or reason
that makes sense, but both of us were driven, forced, by something
that pushed reason to the background. The difference here is that
my obsession was a mostly healthy one that has served to inspire my
loved ones, while her spiral is killing her. I wonder to myself:
Where is the inner strength and confidence that I know she has? How
is it that she cannot find a way to tap the support and strength
within herself, and of those around her, in order to beat this
illness? Why is it that she continues to suffer so much and receive
so little in return?

 


***

 


After returning from Morocco, I learned that
my sister was still alive. She had entered her third inpatient
treatment facility, an alternative adventure-oriented outdoors
program. Immediately upon her arrival, she began trying to convince
family members that “this program is not for me.” But the more she
protested, the more we prayed that something about the experience
would awaken her to her desperate reality.

We both left for the desert on March 22,
2008—I for Morocco and Amy for Utah’s backcountry. I was not
searching for anything in particular but knew that I wanted to find
it nonetheless. Like Billy Crystal’s character in the movie City
Slickers, I returned from my adventure in the great outdoors able
to hold one finger in the air: I had found that something, that
miracle, that indefinable peace that places the rest of life in
perspective and promises hope and satisfaction for the future.

I can only hope that Amy too will be able to
emerge changed—in whatever way, shape, or form is necessary.
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Arrival at the Bivouac

 


 


Nature does not care.

It does not coddle, nor does it seek to
punish.

It simply acts how it will and feels nothing
about the consequences.

Nature is not irreverent; no, this would
imbue it with too much soul. It is simply uncaring, immovable,
unswayable, and entirely unconcerned with any and all human
whims.

 


***

 


Seven of us lay huddled in Tent 77 at the
base of Erg Chebbi, North Africa’s tallest sand dunes. The whipping
winds stirred up sand and bits of rock, and try as we may, none of
us could sleep.

“This sucks,” someone uttered, the voice
muffled by the sleeping bag and gusts of wind.

“I hope it’s not like this the entire time,”
another cocoon exclaimed. “Could you imagine?”

We had prepared ourselves for lots of running
on uneven terrain. We had trained wearing twenty-five-pound
backpacks. Some of us had even sat in saunas to learn how to brave
the heat. But none of us had ever considered trying to sleep in
front of an industrial fan spewing sand into our faces. We realized
during our first night in the Sahara that this would not have been
a bad training strategy.

Our time in Ouarzazate had been pleasant.
Temperatures topped out at eighty-five degrees, we shopped for
poorly made jewelry, and we visited movie studios on the edge of
town. Following a six-hour bus ride into the middle of the middle
of nowhere, the niceties had ended. With two days to acclimate to
the unforgiving Sahara prior to the start of the race, we were
indoctrinated quickly.

 


***

 


As we stepped off the bus, the experience
began to feel real. Padded seats and air conditioning behind me, I
stepped into the dust and looked out into the distance. Miles and
miles of parched earth stretched out, and the Erg Chebbi dunes
stood ominously a mile away. Hundreds of meters high and countless
miles long, the dunes resembled a scene straight out of a Hollywood
production. We knew that we would be running through them on the
first day of the event, but all of us tried to believe that there
had been some sort of mistake.

“This is surreal; unbelievable,” someone
said.

“This is awesome!” I screamed. Only moments
before I had been despondent, terrified of the event. I had gulped
as our bus left the poorly paved one-lane highway and drove over
unmarked, bumpy dirt. My sudden manic rush was part of a pattern of
recent mood swings. I let a scream go at the top of my lungs. It
felt great to be terrified by the desert.

“Ted’s back!” someone exclaimed. A few people
chuckled as they dusted off their packs and started walking toward
the camp.

The “camp” was nothing more than a flat,
dusty plain. The race organization had set up a horseshoe pattern
of 120 dual-sided, Berber-style tents, which we were to call home
for the following nine days. In the distance, set aside from our
makeshift homes, was a series of sturdy, finished tents. In direct
contrast to the black rags under which we were to sleep, the white
tents were off limits to competitors. Complete with electricity,
water, and mattresses, these dwellings would be moved from bivouac
to bivouac so that race officials, doctors, and members of the
press could be comfortable as they helped us suffer. Off to another
side was an enormous inflatable structure resembling a
forty-foot-high orange spider, which would be used as our dining
hall for the first two nights. Until the race began on Sunday, we
would be fed by a French catering company. The magnitude—and
stupidity—of the event was clearly before me, but with enough
creature comforts still at hand for the next few days, I quickly
returned to schoolboy anticipation.

As I walked toward the ring of black tents, a
slight breeze stirred enough dust to produce a slight haze. Warm
but not hot, the air was the very definition of dry. A group of
Americans approached a sign with instructions that would point us
toward our tents. Like high school athletes trying out for the
football team, dozens of people fought for position so that they
could find out if they had made the cut. We all had, of course: we
had paid our money. But finding out our meaningless tent number
nonetheless filled us with excitement.

I could hear a different language being
spoken in every direction. The locals (“Berbers”) spoke Arabic or
French, the dominant language at the camp, with more than a third
of all competitors and most volunteers hailing from France. Yet,
within five minutes of stepping off the bus, I had heard Spanish,
Dutch, Korean, Japanese, Italian, and a host of other languages
that I could not place. Thirty-two countries in all would be
represented in the twenty-third running of the Marathon Des
Sables.

The Spanish, with their cheers, chants, and
celebrations, were by far the loudest—until the bus with the
Italians arrived. It felt like the pre-game party before a World
Cup Soccer match as people chanted, waved flags, and yelled
allegiance to their country.

As we meandered toward Tent 77, the
atmosphere was electric: a mild dust storm, multiple languages,
arriving buses, a few camels, and hundreds of temporary tents—all
randomly set in the middle of a dust plain, in the middle of the
Sahara Desert, with enormous sand dunes in the distance.

I arrived at my tent and reacquainted with my
tent mates. I was a bit nervous because I had irresponsibly
forgotten to check tent assignments, so I was uncertain who would
be forced to subject themselves to my company for the following
week. Aside from Brendan, a mellow forty-one-year-old Canadian who
wrote for Lonely Planet Guide Books, I had known the others for
some time. There was Andrea, a Canadian and self-proclaimed wine
goddess who would carry a box of wine for the first five days so
that she could enjoy a glass following the long stage; Karen, our
third Canadian, whose radiant smile and energy instantly picked up
everyone’s spirits; Jeff, originally from Atlanta but now living in
Switzerland, the “former fat kid turned Ironman”; Michelle, from
Colorado, the most experienced ultra-runner in the tent, having won
a few fifty- and hundred-mile races back in the U.S.; Georgia, an
Alaskan who had trained in positively miserable conditions and the
only one of us who had already signed up to run this event the
following year; and me. I was the guy that a lot of folks referred
to as fast but was rapidly earning a reputation as a smart-aleck
who would spontaneously sing country music (logical, given my
California roots).

As the seven of us tossed our bags beneath
the flaps of our Berber tent, that became home. Those bags would be
our only means of subsistence over a seven-day event.

“These tents are pretty nice, eh?” Karen
offered, echoing a thought many of us had.

“Eh?” I asked, poking fun at the Canadian
stereotype.

Not missing a beat, Karen went into a
sarcastic but professorial explanation, “Oh, sure. The ‘eh’ is
great, eh? It can be used at the beginning, middle, or end of a
statement. It’s so flexible, eh?”

We chuckled as everyone shook hands to
reacquaint or meet for the first time.

“Did you guys see those dunes?” Jeff
asked.

“Those things are ridiculous!” Georgia
responded.

“They can’t make us run through the middle of
them, can they? I mean, we’ll sort of run to the side, don’t you
think?” Karen looked at us, hoping.

“They can do whatever the heck they want!”
said Andrea. “And I’ll bet you that, just to piss us off, we’ll be
forced to climb to the very tops of all of them.”

After a few minutes of shuffling around in
the tent, tossing our bags from side to side, and making general
observations, we realized that the waiting had officially begun. It
was Friday afternoon, and the race would not begin until Sunday
morning. Back home, we would have gone to a movie, taken a walk, or
planned to meet up for drinks. But, stranded in the middle of the
desert with forty hours to kill, the challenge became finding ways
to entertain ourselves. Anyone for a game of “toss a rock into the
dust?”

“Anyone know what time dinner is?” Jeff
asked. All of us had become ravenous in recent days, as if our
bodies had finally been informed of what they were up against and
had decided to try to pack on a little extra weight.

“I think that I heard 7 or 7:30,” I
offered.

“Or 8 or 8:30,” Karen quipped, poking fun at
the race organization’s penchant for flexible timing. That morning
alone, we had been told to be ready for a 9 a.m. bus pick up at our
hotel. Our promised five-and-a-half-hour bus ride actually took an
hour longer—once we left the hotel at 11 a.m.

“Whenever it is, I am going to eat a
ridiculous amount,” I promised. “I might just eat twenty of those
little French cheeses that are so popular around here. And then
I’ll eat twenty more.”

“They’ll probably prepackage your meal in a
little bag and slap your hand if you try to take more,” Andrea
threatened, a subtle reference to the bagged lunches they had
passed out on the bus. All of us were beginning to learn to use
humor to confront the uncomfortable life that lay before us.

Suddenly, our food discussion was
interrupted. “Are any of you guys Americans?” a woman asked
enthusiastically with a thick British accent.

“We’re all Americans—or at least residents of
the fifty-first state,” I joked, looking at my Canadian companions
to see if I could get a rise out of anyone. No one flinched.

“Oh, great,” the lady responded. “We’re with
ABC, and we’re trying to find Jay. Do any of you know where Jay
is?” She was referring to Jay Batchen, the representative for the
U.S., Canadian, and Australian contingent—and the man who had been
playing father to all of us confused, running children.

Jeff introduced himself and pointed about
twenty yards away, guessing at the approximate location of Jay’s
tent. Each of us, in turn, said hello to Clarissa and the two men
lingering over her shoulder.

“Clarissa,” she stated, smiling with hand
extended.

“Ted . . . Archer,” I responded, shaking her
hand and smiling back.

“Oh! Ted Archer! You’re Ted Archer?!”

I looked nervously from side to side, my eyes
darting around to search for context cues. The last thing I
expected upon arriving in Morocco was to have my reputation precede
me—whatever that reputation might be. Now I was staring at someone
from one of the nation’s largest media outfits, worried that the
camera would swing in my direction and grab footage of my
dumbfounded expression.

“Uh, maybe . . .” I droned, staring slyly at
her in hopes of figuring out why exactly she had heard about me. I
had spoken with someone from ABC weeks earlier when their producers
had called a number of Americans to research the event, but it had
been a relatively routine discussion. It had never occurred to me
that I had made any sort of impression.

“Wait, I’m confused,” Clarissa confessed.
“You’re Ted?”

“Yes, I guess. It depends.” I stalled;
Clarissa obviously did not understand my breed of humor.

“Oh, great. We’re looking for you, too.
Bruno, our producer, has been getting the pre-race e-mails that
you’ve been sending. They’ve been great, so we’re looking forward
to talking with you, too.”

Relieved, I explained to her that I had
forgotten that I had included Bruno on a series of thoughts,
musings, and rants in the run up to the race. It made sense now:
ABC did not know me, but rather knew of me, having read a few of my
half-witted e-mails.

“Matt, this is Ted Archer. Let’s get a shot
of him with the camera.” Matt, an unassuming and normal-looking
man—normal except for the massive black camera that seemed to have
“We embarrass people on national TV” written all over it—swung my
direction and stuck a giant black, glassy eye in my face.

“Can we get your name for the camera?” he
asked.

Throughout the past few weeks, I had been
aware that ABC might have a crew on-site. But nothing had prepared
me for that one moment where self-consciousness took over and
caused me to think, Ted, it’s time to be interesting. Are you
interesting? Be interesting. Do something or say something
interesting. I looked into the camera and offered a weak wave and a
smile.

“Uh, hi. I’m Ted. How’s it going?”

Real interesting, Ted.

For the next few hours, the joke became that
ABC had sent “Ted’s camera crew.” My tent mates chided me for the
attention that I had received. Their presence had definitely
changed the mood. This was ABC! While the French and British had
always had well-recognized media on-site, this was a first for us
Americans.

Prior to arrival, we had all thought how
exciting it would be to have ABC along with us. After months of
being introduced by friends and family as the “crazy friend” and
having to explain to disbelieving ears our plans to run 150 miles
through the Sahara Desert, it would be an exciting sense of
vindication to get our proverbial fifteen minutes of fame. Even in
today’s digital age, with Websites dedicated to everything from
ultra-running to poodle hairstyles, there is no denying that it
would mean something special for our event to be featured on ABC.
Finally, we thought, everyone back home would get to understand a
small piece of the insanity that had consumed us for months. They
would experience it alongside us; they would understand.

That had at least been the thinking until the
camera showed up.

Here we were on parched dirt in Northern
Africa, awaiting the most grueling physical feat of our lives. We
had trained, but we were in the final stage of our preparation:
commiserating with one another in hopes of settling our nerves
prior to the start. As we spoke with some race veterans, we
realized in waves just how difficult our journey would be. We would
be hot. We would ache. We would suffer.

And we now realized that there would be a
camera obsessively documenting our every struggle. At those moments
when we felt like crying, felt like being alone, felt like having a
private conversation, we might very well have all of America
watching us. We had all seen so-called “reality” television shows
in which the participants crack, trying to avoid the camera but all
the while being documented in the name of boosting ratings. We
wanted the attention but were worried about reaching an ABC
saturation point.

Many of us felt bittersweet about the crew.
Clarissa, Matt, and Bruno seemed nice, but would we want them
around when our feet had blistered, we were dehydrated, we were
vomiting, or we were delirious?

My own concerns were alleviated that night
when, during dinner, they just so happened to sit at a table beside
me. Their proximity gave me an excuse to explore these animals, to
conduct a little research and learn whether or not they would be
pleasant company once I had turned miserable. After finishing my
ration of pasta and a single French cheese chunk (Andrea had been
right about the portion control), I slid over and asked them what
their initial take was on this event.

“We’re just blown away, honestly,” Bruno
responded, leaning forward with wide eyes and obvious enthusiasm.
“We’ve been a lot of places before—Afghanistan, Iraq, you name
it—and we’ve seen nothing like you people.” It was genuine flattery
and awe.

“Yeah, I guess that the food they’re serving
you now is a little better than what you’ll be eating out of your
backpack in a few days, so I imagine that the experience will
change a little,” Clarissa said, again smiling in what was to
become her trademark greeting throughout the race.

“We’re really just looking forward to
watching how you guys fare,” Matt offered. He was the quietest of
the three, only occasionally interjecting his comments.

My tent mate Brendan slid over from our table
to join the conversation. For the next half hour, we were surprised
at the number of questions that ABC had for us. Everything about
this event was new to them; everything was fascinating. Their
expressions and questions were the same that we had received back
home: intensely interested probes that were layered in partial
disbelief.

“I mean, are you nervous?”

“How do you think you’ll feel?”

“Do you think your feet will hurt?”

“What in God’s name possessed you guys to
want to do this race?”

They did not know it all; they were not
arrogant; they seemed to have no preconceptions about the story
that they were going to tell. Rather, they were researchers who
could not help but be fascinated with their subjects. It was
calming and encouraging to realize that they were human. They were
reacting just as our friends and family had for months, not like a
journalistic stereotype of the brash, fast-talking producer who
arrives at a scene with an agenda and a timeline. They had signed
up for the full experience and would be learning and suffering
alongside us.

Were this a scientific study, they would be
criticized for being too close to their subjects. But, since I
cared more about my own experience, I felt honored to have them
along. It was clear that we would be teaching them through our
actions, not taking stage directions. Whatever America saw, it
would be genuine, and I no longer felt concerned that Clarissa,
Matt, and Bruno would make us miserable with their giant black
glass eye.

As Brendan and I returned to our tent, it
struck us how quickly the temperature had dropped. Shivering as we
shined our headlamps on the ground, we were tired from a day that
had begun a world of comfort away. The winds had begun to pick up a
little, and small bits of sand shot toward our faces.

We got back to our tent and shook our
sleeping bags free of sand. Karen, Andrea, Georgia, Jeff, and
Michelle had already buried themselves into their sacks, and we too
settled down to try to sleep. Tomorrow would bring nothing
exciting, just another day of learning to dance with the
desert.

Fifteen minutes after lying down, it was
obvious that no one had actually gotten to sleep. With the winds
whipping and sands blowing ever more, someone vocalized the nervous
anticipation that every one of us felt inside: “I can’t believe
that we’ve got to wait a whole other day before we get to run.”
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The Day Before

 


 


“I wish we could just start today. Waiting
sucks.”

It was Saturday, and everyone in camp had
begun stirring just after sunrise. After a night of sandstorms and
discomfort, all of us in Tent 77 were a bit crankier than we had
been twenty-four hours earlier. Sleeping on compact dirt and
pebbles has a way of doing that. I had only slept a few hours all
night, and I was certain that everyone else had suffered
equally.

I spent a few moments wiping the sand off of
my face and then used my pinky finger to try to clean my ears. I
had been warned that “sand will get everywhere, and you’ll just
stop caring after a while,” but I decided to try to feel normal for
as long as possible. My tent mates were having a few groggy
conversations, and the sounds outside our tent had changed as well.
Mostly, everything sounded subdued: conversations were somber, and
even peoples’ footsteps seemed slower. Our camp was very much
stirring, but not yet fully alive.

I lay in my sleeping bag a while longer,
hoping that perhaps I could drift back to sleep. But I remained
uncomfortably wide awake—and further aggravated by my level of
consciousness.

Exhausted, I nonetheless decided that I
should be the one to provide remedy for the hitch in everyone’s
giddy up. Clearing my throat and mustering as much twang as I
could, I dug deep and channeled Brad Paisley: “Well, I love her…” I
sang, pausing for several seconds before continuing, “But I love to
fish.”

A few chuckles came in from surrounding
tents. Someone groaned, “Oh my God.”

“I spend all day out on this lake, and hell
is all I catch. Today she met me at the door, said I would have to
choose. If I hit that fishin’ hole today, she’d be packin’ all her
things, and she’d, be gone by noon…” I trailed off and could hear
Brad’s wailing guitar trail off behind me. It was time to cap it
off: “Well, I’m gonna miss her,” I sang, garnering a few more
laughs and a few pleas to, “Oh, for heaven’s sake, stop.” I felt
better, anyway, and whether or not others did, there did at least
seem to be a bit more energy. At 6:30 a.m., we had all day before
us—and our only planned activity was our group’s mandatory race
check-in meeting at noon. Motivation would be difficult during a
day that had no purpose but to stand between us and the start of
the race.

Wandering around the camp, I decided to check
in on some other friends. In the clutter and disruption of our
arrival the day before, I had not had the time to see where
everyone had been put. The Dreamchasers group (the folks from the
U.S., Canada, and Australia) had been assigned to ten tents in two
rows. Starting at Tent 80, I slowly walked by, peeking my head in
to see which faces I recognized.

Two tents from mine I found Andrew, a
twenty-one-year-old college student from Tennessee. We had shared a
hotel room in Ouarzazate for three nights before the race, so I had
taken a special interest in him.

With the exception of a ten-mile “fun run”
organized by a local fraternity, Andrew had never run a race
before. That experience had ended with beer drinking, whereas our
days would end with a specially formulated recovery drink in
powdered form. In the few nights before being bused to the desert,
we had talked about our respective training regiments. It certainly
seemed that he had prepared well, having completed several training
runs of more than thirty miles with a backpack weighing more than
thirty pounds. Though he had never signed up for other races, he
did not appear to have taken this event lightly, even taking the
time to vacuum-seal his food for the week in order to save
space.

By the time I had reached Andrew’s age, I had
run only two races: the 1997 and 1998 editions of The Big Sur
International Marathon. I had trained for both, but I knew
absolutely nothing about running. I neither drank nor ate anything
throughout both races, and both years I spent a week afterward
relearning how to walk. The thought of a thirty-mile training run
with a heavy backpack would have been absurd to me. I marveled at
Andrew’s will and preparation. He had flown thousands of miles to
conquer the world’s toughest footrace, spending months preparing
himself to do something that, at his age, I would have derided as
being positively insane.

I was also impressed by Andrew’s genuine,
collected demeanor. He had not come to the desert on a macho bet or
to conquer anything. His reasons were as simple, but determined, as
any of the rest of ours: to finish the race and learn something
more about himself in the process. He showed me a Frisbee that his
friends had signed to wish him good luck, and he told similar
stories of having been made fun of in a respectful, almost reverent
way. I saw nothing of myself in him; in fact, it occurred to me
that he made a much more enjoyable companion to us than I would
have been at twenty-one.

“How’re you holding up?” I asked, seeing his
eyes through the mummy hole of his sleeping bag.

“Oh, man,” he moaned. He looked up and
offered a disgusted expression. “I slept horribly; this
chest-cold-cough thingy kept me up all night.”

I winced a little. For the past few days he
had made casual references to a bug that he had picked up on the
plane from New York to Casablanca. It had seemed to subside
somewhat, but it was obvious that his first night in the desert had
allowed the sickness to reassert itself.

“Sorry to hear that, Andrew,” I offered. He
knew that my greatest fear for this race was the unknown—that a
force outside of me would somehow prevent me from finishing the
race or performing as well as I had trained for. I was less scared
of the heat and mileage than I was of spraining an ankle or popping
a knee. Getting a chest cold certainly fell into that category, and
I had nothing but sympathy to offer him: “Just try to rest as much
as possible today, and hopefully the adrenaline will cure
everything by morning.”

“Thanks, man. I’m sure it’ll be fine,” he
offered, yawning and still rubbing his eyes. I told him that I
would see him at breakfast and then continued walking to inspect
other tents.

I next found George and Leigh, two good
friends who traveled around together to run the world’s most
grueling ultra-marathons. I had met them both at a running camp in
Death Valley six months prior, and I remembered being
simultaneously intimidated and impressed by them. I had traveled to
Death Valley to learn how to run longer distances, and they were
telling stories of their countless 100-mile finishes. Just this
past February I had met up with them again—this time in Texas for
the Rocky Raccoon fifty-mile race, our way of preparing for the
Marathon Des Sables. They were just as mythical the second time
around: capable, determined, accomplished, and unwavering. My
first-ever fifty-mile run was “just another fifty” for George and
Leigh.

An ex-Army man in his fifties, George had
been recalled during our post-September 11 wars. I could imagine
him in Afghanistan with kids half his age. I could imagine them
whining from a long march, sore feet, or aching backs, and I had no
doubt that George would have quietly plodded along. He does not
look like an ultra-runner: shorter and stockier, determined but
quiet. In both Death Valley and Texas, I had concluded that he was
one of the tougher men alive, but he would never admit to it.
Rather, he remained understated. It was as though he saw his role
at these events as being to provide comfort and protection to his
good friend Leigh. He came to cheer her, not so much to run
himself.

Other than an equally accomplished running
resume, Leigh was a mirror opposite. She was in her forties and
talked about her grown children, but she could easily pass for a
twenty-something. Even this morning, after a night of sandstorms,
she looked ready for a photo shoot. Wearing her running skirt and a
stylish top, she had fashionable hair that belonged in a shampoo
commercial. I could not be sure, but she even seemed to be wearing
makeup. Had I not seen her 100-mile finisher belt buckles and heard
George’s stories of her triumphs, I would never have believed that
she was a running machine.

“Well, Ted!” Leigh yelled, enthusiastically.
“Did you come to visit us?” Just hearing her enthusiasm was enough
to wake me.

“I did, in fact,” I responded. “How is
everything going for you two?”

“Oh, fine,” George offered. I was confident
that I would get the same understated response whether he had just
won the lottery or been informed that he had contracted a
life-threatening illness.

Leigh’s reaction seemed more human, more
in-line with my experience: “Oh, okay. Last night was sort of
tough, huh?”

But just as I had started to think again
about the night’s sandstorms, Leigh quickly changed the direction
of the conversation.

“I’m trying to decide which top to take,” she
said exuberantly. She had a few articles of clothing in her hands
and was half pointing to the shirt she was wearing. Here we were, a
day away from what was to be the most brutal week of my life, and
Leigh was not just unfazed, but consumed by an entirely different
line of thought. I couldn’t help but laugh out loud. I noticed
George roll his eyes.

“Leigh, I just can’t help you,” I chuckled.
Her earnest eyes made me laugh even more.

“But I want to make sure I look good during
the race,” she pleaded. She was smiling but very much sincere, not
wanting me to in any way diminish the importance of proper race
fashion.

Her line of thinking was a luxury, I thought.
Neither she nor George had any doubts that they would finish the
race. Having completed so many ultra-marathons, this was just the
next challenge. They knew how their bodies would feel after
seventy, eighty, or ninety miles. Sure, the Sahara had heat and
unpredictable terrain, but Leigh had seen and done enough that she
no longer had to worry herself with the details that consumed mere
mortals.

I was a considerably faster runner than both
of them, but I was much less certain about my destiny. Sure, if I
finished I would finish faster than them. If I finished. I knew
that there was a possibility that I would hit a wall. My mind kept
fixating on the race’s road book and the ominous dunes a mile away,
but here Leigh was concerned with looking her cutest. It was
certainly a refreshing break from my obsessions.

“You’re hilarious, Leigh,” I responded. We
chatted a while longer about our anxieties and perspectives on the
event. Eventually, I left them to pack and repack their backpacks,
the last remaining entertainment prior to our group’s noon
check-in.

As I traveled around to the rest of our
group’s tents, I found that most of the folks I knew were in two
other tents. Jay, our dad for the week, shared a tent with a number
of Marathon Des Sables veterans: Toby, an Englishman with an
exceptional, albeit at times disgusting, sense of humor; Terry, who
was back after finishing the previous year; Ed, who had returned
after a year off; and Mark, another Brit who was a world-class 10K
runner and marathoner but who had been forced to withdraw from the
MDS two years earlier. There was Laurie and “Trader Jeff,” and of
course “Bunny” (Marianne DeMarco), who had become somewhat of a
blogging legend during the run up to the race. Her postings to
various running forums had offered us a unique look into what
happens to a person’s psyche when her toenails begin to fall off
during training. Her dry and outrageous sense of humor left us
constantly waiting for what would come next.

We all shared a nervous anticipation, a
desire to get started. But each of us was dealing with the day
before a bit differently. The more neurotic among our group
continued to pack and repack their backpacks, checking to make sure
that they could locate the mandatory race items (a lighter, safety
pins, compass, snake bite kit, disinfectant, knife, aluminum
blanket, flashlight, batteries, sleeping bag, signaling mirror,
whistle, and a minimum of 2,000 calories per day). With only a few
hours until mandatory check-in with the race officials, obsessive
personalities wanted to make sure, make sure, make sure, and make
sure that they were in compliance with all of the rules.

The more relaxed of the group simply relaxed,
lazily lying on their sleeping pads and awaiting the call to
breakfast. A few left their tents to explore the bivouac, and a few
more adventurous souls had decided to make the mile walk to Erg
Chebbi, hoping to learn something about the feared dunes that would
confront us the following morning.

That was my morning—a seemingly endless
drift. I wandered from place to place, as though I could avoid
emotions by visiting and observing others’. In this manner, I
managed to pass the entire morning before arriving back to my tent
shortly before noon. None of my tent mates was present, so I picked
up my backpack and headed for check-in, hoping to beat the
rush.

After speaking with race veterans, I had
built up check-in as a grinding experience. I had expected the
French race officials to scrutinize me for being an American.
Though I had brought more than 3,200 calories per day and had a
pack that weighed 7.5 pounds more than the required 14.3 pound
minimum, I was prepared to need to justify every item that I was
carrying.

“That’s freeze-dried lasagna, 560
calories.”

“Those are Pop-Tarts, 400 calories.”

“That’s one and a half ounces of macadamia
nuts, 365 calories.”

“That’s an ounce of crushed potato chips, 150
calories.”

“Knife? Yes, right here in the left-side
pouch, underneath my Band-Aids and next to my lighter.”

“Spare batteries are in the right-side pouch
underneath four pair of spare socks.”

“I not only have an EKG with the required
trace form, but I also have a seventeen-page stress echocardiogram
with a full review, performed by a cardiologist and with a complete
release.”

As I tramped across the dusty plain, I
worried endlessly. I had trained for the better part of a year,
flown thousands of miles, and spent thousands of dollars. And yet,
all of my preparation could be ruled irrelevant at race check-in:
If someone disapproved of my gear or a doctor disliked my EKG, I
would end up playing less of a role in the 2008 Marathon Des Sables
than the camel munching brunch outside the registration tent.

I walked into the race organization’s tent,
offered my name, and was given a tag with my bib number: 466. It
was then that I noticed that the ABC crew had been following me, no
doubt in hopes of capturing my impending arguments with the medical
personnel. But all of my obsessions and preparations were for
naught; I cleared the entire process in fewer than ten minutes. My
bag was weighed, but never checked for compulsory items. The doctor
asked me if I had trained and was satisfied when I mentioned my
coach’s name—Lisa Smith-Batchen, who had won the race in 1999.

And that was it. After months of gathering
the lightest possible compulsory items that I thought would pass
muster, I was cleared to run without a single challenge. I emerged
from the tent, and ABC followed. No doubt there must have been some
disappointment at the lack of any challenge from the race
officials, but we spoke a while before they returned to the tent to
capture other Americans’ check-ins.

I went for a brief walk into a dusty
clearing. With nothing but the food and clothing on my back, it was
now official: I would step up to the starting line the following
morning with the full approval of the race organization. I had
flown thousands of miles, trained for months, and obsessed, and yet
I had been unnecessarily prepared for a last-minute fight to
convince them to allow me to run. I was relieved at the simplicity
of the check-in process but also somewhat disappointed, as though I
had been robbed of something into which I had invested so much
emotional energy. Standing alone in the dust, staring at rock flats
and sand dunes, I felt a sense of completeness and finality. For so
long this experience had been a future event, but that moment
served as the ideal time to reflect on my training runs, trips to
my local sporting goods store to purchase clothes, and the pain
that I had endured to get here.

It was peaceful. It was blissful. It felt
right. I walked back to Tent 77, marveling at how far I had come
and how much farther I would travel during the following week.

“Well, that sure was a piece of cake, huh?” I
asked as I entered my tent.

There was a pause; something seemed amiss. I
looked at Andrea, Jeff, and Michelle, and they just looked
back.

“Not so much, actually. They’re not going to
let Karen run,” Andrea said. “There’s something wrong with her EKG
and whatnot, and she’s having to fight them right now to try to be
allowed to run.”

I had known Karen all of a day, but Andrea’s
words pained me. It was as though a piece of me had been stolen.
None of us had to know Karen well, for we all knew that she was one
of us: a slightly crazy runner who found satisfaction in punishing
her body beyond sensibility. From the moment that we arrived at
camp, our tent represented ourselves; it would not just be where we
slept, but also where we derived our support. We were all
emotionally invested in each others’ success; failure of any sort
would remind us of our own mortality.

“Geez, do we know what her chances are?” I
asked.

“Not really,” Jeff interjected. “She’s
arguing with them. They had to redo the test, but they’re haggling
over the results. She’s 100% okay with them giving her an hour
penalty for having to redo the EKG, but she just wants them to let
her run.” This was another of those terrifying, outside-of-oneself
obstacles that I had discussed with Andrew during the past few
days. Karen had trained and was ready. All she wanted—all any of us
wanted—was to be allowed to fail or succeed on her own merits.

“What a nightmare,” Jeff concluded.

“A total nightmare,” Andrea agreed.

We sat in our tent, mostly in silence. We
waited. My mood and perspective had been robbed from me. Only
minutes before I had reflected and reached a blissful state. I now
felt sick. We all needed each other; it was all that we had to hang
onto for that week. I felt bad for Karen, and I felt a bit guilty
as well. It could have been any of us, I guess, but we had been
lucky enough not to have had our paperwork and supplies examined in
detail.

So, we sat, with no breeze, as the
temperature topped 100 degrees.

A few bodies shuffled outside our tent, but
we just waited, contemplating how it would feel to be in Karen’s
situation. How would it feel to have traveled from Canada to the
Northern Sahara? How would it feel to have spent thousands of
dollars on an entry fee and thousands more on equipment? How would
it feel to have neglected friends for months on end? How would it
feel to have climbed mountains, completed day-long training runs,
and to have braved the world’s most brutal cold—and then have a
doctor inform you that you were not healthy enough to compete?

What seemed like an eternity passed, with the
heat seeming to stretch each minute into an hour. Mid-afternoon,
Karen appeared at the tent, her face shiny from exhaustion and
little beads of sweat. Her normal demeanor—that smile and those
rosy cheeks—was missing. More than anything, she just seemed tired,
broken, and defeated.

“How did it go? I mean, what’s the story?”
Jeff asked tentatively.

Georgia spoke at the same time: “Are they
gonna let you run?” She had a more optimistic but simultaneously
desperate tone; she needed to know.

“Well, whatever, yeah,” Karen said,
exasperated. It was not the tone that we had expected from someone
who had been successful in convincing race officials that she
should be allowed to compete. But she immediately changed moods and
began speaking rapidly.

“I had to go over to the medical tent because
they wouldn’t accept my EKG, and they needed the trace thing, which
my doctor wouldn’t give me. So, I said, ‘Whatever,’ and I just told
them to give me the penalty, but they said that they needed to redo
the test as well. It was this whole ordeal that they made me go
through, and this doctor finally got around to doing the test, and
when he finished, they didn’t want to approve me to run. There they
were, talking in French, and I understand a lot of what they’re
saying, and I’m pleading with them that there’s nothing wrong with
me, but they don’t want to hear any of it. So, they’re talking in
their committee, thinking about not letting me run. But finally
they approved me, and I got the one-hour penalty. I don’t know. I’m
just so frustrated. And tired. That was so horrible; I shouldn’t
have had to go through that. I’m just mad at them for making it so
difficult.”

We sat there a little stunned. She had spoken
so rapidly that we all were repeating the monologue in our heads to
confirm that it was in fact good news.

“That’s great,” Jeff said. It was almost a
question as he looked to Karen for confirmation.

“I guess, I guess,” she said, giving the rest
of us confidence to congratulate her.

“That’s great news.”

“All right, you’re in! You’re in!”

“Congratulations, Karen.”

At that moment, the temperature seemed to
drop just a bit, and a slight breeze picked up. Our moods improved
noticeably, but we felt exhausted—emotionally drained. The previous
night’s sandstorm had been tumultuous, but this had been our first
true crisis. We enjoyed our reprieve, even though we knew that it
really was the precursor to the following morning’s chaos.

It was late afternoon, meaning that we still
had some time before a mandatory meeting with race officials. I
decided to take a stroll.

Certain that he would be able to lighten my
mood, I was planning on visiting Toby (the affable but raunchy Brit
who traveled with the Americans). Yet, on my way, I became
distracted by a conversation I overheard between Ed and Terry, two
race veterans who had provided me incredible advice in the run up
to the race. I heard one of them say “Elastoplast,” the name of an
ultra-sticky medical tape designed to adhere to one’s body for a
week or longer. Many competitors had pasted it on various parts of
their bodies to reduce chaffing. I thought about the open sores
that I had developed on my spine and waist while training and
decided that it might be a good idea to take precautions.

“Hey, Terry!” I yelled. “Did I hear you say
‘Elastoplast’?”

Terry looked my way. “Yeah. Do you need
some?”

“Well, I was thinking about it. How exactly
does it work?” I knew that I would develop sores without it, but I
was concerned about trying something new before embarking on the
longest run of my life.

“It stays on for an entire week,” Ed
promised. “So, once you get it on, don’t expect to get it off. It’s
super painful to remove,” he continued. Terry noted that it does
exactly what it was designed to do—but, like Ed, cautioned me that
it should not be removed until the end of the event.

“I’ve got the spray if you want it,” Ed
offered. He held out a two-ounce spray bottle of orange liquid.
“You spray this on before putting on the Elastoplast. It makes it
stick even more.” It felt a little like an after-school special:
Cool kids Ed and Terry were offering me “the stuff,” and I needed
to decide if I was going to run with the popular crowd.

Remembering how painful it had been to run
with open sores around my waist, I decided to give it a try. I cut
an eighteen-inch strip of Elastoplast and then asked Terry if he
would mind placing it down my spine. The orange liquid felt cold on
my back; I felt a tingle as the tape was laid on top. Terry
smoothed it over and then told me not to bend my spine for a few
minutes.

I then measured out a longer strip for my
waist. After spraying myself, I attached one end of the tape to the
front of my right hip. Then I strapped it around my lower back and
over to the front of my left hip. I handed the little bottle back
to Ed and the roll of Elastoplast back to Terry.

“What do I do now?” I asked. The after-school
special was continuing: I, the novice, had agreed to try “the
stuff,” and now I was waiting to see what would happen to me.

“Reach back and try to remove the tape from
your spine,” Terry suggested. Both he and Ed wore smiles. I tugged,
but the tape remained in place. “It’s not going anywhere, right?”
Ed asked, a smug satisfaction in his voice. They were right: I felt
confident that, for better or worse, the Elastoplast would not be
going anywhere.

Proud of my new accessory, I jogged back to
my tent to model it for my tent mates.

“Very sexy,” Georgia said sarcastically. All
I could see were the two strips curving around my waist. I could
tell by the chuckles that the white strips down my back looked
ridiculous.

As I was getting ready to replace my shirt, a
race official walked by and announced that it was approaching five
o’clock, which meant that it was time for our mandatory meeting in
the middle of the bivouac.

We rose and shuffled toward a worn Jeep with
a platform atop it. Music was playing.

Patrick Bauer, race director, stood perched
atop the Jeep with a translator. Hundreds of runners had begun to
congregate around them, and he yelled in French that everyone
should move closer; we understood when his companion repeated the
same instruction in English.

“You excited?” Jay asked. He had a beaming,
little boy’s grin. I was impressed that he still seemed to find the
experience magical after ten visits.

“Getting there,” I responded. It was the
truth. My moods have always changed radically throughout a day, and
being out in the desert had only seemed to exacerbate the
process.

“Toby!” I yelled, seeing the man whom I had
tried to visit before getting distracted by the world’s stickiest
tape.

He smiled and nodded, giving me a pat on the
back. He looked toward the Jeep and motioned with his head. A
mischievous smile curled up. “Naughty Patrick” was all he said, his
thick British accent making it that much funnier.

“What? The gal?” Something in my response
must have set off an alarm of naïveté.

“Are you kidding me?” he asked. “She’s not
here just to translate. Are you kidding me? Listen.” He paused,
tilting his head lower in such a way as to suggest that what he was
about to say could not possibly be refuted. “I’ve done this five
years running, and why do you figure he’s always got the same
translator? Uh?”

I finally understood but decided that playing
dumb would be funnier.

“Toby, maybe she’s really efficient at her
job, and they have good conversations.”

He let forth a loud set of chuckles. “Right,
bloody conversation. That’s it. Bloody conversation!” He laughed
some more, and I had started to feel better. Terry joined the
conversation.

“You know, after last year, I’m convinced
that she really runs the show around here.”

“Oh, no doubt,” Toby responded. “She’s
definitely in charge.”

The music got louder, and I noticed two
camera crews in our vicinity. One was ABC, which would serve as a
bit of incentive to behave. The other was from Japan. They were
following a Japanese pop star who had decided to embark on a
different type of journey. As we had been loading our gear onto the
buses back in Ouarzazate, we had wondered to one another how long
the camera crew would tape his every movement. Thirty-six hours
later, they were still following his every move.

“I saw them follow him to the bathroom
earlier today,” Terry said. It was very matter-of-fact, but a few
of us could not help but chuckle. Toby laughed the most and was
obviously primed for commentary.

“Look, I can’t possibly imagine what they’d
want that footage for, but they’d better get it now. ‘Cause I can
tell you that everyone’s innards are going to change the bathroom
experience very quickly.” His tone and emphasis were hilarious. We
had all either lived through what he was referring to or heard the
stories of how runners’ bowels can morph after days of eating gels,
nuts, and freeze-dried food. “So, whatever shots they need for
their footage, trust me: it’s best to get ‘em now.”

The speakers up front thundered in French,
and the translation told us that we were set to begin.

“Welcome, everyone, to the twenty-third
edition of the Marathon Des Sables.” The cheering was staggered
into two groups: those who understood French, and those who waited
for the English.

“We have broken some records this year! This
year’s race has 802 competitors, which is more than ever before in
the history of the Marathon Des Sables.” More cheering. I thought
about friends back home who were shocked to learn that more than a
dozen idiots would ever want to do this.

“But that isn’t the only record that we’ve
broken…” Her voice trailed off after stressing “we’ve.” Both
Patrick and his compatriot had large smiles. “This year’s race also
has the largest distance ever—more than 245 kilometers!” A
collective groan rose from the crowd. It was Patrick’s job to give
us hell and ours to give him grief.

“There are competitors from thirty-two
countries!” He proceeded to introduce the various national
contingents, beginning of course with the Moroccans. It was not
only the respectful thing to introduce the competitors from our
host country, but he was also paying homage to the fact that two
Moroccan brothers, Lahcen and Mohamad Ahansal, had won every year’s
race for more than a decade. With each country’s introduction there
was light clapping throughout but robust cheering from one section
of the bivouac. Most countries had only a handful of competitors,
which made it humorous to hear them try to cheer loudly enough so
that all 802 of us could hear them.

The French and English each boasted a third
of the runners, and their introductions were loudest. Though
outnumbered, the Spanish and Italians were the most enthusiastic.
We Americans cheered when introduced, and I was pleasantly
surprised that we were not booed. With everything I had been told
about others countries’ perceptions of Americans, it was clear that
we were all here for a common reason. Running would be our
spiritual bond. For this week, a competitor’s nationality would
take a backseat to the prerequisite that mattered most: that we all
share the same passions and insanities.

Once all of the countries had been
introduced, Patrick informed us that this year’s oldest competitor
was a seventy-one-year-old Japanese woman; the youngest was an
eighteen-year-old Italian running with his father. All of us, young
and old, looked around at one another and shook our heads. We took
comfort in being normal—at least with respect to age.

The excitement died down some as Patrick
launched into the race specifics and then the rules of the race. He
offered a laundry list of penalties—littering, failing to cross a
checkpoint, taking extra water, taking an IV or other medical
treatment, and so on. Finally, he cautioned against the
unauthorized use of a flare gun, which we had all been given as a
mandatory item during that day’s check in. He invited a man to join
him atop the Jeep.

“We are going to have a demonstration of the
flare gun so that you know how to use it.”

The man held the twelve-inch cylinder in his
hand, pointing it outward. “It is very simple. First, point it away
from yourself . . .”

“No,” Toby yelled to the American group. “You
point it at Jay’s crotch!” Everyone around us erupted in laughter.
Were it not for what had happened in 2006, it would have been an
entirely inappropriate comment. But, given that year’s events, it
was actually a reasonable warning. That year, Marc, another Brit,
had suddenly collapsed while running through dunes during the
second stage. Jay just so happened to have been behind him, and he
stopped to help. Marc understood enough to know that something was
seriously wrong and that he could not continue the race. But he was
evidently disoriented enough that when he and Jay went to fire the
flare to signal for assistance, the flare was pointing in the wrong
direction. Instead of reaching for the sky, the flare shot directly
into Jay’s shorts. Luckily there was no lasting negative fallout,
so we could all laugh at the story now. But, even while laughing, I
was convinced that Toby had in part brought it up to caution us. As
funny as the story had been, it was a sober reminder that serious
things could go wrong out in the desert.

“And you grip the bottom of the flare. You
don’t have to remove the cap on the top. All you do is turn the
bottom of the flare a few times, and it will go off. Like
this…”

Moments later, a mini rocket launched into
the air. It was like a firework at a state fair, shooting thousands
of feet high. When the race volunteers had handed me my flare, I
had thought that it would function much like a roadside flare. I
had assumed that it would burn bright red and send up smoke,
serving as a signal for the race organization to send help. I had
no idea that I would be running with something in my backpack that
could literally kill someone.

The bright red light continued to burn as a
little white parachute emerged. The light floated slowly
downward.

“Uh, we are sorry,” the translator said.
“That was not the way to shoot off a flare. It is in fact very
important that you do take off the cap before you shoot it
off.”

Nervous laughter trickled throughout. It had
appeared that everything had gone just fine without having removed
the cap, but each of us thought that it would be just our luck to
do something wrong and end up with a fiery projectile in our
private region.

“So, you first remove the cap,” she
emphasized as the man proceeded to launch another flare into the
heavens.

With a few more announcements and a few more
cheers, we were sent on our way and reminded that our final catered
meal would be served in about an hour.

We started to scatter, but Clarissa and Bruno
of ABC ran up and began frantically asking if we could all hang
around. Following an hour of introductions, discussions of
penalties, and botched flare demonstrations, most of us wanted a
little alone time before heading to dinner.

“It’s important,” she emphasized. “Please,
guys. I know that you’re tired now, but we really want to get a
‘before’ shot now before the race begins. It’ll only take a few
minutes. We promise.”

We agreed and walked across the bivouac and
beyond the tents. Two clusters of Moroccan flags were to one side
and the ominous Erg Chebbi beyond. To another side was a long,
scraggly plain with sand and small bushes. Far into the hazy
distance was a mountain. Just past six o’clock, the sun was low on
the horizon. The cloud cover had started to get its color—oranges,
pinks, and a touch of purple. As forty of us walked with ABC’s
camera crew beyond the tents, we quickly transitioned from peeved
to serene. The desert, despite its unforgiving nature, really was
beautiful.

Clarissa assembled us as a group, like a team
photo, and had the camera capture a minute of tape. She then asked
us to link arms and form a tight circle, looking inward. Matt, who
would be behind the camera all week, stood in the middle of us,
rotating at different speeds to get each of us. “As I pass by you,
let everyone know where you’re from.”

“Alaska.”

“Los Angeles.”

“Atlanta.”

“Colorado.”

“New York.”

The list went on and on. It provided
incredible perspective. We had come from all over the United States
to a little spot in the middle of Morocco. Looking around the
circle at everyone’s faces, I was happy and proud to be with such a
good group of people. I realized already how much I was enjoying
myself. Looking around the circle, participating in ABC’s cheesy
made-for-TV moment, I got something more: this race clearly was not
only about the running, but also, the people with whom you run.

Those two shots only took ten minutes, at
which point Clarissa dismissed all but five of us. She explained
that while they would be taping everyone throughout the week, they
would be focusing on a few of us so that they could profile
individual characters. I was to be one of the five, and Clarissa
asked me if I would go first.

She instructed me to walk ten feet into the
distance, face the camera, and stay as still as possible. It was
called a “still portrait,” and it made me feel as though I was
posing for a Wheaties box and that the American flag would be
inserted into the background by the time the image was done. She
then asked a few simple questions, and I was done. It was casual,
and I still had somewhat of a magical feeling from the circle
experience and the gorgeous landscape.

I walked back behind the camera and struck up
a conversation with a few of the folks who had chosen to linger and
watch ABC tape. A few people played with their butane lighters,
which the race officials had given all of us that day as a
mandatory item to carry. We watched as Clarissa Ward of ABC
instructed Chloe on what to do. Chloe, with her deep tan and
bleached blond hair, was radiating with the tan desert and the
colors in the background.

“Clarissa!” I interrupted. She turned around
abruptly, and everyone wondered why I was disturbing the taping. “I
just wanted to ask if you guys are trying to include the naked guys
rubbing themselves in the background of Chloe’s shot.”

A look of shock on her face, Clarissa swung
back around. Everyone suddenly realized that, a few hundred meters
in the distance were two men, independent from one another,
standing completely naked in the desert. They poured water over the
tops of their heads and rubbed their bodies with a washcloth.

“Oh my gosh!” Clarissa exclaimed. “Matt,
they’re not in the shot, are they?!” Everyone was laughing, and we
all paused for Matt’s evaluation.

“No, I think that you’re okay. I’ve got
everything focused in on the foreground, but that’s good to know. I
won’t be panning out to get a shot of the landscape.”

The laughter died down, and the taping
continued. It was certainly ridiculous to see two naked men
attempting to shower in the middle of the Sahara, but it served as
a sober reminder of what we were to endure. Those two men, during
the day when they had access to extra water, were trying to feel as
normal as possible for as long as possible. It also was a harbinger
of the behavior to come: when hungry, tired, dirty, and miserable,
people lose their inhibitions and focus less on maintaining
decorum.

Following a few more chuckles, a few of us
walked back to our tents to make a few last-minute adjustments and
grab our headlamps.

By nightfall the wind picked up again. As we
walked to dinner, we covered our mouths and eyes to prevent sand
from getting in. It was to be our last cooked meal, and though many
of us had made fun of the food that the caterers had fed us during
our first two days in the desert, we looked somberly at our soup,
steaming pasta, stale bread, and cheese wedge.

It would have been nice to sit and talk, to
enjoy the moment with one another and speculate on how the week
would go. Instead, our energies were consumed by covering our
food—and then eating rapidly so as to prevent the desert from
stealing our last precious morsels.

Back at the tent after dark, we had learned
something from the previous night. A few of us had chanced upon the
Moroccans’ tent, taking note of the way they had buried the sides
of their tent in sand and rocks. It was ingenious, really. They had
lowered a beam holding up the open sides of the tent so that the
open tent flaps could reach the ground. Then, they had secured all
but a very small opening to allow someone to exit in the middle of
the night. We attempted to duplicate their efforts, using sticks
and rocks to stir up enough dirt to cover the edges, hoping for a
better night’s sleep.

We listened to the wind howl and tried to get
comfortable, but the ground was hard and our nerves were soft. As
with the previous night, no one fell asleep quickly. Someone
temporarily broke the silence by saying, “I can’t believe that
we’ve got to run tomorrow. I can’t believe this thing is
starting.”
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“You’ve got blockage in one area, thickening
in another. The most likely cause is a birth defect in your heart,”
my doctor said.

I simply stared at him. I had only had one
prior experience with this physician, but he had shown himself to
be of questionable competence the first time around. This gave me
confidence; I knew that I didn’t have a heart problem. The only
question now was whether or not he would be signing my release form
so that I could travel to Morocco in three weeks. Without an EKG
and a doctor’s release, I would not be allowed to compete.

He quickly gave me my answer: “This is bad.
Really bad. There’s not a doctor around who cares about keeping his
license who would sign this form.”

Though I knew from prior experience that his
pigheadedness would prevent him from signing my release form, I
thought that I needed to try.

“Well, Doc, I certainly don’t want to try to
teach you medicine, but I find it unlikely that I have any sort of
heart problem. Given what I put my heart through on a daily basis,
I can’t imagine that I’m near keeling over. For example, I not only
ran, but also won a fifty-mile race last month. Doesn’t that sort
of prove that I’m healthy?”

“Hey, the read-out doesn’t lie,” he said,
thrusting the pink EKG trace out in front of my nose. “How would
you explain this?” he asked, condescension and disbelief coating
his words.

I was offended, but I tried not to further
upset him. Yet, I did feel that I needed to make a point: “The rest
of my family members are in medicine, not me. I see a piece of pink
paper with peaks and valleys; do you really expect me to be able to
interpret it?”

Less than half an hour before, his nurse had
placed little pads all over my chest. As she avoided the sticky
parts with her long fingernails, I had asked her how frequently she
and her boss performed these tests. “Almost never” was her
response. I was nervous at the time: What if she makes an error? I
had thought. Or what if the doctor’s inexperience causes him to
inaccurately interpret the results? I put these thoughts out of my
head, however, because I had heard time and time again from fellow
competitors that getting a doctor’s clearance was merely a
formality. These are simply the things that are required in today’s
litigious society.

“I’m just saying,” the doctor said, “that no
doctor who wants to keep his license would sign off on this EKG.
It’s bad.”

“You mentioned that,” I mumbled. My tone was
tempered. He had defeated me. I knew that I would not be walking
out of his office with a race clearance.

“You know, a study was done with 500,000
people,” he said. That number seemed a bit suspect, but he sure
spoke with confidence—just like he had when he had told me that my
leg was broken a few months back. “The study divided people into
three groups: those who did no exercise, those who walked thirty
minutes a few times per week, and those who exercised strenuously,
like you. The study showed that the walking group reduced its risk
of heart attack by 30% while the strenuous group increased its risk
by 300%. That’s why you see all those marathon runners having heart
attacks out on the course.”

I wanted to scream at him. Here I was being
told by a man who was easily seventy-five pounds overweight that
people just like me are dropping like flies. I thought about
reminding him that he had misdiagnosed me with a broken leg six
months earlier. But I realized that it was my fault for having
returned to him for a subsequent medical opinion, so I decided to
play along with his story instead of force a confrontation.

“Uh, yes, it happens,” I said. “But, I’ve
been to a lot of races, and this isn’t exactly an epidemic.”

“Anyway, you’ve got to get in and see a
cardiologist. He’ll want to run some other tests, and perhaps he’ll
conclude that you’re able to run. But with just this EKG, there’s
no way.”

“Okay.”

“Lots of people who think they’re healthy can
have heart attacks.”

“Okay.”

“I’ll work with the girls to get your
insurance authorization, and then we’ll call you.”

“Okay, thanks, Doc,” I said feebly. I
mustered what sounded like a little sincerity and shook his
hand.

As I walked out of the office, I had a myriad
of emotions. I was angry at the doctor who, in two visits, had been
so unaccommodating. And yet, as upset as I was at him, I was
angrier with myself for having returned to his office after a poor
first experience.

Panic began to set in as I realized that I
would now need to find some other way to get clearance for this
race. I was set to leave for Morocco in eighteen days, and with a
week of upcoming travel for work, I didn’t have much time to
resolve the matter.

And, though I firmly believed that there was
nothing wrong with my heart, a piece of me did wonder. What if
something were actually wrong? What if I had lived thirty years and
forty-nine weeks with a heart that was just waiting to explode? It
seemed ridiculous, but I had read sad tales of others who had
seemed perfectly healthy, only to drop dead of a heart attack,
stroke, or aneurism of some sort.

What if?

As soon as I was in my car, I called my
father. A practicing anesthesiologist for most of my lifetime, he
could hopefully provide me some insight. I read him the numbers
atop the EKG printout, and he said that nothing sounded
particularly abnormal to him.

“Listen, dude,” he said, using a mutual
nickname that we had both started using before the word had become
dorky. “I’ve seen a lot of EKGs, and while I can’t give you a firm
diagnosis without observing you, I’d suspect that everything is
fine. You just need to see a cardiologist, and I’m sure this will
be all cleared up quickly. Don’t freak out. Just see the
cardiologist.”

I felt a little better. Throughout my life,
my dad has always exhibited medical paranoia when it comes to his
children. Countless times he had reminded me that Tylenol and
alcohol should not be mixed. For the past fifteen years, every
phone call concluded with a reminder to wear my seatbelt. So I felt
better. If Mr. Paranoia was calm, I could stop worrying myself.

And stop worrying I did—until I arrived at
the office. That nagging What if? kept ringing in the back of my
mind. I decided to scan the EKG and send it to Bill, a Canadian
doctor and fellow runner I had met during our preparation to run
the Marathon Des Sables. I had an opinion from a Texas doctor (my
father), where hearts are continuously under attack from the
world’s best barbeque. I figured that Canadian hearts were mostly
the same as American ones. It was worth the risk.

Bill’s evaluation was mostly the same as
(though much more detailed than) my father’s. “Honestly, Ted, I
can’t understand why he’s concerned. While there could be something
wrong, everything looks fairly normal for an athlete.” He had typed
out in great detail all of the potential problems but offered the
same conclusion: “Just see the cardiologist, and this will get
cleared up.”

My panic subsided—or most of it, at least.
There was nothing wrong with my heart. That much was settled.
However, I still had the matter of getting cleared to run during
one of the eleven business days during which I would be in town
prior to my departure.

It was difficult to concentrate as I waited
for the nurse’s call. My mind began drifting, as often is the case,
to the societal and political ramifications behind the chaos.

With both parents as doctors, I’ve seen and
heard a great deal about the impact that HMOs have had on the
declining quality of our health care over the past twenty years. No
longer can I get the tests my doctor recommends—unless the
insurance company approves them. It was government intervention in
the 1970s that led to our current system of health care—one where
individuals are separated from the costs of the services they
receive—and now we’re hearing calls for the government to “fix”
things by nationalizing medicine.

As silly as it may sound, these were the
musings of a man who had just been told that he had a heart defect
and might not be able to participate in an event with two years of
preparation behind him. Most people would likely be fixated on a
potential health problem, but I drifted down the path of examining
the idiocy of our politicians—those with so little understanding of
economics that they would propose legislation that would not only
wreck the world’s best health care system, but also bankrupt our
society. Brilliant.

After a few hours, I had received my HMO
blessing and immediately called the approved doctor. Monica, the
cardiologist’s assistant, had already spoken with my doctor’s
assistant and was ready to spring into action.

“Okay, Mr. Archer. Dr. Gold wants to order
full blood work, a stress EKG, a chest X-ray, and another
cholesterol test.”

“Another?” I asked, unaware that I had ever
had a cholesterol test and shocked at the list of tests that I was
to endure.

“Yes, he felt that, given your recent high
cholesterol test, family history of heart attacks, and your high
risk of a heart attack now, that you should have a full
workup.”

“Uh, okay, Monica. I certainly don’t want to
step on Dr. Gold’s medical toes, but I think that there has been a
misunderstanding. I didn’t have a high cholesterol test, and I
don’t have a family history of heart attacks.”

“Really?”

“Really.”

My head started spinning. I felt as though I
were back in elementary school, sitting in a circle with Mrs. Nash
and a group of my classmates playing a game of “telephone.” Just as
Mrs. Nash’s message had become grossly distorted by the time each
of us students had whispered it to the next, Dr. Gold had somehow
received a warped medical history that more closely represented a
400-pound, seventy-four-year-old man than a guy who can run
back-to-back-to-back-to-back-to-back-to-back-to-back-to-back
six-minute miles. Try as I might, I could not understand how my
doctor’s office could have transmitted that information.

“Ted, can you hold on just a moment?” Monica
asked.

“Sure,” I said, assuming that she had another
call to answer. It was several minutes before she returned.

“Okay, I’ve spoken with Dr. Gold, and now
that he understands what is going on, he’d like to do the stress
EKG and go from there.”

Relieved, I thanked her. Everything seemed to
be falling into place. Dr. Gold was a reputable guy who not only
knew the human heart, but also had experience working with a number
of athletes. If my heart were abnormal because of my fitness
level—but still 100% healthy—he would be the perfect guy to make
that judgment. My thoughts began drifting back to Morocco—back to
the images of dust-coated runners, mile-high sand dunes, oppressive
heat, and the inter-lingual friendships that would be formed as we
suffered together through the world’s toughest footrace.

“So, how soon do you want to come in to get
this done?” Monica asked.

“Immediately,” I responded without
hesitation.

“Okay, well, the soonest I can get you in is
April 1. Will that work?”

If I had actually been at risk for a heart
attack, I surely would have died that instant. April first was to
be the third day of the race—and about two weeks too late for me to
participate. Being placed on the waiting list was little
consolation. Panic again ensued as a flurry of thoughts swirled
around my head. I needed to find another doctor, outside of my
insurance network, and just get this procedure taken care of.

For the ensuing two days, I asked family and
friends if they knew doctors in the area, at Stanford, in
Sacramento, or even in Idaho and Arizona. I was prepared to travel
anywhere, so long as the doctor in question was a cardiologist and
was willing to see me immediately. In fact, I even Googled “Doctors
in Tijuana,” thinking that perhaps I would be reduced to heading
south of the border and exchanging greenbacks for a
less-than-reputable medical consultation.

When the phone rang Thursday afternoon, I had
not yet finalized my fallback plan.

“Ted, this is Monica from Dr. Gold’s office.
We’ve had a cancellation for tomorrow morning if you’d like to come
in.” I enthusiastically accepted.

When I arrived the following morning,
McDonald’s bag and coffee in hand, Monica scolded me for drinking
coffee. She was nice about it, but my already fragile mind-set
began to crumble again: What if I’ve screwed up the test results
because I had a cup of coffee with breakfast?

I walked back into the office with the nurse
who had been tasked with readying me for my stress EKG. After
taking my pulse and blood pressure, she pulled out a razor and
asked me to remove my shirt. Unlike Tuesday’s EKG, this version
required some spotty chest shaving. I could not help but think
about Brad Paisley’s song, “I’m Still a Guy,” and the number of
times I had told my girlfriend, “I don’t do pedicures and manicures
and hair coloring and all that stuff; I’m still a guy.”

I mentioned the exchange to the nurse, noting
that she was setting me up for a little well-deserved ridicule when
my girlfriend found out that I had shaved my chest.

“Oh, I totally understand,” the nurse said.
“I went out on a first date with this guy recently, and he actually
took pride in telling me that he’s a metrosexual. Let’s just say
that was also our last date.”

During nerve-wracking times, humor is by far
the best medicine. I was glad for both of us and told her, “Yeah,
you definitely don’t seem like you deserve that. No woman should
have to date a metrosexual.”

After she had attached a dozen or so wires to
my chest and strapped a belt with a plastic monitoring box to my
waist, she looked up nervously and said, “So, we’re, uh, not yet
ready for the test, but we sort of need this room. Would you mind
waiting in the lobby until we’re ready?” I looked down at my bare
chest, the cords seemingly coming out of each rib.

“Sure, why not? I mean, you’ve covered the
shaved parts with those pads, so nobody will see what you’ve done
to me.”

I took a seat in the lobby, where a feeble
man with a walker grinned and said, “Nice get-up.”

“Shoot,” I responded, “this is next fall’s
hottest fashion trend. You’re getting a preview today.”

The test itself was fascinating. Not only was
I asked to run on an inclined treadmill with cords flopping around,
but I could see two giant machines with images of my heart, beats
per minute, a cardio trace, and more. As my heart rate climbed, I
treated it like a video game: How high will it go? The machine
indicated a target heart rate of 160, which I reached after about
ten minutes. My legs began to burn at an incline of 20% and 6.5
miles per hour.

During my entire training schedule for this
race, my coach had encouraged me not to tire myself out during
strenuous uphill sections. Instead, she advised, I should walk
briskly and use the opportunity to recover so that I would feel
better when I resumed running. Though it seemed absurd to me at
first, she had slowly broken me down. The pain required to run
uphill at a 20% incline was rapidly becoming uncomfortable. After
sixteen minutes, I presumed that they had plenty of data and
elected to stop.

As I waited in Dr. Gold’s office to discuss
the results of the test, I couldn’t help but chuckle. I would have
my results in moments, and this whole scare would be over. My form
would be signed, and I would be cleared to fly to Africa and punish
my body in ways that no sane person ever contemplates. Of course,
if Dr. Gold refused to clear me, the frantic process would begin
anew later that morning.

“So, you’re going to run 150 miles through
the desert, huh?” Dr. Gold asked, a simultaneous sense of wonder
and derision in his voice. He smiled and shook his head, “That’s
just crazy.”

“I’ve been called worse,” I said.

“Oh, don’t misunderstand me; I’m sure you
have,” he shot back, his lips curled into a wry smile. Now this was
my kind of doctor. “I’ve reviewed the test results, and you’re
absolutely, 100%, positively healthy. As many reasons as I could
give you not to run that race, your heart isn’t one of them.”

“Excellent.” I would have a signed form that
day! This entire ordeal was done. My panicked calls to my father,
e-mails to friends and family to find other doctors, and even my
plans to head to the land of Tequila for medical advice—all could
come to an end.

“So, this race form wanted a regular EKG,”
the good doctor said while reviewing the documentation I had handed
him. “Out of curiosity, why did we do this test?”

I recounted the tale of my primary care
physician, the discussion of blockage, the purported thickening of
the heart wall, and the likely birth defect. As I spun my tale, Dr.
Gold’s eyes widened and disbelief coated his face.

“Has your doctor ever seen a heart
before?”
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I can only describe that Saturday night in
the Moroccan wilderness as the longest of my life.

We had thought that a few pounds of sand and
a cadre of fist-sized rocks would be adequate to prevent nature
from penetrating our fortress, but we were sorely disappointed.

I awoke in total darkness to a mouthful of
sand. The sides of the tent flapped incessantly in the wind. Thwap!
Thwap! Thwap-thwap-thwap-thwap-thwap! I could see nothing as I
opened my eyes, but sand instantly stung and forced me to close
them. Blind, I grasped around until I could feel my glasses. Race
veterans had stressed the importance of having foam-lined glasses
with light-adjusting lenses so that I would be able to see in a
sandstorm. As I slipped them on, I appreciated having spent the
$135.

I slipped on my flip-flops and walked out
into the night. The cloud cover meant no moon or stars, just an
eerie white glow overhead. I turned on my headlamp and began
fidgeting with the sides of our tent, taking time to repack the
sides into the dirt and rocks that we had readied the night before.
As the night wore on, I heard three other tent mates arise to do
the same thing. None of us succeeded.

It was much more than the sandstorms that
made the night interminable. I would have thought that one night’s
experience sleeping on the compact, rocky ground would have made it
easier to sleep, but I noticed rocks that I had not noticed the
night before. But, without question, the most unsteadying thing was
the endless flow of the thoughts streaming through my head. The
night was a buffer, an impediment to reaching the starting line.
Mindless chatter, silly mental repacking, and replays of the
previous months’ training all swirled throughout my mind. I would
drift briefly into a slumber, only to jolt myself awake in a panic
that perhaps I had missed the starting gun.

The sun rose, and the slits of sandy light
served as a warning that the Berbers would soon come topple our
tent, leaving us exposed to the elements. People stirred early. A
few whispered; others tore open food; yet others fired up compact
stoves so that they could heat water. I saw little sense in getting
out of my sleeping bag before it was necessary—especially since the
night’s sandstorm had not taken its cue from the previous morning.
No, the wind raged on.

In due course, our tent was felled. With sun
on my skin, I inched out of my bag and tried to ignore my shivers.
Summoning Mr. Paisley had taken me a bit longer than on our first
morning in the desert, but I figured that was to be expected given
the conditions.

“Every time you take a sip,” I sang, pausing.
Something about the twang and ridiculousness of Brad’s lyrics had
me convinced that I would lean on him throughout this event.

“In this smoky atmosphere…press that bottle
to your lips…and I wish I was your beer.”

A few members of my tent wished me good
morning. Someone across the way moaned, “Here we go again.”

“In the small there of your back…your jeans
are playing peek-a-boo…I’d like to see the other half…of your
butterfly tattoo.” A few more chuckles and a little more disbelief
surfaced, but I needed to continue. I knew what was coming but
could not stand the thought that it might not be spoken aloud.

I picked up the tempo and belted, “Hey, that
gives me an idea: Let’s get out of this bar, drive out into the
country, and find a place to park! ‘Cause I’d like to see you…out
in the moonlight…I’d like to kiss you, way back in the sticks…I’d
like to walk you…through a field of wildflowers…I’d like to check
you for ticks!” I emphasized the punch line; only under such dire
conditions could it be considered somewhat touching. I heard a few
women laugh. Not far off I could hear someone wonder if that was
how I wooed gals back home. If only they knew.

My attempt to brighten the mood was really an
attempt to wake myself. It was the morning that the race would
begin, and I had less energy than at any time during the past week.
The day’s stage, scheduled to start at 9 a.m., was nearly twenty
miles and started with an eight-mile journey through Erg Chebbi,
North Africa’s largest dunes. A mile away, we had stared at them
for two days. In the distance, they appeared somewhat placid,
almost comforting. I knew that I would need all the energy I could
get.

“Are you guys excited?” Karen asked
matter-of-factly. She was shuffling through her pack, looking for
something.

“I will be, I think,” Andrea trailed off. She
was distracted, also rifling through her bag. “I just don’t know
where I put my…ah-hah! My spoon for breakfast. I thought I had lost
it.”

“Hopefully this sand will die down before we
hit the dunes, eh?”

“Yeah,” Jeff chimed in. “This would not be
fun in those dunes.”

I was thinking less about the dunes or the
sandstorm—which continued to pick up speed and make everything
uncomfortable—and more about my decision the previous day to throw
away a pair of long john’s. After having spent the first night in
the desert, I had decided that I would likely be warm enough
throughout the event and would rather not carry the pound of extra
weight. As I squatted and tried to pack my sleeping bag, I
shivered. I could generously claim 6% body fat, and I had little to
protect me from the chill.

“I just want the heat to kick in,” I
chattered. Others seemed to have been smarter about their clothing
selections, but I knew that no one would claim to be comfortable. I
pulled my buff out of my bag and slid it over my head. A long
string of stretchable nylon, it could be bent and folded into
various positions to protect oneself from the sun, sand, and wind.
I pulled it such that it covered my neck, face, and the back of my
head. Only my forehead and eyes remained uncovered, and the latter
were protected by my glasses. My hope was that I could retain a
little heat that way.

“You won’t be saying that in a few hours,”
Andrea laughed. “You’ll be asking for this weather to return, so
enjoy it while you can.” She was right in a way. The race had not
yet started, but I had already begun to whine.

“After training in Canada all winter, this
isn’t so bad. It’s a lot warmer than back home,” Andrea noted. She
was not trying to rub anything in, but my hometown of San Jose,
California, was no place to prepare for inclement weather.

The race organizers had begun gathering in
the middle of the bivouac. A large truck filled with water bottles
stopped and was being unloaded. Jay, the American rep for the
event, had warned us that these morning water distributions were
mandatory. Failure to present our water rationing card and get
checked by race personnel would mean a time penalty. Despite my
pleasant check-in process the day before, I still viewed the French
skeptically and worried that they would jump on any opportunity to
penalize an American competitor.

“I’m going to go grab water before the line
gets long,” I announced to my tent mates. “Anyone want to give me
your cards, and I’ll grab your water?” While the morning
checkpoints were mandatory, we had learned that it was the card
that was required—not the competitor. Everyone handed me their
cards, and Michelle offered to go with me to help carry the
bottles.

“Don’t drink my water,” Georgia warned, a
joke in reference to my insatiable thirst.

The water distribution process was different
this morning than it had been during our first two days in the
desert. Previously, the race officials had just offered us bottles
whenever we wanted them. Now they were limiting the amount of water
that each of us could take. One card, one bottle. Michelle and I
handed over our tent’s water rationing cards—three-by-two-inch
white plastic with red squares denoting each checkpoint—and watched
as the volunteers wrote our respective numbers on the bottle caps
and sides. We recalled the previous day’s warning about littering:
any competitor who failed to deposit his bottle in a trashcan would
receive a time penalty.

Michelle and I cradled the many bottles and
returned to distribute them to our group.

Brendan had started eating, and Jeff thanked
us with his mouthful of morning mush. There were still more than
ninety minutes until the start, but I figured that I would eat the
first half of my breakfast.

I had packed the same breakfast for all seven
days: a package of Pop-Tarts and freeze-dried blueberry granola
with milk, made by a company called Mountain House. I had sampled
many of their dinners to decide which meals to bring, but I had
never eaten their breakfasts. This would be, therefore, a critical
test. If I did not like the granola, I would suffer for the
duration of the event.

I added four ounces of water to the Ziploc
bag and stirred. The powdery chunks turned into a blue-tinted,
crunchy mush. I took a bite and was relieved; it was considerably
better than I had expected. In fact, after finishing the bag, I
turned it inside-out and licked the remaining contents.

“That’s disgusting,” Andrea laughed. I was a
bit disappointed that she had caught me. I had justified in my mind
that I needed the calories, but the truth was that I really liked
it. However, the spoonfuls had been better than the lickings once
the whipping sand had stuck to the bag.

I ate it anyway.

Ordinarily I would have thought that the
morning of such an event would be filled with chatter, laughter,
and excitement. But the strong winds had everyone struggling for
security. People packed their bags and covered up any way they
could.

A little more than an hour before the race
was scheduled to start, I found myself sitting on the ground.
Countless other runners in every direction were doing the same. I
leaned against my pack with the wind at my back. I pulled my buff
over my face and tucked my arms into my short-sleeved shirt. I
shivered but tried not to think about anything. The wind and sand
blew violently at my back, but I just sat, head down, and did what
would become a pattern for me throughout the race: I passed time
while thinking about absolutely nothing.

I returned to consciousness and noticed that
the wind had subsided somewhat. I looked at my watch: 8:25. I was
surprised that no one had yet headed to the starting line, where we
were supposed to assemble in five minutes. I jumped up, grabbed my
bag, and joined a few other Americans who were talking nearby.
Thankfully the wind had become a frail, dying memory of its once
powerful self.

“’Bout ready to do this?” Terry asked. Terry
had run the race in 2007 and had offered me countless tips over the
past six months. I liked him not just because of his stories, but
also for the incredible energy that he radiated every time we
talked. Whether we discussed running, sports, or politics, I felt
alive around him.

“Yeah, let’s do it,” I responded. Still cold,
I tried to shake the shivers.

“How do you feel?” Terry asked. He looked
great—a smile and a look of confidence.

“We’ll see, man; we’ll see. I slept horribly,
but we’ve just got to go on adrenaline, right?” I was trying not to
bring down the mood, and I was trying to ready myself for the
craziest thing I would ever do. Feeling a sudden rush of energy, I
let a scream loose. It was invigorating.

About twenty of us from the American and
Canadian group grabbed our things and started walking the few
hundred yards to the starting line. I reached into my pocket and
pulled out the second half of my breakfast—s’mores-flavored
Pop-Tarts. Unlike most of my fellow runners, I had always enjoyed a
large breakfast immediately prior to running. I would have
preferred a four-egg omelet but settled for the 900 calories in the
prepackaged way that I could get it.

Directly in our path, between the many
Moroccan flags that we had seen during ABC’s naked moment, was a
ten-foot tall picture of Morocco’s king. No doubt the race
organization had decided that it would bode well for future visits
if they honored the man who held their entry in his hands.

As I looked at his highness and his country’s
colors, I remembered a conversation I had with my boss a few months
earlier. One morning he informed me that the Dakar Rally, a famous
African car race, had been cancelled because of Al Qaeda activity
in neighboring Algeria and Mauritania. “You’ll be fine for your
race, though,” he informed me. “Morocco isn’t Algeria; the king
wouldn’t put up with any of that.”

I stared at the mural. I knew nothing of the
man but was happy to be in his country.

Beyond the king was the starting line. It was
a collection of inflatable white structures ranging from four to
more than ten feet high. The highest were two cylinders that stood
about thirty feet apart at the starting line. They were plastered
with the colorful banners of sponsors: Kia Motors, Eurosport, New
Balance. From each of these cylinders, smaller inflatable tubes
shot away from the starting line, forming a conical entrance that
would funnel the runners through the two cylinders. Off to one side
was Patrick’s Jeep, and he was climbing aboard.

“Quickly, quickly, quickly! Please get to the
starting line and get close. We want to start at 9 a.m., but we
have many announcements to make.”

I looked back toward where our camp had been
and saw hundreds of runners still trickling in.

Aerosmith played overhead. I grinned as I saw
French and Japanese athletes singing along. I had come to North
Africa, only to be haunted by Steven Tyler. Back at my office, our
software engineers used Aerosmith’s Greatest Hits as their test
album. Even good music grows old.

“Good morning, runners!” the translator
thundered overhead. Cheers followed. I had worked my way up to
within five feet of the starting line, wedged between the elite
Moroccan runners and the speakers. French may be a beautiful
language, but that loud it was torture. Patrick droned on and on
about the number of competitors, the details of the day’s stage,
and the location of the checkpoints. His faithful companion
dutifully translated, and I listened whenever my mind had not
drifted to a hollow place.

“We have three birthdays today!” she
thundered, and I jolted back to attention. Race veterans had
bemoaned the lengthy morning announcements; I thought they had been
joking about the birthdays. Music started playing overhead, and
hundreds of people who cannot speak English proceeded to sing
“Happy Birthday.” Other than the repetition of the words “happy
birthday” in place of where we Americans would insert “dear Sally,”
it could have passed for being sung at a neighborhood Chili’s
restaurant.

A few more announcements followed, and then
the music returned: AC/DC’s “You Shook Me All Night Long.” Last
year’s starting song was “Highway to Hell,” but I realized that
this was our countdown.

“Two minutes until starting!”

AC/DC thundered in my ear; my heart hit 100
beats per minute. I sipped some final water before tossing my
bottle aside. Scanning the faces in the crowd, I recognized no one.
The rest of the Americans and Canadians had remained farther back,
and I was suddenly suspended between excitement and loneliness.
Competitors closed in around me, stealing the remaining air. I
dodged elbows.

“Thirty seconds!”

The music got louder, and my pulse got
faster.

“Ten, nine, eight, seven, six, five, four,
three, two, one!” The music continued to play, and we shuffled
through the start. Cheers erupted behind me, but I focused intently
on the event. My joking, my singing, my thinking—it all stopped
immediately. During every long run I had ever done, I had learned
to switch off my mind and go into autopilot. Part of it was an
effort to conserve energy—unlike the Brit to my left waving a Union
Jack and a set of ski poles—but part of it was a need to numb the
mind.

My objective was to be one of the first fifty
or so runners to reach the dunes. Having practiced running through
sand dunes in Death Valley, California, I figured that only the top
few runners would actually be capable of running. The rest of us
would be relegated to a brisk walk—at least on the uphill sections.
Other than the obvious difficulty of running in soft sand, there
were two problems with dunes: 1) the more feet that had run over an
area, the softer it would become, and 2) oftentimes there was only
one efficient path through a particular area. This meant that being
efficient often meant staying in a line with the other runners,
preferably before too many had trampled the terrain.

I forced my breathing into a rhythm, inhaling
for three steps and then quickly exhaling on the fourth. Able to
open up my stride over the compact dirt, I made my way toward the
front of the pack, reaching the base of the dunes in six-and-a-half
minutes, less than 100 yards behind Mohamad Ahansal, the favorite.
How long can eight miles of dunes take? I reasoned with myself that
it would be in my best interest to stay ahead so as to benefit from
the compact sand.

My first step sunk in six inches. My brisk
pace immediately slowed to a pained trot. A full step forward
routinely gave way to half a step back. Fewer than eight minutes
into the race, my forehead was covered in sweat, and I could feel
my hamstring, quadriceps, and calf muscles tightening as I pushed
upward. They were rolling hills, ever so slightly edging upward.
The few flat and downhill sections were critical to my
psychological well-being.

The race organization’s helicopter zoomed
immediately overhead, too close to the ground to be safe but far
enough not to blow the sand.

I had settled into a group of runners of
similar ability. A small group of elite runners had pulled away,
and the rest of us seemed content with the notion that if we were
all together after ten minutes, we must be about the same speed.
When one runner began walking an uphill, it gave the rest of us
permission; when he started running a flat section, we scampered to
keep up.

The monotony would have been monotonous had
it not been so painful. After cresting each dune, a new ridge of
taller dunes would appear in the distance. With each minute, the
line of runners thinned, and I began to worry that the unvarying
terrain would disorient me. I remembered Terry’s promise that “You
won’t need a compass for the entire race. You’ll be able to follow
other people’s footsteps.” I could see three men in front of
me—ten, twenty, and fifty yards away—and three more behind me at
similar distances. I was determined to stay close enough to their
footprints, and I decided to follow #320, who I would later learn
was a Frenchman. No doubt he would follow the footprints of the men
in front of him, I would follow his, and the men behind me would
follow mine.

This worked well enough, and we climbed
higher and higher dunes. The smaller, twenty-foot dunes gave way to
fifty-, seventy-, and 100-foot monsters. With each cresting, I
fully expected to look into the distance and see the horizon. But
inevitably I was disappointed as the dunes continued their upward
slant.

Almost an hour into the event, I had consumed
nearly all of my water. I had sewn two half-liter bottles into the
front of my backpack. Short straws bounced in front of me so that I
could drink whenever I wanted. During my training runs back home, I
had consumed an average of one twenty-four-ounce bottle per hour.
Without knowing how far away the checkpoint was, I had nearly
doubled that rate. I would need to slow down my drinking.

Ahead of me, #320 stopped at the crest of a
tall dune and put his hands on his hips. He was taking in the view.
He had reached the summit and could see the valley below.

I struggled with my last few steps to the top
of the dune and noticed that two other runners had paused a few
steps below him. The view was not what I had expected, however. We
had indeed reached a critical summit with a valley below. We could
see for at least a mile, perhaps two, but there was nothing but
sand. There was no checkpoint, no salt flat, no bushes, and no
valley. More disconcerting, we could see neither runners nor
footprints.

An hour into the Marathon Des Sables, I was
lost.

I looked in every direction, praying that I
could pick up a trail. As five others climbed up behind me, the
arguments began. One of the men, an Australian, spoke English, but
he quickly told me that he had never run the MDS before and
therefore had no ideas. One man spoke Spanish, but I struggled to
understand his Castilian accent. From what I could tell, a few
spoke French, one spoke Italian, and one spoke Portuguese. I
communicated with the Spaniard, who relayed a message in broken
Italian, who in turn relayed a message to the French contingent.
The argument proceeded in this fashion, with voices rising and
falling as someone wanted to get an international word in
edgewise.

I stopped and shook my head. I was back in
Mrs. Nash’s class at St. Alban’s Elementary School, once again
playing the game of “telephone.” It was a simple game to show us
how quickly a message’s meaning could be lost as it passed from one
person to another. She whispered a message to one student, whose
job it was to whisper the same message to another, and so on. We
did our best, but inevitably the message had lost all of its
meaning after being passed along a few times. I looked at the
Aussie, the Italian, the Portuguese, the Spaniard, and the French.
Then I laughed. We were the proverbial blind leading the blind,
except that we were more dangerous because we each assumed that we
could in some way communicate with the others.

“Forget this,” the Australian yelled. He rose
to his feet and started sliding down the dune. I looked around,
nervous. Being lost was worrisome; being lost alone would be
terrifying. Another man rose to his feet, shrugged his shoulders,
and headed down the hill. Almost on impulse, I followed, convinced
that the others would follow, scared like I was to get separated
from the group. They did. None of us had any idea where we were,
but at least we were together.

Nine lost people should be easier to find
than one, I assured myself.

A few minutes later, we reached the bottom of
the sand valley, which opened up more than we had expected. I could
see a small, abandoned hut a few hundred yards to my left. Three
more sat to my right.

I brought out my race book, remembering that
the childlike drawings of each day’s stage often identified when we
would come into a town or see a ruin. I prayed that the drawing of
Erg Chebbi would show a few scattered buildings just to the left or
right of the prescribed course. Nothing.

Fifteen minutes following our mountaintop
dispute, the dunes turned almost white. Instead of the towering
golden peaks, we were running over rolling sand hills with spotty
shrubs. Still no sign of others or their footprints, I began to
seriously worry. I had but a sip of water remaining, and though I
knew from experience that I could persevere for hours, this was
precisely the sort of thing that my friends and family back home
had assumed would happen. At the time, I had thought that they were
unnecessarily concerned. Now, lost after seventy-five minutes of
the event, their concerns made such perfect sense.

At that moment I saw the helicopter emerge
from a ridge to the left. We had been headed in a different
direction but immediately turned toward the copter. I assumed—or,
rather, I hoped—that it had flown over the checkpoint before
heading back into the dunes. I prayed as I ran faster, still
unwilling to lose sight of my companions. Within moments the
helicopter had flown by, but we continued to run toward where it
had come from.

Ten minutes later we were climbing again. I
paused on the way up and looked back into the valley. I could see
the four little huts but not another runner outside of our group of
nine. My water gone, I held my breath as I reached the dune’s
summit.

As I crested the dune, the colors changed. In
the distance, there were deeper browns and rough color palates. A
mile or two of dunes remained, but I could clearly see the
checkpoint just beyond a series of smaller dunes. Relieved, I
opened my second gel pouch and ate its contents. They tasted
horrible, but they were quite effective at providing a boost of
energy.

The volunteers at the checkpoint were
animated but efficient. As I approached, I heard my name and number
being repeated: “quatre-cent-soixante-six.” As I ran through, I
pulled my water rationing card out of the left side of my backpack
and grabbed my allotted water bottle from the volunteer.

When I had sewn the bottles into the front of
my pack, I had done so with the belief that this would reduce the
time that I would have to spend at each of the checkpoints. I had
heard that many runners spent several minutes at each—not because
they want to rest, but rather, because they are unprepared to
continue. So, I had been determined to be as efficient as possible,
hoping to spend a mere thirty seconds at each checkpoint. In
practice, however, the process was more awkward than I had
expected.

Unscrewing the bottles was disorienting. I
looked down, trying to focus on the tops of the bottles, but they
were too close for me to get an adequate perspective. Once I had
loosened the tops, it was time to empty a bag of energy mix into
one of them. I reached into my pocket and pulled out a Ziploc bag
full of white powder, bit the corner, and then tried to empty the
mix into the bottle’s small opening. All the while, I was running
and trying to watch my footing.

As I departed the first checkpoint, I looked
at my watch: I had wasted three minutes and had been running for a
total of 1:39.

After the dunes, the stage became rocky. At
first, there were occasional pebbles that I could easily avoid. But
the rocks multiplied and grew larger, to the point that I could no
longer avoid them. In an effort to navigate them, I started
prancing. I tried, unsuccessfully, to jump from place to place and
find flat ground to place each foot.

It then opened up to an enormous salt
flat—endless, packed sand with crusty white ridges. I was making
good time now that I no longer had to fight the dunes.

By the second checkpoint, I had perfected my
transition strategy, shedding a minute from the previous
experience. But, nearly two-and-a-half hours into the race, I was
tired. My legs ached, and I was psychologically wounded from the
morning’s ordeal. I was pleased that fewer than five miles
remained. I could run briskly until I got to the final section of
the day: another set of dunes.

My plan was immediately thwarted as I entered
what the road book called “wadi.” Relatively flat ground with
occasional shrubs, wadi looked passive. But it was unpredictable.
As I prepared myself to sink into the ground, I would hit compact,
hardened terrain; when I tried to push off, I would sink into soft
sand. During this short stretch, more than a dozen runners passed
me. Though they had kept relatively close over the past hour, not a
single runner had passed me since the dunes. It was demoralizing to
watch one person after another stride by as I was fighting my
footing. The wadi took pleasure in humiliating me.

The final dunes approached, which meant that
only 1.5 miles remained until the day’s finish line. I looked
behind me and saw another runner 100 yards back but no one behind
him. As I reached the base of the dunes, I saw a Jeep and two
volunteers.

“Three miles more, that is all!” one of them
yelled in a thick French accent. I turned quickly to correct
her.

“You mean three kilometers, right?” After
three hours in sand and rock, this was important.

“No, three miles—just under five kilometers,”
she said. My neck tensed; she had done the conversion correctly.
Either she was mistaken, or the road book was wrong. As I looked up
the dunes and could not see the finish line, I decided that it must
be the latter. Deflated, I decided that I had only one task: I
would not allow the runner behind me to pass. I would walk if he
did but would sprint if necessary. The time difference and ranking
would not matter, but I could not endure being passed by yet
another competitor. In my weakest moment, I was making a stand.

I walked the uphill sections of the dunes but
noticed that he was running them. I sprinted downhill and then
realized that this more than compensated for his extra effort on
the way up. Evidently I had something going for me on the downhill
sections. He remained a hundred yards away, and I plodded along.
Unlike in the first section of dunes, I could see footprints the
entire way.

Following twenty minutes of using willpower
to override my desire to stop, I reached the summit of a dune and
could see miles into a valley. Below, a few football fields away, I
could see the inflatable white structures that had been at the
starting line. Just beyond was the bivouac—more than 100 black
tents arranged in a horseshoe pattern.

I broke into a sprint. Though the ground was
sandy and soft, I ran as much as possible. I could see the finish.
Following more than three and a half hours and nearly twenty miles
of running, I would be done. Exhausted, I turned around but could
not see my threat. He would not catch me. I slowed and took a
leisurely jog across the finish, where a five-foot-two-inch French
woman called out to congratulate me: “Goot job, See-o-door,” she
said, her way of praising the American named Theodore.

I limped around and took stock of my body. I
could feel some rubbing on both my back and feet. Determined to get
out of the sun, I grabbed my day’s final water ration and proceeded
to the tent. It was 1:30 in the afternoon, the hottest part of the
day. I worried about how my body would feel as it tightened.

But a funny thing happened: ten minutes after
finishing the day’s stage, I was once again energized. I had
slipped into flip-flops and drank a recovery drink. Lying down, I
found myself restless. I did not want to be there. I needed
something else. I needed to be back in the race. I decided that I
would return to the finish line and search for a shaded area to sit
and cheer on my fellow runners.

There was no natural shade in the desert, but
the finish line’s giant inflatable structures served as a perfect
barrier between me and the sun. I slid around the side and looked
at a race organizer. The small French woman said hello
again—“See-o-door”—and I asked for permission to sit on a wooden
box just below a giant canopy. She agreed, and I sat and felt the
gentle breeze against my face. It was the most comfortable I had
been in days. How much we take for granted life’s simple pleasures,
such as a chair. Three days without any human comforts, and I was
appreciating the impact that a comfortable position could have.

The runners drifted in. The gaunt man with an
aching back winced, and I could see him back at home holding his
children. Life was good but predictable. The day-to-day tasks of
going to the store and driving to soccer had turned family into
monotony, and he yearned for something that he could hold onto when
bored. He smiled as he staggered across; he had found it.

A French woman ran in but was clearly running
away. As she crossed the finish line—that moment when she should
have exalted in having conquered the most difficult opening in the
history of the event—she still harbored resentment toward him. Had
it been her weight? Her personality? Her career? She had been
unwilling to accept that it had been his insecurities and
infidelities—not something that she lacked. I will show him. Today
had been a first step. Maybe, just maybe, the sand and the grime
and the pain could cause her to stop hurting. Maybe, just maybe,
her tent mates could stoke the embers that had so long ago hardened
into coal.

A couple threw their arms into the air. They
had bonded for thirty-one years, and this was only their most
recent journey. He smiled at her, and she loved him back. The kids
had graduated college, and they were using every last minute of the
time they had left on God’s brown earth to extract meaning.

I cheered friends and strangers, and though
every emotion was different, we were all the same.

After a few hours, I headed back to the tent.
I had seen Jeff and Brendan finish within moments of my arrival.
Jay, Mike, Laurie, Michelle, and more trickled in. I returned to
talk with them about their days. We chatted about the dunes, my
getting lost, the heat, and our pride. The hardest parts were yet
to come, but there was satisfaction nonetheless in having conquered
the first stage.

By five o’clock everyone in my tent had
returned, and we shared our stories. A few had taken more than
twice as long to complete the stage, but in most respects we had
experienced the same thing. It was a striking contrast to team
sports, which I had played all my life. Teammates on the same field
always had different stories, different experiences. Someone had
scored, someone had sent an errant pass, and someone had stopped
the other team’s hero. But, as I listened to Andrea talk about her
day, I walked alongside her. She very well could have been telling
my story.

Most Americans had returned, but we realized
by early evening that Andrew had not. The youngest in our group,
the twenty-one-year-old also had one of the heavier backpacks. I
stopped by to talk to Jay and Terry, and we decided to investigate.
The time cutoff for the stage had passed. We walked across the
bivouac toward the finish line, hoping to speak to someone at the
registration tent to learn if he had abandoned the stage, gone to
medical, or was still struggling out on the course.

Trying to get an answer out of the race
organizers was difficult. Aside from the fact that they spoke
limited English (and we no French), they seemed to process
information in a myriad of places. It took time to transfer
information regarding penalties and withdrawals from checkpoint to
checkpoint. We wandered from the registration tent, to the finish
line, and then to the medical tent.

“He’s at medical,” Jay announced.

“What does that mean?” I asked. The race had
two sets of medical tents—a preliminary check-in where anyone could
go and a secondary set that was closed to anyone but the very sick.
“Is he in there?” I asked, pointing to the check-in tent.

“No, he’s back in the off-limits medical
area.”

“That’s not good,” Terry broke in. “You’ve
got to be in pretty bad shape for them to take you back there.”

“Well, not necessarily,” Jay explained. “They
might just have wanted to check him out and get him out of the
heat.”

Terry nodded and said, “Yeah, that’s true.
Hopefully that’s the case.”

“Uh, okay,” I abruptly said. “Can’t we figure
out which of those options it is?” I was not mad, but a little
impatient. I was not sure what I hoped to do or learn, but I very
much wanted to know.

“Probably not. They don’t usually let people
back there.” Jay was thinking. “You know what? Let me see what I
can go find out.”

Terry and I decided to wander over to the
registration tent to check our day’s rankings. The race officials
typically posted results after a few hours’ delay. I had finished
twenty-ninth for the day.

“Twenty-ninth! That’s really great, Ted!”
Terry was not so much surprised, but genuinely excited.

“Yeah, wow,” I responded. “That’s pretty
good.” I was definitely surprised. I thought about the thirteen
runners who had passed me in the wadi before the final set of dunes
and realized that I must have emerged from Erg Chebbi in sixteenth
place. Evidently getting lost had not been such a bad thing.

Jay returned from behind the medical tents
and called out to us.

“He’s all right, but he’s not so good,” he
said. Both Terry and I looked at him, confused.

“What I mean is that he’s going to be okay,
but they’re not sure if he can continue. Evidently, his feet are
really bad, and he’s really sore. They’re going to keep him for a
while longer and make a decision either tonight or tomorrow as to
whether he can continue.”

Back at the tent, I talked with my group
about Andrew’s situation. Just as we had worried about Karen’s
plight the day before, we felt as though a piece of us was at risk
of being taken from us. When Andrew returned to his tent, he moved
slowly. His face was white, and he just shook his head at me.

“Not good, man, not good. Rough day. We’ll
see, but tomorrow’s not looking good.”

“You don’t have to decide tonight, Andrew,” I
counseled as I walked him back to his tent. “Eat a good meal, and
tomorrow we’ll cut down your pack’s weight. Eat a good meal and get
a good night’s sleep.”

I walked back to Tent 77 just in time to hear
Karen talking about husbands—and why not to get one. Andrea
chuckled along, paying homage to her boyfriend while simultaneously
encouraging Karen’s analysis. Jeff chided her a bit, and Georgia
added a few kind words for our sex, noting that her Monte was a
great man and father. Brendan, quiet most of the time, felt
compelled to join in and playfully defend himself. Michelle and I,
on opposite sides of the tent, sat quietly. Perhaps it was that
neither of us had been married. Perhaps it was that both of us were
in long-term relationships that were likely headed in that
direction. Perhaps we were just feeling the effects of a long day.
Or perhaps we had learned enough to know that there are some
discussions that can never be won.

The night was dark and cold. The cloud cover
returned, but thankfully there was no wind. I rolled over and then
back again, my mind consumed by the rhythmic pounding of my feet
against the rocky plain. California seemed so far away; I was
uncertain if I even wanted to return. But that was a decision for
another time. More than 130 miles remained.
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Leg over leg, swishing tufts of yellow dust
puffed upward. It was not accustomed to human activity, and Bunny’s
legs were pound, pound, pounding away. She sank to the knee with
each step. Her shoes temporarily locked into the earth, and she
nearly fell forward before the mountain released her. The wheel of
her body spun along, and her fists pumped forward. She ran with
incredible speed, much faster than most of us had dared to travel.
She was a machine—albeit one that rocked forward far enough with
each step that her forehead nearly scraped the sand. She had
traveled halfway down Death Valley’s tallest sand dune, and we were
all amazed that she had not fallen over.

She fell.

It was a majestic tumble. There was no
warning, no loss of balance, and no yell. She just planted forward,
her face colliding directly with the dune, and her body immersing
itself. The good news was that the sand was soft enough that injury
was unlikely. The better news was that everyone—including
Bunny—erupted in laughter.

There really is only one proper way to
recover from a face-forward tumble into a sand dune: bow. And bow
she did. Her hands extended outward, then one crossed her chest.
Glasses tilted, her two-tone face was plastered in a giant grin as
she dropped forward to acknowledge her greatness. We clapped and
cheered—and then clapped some more as she returned upright and
offered a proper curtsy.

“You rock, Bunny! That was awesome!” someone
yelled.

“Oh my gosh…are you okay?! Really? Are you
okay?” The phrases were choked laughter.

“You go, Bunny! Someone had to do it,” Lisa
offered.

Lisa was the woman in charge of the running
camp in Death Valley. She had won the Marathon Des Sables in 1999,
twice won the 135-mile Badwater ultra marathon through Death
Valley, and won countless other running races and triathlons.
Twenty of us had traveled hundreds or thousands of miles to spend
five days in the desert learning how to cope with the heat,
terrain, sand, and anxiety. Lisa, along with her husband Jay (the
official Marathon Des Sables rep for our region) and a friend named
Mike, took us under their collective wing for the week. It was
slightly more than five months until our event would begin. I had
never thought of myself as a runner, so this was to be my crash
course in official running.

There we were in the heat, a few days into
our camp, circling up and down the dunes. We were a trail of ants,
slowly trekking upward in a single line, only to fly downhill as
soon as we had reached the top. I had expected more structure, more
intensity, more discussion about conquering demons. Instead, I got
frivolity, laughter, and fun. In the course of enjoying running
instead of approaching it as a chore, something funny happened: I
realized that my body did not hurt nearly as much as it ordinarily
would have after the distances that we ran on any given day.

Bunny tried hopelessly to dust herself off,
spitting a bit to purge her mouth of sand. I turned toward Lisa,
one of the ants on the hill, and she was just enjoying us. It was
teaching through experiencing, and it worked. Here was a woman who
had run and won some of the world’s most grueling events. Were she
a professional basketball player or a quarterback, she would have
demanded ten times the fee to spend an hour giving a half-hearted
talk to a group of aspiring athletes. Following her speech, we
would have learned that she had been arrested for driving under the
influence of alcohol and waving a gun at a police officer. Then,
her press agent would report that she was a victim of her
upbringing. An absurd comparison, perhaps, but the contrast was
shocking: she was so darn decent.

That week was valuable preparation for the
Marathon Des Sables, but the real value came from the conversations
and laughter along the way.

“Wait a minute, Ted,” Bill disbelievingly
asked one night before dinner. “What do you mean by ‘underwear’?” I
had made a comment about how difficult I thought it would be to get
one’s backpack to a sufficiently light weight. I had mentioned that
I would inevitably need a fresh pair of underwear for each day.

“Uh, underwear. You know, the stuff that you
wear under your shorts?” My tone was half confidence, half worry; I
knew that I was in trouble.

“You wear underwear when you run? What do you
mean—like the liners in running shorts?”

“No, I mean underwear. I’m a soccer player,”
I said, my standard excuse each time someone caught me not knowing
something about running. “I’ve always worn a good ol’ pair of
cotton briefs and a pair of soccer shorts when I play, so why would
running be any different?”

Bill laughed hysterically, and a few others
within earshot just looked on in disbelief.

“What about the chaffing?” he choked out.
“Doesn’t that get incredibly uncomfortable?”

I was uncertain how to respond. The looks on
the others’ faces had me convinced that my way of doing things
clearly was not the right way. I have always been of the opinion
that everyone has his own method, but I also figured that preparing
to run six marathons through the Sahara warranted an examination of
even one’s most natural assumptions.

“I don’t really know,” I responded, somewhat
questioningly. “I guess that it’s gotten a little uncomfortable
after longer runs, like the marathons I’ve run—” Bill cut me
off.

“Whoa! You’ve worn cotton
briefs—Jockeys—during a whole marathon?!!”

I explained that I had, and everyone enjoyed
laughing at my expense. I was the fastest runner at the camp and
likely the best natural athlete, but I was absolutely clueless.
Within hours of arriving in Death Valley, I marveled at my own
ignorance. It was somewhat fun to learn just how much I did not
know, but it was definitely humbling each time someone pointed out
how inefficient I was being.

A few of the other runners jumped in to
nurture me, and I learned that the sport of running has evolved.
They spoke of “fibers” and “weaving” and “compression” and
“seamless” and “technical fabrics.” None of it made any sense, but
it seemed logical enough that I should look into alternatives for
the trip to Morocco.

In time, the discussion turned from clothing
to eating. Evidently, there is a whole industry of food science
built around the ultra athlete. I imagined chalky powders and
inedible bricks, and I desperately wanted a burrito.

“You’ve really got to start eating better,”
Lisa interjected one night at dinner. I was talking aloud about my
desire for a burrito, cheeseburger, and Coke—while sipping my
second beer.

“What are you talking about?” I playfully
asked. I knew that my diet was abysmal, but I liked bad food. “The
burrito is the perfect food. It has vegetables, legumes, meat,
cheese, and rice. It’s got it all.” I smiled at her, and she shook
her head.

At another table, Lisa’s husband Jay ordered
a vegetarian entrée. “I only eat meat in the few weeks leading up
to the Marathon Des Sables. Otherwise, I’m vegetarian.”

As a group, ultra runners are obsessed with
their diets. They stuff their faces with six thousand calories a
day, but certain foods have earned the right to sit atop the food
pedestal. Dieters talk of low-carb, low-fat, low-cal, and the
fashionable pill. Pregnant women talk of ice cream and pickles, but
ultra runners share tips about the foods that give them energy
without diarrhea. To call their conversations about food unnatural
would be an understatement. I heard more talk of stomach problems,
vomiting, bladder control, and other physical ailments, not because
people sought to be disgusting, but because they were obsessed with
finding foods that helped them to run better.

Throughout camp, we ran through sand, rocks,
and prickly thorn bushes. We ran ten miles from the middle of
nowhere to a small roadside diner at an outpost called Panamint
Springs that offered $10 milkshakes. Sitting on the patio waiting
for the other runners to arrive, I drank two. The air was dry and
hot, but because of the shade, a slight breeze, and sixty ounces of
half-frozen liquid, I shivered a bit. I removed my socks and threw
my deep-brown legs onto the railing. Bill and I spoke of his wife
back home—“the perfect woman who is far too good for me”—and then
made fun of one another.

“Those man-pris are totally awesome,” I
commented, jabbing him for his calf-length Capri pants.

“Where can I get one of those hats?” he
asked, referring to my multicolored, hand-woven Peruvian hat made
of all-natural plant fibers.

We sat in the shade drinking milkshakes,
making jokes, and waiting for friends to join us. We were in the
middle of nowhere to do something that hurt immensely but brought
out a smile. That, I think, is what life should be all about.

It takes being stranded in the desert to
realize just how completely cell phones and e-mail have tethered
us. Countless clichés allude to the way that modern life allows us
to immediately connect to anyone and yet somehow prevents us from
really connecting at all. Experiencing Joe spit out his Perpetuem
energy drink and proclaim that it was bile-flavored was
considerably more enjoyable than watching it on YouTube. Seeing the
flecks of spit fall off Bunny’s tongue as she walked up the steps
to milkshake paradise told the entire story. There was something
about the meaning behind the broken conversation born out of
extreme exhaustion. It bound us together.

It was during this Death Valley trip that I
met Terry. I overheard him talking about his dream to start a
school that teaches kids through athletics. P.E. classes teach
sports, but Terry focused on the passions that can only be roused
by pushing oneself to the point where pain yields to illumination.
His perspective was shockingly different from everything I had
experienced playing high school and college sports. They taught
competition—an element necessary if one ever hopes to receive the
higher benefits of athletics—but somehow failed to create meaning.
Nowadays, youth sports often emphasize collaboration and
participation, shedding any hint of competition from the sport.
Terry (and all of us there) talked about competing against oneself
and striving to be the very best. It takes an incredible man to
openly discuss when he has failed to reach his potential, but only
he can ever experience the full satisfaction of achieving that
perfect moment.

Death Valley is also where I met George and
Leigh. George was his rock-solid self: consistent, calm, and never
uttering a complaint. Each night, Leigh recovered beautifully from
our day’s run, sporting a different belt buckle that bragged of
having finished a 100-mile race. She oozed modesty and spoke in
tones so kind that I was warmed by her presence. But those belt
buckles brought intimidation: 100 miles is a long distance to run
in a single event. “No, you just don’t understand,” she would say.
“It’s only a hundred miles.” Only.

Death Valley is where I met Georgia and her
husband Monte. He was debating whether or not he would run the
Marathon Des Sables, but she was determined. “C’mon, Ted,” she
would chide me as we sat outside on yoga mats, learning how to
stretch properly for ultra running events. I writhed in pain at
each position, and she took a special satisfaction in poking fun:
“That’s it? C’mon, c’mon. You can do more. A little further. A
little longer. C’mon, Ted. Stop whining.” I whined. That is when I
learned that Georgia was not only a massage therapist up in Alaska,
but also a yoga instructor.

Death Valley is where I met Andrea. Cue
sarcasm, and cue dry wit. She would launch into one quick tale
after another to illustrate a point. She would insult and deride
but do so in a paradoxically inviting way and direct just as much
of it at herself. If there was ever any doubt about her heart, we
talked about her work for charities to help disabled people. We
talked about her paraplegic friends and her endless patience. Her
dry humor was her charm.

Death Valley is where I met Steve—and shared
a room with him, in fact. A sixty-year-old cardiologist, Steve and
I had the same build. He spoke of his children, and I wondered what
I would have thought as a teenager had my father decided that it
was time to begin running fifty- and 100-mile races. He approached
training and running in a very methodical way. I moaned when longer
runs were scheduled; Steve just matter-of-factly put on his shoes
and said, “Well, it’s time to run.” Emotionless, he was utterly
charming. The simplicity and insanity of embracing pain with a
smile was refreshing.

And Death Valley is where I met Jay and
Lisa—husband and wife, business partners, and all-around smiley
people. Jay had the face of a seventeen-year-old, wire-rimmed John
Lennon glasses and a mullet taken from Backcountry Monthly
Magazine. He repeatedly mentioned that he only grew his hair like
that for sun protection during the race; though I was inclined to
believe him, I could not help but make references to moonshine and
coonskin caps. Lisa found excitement and passion in everything. She
dismissed negatives—including poor running or mild injuries—and
found the positive in all that we did. She had won races around the
world. We should have been in awe of her. And yet, she continuously
expressed her joy and excitement at our moderate successes.

Everyone was a character from different parts
of North America and with different careers and different stories.
Everyone shared a passion to excel and, interestingly enough, a
desire to coordinate with others in an attempt to learn how to
perform even better. Perhaps it is the sign of a shallow life for
me to say that never before had I met a group of people who were
completely committed to enjoying and helping one another. But,
nonetheless, that is what I discovered.

In business or in life, there always seems to
be a plan or reason. For five days we ran at different paces but
discussed strategy at night. We shared pointers and ideas, and all
that anyone wanted to know of another was, Are you getting what you
need to do your best? We drank Perpetuem, drank milkshakes, and
drank beer, but mostly we drank of life.

As we parted, watching coverage on the news
of the Southern California wildfires, we were impacted in two ways.
The first, of course, was a sense of sadness for the people who had
lost their homes. The second, more unexpected realization was that
we were returning to life as normal. For five days we had traded
cell phones, our bosses, e-mail, and life in general for a sense of
peace and camaraderie that does not make sense in print.

I longed for March, when we would all meet up
in Ouarzazate, Morocco, and learn how to do it all over again.
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“How are you feeling?” I asked. Andrew was
still inside his sleeping bag.

“Uh, are you talking to me?” He shifted
around and poked his head out of the mummy hole.

“Yeah, it’s Ted. Feeling any better this
morning?”

He sat up and squinted. He looked tired but
was trying to focus, as though he had something important to
accomplish. “I don’t know, pretty crummy,” he moaned.

“Pretty crummy? Of course you feel crummy,” I
said, trying to make a joke. “You’ve slept out in the desert on
horribly hard and rocky ground for three nights now. Did you expect
to feel rested?”

He chuckled, but it was just as much a cough
as it was laughter. I wanted to avoid calling attention to the fact
that the virus he picked up on the airplane had not seemed to
subside. He knew that, of course, so I just tried to refocus his
attention toward succeeding.

He said, “I don’t know if I can go today. I
feel really bad.” He did not look particularly good.

“I hear you, man. I’m really sorry to hear
that. Listen,” I paused. I was choosing my words carefully; I did
not really know what I was talking about, but my goal was to get
him to continue running. I guess that I would have hoped for the
same if the roles had been reversed.

“Listen, Andrew, nobody but you can know how
bad you feel and whether you can’t continue. But I’d just say this:
Don’t quit because of the psychological. This event is brutal. It’s
playing tricks on all of us. We’re all feeling
bad—somewhere—physically. So it becomes more of a mind game. If you
really can’t go,” I emphasized, “then you can’t go. But don’t even
think of quitting if there is a chance that you can make it. What’s
the harm in trying today and, if it doesn’t work, just dropping out
mid-stage? Unless you absolutely cannot physically go, go until you
can’t go anymore—or until they force you to stop.”

My inspirational speech had not rallied him
the way I had hoped. When I awoke that morning and walked toward
his tent, I imagined my words stirring a battle cry. But, though he
seemed somewhat comforted, he was in no way altered.

“Well, I guess that maybe I could give it a
try…” he trailed off. He was distracted. Then he found more
confidence: “But if I’m going to have any chance of making it, I’m
gonna have to get rid of a lot of weight from my pack.”

“I’ll help, if you want it,” I offered. I
liked that the conversation had turned away from quitting and
toward a prospective solution.

“Naw, that’s all right. I think that I’ll eat
something and start playing around with the pack a bit and then see
how I feel.” He seemed headed in the right direction but was in no
way the defiant warrior that I had hoped to resurrect. “How are you
feeling?” he asked.

Had I been honest, I would have told him that
I hurt all over and that my head was in a fog. Had I been honest, I
would have told him that my body wanted nothing to do with running
that day. But I figured that would have served no purpose but to
bring him down.

“I’m tired, man, but everything will be good
once the adrenaline is pumping,” I responded.

I walked back to my tent, hoping for a little
bit of a pick-me-up. The conversation with Andrew had been
emotionally draining, and I was feeling physically weak. In a fit
of early-morning disorientation, Andrea did not disappoint. She
searched for words but made little sense. She spoke in incoherent
word jumbles.

“Okay, it just put it down somewhere. Okay,
where it is? Do you guys know is it?” She looked at us and seemed
to know that she had made no sense. Her hair was tousled, her eyes
half-closed.

“What are you looking for, eh?” Karen asked.
She was smiling but was trying not to laugh.

Andrea stared blankly, her eyes inquisitive
and her cheekbones seeming to be interested in solving some
dilemma. She tilted her head to the side, as though that would help
the answer come to her.

“I am trying to find…” she was thinking
intently. “I am trying to find my knife, which I need to cut the
tape, which I need for the blisters on my feet.” It had all come
together again for her, and we lost our opportunity for further
humor as she discovered her knife and went back to work.

Trying to feed the mood, I stopped in the
center of the tent and addressed everyone: “Hey, guys, I know that
we’re in the middle of the desert and that this is sort of hard for
everyone, but I haven’t even been gone for ten minutes.” I paused
just long enough for perplexed looks to appear. “I’m willing to
look the other way this time, but whoever it is who keeps throwing
sand on all my stuff when I’m away, just please stop.”

I got a few sympathy chuckles and a few more
groans. The joke was more painful than it was funny. Sand was
everywhere, all of the time.

“Oh my gosh, right?” Karen chimed in
immediately. “It’s everywhere. I tried for a while to keep myself
clean, but now it’s just disgusting. My hair is so gross.”

As though a symphony conductor had instructed
all of the women to speak, Michelle, Andrea, and Georgia echoed
Karen’s hair comment.

“I’m so sick of sand,” Jeff offered. His tone
seemed to sarcastically acknowledge the fact that we had five more
nights and an equal number of marathons to go.

I prepared my freeze-dried granola with
blueberries and milk; it was just as good as it had been the first
morning. Others rifled through their packs, searching for
Band-Aids, tape, or other items to fix their feet. I seemed to have
less to do than my tent mates, so I ate, lay down, and waited.

After a while, I wondered aloud if Andrew
would be starting the stage. Karen suggested that I check in with
him again, so I walked over and found him fully dressed, standing
over his pack, and actively discarding items. He looked like a
runner, and I smiled.

“I have so much stuff I don’t need,” he said.
“I’ve already gotten rid of a dozen or so Powerbars.”

“You ready to do this?” I asked.

“I’m gonna try.” He had a little bit of
confidence in his voice. Mentally, at least, he seemed interested
in finding out what he could do. He attacked his bag like a TSA
agent. “Oh, I totally don’t need this. In the trash it goes.”

As it neared 8:30 a.m.—time to assemble at
the starting line—everyone was a bit slower than they had been on
the first day. The dunes had injured us. They had humbled us.
Shoulders were a bit slouched and feet a bit heavy. The second
stage was being billed as the “easy stage,” but few people felt as
though twenty-four miles through rock flats and 120 degrees made
for an easy day.

Mick Jagger started singing. It is
fascinating the way that certain songs seem to transcend cultural
boundaries. “I can’t get no!” a Frenchman to my left yelled.
“Sat-is-fac-tion!” rang the chorus around him. I still felt
sluggish, but the music helped to improve my mood. Furthermore, I
looked around and took stock of the situation. With the exception
of the eight hundred people in my immediate area, there was no sign
of life for miles. Who would ever think to come up with such a
ridiculous event?

During the countdown to race start that
morning, I was optimistic. I felt bad, but I took comfort in
something that I overheard Jay tell another runner: “Everyone feels
bad; don’t worry about it.”

The stage began with my least favorite
terrain: wadi. It seemed never-ending with its sandy-then-crusty
unpredictability. I slugged through it, losing myself in thought
about nothing.

I was jolted alert by a Toyota Land Cruiser
driving ten yards to my right. A cameraman sat in the back seat.
The window was down, and he was taping as they drove by. A few
hundred yards later, they came to a stop, and the cameraman jumped
from the Toyota and set up directly in my running path. I could see
his tan press jacket that the race organization had issued. I
assumed that he was French—most of the media seemed to be. One of
them said “merci” to the other, confirming my suspicion.

As I ran by, I offered a slight wave. I had
seen previous years’ videos on the race organization’s Website, and
it was obvious that they often taped random people. I chuckled at
the thought of my girlfriend, friends, and family visiting the
Website and actually getting to see me run. I wondered how bad I
looked on my fourth day without a shower.

Not more than a minute later, the Land
Cruiser passed me again. And, like before, it stopped a few hundred
yards in front of me to allow the cameraman to position himself in
my path. This time, I offered a wave and a weak “bonjour,” thinking
that perhaps I would get chosen for the Website because I spoke a
word in the dominant language. It was not that I wanted media
attention, but I knew that certain people back home would enjoy
seeing me. It gave me an opportunity to reflect on what my friends
and family would have been doing as I struggled through wadi.

Of course, since it was not yet 10 a.m. in
Morocco, it was approaching 1 a.m. in California. Everyone I knew
would have been sleeping. I realized that I would have to return to
the thought later in the day if I hoped to actually piece together
what they were doing.

The Land Cruiser passed again; I assumed that
it was headed to the first checkpoint. But it stopped again! I was
shocked that I, an American, was getting so much attention. It was
a bit flattering. They repeated the process a fourth time. At that
point, I was perplexed. ABC, the media outlet from my own country,
had not followed me for a single step, but I was being treated like
a superstar by a foreign land’s crew.

I scolded myself for my pride, reasoning that
I came to Morocco to run and learn something about myself, not to
communicate with the media. But a small piece of me felt wounded.
If I was going to receive attention, I had hoped that it would be
from the American group.

Immediately following the first checkpoint, I
began to feel fatigued—not a good sign with nearly eighteen miles
remaining. A man a few years my senior but with my same build ran
up alongside me.

“English?” I asked.

“Why, yes, actually. Just outside of London.”
He was somewhat surprised.

“I’ve sort of figured out the bib numbers and
have an idea who speaks what languages,” I explained. It was nice
to have someone to talk to. At this point during the previous day,
I had been lost in the sand dune version of Babel.

“How did you fare yesterday?” he asked. It
was a logical question since we had not seen one another during the
first stage.

“Twenty-ninth overall. You?”

“Forty-second,” he answered. “You had a good
run yesterday, huh?”

“Yeah, I felt good. But today I’m struggling.
My plan right now is to hang out with you for as long as I can keep
up.” I laughed, despite being entirely serious. He understood.

We spoke a while about our respective
journeys to Morocco. I had received an instant message from a
coworker, and he had decided that his life had settled into a
routine. As much as he liked his job and loved his family, he
commented that something was missing. Really, his goal was simply
to break the monotony. He expected the adventure in and of itself
to be just what he needed.

“As-Salamu ‘Alaykum,” he yelled as we came
around a small hill. There was a group of four children in their
early teens.

“Salaam,” they responded in unison, wishing
their visitor peace. They took special interest in my running
companion because he spoke Arabic. They yelled a few phrases back
and forth.

“You speak Arabic?” I asked after we had
passed beyond them. It was a stupid question, but I wanted to keep
talking with someone.

“No, not at all,” he chuckled. “I just
learned a few phrases before coming over here. I figured that the
locals would appreciate it if a Westerner took interest in their
language.”

“So, I guess that the next question is,” I
paused, “do you understand what you’re saying?”

He laughed aloud. “Not at all! I knew what
they meant at some point, but now I just know that they’re
greetings!” We both laughed some more.

He then told me about London’s transformation
during his lifetime, noting that the Muslim religion and culture
were playing increasingly more powerful roles in society and
government. He took care to offer all of the politically correct
disclaimers, noting that all cultures are valuable and have a place
in a free society. He even went so far as to suggest that the
dominant English culture should change to welcome its newest
residents.

“Londonistan,” I commented. His was an
argument I had read in a book by Melanie Phillips. The English were
losing their culture, she argued, because they were unwilling to
assert the value of Western culture. They were unwilling to admit
the serious problems that had brewed for years as radical
anti-Westernism had flourished in London. London had, the author
argued, become the Western world’s center for anti-Western
terrorist activity.

He was surprised at my comment—not offended,
but surprised.

“Yeah, you could say that,” he offered,
slowly. “But, nobody does. You’re not supposed to say that. Nobody
does. It’s the dirty little secret, the elephant in the room.” His
tone had changed from reverence to longing. He obviously believed
in the popular precepts of multiculturalism, but he was struggling
to give up the England of his childhood.

“I see kids today, and they’re so different
from when I was growing up,” he said. I knew that I was in for a
retrospective. I could almost hear my father getting ready to talk
about going to McDonald’s for the first time or stomping around the
Iowa cornfields.

“So many of the kids who’ve come from other
countries don’t embrace the culture or language at all. And then
they struggle when they try to get jobs. It’s sad, really.”
Something else was on his mind. We ran in silence for a few
minutes.

“I think of my kids—one’s starting college,
and one just finished—and I’m so lucky. They’re smart,
hard-working, great kids. Struggling a little bit, sure, but
they’re trying to make the most of themselves. I sort of wonder if
so much of the rest of the country has the same approach.”

We passed another group of children, and he
greeted them in Arabic as well.

The conversation then fizzled out; perhaps we
had expended too much emotional energy. We spoke about
trivialities—trips we had taken, running objectives, and more. The
serious political and philosophical discussion had been put on hold
as we refocused our energy on running. The temperature was
approaching 100 degrees already. He wiped his brow, wished me luck,
and stopped to walk.

As I ran ahead, I thought about his
daughter—a recent college graduate who was a “good kid” but
struggling somewhat. It made me think about my sister, Amy. Ten
days earlier she had flown to the Utah desert to participate in a
nature treatment program through the backcountry. No doubt she was
going through an experience similar to mine—struggling through
varied terrain, contending with heat, and questioning why she had
come.

I wondered if the painful road to alcoholism
was the same as the lost path of youth in multicultural Britain.
Was it a decadent, easier lifestyle that caused people to lose
focus? Did hatred drive someone to the bottle the way that some
found themselves called to jihad? I thought about the religiously
symbolic aspects of Amy’s substance abuse program. Could wandering
through the desert cause would-be terrorists to find their way as
well?

I stepped on a large rock, stumbled, and
nearly fell. My vision was blurry from the sweat pouring off my
forehead. I used my shoulder to wipe my face, and I shook my head
to try to restore some clarity to my thinking. I was obviously not
thinking clearly—as evidenced by the stream of consciousness that
attempted to connect my sister to England, Muslims, Jesus, Utah,
and terrorism.

I heard footprints and heavy breathing behind
me and assumed that the Englishman had returned. Instead, it was
Didi Touda, a Moroccan and the woman who was favored to win. She
plodded along at a consistent pace, her pack swishing from side to
side with every step.

I looked over and smiled at her. She
nodded—slightly. It was not rude, but short. She was acknowledging
me while expending the least amount of energy possible. Though I
was hurting, I found it invigorating to run alongside a famous
athlete.

I wondered how long she had been running
behind me.

It was then that I came to a startling
realization. No doubt, she had been behind me for quite some time.
And no doubt, she had been the reason that the French camera crew
had been stopping every few hundred yards to film. It had not been
me at all; I had just happened to have been running in front of
her. They had been following Didi—all four of the times that they
drove by and stopped—and I kept getting in their way.

I realized that I would not be appearing on
the Website after all. In fact, they were quite possibly not even
filming each time I had run by and waved hello. Even more
depressing, if they had been filming, they would likely edit the
tape to cut me out of the picture so as to get an Unobstructed Didi
Experience. All of my mental machinations were for naught; the
French media did not care for this American.

Chuckling, I wished that I could share the
joke with her. The humor really was thick. I wanted to know how to
speak French—or to have her speak English—so that I could admit my
crime. Someone needed to know how embarrassed I was; someone needed
to know how my self-absorption had come back to bite me. Someone
needed to get a well-deserved laugh. But, when I turned and asked
her a question, she just uttered something in French and shook her
head. But at least this time she gave me a tiny smile.

I decided that, as I had done with the
Englishman an hour before, I would use Didi as my pacer. I settled
into a rhythm, allowing her to set the pace. I watched her body
move, and it was almost mechanical. Each step, each pump of the
arm, each breath seemed calculated. We ran together through the
second checkpoint and found even more wadi to struggle through. I
ran with her for well over an hour—at her side nearly the entire
time—but I wondered if she even noticed. Do machines actually take
in their surroundings?

We were approaching the third and final
checkpoint of the day, and I was in a great deal of pain. My calves
burned, my torso felt as though it was on fire, and my feet were
starting to blister. She reached over and waved to get my
attention. Surprised, I looked at her and wondered how we would
manage to communicate.

She looked intently at me and thought.
Finally, she pointed toward the checkpoint, half a mile away and
just beyond the few mud huts that comprised the small town of
Jdaid, and spoke: “Zeece…uh…zeece sree?”

She must have felt as though my eyes were
burrowing into her face as I tried to decipher the question. She
had offered enough inflection for me to gather that she was asking
for something.

“Zeece sree?” She held up three fingers.

I realized that she was asking about the
checkpoint: “This three?” In other words, “Is this checkpoint
number three?”

I nodded yes.

“Zen…” she stopped and made a criss-cross
X-motion with her hands. She was asking if that was the final
checkpoint. Would we be done afterward?

I again nodded yes, and she responded,
“Goot,” letting out a gasp of air and wagging her tongue to show
her exhaustion. She had confirmed my suspicions: She was in fact a
machine. She had no idea where we were in the stage but had just
started running that morning when told to do so. She no doubt would
continue until someone told her to stop.

Upon learning that we were only a few miles
from the finish, she picked up her pace. We turned onto a small
dirt road in Jdaid and ran the hundred yards or so up to the mud
buildings. As we turned the corner, I was unprepared for the
cheering that ensued. Several dozen girls sat on a small wall; when
we turned the corner, they began shrieking and clapping.

I turned to Didi, raised my eyebrows, and
pointed at myself. She looked confused, so I motioned again,
suggesting that the girls were cheering for me. My father had
taught me that breed of humor.

She laughed aloud, a wide smile covering her
face as she shook her head and wagged her finger back and forth.
When she stopped wagging, she pointed at herself. She wanted there
to be no doubt that they had come to see her. Hamming it up, I
pretended to not be sure and again suggested that I had rallied the
locals. In the end we agreed that she had been the main
attraction.

The cheers gave her a boost of energy coming
out of Jdaid. I waved goodbye as she sprinted up the rocky hill to
the third checkpoint.

The final five miles of the stage were the
most painful of the entire week. It began with an intense, rocky
climb up a mountain and ended with a prolonged run through a valley
of black rocks. I tried to swallow a salt pill, but my gag reflex
shot it back out, and I watched it fall to the rocks. I would later
hear varying figures regarding the day’s high temperature.
Someone’s watch had registered fifty-five degrees Celsius—131
degrees Fahrenheit. The race’s official number was a much cooler
120.

I walked off and on, trying to muster the
strength to proceed. Yet, each time I ran a few steps, I felt a new
type of pain and resumed walking. I was twenty miles into the stage
and forty miles into the overall event, and I became demoralized as
one runner after another passed me. It was not so much that I
resented others beating me. No, it pained me as others ran by
because it suggested that I was the only one struggling. Everyone
else seemed strong as I simply prayed for the finish line. When it
finally came, I had been further humbled. If there is a way to run
two marathons without showering for days—and then exude pride in
the process—I certainly had not learned how.

As I collected my afternoon’s water rationing
and walked back to the tent, I was grateful that the day’s running
was over but terrified of what was to come. Moments after arriving
at the tent, I heard a friendly voice.

“Ted, how’d it go today,” Jeff asked. I was
surprised to see him because the previous day I had been able to
return to the finish line and watch him arrive.

“Oh, man,” I trailed off.

He looked outstanding. Sweaty, yes, but more
importantly, he wore a confident smile.

“Not good, huh?” he asked. He was genuinely
concerned. He felt great, but he wanted to talk about my day. That
attitude seemed to be such a powerful theme. Caring for others paid
considerable dividends for everyone. I shook my head, partially in
pain and partially in disbelief that I had found such great people
in the middle of nowhere.

“Oh, whatever, it’s done,” I responded, not
wanting to fixate on my whine. “You sure look good. Heck of a day,
huh?”

“Yeah, man, I felt good today. I can’t
believe it: I was sixty-second.” I remembered our discussions
before the race. Our coach had told him to shoot for the top fifty,
but Jeff was convinced that it would be nearly impossible for him
to break into the top 100. On the second day, he was not only
there, but also looking good.

“That’s awesome, man.” I was feeling better
already. It was invigorating to be around energy, pride, and
strength. I could have been lying alone on the ground, thinking
about my own discomfort. Instead, I was recharging by tapping
another’s success.

We talked about the heat, the fact that the
terrain was more runnable than the previous day’s dunes, and the
points at which we had begun to question our reason for coming. I
then recounted my experience with Didi in Jdaid.

“Hahaha! That’s hilarious! I wonder what she
thought of you, trying to take credit for all of the girls who look
up to her. That’s funny.”

We sat and mixed our powdered recovery drinks
in our water bottles and removed our shoes.

After half an hour passed, I was feeling
somewhat better—and motivated to see others. I invited Jeff to
accompany me to the finish line, but he declined.

As I left the tent, I saw Brendan lumbering
in. His grey shirt had solid white, vertical, crusty streaks from
dried sweat. He, too, had finished quicker than the previous day,
and we talked about the stage. “It is really hot out there,” he
stated, looking to me for confirmation. I agreed. It was the type
of heat that could not possibly be real. We had to look to one
another for proof that it actually existed.

As I returned to the finish line and searched
for shade, I thought about the kids I had seen during the stage.
They live in these conditions every single day of their lives, I
realized. Sure, few of them were foolish enough to run marathon
distances during the day’s worst heat, but nonetheless, my
experience—my visit, my vacation, my journey, my snapshot in
time—was simply called life for them.

The finish line was a mix of bodies. Half of
the people felt like I had while the other half mirrored Jeff. The
sheer difficulty of the event had begun to settle in. Even those
who were not limping, those whose feet were not blistered, and
those whose backs had not blistered from their backpacks—even they
showed signs of wear. The strongest of the runners conveyed through
their body language that they had already sweat out more life in
two days than many people experience in a lifetime.

During the Marathon Des Sables, I lost entire
chunks of time—not deep in thought, contemplation, or conversation,
but in an odd trance. Halfway between heat and death, positioned
between self-preservation and elation, hours passed by. Those were
moments that I could have been savoring. They were moments that
should have been committed to memory. They were opportunities to
taste life, and yet I had less sensation than during an average
night’s sleep back in San Jose. I gave two hours to the finish line
that day—and though friends later thanked me for cheering them in,
I have no recollection of sitting on that wooden box and leaning
against the sponsorship signs.

Fear began to set in when I walked by the
registration tent and saw my day’s ranking. Though I had slipped to
fortieth for the stage, I had only fallen to thirty-second place
overall. I had hoped to be closer to number fifty so that I could
run slower during the third stage and ensure an overall ranking
outside of the top fifty at the start of the fourth stage.

Being fifty-first had a special meaning at
the Marathon Des Sables. For as long as the race has been run, the
Marathon Des Sables organizers have thrown a twist into the fourth
stage. It affects only the top fifty male and five female runners.
At the beginning of the fourth stage, all but those runners begin
at the normal time of 9 a.m.

The top fifty runners, however, would have to
wait. As punishment for having done well, the elite runners are not
permitted to begin until noon. We were only a stage away from
finalizing who those top fifty runners would be, and my
thirty-second place ranking placed me in the middle of that
danger.

My fear coming into the event was that I
would end up running at night; of course, most runners do, because
they are unable to finish the forty-five-to-fifty-mile stage during
daylight. While mentally preparing for the event, I had concluded
that I could finish in less than ten hours, which meant that a 9
a.m. start would guarantee that I would finish a few minutes ahead
of the Saharan sunset. If my starting time were to be noon instead
of 9 a.m., I would have to finish the forty-seven-mile run in seven
hours—an impossibly fast time for the terrain and conditions.

The prospect of running at night terrified
me—not because of ghosts, the boogeyman, or mysterious sand
goblins, but because of ankles. Following a quarter century of
soccer and a few misplaced years of basketball injuries, I
struggled to run on flat surfaces. In the desert, I had to watch
each step, and on more than one occasion I had thought that perhaps
my ankle would give out. At night, with limited depth perception, I
had no idea how I would hold up. Does God answer ankle prayers?

“Hey Ted!” I could hear Rahwa yelling to me.
My mind had taken me back to my freshman year in college, and Rahwa
was a gal who lived a few doors down in Granada, my dorm. Puzzled,
I walked down the hallway and looked in her room.

“Hey.”

“Hey.”

“How did you know that I was down the hall?”
I asked. No one else had been in the hallway, and I had not said a
word.

“Oh, I heard your ankles clicking.”

It was then—twelve years before the MDS—that
I had decided it was time to stop playing soccer. A day would come
when I would have children of my own, and we would want to run
around in the grass.

I looked at my thirty-second place ranking,
thought of the night, and worried about my ankles.

“Where are you at?” Mike, who had been the
third coach in Death Valley and was sharing a tent with Jay during
this year’s race, had walked up and jolted me out of my college
retrospection.

“I’m in thirty-second.”

He smiled, cocked his head to the side, and
pursed his lips. He exhaled—his way of saying that I was running
well.

“I’m not happy about it,” I responded.

“What did you run today?” he asked. He
assumed that I had wanted to be ranked better.

“Fortieth. Twenty-ninth yesterday.”

“Yeah, but that’s nothin’. It all comes down
to the long stage. Don’t worry about it. You’re gonna do
awesome.”

“Oh, I’m not upset about my ranking,” I
corrected him. “I’m worried about starting later during the long
stage. I really don’t want to run at night.”

He smiled even wider. “You’re not going to
have much of a choice.”

“Well, I’m thinking of taking it really slow
tomorrow so that I fall out of the top fifty. That way I’d start at
nine with everyone else and get to finish the entire stage in the
daytime.”

“How far would you have to fall?” It was a
practical question. I looked back at the rankings.

“About thirty minutes.”

Mike cringed. “That’s tough. Lots of people
in that forty-to-fifty range might be thinking the same thing, and
you don’t want to slow down and then learn that you’re in the top
fifty after all.”

Jay walked up. He was limping somewhat, and
his face told me not to ask. I did anyway.

“You okay?”

“Yeah, it’s just my knee, and the heat is
getting to me,” he replied.

“Ted’s in thirty-second,” Mike announced. He
had another grin. He took pride in my accomplishment thus far, but
he was enjoying watching me be uncomfortable.

“Good work, man. Looks like a late start on
the long day,” Jay added. It was an obsession that everyone
had.

“I think that I’m going to take it slow
tomorrow to get out of the top fifty. I don’t want to run at
night.” I was repeating myself now, trying to talk myself into it.
What a strange twist to a race, I thought. I just wanted to run,
but this late start threw so many other factors into
consideration.

We walked back to our tents, discussing the
merits of holding back.

Back at Tent 77, Michelle was sick. Her face
was sunburned, and she had white goggle eyes. She and Jeff were
talking about their days; listening to her made me grateful for how
I had held up.

“It’s just my stomach,” she said. “Sometimes
I get really bad stomach problems when I run, and I can’t keep
anything down.”

Just two days earlier, a race official had
stopped by the tent and ordered Michelle to doping control. Having
won a few fifty- and 100-mile races in the United States, Michelle
was on their watch list of contenders who might be able to win the
event. They were just taking precautions, but we in her tent had
taken the opportunity to poke fun at her.

“Hey, Andrea,” I had yelled. “Did you hear
that we’ve got a druggy in our group?”

“Michelle Jen-son!” Jeff had interjected,
trying his best French accent. “Doping control!”

Now two days into the event, Michelle looked
broken. She was nowhere near contention; in fact, she was
struggling to eat. But she never complained. I realized just how
strong she was. Nothing had gone wrong for me, but I had
nonetheless struggled all day. She, on the other hand, was
contending with serious health problems—and she was still
persevering. Impressive.

The late afternoon and early evening went
just as they had the day before. The sky gave way to the yellows
and pinks; the stringy cotton clouds began to glow. We relaxed,
talked of sore feet, and finally got relief from the miserable
heat. Andrea and Karen came in, and Georgia arrived shortly
thereafter. It was good to be reunited, but the mood was somewhat
more somber than the previous day.

“The heat was ridiculous today, eh?” Karen
asked.

“I was dying out there. I had to ask for more
water. I told them that I didn’t care about the time penalty—just
give me the time penalty—‘cause I needed the water,” Georgia said.
She was flustered.

We talked about the rock flats, the
temperature, and the lack of wind. I had finished first in our tent
with some members taking more than twice as long to complete the
stage, and yet I understood each of their comments. As on the first
day, I could have been walking alongside them.

“Ted,” someone said from outside the tent. It
was Terry and Jay. “Have you seen Andrew?”

I shook my head and looked at my watch. It
had been nearly ten hours, the maximum allowable time for the
stage. I had not seen him, and given his condition that morning, we
all suspected the worst.

“We’re going to walk to the finish line to
see if he comes in,” Terry said. “Want to come?”

Five of us walked to the finish line and then
a few hundred yards beyond to the top of a small mound that gave us
a view of the last half mile of the course. The allotted time for
the stage had elapsed. Even if Andrew were to finish it, he would
be eligible for disqualification. We waited an extra fifteen
minutes until it was completely dark. We saw no headlamps in the
distance.

“Nobody’s out there,” Mike said. We had all
been hoping to see someone emerge from the darkness, but he was
right.

“I’ll bet he dropped.”

“I’m sure he dropped.”

We walked back to our tents, lamenting the
fact that Andrew would have to return another year if he wanted to
finish the Marathon Des Sables.

“Tough kid,” Terry said. “I can’t believe
that he got up and went this morning.”

“Yeah, he is, but it’s tough when you haven’t
done many races,” Jay added. “He trained hard, but it’s one thing
to train and another thing to run races. At his age, it’s tough to
know how much your body can do, how much pain you can endure.”

I wished Terry, Jay, Laurie, and Mike
goodnight and walked back to my tent. It was glowing. It looked
almost like a disco. Lights swirled underneath the black fabric. I
poked my head in, and everyone was tucked into their sleeping bags
with their headlamps turned on.

“E-mail delivery!” Andrea yelled, extending
her arm in my direction and waving a piece of paper. “These are for
you,” she said. I looked around, and everyone was staring at a
piece of paper. She explained that a race official had stopped by
moments before with a stack of printed pages for our tent. I looked
at mine and was pleased that a handful of my friends had evidently
figured out how to use the race Website’s “E-mail a Competitor”
feature.

“I got an e-mail from my son. He says that
I’m crazy. Teenagers,” Georgia scoffed.

“Okay, so listen to this,” Jeff said. “’Hi,
Jeff, I’m a friend of your mother’s, and we’ve never met. But I
heard about the race, and I wanted to let you know how great it is
that you’re doing it.’” He paused, looked up so that his headlamp
blinded us all, and continued. “So, I got a random e-mail from this
woman I’ve never met who knows my mother—but nothing from my
mother!”

We all laughed. I thought about the TV show,
“The Biggest Loser,” in which weight-loss contestants are given an
option of different prizes. Receiving letters from family members
was a popular gift because they needed the support of loved ones to
continue on. I, too, was eager to get to reading.

“Ha!” was all that Andrea offered of her
mail. When asked for more details, she just snickered. When a few
of us protested that it was not fair for her to tease us, she
simply snickered again.

I quickly unpacked my sleeping bag and
climbed inside. I read quietly. Half a world away, it was moving to
read the words “I love you,” “I’m proud of you,” and even “I still
think that you’re absolutely crazy for doing this…break a leg…uh,
never mind. That’s a bad wish given the circumstances.” There was
an obvious time delay; they wrote of just having seen the first
day’s results. But their love could not have been more current.

Everyone else had finished reading and put
their lights away.

“Okay,” I said. “I’ve got a friend who’s
given a riddle, and I’m the worst at these things. Can you guys
help me so that I don’t stay up all night trying to figure it out?”
Everyone agreed. “Okay, this is the entirety of the riddle: How is
an island like the letter ‘T’?”

“That’s it?”

“That’s it.”

We sat in darkness for a little while,
talking of iced tea, T-shirts, and other types of ‘T.’ We reasoned,
like doctoral candidates in a seminar, that ‘T’ must be a play on
words.

While we were thinking, Jay stopped by our
tent. “Andrew came in,” he said. “He’s okay and feels great. He’s
going to give it another go tomorrow. That’s great, huh? Anyway,
good night.”

Great indeed, I thought. What a perfect end
to a difficult day! We had seen so little of Andrew because he had
been out on the course for so long. But he had become an
inspiration to me—a symbol of what was possible through
determination. I smiled.

“They’re both in the middle of water,”
someone said.

“Huh?” I responded, lost in awe of Andrew’s
accomplishment.

“The answer to the riddle. An island and the
letter ‘T.’ They’re both in the middle of water.”
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A few years ago, I read somewhere that the
French government had banned the word “e-mail.” Instead of the
American abomination, all government agencies would be required to
use the more linguistically sophisticated “courriel.” The decision
was considerably more significant than the anti-Americanism on its
face: this one word was a symbol for the preservation of French
culture. The French way of life had been threatened by this
encroachment, and government had swooped in to save the day.

Imagine my surprise, then, when I learned
that, during every day of the Marathon Des Sables, the race
organization would set up “e-mail” stations on a daily basis. I
felt guilty as I stood in line to send messages to my friends and
family, but as the service was free to all (i.e. subsidized), I
quickly convinced myself that they had maintained the true spirit
of French culture despite their use of such a dirty word.

I had heard about the e-mail tent, but I had
wondered how long the lines would be. But, as I was one of the
faster runners, I was lucky. E-mail was available starting around 2
p.m. daily. By three o’clock, it was common for there to be a long
line—in direct sunlight and during blistering temperatures. But,
since I had finished earlier than most competitors during each
stage, I was able to send a few messages without suffering through
the lines. Of course, the French keyboards and ten-minute time
limit made things difficult. The messages that made their way to my
friends and family were full of errors, contradictions, and
confusion.

 


***



March 30

 


After two horrible nights sleep because of
sandstorms at the first Bivouac, we began, exhausted already, in
the largest sand dunes in North Africa. Oh, and as if 8 miles in
the dunes to start was not enough, we ended in them as well. I
finished the 19.75 mile stage in about 3:32. This was a much
tougher beginning than I had expected: Race veterans have
universally agreed that this was the toughest first stage ever. I
do not yet know my ranking for the day but it was pretty good . . .
I did force myself to slow down considerably after the dunes
because I had gone out too fast: It is important to remember that
this is a week long event. That is all: My inability to find the
proper punctuation marks on this French keyboard is driving me nuts
(once an English teacher, always neurotic about grammar).

 


***

 


March 31

 


Whew, what a difference a day makes.
Yesterday I finished in 29th place, and today I was considerably
slower, probably around #50, but I will not know for a little
while. I am a little worried about the prospect of being in the top
50 after tomorrows stage, since that would mean starting three
hours later during the long stage on day 4. I would rather be the
51st man than the 50th. So, I think that it is a good idea to take
it ultra easy tomorrow, which will be a tough stage with more sand
dunes.

Todays stage was billed as the easy stage,
but it hurt. Aside from a 9.5km stretch in the middle, which I
completed in 50 minutes, I felt horrible much of the day. It was
considerably hotter (110 is the rumor), and though we did not have
many dunes, there was a 6 mile section of junky, crusty shale of
some sort that broke through to reveal sand beneath. This section
also had rapid cycling mini hills, which was tough.

LOTS of kids appeared out of NOWHERE today to
cheer.

 


***

 


April 3

 


Well, peeps, the past two days have been good
ones. After getting lost in another set of dunes on stage 3, I
finished the stage 21st. The long day (47 miles) I completed in
8:21, which was good enough for 14th on the day. I am not sure
where that puts me overall, but it is better than I had
expected.

The long stage was brutal. Not only were
there the requisite dunes, salt flats, and rock plains, but we also
got three extremely large mountains to climb; and I mean CLIMB:
Several times the grade was more than 25%, and we were forced to go
hand over hand in mixed sand and loose rocks. One thing that has
become obvious is that this event is not just a run: The terrain
has been such that running is impossible in many places.

My pack is down to 14 pounds or so, which
feels much better than the original 22.

One crazy note: As I type this it is 9:15
a.m. Thursday, and I finished the long stage around 8:35 p.m. last
night. I have several friends who are STILL going, for 24 hours now
. . .

 


***

 


April 4

 


I am in awe of the grit and determination
that so many have shown. We ran a marathon today, through sand and
shale, after having run 115 miles over the previous three days.
Some friends' feet are little more than mush, and yet they
persevered, never thinking of quitting.

It's a short 11 mile finish tomorrow, and
then we'll get to shower. Racing is over: Reflection can begin.

This is the most grueling event I can
imagine. Temperatures topped 100 every day, we had no showers, we
got no beds, and we carried our weeks' worth of food on our backs.
And we will have run 152+ miles through the most scorched,
God-forsaken terrain on the planet. How the children I've seen
throughout the event can live in these conditions is beyond me.

Thank you all for the emails: They have been
a great source of inspiration. One thing that I haven't mentioned
is that ABC has been following we Americans all week, so you will
get to live this event on national news and Good Morning America.
Fun.

 


***

 


The race organization’s e-mail system was a
funny thing. In addition to not being able to find punctuation
marks, I worried that my messages might not be delivered at all.
Each day, after clicking “Envoyer” (which I assumed meant “Send”),
I received a notification that my e-mail had been sent. But there
had been no screen refresh and no typical signs of an e-mail having
been sent. The reason, I was told, was that all e-mails were stored
on a central server and then sent later once they could establish a
satellite link. Sometimes the e-mails would be sent within minutes,
and sometimes it took nearly a day. I was told not to worry, and I
didn’t. I was so impressed that the race had set up computers in a
tent in the middle of the Sahara Desert that I decided that actual
delivery of the e-mails would be the proverbial icing on the
cake.

Even if the e-mails were not delivered, I
told myself, the act of writing had always been cathartic for me.
Those moments each day served as a valuable reminder of where I was
and what I was doing. The contrast between the ten minutes I spent
in front of a keyboard and screen, and the other twenty-three hours
and fifty minutes of my day was staggering. I was living out of a
twenty-two-liter backpack, wearing the same clothing for a week,
not showering, sleeping on rocks, and running over God’s scorched
earth. The unimportance of typing on a keyboard for a few minutes
each day put everything into perspective.

Meanwhile, back in the Land of the Free and
Home of the Paranoid, a chain of e-mails and phone calls had been
stirred to a flurry.

“Oh my God—they haven’t posted the race
results! What do you think that means?”

“We got Ted’s e-mail mid-morning yesterday,
but nothing came in today. Is he okay?”

“Do you think that he missed the e-mail hours
today because he couldn’t finish the stage?”

“Where are the results?”

“Have you gotten an e-mail from him?”

“Why am I obsessing about this so much? What
is wrong with me?”
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The Third Stage

 


 


“You’ve got to be kidding me, Matt,” I said.
It was 6:30 a.m., and I was returning to the tent after having gone
to the bathroom. The ABC crew was filming my long, slow return,
complete with a shot of the roll of toilet paper in my left
hand.

“How’s it going this morning?” Matt asked as
I neared the tent.

I shook my head and rolled my eyes. “Okay,
let’s make this the last time that we film my trip to the loo,” I
joked, using the British word for the benefit of the British crew.
“I hardly think that America is interested in what’s going on in my
intestines.”

“What is going on? Anything we should know
about?” I was uncertain if he was serious or not.

“Oh, come on, Ted,” Andrea interjected.
“That’s what American reality TV is all about, right?” She did have
a point, I thought. Worries about ABC’s presence humorously crept
back into my mind. What if they do an entire segment on national
TV, and all they show of me is a trip to the bathroom? Frankly, I
would not have been able to blame them. It would probably sell.

Karen laughed at Andrea’s observation. It was
a moment of Canadian bonding.

“Sure, eh, it’ll be called ‘Survivor in the
Sahara,’ and it’ll be all about how nasty people smell, how
horrible our feet look, and how often we go to the bathroom.”

“Now you’re giving them the color commentary
they need, Karen,” I laughed.

Andrea added, “Hey, guys, if you really want
to know what’s going on in everyone’s intestines at this race, you
really should go see for yourselves. I mean, just walk over to the
holes in the ground. I promise you that you’ll get some footage
that’ll shock the folks back home.”

Bruno, the producer, laughed and said, “No
thank you. We’ll stick to footage of you guys.”

Having ABC around had become a pleasure. We
had moved beyond our initial excitement, and we had stopped playing
to the cameras. They had let their guards down as well. We were no
longer subjects to be filmed, but instead friends. When the camera
was off, they would ask how we were doing and lament that they
could not give us extra food or water. We enjoyed their company and
checked in to ask if they were getting what they needed. Just as
they wanted us to succeed in our running, we wanted to help them
succeed in justifying the budget they had requested to take a crew
and expensive equipment to the middle of nowhere for an obscure
event that most Americans had never heard of.

And yet, despite our mutual respect, I
doubted the need for footage of my return from the toilet.

“Do you guys need anything?” I asked in the
spirit of helping them out. “Or are you just grabbing footage?
‘Cause I was going to go see how Andrew’s doing.”

“Just getting general footage. We’ll catch up
with you later.”

“Come back and let us know how he’s doing,”
Karen added. Others echoed her request.

As I walked to Andrew’s tent, I expected a
repeat of the previous morning: him, huddled, still in his sleeping
bag, and miserable. In fact, he was just the opposite: standing,
active, and wearing an enormous smile.

“Feeling a bit better today, huh?” I
asked.

“Oh, I feel great!” he responded. “I mean, my
feet are torn to shreds, but other than that, I’m feeling great.
Yesterday went really well. I just took my time, went slow, and
finished feeling great. Man, I am so happy that I didn’t quit
yesterday morning.”

I congratulated him on the finish, and I took
care not to show my surprise. The truth was that I was amazed that
he had recovered so well after having spent twenty-two of the
previous forty-two hours walking in the open Sahara. I did my best
to show nothing but happiness for him, for he seemed to have
persevered in a way that we had all hoped for but had believed
unlikely.

“And, what’s better, they’re gonna let me
continue today even though I missed the cutoff.”

“That’s great to hear,” I responded. I was
glad that he brought it up. Knowing that he had visited medical
following the first stage and missed the second day’s cutoff by
half an hour, I was nervous that he might have been disqualified. I
watched him as he searched his bag for something to eat.

“Removing nearly ten pounds of food yesterday
morning was key,” he added.

“It ended up being that much?!” I asked. His
pack had been heavy, but I had no idea that he had been carrying
double the food of the average competitor.

“Just about. I tossed out so many Clif bars.
It was ridiculous. I don’t know what I was thinking. Nobody could
possibly eat so many of those things.” He laughed. In every way he
was a different person. His color had returned, his voice was
upbeat, and his attitude was uplifting.

I wished him luck and returned to my tent to
report the good news. We sat, watching what was left of the sunrise
and eating what breakfasts we had.

We talked awhile about our thoughts and fears
for the day. From the looks of the hand-drawn picture in our race
book, half of the day’s twenty-five miles were in sand dunes.
Memories from the first day surfaced. I began to recall the
importance of balancing quick steps (to avoid sliding back down the
dune) with the need to walk slowly in order to conserve energy.

We tended to our feet, double-checked the
seals on our gaiters to prevent sand from getting in, and resigned
ourselves to another grueling day. My mind had already gone to the
fourth stage, and I talked openly about my fear of running at
night. Mostly people just listened.

As we walked to the starting line that
morning, the pace was the slowest it had been. Some people dragged
one leg behind them; others clenched their guts or leaned on a
walking stick.

“Hey, Ted,” Clarissa of ABC said as she
appeared from the side. “We’re going to sort of follow you today if
that’s okay. Matt will run with you a little at the start, and then
we’ll see you throughout the course.”

I looked at Matt, or rather, I looked at the
enormous camera he was carrying. “Sure,” I said. “But, it’s
probably a bad day to follow me. I’m going to take it extremely
easy today.” I recounted the plight of the top fifty, my fear of
running at night, and to top it off, my incredible discomfort.

“That’s all right,” she said, disappointing
me. I had thought that a promise of a slow day would have
discouraged them from picking on me. “We’re just following someone
different each day, so you just do what you need to do.”

By 8:50 a.m., half of the runners had not yet
arrived at the starting line. Patrick Bauer and his translator,
perched atop a Land Cruiser off to the left side, kept yelling into
the microphone that everyone needed to hurry. Announcements had
taken nearly half an hour the previous day, so it was a certainty
that we would be starting late this morning.

The thought of further delay upset me as I
lumbered toward the starting line. My body had been in a spiral of
pain all morning, and despite painkillers, I was feeling
increasingly worse. I just wanted the race to start so that it
would finish. There was no doubt in my mind that I would walk much
of the way. I knew that, in my current condition, I would be poorly
prepared to tackle the following day’s stage.

Then a funny thing happened. AC/DC began
playing, and the speakers did in fact shake me all night long. My
adrenaline started pumping; my competitive spirit got the better of
me. “You’re here to race,” a voice inside me said. “Who cares how
you feel? Who cares if you’re in pain?” I began hopping up and
down, alternating feet. I threw my arms back and forth across my
chest. “You’re here to race. Start racing! Forget about holding
back. You’ll only regret it.” I rolled my neck from side to
side.

“One minute to go!” the translator thundered
overhead. Inches from the speakers, I was shaking from the
vibrations. A man to my left was wearing earplugs.

Maybe it was the music, maybe it was the
voice inside me, and maybe it was just my foolish pride. Or perhaps
it was simply as shallow as having caught the ABC camera out of the
corner of my eye. Whatever it was, one thing was clear: I had
decided that I would be racing. After two days of feeling out the
Marathon Des Sables—attempting to make friends, or at least peace,
with the desert—I chose instead to conquer it or die trying.

I ran briskly and headed toward the front of
the pack. Only a handful of runners were ahead of me. The sand was
packed tightly, and though there were reasonably large rocks, my
feet seemed to naturally avoid them. Matt, the ABC cameraman, ran
alongside me. He shuffled sideways, and then ran backwards at what
seemed like a full-out sprint—all the while with his eyes in the
camera’s viewer. Beads of sweat coated his forehead, and he panted.
The ground was as rocky as images from the moon landing, but
somehow Matt managed to avoid tripping.

The course rapidly turned junky: miles of
mushy wadi followed by rolling sand dunes. But today was different.
I ran smarter. On the steepest dune sections, I walked in others’
footprints. Otherwise, I ran side to side—avoiding others’ paths
altogether and instead skirting the edges. I felt stronger, and I
gained slowly on a few runners who had passed me during the initial
wadi.

I approached one runner, Ian—the extremely
affable Englishman I had spoken with the day before. He was
slightly faster than I, but we had joked during prior days about
how much he struggled in the sand. He was angrily stomping at the
ground, seemingly hoping to beat it into submission. He was moving
extremely slowly as I confidently approached.

“How’s it going, Ian?” He turned his head and
nodded. “Run with me,” I continued, hoping to provide him with a
reason to get through the dunes more quickly.

“It’s just this sand. It’s bloody awful,” he
said. We crested a dune and enjoyed the downhill.

“Plant your feet flat,” I offered. “Don’t let
your heel dig in, and don’t try to push off with your toes.” It was
valuable advice that my coach had given me in Death Valley, and
with a day’s practice under my belt in Morocco, I was becoming much
more efficient. I wanted to help.

“Ugh, yeah, maybe. I’m gonna need to get you
to show me how to do this sometime. I think that if it weren’t for
this sand, I’d be up in the top ten.”

I had no doubt about it.

“Are you going to keep up with me?” I asked,
wanting to move faster but also hoping that he would pace off of
me. Didi and the other Englishman had helped me so much the day
before, so I was encouraging Ian the only way I knew how.

“Naw, go ahead. I’m just going to suffer
through this stuff,” he responded.

Disappointed, I joked, “All right, well, I’ll
see you soon: I’m sure you’ll catch me on one of the flat
sections.” He had often done so during the first day.

“I sure hope so,” he chuckled, half out of
hope and half with a competitive twinge. He had mentioned that
morning that he had received e-mails from back home. Friends who
had seen the first days’ results instructed him not to let the
American beat him. We had had a good laugh about it.

Coming through the first checkpoint, I
realized that I was somewhere near fifteenth position. The Spaniard
from the first day’s dunes was just in front of me; one of the
Frenchmen was just behind.

“Quatre-cent-quatre-vingt-douze,” I heard one
of the race officials yell. I had learned enough about French
numbers to know that they were yelling the number 492. The
pronunciation caught my attention: “Catre-son-catre-van-dooze.”
Dooze! I liked the sound of the number. It had a lyrical quality,
and I repeated it over and over again in my head.

“Hey, what happened to running slow?” I heard
to my right as I got my water ration card punched and picked up my
water. It was Clarissa and Matt of ABC. They were waiting for
me.

“Yeah, about that,” I said, chuckling. It had
not been a lie when I told them my plan, but I was feeling guilty.
“I decided just before the race started that I needed to start
racing. I’m not sure what’s going on, but I feel really good.”

“Is the heat affecting you much?” Clarissa
asked.

“No. I feel good,” I responded as I refilled
the water bottles strapped to the front of my pack.

“We’re probably going to follow you here
during the flat section for a while,” she said.

I waved and nodded as I poured the leftover
water on my head. I departed the aid station within a minute and
quickly resumed running. Matt had decided to run with me.

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/11824
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!

cover.jpg
y(sod,
i
A m&vry ;fRunﬂing
WUF Suhara Desert
_ by Ted Arcifl





