Badwater 2006~Coming from behind
The wait for race day was endless. The 10am start was even worse. It’s 5:30am and I am sitting in my room…waiting. I have been ready for days. I am figeting and trying to help but Gary insists I sit with my legs up. Finally, it’s time. Greg, Molly and I leave for Badwater. It’s already 112 degrees and I haven’t even toed the start line. The RD takes the customary photos, I weigh-in, and line up. The count down begins and I’m off. 

I run beside my coach for awhile. She is motivating me and telling me to go slow and take it easy in the beginning. That is my plan all along. I turn on my music and try to settle into a groove. The wave starts to spread out. People are way out in front. There are vans everywhere. I can feel the humidity. As the runners separate I feel a hint of anxiety. The heat is building and I can sense my core temperature is not regulating. I’m not overheating but know I need more ice. I have promised not to visit the van unnecessarily this year so I wave to Greg and Molly to bring out some ziplocks filled with ice. I am packing them in the side panels of my shirt, my pants and doubling up on ice bandanas. I am into the run about 45 minutes. I can see other runners way ahead of me. I feel I am the last runner. I try not to look behind but the desire to know forces me to turn around. All I can see is the black asphalt and there is not a single runner or van in sight. I am Dead Last and it is devastating. I try not to focus on being last but it is so overwhleming. 

At the next stop I tell Molly I am last. I’m sure she already realizes this but I have to vent. Greg is worried that I won’t “come out of it.” They reassure me that I will be picking off people later in the race. I know this will happen but for now I am the very last runner at Badwater and it is demolishing me mentally. The humidity is eating at me but we keep packing ice in every spot on my body. I keep moving. I find a good song on my MP3 and play it over and over. I tell myself that my position is only temporary and soon I will catch someone. I am weighing and taking a few ounces of chicken broth every hour. It is the one hour mark. I am right on for weight. I look at the chicken broth in the small dixie cup. It is ice cold with a greasy rim and floating particles. I am fighting a bit of nausea and looking down into the cup makes me want to gag. I know what I need to do. I drink the broth and take a bite of pretzel and head down the road. 

It is a furnace outside and my calves are burning. I ignore it and keep moving. I can see a van up ahead which gives me hope. Molly notices my calves are turning red and Greg insists I put on my Patagonia pants. I pull aside, take off my shorts and pull on the pants. It completely cools my legs. I get back on the road in my ridiculous outfit. About two hours into the race, I finally pass another runner. I feel my confidence return. I can see other people in the distance. I am catching up, slowly. We hit the split in the road. I have one mile into Furnace Creek. That is the first check point at mile 17.4. I smile inside knowing I have made it. My mind is clear. I arrive under 4 hours and ahead of my projected schedule. Furnace Creek is out of ice. Greg and Molly head to the next stop in Stovepipe Wells at mile 41.9 to replenish our supply. I am using the ice faster than they can get it. Gary and Linda take over. They drive ahead a little more than a mile. They, too, are packing me with ice, feeding me, and wiping me off. I am still running solo. I play my music and sometimes I find myself singing out loud. I am in a much happier place amongst the other runners. I am eating, drinking, and peeing. The wind has picked up a little and it is like fire against my face. I call to Gary for some chapstick. I am told the temperature is reaching 130 degrees. I can feel the heat on my lips. Icey water is leaking from the baggies. It is dripping down my shirt and pants. I can see it running down my calves. I pull my white pants up around my knees so the water doesn’t drip into my shoes. I smirk as I look down at myself wearing knickers with shorts. 

Up ahead I see a racer from last year. It is Judit. She is young and a very good runner. I see her dropping to a very slow walk. She bends over and stops. As I round the corner I can see her cross the street and climb into the car. I think she must be overheating. The elements are brutal. I feel my heart sink and I feel sad and empty. I continue running and walking. Every mile Linda and Gary are in and out of the jeep with more ice and food. I have promised Gary that I will eat everything that is given to me. Greg and Molly finally make it back with more ice. I have packed some Pedialyte pops. They are goose pops with potassium and electrolytes. Greg brings me one every couple of hours. They are refreshing and cold and taste heavenly. The two cars are now sticking together babysitting me at each stop. They are working incredibly hard to keep me cool and hydrated. They are like machines. I just keep moving while we exchange bottles, bandanas, and ice baggies. Molly sunscreens my lips and face while Gary feeds me. When I can remember, I shove vaseline up my nose to help aid the dryness and avoid a repeat of last year’s bloody nose. 

I am reaching mile 30. Greg and Gary tell me that Pam Reed is up ahead. That cannot be possible but it is. They toy with me that I can catch her. I run and walk until I get closer. I tell Greg to get the camera, that I am going to pass her. I can see Greg up ahead with the video camera. I am not showing it but I am smiling. As I run past her she starts to run and then drops back. Her pacer calls out to me and asks if I am Nancy Warren. I can’t imagine who would know me out there. It is a friend of a friend and we make small conversation. It is another uplift for me. I am remotivated and continue.
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 have about 7 more miles until I reach Stovepipe. I ask Molly to come out with me for awhile. We run/walk and talk and the miles drop off. I can see Stovepipe. After Stovepipe is a 16 mile uphill climb to the top of Towne Pass. I don’t plan to stop at Stovepipe. I just want to keep moving but I feel a blister may be surfacing on my left foot. I tell Molly I want to keep going but she tells me we should stop and fix it. We make the stop as brief as possible. I change my shirt and Molly feeds me beef and noodle soup while Greg works on my foot. There are many people at Stovepipe. I am talking and finally in my element. I change my left sock and I’m back on the road in 20 minutes. 

We get out our flashing LED vests. Everyone says we light up the road like Christmas. We are easy to spot in the mass of blinking lights. I climb the hill alternating with Molly and Gary. The stars in the sky are magnificent. All I can see ahead of me are tail lights and flashing vests. It is still very warm. I am wearing a sports bra and vest. Although I am still moving my mind is starting to tire and I stagger. I did not bank any sleep before the race and I am feeling it now. It is only 10pm and I experience my first hallucination. I ask Gary if he sees the runner sitting in the middle of the road. As I look further, it is a crash car dummy dressed in Badwater gear sitting in a white bucket seat. Why are they just sitting in the road I ask? I know there is nothing there and I try to fight it. I tell Molly I need a No-Doz.

We talk about making a full breakfast stop at the top of Towne Pass but I am not craving the food I brought so I push into Panamit at mile 72. It is the middle of the night and the road to Panamit is downhill. I opt to go alone. I turn off my flashlight and run in the dark. I play my music. I am enjoying my time alone. I catch up with my coach, Lisa. We exchange words. Her crew gives me a handful of peanut M&M’s. I want to eat them but I don’t. I carry them with me for hours. I flash my light on and off to make sure I don’t trip on any loose rocks. I pass a few more people. I can see the vans lined up close to Panamit. I make it to the bottom of the hill. There is a stretch of flat that leads to the next check point. Molly runs with me and I look for the imaginary tugboat I saw last year. Greg has pulled ahead to set up the camp stove. He is brewing Peets coffee, making blueberry pancakes, cream of wheat and breakfast burritos. I eat the cream of wheat. I am craving the pancakes with jelly but all the popsicles I have eaten have made my teeth very sensitive to sugar. I drink the tar coffee that Molly has created. I tell everyone to stay and eat their breakfast. I will start power walking the next 12 mile hill and they can catch up. I am back out on the road for about 3 minutes when the coffee hits. It is time for a bathroom break. I get back on the road with my music. I am really powering up. The muscles in my butt are aching and the inside of my right thigh hurts. My feet have been hurting for miles. I am ignoring all of it. 

Greg and Molly drive by. They are headed into Lone Pine 50 miles away to get more ice. Gary and Linda stay with me. I am solo and enjoying the morning. I can see a couple of runners far in the distance. The road to Father Crowley is steep and endless. Gary says he can come out with me when I am ready. I pick him up at the next stop. He is very motivating telling me I am awesome. I pass another runner who is taking a break. Gary and I make our way towards the top. Linda is crewing. She pulls to the side and gets the bottles and wash rag to wipe my face. It is still a long way into Darwin, the next check point at 90 miles. Greg and Molly are back from Lone Pine. They have ice and a sausage Mcmuffin. It looks delicious but I am afraid of the sausage. Molly tears off a tiny piece and I work on eating it. My teeth feel disgusting. They are coated with the sugar from the goose pops, PB&J, and the Ensure that I have been consuming for the past 80 miles. Greg and Molly tell me they passed the tents at the Darwin checkpoint. I continue on but never see them. It is overwhelming. My feet are aching and I dismiss the picture I see of them in my head. We finally reach Darwin. Another mile marker for me. 

The next 30 miles is the stretch into Keeler and Lone Pine. It is a section that consumed me last year. I have vowed never to do another 30 minute mile. I want to be strong and get through this part. It is desolate and empty. There are runners on the road and I am glad that I am not alone. I push on. Food does not sound good and I am heading towards a low point without it. I make a few bathroom stops and take some Imodium. I wonder what is happening to my insides taking all these pills ~ thermotabs, potassium, Tylenol, Imodium and No Doz. I ask for Carboom. The sweetness gets into the sensitive areas in my teeth and I want to scream. It is like filling a cavity without Novocain. I am at a slow shuffle. My feet are really hurting but I don’t want to let anyone know. I refuse to take off my shoes. 

I have reserved rooms at the Comfort Inn. The hotel is located at the intersection into town. It is a good location. Gary and Linda head into Lone Pine to check in and get food. Molly and I make our way to Keeler. I have some mental markers in my head and try to make my way. Up ahead we notice a huge black cloud over Mt. Whitney. We feel a few sprinkles. Black clouds are heading towards us. The sprinkles turn to rain and hail. There is thunder and lightning. At first it is exciting and then it is not. We pile into the van. It is a torrential downpour and the road ahead is washing out. It is unbelievable. I look at Molly and tell her I have to finish. A million thoughts are racing through my mind. We find the garbage bags and pull them on. We open the van door and get back onto the road. It is windy and freezing. It is a blizzard. Only 15 seconds have elapsed and I am already hypothermic. I want to continue but know I can’t. I tell Molly we have to put up the stake. She asks if I am sure. I tell her we have no choice. I am stubborn and hobbling at this point and feel the storm must an omen. I watch as Molly gets the wooden stake. She stands in the rain and mud pounding it into the ground. I watch her through the window. She is the toughest person I know. As we sit in the van blasting the heat, we watch a runner go by. It is Maria. She is wearing sandals and has no rain gear. She pushes on. She is amazing. 

We make our way through the wash out and head into town. We have staked out at 4:30pm. We get to the Comfort Inn. Gary and Linda are still there. I change clothes and eat a fish sandwich from McDonalds. I try to take off my shoes. I am afraid. They are wedged in so tightly that I can’t get them off. I really don’t want to see what is underneath. I pull of my shoes and socks. I have blisters on my toes but they are fixable. What I see on my heels makes me worry. Molly can’t even look. On each heel is a silver dollar-sized blister working their way to a blood blister. I have no idea what to do. Gary and Greg work on my feet. We drain and cut the blisters and tape them up. Greg cuts the toe boxes from another pair of shoes. I tie my shoes and we’re out the door. We drive 16 miles to our stake. It is now 7:10pm. The weather has cleared and I am ready to get moving. We pull off the road and I jump out of the car and sink in the mud. I can’t believe this is happening. I wipe the mud from my socks and cross the street. Molly and I continue down the road and I am running, really running. We run the better part of two hours. I am onto my second filet-o-fish. It is stale and not as palatable. I force myself to eat most of it. It is getting dark again and I am slowing. The hallucinations start up. I see animals and giant artichokes, benches with dog heads and parts of a dinosaur jungle gym. It is so weird. I know I am hallucinating. I take another No-Doz and follow with another half somewhere down the road. I am craving my cherry pie. Molly thinks it is a real cherry pie but it is a cheap Hostess pie filled with fake cherries and hydrogenated oil. We laugh. I take a bite. All I can think about is the pie. 

I am moving slowly. Greg, Gary and Linda pull ahead in mile increments. It seems like five miles. I can’t see the cars. It is completely demoralizing. I shuffle on but never see them. Finally we round the corner and see the flashing vests. I tell Molly they need to stop where I can see them. It is the longest 6 mile stretch. Lights are everywhere and I cannot tell which way the road leads. We finally make the intersection into town. Molly and I run towards the Comfort Inn. Greg has unloaded the van so everyone can ride together.

Gary joins me out on the road. We are walking. Greg, Molly and Linda drive to get food. We pass a few runners and get to the last check point at the Dow Villa, mile 122. It is anti-climactic. I call out my number and move on. We cross the street and head up the 12 mile, very steep Portal Road. Greg jumps out of the van and offers me a BLT. I inhale half the sandwich. It is delicious. I am really moving up the hill now. I rotate with Gary, Molly and Greg. I am worried that my form is not good. Gary reassures me that I am doing well. I am trying to keep my diaphragm open so I can bust up the hill. I am passing people and it is incredible. My butt is hurting and every so often I have to stop and massage it. There are vans and blinking vests strewn up the hill. The switchbacks are beautiful with all the flashing lights. It amazes me that I am climbing so well. We pass another runner and another. I am on a mission. I can’t look beside me as the hallucinations are bizarre. I have seen white fighter planes and old cars stacked together. I have to concentrate on the light in front of me. I must keep my focus. I keep pushing. I pass another runner. The hill becomes steeper and I start to slow. I power walk hard and then take a few easy steps. I repeat this until I round the next corner. We are about 5 miles from the top. Greg joins me. He wants to take me to the finish. He is pushing me to keep moving. Our flashlight burns out. We are feeding off the lights of the oncoming cars. I am yelling at Greg to stay away from the edge. I cannot see anything. It is hard to keep going. We catch up to the van and Gary gives us another light. We are back on track. Greg keeps riding me. I have never seen him work so hard. He tells me I cannot stop. Molly drives the van ahead and waits for us to pass. They are motivating me to keep going. I have passed every runner on the hill. Behind me are flashing red lights. They are getting closer and I move faster. I try not to look behind me but I have to stay ahead. I see a flashing orange light in the distance. It is the 3 mile mark. We push on. I eat a carboom and keep going. We get to the 2 mile flasher. I have less than two miles to go. Molly points out the one mile mark. I know the last mile is full of steep, sharp turns. Greg looks at his watch and says that I can make it in before 4am if I keep working. I can no longer see the flashing red vest. We keep climbing. I see Molly up ahead. She says the finish is right up the hill and I can make it. I start to walk faster. I start to run. I cross the finish line in 41:57. 

This year’s Badwater was a series of ups and downs the entire race. I could never have accomplished my finish without Greg, Molly, Gary or Linda. They all worked incredibly hard to keep me moving, hydrated, fed, cool and motivated. They sacrificed many things so I could achieve my goal. They never gave up on me. 

