


Cancelled
My account of the 2012 New York
Marathon

Cathie van Rooyen

This book is for sale at http://leanpub.com/cancelled

This version was published on 2013-11-04

This is a Leanpub book. Leanpub empowers authors and
publishers with the Lean Publishing process. Lean
Publishing is the act of publishing an in-progress ebook
using lightweight tools and many iterations to get reader
feedback, pivot until you have the right book and build
traction once you do.

©2013 Cathie van Rooyen

http://leanpub.com/cancelled
http://leanpub.com
http://leanpub.com/manifesto
http://leanpub.com/manifesto


Tweet This Book!
Please help Cathie van Rooyen by spreading the word
about this book on Twitter!

The suggested hashtag for this book is #cancelled.

Find out what other people are saying about the book by
clicking on this link to search for this hashtag on Twitter:

https://twitter.com/search?q=#cancelled

http://twitter.com
https://twitter.com/search?q=%23cancelled
https://twitter.com/search?q=%23cancelled


This story is my story, but many people lost their lives,
homes and towns to Hurricane Sandy, their story may

never be told. To fellow runners, united in disappointment.
To Nic, unwavering in support.



Contents

CHAPTER ONE . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1

CHAPTER TWO . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 3

CHAPTER THREE . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 11

CHAPTER FOUR . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 22

CHAPTER FIVE . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 28

CHAPTER SIX . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 37

CHAPTER SEVEN . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 51

CHAPTER EIGHT . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 62

CHAPTER NINE . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 69

CHAPTER TEN . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 73



CHAPTER ONE
Introduction

The 2012 ING New York Marathon made history books, by
being cancelled for the first time in the history of the race
which first took place in 1970. Not even the tragic events of
9/11 saw the cancellation of this featured marathon. The
marathon has become one of the world’s most popular,
with a huge field of participants. The first race had only 127
runners and the route was round Central Park. Nowadays
with participants numbering over 40 000, the race weaves
it’s way through five boroughs of New York and ends
in the famous park in New York City. The entry process
was a whole lot easier in the early years. The entry fee
was low and prizes consisted of inexpensive watches and
recycled bowling trophies. Nowadays things are a little
different. The huge demand on entries means that there is a
‘non-guaranteed entry’ process where people can take their
chance on getting an entry out of thousands of entrants, if
their name is selected. International runners, like myself,
have the option of a guaranteed entry by using one of the
accredited local tour operators, which means that the fee
is really high and has some accommodation included. It
doesn’t deter people though, because tours are sold out very
quickly as the demand for a place on this magnificent event
increases. People from all over the world have this race on
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their ‘must-do’ list. I was there making my own history
my first time on American soil and my first international
marathon. It was a dream come true, but like many dreams,
the outcome changed. I didn’t get to run through the streets
of Brooklyn, hear the many bands and have crowds cheer
me on. Instead I got to see a side of untamed nature that
has no respect for a race.

In a way the history books are still surprised to see my
name written down as ‘marathon participant’. I too, won-
der if it is true. My running story began grudgingly and
after many failed attempts to get fit and many unused
gym contracts, I still sometimes struggle to call myself a
‘runner’. Six years of many races and much training and
mileage are beginning to convince me otherwise, and to be
able to take part in an international marathon is wonderful.
My reluctance to exercise years ago was a standing joke
with my husband, Nic, who is one of those naturally ath-
letic types. On a lazy Sunday afternoon, I would announce
that I was tired and was going to have a nap, and he would
say that he was tired so he was going for a run. We would
both do as we said and every so often I would feel that
perhaps it’s time to get exercising, but my attempts would
crash very quickly. One of the turning points for my change
in lifestyle was amilestone birthday and the realisation that
I was not getting any younger.



CHAPTER TWO
Jogging the memories

I had turned 39, an age where many people consider taking
up this endurance sport of long distance running, which
I still find interesting. I knew I wanted to do something
‘physical’ for the approaching milestone of my 40th birth-
day. I had had a very physical job in my twenties, but my
thirties saw me studying and changing careers and I found
myself sitting down a lot more than before. I knew that I
needed to get moving somehow but I never, ever thought I
would become a long distance runner. ‘Marathon’ sounded
like some exotic word that crazy people used. My younger
sister, Debbie, had run her first Comrades marathon in
2005 and my older sister Mary and I had travelled with her
for support on a special ‘Comrades’ train. The Comrades
Marathon at around 87km (or 54 miles) long is the premier
road running event in South Africa. It is a tough race with
a strict 12hour cut-off, gun to gun, and attracts around 18
000 runners each year. Debbie is a long distance runner
and even though I was in awe of the distances she did, I
did think her a little crazy. She managed to complete her
first Comrades in 11h40 minutes, leaving us sisters very
tense and anxious at the finish line. She looked fabulous
and apart from some stiffness when walking, she felt great
and had her first Comrades medal.
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In January 2006 I took to keeping Debbie company on
her way to shorter races, never for a moment thinking
that I would be joining her running 21kms. Things shifted
and I started with a very uncomfortable 5km ‘fun run’-
uncomfortable in that you run the first 5km from nothing.
The hardest distance for any runner! There were several
things that shifted in other ways for me though, and one of
them was particularly heartbreaking.

The same year that I turned 39, one of my four older sisters,
Joanne, was diagnosed with breast cancer. I was jolted
into the realisation that my health cannot be taken for
granted. As Joanne’s health worsened, my distances on the
road increased. Joanne lived in Scotland, near my brother,
Alfie, which meant that they were far away from me. She
would regularly phone and ask how I was getting on with
my training as she readied herself for her own journey of
treatment. In spite of the horrid reality on the other side
of the world, I found myself enjoying my running. Getting
up at 4am to go to races became the norm as the weekend’s
focus changed toWhat race is happening this Sunday?’ Nic
was still amazed that I had stuck to the plan, admittedly a
very sketchy plan as he knew howmuch I loved our couch!

My reason for running was to get fit for a ‘big walk’ that
was going to take place the year I turned 41. My niece was
planning a wedding in the UK, and it made sense for me
to look at achieving my physical goal there rather than
the Camino in Spain, which had been my original plan.
Walking the Camino was a long-time dream but it became
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a logistical nightmare, as some of my sisters wanted to
join me, which meant we would have to go during the
middle of the peak-season. All in all, things turned out
for the better. Looking somewhere close to the wedding
in the UK meant that we had lots of hikes to choose from.
My Scottish aunts had walked a very interesting route in
Scotland years before so I turned my attention to that.
The walk was a 100 miler, called the West Highland Way,
starting in Glasgow, the town of my birth, and ending in
Fort William, a town along theWest Coast of Scotland. The
route could be covered in sections, as my aunts had done, or
in one go. This could take between four and six days and
there was the added benefit of having a luggage service
to carry our bags from our overnight B&B to the next
town. This sounded like a perfect option, as on previous
hikes the heavy rucksack was always my biggest burden.
My sister Joanne had taken it on herself to plan it for us.
Now the group had grown to include six sisters, sister-in-
law and one best friend, and Joanne declared it a ‘ladies
only’ walk. We would all be together in the UK for the
wedding, so the plans worked out perfectly, apart from
Joanne getting sicker. She never wavered in her insistence
that we continue the walk as planned. She still had full
intentions of doing the walk with us and remained positive
all the time. I knew that my running was going to help me
walk the 100 miles, even if it was over a seven day period,
so I kept up with my plodding in South Africa.

Months later, after the wedding, all seven of us lined up
nervously at the start of the route. Joanne was on all our
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minds as she had been admitted to hospital the day before
with severe pain. Joanne was one of my bossy sisters,
who, on the stretcher on her way to the hospital, was still
insisting I get the hiking socks from her bag and to get
myself sorted for the hike. We all debated whether we
should cancel our walk, but we knew that Joanne would
have been furious with us if we dared! The long walk
took us along the old ‘drover’s route’ where the men of
yesteryear would direct their cattle from the high-lying
areas down the path into Glasgow to sell them at the
city markets. We passed Loch Lomond and small beautiful
towns, and the road got rougher as we left the city behind.
Six weary days later, we completed the walk, with nerves
shattered, feet battered but souls soaring. Joanne had been
discharged from hospital so she, along with our brother,
Alfie, dad and stepmum, brother-in-law and nephews were
all waiting proudly at the finish to congratulate us on
reaching home.

A few days later, I returned to South Africa saddened yet
glad that I had been able to spend some quality time with
my sister. Joanne underwent her treatments and sometimes
I think my own fear drove me into my trainers to get out
on the road. I didn’t realise how much it de-stressed me
until many years later. Sadly, Joanne lost her own race and
she passed away in October 2007 at the young age of 46,
leaving her own small family, as well as our greater family
bewildered and hurting. My running became a place of
solace and of comfort. More than ever, I was grateful for
a healthy body that was able to carry many miles on the



CHAPTER TWO 7

road.

My next running goal was to be able to run and chat at
the same time. Debbie and her running group were always
ahead of me, laughing and joking and making it seem as
if they were taking a gentle walk in the park. I huffed
and puffed my red-faced way behind them, wishing that it
would get easier. Which it did, eventually! I can’t recall the
shift too clearly, but after training one night, I realised that
I had chatted most of the way and I was now beginning
to consider the possibility of being a runner instead of a
jogger. I never knew there was a distinction although we
had teased a ‘runner’ in my school days by calling him
a ‘jogger’. He was most insulted and insisted we called
him a runner and here I was thinking of myself in similar
terms. I still felt like a plodder most of the time, but there
were moments where my feet felt as if they didn’t touch
the ground but moved lightly through the air. Just like the
perfect golf shot, it is those magic moments of lightness
of foot that keep so many runners coming back for more.
My adult physique had changed radically through the years
too. My skin and bones frame has filled out and my tall
lanky body doesn’t feel ideal for running. But I surprised
myself by keeping at it, all in an attempt to get fit this
time. I expected to stop the running lark, now that my 100
mile walk was done, but I wasn’t done yet. I realised I had
become too fond of this pastime, so I couldn’t simply stop
running!

South African runners are an unusual breed. We have a
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great climate for training outdoors and a running envi-
ronment that is remarkably busy. All over the country
there is at least one standard marathon taking place every
weekend of the year. In busier cities there are sometimes
two marathons on one weekend. SA runners mostly train
for the Comrades marathon. The race has been run 88 times
and when I started running I had no intention of doing
this race, primarily because I thought I would never be
able to. It is also too big a goal, especially for someone like
me, who had never run 5km. As my distance increased I
heard myself saying strange things to people, that maybe
one day…

That one day came and went. I got my medal and now
planning to do the Comrades helps keep me, and many
other runners, focused and committed to training. Without
the big goal, my training is too ‘laissez faire’ and I can
easily be tempted into going for coffee instead of a run.
SA runners are also all shapes and sizes, all ages and
creeds and it is this dynamic which makes road running
so interesting for me. We abide by international athletic
rules and we have to be ‘licensed’ runners. This means we
belong to a registered running club and wear club clothes
as well as the licence number during any official races.
In our city of perhaps a million people there are 20 000
officially registered runners and in the early hours of the
morning you are bound to see a group of runners braving
the 4am darkness to train before their work day starts.
It becomes a lifestyle for most of us, and once you run,
it’s hard to stop. So although we do train for Comrades
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as the main goal, we generally tend to keep running as a
means to stay healthy and fit. I find runners to be very
positive people and incredibly supportive, so even if I am
way slower than others, people are quick to compliment
me on my achievements. Of course there is the competitive
side of things, but for a runner like myself, the competitor
is usually my own clock. I was very lucky to meet up
with a fantastic bunch of people and have formed deep
friendships with many of them. Joining a club was vital
for me, in this seemingly solo sport. I never knew just how
many friendships I would experience by running. These
friendships helped me to become the runner I am, because
knowing that there is someone waiting for me to show up
at 6am in the morning is more of a push than my need to
train. As the training increased the friendships deepened
and life long bonds formed. One of these bonds is with
an amazing lady, Marlene. We shared the same running
pace, so it was natural for us to become friends. Now that
I could talk and run at the same time, it was even better to
meet for a run so we could solve all our problems together.
There are other fabulous friendships, each with its own
uniqueness and finishing the Comrades marathon with a
friend cements us together forever.

South Africa feels as if it is at the bottom of the world
and for financial reasons, runners tend to run mostly local
races. The big races, like New York, Boston and London
are way beyond most people’s pockets, but sometimes
the dream of running at least one international can have
surprising results. My story is about just one of those
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dreams.



CHAPTER THREE
New York Dream

One day, early in the new year, Marlene sent me a local
travel agent’s email about international races and wrote
‘Ladies, let’s do New York’. I looked at the package prices
and laughed to myself. Not likely I’m afraid. But that
wasn’t the end of it as I thought. She mentioned it later
in the week while on a training run. ‘Did you look at the
races?’ ‘Yes?’ ‘So are we going?’ ‘Going where?’ ‘New York,
girlfriend!” We laughed, well, I laughed and she looked
at me seriously. I saw a determined look in her eye so I
stopped laughing and started pleading. No steady income,
no extra bonuses, no permanent job, all the very plausible
reasons why I couldn’t commit to the at least R50 000-
(approximately US $5000) needed for the trip. She stayed
quiet for a while and then said that it was her dream
and she needed to use her passport at least once and go
‘international’ and she couldn’t go on her own. It was then
my turn to be quiet. A seed had been planted but it felt
as if it had planted in impossible soil. A couple of weeks
later we had a meeting at our running club. There was an
unusually fervent buzz in Marlene and she was chattering
away with Pamela. I then heard the words New York and I
turned my attention to both of them. ‘So what’s this?’ ‘We
are going, my friend’ ‘Where to?’ ‘New York’ I paused for
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a moment, then asked ‘Who is we?’ If there is one thing
I hate, it is, missing out on fun so I always try to keep
up-to-date with who is doing what. The fact that these
two ladies were going ahead with plans that excluded me
got under my skin. Realistically though, I knew it would
be impossible to do this trip given my financial status. So
I shook off the discomfort and got on with the meeting.
The weekend’s run saw us meeting up again. Marlene was
bubbling over with excitement. New York Marathon was
her dream, she was itching to go overseas for the first time.
She asked me again to think about coming with her and a
part of me felt a surge of ‘Yes’. She sentme the travel agent’s
email with all the details and prices and I looked again with
glazed eyes, still believing it to be impossible. There was a
slight whisper somewhere inside of ‘I want to go’, but I
closed the email quickly and distracted myself again. I’m
not sure how long it took sitting chatting with Marlene,
when the tide turned. She started talking about fundraising
and raffles, and functions to raise money so that ‘we’
could go on this once in a lifetime trip. I think she may
have hypnotised me, because I heard myself say ‘Okay’
and that was the beginning of a very unusual journey of
synchronistic events that often had me shaking my head
in disbelief. ‘D-day’ was looming. We had to put down a
deposit by the end of the first week in March to secure our
space. I was still in twominds and foundmyself under huge
pressure. Nic was complaining that it was a lot of money
and that would mean he would have to work even more for
a trip he wasn’t going on. I stayed silent, mostly because
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of my own terror. I then made a decision to outsource my
decision. I had been given a ‘Terramundi money pot’ from
my niece in the UK and I had been putting paper money
in there on the odd occasion. I thought that if I had a good
chunk of the deposit in the pot, I would take this as a sign
to go to New York. Nic carefully cut a hole in the bottom of
the pot, and I sat nervously counting the red clay covered
money on the couch. It was two thousand short of the
deposit. So with huge gulps of air, I raced round to the
bank to deposit the cash. I drove home in a trance, hardly
blinking and paid the race deposit online. After the first
click, I heard my heartbeat. It started to pound louder and
louder in my ears as I refused to think about what I had
just done. I quietly ignored my anxiety the whole weekend
and pretended that all was well. A week later I told a
delighted Marlene. I still couldn’t bring myself to tell my
husband properly. I sat and sat, and thought up a campaign
to raise the funds online. Maybe if we raised enoughmoney
I wouldn’t have to ‘make’ Nic work more. The three of us
ladies met a few times, ironically, at the local MacDonalds.
We started looking at ways of fundraising and raffles. My
online donation programme needed a photograph of the
three of us. I made some videos of us talking about why we
wanted to run the New York Marathon and loaded it onto
the website and after a few days watching the money pot
stay at ‘zero’ I got distracted with other things. Life got in
the way and I almost forgot about New York. We still had
huge races to run and my logical mind told me to calm the
hell down.
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The magical month of May turned out be just that. My
brother emailed me asking for my bank details. When
my aunt passed away in November she left behind no
dependants. My brother said her lawyer was looking for
our details. I come from a huge family. There are seven of
us in my direct family, with 19 cousins from this aunt’s
side. My aunt was not a wealthy woman, but she was
careful with her money, so I thought that perhaps 100
pounds could come my way. Our exchange rate is brutal
at a rate of ten Rand to one US Dollar, so for once, it stood
in my favour and meant a lot of South African Rands. With
a gentle sadness I sent off my bank details. One of my
UK sisters, Bernadette, caught me online that evening and
askedme if I had sent through the details to our brother. She
explained to me how it had came to pass that we received
the inheritance. My lateMum’s portion was divided among
us siblings, andmy late sister’s portion went to my nephew.
She remarked at how surprised she was that it had come
through so quickly. After much teasing she told me how
much we would be getting. I read her words in a stunned
silence. The numbers on the screen didn’t seem real. I
blinked through salty tears trying to convert the figures
into rands. I stood up from the chair and whooped out
loud. Nic, lying in bed in the room next door, thought
I had won the lottery and for me in that moment it felt
like I had. It was almost the exact amount that the travel
agent was charging for the New York trip. ‘God bless you
Aunty Margaret!’ I jumped around the bedroom doing my
own private boogie mixed with tears. I was buzzing with
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adrenaline. The pressure was off, Aunt Margaret wanted
me to go to New York! I breathed a huge sigh of relief and
slept a solid nights sleep.

A couple of weeks later, I was looking online to book
our own flights to the marathon instead of using the
expensive travel agent and I saw that we could get them
at a reasonable price. I sent off the details to Marlene and
Pamela. Unbeknown to me, our friend Cerlest, was doing
her bit to help and came up with a fantastic deal which
really just covered the airport taxes and got us the flights
for next-to-nothing. I re-read the message several times,
not quite believing what I was seeing. If this continued, I
would be able to have some spending money. We booked
and paid for the tickets before Cerlest’s contact changed his
mind!

Marlene and Pamela started looking into getting visas. I
asked a few friends on Facebook what to do about visas.
I am lucky to have dual nationality with both a South
African and a British passport, and I realised I wouldn’t
need to be paying the thousands of rands as I could use my
British passport to get into the States. I stared at the screen
as it askedme for $14- or thereabouts. I clicked ‘enter’ again
and my passage was clear. My jaw hung slightly ajar at
how this trip was evolving.

The big Comrades marathon came and went in June and
a couple of days after the glow of a successful finish a
thought popped into my mind. I still had some dollars
somewhere from a previous trip. My last TV travel job was
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in 2006 and I remembered hanging onto some notes ‘just in
case’. I started my hunt for the dollars and found them rela-
tively easily. I sat onmy bed looking at Benjamin Franklin’s
face and started to smile. Somebody really wanted me to go
to New York!

The biggest ‘extra’ expense that faced me now, was the
hotel accommodation. We had decided to fly out earlier,
giving us extra days in this city that I was not likely to
visit ever again. The search for hotels became a bit of an
obsession with me. Every night I would be on all the travel
and hotel sites and before long I was drowning in decisions
to be made. I balked at really steep Manhattan prices and at
the idea of spending a small fortune on somewhere to sleep
only for it to turn out to be a disaster. Some of the great sites
let me book places without a cancellation fee, but I spent
many a night wondering if I would remember all the places
and had dreadful images of having for to pay 14 booked-
by-me hotels! I am so grateful for modern technology and
wondered how we would ever book any trip before the
invention of the internet. I looked at local sites, and travel
advisors and read just about every review of any hotel
I could find. Some of the stories sounded horrific, from
bedbugs to smells to noises and lifts not working, and any
of those negative reviews made me click quickly away. I
discovered an obsessive side to myself that I never knew I
had. I travelled quite a lot during my early career but had
never had to make any of the travel arrangements. This
time I was using my ‘own’ money and the stress I was
puttingmyself under seemed enormous, but I could not risk
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getting this wrong. Every time I found a good deal I would
cross-reference it with other travel sites, and then with the
hotel group if there was one, I was extremely cautious. My
nightly searching didn’t help me understand the geography
of this city, and although I had seen it on TV, I had never
really thought of it as being surrounded by water. I began
to look across the ‘river’ in Long Island and on the New
Jersey side, where the prices were a third of the Manhattan
prices and included breakfast. One hotel even included a
free supper during the week so I booked some more hotels
through the sites. I also booked a lovely looking apartment
with an amazing view of the Manhattan skyline. I sent the
link off to the ladies. ‘Remember it overlooks the Hudson
river” Pamela said when I next saw her. ‘So what is wrong
with that? ‘It will be cold in November’ She had a point, but
I thought that it might give us an idea of how people live in
different areas of New York. But after mulling it over and
checking with local advice websites, the consensus seemed
to be that it was not always easy to get back from the city
on the ferry at night and then there would be the added
cost of transport so I decided to cancel that option the next
day. Unfortunately I hadn’t read the fine print properly and
didn’t see that the ‘special conditions’ meant that there was
a cancellation penalty. I was kickingmyself when I saw that
I had just spent $100- on a virtual one-night sleepover. From
then on I double checked everything before I pressed any
‘Book now’ button! My obsessive searching continued and
every night would perch my laptop in front of the TV and
survey the virtual city. By now all my bookings had a ‘free
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cancellation’ policy and we were looking at confirming the
hotel later in the year, so I kept looking, knowing we still
had time to make our choice.

A few weeks later, our family received more tragic news.
Another of our UK aunts passed away suddenly from a
heart attack. Aunt Bernadette was my mum’s younger
sister and she had lived with her family in Pinetown for
many years, before returning to the UK. While she lived
locally, I had gotten to know her better than I knew my
other aunts. Her passing felt very much like my mum’s
passing and I was shocked and saddened by her death.
My mum had died 21 years before, but the ‘familiarity’
of this shock made me sit numb and sad for most of the
day. Remembering my 25-year-old self and the old, locked-
away grief washed up a whole lot of fresh pain on behalf
of my cousins and Uncle who were facing a future without
their pivotal lady in their life. That evening when I was
sitting in the usual position in my Lazy Boy chair to help
numb me out, I saw a ‘special offer’ for the New York
Sheraton hotel. This was the hotel in which we would be
staying in for three nights as part of the tour package. We
had had to book the more expensive option of the tour
package because the cheaper hotel couldn’t accommodate
three of us in one room. The special offer was a great one,
because it meant that we would pay the same amount the
travel company wanted for each of us for three nights, as
for the six extra nights. I excitedly checked and double-
checked and sent the good news via email to the others. The
Sheratonwas also the ‘race’ headquarters andwewere glad
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that we wouldn’t have to move hotels mid-trip. Wewere all
in agreement, and finally our hotel was booked. I thanked
Aunt Bernadette for ‘organising’ this as I really felt that
she had had something to do with this offer as a way of
telling me that she was okay on the ‘other side’! I started
the process of cancelling the other bookings methodically,
petrified that I had booked somewhere else on some other
site and would be liable if left it uncancelled. Now that the
hotel was booked I relaxed a little, but beneath my calm
demeanour I was still anxious.

Then there was the business of training. I was really not
as committed to the running programme as the other two
were and I picked up a flu which saw me miss a local
marathon as well as a 50km race, the City to City. Marlene
was on a mission and was running strong. She was running
early mornings to work and was dedicated to getting on
the road. I found myself going back to the ‘old’ me, finding
excuses not to run. I played down the danger of running
the New York marathon on low mileage by telling myself
that we had eight hours in which to complete the marathon
and that I wasn’t going to ‘race’ it but to experience it all.
Marlene was quiet when we talked about times. Pamela
was looking to run it fast and get a ‘personal best- a PB’.
The race organisers sent us weekly race updates and hints,
which would get the excitement up a little, but it still felt so
far away. I would meet up with the ladies at the weekend
for longer runs of 15 or 20km’s but finding motivation
for me was hard. A lady in the faster training group kept
teasing me that she would take over my NY race entry as
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it didn’t seem that I really wanted to do it. I think a part of
me didn’t believe that it was all real.

As the weeks ticked by the excitement increased. October
arrived andwewere into the final countdown, I was getting
my head round packing warm clothes when a sudden hot
Spring hit us in the Southern Hemisphere. I hunted the end
of season sales for leggings and vests to travel in. I had left
my shopping rather late in the year and I also realised I
didn’t have decent Winter boots. If I had been able to find a
pair I would have kicked myself with them as my old boots
were worn through.In desperation I ended up borrowing a
sister’s slightly-too-big pair. Sometimes I hate the pressure
I put on myself by being a procrastinator, but at least now
I had some long boots. Just thinking about cold weather
made my feet sweat in my Summer sandals. I ‘googled’
temperatures and saw that this time of the year in New
York could be just as fickle as in the rest of the world, and
they covered themselves by saying it can be ‘hot or cold’.
I hate feeling cold, so decided rather to be too warm than
too cold and I packed in my winter woollies. I was looking
forward to experiencing an American Halloween, and read
that there was much excitement and activity in the city on
the day. I didn’t really have anything else that I had to do,
other than be there for the race, as the route would take us
through most of the city’s boroughs and I would finally get
to understand the lie of the land. It felt strange saying to my
friends that I would be in New York the following week. A
family friend had travelled to the city just before we were
due to leave and she caught me online one day and told me
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to bring warm clothes. ‘It is freezing cold, it is so hard to
imagine but bring your warmest things’ She told me about
all her sightseeing and also warned that things were very,
very expensive. They had bought some drinks in a bar and
with the exchange rate, one drink cost the same as a crate
of beer in South Africa. I thought that we would be okay,
since none of us really drink much alcohol so we wouldn’t
be going into any bars and thought that we would get by
with cafe’s and supermarkets. I was in for a surprise!



CHAPTER FOUR
Don’t stop believing.

The day finally arrived. My bag was packed and I was
almost ready to go. My sister, Mary, had popped round
in the morning to say goodbye. She works for a large
international firm and had visited the USA a few weeks
earlier. One of her New York based colleagues had told her
that day that the city was bracing itself for a hurricane.
‘But it’s only a Level 1 though’ I gulped. What does level
1 mean? I have no concept of that kind of storm as we
are fortunate enough to be hurricane-free in South Africa.
We have some wild thunderstorms and flash flooding and
that can be frightening, but a hurricane? I brushed the
fearful thoughts aside and finished up packing and let the
excitement return. Surely all the magic coming together
to get me to this race must mean something good? Nic
was taking me and Marlene to the airport where we were
meeting up with Pamela. The journey to the airport was
traffic intensive but we got there in plenty of time and
said goodbye to Nic and South Africa. We were on our
way to the U S of A! Marlene was excited to be using
her passport internationally and was exceptionally proud
of her American visa. We went through customs and the
duty-free section to wait at our departure gate. We were
flying via Frankfurt to New York and I had never before
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flown on the German airline, Lufthansa. Walking through
the aeroplane doors I felt as if I was already in international
space. There is a certain mix of different perfumes and
colognes that smell very un-South African, and there were
wafts of it all around me. German newspapers, magazines
and the in-house entertainment screens served to remind
me that I was no longer in Africa. Our rands were rendered
useless now after we had started getting used to seeing all
the different currency signs in the duty-free shops. It was
pleasant, but for me, a sleepless flight. One of the friendly
stewards asked me if I was not able to find sleep! In my
tiny seat, I watched all the English offerings on my screen
andwaited for morning.We landed at a verymodern, clean
Frankfurt airport in the dark and took our time finding a
coffee shop that was open to while away the 4 hours till our
connecting New York flight. Our silent shock at the prices
as we each ordered a hot drinkwithout ameal, was evident.
Security was very tight at this airport and I was frisked
down to my socks and a nervous looking Marlene was
taken aside after beeping the security gate. All cleared, we
made our way to wait at the boarding gate and hopefully
sneak in a snooze. The girls managed to catch 40 winks and
I pretended to lie down and close my eyes but I just felt too
weird so I ended sitting up and keep myself entertained.
The greyAutumnmorning took a long time to appear and it
stayed dull until we boarded the plane. Snowdrops floated
gently outside the windows and I heard later, that this was
the first time in years, that Germany had had snow in
October. The flight to New York was also packed so there
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was no extra room to stretch out myweary legs, but I found
myself dozing off a few times, which I was grateful for.
Finally we started our descent into JFK airport. It looked
sunny outside the aeroplane, and from what I could see
from the window, looked similar to our SA countryside.
My excitement levels picked up and I began to grin. ‘New
York, New York’ sang Pamela as the excitement spread.
We were all eager to get onto solid ground and start our
adventure. After an hour-long wait in the stinky customs
queue, I stood in front of the customs officer and babbled.
I know you aren’t supposed to talk to these non-human
types, but I couldn’t help myself. My sweaty fingerprint
wasmessing up the fancy image-making process and I tried
to wipe my hands a few times on my clothes. ‘Take your
time’ he drawled. ‘I am so excited, we are here for the
marathon’ I told him. I was also trying to reassure him
that I was not a terrorist and that my sweaty fingers were
from excitement. ‘You here in a group?’ ‘No, just us three’
I pointed to the now invisible travellers who were standing
in front of their own officials. ‘First time running it?’ ‘No,
yes, first New York one’ I stammered surprised that he was
being friendly. ‘Enjoy it’ and he closed my shiny passport
as if he had given me the real permission to be here. Which
I suppose, he had!

My babbling continued and I couldn’t help compare things
to back home, I tend to do this as a means to familiarise
myself with new territory and scout out safety. I was
disappointed by the famous airport, in a way it seemed
shabby and worn, which it is, but I had expected bigger
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and better and cleaner. Our own OR Tambo airport in
Johannesburg, seemed to shine in my memory. We waited
at the tourist shuttle kiosk, willing the nearby loud, noisy
kids to be far away and not be travelling in our taxi. I
remembered that it would be a shared shuttle and not
our own private one. I forced my gritty eyelids to stay
open, so I could try to take it all in. Finally our taxi ticket
number was called and we made our way outside, where it
immediately felt seaside-y and humid.We got into our very
solemn shuttle where other tourists were already sitting
quietly. I was intrigued at this and tried to make some sort
of conversation with them, but eventually joined them in
their tired silence. The surrounding area at the airport was
typical of the airport environment, warehouses and roads.
When we drove on what seemed like the motorway I was
surprised by the number of potholes and bumps on the tar.
Some houses, in the classic wooden double storey movie
style, came into view, but my view was obscured by ‘noise
walls’, sound barriers which were obviously a great relief
to the residents on the other side of them. The sun was out
and it seemed warmer than I imagined. I tried to figure out
the layout of the city, but was clueless as I spotted motels
and residential areas but no sign of the familiar buildings
of Manhattan. The road had litter along it, and some of the
big billboards looked rusty. I was expecting everything to
look shiny and new so seeing it messy surprised me. As the
road traffic got busier I assumed that we were nearing the
city, yet still couldn’t see any landmarks. The cars in front
squeezed into two lanes and we slowed down to approach
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a tunnel. I got a little impatient as the taxi ride seemed to
be eating into our first day in the US of A. The tunnel trip
lulled me into more silence and then suddenly it felt as if
we had been spat into the city. It seemed newer and cleaner
than the airport outskirts and I strained my neck trying
to catch a glimpse of anything. Since thiw was a shared
shuttle, the driver had a few different stops to make. At
the first stop, I jumped out of the doorway seat and the
smell of food hit me. New York and its food vendors! I had
seen this on TV, so I was looking forward to experiencing
it all, but the smell still caught me by surprise.I suppose
watching things on TV doesn’t give you a complete picture
after all! A lot of the hotels we stopped at had been on my
booking list and I was grateful we hadn’t chosen them as
some of them looked quite different to the internet photos.
Our stop was the last one, so it was interesting looking
at all the different sights with no need to pay attention
to where we were going. Our hotel is on 7th Avenue, and
we finally tumbled out in front of the huge building, glad
that our two-day journey was finally over. The lobby and
the very busy foyer seemed nice and we made our way to
the unsmiling people at the reservation desk. I panicked.
The moment of truth had come after months of patient
booking and searching and I was nervous about our room.
I hoped they had the reservation right, and that there was
enough space for the three of us. We checked into our much
smaller than the pics-on-the-internet room and wondered
if they had bigger ones we could move to. Pamela and
Marlene ended up sharing one double bed, while I took the
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other. Sometimes being the biggest does have its benefits!
When we converted what we were paying per night to
SA rands, we were sick at the thought of what we could
get in comparison back home. We could rent a home for
a month for the nightly rate one room in New York. But
we were here, in New York and we were going to make
the best of it. We made our way to a small shop near
the hotel to buy some supplies for the room, some milk,
sugar and bread. I was fascinated by all the different labels
and options, but disappointed that things didn’t seem as
cheap as I’d hoped. We unpacked and showered in a very
temperamental shower and tried to figure out what to do
for dinner. We started walking and eventually found a fast
food place where we sat down to fish ‘n chips for dinner.
Marlene wasn’t at all impressed with the thick batter and
greasy chips and pulled her face in disgust. ‘It’s not as
good as home’ Pamela and I looked at each other, we had
both travelled overseas before and we knew the drill by
now. Things are not always bigger and better across the
water. I tucked in to my supper glad to finally sit down and
eat. I think I was overtired by this time and was wanting
everything to speed up so I could get to bed. On the way
back to the hotel we walked past Times Square and looked
at the lights and people milling about but I was getting
grumpy after the long journey and all I could think of was
sleep! Finally we turned upstreet to our hotel and at long,
long last got ready for bed.



CHAPTER FIVE
English girls in New York

The first morning saw me surprisingly rested but awake
when it was still dark. I lay there and tried to work out the
time back home. I realised that it would be perfect to catch
Nic at home so I quietly gathered my netbook and went
down to the lobby to use the free internet connection. I set
up quickly and managed to have a fairly long chat before
my battery went flat. I sat on the hotel’s computer system
and browsed on different sites before it was time for our
run.We had planned to go for a short run to stretch our legs
after the long trip and also to check out the neighbourhood.
Getting my bearings is crucial for me in any new city. I
hate feeling lost and not knowing in which direction to
go. All dressed and ready we set off down to the lobby.
When I asked the doorman ‘Which way to Central Park?’
I chuckled. That question made me feel like I was in the
movies and in a way it still didn’t really feel as if I was
actually here, in New York!.

We turned right outside our hotel and made our way
up to the park. I was wearing my running shorts and it
was surprisingly warm although I had opted to wear a
long sleeved top. We reached the park rather quickly and
stepped inside the famous piece of greenery. We trotted
behind some runners and then went off the main path to
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explore this green lung. ‘Fall’ in New York makes the trees
drop their leaves gently and slowly unlike their African
cousins. One tree stood magnificently in red vibrating in
its splendour almost hurting my eyes. Dogs grinned as
they scampered through the blanket of leaves making a
comforting crunching swooshing sound. Two tame squir-
rels hardly flinched as we gently trod by. ‘Don’t they
know we are from Africa?’ We ran and came across the
official ‘Finish’ line set up for the INGNew YorkMarathon.
Excitement tickled my tummy again as the reality of what
was happening to me slowly trickled in. The finish line
was being used for a small race that was taking place in
the park and it was interesting to see that runners here
didn’t seem to run in a specific club kit as we do back
home. We watched a while then head on out again. We
cut across some paths and found more dog playgrounds,
bridges, ponds and the ice rink. Pamela had wanted to see
this famous landmark and we joked that now that we had
found it, she should get on it and skate. We stood watching
for a while, but cooled down too quickly, so decided to
get moving again. When we turned around I completely
lost my sense of direction. I could no longer tell where we
had come in. The park was similar to a forest or jungle,
in that once inside the depths of the foliage, all sense of
direction was lost. Marlene and Pamela both looked at me,
as if I should know which way to go. I am the tallest, but
even I couldn’t recognise the buildings or see where the sun
was the strongest to figure out which direction was out.
Eventually we saw some of the race runners and figured
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out which way to go. We knew it was near the ‘starting
point’ of the race but by now the runners were thinning
out and none of us wanted to ask anyone for directions.
Pamela had her SA flag shirt on to test it out but even that
didn’t get us any help from anyone. All the buildings looked
the same and when we found a map column it still made
no sense to me. A mild panic was entering my now tired,
body. Eventually I ‘recognised’ a portion and we turned
up towards a water point for the race and asked someone
there the quickest way to the ‘finish’. There we could figure
out the way to our exit point. We laughed as we were now
clocking up the miles by ‘accident’ and our 5 km run turned
out far longer than we had wanted. The park is amazing
and it is hard to imagine such a huge area of green in one
of the busiest cities of the world. My panic subsided as the
surroundings began to look familiar as the ‘finish’ banner
and scaffolding came into view. We made our way around
the TV cabins and cordoned-off area’s that were being
made ready for the main event in a week’s time. As I posed
for photographs I thought about the amazing chance to be
taking part in this world class event. It is only in our sport
that I, as an amateur with slow times, could I participate as
an athlete. No selection process, no record breaking times,
no age limits, no gender discrimination, but really just a
matter of money and here I was. In Central Park, a week
away from running my first international marathon. My
heart skipped a beat at the excitement as we jogged to our
now familiar entry gate. We were eager to get back to the
hotel and ready ourselves for our afternoon adventure.
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The adventure started early while I was trying to shower.
The tap system made no sense but after much fiddling and
yelping around cold water I eventually had some steam.
The others didn’t have much luck and they ended up
washing themselves with cold water. Over our breakfast
of cereal in cups in the room, to save money, we chatted
about the day ahead. Pamela suggested we find out from
the hotel what was on offer. The friendly concierge didn’t
seem concerned about the upcoming storm, though he was
obliged to advise us on the safety and emergency procee-
dures that might need to take place. He said that after storm
‘Irene’, the City got into trouble for not being prepared, so
it seemed that this time around every precaution was in
place. Bus routes were already being cancelled, subways
closed, and towns in New Jersey evacuated.Wewere told to
sit tight and stay indoors because winds of 90 miles an hour
were coming. (How fast is a mile?) The hotel concierge also
warned us that a lot of the tour providers were suspending
their services in the afternoon, so we should make wise
decisions. We decided to alter our plans for the 2-day
‘Hoponhopoff’ bus ticket, and do something else. A retail
centre outside the city was the choice, plus the hotel gave
us a little booklet of vouchers for discounts and things.

We made our way to the main bus terminus a few blocks
away and took some cross streets where we stumbled upon
a Gospel Church congregation spilling onto the street. One
of the things I had forgotten that I really wanted to dowhile
in New York, was to attend a Gospel Church service. I am
no longer a religious person, but I do appreciate music and
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this was something I had looked forward to experiencing.
I slowed the girls down and nervously stepped inside.
The foyer of the church took my breath away. The roof
was decorated in gold with detailed pictures that were
riveting. I stood rooted to the spot, head tilted upwards
and jaw dropping slightly. Then a door to the church hall
opened and the music poured quickly out and surrounded
me. Through the doors I glimpsed the choir dressed up
in their classic outfits. Goosebumps swept over me as the
music lifted me up. ‘But the service is finished,’ Marlene
mentioned. She pulled gently on my arm, knowing we had
a bus to catch. ‘We… I… did you hear that?’ I started as
we made our way reluctantly out of the door. ‘We have
to come back’ Pamela had picked up a pamphlet to see the
times of services andwe saw that the evening servicewould
start before our bus returned. For an instant I almost let
the girls go on shopping without me. I would have been
content to wait till early evening to hear this choir. I had
waited many years, so what was a few hours? Torn by my
desire to rest and listen I consoledmyself that I wouldmake
a plan somehow.

We walked in the general direction of where we had been
told the bus station was but a few streets down we were
confused. I brought out the map and started unfolding it.
A local stopped to help us and pointed out that the bus
stationwas across the road.We thanked him but I remained
puzzled. I never expected to have the whole terminal build-
ing upstairs, but street space is at a premium in this city,
so the way it is built makes perfect sense. After buying
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the tickets we were directed towards a door and jumped
ontp a rather quiet bus, by now I was all excited, fired up
by the choir and the excitement of getting onto New York
transport. The bus drove us out to a retail centre,Woodbury
Common, an hours drive out of the city. The city landscape
had changed quickly and I sat watching the scenery change
as fields of green shifted and now seemed handpainted in
Autumn colours. After a long trip we eventually pulled up
at the sprawling centre. Pamela was almost jumping out
of her skin in excitement ‘Dolce, Fendi, Chloe’, Gucci’ she
squealed. It sounded like an Italian menu to me and I didn’t
want to squash her excitement but I couldn’t quite share
it either. I am not a shopper by nature and after an hour
of browsing through the designer shops I had had enough,
and now I was also hungry. I had left the ladies behind
somewhere, probably near shoes, and I floated aimlessly
about trying to spot them but was really searching for food.
I quickened my pace when I saw a food court building and
just outside I foundMarlene. We walked past a name brand
shoe store and inside was Pamelawith a glint in her eye and
shopping bags on her wrist. I persuaded them to eat lunch
when she had purchased her shoes and we finally made our
way to the food court. Marlene looked perplexed at what to
eat, I was beyond caring and settled for Chinese, and looked
around to find 3 seats. In SA we are not used to sharing
tables, but it was obvious that we would be sharing here. I
sat down at one dirty table next to a couple of tourists and
started feeding my hunger monster. The food court seemed
really busy in comparison with the shops. TV’s blared out
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and images of satellite pictures of the hurricane and the
weather forecasts seemed to be occupying the screens. The
public didn’t look at all fazed. My Chinese food soon lost
it’s appeal. Marlene walked over with some food on a
tray and a look of disgust and it was only days later I
realised it was disgust at the prices, converted ten times
into SA rands. She could feed her whole family with what
she was spending on one meal. We finished off our food
and the girls perked up saying there were more shops to
visit. I pleaded to stay inside the food court, but knew I
would have to walk back to the bus stop later anyway so I
dragged my heels over to the Levi shop. I hate trying on
clothes at the best of times but in Winter, when I have
layers of clothes on, it is even worse. So I tend to buy
without trying on, that is, if I buy at all. I couldn’t see
what the fuss was about and began tomooch about, sighing
really loudly, hoping they would take the hint and be fed
up withshopping soon. The centre started making public
annnouncements about the buses leaving for New York and
that some stores would be closing early due to the storm.
I thought that this might spur the girls on, but they were
on a mission and ignored both the announcements and my
sulky face. Eventually we realised we had best head back
to the bus where a lot of New Yorkers were already lining
up. The first bus filled quickly and there was a very scary
looking female ticket collector who looked as if she would
take no nonsense from anyone. I gulped, hoping that I still
had my return ticket stub. The first bus filled quickly and
was sent onwards. We stood patiently in line waiting for
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the next bus that we were assured ‘Iss on iss way’ The
bus came and I almost jumped for joy when I could rest
my weary shopped-out legs. How on earth would I be able
to run a marathon in a week? By the time of our return
to the bus terminus, thick heavy clouds were hanging
over us holding the promise of something big. Darkness
enveloped the city and it felt sd if the air was filled with
something never felt before, not that I knew what night in
New York felt like! We walked back up to the street where
the church was and went inside. The evening service was
almost over but there were still some prayers to be said.
The choir ladies were dressed in their own clothes and
there was only a handful of singers. I was disappointed and
quickly got bored, hoping for some singing. Hands in the
air, they launched into the last prayer with a background
of music, and my attention was grabbed when the preacher
shouted to pray for the ‘safety of everyone tomorrow’. Yes,
of course, for a moment I had forgotten about the looming
storm. We left the church and made our way towards the
hotel. There was still a bustle in the streets and taxi’s were
busy but we noticed some shops had closed. Luckily our
deli across the street from the hotel was still open for
dinner. Safely back in our warm room, we watched the
TV news and saw that some areas were being evacuated,
highways were being closed and subway and bus services
were being terminated. It was sounding serious. Nineteen
floors up in our hotel, I wondered if we should be putting
masking tape across the windows as we had seen been
done in the street shop windows, so I closed the heavier
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blind instead. This was after all the place where aeroplanes
had crashed into high rise buildings, so who really knew
what could happen. There was a moment where I hoped
we would not be summoned out of our room in the middle
of the night, and a flicker of fear went through me. It didn’t
last long, and I fell asleep quickly.



CHAPTER SIX
Sandy in New York

One of my ritual night time visits to the bathroom had
me listening to the wind at the window. It sounded a
little louder, but what was even more noticeable, was the
absence of nightly sirens. I hadn’t realised that one night
in New York had me accustomed to hearing the sirens and
machine drilling noises of midtown Manhattan’s streets. I
clambered back to bed and fell straight back to sleep.

Monday.The day scheduled for the ‘official’ arrival of hur-
ricane Sandy. I woke early and sneaked down to the foyer
to use the Internet. Chatting to Nic so casually a whole
world awaymade the surreal feelings rise again. He chatted
about the dogs, the garden, his chores and I talked about
our shopping trip, the city, the hurricane threat as if all
was perfectly normal. I think I may have downplayed my
feelings a little but the truth was I didn’t know what to
think about the possibility of a huge storm. After finishing
my calls, I popped over to the deli across the road to buy
some more milk for our cereal and noticed the drizzle had
started. I reported this to the girls as we leisurely figured
out what to do with our day. We knew that transport
would be a problem because now all city buses depots, and
subways were closed so if we wanted to go anywhere we
would have to walk.We chatted about our options and then
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I headed for the shower. I had figured out the hot water by
now and thought about leaving it running soMarlene could
get a hot shower. She said no to that option and ended up
having an even colder shower. We took our time getting
ready as the TV news in the background predicted a 1pm
arrival of the storm, but also warned of a super high tide
which could make matters worse. We watched the news in
silence and I twitched up and down, restless in my feet.

I don’t really know how or why, but by mid-afternoon, we
ended up on the streets looking for lunch. This was New
York with no traffic, no yellow cab’s, no sirens and very
few pedestrians. Even though it was a very unfamiliar city,
it all felt eerie. We walked slowly and with a false sense
of confidence, nodding silently to other pedestrians, trying
not to stray too far from our hotel, ‘just in case’. We found
a different deli that was open and sat down to eat while
watching the street from the window. Cops walked by in
groups of two and it seemed as if we were watching an
episode of ‘Rookie Blue’. The rain was constant but not too
heavy and although it was cold, it was manageable. On
the slow walk back to our hotel we saw all the lights on
in Times Square but there was no-one around. I asked a
young cop if there were more cops on duty because of the
storm, he said ‘No, there are always this many.’ I reasoned
that they were usually unseen amongst the masses whereas
now only they and some of us crazy people were still out
on the street. The wind picked up as we crossed some
side roads and it got darker earlier than usual. Though my
usual account of daylight time didn’t have much reference,
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it seemed a better idea to go back to the hotel. We sat
in ‘our’ deli and drank some coffee as the howling wind
threw open the door every time someone came in with
the same idea to get warm food. We finished our dinner
and returned to our hotel. The news reports were carrying
some scary reports of huge winds and trees being uprooted
and awful things happening very close to where we were.
Airports were closed and buses and trains cancelled as
the world came to grips with Mother Nature unleashing
her power. I sat blinking at the screen wondering why it
seemed so quiet outside. The room telephone was blinking
with a message and I sat down nervously listening as the
hotel manager gave a long message on what to expect in
case of emergency. ‘In the event of power outages… take
the stairs..’. ‘Where to?’ I thought. This was happening,
literally. I had a moment of heart pounding and took stock
of my own reality in my cosy room. We chatted quietly
as the wind occasionally banged the window a little and
somehow I drifted off to sleep. I did have a moment’s
thought of ‘What if I don’t wake up in the morning?’ Then
I hit dreamland.

On Tuesday morning I woke early, looked around and
remembered where I was. I was here, in New York and I
was still alive. There had also been no midnight evacuation
calls or sirens, or perhaps we had slept through them? I
was eager to put Nic and my family’s concern at ease.
The power was still on, and the lifts were working so I
made my way down to a very quiet lobby. Kitsch lobby
music still played, there were the usual porters and staff
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around, nothing seemed any different. I looked out onto the
street, quiet and clean. I settled down with my computer
not sure if the internet would be working and tried to make
contact. A silent TV in a corner showed horrific images
that were without meaning to me at that stage. A couple of
diehard runners were heading out to the damp, street that
still seemed cloaked in darkness. I shook my head at them
thinking them foolish to run in these conditions. While
chatting to Nic, who was midway through his Tuesday in
South Africa, it was clear that he was busier on the phone
than normal. Lots of people were very concerned about us
in New York and had been contacting him for updates. He
seemed surprised by the concern, especially as he knew I
was fine. News reports around the world showed horrific
images and people we knew wanted to make sure we were
safe. It felt like he was talking about some other part of
the world and not my geographic location where I was
warm, safe and slightly confused in the lobby of my hotel.
I logged onto my old friend, ‘Facebook’, to reassure the
concerned people that I had survived the hurricane and
give this update.“Up at 5am, listened, no wind howling,
lights still on, friends still snoring so crept out of bed down
to the foyer for the Internet. Am I a junkie? hehe. All is
still ok with me, but not for some other NY-ers I have
yet to meet. Typical NY style, classical music in the foyer,
coffee being served, and Internet still up. There ain’t no
fat lady singing! :)” After answering mail and watching
hotel guests take their dogs for their early morning relief,
I made my way back to my room, to figure out what to do
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with our day. The TV was on when I returned to the room
and Marlene and Pamela had concerned looks on their
faces. ‘Everything okay downstairs?’ ‘Yup, life is going on
as per usual it seems’ We watched some scary reports on
the news, and talk of power outages in Manhattan left us
bewildered. I still hadn’t yet figured out where we were
geographically, so when they talked about the flooding in
downtownManhattan and Battery Park, I had no idea how
near or how far we were from it all. Wall Street markets
were closed and power substations had blown up resulting
in huge power outages and loss. Office windows across
from our building showed lights burning and it seemed that
all thae windows were still intact. Had we slept through
terrifying winds or had we been sheltered from the brunt
of it? It was only days later that we realised that our hotel’s
location had indeed been our saving grace. We sat through
hours of terrible news reports and finally decided to take a
walk and see for ourselves what was going on. A crane a
few blocks away had broken in the night and hotels near
the building site had been evacuated for safety. The block
had been cordoned off and we stood at the railings and
took pictures. Sandbags at the doorways of some buildings
seemed a little extreme in hindsight and I wondered if I
had ever seen a real sandbag used before. There were more
people on the streets now that the worst was over and
many of us had cabin fever so going outside was a healthy
option. There was still a slight drizzle, but the temperature
seemed colder than before the storm. We talked about
going somewhere by taxi as there were many more yellow
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cabs on the road. I suggested that we try to take a cab to
Chinatown as the ‘Chinese always seem to be ready for
everything’. So we hailed a cab. The small excitement of
getting into a famous yellow cab resulted in my taking
a photo and asking the cabbie to take us to Chinatown.
The driver mumbled incoherently in a foreign accent that
it might not be open, but I didn’t fully understand what
he meant. The trip went fast as the traffic was quiet, and
as we got to what I later learned was ‘downtown’ the
traffic lights were off and the mood seemed different. No
shop lights, more sandbags and people walking out on the
streets looked edgier. We started to pull up on a corner but
the driver said ‘Closed’ and I finally understood what he
meant. New passengers had gleefully lined up at the taxi
door, anxious for us to get out and a quick debate made
us realise that we had travelled far and taxis seemed less
available this side of town, so perhaps we should just get
him to return us to where the lights were on. It was agreed
and the driver apologised to his prospective passengers and
threw the car round to head back uptown. The brief look
at some of the chaos downtown left us quiet in the back
seat as we contemplated what we were experiencing. We
got out andwalked along 6th Avenue and found St Patrick’s
Cathedral surrounded by construction scaffolding but open
to the public. I wanted to go in and have a look with most
of the other tourists on the street as it was one of the
few places open. Once inside, I lit a candle for my Aunt
Margaret who ‘got’ me to New York and for all the other
loved ones no longer with us. We posed for some photos
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outside the New York Times building and carried on our
tour of this closed city on foot. Times Square was busier
than it had been the day before but there were still no shops
open so it was strange seeing the lights on and flashing
away while notices in the windows decled ‘Closed due to
Sandy’.

By now we had started to wonder if the marathon would
take place as the news reports were terrible. Flooding,
fires, power outages, buildings washed away and awful
damage to the area they kept calling New York but about
which I had no geographical clue and very little personal
experience. We could now understand the power outages
as we had seen ‘evidence’ of that from our cab ride, but
all the other damage seemed very remote from where we
were. I was longing for hot food, so once again we ate
at the deli off our paper plates with plastic knives and
forks, but there was some gratitude that we could at least
eat and be warm. We sat quietly, tired and numb from
all the thinking and eventually set out on our walk back
to our hotel. The hotel foyer was full of people and a
young girl came towards us with a microphone. Given
any opportunity, I will speak into a mic so she asked why
we were staying at the Sheraton. ‘We are running the
marathon’ I bragged. This was a good story for her, so she
asked all sorts of questions and I gladly answered them.
Marlene stayed quiet, trying to hide and Pamela spoke her
piece. She asked us how we would feel if they cancelled the
marathon because of Sandy. I said we would understand,
because the damage looked terrible. She told us she was
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from the ‘Huffington Post’ and that we should look the
story up. Then she thanked us and we made our way
inside. Interviewed by the ‘media’ in New York1 Yup, the
American dream indeed!

Wednesday morning saw me do my now usual trip, down
to the lobby to catch up with Nic. As the day spread out
ahead of us, we wondered what we were going to do with
ourselves. I was getting tired of all the extra walking and
was thinking about how I was going to contemplate 42,2km
on ‘walked out’ legs. The buses were not running and the
subway remained closed. The public was advised to stay at
home and not put pressure on the city, which was trying to
steady itself after the storm. A hospital was without power
and footage of patient’s being moved into other hospital’s
already under strain were all over the TV. Emergency
services were under huge pressure and generators and
water were being distributed across the hard hit areas.
Many people were displaced and took shelter in make-shift
shelters where volunteers took care of the sick and the
elderly. Nothing had been mentioned about the race being
cancelled, although the news did mention that the route
was going to be inspected by race officials later that day.
We chatted about whether they would cancel it or not and
in some ways it would be understandable if they did. I tried
not to think about it too much as my body was already
squeaking quietly to me ‘Are you marathon ready?’ We
mooched about the city, which was getting fuller by the
hour, as people spilled out from everywhere.We decided to
stretch our legs again andwalkedmore streets in a different
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direction as windows lit up again and business began to stir,
ready to take our dollars. Another day on my now weary,
feet!

In the evening the City Mayor, Michael Bloomberg an-
nounced that the marathon would go ahead as scheduled.
“Now our every effort is to once again tell the world that
New York City, is open for business, and we welcome the
support of the world at this trying time.” Immediately we
breathed out with relief. We could do what we were here
to do. But the more we watched and saw the opposition
rise from people on the streets, the more we realised that
the decision might not be as ‘cut and dried’ as it seemed.
Camera footage started to show us the areas that would be
hosting the start. Staten Islandwas hit hard and the amount
of damage and debris was soul destroying. We sat blinking
and open-mouthed once more at the TV, wondering what
was going to happen. The news became the most unlikely
room companion that I thought I would ever have in
America. I had looked forward to watching up-to-date
episodes of my favourite TV series and ‘live’ Ellen episodes
but instead we flicked between the news channels where
every frame showed us towns bleeding, crying and broken.
My American Halloween came and went as the city was
in no mood to celebrate. Some TV commentators called
the the storm ‘Monster Storm Sandy- Frankenstorm’ with
Arctic snow, snow and rain, huge winds, supertides and a
full moon. So nature made sure that Halloween was ruined.
In the greater scheme of things, I didn’t even think about
it, as my focus was now on running the marathon.
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On Thursday morning, the TV news debated the Mayor’s
decision and politics was really showing me how powerful
a part it plays in this City. The country was a political
powder keg, anyway, with the national election coming
up the following week, so many eyes were focused on
the city politicians and the decisions they were making
regarding the distribution of emergency help and care.
Every move was scrutinised and I only half paid attention
to the different debates. The decision to hold the marathon
was being pulled apart and as the City’s airports began
to re-open, it meant that marathoners from around the
world would be coming to the City, putting pressure on the
transport systems that were still badly affected by flooding,
yet bringing in ‘outside’ money to help rebuild income
lost. The marathon with its influx of tourists and families
needing hotels, food and transport, is known to bring an
estimated $340 million to the city, but to a city under strain
an extra 40 000 people did not seem be the best solution for
the week. The debate continued between many different
‘experts’ and we switched off the TV. We were here and
had to be ready for the starter’s gun on Sunday.

We heard from our hotel concierge that the tour buses
would be re-starting as life began to reclaim a trickle of
‘normal’. I bundled up tightly as the wind had turned icy
cold and my ears could no longer stand another second
of fresh air without feeling that they would snap off. So
I donned my earmuffs and headed towards the tour bus
stops. The streets were now a lot busier and we had to
keep our wits about, - no more sauntering easily across
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intersections. We boarded our tour bus and sat outside in
the dry icy air. Our bus was one of the first tours of the
day and as we made our way down to lower Manhattan
we saw the telltale signs of no power, in dark shop win-
dows. Recovery vehicles were pumping water out of the
subways as the city experts handled the crisis with ease
and efficiency. We snaked our way down to the very quiet
Wall Street area which we were told, is usually a bustling
hive of activity. We heard the hum of generators every now
and then as people tried to clean up their businesses. The
bus pulled into the Battery Park area where we could see
the tiny Statue of Liberty in the distance. The park was still
closed to the public and the long white pipes were pumping
water into the storm and people were clearing up the park.
The bus guide announced that the whole area had been
under water and I shook my head in amazement at how
quickly it looked as though nothing had happened. Lady
Libery was going to have to wait till the next day to see us
as we had opted to do the whole tour and figure out what
was where before we got off the bus. The bus pulled away
and drove us through the powerless districts of Chinatown
and Little Italy, areas that I had been looking forward to
exploring. I wondered how the inhabitants were getting
by in this freezing cold and pulled my jacket closer round
my neck. We got off the bus once the territory began to
look familiar and when we saw the power was on. I was
getting hungry so we called in at the Rockerfeller Center
and managed to get some lunch. The crowds had arrived
and long lines of tourists waited patiently to go up to the
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Observation Deck. We did not fancy any long lines so we
walked about until we found a quiet bistro and had some
lunch. The centre was readying itself for the Presidential
elections taking place the following week and tourists like
us snapped photos at every opportunity. We decided to
get back on the bus and do the ‘northern’ stretch of the
tour so we could see the rest of the city while seated. The
top area of the city had also had some power outages and
as the bus snaked it’s way around the streets of Harlem
I realised, once again, how lucky we were to be booked
into a Central Hotel largely unaffected by Sandy. We got
off the bus once we neared our hotel and walked around
looking at some stores that were announcing that theywere
opening. We also stopped at a small supermarket to stock
up our supplies. On the way back we turned up a side street
and I immediately knew something was happening. A long
parked limo was at a side door that was being manned
by a small group of paparazzi and on the opposite side of
the road, there was a group of fans behind a cordoned off
area. I saw some sound guys packing up their gear into a
van and I knew that it was someone musical, and hoped
that it was somebody I actually knew! I asked the one lady
behind the photographers who they were waiting for. She
answered ‘Steve Tyler’ and I thought ‘At least I know him,
not overly fond of his music, but I know him.’ Marlene and
Pamela looked at me. ‘Who?’ I told them he was one of the
judges from American Idol, to which Marlene replied ‘Oh
the gay one’. I laughed out loud and said that I didn’t think
he would appreciate hearing that. But we stood around
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with the paparazzi because the lady seemed to know the ins
and the outs, so I started chatting to her and it turned out
that she had been in the audience for the ‘Late Show’ with
David Letterman on CBS. It seemed so strange that these
mega TV channels are housed in ordinary looking buildings
with their entrances in the side street and that there was no
dramatic music all the time. I was loving that we were get-
ting the whole ‘American experience’ complete with fans
and papz mobbing the ‘stars’. A new limo pulled up behind
the parked one and out got a glamorous looking lady. The
crowd squealed and the photographers started shouting
‘Olivia’. Now it was my turn to go ‘Who?’It turned out she
was Olivia Wilde from the TV series ‘House’ and was only
there to support her beau Justin from Saturday Night Live.
This man I didn’t know but it was interesting to watch the
small frenzy as he went in the side entrance to backstage.
By now the sound roadies had finished packing up their
equipment and were readying to pull away. I hoped that
this damn man would come out now, as I was freezing.
Suddenly the door opened and everyone held their breath.
Nope, not him. A few more minutes ticked by and this
young lady was telling me that the audience in ‘The Late
Show’ was one of the smallest it had ever been because of
the storm. I was just getting more of a conversation started
when the crowdwent wild, and dashed across to our side of
the street. I could barely see Steve as he was hustled along
surrounded by some really big men. I stuck my arm in the
air and snapped some pictures. On the other side of the car,
Steve signed some autographs and I could hear individual
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screams. The limo started and pulled away so I randomly
snapped a picture. Only when the screen cleared did I see
that Steve had actually dropped the window down and
waved, especially for me! Thrilled with my lucky picture
we started walking away from the quietening frenzy. The
one chap was gasping and gushing, ‘I am his biggest fan,
I am so stoked.’ We realised he must have been one of the
individual screams we had heard. Smiles on our faces we
turned the corner and contemplated some cheesecake at the
restaurant next door to our hotel. We went in and sat down
and I ordered a slice at my sister, Pearl’s, insistence. This
was the first time we had seen real ceramic plates and real
cutlery since we got here. The prices frightened Marlene
so much that she only ordered a drink. My cheesecake
came and I was not that impressed. Now it was my turn
to lament Mugg and Bean’s cheesecake back home! We
finished up and took a short walk down to Times Square
to see if there was anything new open. Some people were
dressed up in costumes and we posed with Mickey Mouse
and the Lady Liberty after which they both asked us for $5
each. I laughed, R50 for a photo? I don’t think so. However,
they are rather nice photos! We returned to our hotel, tired
and relieved that we had finally got to see more of this
marvellous city on this day than in the four days we had
already been there.
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Breaking news

Friday morning saw me do my usual routine in the foyer
and I noticed a lot more folk up early to go out for a
run. Don’t they know they are supposed to taper before
a marathon? I chatted to Nic back home and went back
upstairs to check on my sleeping roommates’ progress.
After a quick breakfast for Marlene and me, I packed my
rucksack full of snacks and chocolates. I didn’t want to
be caught out again feeling hungry with no supplies. We
still had the second day of our tour to complete and this
time we had planned to get off at certain spots. The air
was even crisper and sunnier than on the day before but
the icy wind tore right through me. Sitting on the top of
the tour bus we huddled down trying not to waste heat
by sticking our heads out too far. We got off at the World
Trade Centre 9/11 stop and walked somberly towards the
site of the tragedy. We saw the construction site from a
distance and, like many others before me, I felt a different
chill across my body. We turned the corner and saw the
monument office surrounded by some tourists. It was still
closed and was due to open only later that day. We tried
to peer through the construction fences, but couldn’t really
see much, so we took some photos outside and then walked
along the street next to the famous Fire Department FDNY
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10. We stood quietly remembering the different images of
that fateful day that have been burnt into the global psyche.
The memorial on the wall had long lists of names, each one
connected to a family, loved ones and friends whose lives
had been changed forever. I shrugged off the eerie chill and
realised I was hungry and told the girls. We walked away
from the monument scars and went down a side street
that looked as if it had power. A deli shone brightly on
the corner and we slipped in, glad to be out of the cold
wounded air of the tragic site. I decided I needed cheering
up food and ordered pancakes. They were delightfully light
and syrupy andMarlene went back to order more. The cold
air wasmaking us all hungry sowe shared ourway through
another stack and chatted about what we had seen and
what we were going to see. We made our way back to the
bus stop to get a ride to the Battery area. The park looked
perfectly normal for something that had been completely
under water a few days before. There were some large
branches waiting for collection and bags of rubbish, but
for the most part it looked clean and dry. We walked
along the path to the promenade and over the water in the
distance we spotted the Statue of Liberty. No doubt many
a tourist has said it before, but she looked a lot smaller
than I had imagined. The sun was shining brightly on the
crisp Autumn day and it was almost as if no hurricane had
swiped this area. We posed for pictures and helped a solo
tourist get one with himself on the screen and wandered
along to where there was a large group of people hovering
about the ferry line. If the ferries were open we would
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stand in line, but they were scheduled to start ferrying
only around lunchtime, and we still had too much to see
before then. Plus, it was registration day for the marathon
and we planned to join the SA group around lunchtime at
our hotel. We walked slowly back to the bus stop, where
there was a serious shortage of buses, and walked up some
roads a little, having a look at the empty dark offices. Water
pumps were still busy and subway doors were still closed
with sandbags in front of them. But the water came from a
different source, underground, and the sandbags probably
did not help much. We walked along and decided to get on
a regular bus as we recognised the street destination. The
bus fares were still being waived because of Sandy so we
took a seat at the back of a long double bus. It turned up into
a still-quiet Chinatown and passengers began to fill up the
bus. Soon it, and people were turned away at stops in what
I later found out was the Lower East Side. These passengers
were residents and had had no power since Monday night.
They were angry, tired and bitter and I can’t say I blame
them. One of the ladies started a conversation with a fellow
passenger about the marathon still going on. ‘That is just
a damn shame, to know dat dey have all dose generators
and warer, while ol’ people are sittin dere wit nuthin’. I
glanced at Marlene and Pamela and tried very hard not to
say a word in case they found out we were some of ‘dose
runners’. I listened intently to their arguments and one part
of me wished to join in and tell them, yet the clever part of
me knew that I knew ‘nuttin’, so had better say ‘nuttin’. We
travelled for some time, turning away desperate passengers
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and eventually the air felt lighter as people began to get
off the bus in a powered-up area. I strained my neck to see
where wewere and then we decided to get off. We breathed
a sigh of relief as we chatted about the angry conversations
we had heard on the bus.

We stumbled into Bryant Park, which I was really inter-
ested in. Crafts of all sorts were on offer and it was nice
to see a market that did not offer our usual Africana and
Chinese curios, as they did back home. I wandered about
in amazement, chatting to the stall holders and asking
their stories. I couldn’t resist some ‘dog painted’ clocks
and brought out my credit card. The friendly man told me
that his artist wife would do a full repair and maintenance
should it be necessary and I told him I lived in South
Africa, to which he gleefully replied that they also made
house calls. There wasn’t enough designer gear to keep the
girls interested and I recognised their deep sighs and bored
looks. I promised myself I would return alone the next day
while they went to the malls and we headed back to the
hotel tomeet upwith our fellow runners from SouthAfrica.
The foyer was full of people and I wondered howwe would
figure out which was our ‘guide’, but then I spotted a man
with a SA flag andmet upwith him. The SA accent is rather
distinct when abroad, although it is hardly noticeable back
home, and before I knew it we were surrounded. Stories
were told of people waiting for hours at airports and then
getting three different long distance flights to get here.
Some people had been booked into the other hotel that our
tour group offered, but it was in the area without power so
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hotels had to be found at the last minute. I chatted to the
adult son of our guide and it turned out he lived locally in
New York, and was an actor. This intrigued me so I started
peppering him with questions, which made a change from
talking about running. He told me he had done and he had
done a few NY marathons, while his dad, who was the
company contact, had completed many. His dad lived out
of state and wasn’t sure about coming through to New York
with the highways and airports having been closed for so
long. Eventually there was a large enough contingent and
we made our way to the bus. It turned out this was a NY
organised shuttle to and from the Registration Expo, not
one for our tour group only, and it left frequently to drop off
many different runners. We drove across town a few blocks
to the Jacob Javits convention centre, which was very
close to my favourite electronics store and an area we had
already walked a few times. We disembarked and followed
the stream of people going inside the building. Stories on
everyone’s lips about how they had got there and where
they came from made it exciting. We got our passports
ready for entry, and just like that, we were through. The
friendly volunteers at the identification tables all wished
us a great run. By this time I had to contain my jumping
up and down in excitement and keep remembering to act
like a ‘real’ athlete. We went through to our numbered
area tp collect our race numbers and goodie bags. I was
excited with the t-shirts they gave us, which were orange
and long sleeved. We get lots of free t-shirts at our races in
SA, but seldom long-sleeved ones, because of our mostly
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hot conditions. Pamela tried hers on as she is very small and
complained a little that it was too big for her. I was itching
to get through to the merchandise side, as I was hoping
that that there would be a much larger running accessory
section than is available to us in SA. I was disappointed.
There was not a lot more on offer and it all seemed very
expensive to me. We split up once we were inside and I
wondered aimlessly tasting the free samples of energy bars
and hoping to see unusual accessories. I was thrilled when
I saw a stall of the titanium stickers which I had used in
my early years of running and I bought myself a packet of
stickers - to help my mind more than my muscles!
There was a central area where talks were being presented
and I saw something that caught my interest. Chairs! I sat
my weary body down and listened to the talks and hoped
that the girls would find me there, once they had finished
shopping. My body was tired and once again I nervously
thought about running a full marathon in 36 hours time.
Pamela spotted me and she sat her tired body down too.
She had bought some t-shirts I had also seen, but I wouldn’t
part with my $30. Marlene found us and we decided we
were all done and that it was time to go back to the hotel.
Many people felt the same and we stood outside queuing
once again for a bus.

Back at the hotel I went down to collect a parcel a friend
had arranged for me to bring home. The office was rather
busy and, as I stood rather impatiently in line, I overhead a
couple say something about ‘being cancelled’. I wondered
what they were talking about but they weren’t really very
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friendly, so I stood quietly and waited until it was my turn.
Back in the lobby I thought I would to try catch Nic online
before he went to bed. Runners were everywhere, the lean,
athletic, real runner that makes me nervous when I realise
that we will be competing in the same event. The lobby
was impossible and Internet was playing up, so I went
back to our room and saw a strange look on my friends’
faces. ‘We have bad news - the race has been cancelled’
‘What? Are you kidding? But we registered about an hour
ago! Someone is teasing you.’ The sad story was spilled
by two very sad faces. A woman in the lift had casually
mentioned it. Because she was wearing an ‘official’ ING
jacket as a staff member, my friends were inclined to
believe her.We switched on the TV to see if anythingwould
be reported. Information about the devastation across New
Jersey, Long Island and downtown Manhattan continued,
pulling at our heartstrings. I found myself hoping that they
wouldn’t say anything about the marathon, because then
that woman would have been joking, but after a while it
was mentioned briefly that Mayor Bloomberg and Mary
Wittenberg, the race director, had called off the marathon
on Sunday. We sat blinking at the screen for a moment,
trying to let it sink in. They cut away to different stories
about the disaster and petrol shortages, and power outages
without any more detail about the cancelled marathon. A
range of emotions swept through me, relief, anger, shock,
despair and then acceptance, and in my haste to normalise
the situation again, I headed back down to the lobby. This
time I looked at the runners differently. ‘Do they know?
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Are they aware? Why is there no wailing?’ This must have
been why that couple in the post office looked so grumpy. I
tried to see if there was any computers free to find out what
was happening. I think everyone else had the same idea. I
waited impatiently while my mind raced. Someone got up
to leave and I pounced on the computer. What I saw online
was confirmation and there were so many confused stories
and comments that I stared to read them, but this just
made me more restless. I went back up to the room and the
girls’ expressions hadn’t changed. The TV didn’t give more
details, because in the grand scheme of things, I suppose
it didn’t really matter much, as damage to hundreds of
thousands of people trumped our disappointment. ‘So now
what?’ I tried to tell them about the comments and backlash
I had read on the Internet, but it was all just coming out
wrong so I just kept quiet, trying to work this out in my
mind. All this money, all these magic opportunities that
had opened up for me - and for what reason? My mind
raced and I just wanted to talk to Nic, to tell him, but I
knew by now it was too late in the evening in South Africa.
This was something the three of us had to work through on
our own. Again and again, the same news clip was shown
on the TV, a brief apology and no real explanation as to
why they had changed their minds so close to the start of
the race. Most people seemed relieved and pleased that the
Mayor had announced this. There was some political spin
on the why, but the runners’ ‘safety’ was quoted as being
of the utmost concern. I started to unpack my now useless
‘goodie bag’. There was my race number all nice and big,
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looking at me mockingly. The energy bars, race food and
lovely magazines all rendered useless. I sat disgruntled on
the bed for a while and didn’t even feel like chatting. The
air was heavy and we were angry. At the same time I felt
guilty for wanting to run a race through a disaster zone.
Then the logical argument would continue in my head.
Surely they had driven along the route on Tuesday before
they announced that the race would go ahead? They must
have hadmeetings, and discussed the best possible outcome
before they gave it the initial ‘go-ahead’? The runners had
travelled so far and via so many circuitous routes to get
here, because the organisers had said the race was on. I
sighed many times that night, sorting through the chaos
in my mind. Yes, there was a disaster and on Monday and
Tuesday morning even we had doubted that the race would
take place. We would have accepted the early decision.
This ‘Yes you can run’, then, ‘Sorry, no you can’t’ was
incredibly hard to work through. We watched more news
and eventually we decided we would feel better after a
good night’s sleep.

On Saturday morning I leapt out of bed to break the news
to Nic. He was very sympathetic and after hearing myself
talk it out with him I began to feel more accepting of my
reality. The atmosphere in the lobby was quieter although
some diehards were still making their way out for an early
morning run. I bought some more supplies before I went
back up to the room. The girls were awake and sulking.
They asked me if I had heard anything different, hoping
that perhaps the organisers had changed their minds again.
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Nothing had changed. No marathon on Sunday. This gave
us another dilemma, what were we going to do with an
‘extra’ day? Some groups had gotten together on the social
media, and had planned to do the run anyway. Another
group had decided to do some volunteering in the hard
hit areas. We were undecided about what to do. We took
our time to get ready and eventually hit the streets on the
lookout for cheap t-shirts. We passed Starbucks, which was
now open, and we contemplated going in for a coffee. I
was hungry again, and we saw that Macdonalds across
the street was open for the first time too. Pamela had said
that she wanted a ‘BLT’. I didn’t know what it was so we
went in. I ordered a ‘BLT’ and the small lady behind the
counter mumbled something which I couldn’t decipher. I
then remembered a previous order and the guy had ordered
‘crispy’ so that is what I asked for. I was surprised at how
tasty it turned out to be, for a bacon, lettuce and tomato
burger with chips. We sat in the sun at a counter and
watched the passers-by. Pamela complained about feeling
flu-ey so we sat for a while longer in this comfortable place.
I was glad to be out of the icy wind and I realised that
I could be a real grouch when out of my comfort zone!
Eventually we headed towards a Levi store and the girls
spent awhile buying shoes and boots. I did eventually buy a
pair of jeans for myself, and I had to confess that they were
indeed very comfortable. On our way back to the hotel, we
saw that the Asics store was having a ‘half price’ sale on
the NY marathon goods. My eyes lit up as we went inside
and I could see the t-shirts from the expo stand at half price.
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Just what this Scots girl needed to cheer myself up. I bought
a pair while a very helpful attendant told Pamela that she
should try to take her goods back to the expo and get the
discount. The shop was filled with conversations about the
cancellation. One guy remarked that this was a ‘history
making race’ being the one that didn’t happen. The fact
that I was in New York was already making history for me,
but I did feel that I was missing out on one of the ‘super
races’. Pleased with my purchases I couldn’t stop grinning
at Marlene working out how much money she could have
saved. I can be a cruel friend sometimes! We heard that
some of the South Africans were going to Central Park
to run in the morning and considered joining them. After
dinner at the deli we went back to the room. I wanted to
watch something other than the news, so I ended up buying
some cheap movies bordering between rubbish and good,
and we whiled away the somber hours, seeing that we did
not need to have an early night. Marlene snoozed through
the movies and we continued our sulk. Pamela was feeling
worse by the hour and in a way, she was grateful she didn’t
need to run a marathon. But I wonder if she had got flu
because of the big let-down.



CHAPTER EIGHT
Race Day

We gained an extra hour with the clocks being turned back
for daylight savings time. In SA we don’t do this and it is a
strange concept for both my brain and body to accept. But
this extra hour was meant to be a comfort to us runners, it
meant that we could steal an extra hour of sleep before the
early morning rise and the anticipated five hour wait for
our starting time at 11am. Now it gave us more torment,
what to do with a 25-hour day we hadn’t counted on? We
were supposed to be seeing this fantastic city on foot. I
woke even earlier than usual and stared at the blinking
digital clock. ‘Four am I was supposed to be getting up.
Wait, we didn’t change the clock, so in actual fact it’s
only three am.’ I sighed and turned myself away from the
cheerful flashing light. ‘Piss off’ I mumbled. Tossing and
turning, I decided against going down to the lobby for
a late morning/early afternoon chat with Nic. I was still
sulking. My thoughts turned to those dreadful images of
people’s homes ruined, some burned to the ground, others
swallowed by the hungry storm. Guilt washed over me
regularly like the dirty flood waters downtown. At least
I am in a warm bed with the clock flashing at me, which
means I have heat in this horrid, icy cold. Guilt, guilt, guilt.
‘But I came here to run!’ Things had fallen into place in the
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arranging this trip so easily and effortlessly, that I struggled
to find the meaning of ‘Why’. I love analysing things, to the
point where I get ‘analysis-paralysis’ from digging down
deep to the place of non-explanation. This seemed to be
one of those times. I drifted back to sleep and woke up at a
reasonable hour to chat to Nic. Back in the room Marlene
up and readying herself for the run in Central Park. Pamela
wasn’t budging from the bed. ‘No man, I came here to do
the marathon, not some piddly little make-do’. Marlene
looked at me and I shrugged. I found my running gear
which I had readied the night before and decided against
running in my shorts. The foyer still had a sharp icy breeze
rushing through it and because I knew I wasn’t doing the
42km distance I opted for my long running tights. I put on
layers, long sleeves and my top was made up if a huge SA
flag to beworn boldly as we races round Brooklyn.Marlene
put her flag top on too. With all the extra layers on the
room suddenly felt warm andMarlene and I headed for the
door. ‘You sure you don’t want to join us?’ ‘Nope’ The door
slammed closed.We chatted about the run in the lift and the
lift doors opened to a busy lobby full of ‘flagged’ runners
from all over our planet. Italians, Germans, Brazilians and
Saffas hustled about with what would have been a great
feeling of expectancy if the marathon had still been on
rather than the disappointment we all felt now. Some of our
countrymen stood together and we posed for photographs.
There was a woman who had flown specially from Cape
Town for her first-ever ‘bucket list’ marathon. She and
her husband had flown into town after the marathon had
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received the go-ahead from the Mayor and race organisers
on Tuesday. When she arrived early on Thursday morning
at a closed darkened hotel in downtown Manhattan she
her husband had to rush around a very unprepared mid-
town to get themselves a bed for the night. Her hopes of
running the race at this once-in-a-lifetime event dashed
and she was trying bravely to hold back the tears. Her
husband looked helplessly on, as he grappled with how
to console his wife. I tried to comfort her by saying she
should do the Two Oceans Ultra marathon in Cape Town
instead. She was adamant, that this was it. ‘No more
marathons, no more running, I am finished.’ I shook my
head at her disappointment. Runners were everywhere,
and the activity started to move outside to the cold foyer
entrance. On the streets there was to be a mild state of
chaos, as kitted out athletes seemed to be running in every
direction. I overheard a tourist saying ‘Didn’t they cancel
the marathon?’ We shuffled north towards the park and
our group of Saffas dispersed. Some runners were doing
four laps of Central Park which was the original version of
the marathon. That sounded very gruelling. We jogged to
warm up. The corner of Central Park seemed to be in the
midst of a festival everywhere there were runners stripping
down and supporters looking around. The buzz gave us an
idea of what could have been and it was as if the United
Nations had called together a meeting of global citizens. SA
flags are particularly easy to spot and we naturally made
our way over as if we knew them. It turned out Marlene did
know one very chatty woman, Jackie, from Johannesburg.
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She greeted us like long lost friends and asked where our
other friend was. ‘Why is she still in bed, is she mad? She
is missing out on this?’ We nodded, I was still gawking at
the spectacle of people and secretly proud of myself being
part of this ‘athletic’ community. Inside the Park, the road
was filled with runners, already starting their ‘marathon’.
The was no order in the way people were running: the
sea of runners was creating its own current. We decided
to join them and headed up towards what was the official
finish line. Supporters spotted our giant flags and cheered
‘South Afrrriccccaaa’ and wewhooped back at them. There
was the sound of a Vuvuzela at which we laughed and
waved it is indeed a small world. The sun was out and it
was a clear morning, perfect for running. We warmed up
rapidly while Jackie kept us entertained with her chatter.
We posed for photos mid-run and every time we spotted
a ‘local’ it was like meeting family. Some serious runners
were annoyed that the direction of the running had been
messed up and growled out, but mostly the grumpy people
were ignored. At about 3kms round there was a perfectly
positioned family dishing out plastic water sachets and
bottles, so we took one to share and thanked their dear
hearts. There was general chit chat about the storm and
the last-minute cancellation decision and it seemed that, no
matter what the viewpoint, we were here to run. Jackie’s
travelling companion, John, had saved up his retirement
money to run New York to celebrate his 60th birthday
and stories of hopes dashed were on everyone’s lips. There
was a large group of South Africans alongside the route,
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some in wheelchairs. I then heard that the Achilles club
allows people with disabilities to participate along with a
chaperone who helps them ‘run’ the route. A lot of charity
work had been done in the build up for this race. I was in
awe. We posed with them for some photo’s, then continued
our fun run around the park.

At about 7km we saw the familiar site of a queue, and
realising it was for a tap, we joined in and chatted to the
patient folk. There were some Americans who got chatting
to us and apologised that we had had to travel all that
way for nothing. We asked them about their training and
where they came from and generally had some lovely
conversations. As we reached the finish line from the
opposite direction I asked how far we were going. I didn’t
feel like doing too much and Marlene wasn’t sure so we
decided to sit in the VIP seats in the sun and watch some of
the visuals that were entertaining the crowds. There were
TV crews chasing down a story and sincemost runners love
the chance to be seen on TV, they had many a volunteer.
We sat and cheered for a while, but were getting very cold
so we both decided we had had enough. We climbed down
the grandstand and ran our way back to the exit gate. This
time I knew where we were. We saw some of the others
who were continuing their run who tried to lure us on
to continue with them. We declined and made our way
through throngs of people and onto the busy streets. We
jogged back to the hotel purely because we were cold and
the lobby felt very hot as we made our way to the lifts.
Pamela was up when we got to the room. We tried to tell
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her about what she had missed. About the atmosphere and
the people, but she was not feeling great and really didn’t
want to hear it, so we got ourselves ready to go out. ‘Where
we going?’ I asked. Marlene wanted to return to ‘Century
21’ to buy more gifts and I tried to weasel out of it. ‘But
we don’t know where to go’ they argued. I finally agreed,
but my throat was now very sore too and it felt as if I
had swallowed razor blades in the park. The streets were
bustling in comparison with earlier in the week; it takes
a strong nerve to keep walking and not dodge everyone.
Marlene kept being polite stepping out the way, I chastised
her and told her to be bold! Very near Central Park, I
saw someone with a very familiar face walking briskly
towards us with a steely look in his eyes. As he moved
by, I recognised him, but couldn’t remember his name. ‘It’s
that Aussie guy,’ was all I could come up with. Pamela
got to Russell Crowe with just that teeny clue. She tried
very hard to see through the masses but he was long gone.
‘I saw the back of Russell Crowe’s head’ she beamed. I
hadn’t recongised him because he was sporting the largest
beard I have ever seen, so I started to doubt that it was
him. I ‘googled’ his image when I got back to the hotel,
and there was a lovely story to prove my sighting, as he
had been ‘spotted in New York complete with massive
beard, for a role he was playing. I was so excited that we
had added another ‘event’ to this American dream. We
continued walking up to the shops and I spotted a small
patch of greeny and a lovely bench in the midst of the
busy intersection of Broadway. I pointed the shop out to
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the girls and I said ‘There is no way you can get lost.’ I
was going over to sit in the sun. Marlene wanted to argue,
but I said I would probably have to come look for them
anyway. I made my way to the bench hoping that nobody
would beat me to it, because then I would have to eat my
words and follow the girls to the shop. I sat down in the
sun and listened to all the hustle of the streets. The sun
was shining directly on my face and some of the greenery
blocked the icy wind from cutting through me. I wanted to
get a chance to absorb where I was, andwhat had happened
this past week. I was contemplating life and the build-up to
this trip of a lifetime marveling at how life works when I
felt a familiar feeling. I was hungry! I rummaged in my
rucksack and found some lonely snacks and as I munched
away I realised that my throat was still very raw. The sun
went behind a cloud and took my light mood with it. I had
sat long enough time to get out of the cold and look for the
girls.
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Backlash

We returned to the hotel after the girls had dented their
credit cards once more at Century 21, and Pamela was
feeling really rough. She went to lie down while I tried not
to acknowledge how sore my throat felt. I was also feeling
too restless to sit still. We worked out that Marlene and I
would have been near the finish line right now, had the
race gone ahead, so I defiantly went down to the lobby
to distract my brain. I wanted to see what other runners’
thoughts were on the cancellation of the race. Once again
I looked at various online running forums. I could see that
the consensus was, that it had been the right call to cancel
it, but just bad timing. I also saw some very harsh attacks by
non-runners on those of us who had wanted to run on the
day and at some of the runners who had actually run the
marathon route. This caused a lot of internal processing as
to exactly what I felt about it. Being accused of being selfish
is not a label I am used to, because I have spent most of my
life giving, my time, my energy, my therapy, my help and
my money. I always used to give away so freely and it was
always taken. It is only since I started running that I have
I began to find my voice. I now listen properly to my body
to determine whether or not the pain I feel while running
is real or temporary: whether I need to listen to the fatigue
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and stop, or whether my body is just tricking me to getting
back to being the person I was before, on the couch and sad.
Running has givenme somuch joy, which still surprises me
because I never expected to find joy here. I found it inmusic
and books and chatting with friends or playing games, not
alone on a road, jogging along willing the end to come or in
the faces of strangers. But seeing those thousands of people
in Central Park all doing the same thing, with the same
confused look on their faces, unsure whether they were
even allowed to en-joy, was confirmation that this was the
right sport for me. I was hurt that this was called being
selfish and that some were demanding that we - or should
I say I?- go and help those victims, give money I no longer
had, and make a difference in a field of rescue of which I
know nothing about. Yes, the conflict once again of feeling
wounded, when there were many, many people with REAL
wounds and tragedy, stirred in me that old demon of guilt
and unworthiness. I am not allowed this happiness, this
blessing because other people are suffering. I readmore and
more of the backlash: some retorts came from runners, and
some runners had done a very noble thing and had run to
the affected areas with small tokens of help. But I hadn’t
and now I had to make my peace with that decision. I had
to find permission to accept with my disappointment at
having had this dream, this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity,
dashed. I needed someone to tell me that it was okay to be
this selfish, it was okay to feel like this. Yet I couldn’t pull
myself away from the forums. Some commentators were
also accusing ‘those rich runners’ who wanted to run of
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being egotistical, selfish and uncaring. In my own country
running is often referred to as the ‘poor man’s sport’ as it
is accessible to everyone. No bike, no boat, no equipment,
not even a ball is needed for anyone to participate. Yes
there are expensive shoes, watches, and other accessories,
but a lot of runners run races barefoot and with only the
clothes on their back, and still have a chance of winning
the prize! I shook my head, thinking runners from colder
countries may well be rich, but all that is equalised out on
the road. All ages, sizes cultures and creeds move together
as one, with one aim - to finish. The real beauty is that all of
us runners want the same for our fellow runner, we want
our friends to do their best and to enjoy it. Some runners
countered that a huge football game would be taking place
in an area that was badly affected too. Arguments were
made that the pressure on traffic and the resources needed
for the game, weren’t as extreme as those needed for the
marathon. I was still miffed. Eventually, when the attacks
started to get really personal as they always do on public
forums, I realised I was getting sucked into places that
really weren’t my business, so I clicked ‘exit’ and took a
deep breath. At least reading all these differences in opinion
had helped me understand my own argument a little better
and to get in touch with my own feelings. In a way it was
amusing to hear my mind shout at (mostly) non-runners
‘But I wanted to run…’ Back in the bedroom, I decided to
start packing and to plan what I needed for the next day’s
journey home. It was our last night in New York and I
was ready to come home. I had spent all my money and
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my sense of adventure had been dulled by the reality of
what we hadn’t done. I slept deeply that night, with hectic
dreams of storms and runs and far away places.



CHAPTER TEN
Homeward bound

Monday - our day of departure and I realised that I was
feeling really ill. My throat had worsened during the night
and swallowing was very painful. The white sores in my
throat had grown larger and I longed for my own bed and
a big husband hug.We still had some last-minute shopping,
or to be precise, I still had some guiding to do. My bag was
packed and I was done. We dressed and readied ourselves
for the last trip to the shops. The wind was harder this
morning, as if it knew I had cursed its big cousin, Sandy,
which had caused my internal dilemma. The sun tried
vainly to lift my spirits but the heat in the back of my throat
and downmy neck gave me little comfort. We trekked back
to the cheap t-shirt shop, and I lost my bearings a little. The
fever was messing with my internal compass. We refreshed
in Macdonalds while Pamela returned to the hotel to sleep
off her fever. Marlene remained feverish in her quest to get
the last bargain. I munched on another surprisingly tasty
burger and perked up a little. The t-shirts had gone up $2
since earlier in the week and when Marlene complained,
the salesman simply shrugged his shoulders. I wondered
how she was going to squeeze all the extra things in her
luggage, then simply shrugged my own shoulders.

We had arranged a later check-out from our hotel as our
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flight was only at 10pm in the evening, so we made the
most of it till 2 pm. Pamela snoozed and I tried to keep my
feet up as much as possible, thinking about the dreaded 20-
hour sit. Eventually we headed down to the lobby one last
time to wait for our shuttle. The hotel had emptied quickly
as the Italian athletes returned home. New tourists with
wide eyes and cameras ready reminded us of ourselves and
it felt as if we had been here a lot longer than nine days.
The two hours ticked slowly by and the shuttle arrived
early. As we hoisting our bags into the van, the rather
rude driver demanded that Marlene help him. We gave
each other a knowing look. ‘There goes your tip, buster’
We jumped into the welcome warmth of the van and
watched in amazement as he drove us to some parts of
New York that we had never seen on our own journey.
Beautiful buildings whizzed by as we passed Bryant Park,
a place I had never managed to return to. Other areas were
unrecognisable and I realised that it must take a lifetime to
get to see every inch of this city with all its hidden jewels.
We hadn’t walked far enough east or west, it seemed,
and the possibility of returning began to filter through my
mind. The speedy driver took us along a very different
route from the one by which we’d entered the city. We had
came underground and through the tunnel intoManhattan,
so we never got the chance to enter it slowly. Our exit had
us on an unknown bridge and all three of us gasped at the
view. None of us had our cameras ready and missed the
magical moment. We looked at each other confused. ‘Is this
the bridge we were supposed to run on?’ None of us could
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answer that, but we realised that there was still so much
to see. The disappointment of not having run the race that
would have taken us into different areas, returned. It felt
as ifI had been offered a wonderful present and then at
the last minute had had it whipped away from me. The
little girl in me wanted to cry a little as I tried in vain to
see any remnants of the city view. The shuttle turned into
what was obviously an industrial area and dropped off a
passenger that had been sitting in the front seat.Weweaved
our way to the motorway through some more unknown
areas. The sun was setting and the approaching darkness
reminded me that we had a very long haul before us. As
we approached JFK airport I saw all the different signs for
airlines in separate terminal buildings and finally figured
out why the airport had felt so small when we arrived. We
were dropped off in front of Lufthansa’s building and our
cases were almost thrown to the ground. The rude driver
secured his non-tip from us dollar-aware travellers and we
walked deftly away from his outstretched hand into the
terminal building. We checked in our bags and made our
way through to the duty-free section. Because Pamela had
quite a lot of hand luggage security stopped her docking
station andmade her open up the boxwhileMarlene looked
nervous as they frisked her. Security done, we made our
way to find the plane that had the joy of returning us
to our loved ones. We all wore our orange t-shirts united
in our disappointment at not being what was written on
the back of the shirts: a ‘marathoner’. We found a food
area, and sat down to our last snack on American soil. I
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bought a bottle of water to try to soothe my throat and
hoped that drinking so much water would not keep me
going to the tiny cubicle of a toilet all night. We whiled
away the hours and finally we were able to board. The
plane wasn’t as full as the one on the way to New York
and I became excited at the prospect of a better seat. As the
plane doors closed the hostess asked if anyone would like to
sit at the emergency exit. I leapt up, quickly shouting ‘Yes
please’. She then proceeded with her stern instructions on
our responsibilities and showed us the emergency plan. We
were told to study it because she would be back to question
us. I gulped and asked the chap sitting next to the window
if he knew what to do. It turned out that the man was a
very clever Scotsman living in Germany designing medical
machines like MRI’s and so on. We started a conversation
which whiled away the long hours. The extra leg room
meant that I could stretch as far as I liked. I managed to
get some scratchy sleep but was very grateful when the
sun was up and we could have a quick breakfast before
landing in Frankfurt. We took our time getting off the plane
being in no hurry for our long wait before our evening
connection flight home. The ten-hour wait in Frankfurt
airport had me restless and overtired. I couldn’t seem to
relax enough to snooze and there wasn’t enough to keep
my attention for ten hours. I was bored. I wandered about
the airport periodically checking up on the snoozing girls
and eventually sitting down to have a drink in a restaurant,
where Marlene later found me. Eventually we boarded and
I wasn’t as fortunate as to have the exit seat again, but I



CHAPTER TEN 77

managed to catch another nap or two while watching all
the English movies on the entertainment screen. Daylight
broke and we were finally flying over Africa. The tell-tale
yellow glare of the land contrasted with the greenery of
Europe. The doors of the plane opened and that familiar
feeling of home hit me. Wearily we made our way through
customs and even got a smile and a ‘welcome home’. After
our American adventure, I must admit that I was very, very
glad to be home. As I reflected on our story with Nic, I
still struggled to get my head around just what I had been
through. Only later when I started looking on the internet
at the photos of the side effects of Sandy did I comprehend
just how fortunate I had been. I had slept at the edge of
a hurricane and had never felt frightened. This surprised
me and I wondered once again, about my reason for being
there. Some questions never get answered and I think that
this is one of those things that I will never fully understand.
One day I hope to return to New York, to see the city in
its full glory, to run the bridges that I never met, to greet
the different ethnic people of the neighbourhoods, to swing
into Queens, to run in Manhattan where the traffic has
stopped for me, to be in the famous Bronx, Harlem and
the places mentioned in ‘Law and Order’ and to be cheered
home in Central Park. Until then, I will have my memories
of a different kind of Big Apple, one that nature subdued,
and my medal for the most expensive marathon I have
never run!


	Table of Contents
	CHAPTER ONE
	CHAPTER TWO
	CHAPTER THREE
	CHAPTER FOUR
	CHAPTER FIVE
	CHAPTER SIX
	CHAPTER SEVEN
	CHAPTER EIGHT
	CHAPTER NINE
	CHAPTER TEN

