by Sara-Jane Wearing

When Penny Kavanaugh laces up her sneakers for the
Marine Corps Marathon in Washington, D.C., the labour
pains of her first marathon will be a distant memory.

“It's like having a baby,” she says. “You say you will never
do it again. But you forget, and then you do.”

The freelance Toronto bookkeeper last year joined the
marathon group and principle supporter of Give Girls
a Chance (GGAC). To date, the charity has donated over
$150,000 to help educate less fortunate girls in Canada
and around the world. And although Kavanaugh didn’t
complete the race—she did 34 km-—she raised $700
for the charity, whose motto is “Educate a Girl. Change
the World.”

“I thought it was a really great goal and a good cause,”
says Kavanaugh, not to mention the appeal of being
hugged by a rugged marine on crossing the finish line.
(Instead, a marine helped her onto a bus en route to the
medical tent where she was treated for dehydration.)

A champion sprinter in her youth, Kavanaugh had
always hated long distance runs. But “at a certain age,
the idea of a marathon tweaks your interest,” says the
50-year-old mother of two. For women, “this is some-
thing we can totally do for ourselves.”

Raising funds for GGAC was the easy part. Far more
daunting was embarking on a rigorous training program
after years of physical inactivity. Being asthmatic didn’t
help, and training throughout the summer with pollen
and other allergens in the air was a challenge. And she
was carrying an extra 75 pounds.
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She was twice forced to stop training, once because of her asthma, and then she tore
a calf muscle. Whenever she resumed her training, she struggled to keep up with the
pack that had moved ahead in her absence. One of the trainers, concerned that
Kavanaugh might re-injure herself, gently suggested she reconsider the marathon.

But that only made her more determined to compete. When she ran 28 km with her
group, her previous best was 17 km, she was elated. “I could hardly walk, but I
didn’t care. I was on cloud 10.”

Two weeks before the marathon, she developed a heel spur after completing a 35 km
run. Orthotics and an anti-inflammatory were prescribed, but the medicine made
her feel sick. Nonetheless, she went to Washington.

Race day was hot and humid, an asthmatic’s nightmare. “I doubted myself a bit,
but I'm stubborn,” she says. “I had done 35 km, and this was only another 7 km,”
she reasoned.

Kavanaugh and running partner Terri Pamenter set a pace of one minute running,
one minute walking. “The humidity was bad, but I still felt I could do it.” At 22
km it hit her. “I was really struggling. Putting one foot in front of the other was
a challenge.”

She told Pamenter to go ahead; she eventually caught up to her friend, but at a cost.
“I wanted to stop,” she recalls. But they both knew they would be disqualified if they
didn’t reach “the bridge” about five hours into the race, before it was reopened
to traffic.

It was almost a bridge too far, but Pamenter encouraged her partner on, singing
songs and “practically dragging me the last mile.” They made it, but it was all over
for Kavanaugh. “I sat down and that was it,” she says.

Pamenter went on to finish the race, while a medic and a marine assisted
Kavanaugh; she was laughing hysterically and passed out a couple of times.

But her perseverance throughout training and on race day earned her the Personal
Courage Award from her fellow runners. “I think I'm the poster child for ‘if she can
do it, anybody can.’ And that’s true. I'm very proud of myself for that and this year,
I'm going to finish.”

To find out more about Give Girls a Chance and make it your marathon charity, go
to: http://www.tidescanada.org/giving/initiatives.cfm




