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INTRODUCTION 

Tarheel Ultra: 

 

Now that all of my papers and finals are completed, and I‟m pretty 

sure I don‟t need to pay back tuition assistance, I figured now is a 

good time to do the write up. 

 

I planned for the TarheelUltra for almost a year while in 

Afghanistan. I was sitting in the SCIF and was scouring the internet 

for races that I could do to bring attention to the MARSOC 

Foundation.  I had started looking at marathons, but thought that an 
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ultra would be more suiting if my goal was to bring awareness to the 

foundation.  I found one in Tennessee, called the Last Annual Vol 

State Ultra.  It was a multiday race across the state.  I remember 

thinking that that was a cool idea, but logistically it may not work.  I 

needed to find something closer to home.  I searched for races 

closer to home.  That‟s when I found the Tarheel Ultra page.  

Immediately I was hooked.  I scrolled down to the bottom of the 

page and saw it said to contact the race registrar for further 

information.  The problem was that there wasn‟t a name, or a hyper 

link.  In which I later found out was on purpose.  I really wanted to 

do the race, and not realizing that just entering was the first 

obstacle.   

I started searching the social media accounts of those that had 

previously finished.  I had found the common person, and sent him 

an email explaining who I was, and what I was wanting to do.  He 

replied, and stated that he didn‟t know who I was and how I got his 

information, but since I was raising money for a foundation that he 

was already involved with that I could enter the race.  Normally, a 

potential runner would have to do a series of riddles and puzzles and 

other things in order to get into the race.  A few veterans of the race 

are involved and give the potential runner the run around until he‟s 

proven worthy.   It‟s to measure their resourcefulness and their 

determination, and to see if they are a good fit. I immediately 

bypassed all these steps by finding the race director directly and 

explaining my intentions. 

 The Tarheel Ultra is a 367 mile footrace from Virginia to South 

Carolina and is not a race for just anybody. Reluctantly I was given a 

spot without any other credentials, other than wanting to raise 

money.  Little didI know what would lay ahead, and the friendships 

that would be built. 
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After being accepted, I told my friends what I just signed up 

for.  I‟m not fully sure anyone actually believed me or in me for that 

matter, except for Angelo.  He believed in me from the get go.  I 

remember telling him what I had just signed up for, and his 

response was, “You can do it, it‟ll suck, but it can be done.”  For the 

remainder of that deployment, Angelo and I scoured maps, check 

points, restaurants and began to formulate a plan.  We back planned 

from the ferry times and set realistic goals by day.  Then we came to 

the conclusion that all good plans fly out the window almost 

immediately.  We reached a revelation.  Control what you can 

control and not worry about anything else.  The only thing I could 

control would be whether or not I kept moving or quit.   

 I had two great mentors to guide me in the right direction as 

far as gear and for the logistics piece.  But how do you fully plan for 

a 367 mile race?  I‟m not fully sure you can.  Not with school, work, 

part time job, and most importantly having a family.  I admit that I 

went into this severely unprepared.  However, if I were to have 

waited for ideal fitness to tackle this, I would never be able to do it.  

So, like I did for my first 50k, I winged it.   

 I like to think the two 50ks and my first marathon I did in the 

six months leading up to the TU were training runs.  There weren‟t a 

whole lot of runs in between either.  I spent probably more time 

than I needed to „recover‟. 

However, looking back on the year prior to the race, what 

made me successful wasn‟t the physical training I did.  Sure, it 

helped, and I believe that not over running in the months prior and 

focusing on quality miles and not quantity of miles played in my 

success.  But it wasn‟t the foundation.  My mentality went through a 

series of stages after receiving the blessing of the race director, from 
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the “Oh shit, what did I get myself in to” to rationalizing the 

distances I need to cover per day to complete the course in eight 

days, to actually truly and whole heartedly believing I could do it.  

The metamorphosis of the mental process led me to success, and is 

something that I‟ll always keep with me and try to pass onto others.   

 So, like I mentioned, not only was my goal to complete this, it 

was to raise money for the MARSOC Foundation.  For those that will 

read this, you all know what they do.  With the support of all of you, 

I was able to raise over $6,000 for our brothers.  So, Thank you! 

DAY PRIOR 

 I remember being slightly hung over from the night prior. We 

had Thanksgiving dinner at our house in Richlands, NC and had a 

group of friends over.  My buddy, Mark and I had a few beers with 

dinner and discussed the race I was about to embark on. 

Now, I packed my Osprey pack Friday morning, stuffed it full 

of Uncrustable peanut butter and jelly sandwiches, electrolyte tabs 

and beef jerky and skittles.  Of course I had a 6 pack of assorted 

beer that was left over from Turkey Day.  I was worried about the 

weight of my pack, and figured that whatever I was missing, I‟ll have 

to get along the way.  It was roughly a four-hour drive to the 

meeting point in Corolla, NC.  My wife and kids drove up with me, 

and we stopped in a rural gas station.  There, we found pickled pigs 

feet in a jar.  I admit, I briefly thought about giving them the old 

college try, but opted for a picture of them instead!  I remember 

thinking that it was an awfully long drive in a car, and couldn‟t 

imagine how was going to cover an even greater distance on my 

feet.  “One step at a time,” I told myself. 
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 We finally arrived at the end of the paved road on the OBX and 

waited from my ride to arrive that would take me to the beach 

house, where I‟d meet the other runners.  We had some time to kill, 

so the four of us went to a sandwich shop and ate some 

cheesesteaks.  They were fantastic.  After the early dinner, I kissed 

my wife and my children good bye and waved them off. 

That night at the beach house with the other runners and their 

crew, we had dinner and a few drinks.  Everyone was friendly and 

talking about their recent race events and how they prepared and 

their strategy for the days to come.  I remember Henry Lupton 

saying, “Paul, what‟s your story?  Tried looking you up but hadn‟t 

found much on you.”   

I said, “you won‟t find much on me.  I‟ve done 3 50k races and one 

marathon.  Which was last month.”   

The runners looked at me and asked if I was crewed or 

screwed, which means running solo.  I was solo. That‟s when it hit 

me.  I may be unprepared for this. Was I relying too much on a 

positive mental attitude?  How do you knock out 367 miles? One 

step at a time.  Right then I wasn‟t worried about any other day but 

Saturday.  The first day of the race.  I could tell everyone was 

somewhat skeptical of me and my plan.  I didn‟t mind.  As long as I 

would keep moving forward for as long as I could per day, and for at 

most 8.5 days, I would finish, or come damn close.  Quitting wasn‟t 

an option. 

DAY 1 

 Saturday came early.  We got ready and ate our breakfast.  

After multiple trips to the bathroom and last minute gear checks we 
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were off to the start. We piled in the 4x4 dodge and drove through 

the sand toward the fences that separated the VA boarder from NC 

on the outer banks. It was cold and windy!

 

The first 11 miles or so were going to be on the beach.  We 

saw the „road apples‟ of the wild horses as we made our way off the 

beach.  I stuck with Henry Lupton and followed his lead.  Run for a 

while, and a brisk walk for a couple minutes then run.  No sense in 

doing a full out sprint on day one, right?  Henry and I stuck together 

the whole day.  We had a lot of ups and not so many downs.   

The first up was the awesome pizza we had at about 18ish 

miles in.  Ham and pineapple, my favorite!  We talked a lot that day.  

And I learned about the movie, Cool Hand Luke.  Henry was in the 

tree line taking a piss and kept saying, “ Shakin‟ the bush boss, 

shakin‟ the bush!”  We continued our strategy for the entire day.  

When words were sparse, Henry would say, “What we have here, is 

a failure to communicate!” Another line from Cool Hand Luke.  
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We eventually made it to the 50 mile check point.  We coasted 

in to a restaurant that was gearing up for its last day of the season.  

Henry and I ordered a beer and dinner.  Henry wanted to pay for my 

dinner to celebrate my furthest run I had ever done.  50 miles!  

Henry witnessed my achievement, and I witnessed the lady try and 

pick up Henry at dinner.  That‟s when I learned that everyone 

“wants them some of Henry”.  This lady convinced him to take a 

picture of her and the other waitresses because they had their hair 

decorated like reindeer.  He obliged, and now she has his number. 

Haha!  After dinner we made it to the Seven Eleven where we 

bought food and baking soda. 
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I quickly learned the next morning, that the mornings were 

going to come quick.  Up at 430 and out the door an hour later.  

Henry and I made it to Bonner Bridge.  I was having a rough time 

already.  My ankles had started to swell and the pain was terrible.  

After the bridge, I told Henry that I think it‟s time to split up.  If I 

was going to do this, I needed to do it my way.  Even if it meant 

crawling.  Henry reluctantly agreed, and off he went.  The road was 

so damn long and straight and surrounded by sand dunes.  The sun 

was blazing and my lips were starting to chap.  Awesome.  That 

whole way to Rodanthe, NC was a gut check.  What the hell did I get 

myself in to?  Well, I asked for a gut check and here it was.  Right in 

front of me.  300 and some miles in front of me.  I made it to 

Rodanthe and ate at Stingrays.  This time of the year it‟s a locals 

hang out.  The three locals were hanging out yelling at the football 

game.  I ordered a beer, and a cheese steak.  The locals looked at 

me, and laughed at how I was dressed.  I told them what I was 

doing and why I was doing it.  They were in shock, but agreed that 

It was a pretty neat thing I was doing.  I paid, and stood up.  

Realizing that sitting down was probably not a great idea, I hobbled 

off.  My next goal was Avon, NC 20 ish miles from Rodanthe.   

 As I was hobbling down the road, I hear a car approach from 

behind.  The car parks, and a tall slender man dressed in running 

pants and jacket comes up and asks, “are you Paul?”  “Sure am!” I 

replied. 

  This was my first experience with the “Road Angel”.  Josh 

Turner is his name.  He walked with me for a while as his wife drove 

beside us.  He gave me some pointers and told me to keep my head 

up.  He lived right up the road and instructed me to stop in if 

needed.  I eventually made it to his house that was right along the 

route.  There he found me a tennis ball to use to work out my sore 
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spots, ear buds and an LED flashing light to wear.  We exchanged 

numbers and told him how grateful I was for the support.  

 A few miles down the road, I found a treasure!  A jogging 

stroller.  I found the person selling and gave 20 bucks for it.  The 

only down side was that it had flat tires.  Since I was about 3 miles 

from Josh‟s house, I called him up.  He brought a pump and pumped 

the tires.  He through the pump in the stroller and tossed in a 

Cabellasmultitool.  After we parted ways, I left town and made the 

16 or so mile trek to Avon.  Here I am, pushing a stroller with a red 

flashing light.  This stretch was terrible.  Especially at night.  I could 

see a car‟s headlight for 6 minutes down the road before it passed 

me.  If was good at math, I‟m sure I could have figured out the 

distance.  The formula would be something like 6 minutes times the 

speed of the car, which was Mach Jesus as it passed would give me 

the distance.  In my gut, I knew the distance.  A million miles.   
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Anyway, a few miles outside Avon, a family pulls up next to 

me.  We go through the, whathca doings and why yadoin its. And 

they tell me Avon is just up the road.  No kidding, right?  We have a 

nice talk and they drive off.  A handful of minutes later they return.  

Bad news.  They tell me that no hotels in Avon are open this time of 

year.  I decide that that seems about right, and reminded myself 

that I wanted a gut check.  I walk 3 miles through Avon, then start 

the 6 or so to Buxton. As I was leaving Avon, I sat down on a brick 

wall, unwrapped a stale PB&J and actually sulked.  I down right 

pouted, like a little school girl.  I was cold, I was hungry and I 

wanted to quit. It was just before midnight and definitely did not 

want to travel another 6 miles. 6 miles is normally easy, but then it 

seemed so monumental that I wasn‟t sure I‟d be able to get it done. 

Those 6 miles seemed like a life time.  I finally made it well after 
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midnight I think.  Got a hotel room, and cleaned out the hair of the 

bathtub before taking a bath.   

 Again, the next morning came quick.  Kim calls and tells me 

that only have 13/14 miles to the ferry and that I need to hurry up.  

I stop at the gas station next door, smash a red bull, a PB&J and a 

Gatorade.  Apply icy hot to my ankles, which didn‟t work.  That Red 

Bull really did the trick.  I was able to run.  Jamming out to Alan 

Jackson.  Half way to the ferry in Hatteras, I see the family from the 

night before.  They wish me well and tell me they are happy I‟m 

doing well and that I‟m up and moving.  I‟m happy too, I replied!  

 I made it to the ferry, just in time for the 11 o‟clock.  It was a 

beautiful day.  Not a single cloud in the sky.  Hatteras is a quaint 

fishing town smelling of salty air and fish.  I would have loved to 

have spent some more time there! 
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  Next Stop: Ocracoke.  On this ferry I met a family from 

Canada who sold their house and bought a Mercedes dooms day 

prepper type diesel RV .  They were staying on Ocracoke that night.  

They tell me if I don‟t catch the next ferry I could crash with them.  

Awesome.  Nothing like on the fly plans!   

 I make it to Ocracoke and immediately start running. It‟s 

another long straight road.  At this point, I just wanted to be off the 

Outer Banks.  It was 14 miles to the next and last ferry that leaves 

at 4.  It‟s a little after noon.  If I miss this ferry that means that I‟ll 

be stuck tonight and put a day behind.  Not an option.  I gut out the 

14 miles and show up as they are boarding.  I grabbed some chips 

and Famous Amos cookies and a Dr. Pepper from the vending 

machine and walk onto the ferry, stroller and all!   
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I called Brandon, the race director and he tells me some very 

bad news.  Nothing is on the other side of the ferry.  Cedar Island 

has one inn, and no food.  Next gas station is 20 miles from Cedar 

Island in Davis, NC.  Well crap.  I ran to catch two ferries and didn‟t 

eat anything.  Luckily, I have a wife who‟s off the chain.  She‟s going 

to meet me at the inn.  It‟s a 2.5 hours drive from the house.  My 

ferry is 2.5 hours as well.  Timing is perfect. 

 On the ferry, I kick my feet up and hydrate.  Looking forward 

to seeing my wife and kids.  Maybe that‟ll be the motivation I need 

to keep on going.  While on the ferry, I was approached by an older, 

bigger gentlemen.  We introduce ourselves.  He introduced himself 

as, “Sugg, S U G G, Sugg, CharileSugg.” 

I knew right then and there that this guy was going to be an 

interesting guy.  He must have said, “Well, you can call me John 

Brown, that‟s mighty neat” at least 4 or 5 times.  Such a happy guy.   

Wearing hiking boots, and strapped with binos, he tells me about the 

birds out the window.  We talk about his experiences at Fort 

Indiantown Gap, in PA and he talks about his “maneuvers”.  This guy 

is great!  He asks me my route and I tell him.  He offered up his 

house,that was right at my check point on Atlantic Beach.  Perfect.  

I‟ve spent too much money on hotels already.  As the ferry docked, 

we exchanged numbers and he walks with me to the Driftwood Inn 

on Cedar island.   

 This inn was similar to the Bates Motel.  I called the number on 

the door.  I wait for the lady to come from her house to let me in 

this hotel.  I was the only person staying there that night.  Creepy.  

But oh well, I was tired.  Kim arrived with a cheeseburger and my 

Nike frees running shoes.  Finally, my feet can expand!  Kim left and 

I went to sleep.  The plan is to step off by 3 am.   
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 I stick to my plan and step off.  20 miles through swamp land 

and wild life refuge, in the middle of the night.  I heard things 

splashing in the waters and rustling in the brush.  No clue what it 

was, but all I knew was that I was just going to keep moving 

forward.  I walk and run for a few miles.  But it comes to a walk.  My 

ankles are getting worse and are purple and discolored.  I make it to 

sun up, and receive supportive texts from my family and from 

Lauren Strange.  

 Lauren and her new husband had really been there for me on 

day two.  Running two miles with me, and calling just to chat.  

Those chats helped me more than you know.  After exchanging 

pictures of the wild life refuge, I see a gas station down the road.  

Yup, abandoned!  So I keep moving.  I stop up the road and eat a 

stale PB&J and talk to Kim on the phone.  I hang up and keep going.  

Kim and I decide I should get my ankles looked at.  I call the race 

director and he comes and looks at them.  We decide that I‟m going 

to go the next 7 miles to Davis, NC.  I‟ll make the call there about 

going to the hospital.  I finally make it.  I buy ice and Advil.  I buy a 

cheesesteak and lay up on the back of the general store and eat and 

ice up.  I hang out an hour or two, crush a Red Bull and a 5 hour 

energy and step off.  I felt like a million bucks.   I ran 17 of the 20 

miles to Beaufort.  It was like leapfrog though.  The traffic was 

terrible, and there were no shoulders.  I felt like I was in Hue City.  

House to house.  I stop at a few gas stations to refuel.  I eat and 

keep moving.  I had to stop once at a Rite Aid and get some 

bandages.  I had some severe pain in my knee and thought that 

wrapping ice would help.  The ladies there were very helpful.  They 
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help bandage my knee and I was on my way.

 

 I call Charlie and tell him that I‟m almost there and that he 

should be expecting me in a few short hours.  The lights are on, he 

says.  I make it to No Name Pizza and check in.  I get there as they 

are closing. Defeated, I left.  However, a worker brought a few slices 

of pizza and said they were on the house.  Thanks No Name Pizza!  I 

toured downtown Beaufort, which was gorgeous!  I make my way 

over the intracoastal a few times and through Morehead City.  3 

miles out from Sugg.   

 I cross the bridge to Atlantic Beach and check in.  Shortly after 

checking in, I run into the law.  A police officer who looks at me with 
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a confused look.  He asks if I have a kid in my stroller.  Of course 

not.  This is where it gets good. 

 There I am, with a stroller and a red flashing light.  He asks 

where I got the stroller.  I tell him, “Rodanthe.”  Confused, he asked 

where I came from.  I replied with,“The Driftwood Inn on Cedar 

Island.”  He tells me that that‟s 50 miles away.  Sure is! He asks for 

ID.  As I approach the cop car, he tells me that my stroller is rolling 

away.  I hobble up to it, and apply the parking brake.  After 

explaining to him what I was doing and that he could verify my story 

on the TU website, and that if he had any questions he could contact 

the director from the site.  That‟s a joke in and of its self!  He looks 

at the site and tells me that Henry is only 3 miles up the road from 

me.  Everyone was telling me about Henry.  If you pull an all-

nighter, you could pass him.  I must have heard that every day.  I 

tell the cop that if he sees Henry, stop him and tie him up for a 

minute.  Buy me some time!  Sorry Henry!  I guess you too, had a 

run in with the law!   We part ways and I make it to Charlies house.  

He had bags of ice and a bed waiting.  I crash with ice on my legs 

and wake up early.  Time to head off this Island.  The goal is to 

make it to Jacksonville.  Will it happen?  I wasn‟t sure at the time.  

Just wanted to get off the island. 

 I step off early again and a few miles down the road I‟m 

stopped by a road angel.  Her name is Cricket and she gives me 

snacks and water.  She gives me some moral support and tells me to 

keep going.  Thanks, Cricket!  Further down the road I come across 

another angel. Susan Scott!  She takes a few pictures and offers her 

house up for a restroom break.  Don‟t mind if I do!  Thanks Susan!  I 

step off from her house and keep moving.  My ankles are destroyed 

but I find a way to run.  For the first time ever, I truly felt my mind 

leave my body.  I remember my mind telling my body that we are 
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doing this, and we are running.  Deal with it.  Before I knew it, I was 

running.  With my ear buds in, and jamming out to heartbreaker 

radio on Pandora, I‟m gaining ground.  I changed stations to Biggie 

Radio and instantly get a chip on my shoulder.  I‟m doing this, and 

I‟m getting off of this island.  I make it to the bridge.  Another 

victory!  I chat with Susan on the other side, she gives me some 

awesome Fig Newtonsand a bottle of water. I check in and call my 

wife.  She‟s meeting me in Cedar Point.  Right outside Swansboro.  I 

find a friendly bike shop on the left hand side and go in.  I ask if I 

can crash outback and wait for my wife.  We talk for a few and 

shoves Hammer Nutrition across the table.  You‟ll need these, he 

said.  I asked how much.  He tells me that it‟s free.  He can relate to 

my pain.  He was a retired Force Marine and says that I need the 

stuff.  I look like hell.  I agree and hobble out.  Half hour later, the 

real road angel shows up.  Kim!  Bearing ice and firehouse subs.  

Awesome.  I crash out in the back of the VW and get fixed up.  Kim‟s 

eyes are tearing up.  She finally sees how bad my ankles are.  We 

agree that I need to get to her friend‟s house in Swansboro.  5 miles 

away.  The plan is to crash until 1130 and step off at midnight.  

Sounds good.  I thank the bike shop, tell Kim bye and head towards 

Brenda‟s.  As I‟m crossing the bridge into Swansboro, John Daily 

shows up and walks with me.  This is our second time talking.  The 

first was a few weeks prior when I told him about me running this 

race.  A TU vet, he had the same response as everyone else when I 

told them my experience level. Skeptical.  Whatever, I signed up, I‟m 

committed.   

 It was nice to talk with John for a while.  He helped me get 

through another mile or two. A metric butt ton of small victories 

were going to be what added up to the one big victory.  I made it to 

Brenda‟s house.  I show up with my stroller and my flashing light.  I 

knock on the door and meet her for the first time.  She welcomed 
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me with open arms and takes my gear from me.  She shows me 

where I‟ll be staying and shows me the shower.  I shower and for 

the first time in a while I could do laundry. That was fantastic.  I 

smelled terrible.  I crash out while icing my ankles and knees.  I 

wake up sore and not feeling very motivated.  I get dressed slowly, 

and try and get the compression sleeves on my calves.  They 

reluctantly slide up my legs, ripping my leg hair like they‟ve done the 

days prior.  

To my amazement, I open the door to find Kim.  Dressed in 

running gear and a camelback.  She‟s there to run to Jacksonville 

with me, or as far as we can go before she has to be at class in 9 

hours.  If it wasn‟t for her, I wouldn‟t have been able to move as 

quickly as we did.  My pace has slowed to 4 miles an hour.  Who 

cares, moving forward is moving forward. 

Passing Langway‟s house, then the gas station in Hubert, 

followed by the Piney Green Gate where we found a nice place to sit.  

It was a curb. A few miles away from the next check point, we found 

ourselves huddled together at the end of Piney Green road and 24.  I 

sat on the curb and Kim sat between my legs, leaning into me.  We 

kept each other warm and dozed off for a minute.  As work traffic 

started to flood the once quiet and peaceful road, we decide to get 

on our way.   

Shortly after leaving the curb, we arrived to the next check 

point. It was the McDonalds/ BP at the end of western. I check in, 

and order a coffee.  We are exhausted.  Kim and I could barely keep 

our eyes open.  Another small victory was to come.  I don‟t need to 

go down Western like I thought.  Just need to continue on the 

bypass pass the air station.   
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Well, here maybe be too much info, but it‟s part of the journey.  

So if you don‟t like poop, skip to the next paragraph.  So a mile past 

the BP/McDonalds heading towards the air station is a drainage 

culvert at the bottom of the hill.  I decided that that was a good 

place to do my business.  It‟s coming and there is nothing I can do 

about it.  I jump the guardrail, and slide down the hill, holding on to 

saplings and stumbling on the drainage rocks.  No one can see me 

from the road.  Except for Kim, who is pretending to stretch on the 

side of the road.  Anyway, I‟m bent over trying to hold myself up, 

and all of my stuff, phone, glasses, gloves, skittles were all following 

out of my vest.  Shit rolls downhill, and so does my contents.  I‟m 

scrambling to hold my shit together.  Seriously.  I‟m trying not to fall 

in it, trying to catch my gear, trying not to get caught and these 

stupid drainage rocks aren‟t helping any.  I get my shit together and 

make my way back up the hill.  I hope I have everything.  (Sorry 

about all the „shits‟, I don‟t think I could have used any other words 

to describe the scene!)  Next is Kim‟s turn.  She has to pee.  She 

jumped the guardrail and peed.  All over her shoe!  After a few 

laughs we continue on our way, and we make it to the air station.  

Rene picks Kim up and takes her to class, pee shoe and all.  She‟s a 

real trooper.  22 miles!  She‟s never done anything over 13.1.  Guess 

we were both winging this!   

 By the way, I ditched the stroller in Swansboro.  Thanks, 

Brenda!   

I make my way down 17 and make my way towards the gas 

station on 210.  I turn the corner, and bam!  The news people.  I 

hate being on the news.  They ask me questions, and I stumble over 

my words.  I hate that stuff!  I step off and not but 2 minutes later,  

I see Otte.  A Dude I work with.  We chat for a while, and I tell him 

the ups and downs I‟ve had.  The gut checks and the small victories.  
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He wishes me well and I step off.  I later meet up with a few other 

buddies and we head towards Topsail Island.  I pass the Food Lion 

and decide to take a breather when I see my buddy, Jimmy.  He 

throws me a beer and we hide out on the other side of his truck.  I 

tell them the story about a car with PA tags that had a sign for me, 

but I had no idea who it was.  Just then, the car pulls up, and a 

yoked dude comes walking up.  We introduce each other, and he 

tells me that he wants to run with me.  I told him that running 

wasn‟t something that was going so well for me right now.  We 

decide to walk it out.  We make it half up the high rise bridge.  

Something happened which resulted in a police report and an hour 

or two delay. Some jerk going way to fast started to driving right 

towards.  The four of us, myself, Zach, Ralphi and Matt were in a 

single file line on the small curb when this guy nearly made us fall of 

the bridge.  Luckily, Ralphi was the only one that got hit.  The jerk‟s 

mirror smashed off Ralphi‟s bicep and shattered the mirror.  We 

were extremely lucky.  After the police report and the ambulances 

left, we continued on our way, one man short, heading towards surf 

city.  Dylan‟s house.  Only 10 miserable miles away.  The yoked dude 

is named Matt.  He‟s a legit dude.  A complete stranger wanting to 

gut it out with me.  How cool is that?  We are a few miles out from 

Dylan‟s house, and who shows up?  Dylan.  Me, Dylan, Matt and my 

buddy Zach make our way to DK‟s house.  As we are turning the 

corner, I see someone else I work with.  Steph.  She gives me words 

of encouragement and we part ways.  Only half a mile to go for the 

night!  Matt leaves, Dylan takes Zach to his truck and I hang out at 

Dylan‟s house.  He feeds me some great food and I hit the rack.   

 The next morning, he leaves for work, and I step out shortly 

after.  I got 6 hours of sleep.  Awesome!  Or was it?  Was it going to 

screw me?  Who knows?  I make it to the next check point.  I order 

McDonalds coffee and oatmeal and step off.  Finally reach 17 and I 
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was welcomed by Steph And Healy.  Two Marines I work with.  I tell 

them the same story I told my buddies the night before.  Running 

isn‟t on the agenda right now.  We walk a few miles and 2 hours 

later they must get back to work.  They give me all the warm wishes 

from the guys at work and we part ways.   Next goal, Market street 

in Wilmington.  I arrive in the late afternoon and grab a hotdog from 

the gas station.  Eating while walking, I quickly realize that Market 

Street isn‟t runner friendly.  No sidewalks.  Awesome.  As I step off a 

curb to cross a drive way, I look both ways.  Who do I see? Kaleb.  

Another buddy I work with.  He pulls in, and I grab a seat in the 

grass.  We talk for a few and tell him I gotta get going.  We shake 

hands and I feel ready to go.  Seeing a buddy gave me the energy I 

needed to get to Military Cutoff Road.  I check in, turn the corner 

and step it out.  Where does the route take me?  Right past Fleet 

Feet.  A running store.  I enter with hopes of finding compressions 

socks.  I need to get rid of the sleeves.  Everything below the 

sleeves are swollen.  They have my size.  I change in the store.  

Immediately I feel relief.  Holy cow, where have these been this 

whole time?  Learn as you go right?  I continue down some 

neighborhoods and make my way towards Kure beach.  I make it to 

the Myrtle Grove check point and Kim meets me there.  She went 

ahead to Kure beach to get a hotel and comes back.  It‟s 10:00 pm 

or somewhere near and I can‟t keep my eyes open.  I take a 20-

minute power nap in the front seat of the car.  We part ways and I 

step off.  Towards the end of the road I see another TU Keep Going! 
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Spray painted on the road from the other runners. 

 

 

 I got this I said.  Just then it started to rain.  SOB! Well, this is 

on par.  I‟m finishing up the last 4 miles.  Talking with family and 

friends on the phone.  Mainly west coast friends because it‟s not too 

late over there.  They help me get through the last 4 miles.  Those 4 

were terrible. I felt so desperate and beaten.  I‟ve never felt so 

hopeless in my life.  I didn‟t think I was ever going to make it to the 

hotel.  But, alas, I did.  Kim lets me in when I arrive to the hotel and 

crash right away.  Reiley is asleep and Cierra is at a sleep over.  I‟m 

not even sure what time I made it in.  It was close to 3 though.  I 

get up at 530 and get a text message from Henry.  He motivates me 

and gives me tips on what lies ahead.  Telling me different courses 

of action I can do and where to find food.  I step off and head 

towards Fort Fisher Ferry.  I made the ferry and board.  Southport, 
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here I come!  I arrive to Southport an hour or so later.  I find it to be 

a very neat town.  History is all over it.  Old plantation type buildings 

and a quaint down town.  Shops and bistros on every corner.  None 

appealed to me really.  I wanted something hearty to eat.  I find 

Locals.  It‟s a local diner.  I walk in, get the stares and sit at the bar.  

I order a water, unsweet ice tea and a coffee.  The gentlemen next 

to me commented on my red face and ask me if I‟ve come a long 

way.  Sure have, I told him!  Turns out that he is the Maritime 

Museum Historian.  After lunch and a long conversation about the 

pirate history of Southport we leave.  He bought my lunch, which I 

was thankful for!  I leave town and make it to Lowes foods.  I 

restock on Moleskin and Skittles.  I should have mentioned that 

Skittles really get you through those crappy late nights.  That was 

my go to thing.  You professionals can keep your goo‟s and gels, I‟ll 

keep my Skittles and hotdogs!  ;-).  I read the directions wrong and 

fail to turn left.  I keep going straight.  .5 miles down the road I 

realize I‟m wrong.  I turn around and get back on track.  Check in 

and continue to Oak Island.  My feet and ankles are good.  Swelling 

is down and I‟m stepping it out.  Again,no shoulder. I cross the huge 

bridge onto Oak Island and make it to the check point.  Well, almost.  

The intersection was blocked by cop cars.  Accident?  No clue, no 

one can go there.  I call Brandon and tell him I have to follow the 

detour.  Turns out, it was a Christmas parade!  Hadn‟t started yet.  



25 

The streets were blocked by very festive officers who allow me to 

take pictures of them.   

 

I‟m walking down the main drag, and the streets are filled with 

people, kids and dogs waiting for the parade.  This is awesome!  The 

people in the parade are shoving my bag full of candy.  Just the 

moral I need.  I walk through the end of the parade and I‟m getting 

tired.  Sun isn‟t even down yet, and I‟m beat.  I enter the 

Coffeehouse on Oak Island.  This wasn‟t a normal coffee shop.  I 

walked into a family party.  The owner and her family were having a 

late Thanksgiving.  I meet everyone and tell them what I‟m doing.  

They made donations and gave me a free cup of coffee with a few 

shots of espresso, on the house.  I really wish I could have stayed 

longer but I needed to hit the road.  The stop in Swansboro a few 

days back put me a half day behind.  I make it towards the end of 

the island.  I hear a truck and see Henry and Brandon, the race 
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director.  He tells me that he heard that there was a race going on.  

I replied, “Yup, I‟m in first place!”  By this time three other runners 

had finished.  Good for them! 2 crewed guys and one solo, Henry 

who had finished.  That was great.  I knew the end was surely 

approaching.   

 I walk over what the locals call, The New Bridge and walk up 

hill for 6 or 7 miles or so to a fascinating gas station.  Worms and 

Coffee.  Google it.  I had a great conversation with the owner, Mike 

Richards.  He says that he could give me a ride to Calabash if I 

wanted.  We chuckled and I declined.  I restocked on skittles and a 

few other items and ate a sandwich.  He praises the good weather 

that we‟ve had, and suddenly it starts to pour.  Thanks Mike!  He 

tells me that he‟s closing up shop but I‟m more than welcomed to 

hang out on the porch until it passes.  He gives me his number just 

in case I get stopped by the cops.  He and his wife leave and I pull 

out my poncho liner.  I curl up, kick my shoes off and take a nap.  I 

pull out my phone and look at the weather app.  The storm will be 

through in an hour or so.  Good enough for me!  

 A while later a state trooper pulls in. Great!  Only he doesn‟t 

see me.  A few minutes later, a wrecker shows up with a car on the 

back.  Appears to have been in an accident.  The trooper inspects 

the car, fills out the report and they leave.  

 Shortly after, I leave.  Ten miles to the next check point.It‟s a 

little humid now.  I shed all my layers and step it out.  I see a green 

light way off in the distance and convince myself it‟s the check point. 

That light never seemed to get any closer.   

 A while later a Ford Powerstroke pulls over in front of me.  

Nice truck I think.  I approach the truck to find that it‟s my truck and 
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that it‟s packed with three kids, Kim and Brenda.  Kim‟s friend from 

Swansboro.  I ditch some gear to lighten the load.  I make it to the 

green light.  Nope, not the check point.  By my calculations I covered 

7 miles, 3 to go.  The light was at an intersection at a country club.  

I sneak behind some bushes, relieve myself and walk behind a 

building and lay down for a few minutes.  I need to regroup.  I was 

sure those lights were my check point. Wrong!  I regroup and hit the 

road.   

Not but a few minutes later, an SUV flies past me.  I hear it 

slam on the brakes.  Awesome. I‟m about to get rolled up.  The SUV 

turns around and flies past me again.  And busts a u-turn.  It‟s a 

cop.  He turns on all of his lights, even those really super bright 

white lights.  He tells me that he‟s waiting for back up.  Whatever.  

This is on par.  I tell them my story, and they ask where I‟m coming 

from.  I told them my whole day, from the ferry, to Locals Diner, to 

the coffee house and even my nap at worms and coffee.  They 

search me and compliment me on my beef jerky choice. It was just 

your typical Jack Links.  Nothing special.  He assured me it was the 

good stuff.  They asked me if I had anything else they needed to 

know about. I told them about the multitool.  He takes it, and tells 

me that he‟ll give it back to me when they leave.  Whatever.  They 

then tell me that I fit the description of a breaking and entering 

suspect a few miles down the road.  I asked how many burglars 

wear a red flashing led light and a head lamp and a bright yellow 

vest?  They agree I wasn‟t the guy who did the crime and that I 

wasn‟t going to do the time.   

A little later, I get a phone call from Matt.  The stranger from 

Snead‟s Ferry.  By this time, I‟ve saved his number in my phone as 

Matt Who Ran.  Sorry dude, but I didn‟t know your last name at the 

time.  Now it‟s Matt Who Ran Gant!  It‟ll always be that way.  He 
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tells me that he‟s almost to my check point.  What? Yup! This dude is 

meeting me at my check point at 130 am. As I come to the top of 

the hill, and I finally see my check point.  My head is down, staring 

at my feet.  I hear wind chimes.  Weird.  I look over to my left and I 

see wind chimes hanging in the trees, and a shrine for a girl who lost 

her life on the bridge.  Photos, stickers, WIND CHIMES, covered the 

guard rail.  Creepy!  Especially in the middle of a drizzly night.  I jog 

to the gas station.  I meet Matt.  I crush like six hot dogs that have 

been sitting on the roller since about noon or something.  Grab some 

skittles and we are off.  Holy crap.  I‟m so glad Matt Who Ran was 

there.  We agreed that he‟d be the point man.  He‟d tell me when a 

car was coming so I could drift to the shoulder.  At 2/3 in the 

morning you can walk in the middle of the road.  I swear, I dozed off 

a few times while walking.  Occasionally I‟d hear, “Car!”  and I‟d shift 

over.  Thanks man!  As I‟m dozing off, something catches my eye.  A 

dead frog, laying on it‟s back.  He has his hands across his chest.  I 

replied, I know how ya feel dude.  Took a picture and uploaded to 
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facebook.  I was hoping to get more “likes”, but whatever.

 

 

 Me and Matt Who Ran were the only guys up this late!  We 

make it to Shallote and get a hotel.  Crawl in bed next to Kim and 

Reiley, and see the other bed is filled with Brenda, Cierra and 

Brenda‟s son.  A full house!  I get 3 hours of sleep and get back up.  

I meet Matt Who Ran in the lobby.  I stuff some bagels in my pocket 

and we are off!  A lot colder than a few hours before.  But who 

cares, 18 miles left!  A few miles down the road, a friend from high 

school calls.  Shane Swonger!  He calls, and asks where I am.  I tell 

him.  He replies with, “on my way!”   

This is great.  He meets up with us an hour later.  By this time 

we have 12 miles left.  He ditches his car somewhere and runs 

towards us.  12 miles to do 10 years of catching up!  I like the sound 

of that!  Shortly after we meet up, I find a porta john.  One piece of 
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advice, never pass up one of those up!  A few miles down the road 

and a check point later we are down to the last 3 miles.  3 miles!  

364 down!  We see Brandon and Henry again and we exchange 

some sarcasm and wit and we step it out! I‟d be lying if I said the 

last 3 miles were easy, but they weren‟t.  I found a nice piece of 

yard to lay down in for a few minutes.  Nice grass.  Well, that grass 

reminded me that I had a final in two days.  Awesome.  Anyway, we 

make it up the hill to the light.  2 miles left.  With the support of 

Matt Who Ran and Shane, I start running.  Not fast at first and not 

long either.  But as the 2 miles got shorter, my distance got a little 

longer and I‟d like to think my speed got quicker.  I started this race 

running 8 days ago with Henry, damn it, I was going to finish 

running.  I could see my family and friends up ahead.  I could see 

Brandon‟s Dodge, and Henry in his red jacket.  Almost there!  I „flew‟ 

through the South Carolina line!  I made it!  And I had a few hours 

to spare!  Matt Who Ran busted out beer he had been caring for the 

past 24 miles and we celebrated.  We got pictures, and I got my 

piece of North Carolina real estate.  A chunk of road with 367 

painted on it.   

On the way home from the race, my phone rang.  I got a text 

message from Brandon.  It said that he was proud of me, and that 

no one thought I was going to make it past day two.  But I had 

proved that determination and a not give up attitude couldn‟t be 

measured on any metric.  From here on out, there was going to be a 

spot for a runner who wasn‟t qualified to run, and it‟d be called 

Paul‟s Entry. 

Thank you to all of my family and friends who supported me.  

Thank you to Angelo who mentored me in the months leading up to 

it, as well as Melinda who‟s advice meant more to me than you‟ll 

ever know.  Lauren and Ryan who ran miles with me.  My brother 
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who was so supportive.  Thank you to Henry who waited 2 days to 

see me finish.  Thank you to Dylan, and to, Sugg, S U G G,  sugg, 

Charlie Sugg, and Brenda for offering me your house. Thank you to 

all the road angels, Susan Scott, Cricket, Josh Turner, My wife.  

Thank you Ralfi, Zach, Healy and Steph who put in some miles.  And 

thank you to everyone else.  Sorry if I failed to mention you by 

name. But thank you everyone.  It was truly a life changing 

experience and the toughest gut check ever.  Thank you Brandon 

and Heather for putting on one hell of an event.   

Two years have passed since the race.  I think about it daily.  

That event really changed me for life, and made me stronger.  Since 

then, I‟ve maintained contact with those that also ran that week.  

Tarheel was a defining event for me, and I cherish it everyday.   I 

recall, on multiple occasions, being completely taken back by the 

beauty of the Outer Banks at night.  Many nights there wasn‟t a 

single cloud in the night sky, and the lack of an ambient light made 

the stars pop against the dark and wondrous sky.  Being completely 

alone, in the dark and having waves crashing on both sides of the 

street brought me some peace.  No matter how terrible I felt, the 

over powering beauty that surrounded me brought my spirits up.  It 

was small moments like that is what kept me going.  Thousands of 

people travel the coast of North Carolina by car, and not many have 

actually seen it on foot.  I feel very blessed to have seen the coast at 

such a slow pace.  I remember stopping sometimes, and just looking 

around.  Looking at the ocean, the trees, and the night sky.  I had 

never felt more connected to anything than when I was on that 

journey.  I feel like I could relate to the Indians on theirvision quest.  

Something morphed inside of me that week.  It‟s hard to describe, 

but it was a ball of emotions.  I grew as a person that week.  I 

learned a lot about myself, too.   
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I‟ll always be very appreciative of the endless amount of 

support I got from everyone that followed me.  All of those late night 

texts, and those calls early in the morning from my friends and 

family that were getting ready for work.  Their encouragement 

helped, but can‟t say it necessarily motivated me.   I found that 

when I was at my lowest point, no words could pick me up.  I had to 

find the will and the determination from within to keep putting one 

foot in front of the other.  I had never been so physically and 

mentally challenged to that degree before, and that experience will 

stay with me for life.  
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