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To Mombow.

I wish Every Woman could have had a grandmother like you.

I miss you. Every single day.







TRIATHLON


Tri·ath·lon—One of the best and most addicting forms of competition consisting of swimming, cycling, and running all at varying degrees of distances. Triathlon is not for the weak, for it puts the athlete in an indescribable amount of pain, but when the race is over, you want to do it again. Anyone who downplays the difficulty of a triathlon or the classification of it as a sport should be beaten.

—FROM URBAN DICTIONARY








FOREWORD

EVERYTHING STARTS WITH A DECISION; PAGE 1 OF THIS BOOK IS no different—it’s precisely where we join Meredith Atwood: with her Decision to become a triathlete. As Meredith shares her own real and heartfelt journey, going from the couch (and long hours at her law firm and new-momhood!) to triathlete, it’s clear that her motive for sharing her story is to convince you that you can do it, too! This book is like talking to a friend who wants to share this really cool thing with you… and she isn’t going to take no for an answer!

Nothing is sugar coated: the journey will be hard. There will be days when the self-doubt creeps in. There will be days when you can’t do everything in your life—and half of it not even well—but you’re reassured of two things: you can do hard stuff and it will be worth it. Gently your mind-set shifts from “I can’t” to “I can and I will.”

For the newbie triathlete, this book is a must-read! Triathlon for the Every Woman condenses what usually amounts to years of trial and error and hundreds of conversations with friends, acquaintances, coaches, and experts into one book. When I read it, I, too, was reminded of so many “aha!” moments I have had in the sport. (If only I read the chapter about protecting the Queen in year one of my triathlon-ing, I could have saved myself a lot of discomfort!)

Meredith has rallied her years of experience in the sport, as both a beginner, an athlete, and a coach, and along with friends and experts, shares this knowledge in manageable, relatable, and simple ways. The book is full of answers to the questions you don’t want to ask—and addresses the things you haven’t even thought about. Even seasoned triathletes will take something away from the training advice: who doesn’t need a nudge to take recovery seriously or be reminded of the importance of cleaning your bike!

The real magic of Triathlon for the Every Woman is how Meredith’s experiences resonate with “the every” woman’s experiences and struggles—both in life and in triathlon. You will chuckle companionably with her and at other times cry, “YES!”

Whoever you are and wherever you are in your triathlon journey, there is so much you can take from this book. Her message is simple: just keep moving forward. I believe in that wholeheartedly, too.

—Rachel Joyce

Professional triathlete,

IRONMAN champion, Mom
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RACHEL JOYCE is a mom and an attorney turned professional triathlete. She is a five-time IRONMAN champion and two-time 70.3 champion and has finished runner-up twice at the IRONMAN World Championships in Kona, Hawaii. In 2017, Rachel returned to racing, having taken 2016 off to have her son, and went on to win two IRONMAN races less than a year after giving birth and in doing so qualified for the IRONMAN World Championships for the eighth time. Outside of training and racing, Rachel is a passionate advocate for equality and increasing participation in sport by women, as well as a coach. www.racheljoyce.org







INTRODUCTION

IN THE HAZY MORNING OF AUGUST 2010, I WOKE UP AND DECIDED that I would become a triathlete.

My Decision was not particularly interesting, aside from the fact that I was superfat. And slow. And tired. And angry.

And of the three of the sports that make up triathlon (swimming, biking, and running), I had never done any real swimming, biking, or running. Well, I would sometimes run to Dairy Queen for a fantastically large treat with ice cream and M&Ms and… never mind. Okay, I would “run” to Dairy Queen. Pffft.

To add insult to injury, I was busy. Really busy. A mom of two kids under two years of age. Married. I worked full-time as a lawyer. I commuted twelve hours a week. But I was most busy being tired, fat, isolated, and angry.

In light of the stuff I had going on in my life, my Decision to become a triathlete felt insane. Where would I actually find the time? Even worse, the Decision was riddled with all sorts of odds against me, self-doubt, and sizing concerns. For years, I sat and wreaked havoc on myself by eating crap and drinking more crap. But with my Decision, I decided that I would not continue to destroy myself.

Did I have all the answers once I made my Decision? Not even close. But it was the beginning of a miraculous journey.

Little by little, I started moving forward. I walked. I ran. I cycled. I cried. I wore a bathing suit (horror upon all holy horrors!). I set goals. I chiseled away at workouts. I did some small races. I met people who believed in me. I met people who did not believe in me. But I started believing in myself, and I kept going.

And one year later, after kicking my own butt, I crossed the finish line at a half Ironman triathlon. IRONMAN 70.3 Miami was a race made up of 1.2 miles of swimming, followed by 56 miles of cycling, and topped off with a half marathon run of 13.1 miles. A total of 70.3 miles by water, two wheels, and foot. The race took me over seven hours to complete. I crossed the finish line wearing a size 10 running shoe and an XXL triathlon suit. I was probably the biggest girl within a 10-mile radius that day, but I was also huge in heart.

Since my Decision, I have finished dozens and dozens of triathlons and running races. The biggest crazy feat, however, came two years after IRONMAN 70.3 Miami, when I finished my first full IRONMAN in Coeur d’Alene, Idaho—a race consisting of 140.6 miles of insanity: 2.4 miles of swimming and 112 miles of cycling, topped off with a full marathon of 26.2 miles. I have since completed three more of these crazy races in Lake Placid, Louisville, and Wilmington, and a stand-alone marathon at Marine Corps Marathon as a wheelchair pusher with the Kyle Pease Foundation. Even stranger is that I keep racing and trying new aspects of swim, bike, and run—and beyond.

So. How in the world does someone like me go from a serious couch dweller to a bona fide triathlete—while juggling a life, a job, and a family?

This book is about showing you exactly how to do it. I will give you all the tools you need (and more than you may want!) to get to the finish line of your first (or perhaps, next) triathlon. I will share tons of information about swimming, biking, running, nutrition, mental strength, gear, and race day preparation. Not only that, but I’ve included some tips and humor about how to balance it all (life, kids, relationships) while keeping yourself happy and sane. If you are teetering on the triathlon edge—not knowing whether you really want to even give tri a try—I swear, this book will push you right on over!

This book is for the “Every Woman,” which, yes, I realize is totally bad grammatically.

However, that’s what makes the title funny—because who is anyone to define what “every” woman needs? We are all different, with different needs, bodies, and goals.

So, who is the Every Woman?

Well. She is me. She is you. She is young, middle-aged, old, tall, short, curvy, thin, average, single, married, partnered, divorced, widowed, with or without kids, with or without job, with or without animals, with or without money, with or without sanity.

I am the Every Woman who is overworked, overtired, and potentially underappreciated at any given moment. I am (still) chunky, covered in stretch marks, and hoarding a closet full of fancy jeans that I can’t pull up past my thighs. I am the Every Woman who happens to also have a spouse, kids, bills, and laundry coming out of her ears. I am the Every Woman trying to be everything to everyone all the freaking time. I am trying to keep all the plates spinning without losing my ever-loving mind.


I wrote this book because I do not want any woman to feel the way I felt back in 2010. Isolated. Sad. Angry.



And really, I am pretty sure I have just described most every woman I know. Well, I’m sure some readers aren’t chunky or don’t have stretch marks. (You dirty wenches.)

With so much going on, how in the heck does triathlon fit into your life? It does. I promise. I have experienced triathlon as a tired Every Woman, not as a superfit, well-rested, hottie mom. Not only that, but triathlon has made me unbelievably peaceful, happy, and (semi)sane. I have not stopped life or taken time off from working or hustling or the daily grind to make triathlon part of my reality. I also did not take time off to write this book. I just squeezed it in with the rest of the chaos. (I’m sure you’ll find thousands of typos, but I was probably helping with homework at some point and forgot where I was.)

I wrote this book for two reasons.

First, no matter who you are or where you are in life, I believe you can experience the joy of becoming a triathlete. However, it’s tough to know where to start. When I jumped into triathlon, I quickly realized that not a single resource available spoke to someone like me (the soon-to-be-locked-up-in-the-loony-bin Every Woman). No book or magazine could be purchased that told a real story of an Every Woman’s journey from a stressed Mommy Dearest to a grounded Zen-master triathlete. (Unfortunately, I am not a grounded Zen-master, so we are still looking for that book). But I have lived the Every Woman experience of debt, struggles (and continuing struggles) with food and weight, addiction, stress, marriage, kids, terrible bosses, and an unfulfilling career—which I combined with a less-than-graceful swan dive into triathlon. So, I wrote the book I wish I had found years ago.

Second, so many people in my life have given me hope and inspiration while standing behind me, foot up my rear end, screaming, “Yes you can!” as loud and as long as I could tolerate. I owe these individuals so much. I owe them a thank-you, yes. But I owe them the duty of paying it forward, of sharing their life-changing core messages in the context of how they changed me. I have received e-mails and notes from the past few years, stating this book has been the jumping-off point for so many baby triathletes.

In summary, no matter how tired, chubby, lazy, or indifferent you may be right in this moment, today is a new day, full of new opportunities. Things can be better for you. And I think the sport of triathlon is one path to better.

Your road to becoming a triathlete starts out with a basic Decision.

It’s simple. You just decide to become a triathlete. Sounds stupid? Sounds embarrassing? Sounds impossible? Perfect. You are right where you need to be. But it truly is simple:


You can float/doggie paddle/swim.

You can ride a tricycle/bicycle/tandem/hand-cycle.

You can walk/jog/run/wheel.

You can do all three back-to-back in a little race called a triathlon.

Even if you can’t do any of it right now.

Even if you have disabilities and hurdles and major obstacles to overcome.

You can do this.

You will do this.

And that’s all you need to decide. Make the Decision that you will.

You will move forward.

You will create your goals, and you will achieve.

Slowly but surely, you will do it.

Trust the process. Create your goals. Believe. And you will. Now, let’s get started.









1 MAKING THE DECISION TO BECOME A TRIATHLETE

MAKING A DECISION TO CHANGE IS ALWAYS THE FIRST STEP TO actually changing. As such, the first step in my long list of brilliant advice about becoming a triathlete is to:


Decide to Become a Triathlete.

(No matter how you look on the outside.

No matter how badly you hurt on the inside.)



First, you might want to know more about triathlon in order to make an informed decision about whether you want to join the sporty cult of spandex-covered weirdos. You might have a few questions before you put on a hideous wetsuit and jump into a cold lake on a Sunday morning with a bunch of neoprene-clad freakazoids. You might want to know exactly how difficult those early-morning wake-up calls actually are—especially on days that feel more suitable for brunch than bloody foot blisters.

Alas, I am telling you too much already! I should not scare you away at this early juncture!

So, I am asking that you trust me. Trust me and believe that triathlon is something you need in your life, much like a washing machine. However, triathlon is also something that you want in your life. Like a partner who actually knows how to use the washing machine.

HOW THE DECISION HAPPENED TO ME

I was tired of life as it was. I was tired of me. I also considered a certain someone’s comments about my ability to do a triathlon. This person looked me dead in the eyes and nonchalantly said:


“You could do a triathlon right now, if you really wanted to.”



So, in August 2010, I made a simple, one-sentence Decision: I have decided to become a triathlete.

Notice that I did not say: I have decided to do a triathlon. Deciding to become a triathlete is different than completing a triathlon.

Deciding to do a triathlon is making a goal to complete a single event, to succeed in a solitary moment. You cross the finish line and you are done, and you can head for the Waffle House to celebrate.

Deciding to become a triathlete is a new game entirely. My Decision to become a triathlete indicated several things:


1. I intended to do more than just one triathlon.

2. I would identify myself with a group of people who were serious athletes.

3. I would learn about triathlon, including rules and safety, and the proper way to compete in a race.

4. I would become someone very strange to the outside, nontriathlon “real” world.

5. I would become someone NEW. I would change.


So, I decided exactly this. Then, I wrote it on the very first post of a blog: I have decided to become a triathlete. Then, I held my breath. And I felt a little sick at first. But interestingly, once I made that incredibly crazy, yet simple Decision—things began to change.

The Fat Stranger

During this time of my life, each day was freaking Groundhog Day: wake up, get ready for work, tend to two babies, and talk to (or argue with) the spouse. Each day, I would walk to the bathroom and look in the mirror. And every single day, there she was.

The Fat Stranger.

Who was this woman staring back at me? I had kinda gotten to know the Fat Stranger over the recent years. I would sometimes look in the mirror and ask the Fat Stranger questions like How did this happen to you? Sometimes, I would ask, How did you let yourself get like this? The Fat Stranger would just stare back, blankly, with absolutely no answers. She was a snobby bitch, that Fat Stranger.

I did not like her.

I did not appreciate the Fat Stranger’s post-baby boobs or the jiggly butt that looked like it had been hit with Ping-Pong balls. I could find no beauty in the bags under the bloodshot green eyes. I saw no love in the flappy, bat-winged arms. I especially did not like the Fat Stranger’s droopy belly. That belly, a saggy-skin house that had cultivated two babies, fourteen months apart. Didn’t matter that she had actually grown people inside of her… I did not like any part of her.

The Fat Stranger was not a bad person. She was just someone I did not want to know (or see).

Then, I hated that I hated her. I wanted to love the Fat Stranger. I wanted to find self-love and accept her. I wanted to say, It’s okay that you feel like a shell of the person and athlete that you once were. I wanted to hug her and say, You’ll be okay. Things will get better. But the truth was, I didn’t know whether that was true. I didn’t like who she had become—inside or out.

So, instead of figuring out how to love her, I just hated her.

At the time of my Decision, I knew absolutely nothing about triathlon. I had no idea about swimming and biking and running. I was pretty sure that triathlon meant doing all three of those things in a row, but I was not sure in which order or how far.

I was very tender to the fact that I was completely out of shape, teetering on depressed and repulsive in my own eyes. Even when I told my parents about the blog and my Decision, they gave me a three-seconds-too-long pause before saying, “That’s great, honey!” Their “that’s great” did not have enough oomph behind it, and the pause? Well, it hurt. I looked for negativity from every place. When you look for it, you find it—it’s everywhere. I was overly sensitive. I knew that. But I also hurt—everywhere. My insides (and my knees) literally hurt from so many different angles.


The Order of Sports in a Triathlon: Swim first. Bike next. Finish with the run.



But I had decided.

Something had to change.

And for once, I was going to stand by my Decision.

The Decision: The Turning Point

If you are anything like I was a few year ago, then you feel stressed, exhausted, and may have your own Fat Stranger staring you in the face. Or maybe she’s a Sad Stranger. Or a Mad Mom. Doesn’t matter who. But you may be staring back at someone you just don’t like. I understand that.

When I started triathlon, I could border on saying I hated myself. That’s gotten better over the years, but I still want to share these sentiments. And while reading about someone not liking herself can be a drag, I want to share the lows. I want to share the crazy inside my head, because I know that I am not alone—and I want you to know that, too (not that I am not alone. That you are not alone). I think it’s important to speak the struggle, the self-loathing, the addictions and the issues that plague us… because so often that is very well our starting point. I thought I was alone; I was not. You might feel alone; you are not.

Adding another “thing” to your life may seem impossible. And piling on a preposterous statement like “I will become a triathlete” to the hectic mix may feel irresponsible and comical. (Lord knows, as women we cannot be irresponsible!)

Yes, the words are scary. The execution might be even scarier. But I am also convinced that those few words were the turning point of my life. Maybe I should repeat that. Those few words were the turning point of my life.

The. Turning. Point. Of. My. Life.

Becoming a triathlete required an epic shift in me, and the shift wasn’t easy. And only a few months into training, I realized that I wanted many more things—not just in triathlon—but also in my life.

Becoming a triathlete is an amazing way to change your life and find your power. The Every Woman triathlon transformation is about more than simply looking better. Triathlon has the capability to transform your entire life. From your relationships to your job and your dreams. Will you look better? Maybe. A friendly side effect of triathlon is perhaps a better-looking body. But we are not talking about “30 Days to a Rocking Bikini Body.”

Triathlon is not a gimmick that will take you to weight-loss nirvana. Triathlon is a bona fide sport. It’s taken me over seven years to beat the “triathlon training to look better” ideal out of my subconscious. I do not think there is anything wrong with wanting to look better. But to talk, er, think, trash about my body, when it can swim, bike, and run for miles and miles? That is not only unhealthy—it’s absurd.

Triathlon is a sport that works for working women with kids and significant others. It works for single women. It works for older women, smart women, funny women, silly women. It works for women. Triathlon works for women because there is so much spirit, love, and scheduling involved in swimming, biking, and running.

How? How will I find the time?

You will. And you will be surprised how triathlon becomes a part of your life. Just make your Decision to become a triathlete. The Decision does not have to be well informed. We women tend to make calculated, responsible, and well-informed decisions all the time. The Decision is not about making a well-thought-out-super-smart decision. Seriously. Just make a completely blind leap with me. Decide to become a triathlete. The rest will follow. One step at a time, you will find a way. Cross my little heart.


Becoming a triathlete is an amazing way to change your life and find your power.



WHO AM I TO TELL YOU… ANYTHING?

So, I made the Decision and I was instantly a triathlete! Ha. Okay. No. After making the Decision, I was a complete flounder, flopping all over the place, completely lost. I had made a bold statement, but I had no idea what to do next.

I ran a little. I flailed in the pool for a bit. I went to some indoor cycling classes. But after a few weeks, I was nowhere close to triathlon-ready. Really, I was just plain confused.


“Tell me, what is it you plan to do with your one wild and precious life?”

—MARY OLIVER



A Meredith History Lesson

1979

I was born a healthy baby, tipping the scales at a nice 8 pounds. My mom popped me out 100 percent naturally and drug-free, acting like it was no big deal.

1980–1987

I was a semifat kid. But I was one of those husky, strong specimens. “Give the bat to Meredith; she’ll hit a home run,” my dad would tell the softball coach. I would put down my doughnut on the bench and proceed to bat.

“She’s strong!” everyone would say. But rarely did I hit the ball. However, I could punch the catcher in the face and then hit McDonald’s for a tasty Filet-O-Fish if the situation called for it.

The truth of the matter: I really was strong. I was big and strong and I hated it. I picked on other kids because I felt like crap about myself. I was miserable and that misery caused me to eat more. I was lonely, so I ate. Then, I was fat and miserable, so I was mean. Food was my friend, my enemy.

1989

At age ten I started the Weight Watchers plan. Back in the late 1980s, no one knew that kids did not belong on a diet. My parents were faced with a portly kid, so they did the best they knew to do.

I entered the world of carrot sticks, cottage cheese, and water for lunch—also known as early-onset metabolic destruction. When I got home from school in the afternoon, I followed up lunch with secret handfuls of butter crackers. I stuffed those delicious round crackers in my cheeks so tight and so fast that my mouth would burst open and I would “poof” crumbs everywhere. I was just so hungry. My parents would go to sleep and I would creep to the kitchen for chips and cookies. My ten-year-old self would eat, eat, eat and then cry, cry, cry.

1990

I lost 10 pounds. I entered middle school weighing 125 pounds.

1991

By the time Aunt Flow arrived, I had shot up to 5 foot 7 and 155 pounds. Looking at pictures from that era, I was not obese. I played sports and was pretty healthy. But I believed I was fat, because I had always been fat. I was told I was fat. Fat was what I knew.

1997

I was a healthy teenager. I had a teenager pot belly, but overall I was fit and I worked hard at my sport of the time, Olympic weightlifting—competing at national and international levels.

(“She’s strong!” Ugh.)

But no matter how hard I worked, like many a seventeen-year-old girl, I spent entirely too much energy and time bemoaning my body, when hindsight shows me that I was actually kind of cute. Wasted cuteness. Wasted years and years of absolutely perfectly good cuteness.

In my wasted cuteness, I was still strong. I could hoist 220 pounds over my head and squat 300 pounds for sets. But really, all I could think about was my pot belly.

1998

I wore a pretty white dress to high school graduation. At the time, I thought I looked gross wearing it. Looking back, I was a babe.

New Year’s Eve 1998

I began dating the Expert. Our first date was at Denny’s—a 24-hour breakfast restaurant chain. A cup of coffee and romance at its finest.

Who is the Expert? That would be my husband, James. I lovingly refer to him as “the Expert” because simply put, the Expert knows everything, about everything. And if he doesn’t, he will pretend he does. He’s just a smarty-pants. He’s also a good friend and an exceptional father. We’ve been together half of my life—so, life without him would be weird and empty. To the kids, there is no smarter man in the universe, so all is as it should be.

1999

I hung up the Olympic weightlifting belt and shoes.

Then, I started my second year of college in pursuit of the ever-useful English degree.

College was like college should be. I ate three pizzas a week, drank too much beer, and had more fun than you could shake a stick at. I also learned Latin, so I consider the college years a bloody smashing success.

2001

I graduated with a bachelor’s degree from a Top 25 university. Time to make millions!

A few months later, the Expert put a ring on it and we were married. He was handsome and smart. I was a chubby, reasonably happy, twenty-one-year-old newlywed college graduate. Hot dog. I knew absolutely nothing about the real world, but I knew I was free to make my own decisions from that point forward. I liked that. Freedom was my new drink of choice. Freedom and bourbon.

2002

Newlywed-dom was awesome, and with my lucrative English degree, I made six dollars an hour selling discount eyeglasses in a college town. At night, the Expert and I drank beer and partied with our friends.

I have no idea what people complain about regarding the newlywed years. The Expert and I had awesome weekends without worrying about expectations, grades, or other foolishness. We had no real money, but we rented and ate on the cheap.

2002–2003

I decided that I could not bear to touch another moldy pair of eyeglasses and really, I should be doing something with my degree. Stupidly, I chose to go back to school to get another degree.

I got serious. Well, sort of serious. I watched every episode of The Practice on ABC. And I thought Dylan McDermott was a standard perk of any reasonable law firm. Henceforth and ipso facto and res judicata, law school seemed like a brilliant idea.

Unfortunately, three additional years of being glued to books by day and drinking beer by night did not do much for my health and waist. In my mind, I had absolutely no time for anything healthy. I had to study. All the time.

While other ladies in law school were picking out their fancy size 2 suits for interviews and running 5 miles before class, I was busting down the door of Cinnabon for a snack and then hitting the plus-size racks at the mall, begging the 22W relaxed pant to fit me so I could find a job, any job, any place.

During my third year of law school, the workload slowed, and I had a job lined up for my smashing future career as Ally “Only Fatter” McBeal. Because third year did not require the same intensity as the first two years, I was bored and had nothing to do but surf the Internet.

2004

In my loving new relationship with the World Wide Web, I found a nice mail-order prescription for a weight-loss drug. Apparently, you could just ask China to send you some and it would. I lost 50 pounds and entered Size Ten Land.

Along with my special pill, I had a specific meal plan to remain a resident of Size Ten Land. For breakfast, I ate an overprocessed low-calorie bagel with ultraprocessed low-fat cream cheese.

For lunch, I had Dog Food Soup. (Okay, so it was not actually dog food, but that’s what The Expert called the pot roast soup I ate by the case. I can concede that it looked and smelled a tad like dog food. But it was 200 calories for the whole can. Hot tamale!)

I ate absolutely no snacks. I did not need snacks. I was not hungry, thanks to my phentermine addiction.

For dinner, I would eat a baked potato covered in fat-free shredded cheese, ketchup, and fat-free ranch dressing. I was stoked. I had found the miracle plan for skinny! I was finally skinny! It was so simple. Take speed pills, avoid alcohol, and eat severely limited quantities of beige foods. Genius!

I can now appreciate the fact that I was lucky to be alive, albeit in fabulous Size Ten Land, considering the havoc I was causing my body. I was very impressed with myself around this point in my life. I was “skinny.” I was close to being a lawyer. I was headed for greatness, people! To me, skinny was obviously “healthy,” so the next logical thing to do was run.

A few weeks after hitting Size Ten Land, I started regularly running miles on the treadmill, twice a week, at a fifteen-minute-mile pace. (In case you are wondering how fast that is—you can walk faster than that right now. Yes. Yes, you can.) The next logical thing? Enter a 5K (3.1-mile) race.

The Expert, who miraculously managed to avoid the fat plague until much later in our marriage, ran with me to encourage me. So, we ran, and completed the 5K in forty minutes.

2005

Two months after my first 5K, my father was involved in a near-fatal motorcycle accident, which sent our family into a tailspin. I started eating superbad brown food. I no longer cared about portion control. I also had no more money for my skinny pills. I was running on little to no sleep, hitting the road for a four-hour drive between home and law school several times a week.

My dad made it through and to my law school graduation. He was still in bad shape, but managed to make a fabulous hopped-up-on-oxycodone toast at my postgraduation party.

2005–2006

The Expert and I moved to a tiny little town. I took and passed the bar exam. We went to and hosted fabulous little parties. Gone were the “skinny” days. We spent weekends grilling out, partying with our neighbors, and lying about like slugs.

Size Ten Land became a vision in my rearview mirror, and my rear view grew wider. I flew right through Size Twelve Town, Size Fourteen City, and took up a seemingly permanent residence in the booming metropolis of Size Sixteen on a Good Day.

I loved our country house on 2 acres. I loved the quiet, the homemade guacamole, Sunday back porch sitting, and twelve packs of Coronas. The slow life—the turning-once-again ultra-unhealthy life.

I adored that town, but I hated practicing law there. (Turns out, I do not like practicing law anywhere, but that’s neither here nor there.) When the stress with my boss grew, I ate more and drank more. I had loads of free time, but I learned to bake amazing cookies, instead of exercising.

2007

Of course, the perfect time to have a baby is when stress levels are high and you have absolutely no clue who you really are. I found out I was pregnant relatively quickly and things started to unravel at work. So I did what you did when you are pregnant and hate your job: I started looking. By the grace of God, a firm in Atlanta hired me five months pregnant. So, five months pregnant and with three weeks’ notice, we put our country house on the market, packed up, and hauled our stuff to an overpriced apartment in a suburb of Atlanta.


This was when the Fat Stranger made her debut appearance.



I had an easy pregnancy with our first child, James. However, the forty-plus-hour labor was the stuff of horror movies. The Expert and I left the hospital only twelve hours after James was born, because I wanted out of that hospital and into an Arby’s roast beef sandwich and curly fries.

James was a cute baby who looked just a little like an old man with a side part. He was cranky like an old man, too. I was breastfeeding constantly. I was dog-tired. After three months of new mothering, feeding this strange old-man baby and waking up every two hours, I slogged my way back into the office, hauling my gargantuan breast pump and wearing stretchy pants. (Not that I minded the stretchy pants.)

In the Groundhog Day of the working stiffs, I woke up at five thirty each morning, pumped, dressed, and fought Atlanta traffic. I worked nine hours, ate lunch at my desk, pumped twice, spent hours and hours in traffic, and then picked James up from daycare.

I talked to the Fat Stranger on my commute into work. I would mumble things to her, stream-of-consciousness crazy, Faulkner-like: This is not how I thought motherhood would be. Why does this kid cry all the time? How can I continue to work like this? I mean, how fat can I get before someone says something to me? Are the authorities going to commit me because I am ballooning up to the size of a whale? Would I be required to buy an extra airplane seat right now? Pitiful. I’m so gross… Ooooh! Snap. There’s Dairy Queen…

2008

One very special Cinco de Mayo Monday when James was barely six months old, I had yet another Groundhog Day. I was drenched in sweat by the time I picked up James from daycare. It was only eighty degrees outside, but I was 4,000 pounds. My feet hurt because I had spent the day in court, traipsing my heavy ass around downtown Atlanta in a too-tight suit paired with too-small heels.

On that day, the Expert was home early. And I will never forget the next moment as long as I live.

I was standing in the kitchen, eating butter crackers (flashback to my childhood) and watching James bopping around in his Exersaucer. My mind started to wander. I wonder when Memorial Day is. Is it the nineteenth or the twenty-sixth? If it’s the twenty-sixth, then I think the Expert will be here and we’ll go down to see my folks. That’s only, what, two to three weeks? Like twenty days. Twenty days. Nineteen days? Nineteen days…

I gasped.

I began counting. Twenty-eight, twenty-nine, thirty, thirty-one, thirty-two. That kind of counting. The ticking in the mind. Thirty-three, thirty-four… days. The pause.

I was late.

(Yes, that kind of late.)

I looked at baby James. He grinned a four-toothed grin at me. I looked at the Expert, typing away on his computer.

“I have to go to the store,” I screamed suddenly, already halfway out the door. I pulled the door shut and almost fell down the stairs, I was trucking so fast. I drove the three blocks to Walgreens, hopped out of the car, and scurried down the aisles until I found what I was looking for.

Five minutes later—okay, that’s a lie because I also went down the street and got a large strawberry milk shake with whipped cream… so, fifteen minutes later—I was back home. I locked myself in the bathroom with my milk shake and a First Response pregnancy test.

I looked at the Fat Stranger in the mirror and thought, Oh, no no no no no no no no no.

I peed on the stick. By the time the pee hit the indicator window: two pink lines. Two pink lines. Two pink lines.

I wandered out of the bathroom with the magic life-changing pee-stick in hand. Baby James started screaming from his post in the bouncy thing. Time to feed the baby bird again, I thought. The Expert glanced up from his computer. I waved the First Response in the air from across the room.

“What is that?” he asked. A glimmer of recognition flashed across his face.

“Oh,” he said.

I nodded, tears welling up in my eyes.

“Oh?”

“Yes,” I said.

“Oh. Oh!” His eyes roamed over to the screaming baby. “Oh.”

“Yeah,” I said.

New Year’s Eve 2008

Once the shock wore off (four months later), I was excited to be welcoming a new member to Team Girl in the house. In celebration of Team Girl, I ate cheesecake almost every night.

Only fourteen months after James was born, I was experiencing déjà vu—sitting in the same labor and delivery room as I had with James. The Expert went off to find himself a sandwich, figuring the pony show would take as long as the last one.

Five seconds after the Expert left, the anesthesiologist arrived to give me the epidural.

Ooops. I was on my own.

“Hi, there. I’m Dr. John Malkovich” [okay, maybe that wasn’t his name] “and I am here to give you the epidural. Please sit up and turn around,” he said.

“How are you feeling?” he asked. I leaned back and looked at him. What a doofus. Glad I am letting this joker stick a needle in my spine.

“I’ll let you take a guess,” I said.

“Uhmmm, hmmmmm. Okay. What’s your height and weight?” Dr. Malkovich asked.

I mumbled something.

“I’m sorry, didn’t hear you,” he said.

I mumbled again, “Five seven and a half.”

“Okay,” he said. “And your weight?”

I mumbled again.

“Ma’am, I need to know your weight—”

“Two eighty!” I screamed.

He jumped. Then looked at me for just a second in disbelief.

“Two hundred and eighty pounds,” I whispered, embarrassed.

He eyed me carefully.

I started babbling, “Yes, I know, two hundred and eighty pounds is horrible. I know I know I know I know!” I squealed, “But the sooner you get this baby out of me, the sooner I will not weigh exactly that!”

A few hours later, out flew a feisty New Year’s Eve baby girl, Stella, who still believes that all fireworks on December thirty-first are in her honor.

2009

Suddenly, these two incredibly small people, fourteen months apart and virtually helpless, were in our lives. All the time. I was shocked at how the kids never went away. Ever. There they were—every night and day. Cute and precious, and also bad and cranky.

The Expert and I trudged along. We moved out of our tiny apartment and began to fill a small house in a semi-icky neighborhood with kid stuffs: diapers, bottles, and squeaky toys. Topping the junk with full-time work, more breastfeeding, traffic, a new mortgage, sleep deprivation, and unbelievable amounts of squishy body parts was alarming. And stretch marks. And what is that—a whisker?! WTF.

When I returned to work after six weeks of maternity leave, I was a complete disaster. I was enormous, sleep-deprived, and angry. So angry. I constantly thought: I am not a good mother. I can’t handle this. I felt absolutely hopeless. I did not know what to do or how to make myself feel better. Looking back, I think there is a real chance I had postpartum depression going on, but I did not care to figure it out at the time.

In a desperate attempt to find some sanity, I signed the Expert and myself up for a second 5K race. We had two months to prepare for it. He and I both tried to walk/jog/run over the next two months, but of course, there was no time. (However, we did find time to relax with wine and pizza and television when the kids were quiet.)

Despite the crappy training schedule, we still finished the race. I will not lie, however. The experience was humiliating and heartbreaking. I was heaving. My chest hurt. By noon, I was dizzy and nauseated. I physically felt terrible for two days.

I was not particularly hopeful about running or doing better after that race. I was unsure how to handle my feelings of hopelessness and stress. The day after the race, I had bruises on the bottoms of my feet from just those 3 miles.

I knew one thing: I really, really, really did not like the Fat Stranger. I did not like that she was unable to run. I was getting angrier and more hostile by the day. I hated the Fat Stranger to the point of tears and a Big Mac. I hated her even more when a co-worker returned from her maternity leave, looking like she’d had a tummy tuck and had been raising her newborn on a spa vacation.

I wanted to kill the Fat Stranger. Somehow. Without killing myself, of course.

Did Somebody Say Lunch?

On one particular morning, the baby monitor rattled with Stella’s screams. She was eight months old. Shortly after, James (almost two) started wailing, too. The Expert was frustrated because he was heading out of town on business. I was frustrated because I had slept about three hours and I had forgotten to pick up my dry cleaning the day before. The dry cleaning that had my only size 20 suit. The one suit that actually fit me. The one freaking suit I needed for court that day.

I dug deep in the closet and found a hideous brown number with a supertight waist and a miserable high-water pant. The children did not poop or throw up on me before I left, so I considered that a win. As I drove toward the courthouse in downtown, I received an e-mail from my assistant on my BlackBerry: Hearing postponed. Judge had family emergency. Yes!

An hour later, I was at my desk with my breast pump shoved neatly in a drawer and my fingers flying fast and furiously across my computer keyboard. I felt okay, although my stomach was hurting from the tight pants. An e-mail hit my inbox at around nine o’clock:


Lunch and Learn Session Today

Noon

Large Conference Room



Hot dog! Did somebody say lunch? Those lunches had the best box sandwiches with chips and cookies. I hit the Reply button and locked in my reservation for the meeting.

One minute before noon, I hovered outside the conference room, taking in the scent of the glorious cookies. Only then did I realize that the lunch session was presented by the gym located downstairs. Great, I muttered. Gym membership sales. Super. Super. Super.

I listened haphazardly and smacked on my sandwich thinking, Yeah, these dumb people thinking I have time for this. When am I going to work out? When? When? When?

“Five thirty a.m.” said the leader, “The club opens at five thirty in the morning.”

I snickered to myself. And these gym memberships are always year-long contracts and I am not going to be stuck in…, but she read my mind again.

“The membership is month to month with a thirty-day cancellation policy.”

Smartass fit lady, I thought, reaching for another cookie.

As I listened to the presentation, I thought, Well, maybe I should join this gym. I could come to work a tad earlier, avoid traffic, and shower at the gym.

Maybe.

By the end of the Lunch, I had Learned myself a sandwich, chips, three cookies, and a gym membership. I was a member. The sign-up included a free gym bag. Bonus! After the meeting, our firm’s CFO walked over to me. “I am glad you joined the gym. I’m a member, too.”

“Oh, yeah?” I said.

“It’s a great gym. I could show you around sometime. You know
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I CAN DO A TRIATHLON! WAIT. RIGHT NOW?
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	Type
	Swim Distance
	Bike Distance
	Run Distance



	Indoor Triathlon
	200+ meters pool
	30 minutes stationary bike
	20–30 minutes treadmill



	Super Sprint
	Pool/lake swim
	Short road bike
	Short road run



	Sprint
	500–900 meters
	10–18ish miles
	3.1 miles (5K)



	Olympic/International Short Course
	0.9 miles
	25 miles
	6.2 miles (10K)



	70.3 Half Ironman
	1.2 miles
	56 miles
	13.1 miles Half Marathon



	ITU/Long Distance
	2.5 miles (4K)
	74 miles (120K)
	18.6 miles (30K)



	140.6 Ironman
	2.4 miles
	112 miles
	26.2 miles Marathon






THE THREE TIERS OF GOALS













The Quick Goal: 2–3 Month Plan
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	Kilometers/Type
	Miles



	5k
	3.1



	10k
	6.2



	20k
	12.4



	
	



	Half Marathon
	13.1



	Marathon
	26.2
























My First Quick Goal: 5K





My Second (Way Too Quick) Quick Goal
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The Main Goal: The One Year-ish Plan






Be Kind to Yourself
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The Crazy Goal: The 2–25 Year Plan







Corner of Quick and Main: Shout from the Rooftops















Keep the Crazy to Yourself








PRAISE FOR

TRIATHLON FOR THE EVERY WOMAN

“This book is packed with useful insights that will not only support the reader’s journey to an IRONMAN finish line, but also inspire and equip her to embrace endurance sport as a rewarding way of life.”

—ANDREW MESSICK, President and CEO, IRONMAN

“Women all over the world can do a triathlon. This book will show you how.”

—NICOLE DEBOOM, Founder of Skirt Sports

“This book is a must-read for every person who wants to change her life through my three favorite activities: swim, bike, run. Meredith’s approach to triathlon training is both funny and detailed, effectively helping you reach your goal of crossing the finish line.”

—SENATOR KYRSTEN SINEMA (D-AZ), Chair, Women for Tri Advisory Committee

“You can become a triathlete. This book is proof that all you need is a little work, a lot of patience, and a spirit of never giving up.”

—DANI GRABOL, first female EPIC 5 Finisher and author

“Triathlon for the Every Woman tells the reader that she can do a triathlon in exactly as she is—in the space, place and body she has now. Meredith has proven that she doesn’t let anything stand in her way—including herself. Now, she has readers believing this true gospel.”

—LOUISE GREEN, author of Big Fit Girl

“Do yourself a favor and read this book multiple times. What will you learn? To simply work hard, believe in yourself, and just keep moving forward—that’s all you need.”

—MIRNA VALERIO, ultra-runner and author of A Beautiful Work in Progress

“This book will start you on a journey of a lifetime. As Meredith says, ‘Just Keep Moving Forward.’”

—JAMES LAWRENCE (The “Iron Cowboy”), and author of Redefine Impossible

“Meredith Atwood and I are cut from the same cloth: we’re both on a mission to help women get out of their own way. If you follow the tools as outlined in Meredith’s book Triathlon for the Every Woman, you’ll get the kick in the butt you need to bring your fitness (and your motivation!) to the next level.”

—LAUREN HANDEL ZANDER, author of Maybe It’s You, Co-Founder and Chairwoman of Handel Group

“Triathlon for the Every Woman brings you up close and personal with Meredith’s journey from couch to competition. Rich with useful tips for anyone contemplating a triathlon, the book is as much a metaphor for anyone who chooses to make a big decision to change her life.”

—JOYCE SHULMAN, Founder and Chief Macaroni Mom, Macaroni Kid

“This book will take you from wherever you are to the finish line of your first triathlon. You can be a triathlete—no matter who you are or what limitations might seem to exist. With the right spirit, attitude, will (or ‘wheels’), you too can get to your goal finish line.”

—BRENT PEASE, The Kyle Pease Foundation

“This book is an inspirational and practical guide for anyone who is ready to change her life through the sport of triathlon! Meredith, through her own personal journey, is proof that with a little sweat, determination, and a great sense of humor that you can change your life—and encourage other people to do the same.”

—JACK SPARTZ, author of Moving the Middle
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