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CHAPTER 1


My heart pounds in my chest: 180 beats per minute. Just feeling it straining against my ribcage makes me panic. I try to suck air into my lungs. My entire body heaves with the rise and fall of my chest, helping my lungs to take in as much oxygen as possible. I grimace. My body has been working this hard all day. It’s exhausted and sore just from trying to breathe.


I’m not even moving. I’m lying on my sleeping mat in our tent at the highest camp on Mount Everest, at 8,000 metres above sea level. To my left is my teammate Tom, and on my right is Rick and our leader Kenton. We are top to tail and elbow to elbow. Nobody talks. It’s taken nearly two years of training and hard graft to get this far. If all goes to plan, we are just fifteen hours away from achieving our dreams – to reach the highest point on planet Earth.


Our tent is perched on the South Col on Everest’s South East Ridge, 880 metres below the summit. Beyond the fabric of our orange cocoon, a mere millimetre away, is an unfamiliar world – both beautiful and brutal. An ocean of cloud simmers below us. Through the frothy white expanse, distant peaks soar upwards like floating islands. The early evening light bathes the jagged spires in a fiery orange glow. These Himalayan giants are some of the highest in the world – and yet here we are, sitting in our tent looking down on them. It’s glorious. 


Up here above the weather, we are truly on the cusp of another world. It feels as if we’re on another planet. But as the hours pass, the insidious grip of hypoxia and deadly cold starts to tighten around us. We are not in space, we are somewhere else – below the stars, in the heavens of Earth. In this realm of the gods, nature and good fortune rule. It’s a place that humans have not and will not ever conquer. To even enter this world, we must be willing to offer our lives as a sacrifice. We are at its mercy.


Arriving at Camp Four a few hours earlier, I had staggered over the shale and loose rock, feeling as though I’d reached the end of the world. Camp Four is our highest and final camp, pitched on a desolate patch of earth. I could see our orange tent ahead – up here, its colour seemed dulled and the wind battering the fabric became the only sound I could distinguish. My reactions were so slow. All my senses seemed to be shutting down. To get to this point had taken a gargantuan effort. A month of climbing up towards the ‘death zone’, above 8,000 metres. With every step there was less oxygen, less warmth, and less chance that we would ever return home.


Now, collapsed in the tent, I’m gasping for air. I tear off my oxygen mask. It makes no sense to rip it off, but it feels so claustrophobic: every time I breathe in, the mask gets sucked on to my face and I feel as if I’m being suffocated. The effect of being able to breathe cold air deep into my lungs, even if it is almost devoid of oxygen, instantly calms me down.


We settle in: rolling out our sleeping mats, pulling out our sleeping bags and chucking our backpacks into the rear of the tent. We’re all crammed in together with our oxygen tanks and tubes. Then comes the task of taking off our boots. Frozen fingers tackle frozen laces. The effort to pull off my heavy plastic outer boot requires a deep breath and then an all-out struggle. 


Finally, after freeing my feet of the layers of socks and boots and outer boots, I’m ready to creep into my sleeping bag for a precious few minutes’ sleep. I’m so tired my bones ache. I’ve not slept properly in days. Only adrenaline is keeping me awake. 


All I can think about is timings – the clock is ticking, four hours to go until we set off. I’ve got twenty minutes to try and get some rest before I have to start going through my checklists and getting ready for our one and only shot at the summit.


Lying here, I can feel the mountain digging into me. My wasted body is nearly two stone lighter than when I set off from Gatwick Airport only six weeks ago. My spine and pelvis jut out and dig into the ice and rock; there is no layer of fat to offer any protection. I try and shuffle about but there’s not enough room. Tom is already snoring next to me; Rick is lying there not making a sound. We are buried under a mountain of down sleeping bags, the vapour from our breath condensing in the air and making everything damp and sticky.


Lying still allows my mind to start to wander. For a few moments at least, I’m not distracted by clipping karabiners, rope work or regulating my oxygen bottle. Without those distractions, the things eating away at me start to surface again. It’s these quiet moments that are always the hardest – when you really start to fight with your own thoughts.


I start to think about my family. Home, way down the Western Cwm, across the Khumbu Valley and over the horizon, thousands of miles across the planet, and five vertical miles below me. 


Home is a pretty lemon-posset-coloured house in Wokingham in Berkshire, surrounded by half an acre of garden and tall oak trees. I have lived there from the age of thirteen. Growing up, I’d set myself time trials in the garden – like trying to see how quickly I could run from the back fence, past the apple tree, around the pond, past the house to the front, dodge my mum’s car, skid down the grass and jump the brambles, maybe even try a forward roll as I landed, and sprint past the rose bushes up to the end of the front garden, trying to better my record each time.


Home is also my family: my mum, stepdad, two brothers and two cats, Bubbles and Tinkerbell. I remember packing for my first ever Himalayan expedition to Mount Manaslu, the world’s eighth highest peak, when I was 20 years old. The cats (kittens then) wouldn’t leave my 150-litre kitbag alone, and I kept finding them curled up asleep in it. 


Bubbles would sometimes sleep in my bed at night so, for Everest, my mum has bought me a hot-water bottle with a furry leopard-print cover, so that at night I can cuddle that instead. Some of my happiest moments on the mountain are sleeping at Base Camp and hearing the glacier crack beneath me, knowing I’m in this magical place but with my furry hot-water bottle reminding me of Bubbles, keeping me connected to home. 


I don’t have my hot-water bottle now. It was too heavy to carry. Up here, I am going to use my hard plastic drinking bottle instead. I’ll fill the bottle with hot water and put it into a sock and cuddle that – though it’s definitely not the same as cuddling Bubbles.


I think about how isolated we are, how cold and desolate it is outside. I start to yearn for home. I miss warmth. I miss summer. As a teenager I would drag my duvet into the garden and lie there all day in the sun, reading books and looking up at the passing clouds. Right now, I would give anything to be lying in the sun in my garden, instead of the cold hard ice in the death zone on Everest. I wonder if I’ll ever get to lie on the grass on a summer’s day again. Going to the extremes and getting so close to the line between life and death changes your perspective. You suddenly crave the simplest of things – the feel of breeze on your skin, the fresh air, the sky. You feel lucky to be alive.


The more I think about home, the more I miss it. I haven’t heard my mum’s voice in six weeks. I miss her so much. What if I never see her again? The next twenty-four hours are going to be the most dangerous of my life. Should I try to ring her on Tom’s sat phone to say goodbye?


I’ve felt this pit in my stomach before. That desperate homesickness that physically hurts, when you would give everything you had just to wake up in your own bed or give your little brother a hug. It was on my first Himalayan expedition in 2009 that I was first homesick. I was 21 years old and had never before been so scared or out of my comfort zone. 


Manaslu is a striking mountain flanked by huge glaciers and avalanche-prone slopes, and is located in one of the most remote parts of Nepal. If something went wrong, there was little chance of rescue; I was truly being thrown in at the deep end. 


Every day on Manaslu would seem like the hardest day of my life – but then the next day would be even harder. I was by far the most inexperienced on our team. I was constantly intimidated and felt as if I was making every mistake in the book. I thought I was a pretty good climber, but Manaslu showed me I wasn’t. I could never have imagined the depths of physical and mental endurance I would have to go through; could never have foreseen some of the scary situations in which I’d have to hold my nerve. 


Every day, I wanted to give up. Every day, I wanted to be at home. There were times when I would shut my eyes and pray that I was back at home. I would open them again to find towers of ice soaring above me, the wind blasting my cheeks red raw, knowing there were still many more hours of climbing before the solace of a tent and sleeping bag. I was a million miles away from home. That realisation was almost too much to bear. 


I have never been so terrified or so broken. All the time, I cursed myself for being so stupid as to sign up in the first place. I told myself I wasn’t cut out for being a mountaineer. I swore I’d never go near another mountain. And yet here I am again, this time on Everest, feeling the exact same way. Why did I come back? Why didn’t I learn my lesson? 


The reason I’m here on Everest is because of just one moment on Manaslu. After pushing through the hardest day of climbing, we finally escaped from the shadows and found ourselves high above the clouds. Up here on the open summit fields, I finally felt I could relax. With the sun shining and the deep blue sky interrupted only by miles of white Himalayan peaks as far as the eye could see, I found myself climbing alone, my teammates all ahead of me. I felt as though I had the whole of the Himalayas to myself.


I hurried on, not wanting to get left too far behind. My feet crunched on the hard snow, my breathing immediately strained from the lack of oxygen. I tried to focus and find a rhythm. Suddenly, a gust of wind whipped around me and blew a layer of ice crystals high into the air. I found myself surrounded by billions of tiny shards of ice dancing in the sunlight. As they gently fell back to earth, they glittered like fairy dust. I swear I could hear them tingling with energy. 


Walking through those ice crystals was like being bathed in magic. A smile broke out across my cheeks. A feeling of pure joy rose in my chest. My spirit soared. I was so glad I hadn’t given up when I most wanted to. I was so glad I had the courage to leave the comforts of home and fight my way up this mountain because, if I hadn’t, I would never have seen something as rare and beautiful as this. I would never have felt those delicate crystals melt upon my cheeks, and felt as though somehow the mountain was trying to tell me everything was going to be OK.


In that moment, I think I came alive. I left behind my anxious teenage self and became a woman and a mountaineer. I realised that I was far more capable than I first thought, and that, just when I’d wanted to give up, I’d had so much more to give. I saw the amazing things that happen when we step outside our comfort zones. 


We subsequently reached the false summit of Mount Manaslu, and I became one of the youngest people ever to climb to it. I pushed on and I’ve never been so grateful that I did. That moment on Manaslu is why I’m here, now, in the death zone on Mount Everest, just hours away from leaving our tent and heading out into the darkness to the top of the world.


This is a book about those moments – the smallest moments that define your path for ever. It’s about the pain and distress of leaving your comfort zone – and the extraordinary things that happen when you do. It’s about everything I learnt on the side of a mountain: how to overcome fear, how to push on when you least want to, and how there is so much more out there than you think. I truly believe that all it takes to make your dreams come true is hard work and self-belief. Trust me: if I can do it, anyone can.


I open my eyes and peer over my sleeping bag. Wind is battering the tent walls as though it’s trying to attack us – punching and kicking at the fabric, antagonising us, daring us to step outside again.


Kenton, our leader, is hunched over a little stove with a battered pan on top, heating up a lump of ice to make water. It’s time to start ‘boiling’, as we call it – the process of melting ice for water, which for four people will take many hours. We need to rehydrate, by mixing the water with powdered soups, tea or fruit flavouring, then we need to boil enough water for each climber to take at least a litre with them on the summit climb. Fifteen hours out on the mountain with only a litre of water. And you know what? Most people get back to camp after their summit ordeal having only had a few sips. 


‘Soup?’ Kenton hands me a plastic bottle filled with some boiled water and a minestrone powder. I gulp the salty fluids and then I see Kenton’s face contort with horror. 


‘What?’


‘I’ve just realised that’s my pee bottle. Sorry!’


Honestly, I find it funny. It’s just the kind of thing Kenton would do.


After that gulp of soup, I force myself to eat something. Eating is increidbly difficult in the death zone – it feels like another mountain to climb. But I have to do it because I know the energy will keep me alive. I manage some salami and two Dairylea triangles. I can’t stomach anything else. Neither can my teammates.


The countdown is on. We have three hours to get ready before we leave the tent at 9 p.m. Our plan is to climb through the night to reach the summit of Mount Everest for sunrise. 


Once you’re in the death zone, there’s no such thing as rest. Every second we spend up here, above 8,000 metres, our bodies are starved of oxygen. The fact that I can’t eat even a little food is the first sign – my stomach has shut down. My body sees it as a non-vital organ in comparison to my brain and my heart, so it’s the first thing to stop functioning. We are slowly dying and it’s terrifying. We’re on a race against time. Sleeping is not an option – we have to get to the summit as fast as we can, and then get the hell out of here.


Three hours might seem a long time just to get dressed for the summit, but everything takes so much longer when our brains are fuzzy, reaction times dulled, and our bodies so tired. I have to dress myself in thermal leggings and an Icebreaker top, then a fleece and finally – over the top – my down suit. It’s a £900 onesie, the most expensive outfit I’ve ever owned. It’s stuffed with the feathers of Siberian geese, which live in some of the coldest conditions in the world, so their down is supremely good at trapping body heat – it will keep me alive in temperatures as low as minus 40°C.


Luckily, tonight it’s around minus 25°C, with no wind. It’s not so much the air temperature that gets you – it’s the wind chill. A 20 km/h wind can make the temperature feel as low as minus 43°C. In 2004 wind speeds of 280 km/h were recorded near the summit. I pray that our weather forecasts are correct and that we won’t be surprised with gusts strong enough to blow us clean off the mountain.


I’m only wearing three layers in total. It sounds risky to wear so little, but the down suit will only warm up properly if my body heat is reaching it and getting trapped in the down. There have been horror stories in the past where inexperienced climbers have nearly frozen to death because they were wearing a waterproof jacket – or ‘hard shell’ as we call it – under their down suit. They thought the extra layer would keep them warmer, but it did the exact opposite: it stopped body heat reaching the down fibres in the suit, so the suit wasn’t warming up and creating the hot microclimate that keeps us alive. 


I have many hacks that were learned over time and by making mistakes – I put my hand-warmer sachets into my oxygen mask, so that the chemicals react with the oxygen and start to heat up. Up here in the death zone, even hand warmers don’t work properly in the oxygen-starved atmosphere. I put spare batteries into my sports bra – next to my heart. Here, they’ll be kept warm from my body heat and I’ll have them ready for emergencies. 


Tick, tick, tick – down the checklist I go. I have goals I need to achieve by certain times – boiling my water at the right time, going to the loo, and changing my oxygen bottle over to a fresh canister. The minutes and hours are slipping away from me. I try not to think about the fact that every time a task is completed, the closer I am to leaving the tent.


I feel strong and weak at the same time. I feel as if I’m moving in slow motion. Everything takes a huge effort. I have to lie down and take a break after pulling each sock on. My tolerance to pain and suffering is reaching its limit and the smallest things are starting to get to me. As I start to pull on my thermal leggings, I realise that my skin is dry and flaking. Most of my body hasn’t seen daylight or a proper wash for many weeks now.


I run through my checklists. Have I got everything? Have I got spares? Can I get to everything I need quickly in an emergency? My brain is fuzzy. I can’t remember things I just did, or do simple sums. I check my oxygen regulator to work out how long the bottle will last, but the calculation is almost too much for me. Two litres per minute in a 720-litre pressurised bottle will last … six hours?


I take a second to calm my heart rate and then I start to finally put on my boots. This requires a monumental effort. I have an inner boot and an outer boot and each takes five minutes to do up properly, because I need to rest every few seconds from the exertion. They have laces and zips and they have to be done up perfectly – too tight and the blood won’t be able to circulate properly; too loose and I’ll get blisters and won’t be able to walk. My fingers don’t seem to be responding to my brain. They’re cold too, and as I pull the laces, the friction tears into my frozen skin. The sharp pain raises my heart rate even higher.


Suddenly, it’s 8.45 p.m. and I’m starting to feel scared. Many better mountaineers than me have died on Everest summit night. This mountain is steeped in history and ghosts. I wonder if I’ll end up like them. I think about the movies and books written about disasters on Everest – what if people are going to be writing about tonight one day?


I think about Rob Hall, who died below the Hillary Step because he was simply unable to muster the energy to move any longer, unable to climb up and over the South Summit. He died because he didn’t have the energy to get up – that could happen to me. I could freeze to death on the mountain.


I’m scared of getting altitude sickness and my lungs filling with fluid till I drown. I’m scared I’ll get so cold that I’ll get frostbite. There’s so much I can’t control. Rock fall. Bad weather. I get visions of falling into space, rope slipping from my fingers.


I’m afraid of the pain. The pain of lifting each foot off the ground is almost too much. I can’t bear the thought of putting my body through so much suffering again. At this point, it feels utterly impossible. We’re looking at a fifteen-hour round trip – it seems incomprehensible right now. Surely we can’t survive for that long out there?


The tent is so comforting – the warm orange glow, the walls shutting off the reality of the outside world. I start to imagine the world beyond the tent. It’s one of the most extreme environments on the planet. Totally unforgiving. I think about the dark and cold slowly tightening its grip around us. All I have to protect me is my down suit and a mask. Better to stay here. The pull of the tent is so strong, it’s almost physical. My instincts start screaming at me to stay where it’s safe.


I feel panic rising in my chest. Trussed up in my heavy down suit, goggles, oxygen mask and boots, I am trapped. Beads of sweat start percolating on my forehead. I feel cumbersome and get the urge to rip everything off. My skeletal body under all this weight feels almost too weak to stand. I don’t want to be here. I want to be anywhere but here.


It’s 8.55 p.m. My teammates are making final checks, and then, like awkward astronauts in their stiff space suits and masks, Tom, Rick and Kenton roll out of the tent one by one and disappear into the darkness. They are expecting me to be right behind them, but now, alone in the tent, I am terrified of what lies beyond. If I step outside, will I ever make it back? I feel paralysed with fear; my body refuses to move.


I know this feeling. I’ve been completely overwhelmed by it many times in the past. I don’t want to go, but I know that if I can just step out of the tent, everything will fall into place. I’ll do what I’ve trained myself to do.


‘This is it,’ I tell myself. ‘This is what you’ve been working towards for nearly two years, two years of dreaming and hoping – so bloody get on with it!’ But I can’t make myself leave the tent.


I search for a way to convince myself to move. My teammates are getting impatient. I can hear them outside – their strained voices muffled by the plastic masks over their faces. I say to myself, ‘Don’t think about anything else. All you have to do is step outside the tent. If you don’t like it, you can come back inside. Just one step – that’s it. No big deal. You can do it.’


All I have to do is one little step, then I can give up. Just one step, and then it’s all over if I want it to be. I focus on the doorway and the inky black beyond. ‘One step is all you have to do. Take a leap of faith.’


With that, I drag myself to the door, and stand up outside. I feel unsteady on my feet. An instant flush of bitter cold settles into my bones. The night is deadly silent. I turn to Kenton. His head torch blinds me, but I can hear him behind his mask. ‘Let’s go,’ he says. And just like that, we begin to move. 


The hardest part is behind me. Now all I have to do is climb.






CHAPTER 2


‘This is when you decide whether you want to be a runner, or a very good runner.’


People are shocked when they find out that less than two years before I stood on the summit of Mount Everest, I had never climbed a mountain. Not a single snow-covered peak.


I was born in 1987 and I grew up in Wokingham in Berkshire, where there are no mountains at all. In fact, I think the highest point in Wokingham is 74 metres above sea level.


I could easily overly romanticise my upbringing, but I’m going to try not to, because all in all it was very ordinary. My younger brother Harry and I were very loved, very supported and very lucky. We were very privileged, not in the sense of wealth, but privileged because we had great parents who would do anything for us. We went to the local comprehensives and got to go on holidays to France, Turkey or Spain in the summer. As far as I was concerned, it was the best upbringing in the world. I knew we were lucky, and I wouldn’t have changed a thing.


I was five years old when my parents divorced and Harry was three. They married at nineteen and had me when my dad, Patrick was twenty-eight and my mum, Jacqui was twenty-four. 


My mum was one of four and the daughter of an ice-cream man. Grandad had a plastic cow stuck to the top of his van and would embarrass her greatly whenever he picked her up from seeing her friends. My mum was a model and worked hard from the age of twelve, going to London for castings alone and fitting in her jobs around school work – or not, as it turned out. She earned all her own money and was fiercely independent. 


Dad was the fourth of six children and had spent his toddler years in Aden in Yemen whilst my grandad was posted there, before the family moved to Bracknell when my dad was eight years old. He left home at fourteen and began working as a builder, and by the time he was eighteen he was running his own building firm. 


He and my mum met in a pub in Bracknell, and they were married at Bracknell Parish Church not long after. They were married for twelve years before going their separate ways. Throughout their separation, mum and dad always made my brother and I see the positives – two Christmases and birthdays, two bedrooms, two sets of summer holidays. It was a way to distract us and it worked. I never felt caught in the middle or made to choose between them. They really were brilliant and did the best for us kids. I have never been affected by my parents’ divorce as a result. We were and still are incredibly blessed to stay a tight-knit family.


After my parents separated, my mum met Rob. Rob was only twenty-seven when he agreed to take on the role of step-father to two raving mad kids. His friends told him over a pint in their local pub to run for the hills – what was he doing thinking of having a serious relationship with a woman who had two children? He said, ‘I don’t care, I’ll do anything to be with her and I’ll work it out.’ From mine and Harry’s perspective, Rob was lucky to have a ready-made family – we thought he’d hit the jackpot. Harry and I thought he would also find it funny when we put tuna or Play-Doh into his milk carton, purposely broke his football trophies, jammed a spoon into his brand-new video player, jumped into his baths whenever he ran one and generally ruined any semblance of his twenty-seven-year-old once single self. His transition into fatherhood was a baptism of fire to say the least.


For me, growing up in Wokingham’s great outdoors meant sitting on the swings in the local park, playing street hockey with the neighbours, or cycling around our estate, Keep Hatch Farm, at breakneck speed to buy sweets from the corner shop and, once, while chasing a friend on his bike, riding straight into a lamppost and breaking my arm. I was a self-proclaimed ‘Sporty Spice’, even with a plaster cast up to my armpit.


At weekends we went to my dad’s in Bracknell, where he’d built us a tree house with a fireman’s pole. I loved it, and whether it was summer or winter Harry and I would be out in the garden making up games, catching snails and jumping out of the tree house. I would boss Harry around as much as he would let me. Mostly though he just wanted to set fire to things. We had a dog called Candy and we would go on big walks, followed by a weekly bonfire in the garden, which was Harry’s favourite. At the time, my dad was getting himself back on his feet after the financial crash hit the construction industry hard in the early 1990s. He never let anything get in the way of having fun with his kids and was always a hands-on dad – from pizza nights where he would make dough and then my brother and I would pile on mountains of toppings, to creating elaborate Easter egg hunts with hand-drawn maps and riddles that would take us what felt like hours to solve. 


Holidays with him then were wonderfully simple: weekends on the coast or wild camping in the New Forest, where my brother and I would never listen to my dad and would both go running after the ponies, to try and stroke them. Deservedly, we both got badly kicked. I remember my mother’s horror when we got home from one trip and I had a horseshoe-shaped black bruise on my leg. 


By the time I was ten, I remember climbing up a tree with a boy I fancied from my school. We sat awkwardly on one of the branches about 8 metres off the ground, barely talking and definitely not sharing our first kiss. That tree overlooked a building site, and a few times that summer Harry and I would go roaming over the piles of rubble and across timbers into the half-finished houses, sitting with our legs hanging out of the window frames of huge master bedrooms. There were woods nearby, where we would build dens and be convinced that homeless people lived in the bushes and were trying to ‘get us’.


We were always outdoors, until one of the kids on the estate, David, got a Sky Box and had channels like Cartoon Network. He wouldn’t come out and play any more, and after that things changed. The boys, including Harry, got given PlayStations for Christmas instead of roller blades or a new bike. I turned eleven years old in October 1998 and had a Spice Girls party and wore make-up for the first time. We were starting to grow up.


Shortly after my birthday I started going to an athletics club twice a week at Bracknell Athletics. On Tuesday night we would meet at the track and then go for a run around the estates nearby, one of the volunteers at the front, about twenty of us kids in the middle, and another volunteer at the back. 


It was my dad who had first taken me to athletics, after I had decided I didn’t like horse riding or karate or ballet any more. I remember that first training session – we ran straight out of the stadium and off into the streets. I remember the tightness in my chest because of everyone running in pairs, and me not knowing anyone to pair with. I had also never been ‘on a run’ before, and there were boys there who were in the year above me, and I dreaded how embarrassing it was going to be when I got out of breath and would have to stop. We picked up the pace; I found that although I was out of breath and having to work hard, I enjoyed it. I was tired, and it hurt a bit, but I didn’t have to stop. I could keep up with the older boys. All that bike-riding and roller-blading around the estate had obviously given me some level of fitness. I liked running. I stuck with it.


The next spring, one afternoon after school, Rob, who was a football mad sports enthusiast, said I could go for a run with him to the shop to get some milk. Mum was on a shift selling perfume at Gatwick airport and my brother was absorbed in PlayStation games at his friend’s house. We ran into Wokingham town centre, which was the furthest I’d ever run before. On the way back, with Rob carrying the milk in his backpack, we headed up the long, slow, unrelenting hill from Norreys Avenue to Keep Hatch Farm. The sun was baking on my skin, a sheen of sweat forming on my arms. 


The hill was never ending. ‘I can’t do it,’ I said to Rob. ‘Yes you can,’ he said. ‘This is the moment when you decide whether you want to be a runner, or a very good runner.’ I let the words sink in, and I knew that I wanted to be a very good runner. In some ways, I knew that it wasn’t about running, it was about not giving up on myself. I ran home as fast as I could, and I never forgot that moment. The moment I decided that when things got hard in life, I wouldn’t give up. It was my first life lesson. 


I was obsessed with running. I loved how it made me feel – light and fast, my lungs and heart pumping blood and oxygen like the pistons of a steam train. I loved going for runs on summer evenings with Rob, while Mum cleared up after dinner. These runs felt like epic adventures at the time, but were probably no longer than half an hour. Rob taught me to always run towards the traffic. He would take me on the country roads behind Wokingham, past farms and huge houses with tennis courts. I remember the peacefulness and how beautiful the countryside looked in the evening light. That was the best thing about running – getting outside and appreciating nature. To me, going on a run was the closest I got to that feeling of wonder.


Actually, the best thing about running was being faster than the boys. Mrs Merrick was our teacher in Year Six at Keep Hatch Junior School; she had also taught Rob when he had been at the same school twenty years earlier. She would start a PE lesson by sending us running around the school perimeter, which was probably about 800 metres. Thirty of us boys and girls would stampede off, sprinting for the fence, the boys always leading the pack. I was never told to, but I knew not to go off too fast. I had seen it on TV – the athlete winning the race would always sit halfway down the field, and then sprint to the finish, overtaking the leaders. The leaders never won – I couldn’t understand why they never learnt that. Mrs Merrick would blow her whistle, and the entire class would leave me for dust, but I had learned what my running style was – I wasn’t a sprinter; I would be faster towards the end. By the time we were on the final straight, I would always be taking over the last of the boys, and fly into Mrs Merrick who would announce to the class, ‘I knew Bonnie was going to beat you all – you all run off too fast!’


We had regular competition evenings at Bracknell Athletic Club. Not that any of the events ever felt competitive, though. We would be lined up and made to jump in the sandpit or throw shot puts. All I was interested in was being in the clubhouse (a dilapidated old Portakabin) afterwards and getting to eat sweets (‘white mice’ and ‘fried eggs’) while the medallists in each event were read out. I always came third, and had medal after medal with its red sash. Second place had a blue sash, and first place was yellow. After one event, it was announced that the next competition would be ‘long distance’, which for us Under-13s meant racing 1,000 metres around the track, all ages against each other.


The boys at the track were much bigger than the boys at school. Some of them were in Year Seven or Eight, and they loved athletics club for the sprinting. I didn’t like sprinting. I could never get my arms and legs moving fast enough, and would always come last. But 1,000 metres: that was a distance I knew I should do well in, and Rob knew it too. 


Rob decided he was going to train me for the race. He volunteered at the club alongside the two regular ladies. Once they told him off when we all went out for a long run. He pushed me to go faster and faster, until we’d completely lost the group and arrived back at the clubhouse fifteen minutes before everyone else. I was surprised by how much faster we’d gone. I didn’t know whether I was fitter than my peers. I didn’t think I was. If they were pushed, I was sure they could run as fast. So why were the volunteers holding them back? It was the first time I thought about how the people around you can affect your potential. I loved the volunteers and knew they gave up their time for free, but perhaps that alone wasn’t enough.


Rob took me for an extra session at the track that Sunday, where we did sprint work. I remember leaving the track feeling disappointed, and I could tell Rob was too. I was too slow at sprinting, and Rob knew it would be a fast race against the older boys. Neither of us had much faith in me getting a medal.


Tuesday came, the day of the race. We arrived at the track early and I remember feeling sick. It was the first time in my life I’d felt this kind of nerves. My brother Harry had come along too. I was jealous of him, eating sweets and getting to watch without a care in the world. I’ll never compete again, I told myself. I would do this one race and retire.


We did some other competitions first – the usual long jump or high jump, which I tried to focus on, but out of the corner of my eye I could see the start line for the 1,000 metres and, as much as I tried, I couldn’t think of anything else.


The moment came when the volunteers ushered us over to the start line. For the first time ever, they were even using a starting gun – the pressure couldn’t get any worse! I was sure as soon as I heard that gunshot I would have a heart attack, my little heart must have been racing so fast from the nerves and adrenaline. I knew Rob’s heart would be in his mouth too – the stands were on the other side of the track, and I knew he would be anxiously watching while my brother chewed on a strawberry shoelace.


The gun went. All thirty of us burst forward and I was instantly left behind. Should I just go for it, I thought, and stick with the pack? Something told me not to. Ten seconds into the race, I was in last place. Rob was indeed anxiously watching from the stand, thinking the worst. ‘She’s gone too slow,’ he said to my brother, resigning himself to the realisation that all those training sessions had been wasted.


When the pack left me behind, I knew that I needed to stay calm and run my own race. I was obsessed with Billie Piper at the time and, to distract myself, I kept singing the lyrics to her song ‘Because We Want To’. Every time I looked up and saw the leaders way out in front I had to stop myself from second-guessing. Run your own race, I told myself.


At 300 metres I started overtaking the first stragglers, and with every stride my hips and chest opened out, my shoulders relaxed, I felt stronger and faster. By the time we’d hit the first lap, I was coming up to the leading pack, I could see the oldest boys at the front, and their body language said they’d had enough. I passed the last of them at the 600-metre mark, right in front of the stands. At this point, Rob was on his feet screaming encouragement as I passed, but then had a sinking feeling. ‘She’s gone too fast,’ he said to my brother, still chewing on that strawberry shoelace.


It was the last lap, and as I hit 700 metres I could see to the other side of the track and the rest of the group. I told myself not to get excited, I sang ‘Because We Want To’ to myself and, finally, at 800 metres, I knew it was time to stop strategising my pace, and just run as fast as I could to the finish line. I threw myself into every stride, lapping the stragglers at the back, and came on to the home straight, where one of the volunteers was screaming at me. I ran straight into her arms and she gave me the tightest hug. She seemed so shocked and overwhelmed. I thought I must have done quite well to have made her this happy. My time was 4 minutes and 3 seconds.


As we drove home, me sitting in the front with my bag of sweets and the medal with the yellow sash around my neck, Rob was going through every nail-biting moment of the race. ‘I thought after our training session you wouldn’t have a chance against the older boys, then I thought you started too slow, then went too fast! But you knew what you were doing; you ran your own race. I can’t believe it. I can’t wait to tell your mother. I knew you could do it!’


At that time in my life, if you had asked me what I wanted to do when I grew up, I would have told you that I wanted to win a gold medal at the Olympics. The problem, though, was the fact that I dreaded competing. Not long after winning that race, Bracknell Athletic Club told my parents I had to leave. They had started putting me forward to compete for the club, but on race days I would vomit from the nerves and refuse to compete. It was too much, and just as I started secondary school, I hung up my running trainers, and that was my love of running and of sport done for years.


I had the potential, and who knows where I would have ended up. I love watching the Olympics now, and when I see the Amazonian women line up for the start of the 1,500 metres, which I’m sure would have been my distance, I always get a pang of ‘What if?’ What if I hadn’t let my anxieties beat me? But, my fear of competition was just part of who I was. I put a huge amount of pressure on myself to perform, and these anxieties were just the start of my tumultuous teenage years.


Perhaps life today could have been very different if I had carried on competing. Maybe I would have won a gold medal at the Olympics. Maybe I wouldn’t have climbed Everest. We all have ‘sliding doors’ moments, when one decision can change the course of your life completely. It’s mind-boggling if you think about it too much. I like to think that as long as we throw ourselves into making the most of our path in life, we can’t go too far wrong. There is a great quote that floats around social media and often appears on my Instagram feed. ‘Never half-arse anything. Always use your full arse.’ There are so many ‘What ifs?’ in life, but if you know you’ve fully committed to your path, and done your best, you shouldn’t look back in regret. Who knows, perhaps there’s a parallel universe where you took that other path and are living out a completely different life. Now that’s mind-boggling.


By the time I was aged thirteen, I lived with my mum, my stepdad Rob and my two younger brothers Harry and Alfie in a house on Barkham Road, on the other side of Wokingham to our old estate. One day Mum brought home two cats, which she named Tinkerbell and Bubbles. My brother Harry and I split our time between Mum’s place in Wokingham and our dad’s house in Bracknell. 


At my dad’s we had five more siblings: Oli, Ben, Sean, Emily and Olivia. So in total, there were eight of us kids. And I was the oldest. Both my dad and my stepdad run their own businesses, and I’ve grown up exposed to their entrepreneurial spirit, but also the uncertainty and responsibility of not having a monthly pay cheque. My dad and stepdad showed me from a young age to take responsibility for my future. ‘If you want something in life, you go out there and find a way to make it happen,’ my dad said to me once as I sat in the dusty cab of his truck, surrounded by hard hats and high-vis jackets.
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