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To all those women who want to tri but think they can’t – this book is for you because you can




















Prologue





A large wave slaps me on the cheek and I swallow another mouthful of salty water. We have been going for thirty minutes. Open water swimming, they call it, but I’d say it was more like relentless semi-drowning. I’m grumbling silently to myself that even when I take a breather I have to wriggle my legs and arms around to stay afloat. There are no lane barriers or poolside pauses here, just a wide stretch of ocean between the Grenadine Islands of Palm and Union. Today’s task is to cross it. I’m here in the Caribbean to write about what it’s like to take swimming lessons from the Olympic gold medallist Rebecca Adlington and her fiancé, Harry Needs, who is also a competitive swimmer in his own right. I’ve had two lessons in the resort pool but this is the big challenge: 1.8 kilometres of open water. That’s just under a nautical mile, with a mild but noticeable current to boot.


Is this really in my job description? A freelance writer does all sorts of things in the name of work, even leaving their spouse in London for a week to battle a fear of the open sea. As for whether it might be in keeping with my nature, the answer is yes and no. Yes to challenging myself; to using my body in pursuit of new experiences. No to swim caps, goggles and doing things as a team.


‘Enjoying it?’ shouts the trip’s organiser, Karen, who’s sensibly decided to remain on the boat to ‘keep watch’ over the five bikini-clad journalists involved.


‘Oh yeah!’ I yell across the increasingly powerful waves, trying to sound as flippant as possible. ‘Totally loving it.’


Is it obvious that I’m lying? I’ve always maintained that I vehemently dislike swimming – almost certainly because I’m convinced that I’m not naturally any good at it. But five minutes ago, for about eight strokes, I stopped thinking how much I’d rather be lying in a hammock and felt a sense of … pleasure. I moved through the water freely, without struggling for breath or thinking about the placement of my arms or the unsophisticated splash created by my legs. For at least ten seconds, I was actually present, in the moment and – shock horror – enjoying myself.


And then that wave arrived.


Now I feel, yet again, like a weighted lump discolouring the perfect blue water. What’s the appeal of open water swimming, I wonder? Particularly back in the UK, where, I’m told, you have to pee in your wetsuit to keep warm. Apparently there are techniques that can be learned, practised and perfected. If you tilt your head slightly up and further to one side when taking a breath (further than would be advisable for efficient freestyle swimming in a pool), for example, you can take a look around and search for landmarks, establishing whether you’re zig-zagging all over or actually going in the right direction. If you keep your elbow high, you can ideally reach over the waves and, according to Harry, who loves open water swimming, ‘grab on to the water’. He also tells me which kick ‘beat’ I’m using. Apparently they come in twos, fours and sixes, though two is best for preserving energy on longer swims. But right now the only beat I hear is my heart. With a mouth like a salt-cellar and the constant sense that a jellyfish might be about to nibble my feet, I keep forgetting details of Harry’s pep talks on technique. The only thing I remember throughout the entire swim, in fact, is that I am wearing a swimming cap lent to me by Becky Adlington herself. Yes! There may be a stray blonde Olympian hair atop my scalp! Will it make me faster? Make me look less like I’m drowning, perhaps?


At last I approach the shore, paddling the final fifty metres like a shipwrecked dog. I am greeted by the faster two members of our party (the bastards are virtually dry already) and, much to my surprise, followed by Becky, who I appear to have ‘beaten’ to the finish. Though she is one of the greatest female freestyle swimmers Great Britain has ever had, winning two gold medals at the Beijing 2008 Olympics and two bronze medals at London 2012, she admitted yesterday that she hates the sea. Harry says he’s only ever seen her go knee-deep in it during the two and a half years they’ve been dating. But today, halfway across our gauntlet and to everyone’s (including her own) amazement, she threw away years of terror and jumped in to help round up a few struggling swimmers who’d become separated from the group. Not me, I hasten to add; I had Becky Adlington’s swim cap so didn’t need her actual help.


There’s an outpouring of congratulations when she steps out of the water.


‘Becky, wow! You went in the sea! You swam open water!’ Harry says.


‘Yay,’ I mumble, not even trying to hide my sarcasm as I’m handed a can of Coke – supposedly the ideal antidote to the nauseating pollution and salt in the water we’ve swallowed.


If she wasn’t one of the nicest women I’ve ever met, I’d be positively miffed that Becky is still getting all the attention. What’s more, when I wasn’t guzzling my Coke with slightly pathetic enthusiasm, I’d be thinking how she must only have half the pollution in her body that we have in ours, considering she only travelled half the distance. But I’m suddenly strangely incapable of doing much other than smiling.


My body is being flooded with endorphins. But it’s more than just a chemical reaction – I’m feeling proud, and excited – this is emotional too. Because the entire distance that I’m looking out at … I actually swam that. All. By. Myself.


What else could my body do, I wonder? I thought I knew my limitations, but now I’m forced to question them. What else might I achieve, if I threw away my fears and dived right in?
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Sometimes you don’t really know when something – an idea, obsession or characteristic – started to grow until, fully immersed in it, you look back and see the roots trailing behind you. So it is with triathlon and me. I think perhaps it begins when I am very young – five or six years old – and first display the traits of a perfectionist, training for and worrying about school sports day as if it were an Olympic qualifier. Maybe it comes later, in my twenties with my foray into distance running, which leads in turn to a series of injuries that mean I quickly learn the benefits of cross-training. Or perhaps it is London 2012, watching the television screen in awe as the GB triathletes Alistair and Jonathan Brownlee take gold and bronze medals and Helen Jenkins continues an uphill struggle against injury to come in fifth in the women’s race.


How does it feel to run straight off a bike? I wonder as I watch. And what about cycling straight after swimming? Doesn’t that feel weird, when you’re still wet? That swim start looks aggressive. So does the rest of the race, in fact. And as for the transitions where they move from swim to cycle, and cycle to run? Those seem to involve the kind of speedy costume changes that would make a catwalk model nervous.


A year passes and – here is where it most obviously begins – it is August, another summer drawing to a close. I am thirty-one years old and have just spent nearly ninety minutes fighting off Caribbean waves and developing some rather impressive tan lines on my back during my first organised open water swim. I am re-emerging onto dry land when I hear a local talking to another member of our group.


‘If you thought that swim was hard you should come back here in three months’ time. The nearby island of St Lucia is holding its first triathlon.’


Immediately, my interest is piqued. Over recent years I’ve noticed triathlon becoming increasingly popular with friends and acquaintances. Long gone are the days when this three-legged sport was the preserve of professional athletes and serious amateurs. I know busy women with demanding jobs and active social lives – some with children and partners too – who used to relish their weekend downtime and wouldn’t have been seen dead in the Lycra onesie also known as a trisuit. Those same women now choose to rise at dawn on summer Sundays to don unflattering all-in-one waterproof skins and swim–bike–run their way to glory.


I quite enjoy running but, despite those few positive moments in the Caribbean, I suspect I still hate swimming. When it comes to cycling, I’ve had the occasional enjoyable ride but on the whole the bike and I have never really gelled. The idea of putting all three together? It’s partly laziness (three sports in one – I can’t be arsed) and partly fear (three sports in one = three lots of potential failure) but really, I can’t see much appeal.


Yet most people know me as a sporty person, the kind of woman who would or should, most likely, be obsessed with triathlon. It’s not just the physical rewards of exercise that I love – it’s also the mental ones. During the nearly fifteen years since I first bought a gym membership, taking exercise has helped me to combat recurring bouts of anxiety and depression more successfully than any pharmaceutical drug. It’s a very subjective thing, of course, but for me, when nerves are frayed and the familiar bugle call of can’t or won’t or just too shit chimes in my head, I’ve learned over the years that I must do, rather than think, wherever possible. It’s never quite as bad when you return. So long as you move, there will be a minute, or a few seconds, when all you’re thinking about is co-ordinating your joints, or the ache in your muscles. Crank up the volume on any workout and it’ll leave you with a slight numbness for a couple of hours afterwards: relief for the anxious, respite for the heartbroken and Mecca for the depressed.


I’m not sure how much longer I can deal with being ritually exposed as a fitness junkie who hasn’t tri-ed. There must be something magical here, after all, otherwise why is the world going nuts for a sport that first arrived on British shores in 1983 and whose first Olympic appearance was just thirteen years ago? Hell, even my mother, who never learned to ride a bike, now knows the component parts of triathlon, since her neighbour started collecting sponsorship to enter one in September.


Enough’s enough. I think back to that moment on the beach immediately after stepping onto the shore and that mention of triathlon. Thousands of miles from home and yet the sport continues to suggest itself, taunting me into action. I can’t sit on the sidelines any longer, particularly not now I know I’m capable of open water swimming, however badly, the distance required of me in a standard tri. It’s time I did my bit for gender equality anyway; while female participation in the average triathlon has undoubtedly risen incrementally over recent years, most start lines remain just twenty-five per cent female. I quite fancy joining the other ladies and giving those MAMILS (middle-aged men in Lycra) a swim, bike and run for their money.


Most importantly, perhaps it’s time I let go, once and for all, of the failure complex I’ve been living with. Throughout my twenties and teens, and a good few years before that, I never felt satisfied. Every achievement was quickly subsumed by the next goal; every accomplishment eclipsed by the remaining shortfalls. Moving into my thirties, I’ve begun to see the useless nature of such an approach. I want to learn to accept the previously unacceptable, that is to say, myself. This process has already begun, as I’ve become a little more moderate and less idealistic about both relationships and work. When it comes to sport and training, however, I still feel a constant pressure to surpass my own expectations – forever disappointed with my foibles and inevitable ageing. Will I ever change? I still want to set targets – to try and blast through limits and challenge myself – but can I do so whilst accepting that I’m imperfect and won’t always succeed?


Triathlon, so multifaceted and so intense, might prove the acid test.




[image: ]





It is that August, on the plane back to London from Palm Island, that I first begin to mull it over. I briefly consider setting a date for my first triathlon in April or May the next year but that seems a long way off. My curiosity is aroused now, and it won’t just sit around waiting for the entire winter.


The idea begins to fizz. Spend a year doing triathlon: now that’s a plan of action. But how to shape that year? This sport has a calendar all of its own, revolving mostly around ‘the season’ and ‘the off season’. The two parts are very distinct: ‘the season’ is the time of year when the skies are less likely to darken and the skin less likely to shiver, i.e. May to September. During this time the game is on; it’s a period of intense focus, all about training for races and the races themselves. ‘The off season’ refers to any months that don’t fall within that time, and it often involves building muscle, addressing injuries, eating more and generally dealing with parts of life – people, relationships, careers, other sports or hobbies – that are sidelined during the season.


I’ll need to experience gametime as well as downtime if I’m to really get a sense of a triathlete’s life. Somewhere over the Atlantic a more structured plan starts forming: I’ll live through two main ‘seasons’, endless training and a handful of races – five sounds rigorous but feasible. I’ll take advantage of the varying distance options in triathlon, starting small with a couple of sprint distance events, slowly building my body and brain up to a longer grand finale. I could begin training in earnest this autumn and then do my first event next May when the season starts in the UK. But that would mean clustering all the races within just a few months. This raises the chance of injury or burnout. Also, lovely as it sounds to officially begin my year in triathlon during the off season, it seems a little pointless if there hasn’t yet been any on.


Then I remember the St Lucia Triathlon. It’s in late November – not around the corner but not too far away either. It being an inaugural event, I’m guessing there will be a small field of participants, a party atmosphere and plenty of beginners. Once that’s done, I’ll crank things up a little.


By the time my plane lands in London, I have a clearer idea of what’s required. One year. Five triathlons. What could possibly go wrong?
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Back in the UK, there are excuses. First I am ‘recovering’ from the exertions of the island-to-island swim, then it’s jet lag and after that I’m ‘looking for the right pool’. Before I know it, it’s been four weeks since (with the exception of taking a bath) I have dunked my body in water. Somehow that tangible sense of possibility that I’d felt back on Palm Island has become tarnished by the daily flow of urban life. Late-running trains, work deadlines, social engagements and the onset of colder weather: it all gets in the way and, while I’ve been out running and to the gym a few times since returning, I haven’t yet practised my swimming. What’s more, I haven’t mentioned my idea of doing a year of triathlon to anyone, not even my wife, Bella, and now I’m wondering, really, is it worth the bother, after all?


One Sunday morning in mid September, mainly out of a desire to prove that it was all a silly pipe dream, that I can’t possibly jet off to the Caribbean just for a triathlon, I finally head out for a swim. It’s a luxurious ozone-treated pool linked to the plush central London gym where Bella is a member.


I drop into the water reluctantly. Using Bella’s one-and-only guest pass for this establishment helps to guilt-trip me into staying longer. At least half an hour. Minimum.


I hold my breath and push off the wall with determined legs. Twenty minutes pass surprisingly easily. Has my technique improved a fraction? Becky Adlington’s wise words cling to me as I do some of the drills she suggested: ‘the catch’, where you wait for one hand to arrive next to the other out in front before you take your next stroke, and ‘the finger drag’, which involves a rather camp trailing of the nails against the water as each arm extends above your head. But one thing hasn’t changed: I splutter and gasp air in (think: cat with furballs) at the end of every length. How will I ever manage a sprint triathlon swim – 750 metres – or an Olympic – 1500 metres – without stopping?


Maybe I need a longer pool, I think, one where I have to stop fewer than thirty times before hitting the 750-metre mark. The following weekend, still mute about my half-arsed intentions to head out to St Lucia for the inaugural triathlon in seven weeks’ time, I visit the Tooting Bec Lido. It’s the UK’s largest open-air freshwater swimming pool and, as luck would have it, a ten-minute walk from where I live. But in the six months that have passed since Bella and I moved into our new home – and, more revealingly, in the thirty-one years that I’ve lived in the surrounding area – I’ve never set foot inside.


Ninety-one metres long and thirty metres wide, it’s more of a mini-lake than a pool. What’s more, it’s always unheated and on this cold autumnal day, the water temperature is approximately six degrees centigrade. I don’t yet own a wetsuit, which isn’t ideal. But there are plenty here without.


Hanging about nervously on the poolside, I strike up a conversation with cold water swimming old-timer Steven. ‘Do triathletes come here to train?’ I ask him, pointing to a couple of women in wetsuits doing front crawl.


‘Yes, triathletes,’ he sighs. ‘It’s a nightmare in the spring and summer when they come here. They have no idea about etiquette. I even had to chaperone one swimmer once just to keep the triathletes from clambering all over him. They think of swimming as a contact sport,’ he adds.


The less said about my own sporting plans the better, I decide, and mumble my thanks to Steven before darting into an icy changing room to disrobe. Five minutes later and I’m costume-clad and ready to rumble. I hop from one leg to another, watching as others enter the water. Some go slowly and fearfully, just as you would when entering an excessively hot bath, whilst others splash in without so much as a second thought. Whichever way you do it, though, the body is in for a shock once it’s submerged.


Here goes, I think. And remember: this is the year of the triathlon. Your year of new experiences. A bit of cold water won’t kill you.


Grabbing the handles of the steps and turning around with my back towards the pool, I go down until the water is waist deep. So far so good. It’s cold but not unbearable. But once my torso is in, everything changes; a rather debilitating breathlessness arrives. I cling to the edge of the pool and try to look relaxed, like this is something I’ve done every single day of my life.


Clearly, I’m not convincing; no more than thirty seconds pass before Steven comes to check that I’m OK. I try to answer him with a ‘Yes, all fine,’ but it appears my voice no longer works. All that comes out are short, sharp inhalations of breath. Tossing aside my pride, I manage, in fits and starts, to ask (gasp) for (gasp) a few (gasp) tips.


‘Well, keep your mouth shut for a start,’ says Steven.


I smirk; I don’t think he means it as it sounds. And, in fact, he’s absolutely right; I close my mouth and, miraculously, my lungs appear to open. I wonder if this is a good metaphor for my life (and training) in general; stop asking so many questions and your body will do what it needs to do.


‘Now just take it really, really gently,’ he says.


‘OK,’ I nod.


I’m not very good at doing things gently but in these temperatures it’s hard to get anywhere fast. Small movements feel like huge ones, little breaths like big achievements. But, after a few lengths of breaststroke, a tickly heat begins to run through my blood as if matches are being lit against my skin. It’s bizarrely pleasant and I feel a childish enthusiasm, grinning as I continue pulling myself through the water and not caring when small leaves lodge themselves down my cleavage.


Now, surely it’s time to do some actual training, I think, and shove my head into the water with a view to beginning to practise the triathlete’s favoured stroke: front crawl.


Snap! It’s like a reflex action. My head bounces back up and out of the water. I try again but it’s too cold.


‘You should get out now,’ says Steven.


‘But I feel great!’ I yell, with a twitch.


‘And well you might,’ he says. ‘When you’re in the water the blood goes to your core to keep you warm. But when you get out, it all goes to your extremities again, and you can get very, very cold. So the first few times you shouldn’t do too much. You need to acclimatise.’


Acclimatise.


I’ve heard this word before whenever cold water swimming has been mentioned. And, just like ‘gently’, it’s a word that brings out the sulky adolescent in me. I’ve only done four lengths! And breaststroke too! What planet is this man on? I’m here to train for triathlon! I’m not getting out yet – no way!


I push my head under the water. I want to do front crawl.


I manage about eight strokes in total before I absolutely have to stop.


The gap between body and mind has never felt vaster than it does right now. As if to add insult to respiratory injury, an elderly lady drifts past. She is slow but has near-faultless technique and looks as if she is barely making any effort at all. She is at least forty years older and three stone heavier than me.


She has clearly acclimatised. It is the final straw.


Time’s up, I think, and slip as surreptitiously as possible out of the pool and into the ladies’ changing room. It takes about five minutes (and is made only temporarily better by a long hot shower) but, sure enough, I soon find myself shivering uncontrollably. I’m not talking about a subtle, rather endearing chattering of the teeth, but about molars clacking against one another and hands that make large, uncontrollable movements. Being the convivial hub that it is, the lido club offers tea and coffee to shellshocked swimmers, but I can’t even hold my cup without it spilling everywhere. I can only remember one other time in my life when I’ve felt this cold, and that was fifteen years ago and involved six hours of skiing in an unrelenting blizzard.


A few minutes later, though, things start to improve. Warmth returns to my limbs and with it arrives a wondrous rush of wellbeing, joyfulness and – just as I’ve heard dedicated cold water swimmers promise – an almost tangible elation. The world is a brighter, tastier and generally more welcoming place than it was an hour ago, and on the return journey everything looks, smells and seems different. The outlines of the trees seem to be carved into the sky and a piquant winter dew finds its way into my nostrils. An overwhelming sense of possibility arrives in my heart. I may not have done much real exercise today but the way I feel is remarkably similar to how I felt five weeks ago after our big Caribbean swim. It’s as if the shocking drop in body temperature has reset my internal systems, shaken me up and caused my resolve to re-emerge. One month down, eleven more to go, and now it’s time to make the year of triathlon official and tell someone.
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When I walk whistling back through the door, I find Bella at home, having returned earlier than scheduled from a weekend away.


‘What on earth have you been doing?’ she asks, looking at my wet hair.


‘Swimming!’ I say, still feeling as if I’ve taken something illegal.


In the five and a half years we’ve been together, Bella has never seen me smile while saying swimming. She’s bound to know that something’s up. Given my tendency towards excess, and having returned from Palm Island not much more than a month ago with mostly negative reflections on the experience of open water swimming, I’m understandably tentative about explaining my plans to her. Besides, we’re quite different animals, my wife and I. It’s not that Bella doesn’t enjoy training, just that she isn’t intense or addictive about it. When we met and fell quickly in love back in 2008, she was far from a regular gym-goer. We drank together, we smoked together and then, when we’d done enough drinking and smoking together, we went running together. Bella started to get the fitness bug and joined a gym. She went to classes and discovered a love of yoga. She ran a ten-kilometre race, and then a half marathon. She, like many other women I know, is healthier at thirty-three than she was at twenty-three. But, unlike me and plenty of other women I know, Bella is relaxed about the extra wobble that comes and goes around her stomach. She thinks nothing of eating dessert three nights in a row if she feels like it. She’s never pushed herself to exercise when she’s exhausted or stuffed up with cold, never continued to run when injured and advised by a physiotherapist to back off, and she’s fairly scathing about the childish zeal with which fitness junkies (like me) discuss how many press-ups they can do before collapsing in a heap, demanding water, wine or both.


‘I think I’m going to be doing some triathlons,’ I start. ‘There’s one in the Caribbean. In November. Just a short one though. I might do that. And then, um, next year … I think I’ll do one, or two more, ormaybethreeorfourorevenfive … maybe slightly longer … What do you think?’


I read her face for signs, trying to guess her thoughts: Last  year it was boxing. Recently it’s been CrossFit. Now it’s triathlon. Can’t you just calm down a bit?


‘But.’ She tries to be tactful. ‘Don’t you still struggle, a bit, with swimming?’


I nod.


‘And don’t you kind of dislike cycling these days too?’ she asks, just to be sure.


‘Yes, but. Well, actually it’s traffic I dislike more than riding a bike,’ I sigh. ‘But maybe it’s time I faced that stuff anyway,’ I say.


‘That sounds like quite a lot of pressure to put on yourself.’


I agree. It could go wrong. But there is purpose beyond just the doing, I explain. Purpose in why and how too. This is part of a broader, ongoing pursuit – not just about figuring out what’s so special about triathlon but also finding a balance between testing and accepting myself.


Bella is quiet for a while, taking it all in. I know she finds my energy and enthusiasm, broken up as it is by pockets of exhaustion and acute sadness, quite draining, and I’m fully aware that my spikes in mood make me tiring to live with. I can only hope that all this means Bella is already prepared for life as one half of a mixed marriage – where one is a triathlete and one isn’t. I’ve heard about how triathlon can get between a couple. For the non-triathlete, all that re-enters the house on a Saturday afternoon after a fifty-mile cycle ride, for example, is a muddier, hungrier and achier version of the person he or she originally met and was attracted to. The triathlete cannot comprehend where the problem lies – they are fitter, happier, and look better naked, after all. The non-triathlete cannot understand where the increasingly dull obsession came from, and how it prospers. This is not the person he or she fell in love with! I don’t want to risk that happening to us.


‘Why don’t we do one of these triathlons together?’ I say to Bella. ‘We could train together? Go for swims and runs and stuff?’


Bella looks at me like I’m a dog biting at her heels.


‘I can’t be bothered to learn front crawl,’ she says. ‘And I don’t really ride a bike, remember?’


Ah. Yes. I remember, regretfully, the one and only time we went for a cycle ride together. We were on holiday in Menorca, soon after we’d got engaged. Renting bikes for an afternoon would be a fun way to explore the area, I persuaded her. But it wasn’t. Bella wobbled slowly, on the verge of angry tears throughout, and I kept surging ahead by mistake, stopping occasionally to wait, yelling words of encouragement as she reappeared, furiously, through the humid dust.
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Twenty-one days later and it’s the morning of my second ever half marathon: a mass entry London event called Run to the Beat (because of the DJs and bands that play at every mile). It starts badly with a 3 a.m. nightmare that leaves me unable to return to sleep. By the time I leave the house at seven, I feel anxious, not just because I’m exhausted but also because of a problem in my left leg. Two days ago in the gym I pulled a weighted barbell off the ground and felt my hamstring twang. Straight afterwards it was stiff and irritated but now it’s not too bad. Nonetheless, I worry: is this just a niggle, or something bigger – a full-blown injury?


This thought circulates for the entire tube journey to the event hub in Greenwich Park. Once the race starts, however, it disappears. The first few miles go by with relative ease as we charge off towards Blackheath.


Nearly an hour later and I am six and a half miles in. Another bead of sweat falls from my brow onto the ground below. This is how far it would be, I think to myself: the running portion of an Olympic distance triathlon would already be over by now. How my legs feel at this point in time, however, is almost certainly not how they might feel during a ten-kilometre run preceded by a 1500-metre swim and a (deep breath) forty-kilometre ride.


But still, it’s a good sign?


A few minutes later something shifts. What had begun promisingly with a gradual release of energy, a quick warming of the muscles and around ten kilometres of steady running, is now beginning to tip over into fatigue. My body weakens and my legs become heavier with every step but the knowledge that there is more than six miles to go is the biggest issue of all. My thoughts begin to niggle. Up until this point I’ve managed to keep a lid on the inevitable, negative I’m tired, what’s the point kind of thinking, to reassure myself that this is good, just keep relaxed and breathe easy, you’ll feel amazing when it’s over. But now I really am tired, more tired than I can remember being in a long time.


My sore hamstring, which has been virtually imperceptible thus far, begins to hurt again. It’s a dull pain, more of an ache than a specific burning or pinpricking, but it’s getting stronger with every passing step. It pushes me over the edge of despondence and into despair. Suddenly I’m not just having a tricky patch, I’m almost ready to give up.


How does that happen? At six and a half miles you’re still 150 per cent invested in your race. By mile eight, you’re almost ready to nip under the barrier and catch the next train home. Perhaps this is all part and parcel of my obsession with doing consistently well. I can’t bear the thought of regressing in any way, or of having a bad race. I must always improve on my previous performance; I must be infallible, or else what? (I may as well give up.) It is, as I’m discovering, an oppressive and self-defeating attitude, though not an easy one to change.


I think it’s more by luck than anything else that I continue; just at the point where I’m seriously considering stopping, the road narrows and I’m suddenly flanked by people on all sides. Together our feet smack percussively against the ground, a cacophony of rubber against concrete. I physically can’t get out.


The road widens again. The black thoughts have become purple and I am no longer ready to give up. With an upright movement of the torso, I try to convince my body I’m not tired. And it works, just a tiny bit, just enough to keep me going, and going, and going, until, around the next bend, and then the next, there’s the nine-mile marker and some music, some crowds …


I’m too close to the end to abandon this now. By the time I pass the ten-mile mark I am accustomed to the nagging soreness in my leg. The body’s natural painkillers are kicking in and I know without a shadow of a doubt that I will finish whatever happens. That certainty, along with the boost from an energy gel I took ten minutes ago, brightens me further until, somehow, my body has revived itself and I pick up the pace in the final mile. But there’s a steep hill on the horizon and it takes all my will and fury to get up it. The last three hundred metres are slow and dogged. I cross the line in one hour and forty-seven minutes, only a little disappointed that it is two minutes slower than my first half marathon last year.
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I don’t know it at the time, but it will be my last long run for seven months. The day after the half marathon the pain is bad and the day after that it is worse. A few weeks on, my left leg and hip area still ache portentously on a daily basis. Bending over with straight legs creates a strong tugging sensation all down my left side – not a muscle tightness that relaxes when stretched, but more like an elastic band, about to snap. During a very frustrating three or four weeks I see two sports professionals, a few times each, and spend a couple of hundred pounds on having myself manipulated, massaged and (the worst bit) needled. Neither of them knows for sure what I have done, nor can they offer much more definitive advice except don’t push it, no impact work and definitely no running. Even if it was miraculously fixed tomorrow (which it won’t be) there still wouldn’t be much time to get any decent running training in before the triathlon in St Lucia. Thank goodness I’ve not been completely stupid and entered myself for the longest distance, but only for the ‘sprint’, which culminates in a five-kilometre run. Hopefully I can get round on sheer grit if nothing else. How much it will hurt is another matter.
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By mid October I’m beginning to get a little anxious about the hugeness of what I’ve decided to do: to complete five swim–bike–run events – one in the Caribbean in just over five weeks and four next year – as part of this personal quest. I’m going to need some help if I’m to get through the next ten months without a) giving up, b) going mad, or c) getting divorced. I want a Dream Team of people around me, each with their own expertise, something unique to bring to the year-in-triathlon table. The most important of all is a Commitment Aide. In the past I have pursued new hobbies with a frantic fury until something untoward happens and, bang, just like that, I drop them completely. So I’ll need someone to keep me on track for the one-year-five-triathlons experience. My triathlete friend Ren, perhaps? Head of operations for a small advisory firm in the banking industry, she’s a thirty-seven-year-old, tough, blonde Irishwoman who has been living in west London for nearly a decade. We met a couple of months ago at a friendly CrossFit ‘throwdown’ where we competed against one another and five other women to see who was the fittest there. Let’s just say that Ren didn’t beat me at ‘the sport of fitness’ then but she has routinely done so since. What’s more, after being teamed with Ren for a few strength-building, lung-busting workouts over the past few weeks, I can say with confidence that she hates whiners and doesn’t mind shouting at me to get a fucking move on, all of which could be very useful traits in a Commitment Aide.


Secondly, I need a Tri Guide, someone with experience and expertise who can write training schedules for me and help me choose which events to do. Since I’m prone to catastrophising and losing perspective when small things get in the way of bigger objectives, he or she will need to be fairly zen, with a mature, intelligent world view. Last criterion: this can’t be someone with whom I already have an emotional connection or I’ll just whinge whenever I feel the need. A specialist triathlon coach, perhaps? Does such a person/thing exist? I’ll add that to the Tri To-Do List: Find myself a coach.


Thirdly, I’ll need to make some new triathlete friends, people of varying ages and abilities for whom triathlon is important. Total immersion = social immersion. My other friends will understand.


Fourthly and finally (for now), I’ll need a Relationship Crisis Barometer. Knowing how overwhelming I find big projects and my need to talk about them, it’s important to have a gauge that tells me when I’m becoming excessively self-involved. Ordinarily I get some major hints from the expression on my wife’s face but, then again, usually these projects or obsessions don’t last. This time, however, with a Commitment Aide on board, I won’t be giving up and therefore I could get into trouble at home. I’ll definitely need a contingency plan for Marital Rescue. Having been brought up a Catholic, there was a time in my life when a monk or two might have done the trick, but a questioning of faith combined, a few years later, with my current penchant for same-sex relations have put paid to that possibility. Instead I start asking around for advice, beginning with ex-triathlete friend Martin, who tells me merely that giving up triathlon was a proviso of his non-triathlete wife’s agreeing to their engagement. Other people (those who don’t know me very well, I might add) offer similarly unhelpful suggestions like just don’t talk about it at home or maybe just don’t take it too seriously. So I decide to look no further, rather paradoxically, than my wife herself. Surely she’ll know better than anyone, after all, when she’s beginning to find me unbearable?


‘You’ll need to tell me if I start becoming completely obsessed by triathlon,’ I say one evening that October. (So far there aren’t any signs but …) ‘If I’m turning into a total bore, please tell me. Before it gets too late.’


Bella nods, a little too fervently.


Next I start sending messages to anyone I know who has an interest in triathlon or to whom I have spoken about the sport for more than twenty seconds. My friend Stewie, a yoga teacher at the studio where I practise, went to Lanzarote in the Canary Islands for a ten-day triathlon training camp earlier this year to get a taste of a new sport. Surely he met some keen female triathletes whilst he was there? I ask.


He soon replies: Yes, he did. Two women, a couple: Emily and Suzanne. He thinks they’d love to talk to me about it, and promises to make some introductions via email so we can arrange a meeting.


Next up is Ren: I call and ask if she’d be happy to help me, not just with some training here or there but also, more generally, to stay on track. Much to my terror, she laughs.


‘Oh yes, all right then. I think I’m going to enjoy this.’


I’m pretty sure I can actually hear her rubbing her hands together.
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No doubt about it now: the wheels are in motion. Now the time has come for me to start using a pair and get out on the bike. One glitch, however: I haven’t actually sat on a bike (not one that’s moving, anyway) for about eighteen months, since one March morning when my water bottle flew out of its holster and under the front wheel, sending me headfirst onto the concrete without the faintest clue as to what had happened. I was bruised and grazed across my face, leg and arm. The driver of the car following me was alert, and stopped fast; I was lucky, and healed quickly. But the fear? That remained long after the scabs had faded.


I mention to Ren, my Commitment Aide, that I’m keen to do a long ride. In four weeks I’ll be cycling some Caribbean hills in between my swim and my run, and I need to build confidence. During the four or five years that she has been triathlon-training, Ren has done a lot of weekend cycling. She’ll know the typical day-trip routes. All I’ll need to do is follow, which means I can focus solely on training my cycling legs. They aren’t completely defunct – I’ve begun attending indoor cycling classes – but there’s a marked difference between riding on a stationary bicycle for forty minutes and hitting the roads for several hours.


‘I know it’s probably not what you want to do on a Sunday morning …’ I start.


‘It’s no problem,’ she replies. ‘I need to get a long ride in anyway. What about Box Hill?’


‘Box Hill?’


‘Yep. I know a route there and back. Around ninety kilometres in total.’


‘Ninety kilometres? Really?’ I gasp. ‘That’s quite a lot, don’t you think?’


‘Harden the fuck up, Fry,’ is all she says. ‘Just harden the fuck up.’
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The day finally comes for our long ride. We decide to leave early, almost as soon as it gets light. The idea is that by the time I get home I’ll have covered double the cycling distance required of me in an Olympic triathlon (and four times that of a sprint). Surely that will build some confidence, even if I won’t be doing the swim and run today as well?


There are a few things, explains Ren, that I will need on any long ride: gas canisters to inflate tyres in an emergency, inner tubes in case of punctures, a special cycling T-shirt which has pockets in the back, and lastly what she calls ‘baggies’ in which to carry money, phone and keys to protect them from rain, sweat or both.


I don’t have a single one of those, I admit, promising to at least buy plastic freezer ‘baggies’ from the supermarket, despite the fact that I can’t understand why, if you’re already carrying a rucksack, you would need them to protect your stuff. I also don’t know how to change a puncture, which Ren insists is a pretty key thing to be able to do, especially if you’re out riding on your own.


When I dare to suggest that I’m feeling a little anxious about the whole thing, she says: ‘Stop getting nervous! It’s a social(ish) ride, not the fucking Tour!’


We both decide it’s best if Ren navigates (‘Can’t trust you bloody creative types,’ she says) and that she should ride over to my place to pick me up at 8 a.m.


Tick tock. Eight fifteen and still no sign of Ren. Maybe she overslept? Eight twenty-five and she’s not here. Perhaps she’s had a crash? Eight thirty a.m. and –


The doorbell goes.


‘Good afternoon,’ I joke, opening the door.


‘Does one need a passport to come this far south?’ she exclaims, dragging her bike through the front door. ‘I got a little lost.’


As she speaks, my nostrils are hit with the stench of pure alcohol.


‘Were you out last night?’ I ask, passing her a cup of coffee.


‘I might have been,’ she says.


‘Have you had enough sleep? Are you OK to ride? Do you need food or … anything?’


I’m half hoping that she’ll relent and we can call the whole thing off, blaming it all on Ren’s hangover rather than my nerves.


‘No, I’m Irish,’ she says, and that, it seems, is that.


We move on to what to bring. Despite having none of the things Ren has told me I’ll need, I’ve still got an awful lot of stuff.


‘You don’t take a rucksack on a long ride!’ she laughs, not even trying to cover up her disdain.


Every time I’ve ridden anywhere – even just around Richmond Park – I’ve always taken a little rucksack, to hold my wallet and other essentials. Now I’ve lovingly packed snacks, an extra T-shirt, jumper, socks, camera and even a notebook, all of which come out of the bag after an unsuccessful effort by me to get them approved by Ren. The only thing that goes in the pockets at the back of the cycling top Ren has lent me is a plastic bag containing money and keys, my phone and an energy gel.


This is starting well, I think, with more than a little sarcastic amusement.


‘Watch out, coffee gives me motor mouth,’ says Ren, draining her cup and smacking its base down on the table. ‘Right. Let’s go.’
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We start slowly, as I’ve warned Ren that I’m still getting used to the feel of the road bike with twenty gears and drop-down handlebars that’s been kindly lent to me by a friend for the duration of my challenge. It weighs about the same as a pair of boots and moves along the road smoothly, making a purring sound as it goes. Because it’s so fast, it feels anything but stable. Most disconcertingly I’m wearing my new cycling shoes, which clip into the pedals via small cleats under the soles. When you push your heel to one side, the cleat makes a clacking sound and attaches itself to the purpose-made pedal (you have to buy those too) so that you can’t get out unless you yank your foot to the outside again. Almost every triathlete I’ve ever met – of any level – either cycles in clip-in shoes or is graduating to them soon. It’s not compulsory but it is cool and, once you get used to it, comfortable. Or so the lady in the bike shop told me earlier this week when I started fiddling with a bright white pair on the shelf. I’m told that the real purpose behind these shoes (and the reason that I absolutely have to buy a pair) is to allow the rider to pull up on the pedal as much as they push down, so incorporating the hamstrings and glute muscles as much as the quadriceps on the front of the thighs. Some people say this gives a smoother ride. Others say it makes you faster, precisely because you can use more muscles. And some people say it makes you a ‘real’ cyclist.


What few people dwell on (but everybody knows), however, is that it’s common to have a flurry of minor falls in the process of getting used to clipped-in cycling. And, sure enough, we are pulling up to a red traffic light near Merton Park when the real humiliation begins. I start to slow down, duly unclip the right foot and place it on the ground. Or, at least, that’s what I should have done, but instead I don’t pull my foot away hard enough and start to lean left before I can take either foot out of the pedals and suddenly I’m lying on my left side, the bike still attached to my feet and Ren’s laughter ringing in my ears.


‘Oops,’ I say, and shift myself back up to standing.


I feel nothing but embarrassment right now but later, when I get home, I’ll find a long bloodied scratch on the back of my right calf.


‘Oh that’s fucking made my day,’ yells Ren. ‘Brilliant! Just brilliant!’


And the light goes green. We’re off again. I try to ignore the sinking feeling in my gut.


Half an hour passes. We cycle cycle cycle. I notice a few ‘serious’ cyclists (you can always tell because they have such a confident riding style and are dressed exactly like Ren, covered head to toe in wick-away fabrics) clocking my borrowed T-shirt as they ride past. They look at me with eyebrow-raising respect, combined with puzzlement that I’m moving as slowly as I am. I look down and notice, for the first time, a big red ‘IM’ emblazoned across the front.


IM = Ironman. It’s the ultimate achievement in triathlon, as well as a major international brand. The simple act of completing an Ironman gives you kudos, long before any discussion of finishing times takes place. It’s a word that pops up everywhere, once you start to become aware of it. This winter, the press are reporting madly on Gordon Ramsay’s appearance at the world’s most famous Ironman, Kona, in Hawaii. But more consistently and seriously, it’s four-time Ironman World Champion, Britain’s very own Chrissie Wellington (now retired), who’s been making headlines.


‘Hey, Ren!’ I ask, next time we stop. ‘Did you do an Ironman by any chance?’


She races off ahead and ignores the question. A few minutes later we stop at another set of lights, where the sign clearly indicates the A240 to Kingston.


‘Is that A240 or 340?’ she asks, squinting.


I laugh. ‘Um, 240. You blind or something?’


‘Yes, as a bat,’ she says, with a nonchalance that makes my blood run cold.


I start to ask about contact lenses.


‘Oh no, I can’t put anything in my eyes,’ she baulks, as the light turns green and she whizzes off.


This woman is far crazier than I originally thought. Hungover, sleep-deprived, short-sighted (as I am, but obviously like normal people I employ corrective measures, especially when I’m out amongst fast-moving vehicles), and yet Ren still describes our five-hour ride into the Surrey hills and back as a ‘nice way to wake up’.
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For the next two and a half hours I try, quite simply, to remain alive and uninjured as we ride across miles of roads, out through Esher, Cobham and Stoke d’Abernon. At one point we end up on what must be an A road, if not a full-blown motorway. This time Ren, who is quietly sensitive to my anxieties, although desperately keen not to appear as such, warns me of what’s coming.


‘Now we’re about to hit a main road here. Keep your knickers on, you’ll be fine. Remember the cars don’t actually want to hit you.’


I nod and steel myself.


The cars don’t want to hit you.


Really? You could have bloody well fooled me, I think, overwhelmed by the sound of revving engines as they zoom past at around 60 mph. The sharp buzz that follows, like a supersized fly, creates a strong vibration that moves through my body and ignites my adrenal glands into action.


In the distance, there is just one constant: Ren on her bike, moving steadily onwards, legs going around with the same gentle cadence, as if cycling down an empty lane on the way to a country pub in her home town of Limerick.


‘Are we nearly at Box Hill?’ I ask once we’re reunited at a roundabout that takes us onto a slightly quieter road.


‘Fuck no,’ she laughs, as if I’ve said the stupidest thing she’s ever heard. ‘Now get on my wheel and suck up some air. We’re gonna put the hammer down.’


We press on, at least another ten kilometres. Although it’s beautiful today, it isn’t remotely warm and after two hours of solid cycling I haven’t broken a sweat. I don’t feel thirsty in the least, but I know it will catch up with me.


‘Can we stop a second?’ I yell out. ‘I think I should hydrate.’


‘Sure.’ Ren screeches to a halt and passes me a bottle. After sipping I offer it back, but she declines: ‘I’m like a camel,’ she says, adding: ‘When you get home, take that peak off your helmet or we’ll never go riding together again.’


Peak? It’s only then that I notice her helmet doesn’t have that detachable plastic bit jutting out from the front of it. As we near our destination, more and more cyclists are around us and none of them have peaks on their helmets either.


So here we are, finally. A big green sign marks the National Trust spot: Box Hill, at the bottom of the winding incline that will take us to the summit of Surrey’s North Downs. It takes about seven minutes to climb at relaxed pace, and once at the top we are met with endless expensive bikes (mostly left unlocked), the clatter of cleats against concrete and a cafe serving the biggest slices of cake I’ve ever seen.





OEBPS/a277_online.jpg
VS SN |





OEBPS/a014_online.jpg





OEBPS/faber-branding-logo.png





OEBPS/9780571313167_cover_epub.jpg
A ROOKIE’S YEAR IN WOMEN’S TRIATHLON

RIDE,
SINK

e

‘A fun, approachable place to start . . . and a wonderful reminder that
ﬁ- achievement need not mean going the furthest or fastest, but mevely moving
beyond your own expectations.’ Alexandra Heminsley, /ndep

lent on Sunday





OEBPS/logo_1_online.png
i

FABER & FABRBER





OEBPS/a022_online.jpg





OEBPS/a025_online.jpg





