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To everyone I've ever swum, cycled or run with












PROLOGUE





SEPTEMBER 2013











I opened my eyes and found the room was still dark. It must be early, I thought. I rolled over, trying not to disturb my boyfriend sleeping beside me, and reached for my phone to see the time. Only 5 a.m. I groaned inwardly – I'd gone to bed less than four hours ago, and I'd been up at least three times. First I was thirsty, then I needed the loo, then I was hot – my body a little furnace of burning ethanol. All the symptoms of alcohol-disturbed, restless, unsatisfying sleep.




  Ugh. Without moving, I could already tell this would be a groggy day. The self-chastising set in. Why did I have to drink so much for no reason whatsoever? I tried to turn off the chatter, willing myself to sleep, but my mind was racing in that all-too-familiar way it does when you've drunk your body weight in cheap white wine – oh yeah, and the cocktails afterwards. 




  I looked over at my sleeping boyfriend, whose gentle half-snores were emitting eau d'ethanol. That might not sound very nice but it's OK – I probably smelled exactly the same. 




  I lay there, recalling the previous evening. We'd been to a dinner party. His friends. Well, acquaintances really. Interesting enough people, with interesting jobs. Impressive house in west London. It wasn't a particularly special occasion. It was what I would describe as 'social maintenance' – the sort of occasion where someone finally gets around to inviting those periphery friends over before you fall completely out of touch.




  Nevertheless it still turned into a lively affair. After dinner came the Calvadoses, the music got loud, the conversations became more opinionated. It was fun – most nights involving Calvados and new people are fun – but it wasn't spectacular. It wasn't even unusual. I had, this time, managed to steer my boyfriend into leaving just after midnight, which was not usually easy to do.




  Lying in bed, I tried to count how many drinks I'd had. It was always the last drinks I regretted most. The ones that you drink way beyond the point of merriment simply because you want to avoid being thought of as boring if you switch to water. They are always the ones I blame for making me feel so awful. My only consolation was how much worse it would have been if we hadn't left when we did. Two sleepless hours later, my boyfriend sprung up – he never seemed to suffer hangovers like me – and began to cook breakfast. His house filled with unhealthily moreish smells. 




  I got up and opened the curtains to a bright, warm August day. It was the last summer bank holiday of the year. We had no plans.




  'I thought we could go for a nice lunch somewhere,' he said cheerfully as he served up a huge breakfast that I didn't really have an appetite for. It didn't feel so long ago that we were feasting on an extravagant dinner.




  I forced a half-smile, wondering how to say it. 'I need to head back. I have work to do and things to sort for tomorrow,' I replied awkwardly, guiltily.




  I didn't have work to do. I hardly had any work on, which was an altogether separate, but not insignificant, worry. As a freelance journalist, I often fluctuated between busy spells and dry patches. I'd been in one of the latter for months. I couldn't articulate the real reason I didn't want to spend the third day of the long weekend with him. Not even to myself. I just needed to be at home, in my own space, to tidy my flat, do admin, stop eating and drinking all day, and go to the gym.




  I rarely dared to confront the thought but it was certainly there bubbling away. The thought that this relationship wasn't making me happy. I wasn't unhappy, but whenever we were together I couldn't help feeling that we were just spending time for the sake of spending time. 




  He looked disappointed. Said we could do a lovely walk, one I hadn't done before, said we'd both been invited to someone's BBQ later and they'd feel let down if I didn't go. He obviously knew me well enough to know that I usually respond to guilt, but this time I was adamant. I would head home as soon as the coffee kicked in.




  I would have loved a walk. In fact, I wanted nothing more than to be out in that sunshine, but I knew that if we did it together there would be pub and pints involved and, had I been honest with myself, I needed a break from our conversations. It felt like we talked about the same things over and over. I was bored.




  Perhaps I sound unappreciative. Here was a wonderful man in my life who loved me. We had been together for more than a year and he was clear he was ready for more. Lots of women my age, 36, would put 'committed, loving man' at the top of their wish list – or so society leads us to believe. 




  Both of us were freelance, working in the media, so we had far more time, freedom and flexibility to spend time together than many couples. Neither of us came with baggage – no children or recently failed relationships. We had all the ingredients for an idyllic relationship. He loved cooking and good wine; we went away at weekends, staying with friends dotted in faraway places or exploring a new city. When in London we mixed our wide circle of friends. We saw each other at weekends and once in the week. But everything we did together involved drinking – dinners, cocktail bars, media parties. During the first few months it was great fun. We dated, drank lots, stayed up late talking and didn't do any work the next day. But it wasn't sustainable – not if you want to see other friends as well, hold down a career, maintain your health, keep your skin nice and still fit into skinny jeans anyway.




  So, over the last few months, I had tried to rein in our nights out. But I had found that we didn't have anything else to do. What do couples do together if they're not cracking open a bottle of wine? Watch TV? Come to think of it, what did I do with anyone that didn't involve carousing?




  These were the reasons why I wanted to go home that morning. But when I got home to an empty flat, after an hour's Tube journey to the other side of London, I felt restless. The last of the summer sun was blazing and I wanted to be outside enjoying it. Maybe I should have stayed with him, I thought ditheringly. I was always torn when it came to how much time I allocated to my relationship – ever conflicted between partying and socialising, because that's what we were and it was fun, and retreating from him to keep my life functioning.




  I texted a friend and asked if she wanted to meet for a late lunch. I was thinking avocado toast, fruit smoothie, detox tea – al fresco, even a picnic. Not only did I want to be out in that sunshine, doing something, feeling worthwhile, but I also wanted to articulate all these man worries to a good girlfriend. She was busy, doing pre-move prep, as in a few weeks she would start a year's work placement in Miami. I was really going to miss her. 




  She wasn't the first friend that I'd lost to a tropical American city. Just months earlier, another best friend had moved to Hawaii. I missed her too, but the blow of losing our close friendship had been softened by the fact that I had a boyfriend to fill the socialising slots I used to spend with friends.




  I messaged another friend – not a best friend, but one of my regular gossip-over-wine girlfriends – but impromptu invites on bank holiday Mondays rarely get snapped up, as most people make advance plans and stick to them. 




  … But let's get a catch-up in the diary soon, she ended. 




  I looked at her message, disheartened. I had many friends with whom I was due 'a catch-up in the diary soon'. I knew it wouldn't be soon. It would be a month before we'd find a suitable date, because that's what happens with all your friends once you're over the age of 30.




  I so wanted company that afternoon. Despite my lack of sleep and the mild hangover, I was wired. I sat on my balcony looking out on the evening. The deep-blue late-summer sky taunted me. I wanted to be out there enjoying it. It felt like the world was awash with activity and adventure but none of it included me.




  It was, I thought, the sort of afternoon to be sitting on a roof terrace somewhere enjoying a drink. I almost laughed at myself – that was exactly the sort of thing I was trying to do less of – but I had energy to burn and I didn't really know any other way to express it than through carefree hedonism.




  Instead, I walked to my local park and sat on the grass on a silk sarong in the sun. I tried to read the paper but my hungover brain wouldn't take much in, so I lay down and tried to arrange my thoughts.




  I started with the most dominant one of late: what to do about my relationship. I wanted to break free but wasn't that selfish? He would be so devastated it didn't bear thinking about. And what if I was throwing something away that I'd later regret? Then my thoughts wandered to the second-most dominant niggle of late: what my social life would be like if I did go it alone. 




  My friends were dropping like flies. I used to have a pool of friends I could text or call on any day of the week for a capricious drink. I remember a time, not so long ago, when I had too many friends. Friends' friends became your own friends and vice versa. There'd be a ski holiday every winter, a weekend of drinking games in a country cottage every summer. Sunday afternoons in gastropubs. Email banter. Random dinner parties just for the hell of it in big shared houses with the token pissed-off flatmate appearing at midnight to complain about the noise. What happened to those days?




  Friends are everywhere when we're young – we have so much free time, we need people to fill it with. We are all on a mission to collect as many as we can. As we get older, we reach our friendship quotas and suddenly find we no longer bond with random people at three in the morning at a house party 15 postcodes away. People no longer squeal 'we have to have a night out sometime' while tapping your number into their phone. Instead they nod politely and say 'it was nice to meet you', then collect their coat at 10 o'clock because they have kids, a babysitter, a partner, 30 other friends and an important Monday meeting to prepare for.




  Not that I wanted kids, a babysitter, a partner or any important meetings to prepare for. I've never really fancied the family life. I split my professional life as a freelance producer in TV news and a writer for newspapers and magazines, pitching my own news and feature stories to different publications. Working in TV news meant an in-house shift in a newsroom. Writing meant working from cafes. I enjoyed the freedom and variety of my working life, and had never felt a need to 'settle' (which I've always thought is an odd term because one can be settled without finding a partner) or have children. But I still felt there had to be something else to life. More than a career or filling my spare time with trendy media parties, partying, regaling funny drinking stories to friends, or collecting new acquaintances at parties who always say 'let's meet up' then never do.




  But what else was there? This leaning towards curbing my party lifestyle wasn't preceded by any epiphany. There was no reassessment of life values after waking up with a traffic cone on my head at the end of the Northern Line or anything like that. It was simply a case of physiological necessity. It was becoming increasingly evident that my ability to function on half a bottle of wine and six hours' sleep five times a week was fading with age.




  I'd been saying I was going to cut down on drinking for years, maybe even stop drinking one day. Every time I lay in bed with a groggy head, like I had this morning, I imagined a future grown-up Helen, super productive, successful, full of energy, clued up on politics, with flawless skin, because she didn't go out drinking every other night and then spend half the working day watching cute cat videos on Facebook.




  But this wasn't going to happen unless I found something new in my life. It wasn't that I couldn't not drink. We're not talking brown paper bags or gin and tonics by lunchtime. When I was on my own I never drank. If I lived in a hut on a mountain I wouldn't think about drinking. The reason it was hard to avoid was because I didn't live in a hut on a mountain and – as with many young professionals – my friends, my work networks, my relationship and even my identity were rooted in a culture of social drinking.




  You might be thinking, No one forces the stuff down your neck, you lush! And you would have a good point. But you have to admit that most social activities in our culture revolve around the bar… Business dinners. Christmas drinks. Birthday drinks. Catch-up drinks. Leaving drinks. A drink to say thank you. Sunday lunches with wine. Free promo events with flat Prosecco. A date (this definitely needs a drink). Even when I visit family they're disappointed if I announce I need a night off the sauce, as if I've put them second best.




  There is an assumption in our culture that we must drink to bond. Getting a bit tiddly together is the initiation test for friendship. Every close friendship that I can recall has started with a memory of some crazy, side-splittingly hilarious drunken antic.




  I didn't regret any of those antics, but I was concerned that I didn't seem to have anything else on which to base social activities. To not drink, I felt I had to stay in. Or at the very least, I'd need to excuse myself in advance, informing whoever I was meeting of a reason to not indulge: 'Massive meeting tomorrow/sore throat/on antibiotics. Do you mind if I don't drink?' Do you mind? As if I needed to excuse myself for being sober and less entertaining.




  Sometimes I mooted an alternative activity: 'I'm trying not to drink so do you fancy that exhibition at the Tate instead?' How crazy is that? That's basically saying: 'I can't sit with you for three hours and make conversation without either a drink or something arty to look at, even though you're one of my closest friends.' Quite insulting, if you think about it. Especially since I couldn't care less about modern art.




  It occurred to me one day that almost every single conversation of any depth was executed under the influence of booze. Aside from a snatched chat in the gym or small talk by the coffee machine in the newsroom, most of my people-facing time was done with tipple in hand.




  There were some social occasions when I didn't drink. But you have to admit, going out can often be mind-numbingly boring unless you're at least three times over the legal drink-drive limit. Whenever some annoyingly-dewy-faced teetotaller bounds around proclaiming the most annoying sentence in the world, 'I don't need to drink to have a good time', what they actually mean is that they do things other than hanging out in bars with other drinkers, spraying their words and saying the same thing three times.




  And that was exactly what I needed to do, I thought, stirring from my silk sarong. I walked home, my restless thirst for activity no less, but my head a little clearer at least.




  When I returned home, my boyfriend texted a photo from the BBQ he'd suggested we go to. It was a merry scene: he amid smiling faces; girls with glossy hair; bottles of lager raised in hands. You're missing such a good party. I didn't know whether it was an innocent comment to tell me he missed me, or a deliberate inducement of guilt that I'd chosen not to join him. I had become so consumed and confused about whether I wanted in or out that every little phrase inflicted paranoia. Was I being unloving, or was he too demanding? He would have assumed that I was at home working peacefully, not spending the afternoon craving any other activity than the one he wanted me to do.
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I spent the next four weeks agonising, procrastinating and changing my mind until, sadly, I ended our relationship. Then followed the painful extraction process: empty weekends during which I could not for the life of me remember what I used to do when I was last single, 18 months earlier; self-doubt over whether I did the right thing; heartbreaking nostalgia over the private jokes and language that we had created as a unit. It seemed such a desperately sad waste. 


  The break-up was impeccably timed with my closest friend moving abroad. Just like that, the central pillars of my life caved in. Love gone, and with it affection and security. My career flagging and with it my motivation. My two truest friends lost to sunny American cities. As for the rest of my mates – during the time that I had been in a relationship, all but a handful had got themselves a husband and/or some offspring or two. Arranging so much as lunch seemed to take as much precision planning as a military intervention in Syria.




  Those weeks in the autumn of 2013 were some of the most tormented I can remember. Yes, it was my decision to end our relationship, but it still left a gaping hole. I'd spent the last 18 months of weekends doing boyfriend things. Now weekends and weekdays rolled into one. Another Friday would arrive and I would realise I had no plans. 




  I felt this odd conflict between wanting to get wasted, as had been my fail-safe tonic to get me through the blues in the past, and wanting to turn over a new healthy leaf, now that my life was my own to organise again. On the one hand, I wanted to phone friends, organise get-togethers, go to whatever party I heard about. After any other break-up, even minor ones, I've joined dating sites, gone wild in Ibiza, exposed myself to as much life as possible if only to mask the gap. Sometimes a bit of self-destructive hedonism is the only thing that hits the spot.




  But this time I knew I'd been here before. Filling life with nights out that we rarely remember. Having deep-and-meaningfuls with randoms who you never see again when high on party vibes. Drinking because it makes you more gregarious, but at the expense of being extra subdued the next day… I was so sick of it all. 




  My nerves were fraught – raw with frustration, boredom, guilt and sadness. I had a raging urgency to burn it all somehow, to do something outrageous. I wanted adventures, but not drinking adventures, which were the only ones I knew.




  I was a good-time girl who didn't want to party any more. A career type who'd lost faith in work going anywhere. A once-popular socialite whose friends had either moved across the Atlantic or couldn't come out any more because everything clashed with baby yoga.




  I couldn't sleep, couldn't concentrate, couldn't motivate myself to work. I was just waiting for each day to end so that another morning could begin and I'd have something to do. My now-ex sent texts trying to persuade me to reconsider. My guilt became so abrasive that I almost considered a U-turn just to assuage it. He was many positive things, on paper: loving, committed, funny. But in my heart I knew these things weren't enough. I knew there had to be something more fulfilling than jollies and drinking, which was all we did.
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The only time my black cloud lifted was when I went jogging. My freelance producer shifts were becoming fewer and so there were many days when a gentle jog, or a visit to the gym, was the only activity that required me leaving my flat. I didn't run far – never for less than 20 minutes, but certainly no more than 30. I went along the river or canal near my home in Limehouse, in east London, and when I got back I felt temporary relief. My little runs were the only time when my cravings for excitement and activity subsided. I loved it most when the sun was out, with my music and thoughts and daydreams. Then I was at peace.




  This is not a story of a sedentary couch potato who suddenly defied the habits of a lifetime and got super fit. I did have bad habits, but even in my most hedonistic eras, I always kept reasonably fit. I used the gym twice a week and I jogged or swam once a week. Nothing crazy.




  But, let's be honest, it was purely for vanity. It wasn't because I loved the feel of the wind on my skin, or because I loved the sense of absolute, complete exertion, or because I wanted to see what my body and mind were capable of, or because I wanted to see and breathe in some of the world's most stunning and unspoiled places. No, it was so that I could fit into size-eight jeans. Exercise was a necessary antidote to all the bad stuff.




  Aside from jogging, I kept all exercise in temperature-controlled environments – an air-conditioned gym, an indoor exercise-class studio with bright lights and disco tunes, a heated swimming pool with pristine changing rooms with fluffy towels and hair straighteners. 




  Actually, I didn't swim that much because I was afraid chlorine would give me split ends. Mostly I did it when I felt too hungover to use the gym. I didn't see the point in a bike. I was of the belief that once my morning workout was out of the way, it was time to put on a dress and heels and pick up a designer handbag. Tailored coats and sheer denier stockings don't mix well with bicycles.




  But that autumn, to fill my empty days, I started to run more and further. I went online and looked for running playlists, and in my research I came across forums about times and distances, then one day I decided to time a run. I'd never done that before. I downloaded an app called MapMyRun, which records distance through a smartphone's GPS signal, and I set out to see how long it would take me to do 5k. I did it in just under 25 minutes.




  This made me want to run faster. I wanted to beat my time. I went to the gym more. I wanted to do anything that involved activity because that seemed to be the only thing that calmed my frustration, filled my emptiness and eased my guilt over the break-up.




  One day as I ran up the Regent's Canal near Bethnal Green, I passed a large group on bikes, laughing, chatting and politely getting into single file to let me pass. The image stayed with me. That was exactly the sort of thing I wished I was doing with my weekend. Something active, fun, with a group, that didn't involve getting hammered! They were only going slowly – pootling around on an assortment of pushbikes – but to me it looked like a proper expedition.




  That group planted a seed. Suddenly I wanted to join bike rides along the canal with sporty, interesting people. Did they get lunch along the way? A well-earned beer perhaps? It wasn't like I didn't want to drink at all – I just didn't want it to be the only focal point.




  I started to google local fitness groups. Trail running – what a lovely way to spend a day. Mud runs – there's even a beer tent at the end. Triathlons – I could handle that. I wasn't sure about swimming in a dirty lake though – that can't be good for the complexion, can it? What about a swimming holiday in the Mediterranean, with BBQs every evening? Or trekking the Inca Trail?




  I didn't really care what it was. I just liked the idea of filling my weekends with the great outdoors, exercise and a challenge with new people, who hadn't moved to Surrey (where the schools are better apparently), and which didn't end with waking at five the next day from restless alcoholic sleep and vows to never do it again. That's when I came across Victoria Park Harriers, a running club based in Hackney. There were pictures on the website of big groups at all sorts of races. They ran two evening sessions per week, on Tuesdays and Thursdays. On Thursdays, I read, the club bar opens. Well, if a running club had a bar, I was definitely in.














CHAPTER 1





THE BAR











Two Thursdays later, and I was perched on a wobbly wooden stool in a windowless room in an old schoolhouse in Hackney, east London, sipping a beer and eating a ham bagel even though I felt sick and was shivering.




  My body had gone into mild shock. I'd just done my first ever 10-mile run. We'd apparently run at a pace of 8.5-minute miles. Whatever that meant. I only knew that because I heard someone say as much as they studied their fancy sports watch when we finally stopped.




  Nausea was to become a familiar sensation over the next few months. I now know it's the effect of the body trying to flush away lactic acid, which builds when your heart rate goes higher than you are used to. But I didn't know that then. I was just annoyed because the bar was the bit I had been looking forward to and, now that I was in it, I felt like shit.




  I say bar, but it wasn't the sort of swanky bar I was used to. The Victoria Park Harriers club bar was a small room with a well-worn carpet, foldaway tables and plastic chairs, and a few wooden stools at the bar along one side of the room.  On the walls were pictures of skinny runners in the blue and white club vest, holding up trophies. But it did have a very well stocked bar. Bottles of beer or a glass of wine (from a box) cost a bargain £1.50. 




  On the bar was a stack of bagels with different fillings. They were going for £1 each. Apparently, each week a different member volunteered to prepare dinner and someone else would wash up. Bagels and jacket potatoes were popular but sometimes the chef du jour got adventurous and out came vats of pasta, stews, chillies and even handmade burritos. 




  During the preceding 10 miles of horror, the thing that kept me going was the thought of this bar. As I ran, I kept saying to myself, In 40 minutes… in 30 minutes… in 10 minutes, it will all be over and I'll be sitting in a bar, in the warm and dry, with a beer, relaxing, conversing, drinking, meeting new people. People were what I needed more than anything else.




  I didn't have to run 10 miles. There had been two other groups – one doing 6 miles and one running 4 miles. But for some godforsaken reason, I opted for the biggie.




  When I arrived at the schoolhouse for the 7 p.m. start, there were at least twenty other people, of all ages, chatting familiarly, in running gear. I didn't have to pay for my first session. The club's website invited new runners to try a few sessions before they committed to joining fees. 




  I felt out of place in my designer gym kit, which I'd bought far more for its potential to impress the sexy personal trainers than I had for its sweat-wicking potential. My top didn't have sleeves, so I put on a fleece over the top. No one runs in a fleece, by the way. Not proper runners. A fleece is far too  warm. When I ran alone I would usually set out in a fleece and stop to tie it round my waist when I got hot. Little did I know that there would be no stopping on this run.




  The runners were grouping together for the three different distances. The furthest I had ever run in my whole life was 10k (6 miles) – and that was only two weeks previously, of which feat I was immensely proud. Maybe it was this pride which made me optimistic enough to join the 10-mile group. Maybe it was because, having made the move to even turn up that night, I was determined to make it count. Or maybe I was just so desperate to be accepted that I wanted to be considered an experienced runner. Whatever, I set off enthusiastically on my suicide mission.




  The pace felt easy at first. We ran down the canal towards Limehouse, which is exactly where I'd just come from. No matter. I wasn't here for new scenic routes. I was here to spend time with people and to get out of my deathly silent flat.




  At 3 miles, I still felt OK – that was a third of the way already. At 5 miles, we reached Tower Bridge – the turning point. I was hurting by then and I had to do exactly the same distance all over again!




  The club has a rule during Thursday-night group runs that no one leaves anyone on their own. All routes go along the Regent's Canal, which can be a scary place once darkness sets in. I didn't want to be the newcomer holding everyone back so I was determined to keep up. 




  My hamstrings started to hurt and then the balls of my feet. They hurt more and more, until I became convinced I was doing irreparable damage. Sometimes I closed my eyes, trying to forget the pain in the backs of my legs. I'd managed to  remove my fleece on the go and now I kept having to tighten the knot around my waist to stop it slipping down. 




  I can't stop. I can't hold them up, I kept telling myself. In 40 minutes, I'll be in the bar, and it will all be over.




  'Anyone want to pick the pace up for the return leg?' one of the girls suggested as we turned around at Tower Bridge. 




  I was filled with horror. 




  Luckily, a nice, middle-aged man called Dave, who kept telling me in exasperated tones how he could no longer run as fast as he used to, came to my rescue. 




  'I'm happy to slow down,' he said. Then he added, for the fourth time that night, 'I can't run as fast as I used to.' 




  Dave was the first person's name I learned.




  We dropped back as the others pushed ahead. We continued for another 3 miles, taking it in turns to repeat how I'd never run anywhere near 10 miles before, and how he couldn't run as fast as he used to. 




  At mile eight, I couldn't go on. Every muscle in my legs and feet ached. 




  'I'm going to walk now but I know the way back. You go ahead,' I said. 




  Dave wasn't having that. He slowed with me and encouraged me to go on. Not wanting to rebuff him, I plodded onwards, resigned to the fact that my hamstrings would now be damaged for life. I'd torn them – of that I was convinced.




  We carried on with this agonising trot for another mile and a half and only then, when the clubhouse was in sight, did Dave let me walk. He jogged ahead as I limped back, too exhausted and shell-shocked to feel sorry for myself. 




  I was the last back to the clubhouse and there was no hot water left in the showers. I went into the changing rooms sheepishly, listening to girls chat familiarly. There was a hairdryer on the side. I longed to feel it warm the crown of my head but thought better of it. I was among hardy, outdoorsy types now, and I didn't want to be the prima donna preening herself. No one, I noticed, bothered with make-up, but I sneaked a touch of mascara on to my lashes while I thought no one was looking.




  When I reached the bar, I paid close attention to people's sartorial choices. This, I reasoned, must be 'après sports wear' – hoodies and loose jeans or comfortable tracksuits. As for me, I was in skinny jeans and a trendy knit from H&M. That was as close to casual as I got. When I'd packed my bag earlier, I'd changed my mind at least three times about what to wear in the bar. For me, it was more challenging to find a casual outfit than to piece together perfectly matched couture. 




  Much of my wardrobe was dry-clean only. My version of 'dress down' meant getting one more wear out of last year's fashion before it went into the charity-shop bag. Aside from my running trainers and ballet pumps for walking to the Tube, I didn't own any flat shoes. I owned every imaginable colour of shoe, handbag and matching accessory you can imagine, but I'd never owned a hoodie and I certainly didn't own any thermals – that's what black cabs are for!




  Despite my greenness, I was determined to get involved. I saw this as a way out of the great empty void my life seemed to be floating in. On that very first evening, after that nausea-inducing 10-mile run, I set about finding out when and where the next club race would be. I didn't care what it was, I wanted to do it. I didn't have any competitive leaning. To me it would just be a new type of day out. A day out with new people; stimulation to take my mind off the break-up and my friends disappearing. A day out doing something new – something out of my city comfort zone. As it happened, the next race was on Saturday: two days' time. 'What,' I asked someone at random, 'do I need to do so that I can take part?'
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All I had to do was navigate my way to a field in Loughton, in Essex (known to me as 'Zone 6 on the Tube map'). It was a 5-mile cross-country race – the first of the winter season. Not that I knew that races were seasonal. I also had to buy a pair of something called 'trail shoes', which apparently have a better grip on muddy terrain. 




  So that Saturday I set off early, via Sports Direct, the only sports shop I knew, and picked up the cheapest pair I could find. Thirty-six quid, if I remember rightly, which I thought was a bargain compared to how much road trainers cost. 




  I was wearing my running kit already, with a coat over the top – a gold fashion coat, which was quilted so about the warmest thing in my coat collection. I carried a change of clothes and some toiletry essentials in a bright red Estée Lauder tote bag, which came free with a multibuy beauty offer at Harvey Nicks. I was yet to own a proper sports bag and I certainly wasn't taking a designer handbag to a muddy field.




  I stood on the start line amid a montage of bright-coloured club vests. This was a league race, which meant it was only open to club runners, and each club has its own vest. Victoria Park Harriers' is a blue and turquoise diagonal stripe on a white background, in a loose fit for comfort. I was in a neon, racerback, tightly fitted gym top, which I was sure must have screamed out that I didn't belong in this scene. I was also the only one in three-quarter leggings. Everyone, and I mean everyone, was in shorts. Shorts are the standard uniform of cross-country even when it's snowing. Only a very sensitive few resort to running leggings. (Which, by the way, are never called leggings. They are always called tights. Even when men wear them.)




  Everyone else looked like they had done these sorts of races zillions of times. They appeared totally at ease with being in a field on a Saturday afternoon far, far away from a Tube station or civilisation.




  I started worrying that I'd be one of the slowest. I knew I could run 5 miles easily enough but I didn't know how fast I would be compared to others. My only benchmark for competitive performance was my school days, and at school I was usually one of the slow ones. 




  I hated sport at school. It wasn't that I was the slow, unfit kid. Far from it. I loved being active. I spent every free moment helping at my local stables so I could ride horses. I could run fast if it meant running to the fields to catch one of the horses to ride. But when it came to forced PE classes, I deliberately dragged my feet. I resented the militant teachers who yelled at us and made us wear T-shirts even in subzero conditions.   I hated the damp, cold, concrete changing rooms that smelled of industrial bleach, and I hated the sporty, tough girls who mocked me for being scared of catching the netball because it travelled so fast. Most of the time I tried to skive PE by faking illness or hiding in the toilets.




  I cannot recall being in a running race since the compulsory sports days at school. Why would I ever travel to somewhere to run on a Saturday, when I could run near home, where a hot shower and hairstyling products await, and then go on to more important things, like lunch out?




  When the start whistle blew, everyone hurtled off en masse. It felt good to run in a pack. The course went around a football pitch and then over a small bridge into an open field, along a footpath, into another field, before coming back to the start for another lap. I kept looking back to check how many people were behind me and was surprised to find there were lots. There was a much longer line of runners stretching out ahead of me, however, so I ran faster and pushed harder than I usually would have. I couldn't sustain that pace for 5 whole miles, so I slowed to a walk a couple of times to get my breath back. 




  People ran past crying out words of encouragement: 'Keep going', 'Don't stop' and 'You're nearly there'. It was a pleasant surprise to discover such a warm display of sporting camaraderie. 




  Walking in the middle of a race was another dead giveaway of my inexperience. Proper runners don't walk. If you can't sustain the pace, you should go slower. Afterwards people asked me: 'Were you OK?', 'Did you go off too quick?' and 'Did you have a stitch?' 




  But no, I walked simply because walking was what I did when I got out of puff.




  I finished the 4.8-mile course in just under 38 minutes, which was somewhere in the middle – not near the front, but, thank the Lord, not near the back!




  I had nothing to worry about in this department though. Thankfully local running clubs shed themselves of performance snobbery years ago and all levels are welcomed and encouraged. Just 20 years ago, recreational sports clubs were only accessible to the athletically gifted or socially privileged. Some of the veteran members of my club have told me that as young men or women, they had to apply to join a club and were asked to produce evidence of their Personal Best times (PBs) for a series of distances. Some said if they couldn't do 1 mile in less than 5 minutes or didn't attend a school with a strong sports reputation, they couldn't join the club. Imagine that: a whole social scene closed to previous generations. No wonder the pub has become the choice activity of the masses.




  Fortunately for me, my Loughton debut was relatively painless in comparison to the more typically muddy, hilly and rainy cross-country experience. That autumn was unseasonably warm and it hadn't rained that year since about June, so I escaped the mess. In retrospect this was very fortuitous. Had my introduction to cross-country been as testing as later experiences proved to be, I may well have been so traumatised as to never return to running club again.




  After the race, I hung around trying to chat to people. I was expecting a post-race outing to a local pub, but people started to head home. Is that it? I thought. I've travelled all the way to  Zone 6 and got my Estée Lauder tote bag dirty, only to travel back again in sweaty clothes? 




  My spirits sank. Somehow I'd expected that joining a running club and going to my first weekend race would immediately make me part of a new gang. I'd thought I'd be drinking and joking with new chums by teatime. It was clear that one club outing was not going to be an overnight fix. It takes time to become accepted into a new group and I obviously had to do a lot more to ingratiate myself into this new circle than one run around a flat field on a mild autumn day.




  Pub or not, I returned home glowing. The race may only have taken 38 minutes but it had been a whole afternoon out. I'd been in the fresh air, talking to new people, learning new things, visiting a place I'd never seen before (even if it was only Loughton). It hadn't involved a single drop of alcohol and I hadn't thought about the break-up, the guilt and the emptiness all day. This, I thought, is how weekends are supposed to be spent. And not, as I had hitherto believed, chasing the high life.














CHAPTER 2





FAKING IT











When I realised that I neither froze to death nor developed some incurable skin condition from the lack of immediate access to a shower, the great outdoors no longer seemed so barbaric. I didn't have to stick to a temperature-controlled gym or a quick run near home so that I could get on with my day; I could make fresh air and exercise the main feature of my day.




  I made it my prerogative to go to run club every Thursday. There were sessions on other nights too, but Thursdays were when the bar opened.




  First, I had to sort out how to get there. My first expedition had involved two buses and a long walk. The most direct route to travel the 3 miles to the schoolhouse was up the Regent's Canal and through Victoria Park, and the quickest way to do that was by bike. It was time to get that six-month-old puncture fixed.




  My bike, I should explain, was a battered burgundy Dutch shopping bike with a wicker basket on the front. I'd bought it two years ago, after moving to the Limehouse area. Surrounded by canals, river paths and docklands, it had seemed a romantic idea to go cafe-hopping by bicycle with my laptop in the basket. Roads were scary and I only considered two wheels because in this area of London I could access lots of places by river or canal.




  After three journeys, the base of the wicker basket started falling away because my laptop was too heavy. Then the brakes started to get stuck every couple of miles. I had no idea how to fix them so I'd get off and give them a twiddle so they'd work OK for another mile or so. 




  The furthest I'd ever ridden was 10 miles up the canal with the now-ex the previous July, and another 10 miles back. We had considered this an epic adventure. We'd made a whole day of it, stopping at lots of pubs for a break. Afterwards we pored over Google Maps, exclaiming what intrepid pioneers we must be to venture so far.




  But now my bike had a real purpose: to get me to a destination and back. When I rode it to running club the following Thursday, it looked distinctly out of place amid the lithe road bikes locked to the bike stands. I tried to slot it into a gap but the huge basket kept getting caught on all the other handlebars. Even my lights looked pathetic against all the other aerodynamic, USB-turbocharging laser beams. Mine took AA batteries, sealed in with Sellotape, and emitted about as many lumens as a glow-worm.




  As winter set in, I remained dedicated to my mission. Each Thursday night I cycled to the club, feeling like a bold adventurer every time I scooped up my bike lights and helmet along with my keys as I left home. 




  We would gather in the hall and split into groups according to pace and distance. I always joined the 10-mile run, which went along the canal to Limehouse and then through Shadwell and Wapping to Tower Bridge and back. For the first few weeks this feat still left me shivering and nauseous, but the blow was slightly less each time. 




  Whenever I felt like staying at home in the warm instead of cycling 3 miles up a canal in the dark and drizzle, I'd simply recall those evenings at home just a few weeks earlier – bored, unsettled, heartbroken and alone. I was on a new adventure. I didn't know where this path would lead but I knew I had to follow it.




  After a few weeks, I developed a bike inferiority complex and invested in a respectable one, without a basket on the front. My vintage burgundy Dutch friend got put up for sale on Gumtree. It was becoming embarrassing locking it up next to the slick carbon machines on the bike stands. Besides, since I rode predominantly along canals and rivers, because I was scared of traffic, it meant I had to regularly carry it up steps to cross bridges and over cobbled stretches of towpath; it was heavy and cumbersome. 




  So when I invested in a white £300 hybrid bike, it quickly became my best friend. I was mesmerised at the difference. Not only was it lighter and easier to ride, but it was shorter in length, which meant I could fit it in the lift in my block of flats without having to tilt the front wheel into a wheelie position and balance the frame on my thigh to get down to the basement bike storage.




  I still didn't own anything in the way of waterproofs for a long time though. The first Thursday it rained, I looked out of the window not knowing what to do. It doesn't matter running in the rain because you stay warm, but cycling in it would mean my clothes for the bar afterwards would get wet. Then I remembered. I have a ski suit! It was on top of a wardrobe, where it had laid untouched for years. I got out the stepladders and retrieved my salopettes and ski jacket. I put them on over my running gear and off I wobbled up the canal to Victoria Park. I arrived very hot but dry as a bone, and I praised myself on my ingenuity.




  I always stayed in the bar until the last people left and then I cycled home, sometimes as late as 1 a.m., in the damp winter mist along the canal. My chest would be tingling from being out of breath and my legs were sore and heavy. To me this was the stuff of superheroes. Every night on my way home I would proudly reflect on what a tough chick I had become: I do 10-mile runs and then drink beer and then cycle home in winter! 




  I was growing used to the sensation of permanently but subtly sore legs as my muscles developed. This began even before I joined running club, when I upped my leisurely 20-minute riverside jogs to 10k for the first time. I'd increased my running and gym-ing ever since, so mild aches had become part of my day-to-day physiology. I noticed how much harder it felt to do simple things like walk up escalators on the Tube.




  On Saturdays I turned up to whatever cross-country race was on the agenda. It didn't matter where it was, whether it was a scenic course or uninspiring loops around Wormwood Scrubs, which was once the case. It didn't matter if it was a friendly local league race or a national championship. I had no idea about the point-scoring system or whether my participation even contributed to club points. I just ran as fast as I could sustain for that particular distance and afterwards talked to as many people as I could.




  At my second race it soon became clear that cross-countries weren't always going to be as sanguine as my Loughton debut. This one was in Stevenage, a 45-minute train journey out of London. It was a rainy, windy, autumnal day. At the bottom of the first hill a big quagmire of black, muddy, stagnant water loomed. I remember this milestone well. Carried along with the pack of bare-armed, bare-legged runners, I hurtled straight for it. There was no time to squirm and no place to wince. There certainly seemed to be no sign of concerns from anyone else about having wet feet for the rest of the afternoon. I closed my eyes and sloshed straight through it, sending mud splattering up my legs on to my chin. 




  That one puddle splattered more mud on my bare skin than it had seen in the last 15 years. But guess what? It didn't hurt. I didn't die. I didn't get spots. It didn't even ruin my pedicure. I remained in my mud-splattered skin for the rest of the afternoon – in the pub, on the train back – and still nothing bad happened. When I got home, the mud got cleaned up. Another barrier had been crossed.




  By my third cross-country race, I'd bought the white and blue club vest. A shapeless and unflattering thing – definitely not something I'd wear among the fashion-conscious clientele of my expensive gym – but it was the club running uniform. Most of the cross-countries were part of a series of London league events, which meant they were rarely outside the Tube network. So no matter how cold, wet, muddy, exhausted, dehydrated, chapped lipped or dirty I got, I could always console myself that I was within reach of a warm Underground network that could magic me back to sanitary conditions. This was not exactly polar exploration. But still, to a city girl like me, stripping down to shorts and vest in a windy field in Stevenage before running through puddles was as good as going into combat in Helmand.
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