



  




  [image: cover]






  




THE


PERFECTION


POINT




FASTEST MARATHON








Predicting the Absolute Limits


of Human Performance








JOHN BRENKUS








PAN BOOKS




  





  FASTEST MARATHON




  The limits of the legendary distances




  [image: ]




  

    

      They’re the two best-known foot races in the world. One held the entire world captive over half a century ago. The other is Everyman’s Everest, motivating and

      vexing us in equal measure. Both have provoked endless speculation about the ultimate in human performance. Can we apply some hard science to the argument and end those debates once and for

      all?
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  Gazi, Kenya


  April 14, 2245




  

    

      As he took what he knew would be a last look at the walls of his modest home, Zhafed Kenjobo marveled at how quickly life’s fortunes could shift even as his ears

      picked up the sounds of distant but approaching gunfire.




      Barely six weeks ago he’d stood atop the endurance sports ziggurat, having defended his title at the Moscow Marathon and set yet another world record, only the latest in a

      string of extraordinary running achievements. Now, yet another sloppy and ill-considered coup in his native Kenya threatened to overturn his world.




      He’d built this house exactly 26.2 miles from the Tanzanian border, an inside joke in the running community, as it was the same distance as the international standard

      marathon. Every Sunday morning he’d run to the border where Tanzanian customs agents, among his most ardent fans, would cheer his last steps and then drive him home, the two countries

      having had cordial, open-border relations for years.




      Until the latest coup. Surprising in its swiftness and appalling in its brutality, this one had shocked the world into cutting off relations with the self-styled ‘freedom

      fighters.’ Isolated and desperate, the leaders of the coup retaliated by forbidding Kenyan citizens to leave the country. Those who hadn’t taken the edict seriously had suffered

      terribly, and for their own protection, Somalia and Ethiopia to the north had closed their borders, as had Uganda in the west, preferring to deny humanitarian access rather than be party to the

      slaughter of refugees. Tanzania had been the last holdout, and it was to that border that Kenjobo had sent his wife and two small sons ahead of the rebel battalions that were advancing on Gazi.

      One man had no chance of fighting them off, but it was his hope that, being the most famous citizen of Kenya, he might stall them long enough to give his family enough time to make it to the

      border. That they’d let him go after that was out of the question: They’d rather kill him than have him out in the world telling the truth about their vicious tactics.




      But the troops should have arrived already, and as the minutes passed, Kenjobo started to entertain the wild notion that he might make it out himself. All the vehicles in the

      village were gone, but he had his running shoes on and had spent the last fifteen minutes stretching and staring at his phone. The border guards would call him as soon as his wife and sons had

      made it safely across. Until then, he didn’t dare leave. The gunfire sounds were growing louder, and he could now pick out the distinctive and terrifying crackle of ‘smart’

      bullets that were deadly accurate within 100 meters. Another few minutes and his life was as good as—




      The electronic bleat of the phone startled him. As soon as he hit the button he heard a single word: ‘Go!’




      ‘My wife and sons—’ he started to say.




      ‘They’re safe! Go!’




      Kenjobo went. As he stepped out of the house he realized that the insurgents were even closer than he’d thought. Out of force of habit he walked to a white line drawn in

      coral stones across the far side of his backyard. From that line to the border had been measured by the world governing body and determined to conform precisely to the official marathon

      distance. Kenjobo put one foot on it and, again out of force of habit, took three deep breaths, hit the start button on his watch, and began running.




      He’d thought about this in the hour since his family had left for the border in one of the last electric trucks to leave the village. If he had the luxury of time,

      he’d run at his world record pace, but if the thugs nearing his village caught wind of his escape and came after him, he’d have to make adjustments.




      The first three miles calmed him, as they usually did. It had always been his style never to look at what his competitors were doing in the early miles because it didn’t

      matter. If they were well ahead of him, they’d gone out too fast and would fall apart later. If they were behind, maybe they’d catch up but there was no way to know and therefore

      nothing to be done about it. He was the world record holder and had broken the mark himself seven times, so it wasn’t likely that he was going to be surprised. Only later, in the final

      few miles, was there the possibility that a heretofore unknown outlier might challenge him.




      Early in the run like this, when he was in fully aerobic metabolism so that his glycogen stores were breaking down easily into energy-giving ATP, he felt as though he could fly.

      Less seasoned runners often let themselves get carried away with the near-giddy feeling, but Kenjobo was way past that kind of mistake. Later in the run, when his glycogen supply got low and

      began breaking down into lactic acid instead of ATP, he’d be thankful he’d pushed that painful threshold back.




      At the seventeen-mile mark, the sun was setting, and as shadows began disappearing, he dared a look back over his shoulder. There in the gathering twilight he saw headlights

      shimmering atop the hill that formed the northern boundary of Gazi. It would be less than ten minutes before they reached his house, and only a few seconds more before the soldiers of the

      makeshift battalion figured out that he wasn’t there.




      The temptation to speed up was almost overwhelming, but Kenjobo knew it was also suicidal. It would do him no good to buy a few more minutes or seconds worth of distance now

      just to run out of gas before covering the crucial last miles to the crossing point. He forced his mind to stillness so he could concentrate on following the plan that would get him to the

      border in the shortest amount of time possible. He looked back once again and this time saw red taillights mixed in with the yellowish headlights. He smiled to himself, picturing the confusion

      that had all of those vehicles scattering to find him.




      At mile twenty, another look told him that the confusion was over. At least three sets of headlights were aimed squarely down the road, pointing straight at him. It wasn’t

      the best of roads, but the soldiers could still make 50 mph, maybe more. They could reach this point in less than twenty minutes. By then he’d be nearly five miles farther up the road

      but, even so, the numbers did not look good. Kenjobo assumed that the rebel troops wouldn’t fire on him if he was in sight of the crossing – his Tanzanian friends wouldn’t

      hesitate to vaporize them if they did – but he’d have to get within less than a mile to be safe.
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