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/// INTRODUCTION

Going Well Far

Whoever said you can’t run away from your problems was wrong. Millions will tell you that running helped them to get over a trauma, be that a break-up or a bereavement. Or deal with deep-rooted mental-health problems. And though I don’t personally think you ever get over those blows in life – I think you simply learn to accept them – running was the self-help mechanism that saved me. 

A morning 5k or a 10-minute breeze around the block at lunch has become an exercise-shaped painkiller for the travails of life. Running helps me to pause the negative thought loop when I. Just. Can’t. Stop. Replaying. THAT EMAIL over in my head. It gives my mind something else to obsess over – though normally that’s simply replaying ‘how much further?!’

But it’s much more than a distraction. Running has taught me that I’m enough. It’s taught me that I don’t have to prove myself through fat percentages or body shape, and that I can run a race for the joy that’s in it, not just the finish time.

My journey to marathon running was not linear, however. There’s no straight line from school cross country, to Parkrun, to race day. In fact, if you had to draw it, it would most likely resemble a three-year-old’s drawing proudly displayed on the fridge – all squiggly lines with no sense of direction. Crucially, though, all those squiggles have helped me to make sense of my life out of running trainers. Before running set my mind in the right direction, I admit, I was a mess.

This came to a head a few years into my job as the digital editor of Women’s Health, when I was offered a place in the London Marathon. In the running community this is equivalent to finding a golden ticket (a record 457,861 applicants registered for a ballot place in the 2020 Virgin Money London Marathon, and only 40,000 were successful). But when a free bib was dangled in front of me, I didn’t jump and click the heels of my Adidas Boosts together like a bad stock photo – I started to laugh with panic. To me, I was not a real runner. 

Yes, I jogged occasionally around the park or ran when a fitness launch or weekend away with no gym required it, but I wasn’t fast like ‘real runners’ and I definitely wasn’t one of the UK run commuters who, according to Strava,1 clocked a total of 21.7 million kilometres to work in 2018. I wasn’t even close to clocking three runs a week (the number most beginner marathon plans suggest you should be doing before dialling up the distance). But how could I say ‘thanks but no thanks’ to the opportunity? And more importantly, how could I say no in front of colleagues and bosses who believed that I worked hard but worked out harder? 

It’s a nauseating line, I know. But it’s one that I’d used while desperately pitching myself during the interview process. And somehow, it worked. It’s why for months I was proud of being in the office until security turned the lights off. It’s why I’d then head home and crash out for a few short hours before rushing out the door again for an early-morning workout class. The idea of slowing down was incomprehensible. 

I would tell friends, colleagues and my social circle, ‘I only need five hours’ sleep.' I left out the fact that I actually needed five hours’ sleep plus five super-strong coffees throughout the day. The reality was that I was surviving on cortisol and caffeine. 

To understand why I put so much pressure on myself, and to understand why the idea of running a marathon didn’t feel like a wonderful opportunity, but instead made me clam up for fear of failure, I need to unpack some of my past for you.

As a child raised by a single mother, research suggests that I should have fared significantly worse in a number of areas, most notably emotional development and career. But when my father cut all ties with my family when I was just five years old, my mum made sure I wanted for nothing. I watched her hustle with a quiet ferocity that couldn’t be stopped. She worked multiple jobs late into the night so that my sister and I had Marks & Spencer cereal and Troll Dolls just like the other kids. When she wasn’t teaching aerobics to 300+ people in Swindon (yes, she was the female Joe Wicks of the 90s), she sat in front of the TV sewing 80s-style exercise belts to sell the next day to the women jumping along with her in the sports hall. She was a combination of Jane Fonda and Del Boy – a wheeler-dealer in Lycra. And so, not once did I question that I wouldn’t achieve what friends from unbroken homes would achieve. I just knew that for me to do the same, I needed to hustle too. And that’s exactly what I did. 

After flunking my A-levels the first time around, I worked in a pub and put myself through college at 20 before moving to the capital to study at the London College of Fashion. While friends at university were paying rent using the Bank of Mum and Dad, I worked multiple jobs to cover the eye-watering cost of studying in the UK’s most expensive city. 

At times it was brutal. One winter I ended up in A&E because, after finishing work at 5am, tired and freezing because our East Finchley flat had holes in the roof (great as aircon in the summer, less useful during 2009’s extreme snowfall) I fell asleep with a hot-water bottle in between my legs. Such was my level of exhaustion that by the time I woke up the heat from the hot-water bottle had seared third-degree burns into the insides of my knees. Had I seen a doctor right away, I would have been patched up and sent on my merry way. However, I had to work. I couldn’t afford to miss any shifts, so I slapped on a couple of plasters and hustled on. Four days later I couldn’t hustle any longer. In fact, I couldn’t even walk. Burns can get infected easily, you see, and the A&E doctor said I was lucky to avoid sepsis. I haven’t used a hot-water bottle since.

This work-first mentality stayed with me after graduation and into my first job. I treated every day like I was one step closer to proving to myself (and my waste-of-space father, should I ever see him again) that against the odds, I’d made it. However, despite my burgeoning success in the workplace, I never shook the sense that because I’d hustled so hard to get there, I wasn’t worthy. I thought that it was graft, not skill, that had got me there and eventually that wouldn’t be enough. I’d get found out. I felt like a career con-artist. That feeling made me try far too hard at the stuff I was good at in life, and quit the things I wasn’t good at. Running was one of those things. 

And so, circling back to that marathon offer, sitting on a sofa that was too small, next to my boss. For a moment, he said nothing. Perhaps he was confused as to why this supposedly fitness-obsessed woman in front of him wasn’t champing at the bit to run and was actually flushing with panic. Whatever it was, I filled the silence with excuses. I told him that I simply had no time to train around my workload. I explained that the longest I’d run in months was 200m sprints on a treadmill. I said I didn’t look like a marathon runner. 

He sat there and listened, a little perplexed at the intensity of my excuses. To him, it really wasn’t that big a deal, but for me, right then, I was verbally processing my big deal: I was scared of not being fast enough and, ultimately, good enough. In my mind real runners had spindly legs the thickness of my ankle. They ran come rain or shine, and ordered soda and lime on a Saturday night to ensure they weren’t hungover for Sunday Runday. When their 5.30am alarm went off they thought, ‘Let’s run this!’ Not, ‘FFS, it’s so early and still dark!’ Real runners didn’t give up after 2 miles to stumble into the nearest coffee shop and order an almond milk flat white. 

And so, I had a decision to make. I could either let fear stop me from giving it a go, or I could use that sensation in the pit of my stomach to re-script the rest of my life and deal with the demons that had been hanging over me since my teens. There are no prizes for guessing which option I took, and I’m pleased to say that I’ve never looked back. Since then I’ve gone on a journey that’s taken me through the streets of London, along the Thames and even across the Seine in Paris. 

Over the following pages I’ll share a journey that many have run before me, but here I’ll also double down on how marathon running has taught me self-compassion, self-belief and self-worth. I want this book to show you that all our preconceptions about ‘real runners’ are wrong. Everyone is a runner. I can run and most importantly, you can run. 



 

 

 

‘I am a runner 
when I’m lighter
when I’m thinner
when I’m faster
when I put on my trainers’



 

 

 

How To Use This Book

I Can Run is as much about you as it is me. It’s about getting the most out of your running journey, no one else’s. This book is not a training manual for ‘runners’, it’s a companion for every woman who has ever experienced the softly spoken, yet sadistic voice in her head whispering, ‘you can’t run’.

Over 10 chapters you will be put on a path to personal glory. Whatever your starting point and whatever your goal – you’ll get there. Here’s how.

STEP ONE: PARK YOUR EGO

Because this is going to be humbling and embarrassing, but also empowering. Confidence is a wonderful thing, and for those of you that have it in your comfort zones, the aim here will be to build it in your discomfort zones. For those of you who lack confidence in your day-to-day, the plan is to build it in running so that you can apply it to every aspect of your life.

But that confidence won’t appear immediately. Running is a great leveller. No matter your age, your profession, your weight or your gender, your running journey will have highs and lows. For every new milestone there will be a time when you’ll be overtaken by a 14-year-old at Parkrun. Ditching your ego will allow you to deal with these moments with zero sense of embarrassment. 

So far in my own marathon journey I’ve accidentally spat on a stranger, narrowly missed shooting a snot rocket onto a running pal and gone nose to bar with a lamppost while trying to email and run. Yes, we runners (that’s you and me, by the way) are an awkward, calamity-prone species. So, welcome to the club. These hilarious and unfiltered moments help you to better connect with your body, and with every faceplant there’s an opportunity to rise up stronger.

STEP TWO: LAY STRONG FOUNDATIONS

If step one was about letting your guard down, then step two is about learning how to build yourself back up again, both mentally and physically. In addition to finding the confidence to call yourself a runner, you need to bullet-proof the body and mind that are going to carry you through all this. 

First, you’ll learn that ‘running to get fit’ is a phrase that should be buried in the graveyard of bad health advice. Instead you need to get fit to run, and that will take you from the pavement and park loop to the track, the weights room and, pleasingly, the sofa. That’s because, with the support of my squad of experts, you’ll understand that there’s much more to running than putting one foot in front of the other. You need to eat well, you need to get strong and you need to chill the fuck out. If your body is going to last the course, then setting aside time to sit in front of the telly is crucial.

STEP THREE: CHASE DOWN PROGRESS

Now, this is where your journey really picks up the pace. With expert tips and learnings from my own journey, the opportunity is there to power towards your own race day. You’ll be able to try the running plans that built me up to half-marathon and marathon success, and learn all the tips you need to survive start line nerves and crash through any proverbial wall. Equally, you’ll learn just how quickly your running success can slide into injury and disaster if you don’t practise the 10 per cent mileage rule and realise that no one ever said running was easy! It’s hard and you need to look after yourself. But these pages will teach the practices that ensure you make it to race day.’

By buying this book you’ve already taken the first step, so now it’s time to take the next one. Now’s the time to let go of the beliefs that you can’t do it and learn how you can. It’s time to go well far. 

The ‘I Can Run’ Mindset

•	Forget times and focus on feelings 

•	Use social media as a companion, not a comparison

•	Food is fuel and you’re going to need lots of it

•	Train smarter, not more

•	The success of your next run starts with recovering from your last one

•	Listen to your body and be OK with missing workouts when life happens

•	Run for the joy that’s in it and be proud of every step
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