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PROLOGUE

I had never been in so much pain – and for me, that’s saying something. After all, I have run for 156 miles through the Sahara desert in 50˚C heat when dehydrated and weak. I have run alone non-stop pulling a sledge for six days over ice in the Arctic, facing a wind chill of –70˚C. I have given birth three times. But the pain of all those experiences is nothing compared to how I felt now running – or more like limping – towards Land’s End in Cornwall in the darkness and pouring rain.

Everything hurt from my bruised and swollen arm to my sore, blistered feet. After years of competing in ultra-distance races, I have become accustomed to the onset of pain and adept at pushing myself to continue when my body is screaming that it has had enough. This time felt different, perhaps I had finally found my limit.

I must have looked like something from The Walking Dead as I dragged my battered body along the road, occasionally moaning in pain. The only way to alleviate the excruciating agony I felt burning in every limb was to stop running. But stopping wasn’t an option. I was on the cusp of achieving my dream of gaining a Guinness World Record, and I couldn’t give up now.

Twelve days earlier I had set off on fresh legs from John o’Groats in Scotland full of enthusiasm and energy. I was aiming to become the fastest female to run the length of Great Britain. But nearly 840 miles later, I was sleep-deprived, drained and exhausted. I needed to maintain a certain pace to achieve the record but moving at all was becoming increasingly difficult.

There was only one mile to go to reach the finish line but it felt like one hundred. I had run through Britain’s hottest summer for decades, been struck by a car and held up by an overzealous police officer to reach this point. Even though I was now so close to my goal, I didn’t feel I could take another step.

My husband, Tim, was cycling beside me shouting words of encouragement and trying to distract me from the pain.

‘Come on, Mimi, keep going, you’re nearly there, you can do it,’ he said.

I should have felt grateful for his encouragement but instead I felt grumpy and resentful.

Easy for you to say sitting there on your bum on your bike, I thought. You try running with legs like lead, burning feet and an injured arm.

My body was finding various ways to tell me that it couldn’t go on. I had a headache, my vision was blurry, my stomach was sore and, thanks to the weather, I was soaked to the bone. All my muscles hurt but in particular the ligaments and tendons in my left foot were screaming for attention, as they were badly damaged and weak. Every time I took a step and landed on the tarmac road, the impact sent shooting pains up my leg and I felt as though my ankle was going to give way beneath me. I kept hobbling along and tried to find any reason I could to stop, even if only for a few precious seconds – to alleviate the agony I was in. I paused to fiddle with my trainer laces, to scratch my leg or to readjust my clothing, any excuse for a break.

By now, Tim was becoming increasingly frustrated with me. I was going so slowly, he had to dismount his bike and walk beside me. Then to his dismay, I stopped again – and this time I had no intention of continuing. I simply couldn’t take another step.

‘I can’t do it,’ I told Tim as I swayed by the roadside on my wobbly legs. ‘I can’t go any further. It hurts too much.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous!’ he replied, aghast at my decision. ‘You can’t give up now! Do you realise you are only a mile from the finish? You have run for 839 miles, you just need to keep moving and manage another one!’

I know it wasn’t rational to have come this far only to throw the towel in with a mile to go, but by this point I wasn’t thinking straight; I was too tired and in so much pain. For the previous 12 mornings, I had risen at 4.30 a.m. after four hours’ sleep, pulled on my trainers and started running. I had run two and a half back-to-back marathons a day for nearly a fortnight. I was now completely and utterly spent and all I wanted to do was stop.

At that moment I no longer cared about gaining a world record. I didn’t consider how much I had sacrificed and how much I had given to reach this point. My mind was in survival mode and was only certain about one thing – I had to stop running.

‘Tell the rest of the crew it’s over; they need to come and get me,’ I told Tim, referring to the rest of my team who had trailed me in two motorhomes throughout my journey. They had gone ahead to the finish line where they were waiting for me along with other supporters, local press and the mayor of Land’s End. They had all gathered to cheer me on for the final 100 metres and were ready and waiting for the guest of honour, holding up tape made from pink toilet paper for me to break as I crossed the finish line. But I wasn’t going to make it to the party.

As I stood catching my breath and feeling some relief from standing still instead of running, I looked at Tim and saw he looked as sleep-deprived as I felt. He had dark, puffy bags under his bloodshot eyes and looked drawn and exhausted. He had taken time off work to support my run and instead of having a relaxing break away from his job, he had been snatching a few hours’ sleep in a motorhome, cycling beside me for miles and ensuring my needs for food and water were met – often without much gratitude. I had mostly only been able to grunt thanks as food and water was handed to me as I ran, or complained when I was told I had to run faster to stay on target. He had done it and put up with my mood because he knew how much it meant to me to complete this challenge and achieve a world record.

‘You’ve come so far, Mimi,’ he told me. ‘One more mile and you could be a world-record holder! One more mile and then you can stop and celebrate and all this will have been worth it.’

Then he added: ‘Don’t think you can give up now and try again next year as we can’t go through all this again!’

This was actually spoken with a number of expletives I won’t add here but you get the idea, he wasn’t going to let me quit with such a short distance to go. While I hate to admit my husband is ever right, in this instance, he was right. This was my second attempt at achieving a world record and I might never make it this far again. I knew too well that just making it to the start line was a challenge in itself and even with the best-laid plans, things can, and will, go wrong along the way.

After all the preparation and the pain, I had made it to Cornwall and I couldn’t quit now. I wouldn’t just be letting myself down but Tim and the rest of my crew who had worked tirelessly to get me to this point. They had believed in me and supported me, stepping away from their own lives for a fortnight to help me achieve this crazy goal I had set myself. It wasn’t as if I was an Olympian with the hopes of a nation riding on my success. This challenge had been for me and me alone, and the crew had done what they could to help, with nothing to gain for themselves. They had given their time and support for me. So now I had to finish for them.

I resumed my painful plod, dragging one foot in front of the other as Tim got back on his bike beside me.

Just one more mile. One more mile. I can do this, I thought over and over trying to keep my body in a rhythm and block out the pain.

As my mind got back to the task in hand, I realised the self-imposed delay had cost me minutes I couldn’t afford to lose. There was only a mile to go but time was precious, and more importantly, running out. I was going slower than a sloth – would I be able to make it to the finish in time to break the world record?
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