Once upon a time…..

It’s April 2016 and I’m on the start line of the London Marathon. This is my eighth time doing this race, and I have the legs of someone that also completed the Paris Marathon two weeks before. Most people wouldn’t do two marathons in two weeks, but I never liked to consider myself ‘most people’.  

I love it, the adrenaline of race day, the knowing that the months of hard work and training in the cold in early Sunday mornings was all for this day. It made it seem worthwhile. I was now here with my people, running for myself, the crowd, the city.

Runners mostly agree that marathon day is not the hard bit, it’s the preparation beforehand, particularly in our angry British winters. And having always done Spring marathons, it always meant the bulk of training would be in the darkest months.

I was living in Hampshire, so snow days were pretty common practice and many a time I would be out on my own, but having to get rescued by my husband Neil, then boyfriend, either because of the weather, or because of my poor mapping and lack of sense of direction!

I am as normal this year in the ‘good for age’ Green area, meaning I get to start quite far forward and not long after the elite runners. Having a ‘good for age’ spot, means you’ve run a marathon in under a certain time during the last two years, and with this proof you can apply to ensure a guaranteed spot. I did this nine times. 

We are all huddled together at the start, our neighbours standing next to us become at that moment our best friends, allies, we are all about to embark on this journey together. 

Everybody has a story as to how they got to this place now, the starting line of the marathon, it’s almost lift off and spirits are generally high. 

Nobody else understands, but together we get it, and we chat in excited nervousness. Eye of the Tiger booms from the speaker in amongst our conversations probably asking, what time do you want to get? What charity are you running for? How many times you have run it and how much training you’ve done (if any!)? On the train over to the start line, one first time runner admitted he hadn’t done any training and was hoping his youth would see him right, I never saw him again to find out how he’d done. Although, I did hear that year that someone had tried to cheat, getting on the tube for a part of the race and joining back in just before the finish. I’m not blaming the unprepared runner of course, whoever the culprit has only himself to look at in the mirror.

Most of our nervous wees done, usually at least two, but a lady next to me just pulls down her pants there and then and squats. I see the urine dribble on the floor running through peoples’ bare legs. No-one cares, this isn’t a normal situation, we are all it for the long run and we all have each other’s backs. 

In total I ran 12 marathons, including two Paris and one fun alcohol infused one near Bordeaux. Look up Marathon du Medoc if that sounds like your kind of thing. Needless to say, that one took me double the time I would normally run a marathon in – such good fun though. 

My fastest marathon time was 3hrs 23, I never quite got the 3.20 I wanted, and at least six were between that and 3.35. 

I turn 80 next week, reflecting on my challenges during my life pales into insignificance now. The challenge of a run, would be nothing compared to what was about to come.

My marathon journey came to halt on 21 January 2020, an appointment which would change the course of my life forever. 

I had been complaining about jelly legs, the number of marathons I did, was nothing compared to the thousands of other distances I had completed, but over the last maybe three of four years, I’d lost the feelings in my legs towards the end of races. It was strange, it was like they were drunk, and didn’t do what they were supposed to be doing, but usually after finishing they would sort themselves out within 20 mins. And was always put down to stress, age or just running a marathon! 

After finally being referred to a neurologist the diagnosis was Multiple Sclerosis (MS). 

Multiple sclerosis (MS) is an unpredictable disease of the central nervous system that disrupts the flow of information within the brain, and between the brain and body. There is no cure. (maybe I could pretend that there is now for the purposes of this task?)

Just two months earlier I had completed a half marathon, in which my legs had got so bad I had to fling myself over the finish line. Despite that though, I never thought in a million years It was an actual illness and something I would end up fighting and living with for the rest of my life. 

From that moment on, everything changed. My high-pressured job, and all the travel that came with it was no longer an option. 

People felt sorry for me, I felt embarrassed and hard done by. 

The demons in my head plagued me for years, the career, the running, everything in my life no longer had the purpose I thought it was going to. I had to accept I would never be a mother and at the same time had a year fighting for a stem cell treatment (HSCT) that at the time was the only treatment proved to stop any further damage. 

I went through this brutal treatment and In my head I hoped it might fix some things. It didn’t. Two years of recovery, living in hope that I may run again went by and I stumbled on.

By Autumn 2020, we had moved to Pembrokeshire. Covid had hit, so Neil my husband was able to work virtually and us were not ones to avoid taking risks, we packed up and left Basingstoke dog and cat in tow, telling everyone we were “living for the day’ and left for a house that we had never viewed in person in a village we had never heard of, Manorbier. 

To be continued….

 
