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Task 1 Autobiography – life writing

Let’s make this a good one… Life’s journey in a marathon!

Chapter One April 2015
   
It’s April 2015 and I’m on the way to my seventh London Marathon. 

As normal, I am late. My husband, Neil, gives me a look “For God’s sake Han” he mutters. I know this would never happen if he was racing.
 
The London train on the way to the start is packed, bodies knocking against each other with every movement, like the jelly babies shaking about in our backpacks waiting to give us that much-needed energy boost sometime that day. Nobody minds, we are all friends today, seats are not needed, and we lean on each other in anticipation. The excited chatter fills the clanky old carriages, and the city sites pass us by with oblivion. It doesn’t matter, we will see all we need to see later when we pound the 26.2 miles around London. The weather is warm and grey, but the atmosphere is bright and the promise of slight rain later to cool us down, gives a nod of encouragement to each of us beginning our journey, the day has started well.  
 
I’m pinning my number on my vest when I hear next to me in a sprightly northern accent “Hey, how much training have you done?” Two youngsters probably very early 20s are looking at me with curious eyes. They both seem in good spirits, laughing and proudly wearing their Manchester United training T-shirts. “We haven’t done any, apart from football training on a Wednesday evening”. They find this very funny, so I join in with the laughter and not wanting to oversell myself say “Oh you know, a bit. Good luck”, thinking smugly to myself, they are going to regret that at 18 miles, but also hoping their youth will see them right. Of course, I don’t see them again, but I hear later 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 United fans of course, and whoever the culprit has only themself to look at in the mirror! 

Chapter 2 1992
 
Running started having a place in my life when we moved to a new semi-detached house in Cheltenham. It is a sunny Spring Saturday in mid-April, I am 12 and my best friends Charlotte and Holly are meeting me outside Top Shop at 1 pm. I bought a new pair of cool Purple Doc Martins last week with money I had saved up from my weekly paper round and am keen to show them off.  “Oh Dad, it’s not fair, no one else goes running,” I argue that morning to no avail. I was then bribed and agreed that if I went with him, I would get a lift into town that afternoon to meet them. So reluctantly I got into my black stirrup leggings and matched them with a blue long-sleeved T-shirt and my school Adidas, the only half-appropriate things I could think of to wear, without dying of embarrassment. 

“C’mon, the park has parrots in cages around the side,” Robin my dad says.  “Great, coming” I mumble sarcastically from the top of the sickly 80’s green carpeted stairs. I was not looking forward to the three-mile jog Robin, my annoying dad had in mind for us. I look down and there he is grinning up at me doing what looks like a much less nimble Jane Fonda squat at the front door. I grimace, he is wearing his Welsh rugby shirt and bright yellow shorts on, topped off with, a green McEnroe-inspired sweatband around his head with long white socks on his feet, which he’d pulled up for further effect. “You’re not wearing that?” I exclaim almost crying. “of course, I am” he grabbed my arm and shouted “Bye, see you soon” to Mum, Lizzie, and sister Kate. I don’t say anything, I am in a mood, it’s so unfair. 

I have done exercise and sports at school, of course, I like them, but this was my first run outside of hours and with my ridiculously dressed father. We had only been living here in this house for a few weeks, and I knew if my new neighbours got one look at me with my dad especially wearing this outfit, my reputation on this street would be ruined straight away, and any chance I had of impressing the cute guy across the road was diminished. 

Little did I know then that this excoriating weekend jaunt would be the start of a lifesaving passion for me for many years to come.  

I got into my stride, the competitor in me wanted to keep up with Robin to make sure I didn’t have any jokes at my expense later that day. I focused on the flat road in front of me and soon we entered the park, where we could see Saturday morning ‘Pitch and Putters’ enjoying a few holes. “Watch that ball” Dad shouts noticing a golf ball in the air but not hurtling towards us in the slightest. “Ha-ha” I laugh knowing that he was trying to catch me off guard. Keeping my breathing under control, I wave “hi there” to the golfers as we pass. 

During that run and passing the chatty colourful birds and an actual Peacock with a beautiful cloak of many colours, I started relaxing. I felt at peace, almost like I was at one with nature, embracing the delights of the world, well of Cheltenham, but in my mind, for half an hour I was in a much warmer Costa Rica! I realised that running wasn’t the worst thing in the world, the fresh air, and the people out and about on a Saturday morning gave me a sense of well-being I had never felt before and dare I say it, was enjoying it. 
I am on a mission now, I’m 10 minutes in and my hockey practice at school has given me the relative amount of fitness I need to be able to keep up with Dad. He stays a few strides in front of me, but I can see those yellow shorts from anywhere and am pleased he’s not too close. I’ll take him at the end I think to myself. The breeze is a welcome cool and makes my long brown curly hair fly happily up in the air. I have this adrenalin running through me, and I want to race Dad to the end. As we get to the end of our road, I have just enough energy for a last blast, I look at Dad “Race you home.” And I am gone, my eyes are focused, my legs are ready, and I go. “That’s not fair” I hear behind me as I sprint the last few meters then collapse to the floor. I am sold. Running is my friend.

Chapter three

I had tried other activities outside of school that some of my peers at school practised, ballet, tap, modern and dance. My mum made me participate in everything, but each class made me nervous, I felt inadequate, and I didn’t like them. I found the girls bitchy and being naturally shy, I felt like an outsider who was not good enough. At age 12, I was tall for my age and slouched “Port de bras girls, Hannah stand up straight, graceful” Mrs Graham, our ballet mistress would sternly shout. I plodded about clumsily like an elephant on ice skates and after a few sessions begged my mum to stop taking me. 

We moved around a lot when I was growing up. My mum, dad, me and Kate, my sister two years my junior, moved from Newport, South Wales to Cheltenham in Gloucestershire when I was five. 

Robin is an accountant and was then working for Deloittes, and I think from the time of landing in Cheltenham, there were six moves until we stayed for a few years in a place called Cleeve Hill. 
 
After that first run with the Welsh rugby and tennis-inspired father (for lack of a better description…), I started going out jogging on my own, continuing that same route timing myself each time. I was trying to get under 30 minutes, and every week would head out with that in mind. I knew I could do better, I enjoyed the quietness, and it was the one thing my parents didn’t mind me doing on my own when I wanted. I was the master of my destiny and by the time we moved the next year I was on 27 minutes. Get in!

After a few months of getting used to the surroundings, I’d gotten used to living on Cleevelands Avenue. It was a nice estate not far from Cheltenham Racecourse, situated on a flat road. We had friendly neighbours and although I had never quite captured the heart of Rich at number 20 to be more than skateboard buddies, I didn’t want to leave. It was only a couple of miles from the centre of town the small but buzzing bus was cheap and easy, and I was now allowed to go in on my own occasionally. Although I was settled Robin was not and with his obedient family in tow, we moved again to what would be my final childhood destination at last. 

Cleeve Hill is where my love of hill running began. 
 
We’d moved into a lovely, detached house called Orchard Cottage situated on Post Office Lane. It sat in the middle of a 50-degree hill, quite ridiculous really. The hard concrete road had several potholes caused by the amount of snow we were guaranteed each year, and the steepness of it was enough to give a mild heart attack to the not-so-fit cat, Freddie. He chose not to attempt going up, sticking to the flatness of the garden behind. It had that die-hard look of evil, but I saw none, I was up for the challenge, and I would add the hill to my training. Keen to continue my passion, it wasn’t long before I was out seeing the sights of the area on foot. After the first few ‘two miles and back home’ jogs, I’d set myself a new goal of running up Post Office Lane without stopping. The challenge excited me and a few weeks after the move I attempted my first battle with Mount Post Office.

On my first few runs from the new house; I’d always walked the first part mentally preparing for the road ahead. I would then start timing myself from the top, but I knew I had to incorporate in the hills and had in my head that I was cheating myself. I now knew the lay of the land and the time had come. 

This time I was deadly serious, unlike me but I was a girl on a mission and determined to conquer the mountains around me.

Today the plan was to run as fast as I could up the 300m hill, and then recover by slowly jogging the way back down, repeating for as many times as I could. “Kate, join me” I had joked at breakfast earlier that Sunday. No way” she laughed while munching her Rice Crispies and holding Thumper her trusty toy rabbit tightly. “I will count.”

A couple of hours later I’d left Kate sitting on the top of our wooden gate while I skipped down to my start position. She’d looked comfortable and happy to be with me, supporting her cool big sister I thought big-headedly! 

I was now at the bottom, it was May, my birthday was next week, and I was pumped for the task ahead. I love this time of year, the days getting longer, Spring well and truly in, the sun out, and school was paused for a week for half term.  Life was good. 

A Robin, not my dad, hoped out in front of me, making me smile, he winked at me in support and took that as my cue to make a move.

I thought I’d jog the first two times to warm up and prepare for my sprints. The second time merrily jogging up, I noticed the bluebells on my left just after the first bend and where the hill started getting steeper. I’d not seen them before; they looked so pretty and made a mental note to acknowledge them on each rep to give me that boost for the hard bit. A nice distraction from the pain I was about to inflict on myself, the sun beamed on them as if cheering me up the rest of the hill. I smiled to myself while revelling in the beauty. As I pounded up the hill during those sprints, I felt my chest racing along with me, but my brain was calm. I kept telling myself to think of it in increments, just get to that tree, then to the next gate, then the final push to the top. It was how I strategized my running and races for years to come. During a half marathon, I would do it in 5 km sections, then when I’d got to 15 km, it was halfway to London Bridge which would be halfway to the finish of the London Marathon. I never thought of it as a massive challenge, just lots of little ones.

Each time I passed our house, my breathing was heavy but controlled, I waved at Kate who was sitting obediently on the top of the gate, she was happily unwrapping a lovely-looking green Penguin and taking a sip of her Ribena. “How many is that?” I pant on my way down “Five” she says seriously showing me her five fingers, “five to go”.  
 
That was the first time I did hill reps, it put me in good stead for the hundreds of hilly races I would compete in during my running life.

My addiction just grew from there, I ran dad out, even opting for Christmas morning runs. “Come on then Dad” I push one Christmas morning with my Santa hat proudly on my head, and this time he is the one that doesn’t look too keen, I knew he had been to what they call “Choir Club” the night before with his colleagues. “I need to put the turkey in the oven, you go,” he lies. Choir Club is code for a few drinks at the pub near his office in Montpellier, a posh part of Cheltenham, and he frequented that most Fridays and of course over Christmas.

Living on a hill of that stature, snow days were, to say the least, interesting. A thick white coat most Januarys covered any sign of concrete, and icy patches made driving, walking, and of course, running completely impossible.  

There were many times we had to leave the cars in the pub car park at the top of the hill rather than slide uncontrollably down to the house. 

We took the bus to School, it was a reasonably sized black coach with huge white writing on the side, CASTLEWAYS, you could spot it a mile off. It carried about 40 pupils, but there were never more than 20 on our journey. It dropped and picked up our schools’ attendees from Winchcombe to Charlton Kings, where St Edwards school was located. Cleeve Hill was about halfway in between, and it dropped us at the top of our dangerously steep Post Office Lane. “How are you going to get to your house?” one of the boys at the back of the bus shouts one snowy day while laughing down at me one afternoon on the way home. I was used to them jeering at us on the bus, as well as from the window as we got out. They always watched us carefully manoeuvring down the steep hill from the back window in the wild weather. I tried to ignore him as the elder boys with him started cackling and throwing sweets at my sister and I. Luckily it was time to get off, we ignored them and the bus driver opened the door for us, “thank you Kevin” I said to the driver as we stepped cautiously onto the white-covered pavement below.
 
We waited for a moment, watching the bus trundle back on its way, and turned our heads when we got given the V by the nasty boys at the back. We looked at each other and Kate said: “How ARE we going to get down there?” 

I was quite a resourceful teenager, and knowing that our parents were not home, replied, “let’s ask the people in this house if they can help.” It was cold and dark and although the house looked sinister and uninviting it was our only option.

“OK, you knock” Kate whispered, “cluck cluck cluck, chicken” I mocked while winging my arms up and down and approaching the large brown oak door.

I gave a tuneful tap and we waited. After what seemed like a lifetime but probably only about 30 seconds, the door slowly creaked open and we looked anxiously at each other.

“Hello dears” smiled an old lady with curly white hair, and a friendly smile. We both breathed a sigh of relief, nothing scary here.

“We are stuck” said my sister having quickly overcome her fear. “We just need to get to our house halfway down,” I added. We looked at her, armed with her walking stick and knew that she would be no help. A small Yorkshire Terrier came running to the door and started yelping. “Calm down Teddy” she scolded. 

The friendly curly lady looked at our feet and noticing our black patent school loafers said “Hmmmmm, well I could lend you some wellies. My granddaughters have a pair each here and they are only slightly older than you.”

For lack of a better idea, we nodded, stepped into the hallway, and watched her with wide eyes while she went rummaging through the cupboard under the stairs.  

“Here you go, what are your names?” “I’m Hannah and this is my sister Kate” Kate pushed me, annoyed that I had spoken on behalf of her. “I’m Anne.” She grinned immediately showing a lack of teeth. 

I looked at the bright red wellies, they were going to be at least two sizes too big for both of us, but not wanting to sound ungrateful we both weakly smiled, knowing that this was going to be tricky. I passed Kate the smaller of the tww that would be better for me really but trying to be the sensible older sister. We slipped them easily on our feet and packed our school shoes in our bags.

“Thank you, Anne, we will bring them back at the weekend.” 

“Cheerio Hannah and Kate, good luck.” Anne waved at us with Teddy in her arms and closed the door.

I shuffled nervously at the top, “follow me” I demanded. Slowly we attempted to start the descent. A few minutes later, we got to the first house, and both breathed a sigh of relief. After a moment’s reset, I took one step and screamed, slipping about a meter down and landing on my bum. “Ow”.

“Ha-ha-ha” I heard behind me followed promptly by a scream, but it’s not me this time. Kate had skidded down to the same place l was, landing flat on her stomach. “ha-ha back” I said crossly. 

Our skirts and tights were not the ideal attire for this adventure, and they clung to us in protest. By this time, we were both soaking wet and agreed would go the rest of the way on our bums. This seemed like a good idea at the time, the wellies were so big, we kept tripping up on them, which really didn’t help the process, so assumed this was the safest way. 

We shuffled down, picking up rolls of snow as we went. By the time we eventually got home, we were in one piece but shivering and soaking wet. We let ourselves in and rushed to get in the shower and get warm. “Phew thank goodness” we both agreed before scurrying to our separate rooms. 

Chapter four 2004
 
As I got older, I realised I had what seemed a dual personality, a typical Gemini perhaps. At university I used to party with the best of them, but as a punishment for the indulgence I used to make myself head out with my running shoes on to make up for being bad the night before. My housemates thought I was mad as they were tucking into their bacon sandwiches. 

I ran as my therapy, it sounds strange to say it, but I went through a particularly bad time in my 20s suffering from severe depression. During the early 2000s mental health was still relatively unheard of, so I used to run to calm myself, get away from the house, get some fresh air and give me some sort of direction, even if that was just doing a 10K route. 

After University in Cardiff, I travelled the world for 2.5 years, and following that adventure, I was forced to return to my parents ‘next house’ to continue life and find a job. They were still in Cheltenham, but in a three-story townhouse. I had split up with my then boyfriend which is when the extreme sadness hit. I didn’t tell anyone, thinking I was the only one who felt this way and there was something wrong with me. I remember times when I thought I would never feel normal, or be able to laugh or smile again, I just wasn’t worthy.  

For that period, I joined a running club where an eclectic group of people met three times a week. It was not far from where I was living with Mum and Dad, and these people would become my savours over the next few weeks. 

“Hannah, are you coming on Thursday.” Jill pushed one Tuesday after sprints at the football club. “I’ll pick you up and drink after?” OK, I agreed, not overly sure of socialising with these people outside of running, but also knew I would be hounded if I refused and I didn’t like confrontation, so I agreed. As it happened, I enjoyed the session and the jolly after and for a couple of hours I had forgotten my woes.

I self-diagnosed a lot and concluded that I must be sad about being back in the UK. So, jobless, penniless, and sick of the cold, I stuffed as much as I could in a single suitcase, with even more in my hand luggage and caught an EasyJet from Birmingham to Malaga. All I knew is that my close friend Nicki was living out there, I would go and meet her, crash at hers for a bit and find a job. 

I had always wanted to be a journalist, so after a few weeks of bar work, babysitting and making sandwiches, I jumped at the chance to work for the local ex-pat newspaper out there based in Torremolinos. I got paid 800 euros a month, worked 10 am until 7 pm Monday to Friday and half a day Saturday. I was a junior editor, helping with features, and quizzes, along with an events page. There was lots of work to do, and a weekly deadline but the hours felt worthwhile when we got to work on local concerts and events. This included Elton John and risqué performer Grace Jones, the write-ups and picture-taking were somewhat questionable after very fun drunken nights had by all, but it seemed to go down well with the readers nevertheless!

I lasted 18 months on the Costa del Sol, nicknamed the Costa del Essex. My pidgin Spanish was at a peak but living rather than holidaying there, exposed a very dark side of the area, and I’d just about had it with money launderers, drugs, and corruption. 

Chapter 5 2006

So, here I was back home with my parents, and not any better off than I had been the year before. 

That depression that had been lingering in the background, caught me back up, and I hated being back in Cheltenham. It didn’t feel like a place I belonged, but I couldn’t see a way out. 

It was then I took running back up to the next level, I had run in Spain, but during those summer months, it was so hot, that I had to replace it with spinning classes on the bike in the gym. 

I joined the club again and reunited with the like-minded people I had before. I also took to arranging longer runs outside of it to ramp up the mileage. 

It was then I signed up for my first marathon. It gave me a focus, something to aim for and to think about other than the misery that was building inside of me. I didn’t understand what it was at the time, again I didn’t speak to anyone else about the dark cloud I was feeling. Eventually, one day I dragged myself to the doctor, I told her I felt constantly nervous, cried a lot, and couldn’t see a day where I would ever feel happy like everyone else seemed to be. I was prescribed some anti-depressants and went on my way. It was a lonely time and I longed to be able to sleep through the night and wake up without thoughts of not being here. I know now that I was severely depressed, and that the feeling I had was anxiety. It was a time that even now, almost 20 years on, I am still scared of seeing again. 

In that painful time, I would take myself outside and start to run, I was well on track for the marathon, and I could just see a light, and gradually I started to feel more positive about life. 

I completed my first marathon in four hours and six minutes. “Make sure you pace yourself.” Jill and the gang told me back in the run club. So, I did just that, and crossing the finish line, I was elated, but I also felt like I hadn’t pushed myself enough and that I could have carried on. I knew then I wanted to do it again for a better time. The crowds cheered and called my name as I took everything in and high-fived all the kids who had their hands out. I had written Hannah in big back letters on the front and back of my top and I felt truly loved by these strangers, special and that this whole experience was somewhere I belonged.

Chapter Six
Back to April 2015

I turned up at the area just as my allocated bus for my bag was about to go. The bus is a vital part of race day, where carefully organised teams take our belongings with the essential bits that we need at the end such as warm clothing, phones to find your supporters, food, and drinks to the finish line, ready for us to collect at the end. I get an exasperated “tut tut” from a volunteer signing in our especially numbered marathon drawstring bags and he shouts at me “Hurry up love, we are leaving now”. I dash to him, throw my bag in and scurry quickly to my position amongst the other racers at the starting line.

In my rush I spotted Mo Farah, he glides down the road doing a few warm-up lengths of Blackheath to the delight of onlookers. Ever the star focused on the job at hand. He waved politely at a few fans before putting his game face back on, he was going to win the race today, that was certain.

My years of running had given me a certain blasé as far as races were concerned, I certainly didn’t train or act like a professional. I had missed my opportunity again today to have a warmup, a coffee and a ‘nervous wee’ and had enjoyed a couple of wines with our pasta last night. This didn’t faze me, I liked to prove that it was possible to do it all, and I was excited for the day to come, we were in London for the weekend, so why wouldn’t you enjoy yourself? 

Like my strategy back on Cleeve Hill, I’ll use the first two miles as a warmup I silently plan, then as soon we get going, I will stop at the first porter loo if need be.

I am again this year in the Good for Age category meaning I get to start further forward than the masses and most of the fancy dressers. Here we start not long after the elite runners, so less hanging around. I do like a bit of fancy dress running now and then though, last year I ran The Great South Run with my friend Claire as a banana!

A few weeks earlier, my old schoolmate and friend David Hellard, himself a very good runner, and with that slightly mad streak like us all, announced that he was going to lead the London Marathon. Everyone thought him funny but true to his word, for the first 200 metres he sprinted like a madman overtaking everyone up front and there’s footage from back then of this crazy person going like the clappers and leading the elite runners. Speaking to him after, he said that he then paid the price for his efforts and suffered for the rest of the marathon – the whole 26 miles! 

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 for the London Marathon in total. 

I love it, the adrenaline of race day, the knowing that the months of hard work and training in the cold on early Sunday mornings were all in preparation for this day. It makes it seem worthwhile. I am 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 has meant the bulk of training would be in the darkest months. For most of these long runs, I had fellow running buddies to do the bulk of the miles with, but on occasion, I’d be rushing out the house with my trainers and music in hand at 5 am before work to get a quick 18-mile done. 

I was now living in Hampshire, having moved there for work not long after my first marathon. I had joined a new running club and discovered so many lovely country hilly routes. Over the years they were touched by me and my shoes many times. Snow was also a regular occurrence here it seemed in Basingstoke, and many a time if out on my own, I would have to get rescued by Neil either because of the weather or because of my poor mapping and lack of sense of direction. “Not again?” Neil laughed while I tried to describe where I was on the call one Saturday. 

This sense of direction never got better the longer I lived in the area, and even when out with my friend Sarah, a local from birth but with an equally bad nose we managed to get lost on many occasions. 

“Why are we on the main road Sarah?” I shout at her running behind me. “Next left she panted. That will take us to Old Basing.” 

It did not take us to Old Basing and we made it home two hours later and this meant miles quite accidentally added up to considerably more than planned. Luckily these instances were weekends or holidays, so when Sarah didn’t have hair to cut or me a meeting to be in! 

I made some very good friends from running and for years Becky, Greg, and Trevor would have to put up with me being hungover or late for an early weekend start. I never took it quite as seriously as everyone else, but somehow always managed to run a good race and the hangover would have subsided by the end.

This is my sixth time doing this race, and I have the legs of someone who also completed the Paris Marathon two weeks earlier. Most people wouldn’t do two marathons in two weeks, but I never liked to consider myself ‘most people’ and having had the crazy streak injected into me as a child, I like to shock! 

We are all huddled together at the start keeping each other warm on this sunny fresh day, perfect for a marathon, not too hot or cold, and great for the crowds who are there to cheer us on. Our neighbours merrily pacing on the spot next to us become at that moment our best friends, our allies, we are all about to embark on this ‘marathon 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 continue to chat in excited nervousness. 

Eye of the Tiger booms from the speaker in amongst our chatter.

Most racers are organised enough to visit the pop-up toilets or at least a bush before they get to the start, not like me. But a brave lady next to me also must have missed her opportunity and pulled down her green running shorts and squats in the middle of everyone. I see the urine dribble on the floor running through peoples’ bare legs. No one cares, we laugh, this isn’t a normal situation, we are all in it for the long run and we have each other’s backs. 

The pee lady next to me asks, “What time do you want to get?” My personal best is 3 hours 23 now, but all I know is I don’t want to get worse than Paris two weeks ago. So, I say “under 3.30”. 

I know that Neil will be at the start and then will head to about 16 miles. My sister Kate, my biggest fan, usually makes it to at least three different spots on the route and with her London knowledge and extremely loud screaming, she usually gives me a boost when most needed. 

BANG…. The gunshot goes and we are off.

The nerves start to dissolve, and we all try to get into a steady rhythm, I think, right don’t go off too fast as the excitement of the crowd, screams and atmosphere can be an ill-fated temptation to keep up with someone in your path. It’s difficult as with so many thousands of people in one place trying to find their feet, your pace can fluctuate unintentionally, and it usually takes a good five miles to settle down. 

“HANNAHHHHHH, I hear about 30 minutes in, my sister is there screaming and chatting to everyone. I quickly manoeuvre my way through the runners and stop to kiss her before carrying on my way. “See you at Embankment” she screams after me.

I get to Tower Bridge quite quickly but am not feeling as great as usual. I try not to think about that and see Neil shouting on my right. He can see I’m not quite as sprightly as normal, so I have a quick kiss and motivational pep talk and painfully retreat. This is unusual for me, I now won’t see Kate again until the end and I am hitting my hardest part of the race, Canary Wharf. The crowd thins out, and my legs are hurting. I go through all sorts of emotions. I am talking to whoever will talk to me on the way and together we encourage each other with images of drinks and celebrations at the end. Superman is next to me we carry each other for a few miles. 

I force down another disgusting running gel and toss the wrapper to the side, these are designed to give you a bit of energy, and I do get a small third or fourth wind. After a few more painful miles, I am now on the home streak, heading down the mall, the finish line in sight. 

And then a strange thing happens……. there are less than 50 metres to go, I can see the clock having just ticked over to the 3hrs 29, but my legs have turned to jelly, they are feeling drunk, I’ve never felt like this before. I must stop for a second much to my annoyance. “Are you OK?” A medic comes confusingly up to me to check all is right, especially as we are so close to the end, “I’m OK” I stubbornly insist. 

It then takes everything I have, all ounces of energy to sway and stagger the last bit throwing myself over the finish line in 3 hrs 29 and 50 seconds. I collapse in a heap and then am quickly pushed to the side so that I am not trampled on by the finishers coming through. 

“Lie with your legs up the fence for a moment,” a second St John’s Ambulance crew member tells me. I obediently fall to the floor and lift my legs, staying there for a good two minutes. I thank the helpful medic and he goes on his way to attend to others.

Then everything is fine, I can feel my legs again, they are extremely tired, feel like I've run a marathon, but they are no longer jelly, I can walk, and everything is fine. 

I confusingly stumble along to pick up my medal and t-shirt congratulating and hugging people on my way. My feelings are mixed, I am happy, but I am strangely also scared. 

What just happened?


Critical Essay

INTRODUCTION

I decided to focus on Task 1, Writing the Self. 

I am a 44-year-old woman, I have completed 12 marathons and hundreds of half marathons, 10 km, and various other distances. I am Welsh but was brought up in Gloucestershire, England then moved to Hampshire in my 20s. I have travelled the world as a backpacker, for holidays and my work and career. I was employed by billion-dollar companies such as Samsung and Western Digital in Technology PR for 20 years and have recently been diagnosed with Multiple Sclerosis. This is the story of me and how my passion for running started, up to having my first MS symptoms during a London Marathon. 

It was an interesting task for me as I am keen to complete an autobiographic book on my life, specifically my fitness journey, the troubles that I had to contend with and then finally being diagnosed with Multiple Sclerosis in 2020.

This started as an autobiography which would start during a marathon, cover my initial battle with MS and the many feelings I have gone through. However, given the nature of this task I went through the story too quickly and the detail needed would mean it would cover a lot less. So the whole story is something I will continue in the months to come. It will become a larger piece which would then cover my diagnosis and my battles to continue my life as I know it. 

As someone who has always been a keen runner and fitness fanatic, through my writing would like to raise awareness and showcase that a chronic illness like this is not inclusive to a certain type of person and that there is life beyond.

Having a journalistic and PR background, I have been very used to writing news stories and articles aimed to educate their readers quickly, or at least get the point across within the first few lines. Soon into this task, I learnt that to write creatively I needed to ensure that the detail was noted and that surroundings were explained with no word count constriction. Writing a biographical piece, I initially struggled with the concept of exaggerating the truth. The few chapters were much shorter. I was consistently advised by my tutor to show and tell everything. What did the train look like on the way to the marathon? Honestly, remembering back it was just a train, but I needed to give a bigger picture and if that meant perhaps ‘making things up’ for creative writing then that’s what should be done. I am learning that is not fraudulent to expand the truth for the sake of a good story (in Creative Writing). The nature of creating the background and the characters meant a lot more detail was added, whether that be the weather, the people on the train or the time of year.

The weather is warm and grey, but the atmosphere is bright and the promise of slight rain later to cool us down, gives a nod of encouragement to each of us beginning our journey, the day has started well.  
 
“Hey, how much training have you done?” Two youngsters probably very early 20s are looking at me with curious eyes. They both seem in good spirits, laughing and proudly wearing their Manchester United training T-shirts. “We haven’t done any, apart from football training on a Wednesday evening”.

I write in the first person, something I thought would be easier to do than it is. Although helpful in having the actual life experience and using it for content, this did not help with the notion of not getting the facts right, and writing fictionally I think might have been easier in that respect. 

It has given me a whole new perspective on writing though, and reading back on other autobiographies and the background that was given I now appreciate that perhaps it was not all completely honest, but it gave the reader a better picture of what was happening during that time. It has even changed my reading of novels; I am more aware of how the author writes, the dialogue and how things are described. I never thought like that before and noticing it has helped expand my writing for dramatic effect. Reading fiction over the last few weeks has made me think about my piece and how it might be portrayed by a stranger.

The roller-coaster 

This piece changed massively during preparation. Considering the lessons learnt and the objective of this task, my chapters were getting longer and longer, so much so that I decided to not worry about getting to the MS part of it and to enjoy the journey to it. 

I wanted to show my vulnerability and write honesty in a humorous and witty way, not wanting it to sound all doom and gloom. My previous blogs have perhaps been more so and feel I have lost some of that in this piece of writing. I don’t think that is a bad thing, it is just very different from past writing, and I am keen to learn more. 

During the workshops for this module, my peers would ask me specifically what happened when I had to borrow the wellies on the journey down the hill in the snow, and more detail about seeing Mo Farah warm up before the Marathon. At the time I remember it not being a big deal at all, but for the sake of my readers and a good story, I went into a little more detail on that following their comments. 

Remembering and researching lingo from previous times

When reading the autobiography by LOUISE WENER, she specifically talks about drinks that she had at the time which were a classic 90’s favourite, but perhaps not so common now. Whereas people that grew up during this time might remember eating Penguins and Clucking to scared friends, I was keen to show everyone reading the nostalgia of this time through conversation and what I could not remember, I researched and asked similar-aged friends. 

When talking about knockin the Big Oak Door for the wellies in chapter three, I make clucking noises and call my sister a chicken, we remembered this being a favourite teasing gesture as children during that time at school. I talk about her drinking a Ribena and eating a penguin, all of which were lunchtime regulars at that time. 

she was happily unwrapping a lovely-looking green Penguin and taking a sip of her Ribena.

“OK, you knock” Kate whispered, “cluck cluck cluck, chicken” I mocked while winging my arms up and down and approaching the large brown oak door.

I researched ballet terms, not being overly familiar with them anymore, trying also to incorporate metaphors and other grammatical terms.  

Port de bras girls, Hannah stand up straight, graceful” Mrs Graham, our ballet mistress would sternly shout. I plodded about clumsily like an elephant on ice skates.

Chapters

I thought it would be useful to use chapters in this piece. As I am flitting from different eras and speeches relevant to the time, confirming the dates by using chapters would be helpful for the reader to understand the flow of why the conversations and language are as are. 

Tenses

I struggled throughout with the use of tenses. When I look back, I also was living in the moment, so changing from one to the other has caused many edits whilst I tried to understand which one was best. From being told to keep in the present I then understood I took that advice too literally and went back to amend it for better storytelling in my first-person narrative.

Writing about my family

In real life, I mainly speak to my ‘dad’ as Robin. As this is perhaps a strange concept, I referred also to him as Dad and Father. I then also thought I should have been more consistent in calling him the same throughout, however, I decided that I wanted to mix this up as to how I might have been feeling at the time. “My ridiculously dressed father”, “Robin is an accountant”. The writing of this has been a journey, remembering back to simple things like how I talk to my family has brought back memories, both good and bad.

The Module

Combining different tasks in my work came quite easily. I focused on task 1 Writing the self, but incorporated session 2’s approaches to voice in the whole piece of work, as well as developing the character, myself, and family throughout as well. I used this through dialogue. My relationship with my dad and the embarrassment that comes with father and daughter. 

“You’re not wearing that?” I exclaim almost crying. “of course, I am” he grabbed my arm and shouted “Bye, see you soon” to Mum, Lizzie, and sister Kate. I don’t say anything, I am in a mood, it’s so unfair.

I used dialogue to portray a typical sister relationship, arguments, but overall love and respect. 

“Here you go, what are your names?” “I’m Hannah and this is my sister Kate” Kate pushed me, annoyed that I had spoken on behalf of her. “I’m Anne.” She grinned immediately showing a lack of teeth. 

I wanted to get across the closeness of runners in a marathon and the journey we take together over 26.2 miles. We are all in it together, all experiencing the same although strangers. I re-imagined the time with fictional dialogue, and although the lady who took a wee in amongst all the others was true, I expanded the explanation, wanting to shock but also make people laugh.

But a brave lady next to me also must have missed her opportunity and pulled down her green running shorts and squats in the middle of everyone.

Session 3’s character and journey are shown throughout. Memories of the past are a constant throughout whether that be through the different houses we lived in, places we were or transport we took. Those mentioned are the ‘CASTLEWAYS bus to school, or the London tube to the start of the marathon. 

I wanted to start at the beginning of the marathon, delving back to what got me there, to then continue the structure like completing a marathon, each bit relating to parts of my past, much like the structure of a poem or a story, I wanted to leave the reader wanting more. 

“I confusingly stumble along to pick up my medal and t-shirt congratulating and hugging people on my way. My feelings are mixed, I am happy, but I am strangely also scared. 

What just happened?”

Editing

I have edited a lot, and every time I have, it has slightly changed. I have learnt that I need to get other people to read and give more feedback. Where I have done this a little, I think it would be beneficial to do this more in my future modules. I have a lot of things in my head that I wanted to convey on paper, the editing has helped in making sure I am getting across what I needed to. Having lived in my head forever I wanted to make the facts come alive, I strive to do this through creative writing. 

Conclusion

Having read many autobiographies and self-help books on Chronic illnesses, my story is in the first-person narrative and an easy-to-follow relatable book on my experiences with MS. I don’t propose that this is a book of research into diseases themselves although will include simple meanings as to what the illness, specifically MS is, the symptoms I get, and what it means for me as a person. I intend to include certain language that I will simplify and explain for any individual to understand. I would like people of all ages to be able to read and understand the book at what it means. I believe that any people whether they suffer from an illness or not, should be able to relate in some way, whether that be from a sporting point of view, a mental health issue or just family challenges that we all face. 

Looking back on my many blogs throughout my life, I was compelled to put them together and create a story that incorporates fitness, health, and humour.

Writing Inspirations for this project were My Thoughts Exactly, Lily Allen, Just for One Day, Louise Wener, George and me WHAM! Andrew Ridgely, Jog on,(how running saved my life) Bella Mackie, A bit of a Blur, Alex James, Face It, A Memoir, Debbie Harry Life Writing – Autobiography. The MS Society (website)
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