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For Sophie – next time, you’re going to have to run it with me.




Prologue

Adrienne

Faster, Adri.

I will myself to dig deeper, even though I’m right at the edge of my limit.

He’s gaining on me. For the last few miles of this hundred-mile race, it’s been a game of cat and mouse. I want this win, more than anything. But want doesn’t win ultramarathons. Resilience does.

Planning helps too. The Yorkshire 100 is not only my local race but it’s renowned as one of the UK’s toughest, cutting right through the heart of the vast, remote Yorkshire Dales in the dead of winter. The route winds its way through boggy moorlands, down snow-covered trails, and over so many rugged peaks that our elevation gain will be akin to climbing Mount Everest, all the while facing brutal fierce cold winds, driving rain – and that’s if the weather gods are kind. But I know I’m ready. I’ve been training for months, learning every twist and turn of the route, knowing I’ll have to navigate while sleep-deprived and in pain.

I’d managed to stick diligently to my plan – right up until the sixty-mile checkpoint. I’d allotted myself thirty minutes to rest and refuel, then I had to move on. I’d been looking forward to this one. My ex-husband, Pete, was bringing our three-year-old son so I could hug him before his bedtime. But as I’d staggered into the freezing church hall, I couldn’t see them amongst the small group of hardy volunteers. I’d waited, downing ramen noodles laden with cheddar and salami, as many calories as I could stomach, one eye on the door. My phone messages went unread. Time ticked by, my thirty-minute break turning into an hour, eating into my narrow lead. I knew if I had any chance of winning I had to leave. So I left.

But my closest opponent hadn’t spent long at the checkpoint either. He’d sped through it, not even eating a hot meal, and with the rest of the pack several hours off the pace, from then on it had only been the two of us in contention.

Now there are only five miles left. My heart and lungs protest more than my muscles, screaming at me that they can’t go on. I ignore them. Slowing down is not an option. I dare not waste any energy even looking over my shoulder. Maybe he’s fallen back. But I doubt it. A course record is on the line. He came here to win. Unfortunately for him, so did I.

I’m deep into what we ultrarunners call the ‘pain cave’. For me it’s the place my mind goes when it’s convinced I’ve hit my limit – but somehow I have to keep going. This pain cave is well earned. I’ve endured hours of torrential rain in the pitch-darkness, falling over in the mud and slush, one hundred miles of eye-stinging wind, muscle cramps and blisters. Thankfully, the sun has risen on a dry morning – though my hands are still frozen into claws inside my gloves, my eyelashes coated in frost. My vision is tunnelled down so all I can see is a few feet in front of me. Still, I know this route so well, every pebble, blade of grass, dip and climb of the trail burned into my memory. That knowledge is the padding of my pain cave, the way I keep myself comfortable. I settle in and keep putting one foot in front of the other.

The cross-country track I’ve been following ends and, for the first time in twenty-four hours, I’m running on tarmac, on the undulating country road that leads to the village hosting the finishing line. A marker nailed to a telephone pole indicates the final mile. I stretch and wake everything up to find another gear. I stick my head out of the cave. I need to feel the pain now. This is grit my teeth and somehow bear it time. A dream of hot tea and crumbly ginger biscuits floats through my mind. My mouth salivates at the thought.

After hours of silence and isolation, suddenly there are people everywhere. Lining the route, shouting and waving, holding up hand-painted signs. Are they surprised to see it’s me? I can’t tell.

Tears well up in my eyes, but I need to hold them back. I can’t let myself get overwhelmed with emotion yet. The lead-up to this race has been the most difficult of my life, so much so that I almost didn’t make the start. The temptation to take back my accusation, to do anything to make the trolls go away, is so strong. But I’m not taking anything back. And I’m not going to let it stop me from competing.

Racing has always been my sanctuary. The time I feel most myself, no matter what is going on – good or bad. It’s my mindfulness. My meditation. My salvation. I’m not about to let Coach Glenn take that away from me too.

Only a few hundred yards left now. My eyes clear, I lift my head and even chance a smile. It’s not just the run. It’s this, the competition, the push and pull, that makes me feel alive.

Before I know it, I’m grinning from ear to ear. And I’m still running. No, more than that, I’m flying. I’m filled with a sudden, absolute certainty that I’m going to win. I don’t relax, though. I dare to push that little bit more, and my body responds.

The finishing line comes into view, a huge banner stretching across the high street with a digital clock underneath, the red numbers ticking up. The time it displays shocks even me. If my running maths is correct, I’ve smashed the previous course record by over five hours. I had no idea I was moving that quickly.

Two volunteers hold a stream of white tape across the path and I think instantly of Ethan, my son: how proud he’s going to be of me, when he sees that medal round my neck. Where is he? Pete normally brings him in front of the finishing line so he can watch me cross it. He dresses him in a bright yellow coat so he’s unmissable. But I haven’t spotted them yet. Where could they be?

There’s a burst of applause, but it’s not for me. It’s from behind me. Is the other runner making a push for the finish? I can’t get complacent. The win isn’t mine yet. Runners can lose a race in the final steps. I surge forward, sprinting those last few feet. The tape snaps across my chest.

I’ve done it. I’ve won.

Cheers crash over me like a wave, and I wait a beat – arms raised, eyes closed – for the euphoria of the moment to hit. But then a voice rises above the crowd, louder than all the rest.

‘LIAR!’

I stumble, my foot slipping as I spin round, searching for the source.

I just about manage to stay upright – but not before I hear the voice again: ‘MURDERER.’

The crowd noise becomes more hesitant, hushed. Between the cameras flashing, banners waving, I can’t see who it is.

Murderer? What the hell?

I take a step forward, but that’s when my legs give out, the adrenaline flooding my system, overwhelming me. My knees bash against the ground and I wince with pain.

Someone steps forward to help me. Heavy black boots, the toes polished. Uniform trousers. A high-viz vest over an all-climate shirt, a radio on their shoulder.

Police.

‘Adrienne Wendell?’ the officer asks, but he doesn’t need an answer. He knows who I am. It’s written on my race bib above my number. ‘You need to come with me. It’s about your son. There’s been an accident.’




SEVEN YEARS LATER




The Ultra Bros Podcast

Hot & Sandy Edition


	Jason:	Welcome, trailblazers, to this very special edition of the Ultra Bros, as we start our coverage of Boones’s newest race, Hot & Sandy.

	Mac:	Hmm, kind of sounds like a weather report to me. Hot & Sandy.

	Jason:	That’s part of his trademark – why his races are nicknamed ‘the Ampersands’. There’s Big & Dark through the Blue Ridge Mountains and Long & Windy in Denali National Park. But this one is a two-hundred-and-fifty-mile self-sufficient stage race through the Sahara Desert in Morocco and it sounds totally bonkers. Boones is back, baby!

	Mac:	OK, OK, back up a second – we already have the Barkley, the Ultra X races, Badwater, UTMB. Heck, the Marathon des Sables has held the title of ‘the world’s toughest foot race’ for years, to the point that even finishing is a badge of honour – and it kinda has a lock on the Sahara. So what’s got you so amped up about this race in particular? Fill our listeners in on why this is different – and why they should be glued to this coverage.

	Jason:	With pleasure, mate. Look, the difference between those races and this one? Boones. This guy doesn’t just blaze the trail, he fucking razes it to the ground. His mission has always been to push the boundaries of what is humanly possible. How far will you go? That’s the question he asks all his runners.

		Next, you don’t ‘enter’ a Boones race. He handpicks you. Exclusive invite through the post, all very hush-hush. Then there’s always a twist during the race itself – in Big & Dark, Boones makes you fill containers with different soil to prove you’ve been in the right places, so you have all these runners on their hands and knees basically pushing dirt into these tiny vials in the middle of the trail.

	Mac:	Oh, so he’s a sadist.

	Jason:	More like a scientist – and we’re his lab rats. When he launched Long & Windy – we didn’t know if it was ‘windy’, as in referring to strong winds, or ‘windy’ because of the million switchbacks. Turns out, it was both. Only one person ended up finishing Long & Windy – our mate and frequent podcast guest Rupert Azzario – and since then he’s ended up with sponsorships out the wazoo, brand deals, a Netflix documentary – a professional ultrarunner’s wet dream. He’s the King of the Ampersands.

	Mac:	Yeah, and didn’t someone die?

	Jason:	RIP Steve Parsons, lost in his prime. He was the race leader, real competitive guy, but the high winds and narrow trails got the better of him and he was blown off the route. They never even found his body.

	Mac:	Jesus.

	Jason:	Look, Steve was not the first elite – and he won’t be the last – to die doing one of these races. They’re inherently risky – but that’s where you can practically see these elite athletes salivating at the idea of rising to the challenge. It sounds mad, but these guys want to be pushed. Whether they admit it or not, they want to find their limit. Sure, for any other race director, an incident like that would shut them down for good. But if anything, it only added to Boones’s mystique. He got even more mainstream publicity after that. The next Big & Darks were covered by major media outlets, posts went viral on social media, the whole shebang. He has this group of fans online – the Booneshounds – who obsess over his every move. Boones’s star was rising and every elite runner wanted a chance to tackle his races. And then, two years ago, he stopped. No Big & Dark. No Long & Windy. Speculation was rife – maybe he was scouting for an even better location for a new race, maybe he was on a running pilgrimage down the length of the Americas – there were supposed sightings of him in Mexico and Argentina! There were even some rumours that he’d died, and questions about who was going to take over the races – or whether they were done for good. But now he’s back, and you’d best believe he’s got something extra in the bag to really set this next race apart. It’s a true game changer. Can you guess what it is?

	Mac:	The money.

	Jason:	Damn right, the money. Five hundred thousand bucks. Two thousand dollars per mile. Ever heard anything like that in ultrarunning?

	Mac:	Never.

	Jason:	So that’s twist number one.

	Mac:	Kind of out of Boones’s typical ethos, isn’t it? I thought he was a less-is-more kind of guy.

	Jason:	Except the question is always the same: how far will you go? I bet he’s going to make us runners work for that cash. Yep, that’s right – the next surprise for our listeners is that I’m going to be on the starting line!

	Mac:	What? How’d a joker like you end up getting an invite?

	Jason:	Your guess is as good as mine! As soon as the race was announced I’ve been shouting about how much I want to run in it, so maybe Boones took pity on me. Got my invite three months ago. Barely enough time to tweak my training plan and squeeze in some heat acclimatization, but I’ll be there.

	Mac:	Any idea how many other nutters will be joining you on the starting line?

	Jason:	No clue. But the prize money and the invites are for the ‘elite’ race. Boones also released five hundred ‘fun runner’ places – if you can call a race of this type ‘fun’ – for people who want to pay a hefty admission fee for the privilege of running in the desert. They’re not there to compete, just to have the experience – mad sods. But that’s probably how he’s managed to raise the dough.

	Mac:	What if one of the fun runners wins?

	Jason:	I’m sure Boones has a plan for that. But I can tell you, the elites will be as motivated as hell.

	Mac:	Who do you think you’ll be up against?

	Jason:	Rupert, of course. I assume the top Moroccan runners will be there. Farouk Lazaar and Nabil Alami. They’ve dominated desert races in the past. Then there’s people like Pete Wendell, Alexander Schmidt, Mariam Hussein … but who knows? There are some wild rumours flying around.

		But what I’m truly interested in this year, is who is going to be Boones’s runner thirteen?

	Mac:	Runner thirteen – that mean something?

	Jason:	It’s Boones’s pick. His ‘runner to watch’. Whoever gets the number-thirteen bib is the runner he thinks is going to win – or, sometimes, the runner he thinks is going to flame out spectacularly.

	Mac:	So if you’re number thirteen, you gonna give me a share of that cool half a mil?

	Jason:	I’m going for the shits and giggles, you know that. I’m not gonna win. But I want my place in the history books. Mark my words, Mac. This is going to be a race to remember.



The Ultra Bros Podcast is brought to you by Blixt Energy.

For when ‘One foot in front of the other’ just isn’t enough. Blixt. Beyond endurance.
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Adrienne

The plane door opens and I step out into a furnace. The blast of heat is intense and immediate, accompanied by a fierce wind that forces me to hold on to my cap to stop it from being blown away. The same winds had almost diverted the plane to a different airport – much to the consternation of everyone on board. We’re all in Morocco for the same reason, after all.

The Hot & Sandy race. I still can’t quite believe I’m going through with it. Up until the moment I boarded the chartered plane at London Gatwick, I thought about turning back. The reasons not to run felt so much more important than why I’ve come out here.

For one, there’s Ethan. I’ve never left him for this long before. Even though he’s ten, he’s still my baby. And the last time I raced … I can’t even finish the thought without shuddering. The horror of it still has a lock round my heart, a cage I can’t break free from.

Then there’s Pete. He also got an invite. Running my first race in seven years against my ex doesn’t seem like the smartest plan. Pete is surprisingly relaxed about it, but I think it’s because he doesn’t see me as competition. I don’t even see me as competition. Showing up at the start feels brave enough for me.

Last – but definitely not least – Boones. The mysterious race director of one-name-only notoriety, the Madonna of the running world. I’ve never wanted to run in one of his races. Only Boones made sure this was an invitation I couldn’t refuse.

Ethan, for his part, is delighted to have both his parents racing. He’ll be tracking us on the website, watching our every step. He looked up Boones online and put together a booklet of facts, like it was some kind of school project. Boones lives deep in the forest of North Carolina. He launched his first race – Big & Dark – over thirty years ago. Only ten people have finished his races in their history. No woman has ever finished.

‘You’re going to be the first, Mum,’ he says, filled with the kind of innate confidence I wish I had in myself.

But focusing on the facts helps me too. I like to visualize the challenge ahead, mentally prepare for the pain – putting some padding in my pain cave, so that when I enter it during the race (and it’s inevitable that I will), I have something to bounce off to stop it from hurting so much. It’s what I did when I broke the course record at the Yorkshire 100, and when I podiumed at UTMB. It’s what I try to do now.

The lack of information about the race has made that task difficult, though. All I know is what I’ve gleaned from the website, loaded from a QR code on the invitation: a two-hundred-and-fifty-mile five-day stage marathon across dunes, dried-up riverbeds, and the rock-strewn mountains (known locally as jebels) of the infamous Sahara Desert. The first two stages are twenty-five miles. The third and fourth are fifty miles each. Then the fifth day is the big one – one hundred miles – already nicknamed the ‘long day’. Each stage will be timed and must be completed within a strict limit – bringing up the rear will be two Berber volunteers and their camel to sweep up any stragglers. Temperatures might range from freezing cold in the night to over fifty degrees centigrade in the day. Sandstorms are likely, as are venomous creatures. We are expected to navigate the route using only a copy of a map hand-drawn by Boones and a compass. And every runner must carry their own food, sleeping bags and survival gear for the length of the race. All we will be provided with is water every ten miles or so and an open-air tent each night set up in traditional style by the Berbers in a miniature city known as a ‘bivouac’. There will also be medics and photographers along the route, and we will be wearing GPS tracking devices.

So far, so manageable. But I know there will be curve balls to come. Boones is famous for them.

The invite itself had been the first surprise. When it arrived on my doorstep, I thought it was a prank. I was going to put it straight in the bin. Then I turned it over.

On the back was a handwritten note.

COME AND FIND ANSWERS. It read. Then, underneath, a licence plate: LK1X XFG.

My heart pounded so hard, I could hear it ringing in my ears. It couldn’t be.

Seven years ago, I’d had one of the worst nights of my life. Yes, I’d won my race. But at the finishing line, the police had met me with the awful news: Ethan had been in a hit-and-run accident.

They never found the driver.

Who did it? That became the question that dominated my life. Who had tried to hurt my baby?

I’d gone straight to my laptop, opened the vehicle enquiry page on the government website and typed in the plate number.

IS THIS THE VEHICLE YOU ARE LOOKING FOR?

The question seemed to taunt me. It’s the one I’d asked myself every day for seven years.

RANGE ROVER.

BLACK.

The same make and model as the vehicle involved.

I’d dropped the invite then, the paper searing my fingers. It had to be a sick joke from one of the trolls who still hated me for what I did. I kicked it beneath the counter, not wanting to look at it, think about it. Then Ethan had come home, buzzing about the fact that his dad had been invited to some exclusive new race: Hot & Sandy. He’d even taken a photo of the invitation. They were the same.

It wasn’t a prank.

Boones knew something about the accident. I’d tried to email him, write him a letter, even sent direct messages to the Ampersand race social media accounts. But they all went unanswered.

He wanted to tell me at the launch of his new race.

I knew then that I’d be entering. I had to find out.

Never mind that I’d spent seven years out of the ring. Seven years not racing, hiding away so as not to draw attention to myself.

The moment I boarded the plane, amongst hordes of other runners, the word was out. I try to stay off social media, but still, I couldn’t help but open the apps to glance at what people were saying. Some were curious, some were neutral – but most were horrible. Variations on how dare she? and what the fuck does she think she’s doing? And a couple even worse than that: Oh great, the lying bitch is back. Who is she going to bring down this time?

I glance over my shoulder before descending the stairs to the runway, the tarmac steaming through the soles of my trainers (of course I’d worn my running shoes on the plane – I wasn’t going to risk those getting lost in transit). As I walk to the single-storey terminal emblazed with large letters reading ‘ERRACHIDIA’ – the name of the closest town to where the race begins – I’m soon overtaken by other eager runners. Do they know the race hasn’t started yet? Each one has a small backpack slung on their shoulders, similar to the one I’ve got. We’re carrying everything we need to survive for the next few days.

I hardly recognize anyone. A decade ago, I would have known almost everyone participating in a race like this. But the plane was packed with fresh-faced newcomers. I recognize Rupert Azzario, wearing a dozen brand patches on his clothing from top-of-the-line sponsors. He’s like a walking billboard. My snide thoughts are accompanied by a spike of jealousy. At my peak I’d beaten him at the Yorkshire 100, the Dragon’s Back and the Lake District Ultra, but he’s the one making a living from his running, chasing races and records across the world. He has hundreds of thousands of followers. One of the privileged few living the dream. On the surface he’s mild-mannered, humble, quiet – everyone likes him, looks up to him. Ultrarunning’s golden boy. But beneath that genial persona there’s a fierce competitor – one with a ruthless desire to win. It’s served him well.

Rupert dodges eye contact, but I expected that. I’m sure I’ll experience worse. I feel on high alert, goosebumps rising on my skin despite the heat.

Liar. Murderer.

Those words still haunt me.

I try to shake them from my mind. I need to focus on getting to the bivouac, then finding Pete. That brings a smile to my face. It’s nice to think of Pete as an ally instead of an enemy for once.

Pete’s been in Morocco for a week already. He wanted to spend some time acclimatizing to the heat. Smart – it’s something I would have done if I could have afforded the time off. He’s much more used to these big races, having spent almost two decades on the circuit. His goal was always the prestigious American races – Western States, Badwater, Hardrock – or to podium at Comrades in South Africa. In my time I’d preferred to stay closer to home, focusing on races in the UK and Europe. As I board the coach for the next leg of the journey, I feel a flutter of butterflies in my stomach. Anticipation for the race, or fear? I find it hard to tell any more.

I choose a seat towards the back, turning my body to face the window, hoping I look like someone who doesn’t want to be disturbed. I’m grateful when no one sits down next to me, and I spread my belongings across the empty seat for good measure. We have a six-hour coach journey to the bivouac, then our medical and equipment checks, and the registration to pick up our race numbers.

‘Excited?’ A man stops next to me, so I have to turn towards the aisle. He lifts his sunglasses on to his forehead. He’s so tall he stoops and he’s young – late twenties maybe – with soft brown eyes and a buzz cut.

I know the polite thing would be to remove my sunglasses too, but I keep them on. ‘Mm-hmm,’ I reply, shifting even closer to the window, hoping the man gets the hint and takes a different seat.

He doesn’t.

‘You’re Adrienne Wendell, right?’

I stiffen. There’s something irritatingly familiar about his voice; it grates on my nerves like sandpaper. I can’t put my finger on why I recognize him. Has he come into the shop?

‘I’m Jason.’ He extends his hand, expecting me to shake it. I don’t. Because now I know who he is. He’s one of the presenters of The Ultra Bros Podcast. I spent years avoiding their questions. I’m not about to answer them now. ‘Wow, you came! The “rock goat” returns …’ He points to the empty spot next to me. ‘Can I sit here?’

‘No!’ I blurt a little too loudly. I don’t want to be interrogated for the next six hours. I scramble around for a reasonable excuse, my hand protectively guarding the seat.

‘Because you’re saving it for me, n’est-ce pas?’ A slight woman with burnished brown skin and cropped silvery hair pushes her way past Jason, forcing him backwards. I hadn’t seen her because she’d been hidden by his bulk.

‘Mariam!’ I don’t think I’ve ever been so happy to see someone. I quickly clear the seat for her, and she slides in.

She reaches over and pats my knee, then looks up at Jason. ‘Sorry, mate,’ she says. It sounds hilariously casual in her lightly accented English, her third language after Arabic and French.

Jason fumbles in his pocket. ‘I’m in tent sixteen. Adrienne, please come find me. A few minutes of your time is all I need.’ He passes me an Ultra Bros business card with his tent number scribbled on the back. I take it but put it in the front pocket of the seat. There’s no way I’ll be seeking him out.

‘Thank you for saving me,’ I say, once he’s moved out of earshot. I notice that other eyes have turned towards us, some people craning their necks to get a glimpse of me. At least that’s what it feels like. I swallow my paranoia, shrink down and force a smile for Mariam. ‘How have you been? I am so glad to see you.’

‘Me? I feel the same way about you! It has been far too long.’

‘You look well,’ I say, and I mean it. She looks lean and strong, her dark brown eyes sparkling beneath her thick lashes, spidery laugh lines spreading from the corners. She must be over fifty but she’s in peak physical condition, and she’s been on the podium of several desert races over the past year. This is her home terrain, as she was born in Morocco, although I met her after she’d been living in Paris. We’d run in several races together across Europe and I’d always admired the way she’d balanced racing with raising her family.

When everything kicked off seven years ago, I thought she might stand up for me, vouch for me. But she stayed silent. I don’t blame her. Not many people wanted to stick their head above the parapet.

‘Ah, you’re too kind. Every time I travel to a race, I think, it’s finally happened! I am too old for this. But then I hear the word “go” and I’m off.’

I laugh, but Mariam doesn’t join in. Her eyes search my face, curiosity bubbling under the surface. She might have saved me an interrogation from Jason, but he’s not the only one with questions.

Thankfully, she seems to think better of asking any, instead wriggling around in her seat. She whistles through her teeth. ‘Long journey ahead. I am going to try to get some rest. You should too.’

I nod, and she pats my knee again. Then she whips out an eye mask and pulls it down low.

Tears spring up in my eyes; I’m not used to such kindness. I turn back to the view to disguise it. The warm beauty of Morocco flashes by – clay buildings blending seamlessly into the dusky orange desert terrain beyond, interspersed with pale green foliage from olive trees. Everything seems suffused with soft light, like the place exists in a permanent golden hour. Yet there’s evidence of damage from sand and wind everywhere too, tattered window coverings and blown-in glass, walls rough and crumbling. If the climate can do that to rock and stone, what can it do to the human body?

The six hours pass all too quickly for me. When we arrive, Mariam is straight off the coach – she’d spent most of the final hour crossing her legs and fidgeting – but it won’t be long before I see her again, since we are sharing a tent in the bivouac. As the other runners rush towards the registration tent, I linger a bit longer, waiting for the aisle to empty.

Now that I’m here, the reality hits me. I’m about to face the community that worked so hard to shun me. It’s going to require bravery, confidence, pride. I’m not sure I have any of that left.

My phone buzzes and I fish it out of my pocket. The camp is one of the last places we’ll have signal.

It’s Ethan. Meep meep! He accompanies the text with an animated cartoon gif of road runner.

That’s why I’m doing this. I grab my pack down from the overhead compartment and swing it over my shoulders.

For Ethan. For me. To get the answers I need and get home.

It’s time to put myself back in the arena.
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Stella

Camera? Check.

Volunteer badge? Check.

Sanity? Back in California, where I left it with the rest of my boxed-up belongings. I’m here following my ultrarunning-obsessed boyfriend deep into the Sahara. The things you do for love.

Fiancé, I correct myself. Not boyfriend any more.

I lift my camera and snap a photo of him standing in front of a huge Hot & Sandy banner. He flexes his biceps and raises his leg into the running-man pose. It makes me laugh.

‘There, much better,’ he says, coming forward to kiss my cheek. ‘I know you’re worried, but look – look at this place.’

‘It’s pretty impressive,’ I concede. I don’t share that the sight of the bustling bivouac beyond the banner is only adding to the feeling of dread in my stomach.

‘Meet you at my tent after my medical?’ he asks.

I nod.

He gives my hand a squeeze. ‘It will be OK. You’ll see. And then we can start planning the wedding.’

I flash him a smile. The novelty hasn’t worn off. The ring on my left hand still feels like a foreign object – after all, he only popped the question yesterday. I should be floating on cloud nine. Instead, I’m weighted down by a sense of impending doom, like a storm is coming.

He jogs towards the medical bays for his check-up. He’s been preparing for this for months, ever since he received that damn invitation. It’s consumed him. Technically, no family, friends or spectators are allowed at the race, but there was no way I was going to wait at home, watching his progress from my laptop. I managed to convince the charity he’s running for – Runners for Hope – to hire me as an official race photographer. That way I have a reason to be here on my own terms. It’s the only way I could think of to keep him safe.

So now, despite vowing I’d never be involved with an Ampersand race, I’m here in the very thick of it. And I have a job to do. I take a deep breath and try to get my bearings.

Straight ahead of me is a semicircle of open-sided black camel-hair tents pitched with wooden poles and lined with rugs in traditional Bedouin style. More modern white marquees sit to one side – the hubs for admin, comms and the medics – a queue of people snaking out of the front, patiently waiting in the glaring sunshine for their packs to be checked and to receive their race numbers. In the gaps between the tents, further from the runners, I spot cars, trucks, caravans, even a helicopter – accommodation and transport for the hundreds of volunteers and staff – the cogs that keep this operation running. Finally, burly guards patrol the perimeter, making sure no one unconnected to the race enters the bivouac.

Between the security, the runners, the volunteers, the medics, the press, the admin staff and the Berbers in charge of maintaining the bivouac, there must be upwards of a thousand people here. It’s impossible to tell the elite runners from the ‘fun’ right now, but I’m struck by how clean everyone looks. Bright white shirts and perfect running shoes, freshly shaved faces and neat braids. It won’t take long for that to change.

I flick the dial on my camera. Staring at the screen, I focus on a pair of runners who walk into my frame, the perfect ‘before’ shot. I snap. I always see things better, clearer, through the lens. It calms me.

As for this race, it’s a miracle it’s even happening. It’s a logistical feat that requires an army to put together. I’m shocked Boones pulled it off.

The Boones I knew shouldn’t have been capable of it.

But then I haven’t come to expect much from my dad.

I haven’t told Boones I was coming, but I have no doubt that he knows I’m here. He’s always had this uncanny ability, this way of knowing things. For someone who lived most of his life as a recluse, he’s exceptional at reading people.

A memory strikes me, of being on the starting line of a Big & Dark race. The start was only a couple of miles from our house, a little cabin on the edge of the woods in the Blue Ridge Mountains. Six years old, sitting on his knee, watching as runners in torn T-shirts and grubby running shoes emerged from their tents, most of them puffing on a final cigarette before the race. There’d been no polish, nothing fancy about the race or the people who ran in it. Just a tough trail and a few folks mental enough to test themselves against it. Even the start was casual. He hadn’t looked at the runners. He’d only inhaled deeply, spoken the words ‘Well, all right then,’ clicked his fingers, and off they’d gone. As one man went by, Dad had given me a nudge. ‘That guy,’ he’d said. I’d written down the race number of the person he’d pointed out in a little Polly Pocket notebook. Number thirteen.

‘That guy’ had been the only one to finish that year. Dad just seemed to know.

The races were always the good times, when Dad seemed most alive. Most present. The rest of the time? Mom and I might as well not exist. He would disappear on his own madcap expeditions, sometimes not contacting us for months.

Mom packed us up and left not long after that. We moved halfway across the world to the south of France to get away. She remarried, had another child – my half-sister, Yasmin.

Once I asked her why she never spoke about Dad. ‘The thing about Boones is that he treats people like his little experiments,’ she’d said. ‘And it’s never long before someone gets hurt.’

The message was clear: we were better off without him. She’d been right, of course. But there was something different about race day. That was the time I missed him the most. So Mom let me go back once a year, to be there at the starting line. To give Boones and me a chance to maintain some sort of connection.

That lasted until I was seventeen. I’d flown in as normal, and Dad had put me straight to work – again, not unusual, and I used to love getting swept up in the excitement of race day. Already things had been changing back then. More cameras. More runners. More publicity.

More women on the starting line too. I was pumped by that. I wanted to see a woman cross the finishing line, and one woman – Nina Carter – looked like she had the chops to do it.

The weather had other plans. That year it was dire – so much rain that the trails turned into mudslides. Strong winds threatened to bring trees down on the route, endangering the lives of the runners. I (and a good many others) pleaded with Dad to cancel the race.

He refused. We begged him to at least let them wear GPS trackers so we could find them if they became lost. He refused. Those were the terms of his race.

None of the runners finished that day. A few – including Nina – still hadn’t showed up twelve hours after the time limit. I helped to coordinate volunteers for search parties, and we finally found them huddled at the bottom of a gully, unconscious and suffering from hypothermia.

Dad’s response? They just weren’t good enough. And that’s when I saw him for who he truly was: a sadistic punisher who only wanted to cause pain, not celebrate human achievement, or whatever pompous justification he gave for putting people through actual mental and physical torture. He was lucky nobody died that year. He didn’t get as lucky later on.

I stopped my annual visits to Big & Dark after that. He didn’t seem to miss me.

I couldn’t get away from running completely, though. It became Yasmin’s passion. She would drag me out on rocky coastal paths near our home in Marseilles, running for miles with the sea breeze in our hair. I tolerated it so long as I could take a dip in the azure blue waters of the calanques along the way. When she started racing seriously, I became her biggest support. I crewed her races, took photos for her social media, helped her attract sponsors – whatever she needed.

She used to pester me about the Ampersands, but I never had much to tell her. She said it was her dream to be the first woman to finish one.

My biggest regret is that I didn’t dissuade her. If I had, maybe she would still be alive.

‘Are you here with Runners for Hope?’ A young woman, copper hair in two braids lying neatly on her Hot & Sandy vest, approaches me. She taps her clipboard. ‘Stella Mamoud, is it?’

‘Yes, that’s right.’ I took my mom’s last name a long time ago. Not that it matters – no one seems to know Boones’s real name anyway.

‘Great. I can show you to your tent.’

‘Lead on. I was wondering how to find my way round this place.’

She smiles. ‘It can be a maze. But you’ll soon learn.’

She introduces herself as Camille, one of Boones’s administrative staff (he has staff? That’s news to me), and she takes the time to show me the dining tent, where the Berber chefs are already laying out the provisions for a monster buffet, with all the Moroccan specialities – a huge tagine of vegetable couscous, grilled chicken and lamb, plus a variety of carbs that I know the runners will love: mountains of bread rolls and vats full of pasta. It’s the only time the runners will be fed the entire race. Otherwise they have to eat the food they’ve brought themselves.

‘And this is the comms tent, where we have the all-important Wi-Fi. So if you need to upload your images, you can do it from here. Just remember, you can’t share the password with anyone else on the race.’

‘Got it.’

A moment later, she stops in front of an open-sided tent – similar to the ones set up for the runners – with several people inside. ‘This is where you’ll be sleeping. Any issues, let me know. And here.’ She hands me some sheets of paper stapled together in the corner. ‘This is the finalized list of runners, their race numbers and tent allocation. So you can get your interviews done for social media.’

‘OK, thanks,’ I reply, glancing at the paper.

A man steps out of the tent, stooping to duck beneath the edge of the black camel-hair cloth. ‘Camille, hi!’ he says. He glances over at me, rubbing at the thin line of beard running along his jawline. ‘This our missing tentmate?’

‘That’s right. Dale, meet Stella. He’s another race photographer. You’ll be paired up in the Jeep tomorrow.’

‘Nice to meet you.’ He extends his hand to me. ‘I was just about to get some pre-race shots. Soak up the atmosphere. Want to come with?’

But I don’t have time for that. ‘Is this a joke?’ I ask.

She frowns. ‘Excuse me?’

‘This list.’ I can see from Camille’s face that she thinks I’ve lost my mind.

‘Problem?’ Dale asks.

Damn right there is. On the first sheet of paper is a list of the elite runners. And right at the top? A name I never expected to see.

Adrienne Wendell.

Fuck. How did I not know she’d be here?

‘Boones,’ I manage to spit out. ‘Where is he?’

But Camille isn’t listening. Her hand flies to her ear – an earpiece connected to a radio. ‘Sorry, bivouac emergency,’ she says, her hands flapping. ‘I have to go.’ She darts away before I can stop her. I can’t exactly play the don’t you know who I am card. I don’t want anyone to know I’m related to him if I can help it.

‘You’re looking for Boones?’ Dale asks. He’s tying a bandana round his forehead, keeping the sun off his bald scalp. A DSLR camera hangs on a strap off his shoulder.

I nod.

‘Then come with me,’ he says. ‘I know how to find him.’
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Adrienne

The queue to register stretches out in front of me, thirty-odd people deep. Under the glare of the bright sun, my skin tightens and my eyes prickle, as all the moisture seems to be baked from my body. I wonder if others are feeling as uncomfortable as I am, but most of the elite athletes would have acclimatized to the soaring temperatures using fancy heat chambers, some of them with built-in treadmills so they could really get their bodies used to exerting themselves in the heat. All I’d managed to do is convince Debbie at the PureSpa in town to let me use the sauna for a few hours as a thanks for sending so many clients her way from the shop. If it gets much hotter, I’m not sure that’s going to cut it.

I dig out my water bottle, use some of it to soak my cap, then take a big swig. I pop a salt tablet too. It’s not only about hydration; I must also replace the electrolytes that I’ll be losing through sweat. The thing about the dry Moroccan heat is that the sweat evaporates almost instantly, so it’s easy to get dehydrated without being aware of it.

Some people have failed in desert races purely by forgetting to take their salt. I’m not going to be one of them.

With my cap and sunglasses, dressed in a long-sleeve moisture-wicking white shirt and black running shorts, I blend seamlessly into the crowd. For the first time I don’t feel eyes on my back. I’m just another runner, like everyone else. All around me, excited chatter fills the air, the atmosphere electric. The buzz of athletes about to embark on a challenge they’ve been training their minds and bodies to achieve for months. They are either ready or not. But can you ever truly be ready for a two-hundred-and-fifty-mile race? Ultimately it’s going to come down to grit.

And that’s why I love it. I hadn’t realized how much I missed it.

That turned out to be the cost of speaking out. If I’d known, would I have made a different decision?

Never, I think, shuddering, but then it’s my turn at the desk. I approach a frazzled-looking man with a clipboard and show him my invitation.

‘Oh, you’re an elite?’ he asks.

I nod, even though hearing it out loud makes me feel like a fraud.

He waves me away with his hand. ‘Over that way.’

‘Aren’t you going to weigh my pack?’

He tuts. ‘All the elite checks are taking place in a different marquee. You didn’t need to stand in this line.’

‘Oh,’ I say. I’d been in with the fun runners. No wonder the atmosphere had felt so much more relaxed.

He eyes my pack. ‘That thing does look a little heavy.’

‘You can tell by sight?’

‘When you’ve seen as many runner packs as I have, you start to make a good guess! The ideal is around six kilos in my opinion. Any more and your form will suffer – any less and you probably don’t have enough nutrition.’

‘I’ll worry about my form and nutrition, thanks.’

He tilts his head in deference, and I wander over to the correct tent.

I’m shown straight in. Even with fans blowing, it’s stuffy inside the marquee – and surprisingly dark. I remove my glasses and cap before greeting the two women sat behind the desk. ‘Um, Ms Wendell signing in,’ I say.

The two exchange a look, and then one of them gets on the radio, speaking in rapid-fire French, too quick for me to understand. The other one gestures for me to open my backpack. I swing it round off my shoulders and place it on the desk.

‘We’re checking to make sure you have all the mandatory equipment. If you add anything later – or have someone else carry food for you – that is also grounds for dismissal from the race.’

I nod, watching as the woman examines my fastidiously packed gear. I double- and triple-checked the mandatory kit list, so I’m not worried about missing anything. I’ve got packages of food (marked with the number of calories for each day), spare socks, sleeping bag and mat. A small foldable stove and fuel cubes for boiling water. A first-aid kit, compass, pocket mirror (for signalling, not vanity), whistle – and some slightly more unusual pieces of equipment: a snake bite and antivenom kit. My phone and a solar-powered battery charger. I’ve included a couple of personal extras – a little lion teddy and a small digital camera. Surplus to requirement, but I wouldn’t travel anywhere without them.

She then puts it all back and hangs it above a scale. Eight kilograms. Two over the minimum. She raises an eyebrow, but I shrug. There’s no maximum weight – but in a race like this, every gram counts. It could be the difference between finishing and not. For me, though, the boost those items give me is worth it.

‘OK, all is fine with your gear. I’m going to attach a tracker to your bag.’ She clips a bright orange tag to the strap of my backpack. I almost stop her, hoping that she hasn’t placed it somewhere that’s going to dig into me as I run. I’ve trained with the bag – as is. Even the slightest change could cause a hotspot that ends my race. But I swallow down my protest. I can’t control everything. And I’d much rather have the GPS tracker than not.

‘This will also serve as your emergency beacon,’ she continues. ‘If you need help, you press down both these two buttons on the top here. You need to press both,’ she repeats, ‘to activate the beacon. Then stay where you are and we’ll send someone to your location as quickly as possible. Do not use it if it is not a true life-threatening emergency – pressing it will result in your immediate exit from the race. Your race bib should be here any – Ah! Here he is.’

The back of the marquee flies open, and for a moment I’m blinded by the bright white sunshine flooding in. I lift my hand to shield my eyes and hold my breath. This is it. I get to meet the man who claims to have the answers I’ve been waiting for.

‘You made it!’

My heart sinks and I exhale. It’s not Boones. It’s a young guy – tall, lanky like a string bean and with a mop of wavy hair – with a posh Home Counties accent. He’s wearing a crisp white shirt beneath his Hot & Sandy vest and pressed trousers, in stark contrast to everyone else in athletic wear.

‘I’m Henry, race logistics. It’s very nice to meet you.’

‘Thanks for inviting me,’ I reply.

‘We had our doubts you would come. You were the final runner to register.’

‘I thought it was a hoax at first. Or a mistake, at least.’

‘As you can see, no hoax.’ He stops on the other side of the table. ‘I’ve got your race number here, personally assigned by Boones.’ He places it face down.

‘When do I meet Boones?’ I ask, trying to sound nonchalant.

‘Plenty of time for that – don’t you worry,’ says Henry with a smile. It doesn’t do much to reassure me.

A doctor wearing a red cross on his breast pocket, a stethoscope round his neck and a nameplate that reads ‘Dr Emilio’, stops by our table. He looks like he’s far more used to spending time in the Moroccan sun than I am – his skin evenly tanned – and he has thick dark, almost black hair. Mediterranean heritage is my guess – and a heavy Italian accent confirms it. Boones has assembled an international team.

‘This is the next elite?’ he asks, gesturing at me.

‘Yes, meet Adrienne Wendell,’ Henry says.

The doctor frowns. ‘Oh, any relation to …?’

‘Pete Wendell?’ I finish for him. ‘He’s my ex-husband.’

Dr Emilio quirks his upper lip as he exchanges a look with Henry. I feel like there’s a conversation happening that I’m not a part of. ‘Is, uh, everything OK with Pete?’ I ask.

He doesn’t answer me. ‘Your medical documents, please,’ he says instead.

I hand him my up-to-date resting electrocardiogram and a letter certifying my good health from my GP. He examines it with a critical eye. ‘This all looks good. Strong heart. May I listen?’ He lifts his stethoscope.

I nod, breathing deeply to keep my heart rate normal – and to keep from blushing. It’s been a while since I’ve been in such close proximity to a handsome man. I open the top button of my shirt and he leans forward, pressing the cool metal face of the stethoscope against my chest. He doesn’t say much, but he writes a few notes, which I take to mean everything is OK. ‘I need to take some bloods and a urine sample, then you can go.’

‘Bloods?’ My stomach flips, this time having nothing to do with the doctor’s rich brown eyes. I hate needles.

‘For a drug test. We will take them at the end as well. Nervous?’

‘That obvious?’

He laughs as he begins the process of wrapping elastic round my bicep. ‘I’ll be quick. So you haven’t met Boones?’

The way he pronounces ‘Boones’ makes it sound more like ‘Bones’. I know he’s trying to get me to chat, to distract me, but I just want to shut my eyes and pretend there’s no needle.

‘Not yet,’ I say.

‘He’s not so scary in person, I assure you.’

‘Maybe when you’re not running in one of his races,’ I say through gritted teeth.

‘You have a point,’ he replies. He’s good this doctor – I know he’s moving quick and the process so far has been painless. But it’s not the actual pain that I’m afraid of. It’s the needle, the blood being forced from my body … It sends me into instant fight or flight.

I don’t want to faint now.
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