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			Dedication

			To my mum, Nadine and Bee.

			You made the difference.
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			LEG 1

			15 September–30 November 2016

			Alabama, Mississippi, Louisiana, Texas, New Mexico, Arizona, California

			2,259.45 miles

		

		
			Chapter 1

			Time to Roll (Tide)

			Alabama

			Days 1–3

			49.04 miles

			Roadkill count: 7 (3 armadillos, 2 possums and 2 raccoons)

			Chased-by-a-dog count: 1 (Chihuahua)

			Enquiries after my sanity: 1

			Encounters with potentially life-threatening spiders: 1

			‘What would you like?’ the barber asked. I’ve always found it a strangely intimidating question – today even more so. I’d been waiting an hour before sitting in his chair and had watched him meticulously groom a procession of locals with clippers and a flashing cut-throat. Tentatively, I produced a photo of Tom Hanks. Or more to the point, a photo of his hair ‘do’ from the film Forrest Gump. To help, I also quoted a number at him from the menu of styles pinned to the door. ‘Like number 24, please.’

			He looked at me with a raised eyebrow. ‘You wan’ a high an’ tight?’

			‘Yep. Yes, please.’

			‘Are you kidding me, man?’

			It seemed only polite to explain why a veterinarian from Liverpool had travelled all the way to Fluke’s Barbers on North Broad Street in Mobile, Alabama on the morning of Thursday 15 September 2016. Before my journey was through I’d get very used to telling this story.

			‘I’m recreating the Forrest Gump run.’

			‘From the movie?’

			‘Yeah. I’m going to run from here to Santa Monica in California.’

			Forrest made five crossings in total, and someone has calculated that this was a distance of 15,248 miles all told, apparently, for ‘no particular reason’. A number of athletes had already made a single crossing, but as far as I knew nobody had ever done five. People had written articles about whether it was even possible. I wasn’t sure, but I wanted to be the guy who tried. That said, I’d only mentioned the possibility of doing five crossings to one person: my girlfriend Nadine (aka Nads). That much running seemed like a pipe dream, so the official version was that I’d try one crossing and take it from there.

			The barber was incredulous, even about one crossing. ‘That’s a long way …’ He couldn’t suppress his grin. ‘You done this kind of thing before?’

			I shrugged. ‘Not exactly. A few marathons and one ultra-marathon.’

			He nodded. ‘An’ how far have you got?’

			I was bursting with excitement. ‘This is day one. A local news station is filming the start. So I wanted to look the part.’

			‘Well, good luck to yer, man!’ he said, chuckling to himself as the first locks drifted to the floor while everyone in the shop cast sideways glances.

			Forty minutes later, I was fit for the US Marine Corps – in looks, at least – and I spent the next few hours enjoying the novelty of touching the back of my newly shorn head and my face. Several blocks away, the WKRG local news team were waiting for me. It was time to begin.

			I’ve always had a vivid imagination. Maybe it’s the lot of a single child, or maybe it’s just the way my brain works, but I always knew it might get me into trouble someday. I got into running at an early age. I was already a marathon veteran by the time I got my PhD in Veterinary Medicine in 2010. I relocated to Melbourne, Australia, where I came 10th overall in the IAAF gold-rated 2015 Sydney Marathon, which qualified me for the Rio Olympics and made me Australian champion to boot. For various reasons, which centred around my not really being fast enough, I wouldn’t go to Rio, but a year later everything in my life fell into place for me to fly to the US to attempt the impossible.

			So, of all the running stories I might have chosen to emulate, why Forrest Gump’s? Well, if you’re a runner who’s had the pleasure of passing a gang of youths or a bar, especially if you have long hair and, God forbid, a beard, I’d be willing to bet you’ve heard the shouts of ‘Run, Forrest, Run!’ His assimilation into the perception of the world of running, despite his distinguished military career and stint as a top-level ping-pong player, is so complete that anyone who undertakes a challenge more than a few marathons long seems to be labelled as the ‘[insert adjective or nationality here] Forrest Gump’.

			I was thirty-eight when I started – the same age as Tom Hanks when he filmed the movie – and while that’s not young for an athlete, it’s not a terrible age to attempt a long-distance run. And America had always represented magic and excitement to me. It was a country of music and film legends, of stories and adventure. Whether it was Bob Dylan, Bruce Springsteen or even a non-American singing about a place where the streets were nameless, I’d been inspired to dream of running through the Nevada Desert, the Joshua Tree National Park and Chicago, across the Mississippi, past Atlantic Records, Graceland and the Big Rock Candy Mountain.

			I spent endless hours poring over previous crossings and possible routes, studying the weather in different states at different times of the year, wondering whether I could actually hack it. Forrest says in the movie that he ran for three years, two months, fourteen days and sixteen hours. Many commentators have argued that his achievement was not physically possible, that the human body could simply not withstand the daily grind of running such distances for so long. Then, one day, I came across a book by a British chap named Nick Baldock, who had run from San Francisco to New York in 1999. He described the epic scale and beauty of the country in a way that utterly captivated me. I was hooked.

			I emailed him ten years after his feat, in May 2009, with the subject field ‘Forrest Gump 2’, and he replied with some advice.

			Funding was (apart from the running itself) the single biggest challenge. I gave myself a good 12–14 months to prepare both financially and fitness wise. You no doubt are younger and fitter so that may not be the case with you. Rob, it is a wonderful thing to do. I could never tell you just how hard it was. But equally it was truly a life-changing experience for 132 days for me. THE best way to see America.

			Duly inspired but duly warned, Nadine and I worked our butts off in the veterinary surgery, pooling together enough savings to keep us going for as long as possible. In terms of the physical preparation, I knew I was a half-decent runner, but this was the complete unknown. I couldn’t even call myself a true ultrarunner – the title reserved for those who had gone beyond the marathon distance – but a couple of months before I was due to depart for the Forrest run I entered the Runstock Ultra with a friend from Australia, Flynn Hargreaves. I clocked up seventy-five kilometres, or forty-seven miles in old money, and while it wasn’t exactly a breeze, it did feel ‘doable’.

			I ran for the WWF (World Wide Fund for Nature) in that event. As a keen animal lover, the WWF have always had a place in my heart, and I decided to fundraise for them during the Forrest Gump run too. I would also be running for Peace Direct, a charity dedicated to stopping war and building lasting peace in some of the world’s most fragile countries. And if these organisations weren’t enough, there was one other source of inspiration for me, perhaps the most important and fundamental of all. My ‘momma’, as Forrest would say. My mum, Cathy Pope, was a medical laboratory scientific officer and a hard-working single mother. She was my rock and my best friend. She was only too pleased I had also chosen a scientific career, and as a passionate supporter of my running she took me to my races and marathons and even to the 1997 New York Marathon. She was diagnosed with cancer, but that didn’t stop her enrolling at university to study law, and she was top of her class before she became too ill to continue. If I’d inherited even a fraction of her grit, I knew I’d be okay.

			While she was sick, she had made me promise one thing to her: ‘Do one thing in your life that makes a difference.’ That promise has stuck with me since then, and it has become a part of everything I hope to achieve. She passed away in 2002. She is my inspiration, my frustration, my warrior queen, my support-crew leader. I still miss her now.

			And so, for these particular reasons, on Thursday 15 September I stepped out of Fluke’s Barbers and decided to go for a little run. Gump movie fans will of course know that he is from Greenbow, Alabama, where he was raised dutifully by his momma and where he would meet Jenny, the love of his life. From there he would take the first steps on what turned out to be a remarkable journey. The problem was that Greenbow does not exist and never has. The Gump family home was even built especially for the film and no longer stands in its South Carolina location, so I couldn’t even bend the narrative and start from there. The book on which the film was based, however, was by Mobile native Winston Groom, and so it came to pass that Forrest’s and therefore my story began there too.

			I was in full Gump paraphernalia – chinos, check shirt, a pristine new pair of white Nike Cortez – and sitting in a chair out front of the Bragg-Mitchell mansion, a grand Greek Revival plantation house on the outskirts of the city and the closest thing I could find to the now razed Gump boarding house in the district. I put on my red Bubba Gump Shrimp Co. cap, rose slowly and broke into a walk, then a jog, then a run …

			I ran to the end of the road, and when I got there I thought maybe I’d run to the end of town. On reaching a fork in the road, I decided to go right rather than left and got a bit lost. It wouldn’t be my first wrong turn. Hot, humid night had fallen like a stone over the Mobile skyline and I was running blind. I headed over to the parking lot of a Family Dollar store and tapped on the window of a lady sitting in her car. She lowered her window around half an inch, looking completely petrified behind the glass – but she thankfully pointed me in the right direction.

			Of course, I was yet to adjust to the life of a guy who just eats, runs and sleeps, so when I finally caught up with her, Nadine was hugely relieved to see me again. She’d been on the verge of filing a missing person’s report with the police. We went out to a little place called the OK Bicycle Shop, where no bicycles were available for sale or rent, but the beer was good and the proprietors, Jim and Woody, bought into the idea of the run. They promised me they’d get in touch with Winston Groom (may he sadly, now, rest in peace) and I told them I’d be back soon as I headed out of the door unsteadily enough to suggest I’d run a lot further than the five miles I’d covered that evening. As is the way of many a bar room conversation, neither of these things ever happened, but we were all richer for the thought.

			We indulged in a comfortable night in the Malaga Inn, a last little touch of luxury that I felt Nadine deserved after the previous few days in America getting ready for this and the months of turmoil before. We weren’t going to be able to get into a proper rhythm until we had the RV, which we were picking up in Houston, Texas, so in the meantime we were making do with motels and car hire. I lay in bed staring at the ceiling, listening to the distant sounds of the city winding down. I was convincing myself that it would all be fine and that we’d get to Bayou la Batre, a marathon or so from downtown Mobile, by the close of play the next day.

			Waking up in the morning, it felt like the real deal. I’d woken up in countless hotels and friends’ houses over the years prior to a big race, and this had the same buzz about it. Wearing slightly more suitable attire than the previous day’s outfit, which was barely dry after being soaked in sweat the evening before, I stepped into the morning. In Liverpool parlance, the sun was cracking the flags as I took a deep breath and began the journey. I passed some antebellum houses and some street art telling me to ‘Get the Party Started’ on the way to Highway 90.

			It was already 30°C by 11 a.m. and starting to feel pretty oppressive under rapidly greying skies. The heavens ruptured in a deluge, ensuring that within minutes of getting the party started I was running through a two-inch deep urban torrent. This was my lot for the rest of the day, though it was a novel feeling to be running in rain that felt like a hot shower. I prematurely called it quits at a gas station at the intersection for Bayou la Batre and managed to watch Liverpool win their ‘soccer’ match against Chelsea over a pint of Fat Tyre pale ale and a gallon of lemonade to wash down the first of my mega meals on the run.

			Bayou la Batre was a twenty-mile detour that I vowed to avoid making a habit of, but I’d have felt a betrayal of Bubba, Forrest’s best good friend (played by Mykelti Williamson in the movie), who hailed from the town, not to have gone to pay my respects. Forrest would have wanted it that way. Staring down the cypress-lined Padgett Switch Road on my approach the next day, I pressed play on the most appropriate music for the time and place. Only Creedence Clearwater Revival would do.

			I ran past a Portaloo with a ‘Gotta Go’ slogan embossed on the side, and as Forrest said, when he needed to go … he went. So I did. Approaching the bay, I ran past a lot of shrimping boats in the final mile or two and watched a few head out into the Gulf of Mexico beyond. I got in (well, paddled) and took a sample of water, which I hoped to mix with some water from the Pacific if I got there and tick ‘trans-continental run’ off the list.

			I reached the water’s edge to find that Nads and her camera had already located the local wildlife, with pelicans kamikaze-diving into the bay and hermit crabs hiding if you got too close, only to re-emerge about ten seconds later to check that you’d left them to their business. I’d have laid low a little longer, personally.

			Nadine and I stood silently, taking it all in, before I set off on a short run back to town to rendezvous with Nadine at the Waffle House. By this stage I was hot and bothered and a bit shaky, which was likely a touch of heatstroke.

			Waffle House was a chain of restaurants whose calorific, tasty and inexpensive food would serve me well on this trip. The staff were lovely, and our server, Leigh, in particular, was fascinated by it all and gave us ten dollars for the WWF because, as she put it, she ‘LOVES her animals!’ This was the first of many acts of kindness I was to experience across the country, and my heat stress, helped by the wonderful air-con, had miraculously vanished.

			I got about 1,500 calories in, in the form of hash browns covered in chilli, a burger and four refills of Coke. I was trying to get a full marathon on the board today, knowing I’d need to start covering more distance if I was going to make Santa Monica in seventy-five or so days. I set off a bit quickly, my heavy, fizzy stomach felt rough for the next five miles and was probably instrumental in the lack of concentration that led to my missing my scheduled turning and ending up not too far from where I’d started. An extra four or five miles hurts that late in the day. Wayfaring missteps were already becoming a worrying habit and I was in a stinker of a mood. I very nearly packed it in for the day, but finally decided to push on.

			I reached a town called St Elmo, where I could see the first of the huge water towers that had perhaps lain dormant since the 1938 War of the Worlds radio broadcast. They’d be signposting my way for the whole route and, as I made this my first full marathon day, I finished feeling victorious. We headed out for a Mexican to celebrate and, walking down the parade of shops on the way, I spied a display of Trump and Clinton Halloween masks. I thought about getting a couple to run in, but something told me that was a bad idea. There was an election on the horizon, and I wasn’t sure if my sense of humour was quite in tune with the mood of the country.

			I kicked off day four wearing my Victoria vest, last worn in the Australian Marathon Championships. But in truth most of my kit choices were fleeting because at each rest break I would change into fresh clothes and throw my sodden gear into a bag. I could have filled a pint glass when I wrung them out first.

			A few miles down the road, I had to go (again) … so I went. I crept through a gap in the trees and a spider web lightly brushed my face. Having gained valuable front-line experience in Australia, I instantly stopped and checked to see what the situation was. A tiny spider on a big web seemed a bit strange, but … wait a minute! An absolute behemoth with pointy, yellow-striped legs was the main breadwinner here and was making a beeline towards me. I was out of there fast. When I looked into it later, I learned that this was a female black and yellow garden spider, which might not sound too scary, but you weren’t there. Its bite is akin to a nasty wasp sting and if you see a picture of one – you’ll know, man.

			Today was a big day, as we were making our first State line crossing, with the strains of ‘Ultraviolet (Light My Way)’ by U2 coming through my earphones as the UV beat down heavily from above. I’d done it. I’d run ’cross the Great State of Alabama, just like Forrest. Like the man himself, though, we had more to do. I was having a lot of trouble regulating my pace. I typically run easy around 6.45 minutes per mile and jog at around 7.30, but a number of experienced runners had advised me this was just too fast to sustain over trans-continental distances. Often I’d average under seven minutes for my early stints and struggle later in the day, so I would need to mellow out to eight minutes per mile or even slower paces when I took on Mississippi.

		

		
			Chapter 2

			Mississippin’

			Mississippi

			Days 4–6

			86.38 miles

			Roadkill count: 1 snake, 1 alligator. Too many  other animals

			Blisters: 1 (a whopper on the ball of my left foot)

			Highway 90, as it entered Mississippi, was super straight, and there wasn’t much in the way to see beyond the trees lining the road, so I occupied myself by seeing who’d wave back if I waved at them. Occasionally, I’d get an enthusiastic reaction or a double honk on the horn, which would set off a Mexican wave of acknowledgement down the queue of traffic. The South seemed to be showing its renowned sunny side. I passed a gator ranch and a scrapyard that had a rusting 1950s Cadillac straight outta Havana for a centrepiece. ‘I’ll come back for you!’ I shouted as I ran by.

			I went out on my last five miles at 7 p.m. I knew it got dark quickly round here, but outside of the Gautier city limits it got very dark indeed. Luckily, the hard shoulder was wide and I only got beeped once, which was fair enough, seeing as I had no reflective kit or lights on. I also didn’t need the daylight to help me avoid the roadkill – I could smell it a mile off.

			I reached my end point for the day and spotted a worried-looking Nadine, peering into the gloom at a Dollar General. I crossed the central reservation, which turned out to be a genuine swamp underfoot, and instantly sunk to mid-calf level. We headed back to the motel in Gautier with my lovely new Nikes covered in stinking mud to find the key didn’t work and that the maintenance guy would be there in half an hour to fix it. Ninety minutes later, we were in to our cheap room, which reeked of cigarettes and damp and only had one pillow. My time in Mississippi had got off to an average start, to say the least.

			The next morning, I was still working out whether the first run of the day was meant to be getting so much harder. Where was my limit? How sore would I get? It was probably as hard as the business end of marathon training. As I got to the third mile of each day, the initial novelty of running again would begin to wear off and my motivation would start plummeting, so I was trying out different strategies.

			Today, I decided to try two initial runs of eight miles, with smaller ones afterwards, which might have been a good idea if I’d started at 6 a.m. rather than 9. It was baking hot already at that time in the morning and crossing the bridge into Biloxi was an ordeal, despite the procession over a pedestrian-friendly, mile-long viewing gallery over Biloxi Bay. Or at least it was until I met a seventy-one-year-old member of the Gulf Coast Running Club named Art (I think that’s what he said – I was still getting used to the Southern drawl), who had a stellar marathon record of his own and was trying to get back up to speed again. He was very interested in the charities I was running for and made me feel so pumped for the run and life in general that it made me hope I’d be running over the Biloxi Bay Bridge in thirty-plus years’ time.

			Biloxi is the Vegas of the Deep South. There was a Bubba Gump Shrimp Co. restaurant at the Golden Nugget Casino. Though it was too early to sample their wares, we got talking to the staff and learned about the Gary Sinise Foundation and its work. Gary Sinise, of course, played Lieutenant Dan in the Forrest Gump film. When Dan returned home from Vietnam, he was disabled and down on his luck, badly let down by the system. Regardless of your opinion on the various military interventions going on around the world, it is impossible to ignore the fact that a lot of brave young men and women put their lives on the line for something they believed was right (it certainly wasn’t for the money), and a large number of them were failed by the authorities at the end of their service. Many were left with physical and mental scars as a result of what they’d seen.

			I’d passed the Mississippi Vietnam memorial a few miles earlier and took some time to walk around it. So many of the dead would have been enlisted men, guys like Bubba and Forrest, who didn’t know what they were getting into. The Gary Sinise Foundation is trying to help however they can, and as part of their association with the Bubba Gump company, you could buy cardboard beard masks with the phrase ‘I Just Felt Like Running’ on. This was probably a safer bet than the Hillary or Donald masks I’d been thinking of sporting.

			Thoroughly cooled down, as only a period in an icy-cold casino environment can do, I trundled off again, just to be dripping wet with perspiration again within five minutes. My running shoes audibly squelched as I slapped rubber on asphalt. I worked out that I needed about 150–200 millilitres of water per mile on the run. I’d worked up to 30-mile days now, so with my increased metabolic demands I was probably putting away ten to twelve litres daily and getting through five or so kit changes.

			I ran along the Biloxi seafront with the huge casinos of the Gulf Vegas calling to me with offers of untold riches and the pure white sands with parasols that screamed at me to come on over. I nearly listened. The mercury was topping 41°C (108°F) in the sun, so I resolved to do shorter runs.

			I’d made contact with the Gulf Coast Running Club and Molly, one of their members, came out to run the last few miles with me as an amazing sunset started to form on our left, with the grand old mansions of Gulfport on our right providing a contrast to the new money of Biloxi. Molly was preparing for an ultra in Florida and, despite being well accustomed to the climate here, she said that the heat in the last few days had been worse than usual. She waved her goodbyes as she carried on her run and left Nadine and me to enjoy the sunset where the sea just seemed to blend into the beach as if it was liquid sand.

			We’d recently seen our first roadkill snake, which was about three feet long, midnight black and had a fat head, but soon enough I topped that with what initially appeared to be another in the long line of mammalian skeletons that lined the road. But when I got closer I could see it was an alligator’s – around six feet in length. Only in America. I briefly contemplated taking some sort of tooth or bone as a memento, but a weird feeling came over me as a flock of ibis suddenly scattered in the distance towards the tall cypress trees. Deep in hoodoo country, I thought better of it.

			A continued lack of good refuelling stops ensured that the last few miles were a real ordeal, with the first real doubts about my ability to string big distances together making their presence felt as I crossed some beautiful bayous. The sky was mirrored in the black water, with untold numbers of things that would take your leg off hiding below the surface. It was up to me to focus on moving forward and not sinking into the depths.

			My final run of a short but brutally hot day was extended, because it seemed rather silly not to add 0.7 miles on to cross into our third state. Armed with my GoPro, I ran over one of those classic American girder bridges with no sidewalk and into Louisiana – the Sportsman’s Paradise, which would suit me fine.

			The next day would see a pause in the running schedule, as we had a seven-hour Megabus trip to Houston to pick up the RV and hot foot it back to my finishing point on the Louisiana line to continue the journey proper.

			At the start of this trip, a week before we started the run proper, Nadine and I had landed in Houston, Texas, late on a humid day and dragged far too many bags on the bus, meeting a particularly unhelpful driver on the way, which brought to mind Forrest’s first day on the school bus. That driver was hardly a barrel of laughs, either.

			Our first port of call had been a large RV dealer. I’d done my reading and found a few suitable candidates for a support vehicle, with the main criteria being cheap and big. Nads and I would both need our space on this adventure, and it would be good to spare her the smell from my feet from time to time. Agonising over an incredible 1983 Chevy Foretravel that made me want to grow my sideburns long, don vintage Ray Bans and brown check trousers and then head off on a Hunter S. Thompson-esque voyage of discovery, I snapped back into reality on seeing a thirty-foot Fleetwood Jamboree with room for six, a separate shower and toilet, and black-out windows. We made the acquaintance of salesman Randy Lane – his real name, and the huge moustache he sported was also very real and very Texan.

			‘So, who’s going to take the test drive?’ he drawled.

			I looked at Nadine with guilty eyes, as we’d hoped for big but not this big, and we’d be heading almost instantly onto one of the country’s biggest road systems, driving a six-wheeled cruise liner with the kind of turning circle you’d expect, on the wrong side of the road. I’d be doing the running, but it was Nadine who’d need to get around in the RV.

			As we headed to Texas again, Randy Lane awaited with the keys to the mothership. As nautical lore dictates, it’s bad luck to have a boat and not give her a name. I’d never named a boat before, but there was only one I could think of.

			We named her Jenny. Jenny Jamboree.

		

		
			Chapter 3

			Things Ain’t So (Big) Easy

			Louisiana

			Days 7–14

			293.19 miles

			New roadkill species: 1 otter

			Blisters: Now on both feet, covering about a third of the contact area

			Choice fuel: Dr Pepper (Forrest’s favourite drink)

			The dull drag back from Houston did at least have the highlight of driving over a 23-mile-long bridge across Lake Pontchartrain. Flat-earthers would be petrified: if ever there was a conveyor belt to oblivion, it would look like this. New Orleans eventually appeared, and we got back to the Mississippi–Louisiana state border as the sun was already going down. This is one of my favourite times of the day to run, though by now the hoped-for 20 miles was completely off the table. I set off into a sunset over the Pearl River Wildlife Management Area, across bridges and bayous. I was sorely tempted to call Nadine back for the night tour, but I had to keep moving, so on I plodded into the night, using my LEDs for the first time, eyes peeled for the gators I’d been told were in great numbers in these parts.

			We’d arranged to rendezvous at a bar called Crazy Al’s, which, according to Street View, didn’t seem to exist. It turned out that Hurricane Katrina had had something to say about that, and a newly rebuilt version blinked ‘Open’ in neon tones. This was a proper Southern bar – like Cheers but with a Cajun brogue. The cast inside included a Brazilian bait shop owner; Captain Kirk (his real name), the local fire chief, pizza guy and reporter with his crew; a Harley-riding biker who freely confessed his plan to kidnap Nads; and last, but not least, the owners, Donna and Art, two karaoke-singing Trojans.

			Parking at the side of Highway 90 meant a fitful rest, and the local bird species got me out of bed for an 8 a.m. start. After yesterday’s long ride to Houston and back, today was about making progress. I ran through the Bayou Sauvage National Wildlife Refuge, emerging through a massive levee barrier with a STOP sign so large that the thought of it being called into action made me feel decidedly uneasy, given this area’s recent traumatic history with Katrina and flooding. Soon the verdant swampland gave way to concrete overpasses and skyscrapers – the first real metropolis since my start back in Mobile.

			New Orleans is a party town and I would have loved to have stayed longer, as the place was absolutely jumping for the Louisiana State University (LSU) football game, but I had to push on – through the eastern suburbs, the French quarter, the markets and the uptown area, taking in the grand mansions, churches and universities of St Charles Avenue, and then running down the tram tracks before mounting a levee for the final mile or so.

			I found a very stressed and tired Nadine at the meeting point. Having clocked almost forty miles, dipping well under seven-minute mile pace at times, and knowing my work was all but done, it was tough not to get exuberant when she was still on shift, and it was worth remembering how difficult driving the juggernaut Jenny all day could be.

			Today was the start of a three-day push to get to the Mississippi. The weather was as per usual – 33°C (92°F) and humid – and about three miles in I recognised a familiar feeling: complete loss of energy, feeling of dread, pins and needles in my fingers. I didn’t know exactly what it was – maybe a bout of hypoglycaemia – but usually this happened midway through or at the end of marathons, not this early in the day. I would supplement my breakfast with a handful of gummy bears to avoid the possibility of another rough low-glucose start tomorrow. My physiological-minded brain would try to convince me that they weren’t needed, but hey, I like gummy bears.

			I was running down Highway 61, made famous by Bob Dylan for the many outlandish sights you’d see along the road, but it was now largely bayous and sugarcane fields. What had struck me so far, whether in the Alabama bayou, the Biloxi beachfront or the Louisiana highway system, was the volume and size of the insect life. Swallowtail, eastern tiger and monarch butterflies, crickets and dragonflies, some of which were so large it was as if they’d come from a land that time forgot. I winced every time I saw them dart across the road, but mostly they seemed to get away with it.

			It wasn’t just half a zoo that I’d see littering the highway in the dispiriting form of roadkill, but a maddening amount of trash. In the course of the day I managed to rescue a butterfly, a crawfish and an eastern lubber grasshopper, and picked up a hundred pieces of rubbish. I felt I’d done my bit.

			Being honest, I hadn’t enjoyed as many of the runs as I should have done over the last few days. They’d all been different and interesting, but the mileage, the diet, the hydration, the weather – you get the picture – had created a good few troughs alongside the peaks. And sleeping in roadside overnight stops was proving variable. Our first foray into the world of truck stops was no exception. We hid ourselves away from the scary big rigs, usually parked with their generators churning away overnight to keep someone’s apple pies fresh, but the traffic noise still was a bit of a killer. I needed to get some decent earplugs.

			The next morning, Khadevis Robinson, two-time Olympian (800m in 2004 and 2012) and now assistant head coach at LSU in Baton Rouge and all-round inspirational dude, met me at the LSU track with a reassuringly Olympian handshake and an 800m wide smile. He gave a guided tour of the insane facilities that the college athletes have, including ice baths, free smoothies and top-class gym. How I wished I could have been a part of that at one time. We shared a lap around the track, where I was happy to say I kept pace. He had squatted 600 pounds that morning, having moved away from athletics to powerlifting, so he was a little off his former pace. He told Nads that I was pretty fast for this sort of thing, a compliment that left me feeling like I could get to Santa Monica next week.

			As we rolled on through one of the less salubrious parts of town, I was almost accosted by a guy resembling a zombie, who was out of it on something. It was a stark contrast with earlier in the day, when I’d stopped to chat to a crew of Nirvana-loving builders who were working on a golf course mansion that was to have a movie theatre and a bowling alley inside. The gap between the haves and have-nots was as wide as the Mississippi herself.

			On arrival at Happy’s Irish Pub, which has a running club, a few hours later, I was pleasantly surprised to see about a hundred or so runners in attendance. Apparently there were usually more, but the weather had put some people off. I received a lovely introduction from ringleader Bobbi Jo, and we set off onto almost deserted city streets, like an urban parkrun, with police guarding the junctions while we moved past the State Capitol building and along the banks of the Mississippi before finishing back at the pub. The conversation inevitably veered towards the topic of the Trump–Clinton Presidential (in name only) Debate of the previous evening. Opinions were varied, but most felt disappointed in the schoolyard tactics on display.

			I awoke in a confused state for what was to be a near-suicidal dash across the Mississippi. Our route planning had indicated that I was facing potential death on the behemoth that is the Huey P. Looooooooooong Bridge (1,792 metres). As I approached the bit where the breakdown lane disappeared into a concrete barrier, my heart was in my mouth. I pressed play on Guns N’ Roses’ ‘Welcome to the Jungle’ and turned up the volume.

			I’m not a worrier. Partially, this is because I’m an idiot, but mostly because I tend to think everything will be alright most of the time, and as long as I’m not there when it isn’t, I’ll still be alright. Also, I’d found American drivers to be very courteous to people on foot on roads, in contrast to their attitude to letting RVs change lanes.

			I’d decided against filming this dash, but the devil on my shoulder called ‘Action!’ and I recorded numerous lorries and trucks fizzing past, as well as a few choice words. It was scarier than when I jumped out of a plane in Australia. I looked at my watch at one point and saw I was doing 5.45 pace, almost as quick as I race marathons and certainly not a wise pace for this run. Somehow I survived, and as a thank you to Axl Rose for getting me over the bridge I listened to the rest of Appetite for Destruction on the next section. It seemed appropriate.

			I continued my amble through the towns of Erwinville, Torbert, Livonia and Lottie, frustrated that the great blue herons weren’t concerned by huge trucks rattling by, but would fly off before I could get within fifty metres with a camera. I wondered if this was conditioned by local hunting.

			Spirits were sky-high by the time we reached our free campsite in a nature preserve – which weirdly also had a rifle range. But then our generator conked out, meaning that it was baked beans on the stove for tea. Now, America, I feel I must address this. Standard cans of beans in the USA contain bacon, while the vegetarian beans are labelled as such, as if this is a special thing. You’ve got this the wrong way around. Beans are for vegetarians. And take the cheese out of your spaghetti hoops while you’re at it. As a rennet-intolerant runner, it would have been a disaster for me to get caught short in the wetlands, miles from the next stop-off point. It wasn’t all bad, though. The propane fridge kept its end of the bargain, meaning the beers were still cold.

			In the morning, we learned that the diagnosis for the generator wasn’t fatal; it had only tripped, and we were back in business. I’d also had an amazing sleep thanks to the cooler temperatures and I was ready for miles.

			I passed through a strangely divided town called Opelousas, which was beautiful on the eastern side but the western side was nigh-on derelict and full of boarded-up stores. It always makes me sad to imagine how much somebody put into those businesses, physically, financially and emotionally, only to see them fail.

			There were the fantastically named towns of Basile, Kinder and Reeves along Highway 190, but the place I was excited about getting to was called Elton. In tribute, I had Elton John’s Greatest Hits on, and sure enough I was still standing when I reached my resting point. The blister on the ball of my right foot had popped earlier, and while I’d tried to adapt my gait to cater for it and seemed to be doing reasonably well, by the time we got to our RV park my foot had become quite hot and swollen, and the edges of the blister were looking red and nasty. There was no obvious infection, but as a recent trans-USA run had ended due to cellulitis of the foot, I was justifiably concerned.

			A cabal of doctor friends were assembled online and well-meaning but essentially useless advice of rest was given alongside calls for drugs, elevation, proper dressings and messages of good luck, which I’m sure were given with a degree of concern. My mind was in a tumult as I went to bed, still cooking from bodily repair processes, knowing I was going to wake up too hot or cold at some point – if I ever got asleep. Like so many of the other RV parks we’d stayed at, it was located by a loud train line.

			My morning state of mind was one of trepidation. But music is one of my major grounding points and source of inspiration when I’m up against it, and today I wanted to lose myself in my surroundings and elevate myself into the third person, observing the run from above. My soundtrack for moments such as this regularly features the work of Nick Cave and the Bad Seeds, who are able to conjure a cinematic accompaniment to almost any moment. I kicked off with an eleven-mile run into the retreating sun shimmer, to the small junction town of Ragley, the pain in my right foot forgotten temporarily.

			I was thirty-four miles in, seven to go to end the day, when a growing niggle in my left shin that had started to make itself known sporadically in the last twenty-four hours became unbearable on impact, lingering beyond each thud, even with walking. It was sore to the touch and I was making the call for a possible med-evac when I remembered the advice of my physios back home. Some had suggested this wasn’t shin splints, but potentially a tight tibialis anterior muscle and, by stretching the crap out of it, I managed to do the last few miles with relative ease – or as much as it can be easy after forty miles.

			Near the end, I took a photo of the ‘ten miles to Texas’ road sign and finished five short of the border – within striking distance. I was glad I’d pushed through this latest obstacle with a bit of rational thought and not given up. Louisiana had been paradise for this ‘Sportsman’, and there I was in Starks’ truck stop café late at night, as the Lone Star state awaited, charging my laptop instead of lying in bed as I should have been.

			‘Why were you not in the RV?’ I hear you ask. Simple. The generator was broken again and this time we didn’t think it was a tripped switch.

		

		
			Chapter 4

			The Big One

			Texas

			Days 15–27

			380.04 miles

			Jenny issues: one replacement battery, one full-to-the-brim and suitably fragrant ‘black’ tank to empty

			T-day had arrived. The big one. Up bright and early, in a fine ol’ mood for a border crossing, I got talking to a service station owner called Dustin, who warned me not to be startled by the sound of gunfire. It was just a nearby squirrel hunt. Yes, squirrel hunts are actually a thing in these parts.

			It’s worth contemplating just how big Texas is. You can fit 2.86 United Kingdoms in, for starters, and it would be almost 900 miles – longer than Land’s End to John o’ Groats – before I’d reach New Mexico. Texans are very proud people and why not? The Lone Star flag flies everywhere, from churches and front porches to gun shops, but I was most interested in the creative town signs: the self-deprecating ‘Reintarnation – Coming Back as a Hillbilly’, an offer of a free rooster, an inventive church sign that was inviting people to come in and catch their Pokémon. I even saw a huge billboard declaring evolution to be a lie.

			I met up with my old school friend Paul Duffy, who had flown in from San Francisco to join us for a few days and run some miles. I hadn’t seen him for twenty years but we picked up like it was last week.

			A couple of days in to Texas, my ‘shin’ was playing up again as we struggled in the heat to the shores of Lake Houston. I wasn’t the only one in pain, however. Poor Nads had been bitten on the bum by a huge horsefly. This was a Texas horsefly, remember. You could fit 2.86 UK ones inside it.

			After my lunch, I got up to resume my run and I thought it was strange that my chair had creaked. As I turned around to look at it, I heard another creak and realised it wasn’t the chair – it was me that was creaking. More precisely, I was confident it was the tibialis anterior muscle and/or its tendon sheath that had creaked. My heart sank. This was big.

			After lunch, I elected to walk the first few miles. Paul must have felt awkward, as I’d been gregariously upbeat throughout his time with us and now I was barely talking. It was stiflingly hot; we were dehydrated despite drinking like fishes and I was clock-watching and shin-listening. Creak.

			Out of desperation, I called Chris Finill, a GB ultramarathoner of a similar pace and running history whose word, thanks to his USA trans-continental experience, was gospel. He’d been an invaluable source of information prior to the run, and I needed to listen to his instructions and stick to them. He’d reviewed my online speed data and highlighted two issues. One was my pace, which was too fast, as I’d already suspected. He had a similar issue on his trans-con run that forced him to walk a few days he had initially suspected he had a stress fracture, which was a worry of mine before the creak appeared.

			Chris said that if I was insisting on running forty miles every day without rest, I needed to take walking breaks at regular intervals. He’d adopted a pattern of running four miles, walking one, running one and then having a short break to refuel, and he suggested I consider doing something along those lines. There is a classic ultramarathon strategy of running twenty-five and walking five minutes that is very effective for all but those racing at the sharp end, and this was most certainly not a race.

			It was Paul’s last night with us, and although it was for the best that Chris had talked some sense into me, I ate dinner while saying barely a word before thanking Nads for her efforts and heading to bed.

			I couldn’t sleep. Sometimes it was the noise, at others it was the heat or poor hydration or over-hydration. Sometimes it was an ache somewhere or just my racing mind. I just couldn’t sleep. And if I didn’t sleep, I couldn’t recover.

			Paul and Nads waved me off in the morning and I walked for a mile or so before calling Leigh at the Chiro Clinic in Liverpool to have it confirmed that it was probably tibialis anterior tendinitis, a condition with a very variable recovery period – largely relying on rest. I was also advised to seek someone to provide some ‘mild discomfort’ to loosen my calves off and reduce the load on the tib-ant. Apparently walking can aggravate this muscle as much as running, and if that was the case I thought I might as well just run, so I did. I didn’t feel any better, though.

			I reached the 500-mile point of the journey. My heart wasn’t in the mood to celebrate and I was hungry already, so I stopped at a gas station for a Gatorade and a Twix. The lady behind the register, on hearing my accent and noting my unusual appearance, asked me what I was doing. I retrieved some money out of my zip-lock bag that also housed my gummy bears and a handwritten ‘business card’ explaining my quest and giving my social media details. I was down to my last one and it suddenly hit me that this could be the last card I’d ever give out. It was like a switch had been flicked, and suddenly I was in floods of tears. This had meant so much to me for almost ten years and it was under threat from an injury that I couldn’t even pinpoint – and now I was sobbing in a bloody gas station. The lady and her co-worker gave me a hug and told me all would be well, which made it even worse. I thanked them for their support and went over the road, sinking down against a wall and hiding until I could stop crying.

			I managed to put in a mere nine miles that day, during which Nadine had been calling local physios. Thanks to a ridiculous law that meant I had to see a doctor before I could see a physio – which struck me as pure money-making shenanigans or paranoia over legal action – I got in to see a physio later and already lighter of wallet than I’d hoped. But my spirits lifted on meeting Whitney from Houston (I’m not making that up), who concurred with my suspected diagnosis. She was fairly optimistic that it would be OK, in the way that you’d say to someone who was about to ignore the standard advice for rehab of such an injury. And I had to get the razor out, as it was time to lose my K-tape virginity. I’d previously thought that taping was a load of hokum, but I wasn’t in a position to argue by this stage.

			As you know, I couldn’t sleep, so that night we took no chances and booked a motel. It had air con. It was quiet. My new regime for the morning run was a mile walk at the start of the day followed by sets of a four-mile run, a mile-long walk and a final mile run. Leigh had told me to be guided by pain and that the creak was there to stay for a while, so not to worry, which was good, because I had been worrying. The days of seventy-minute ten-milers were over – at least for now. Now, it was more like: Lead off from toe … feather touch on and off the deck … was that too heavy? Where is the kindest camber? Run on the left, run on the right, run in the middle? Wave at cars … sorry, sorry! Was that pain? Stretch that calf.

			We failed in an unsuccessful dusk attempt to persuade a startled local priest to let us stay in his parking lot (I’m not sure he understood me), so we spent the night parked at a gas station. I reached for my earplugs and managed a sleep so wondrous that for the first time on the run I saw a sunrise the next morning. It had only taken three weeks and a run-threatening injury.

			I stuck to my walk-run regime and started to have a good time again. I hit thirty-five miles for the day just as we entered what is known as ‘Hill Country’. The vultures were circling overhead. Not today, boys, not today.

			This would have been the day we might have caught the Austin City Limits Music Festival if the RV delay and ‘the creak’ hadn’t happened. Now I’d adjusted our goals to just reach Austin’s city limits. It was cold enough to see my breath for the first time this morning, and I was making a beeline for any shards of sunlight peeking through the dense woodland lining the road. Around a mile or so after running proper had commenced, I came across a portly black and white chap sitting by a bin. I took a photo of this poor abandoned stuffed panda, immediately consumed with sadness. Who would discard such a prize specimen? Save for a scuffed nose, he was unsoiled and in fine fettle, so, especially considering my WWF allegiances, I decided he was coming with me. ‘Leave no panda behind.’

			His weight and bulk meant it wasn’t comfortable carrying him, so when Nads drove past about eight miles later – already anticipating he was in my possession the second she saw the Instagram photo I’d posted – I was mighty relieved to stow him aboard Jenny. Now this guy needed a name, so we soon settled on Bubba.

			I ploughed on towards Austin, through Bastrop, home to a fantastic collection of public art, until I reached a major bridge reconstruction project and the road that I needed to run on didn’t seem to exist. I approached one of the construction workers: ‘Hey, man, where’s the bridge gone?’

			‘In the river.’

			Right. I looked at the route, which meant trying to cross both carriageways of a road as busy as the Champs Elysées in rush hour and then run along a narrowed stretch for a mile with a hundred-foot jump-off as an escape route.

			‘I can give you a lift if you want,’ he offered, sharing my evident concern.

			‘Thanks, but I have to complete the crossing on foot.’ Safety was secondary to authenticity. I had to take every step of this journey myself or it wouldn’t be legitimate.

			He shrugged. ‘Good luck, man.’

			It was a harrowing mile of beeps and swerves before I got to Austin-Bergstrom Airport to meet Nads, but knowing that we would be out on the town in Austin, the Live Music Capital of the World, later made it all worthwhile. We stayed at a quaint, hippyish RV park near the centre and got down to Sixth Street for dinner and craft beer at the Austin Ale House, before calling in at the renowned Stubb’s BBQ and eventually coming back in the small hours.

			I woke up hung over, but a stroke of luck arrived in the form of James and his family arriving next to us in the RV park, who hailed from California but had sold up to travel the country and build a new life elsewhere – the American pioneer spirit in action. It transpired that James was a chiropractor and he set to work straightening me out. James and family had three sweet dogs in their RV too, so I declared my own professional hand and discussed a few minor ailments, clipped some claws and wished them good luck on the new life hunt. You’ve got to love the barter society.

			Thoroughly refreshed and able to run, I went back to my starting point and had a pleasant run in to town, aided by lots of little rests photographing Austin’s quirky street art, houses and skyline. I chuckled at the array of Donald Trump piñatas outside a shop, with a sign for ‘Bernie Sanders – President 2016’ – the only one I’d seen – apparently abandoned at the side of the building. Austin did things differently to the rest of Texas, which explained its motto of ‘Keep Austin Weird’. It was a city I could very much feel at home in.

			Farewell, Austin. It was about 580 miles to El Paso, on the border with New Mexico. We hoped to reach it by Halloween, which was huge in the States, in nineteen days. The celebrations in El Paso were also Latin-tinged, with a Day of the Dead aspect that excited me more than the standard scream fest. In the meantime I had a couple of weeks to find a suitable costume.

			The rolling hills and lack of suitable shoulder along the road made for tough running and it wasn’t until after lunch that I felt okay and started to enjoy the physicality of it. My route took me past Willie Nelson’s ranch in Spicewood, in lovely, gloomy cool weather.

			Despite the hills, I felt good at the final stop just before Llano, which is Spanish for flat. I liked flat. I finished at thirty-five miles, and as we parked up at a local truck stop I heard the unmistakable sound of an umpire’s whistle and thought, Football! Now, (American) football is a huge deal in Texas, judging by the monumental grandstands at small schools I’d seen on the way. I headed over to Llano Junior High and paid my four dollars to see games for both of their teams: the Llano Daubers (12–13 year olds) and the talk-of-the-town Yellow Jackets. The field was top-quality artificial turf, with floodlights, and the plays were called by a live-action commentator. Amazing stuff. The Daubers had a bit of a bad day against their opponents the Texans, and my enthusiasm led to some curious questioning from a group of students. ‘Why Llano?’ they asked. I came clean and told them the real reason was that I’d heard of the mighty Jackets and their star quarterback Mason ‘Moose’ Brooks, and I’d made sure Llano was on my route. When one of the students suggested I check the Mason Punchers game out the next evening on my way, I replied that I was Llano for life now, which resulted in my being given my own Jackets fan shirt by the Brooks Fan Club sitting in front, who just happened to be his family.

			Later that evening the group tentatively knocked on the RV. Mason wanted to meet me, so we took some photos, including a few with Mason and his sister wearing the Gary Sinise Foundation ‘I Just Felt Like Running’ beard. Maybe he’ll pose for a photo with me in ten years or so when he’s the MVP in the Super Bowl?

			The following morning, wearing my Jackets shirt, I passed the school before I hit the centre of town, a beautiful old-time American setting like something out of Back to the Future – or indeed the one in Forrest Gump.

			That afternoon, I saw some magnificent Longhorn cattle, the breed that Texas is famous for, just past the Llano Cowboy Church. I so wished it was Sunday so I could see the congregation, who’d maybe bring enough water in their ten-gallon hats to fill up that watering hole. A huge turkey vulture held court on a fence post over a very recently deceased deer, whose location I had determined by following the trail of blood from the road.

			Running down a huge hill was the best way to end the day, I’d decided, and it was even better when accompanied by something as life-affirmingly soaring as ‘Pride’ by U2. I’d made it about halfway across Texas and the countryside was visibly changing. Green fields were giving way to dry brown grasses and those endless, rolling Texan landscapes from John Wayne movies that I’d always dreamed of.

		

		
			Chapter 5

			From Green to Yellow

			Texas

			Days 29–45

			545.04 miles

			Roadkill: 1 diamondback rattlesnake, 1 tarantula hawk wasp

			I woke up tired, rummaged around Jenny tired, ate tired and started running tired. At a later rest stop, I was about ready to catch a glimpse of Jenny when I got a message from Nads asking if she’d passed me, as she hadn’t seen me on the way to the meeting point. Re-checking the map, I realised I’d taken a wrong turn. How far? Five miles with no cross-country way back. Nads came and picked me up and suggested that, as I’d done the miles, I should just start from Grit. That wasn’t an option. I had to set foot on every part of the route from start to finish or I couldn’t call it a true trans-continental run. I would have to run from where I went wrong. This was not what Nads wanted to hear when she was cooped up in the RV on a hot day, but despite our disagreement we were still talking.

			It’s so alien waking up in the dark to me. I know this might sound a little weird more than 800 miles into this run, but I’m actually pretty lazy by nature and getting up at 6 a.m. has to be worth it. Today it was, thankfully. I got dressed in my hi-vis finery and cycle lights to inspire at least a pang of guilt in any motorist who happened to clean me out on the shoulder, and when I stepped into the pre-dawn I was greeted by an amazing full moon. I aimed to get as many miles done before it swapped shifts with the blazing sun. This would be the agenda for the next three days as the Texas summer raged against the dying of the light.

			Nads picked me up to take us to an RV park in San Angelo, only for a bang to bring us to a halt. When we got out we could see remnants of our right inside tyre stretching back down the road. Nads trooped down the highway, chucking the larger bits to the shoulder as I sent out distress signals. While we were waiting for a breakdown truck, a friendly local trucker pulled up behind us to pass on some big-rig know-how. He reckoned we could limp to town if we let the air out of the stricken tyre and also advised us to change one of the other rear tyres. The drive was frustratingly and anxiously slow and I felt it best to bite my tongue to avoid stressing Nadine out any further. Three tyres and almost 500 dollars later, we were up and running, but frustrated to be lumbered with a big bill so soon after getting Jenny, especially as the freshly painted tyres all looked so good when we stepped aboard. I didn’t rule out more. An owl, perfectly silhouetted against the post-sunset sky, ominously perched upon a Yield sign, before flying into the perfect panorama.

			It was on to Eldorado. The Golden One. The Lost City of Gold. Famed for a John Wayne film of the same name. This Eldorado was none of these, of course, though it does apparently confuse a lot of foreign tourists. Eldorado was, however, the only town in Schleicher County and therefore the best one in the county. Amazingly for mid-October, it looked as though the trees were in full blossom in a dazzling display of orange, black and white. It was only when we got closer that we realised these were not flowers, but monarch butterflies.

			Unlike the butterflies Nick Cave refers to in his song ‘Midnight Man’, which only live for a day, the lucky butterflies of Eldorado were the fourth generation of the year and got to go to Mexico on holiday and live for up to eight months. Fascinating creatures, the bulk of the kaleidoscope – the wonderful collective noun for butterflies and my favourite acquired snippet of 2016 – had already moved on by the time we arrived, but there were still enough to make an impressive sight.

			We met a local butterfly sage called Kathy, the editor, chief reporter and photographer of the Success – an excellent name for a newspaper. She informed us that we were just about to enter nothingness – the part of Texas that we were excited by and afraid of in equal measure. We’d scoured satellite maps for rare lay-bys and side roads able to accommodate Jenny.

			Once the cotton fields faded from view, we were deep in the Texan badlands and slowly melting. I was dressed from top to toe in white to try to repel the sun’s glare. I’d already posed for a comedy ‘tongue-out’ photo by the Salt Lick Ranch. For those not in the farming game, salt licks are provided for sheep and cattle to make sure they’ve got their required minerals. The herd seem to know when they need them, and boy, did I right now.

			The bulk of the traffic was heading to and from the oilfields, which meant big trucks, dust, some scary oversized loads and the trade-off between getting lost in music and listening for traffic coming up behind me. My only human interaction apart from Nads and a phone call with Dylan Mathews, CEO of Peace Direct, was with a friendly passing driver who asked if I needed a ride. What a gent. I was having a ball.

			I was treated to my longest dog chase yet, thanks to a couple of Chihuahuas. I doubt they had a clue what they were doing, nor cared for the passing cars as they barked and wagged. One of these days I might have to deal with a dog that had a very good idea of what it was up to. I just hoped it was the same size and scared easily.

			Three other fellas had been on my tail for a few days or so. These wily black-headed vultures circled
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