
myself exhausted, gasping for breath and feeling mentally 

broken. I looked up to see my friends standing at the top of 

the hill and in unison they yelled, “come on, you’re Jany 

Armstrong, you can do it.” My eyes filled with tears and a 

surge of adrenaline shot through my veins as I accelerated 

to the top of the hill. Reaching the summit, I was red-

faced, drooling and light-headed. I could barely speak but 

I eked out, “all good, keep going.” Without hesitation, they 

smiled, hopped back on their bikes and rode away. It was 

what I loved about them; they showed no mercy and that 

was what I needed.

Finally, race day had arrived. After almost nine months 

of soul-crushing training and health obstacles galore, the 

day was finally a reality. As I stood in the dense, early-

morning fog outside our bed and breakfast, the fear of 

not finishing slammed me. My stomach was in knots and 

I contemplated doing one of the shorter distances, but 

Steven gave me the last push of encouragement I needed. 

“You’re going to kick butt, cutie. Don’t you worry.” 

By 8 a.m. the crowd was barely audible through my 

violently pounding heart. I squeezed out a smile for my 

friends starting with me as I fought to keep my breakfast 

from coming up.

“What did I get myself into?” I thought to myself. “I 

wasn’t born to quit,” I reminded myself. Suddenly, I heard 

a woman’s voice scream out, “Go!” I fumbled clipping into 

my pedals as a mass of riders flew past me. One by one, the 

speed demons disappeared in the dust as I slowly started 

on my journey. I was sure I was dead last.

After what seemed like hours, I looked at my computer 

and saw 5 km on the screen. “Piece of cake. Only 95 

more to go.” I giggled at how ridiculous that sounded and 

continued to pedal about as fast as a sloth can climb a tree.

I paced myself through leg- and lung-busting terrain 

until I finally reached the main feed station at around the 

60 km mark. My body felt good and seemed ready for more. 

Excited that there was only 40 km left in the race, I grabbed 

some cookies and fluids and rushed to get back on the 

course. All was well. Or so I thought.

About 10 km later, everything suddenly changed. 

Crippling exhaustion overtook every muscle in my body 

and I cursed as my legs cramped. I just wanted to get off 

my bike and cry.

“Jany Armstrong. Jany Armstrong,” I began to shout 

while I continued to pedal. I stared straight ahead and 

donned my determination face – scowling, squinting 

and nostrils flaring. I began to think about what this race 

meant to me. It was a step in getting my life back, dedica-

tion to my husband’s unwavering support and for Paul 

Rush. I visualized the chemo ward and cherry-coloured 

liquid running into my veins. I told myself this was way 

easier than chemo, the pain was purely temporary, and 

kept pedalling.

The next 10 km felt like an out-of-body experience. I felt 

weightless. The cramps subsided and my body was once 

again feeling strong. I started passing riders who flew 

past me earlier. As they struggled to ride, I shared words of 

encouragement as I rode past. Soaking in the amazement 

of the situation, I fully embraced my newly acquired super 

human body and kept riding.

At 85 km, I was hit by kryptonite again. The adrenaline 

I mustered from the deep recesses of my soul burned up 

in flames. The glass-grinding chafing from past years 

surfaced with a vengeance. Then, without warning, a 

hideous muscle cramp ripped through my right leg. I 

screamed out, but refused to surrender and unclipped so 

I could shake it out. The cramp subsided, but as I clipped 

back in, my left leg started with a jaw-clenching cramp. I 

repeated the desperate leg shaking technique.

As the leg cramps persisted to torment me, I suddenly 

heard a voice say “stay on target.” My resourceful brain 

found my inner voice and the dialogue to help me survive 

to the finish. I had no idea until then that my inner voice 

sounded like Darth Vader. I began repeating, “stay on 

target, stay on target,” as I pedalled with one leg. 

As the cramps eased, the chant remained, even as I rode 

past riders. I knew they heard me from their strange glances. 

The kryptonite dissolved and lost its hold over me and 

I managed to regain my sloth-paced pedalling. Off in the 

distance, I could hear music. It was the sweet sound of rock 

and roll at the finish line. I had another surge of energy 

and wanted to hammer to the finish line, but Darth Vader 

reminded me to be smart and stay on target. 

As I rounded the bend, the music was blaring and I could 

hear people screaming words of encouragement. Glancing 

toward the finish I finally saw what I was waiting seven 

hours for – my husband standing there waiting to congrat-

ulate me. I could see his smile and tears running down his 

cheeks. I rolled across the finish line and he wrapped his 

arms tightly around me. I burst into tears as he held me. 

Steven quickly revealed a celebratory surprise and 

handed me my favourite beverage – a shot of Jack Daniel’s 

straight up. It wasn’t exactly a recovery drink, but I earned 

it. Choking back the tears, we made a toast to Paul and I 

had the best shot of Jack ever.

With the race complete I wondered where my friends 

were – all those who beat me to the top of the climbs 

during our training rides. My conclusion was they must 

have had mechanicals or flat tires. As the awards were 

announced, I heard my name called out and I was stunned 

to discover I had finished second. At that moment, I real-

ized the Enduro was truly the turning point I was hoping 

for. Cancer and chemo made me more mentally fit than I 

ever could’ve imagined.

As the hours marched on and our friends crossed the 

finish line, I was astounded to discover that there were 

no mechanicals or flat tires. Somehow, I had achieved the 

unimaginable: I beat the young bucks, post chemo, bald, 

physically exhausted and remaining intact.

My mission in life has always been to live each chapter 

to the fullest. In this challenging chapter I faced the Grim 

Reaper. We argued and I told him to bugger off. He chal-

lenged my will to live, threw obstacles in front of me and 

told me I wouldn’t succeed. I told him sternly, but with a 

smile, “I will.” Then, with the greatest satisfaction, I got to 

say, “I told you so. Thanks for passing by.” 

Jany Mitges lives in Hamilton, Ontario and continues to race 

in the provincial mountain bike series. She travels exten-

sively to cycling and climbing destinations with her husband.

AbOve 
Jany Mitges racing 
the Plastiglas 
Ontario Cup #2, 
Woodnewton, 
Uxbridge, Ont.
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