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			PREFACE

			Quietly I turn the handle and enter my walk-in wardrobe. Flicking the light on, I look along the rails. Sharp suits, parkas, two-tone shoes. The uniform of a monstrous creation. I shut the door behind me and click the lock.

			I see the shelf I’m after. On it is my Sports Personality of the Year trophy and my Olympic gold medal from London. I take the medal in my hand. Big, weighty, it represents an incredible high. Hundreds of thousands of people lining the route, shouting, cheering, as I power towards time trial glory at Hampton Court Palace. I even sat on a throne at the finish. The lad from Kilburn was king that day.

			There’s a cubbyhole. I reach in and take out a small tightly folded piece of paper. Carefully, hands shaking slightly in anticipation, I unwrap it and look at its contents. Snow white but far from innocent. I lay the medal flat on the shelf and carefully empty the paper onto its surface. Nike, the goddess of victory, vanishes. On the engraved metal it’s hard to tidy the powder into a line. I do my best and then roll-up a £20 note. Bending my head slightly, I snort the cocaine.

			‘What a fall from grace!’ I laugh.

			I use the words deliberately. I’m well aware there’s a huge element of self-sabotage in what I’m doing. This might look like ‘Wiggo’, the cheeky chappy from 2012, saying, ‘Look how funny I am, doing coke off my London Olympic medal!’ but there’s so much more to it than that. There’s a layer of anger, a layer of self-hatred. What was the point? In any of it? What was the point?

			I’m disrespecting this medal, this particular medal, because I blame it for the person I’ve ended up. It’s the ultimate manifestation of my wish, right now, that none of it, the Tour de France win, the Olympics, none of it, had happened. The ultimate desecration of what I’ve achieved.

			I wish I’d crashed, I tell myself.

		

		
			PROLOGUE

			For a long time I never knew who I was.

			When the cameras captured that famous picture of me sat on the throne, both hands raised in a Churchillian victory ‘V’, I’d just won gold in my home Olympics, ten days after becoming the first Briton to win the Tour de France. In that moment I’m a man with the world at my feet. Sporting hero. People’s champion. Legend. Everyone knows who Bradley Wiggins is. Everyone, that is, but me.

			The only skin I ever felt comfortable in was that of a cyclist. I believed in myself as that person. I could execute Olympic finals perfectly. I could win the biggest bike race in the world. But off the bike I was a shadow man. Distant memories of abandonment and abuse left me feeling totally exposed. For years, each and every pedal stroke put distance between me and those echoes. But when finally I stopped cycling they grew louder and louder until eventually I was overwhelmed by their presence, a mental collapse which took me to depths I never knew existed.

			The years after winning the Tour de France and London Olympics would be an infinitely greater test than anything I’d ever faced on the bike. And that left me weighed down with a single overriding question – Was it all worth it? It felt like my descent only happened because I was Sir Bradley Wiggins who achieved what he did. But then I started going back through my life. Slowly I began to piece together a tangled past of deep torment and hurt. I saw the relationship I formed in my head with an absent father, this mythical figure racing a bike, and I saw the desire it created in me to be like him. I saw the abuse I suffered at the hands of my childhood coach, and I saw my isolation, the complete absence of help. I saw how I achieved something incredible and then hid inside the shell of a character so people wouldn’t see the real me, with my shattered self-esteem. I saw how I conquered the world for people I looked on as big brothers and father figures, only to feel they abandoned me too. And I saw the bleak reality of the witch-hunt that followed. In the end, I saw that I’d abandoned myself. The consequence was years of self-sabotage.

			Tunnelling deeper and deeper into my life opened the door on who I am in a way I’d never previously understood. Parts of that process were incredibly difficult. There are things in my past that shouldn’t happen to anyone. But in analysing each and every episode and incident, I finally see the links that hold them together. The links that make me the person I am. I see The Chain.

			Sharing my chain in this book means revealing my true self, my inner soul, in a way I’ve never thought imaginable. Every last shield, every last deflection mechanism, has gone. The result is there are elements that will shock. But full disclosure is vital, because by talking about my chain, frankly and honestly, I hope I can help others to come to terms with theirs. Not that long ago, I’d have found the idea that I could help anyone navigate a route through their issues totally laughable. How on earth could someone who’d crashed so spectacularly be the one at the wheel? But this person who so resolutely kept everything locked away has come to see that the way to recovery is sharing. If we don’t talk about our problems we condemn ourselves, and others, to keep travelling the same dark pathways. I want people to understand they’re not alone in their battles; that no matter how tightly shackled they might feel, the key to freedom is not to pull against their chain, it is to understand it. There are, I promise, those out there who will help you do so. In my case, they were my children. Ultimately, when I stared into the abyss, they were the ones who pulled me back from the brink. You are my lifesavers. I will never know how to thank you.

			Today, 13 years after the summer that defined me, I have finally defined who I am. The disguises have gone. I’ve made peace with myself. Recently I put some photographs out in my new home. In one of them a toddler, held in the arms of his dad, feeds the ducks in the park. I look at that little boy and for the first time in my life I comprehend who he is and what happened to him.

			It’s the final link. The Chain, I realise, has gone full circle.

		

		
			CHAPTER 1

			IDENTITY

			‘So many contradictions. So many things that don’t add up.’

			If I try really hard I can summon up a memory of being happy as a child. I’m lying in a single bed being spooned by my mum. She’s listening to a Lionel Richie cassette. It’s her favourite, and she plays it over and over again, the two of us just lying there with it going round and round in our heads. It’s restful, soothing. I feel secure and safe. Me and my mum in our little one-bed flat.

			I’m overwhelmed by feelings of abandonment. When I say there’ve been periods in my life where I’ve wondered who I am, I mean it quite literally. The most basic facts that everyone else takes for granted are missing. Identity issues? I might as well have put out a welcome mat.

			I’m told there was once talk of naming a maternity ward after me in Ghent, where I entered this world (they like me in Belgium – I might be the first British winner of the Tour de France, but I’m also the last Belgian winner of the Tour de France), but I don’t actually have a birth certificate. All I have is a certificate of citizenship granted to me when I was ten by the Australian embassy. And a dual British/Australian passport. Although I qualify for an Irish one. As of now, the best way I can describe myself is as a Belgian-born dual citizen of Britain and Australia with Irish heritage. I say ‘as of now’ because day by day I’m looking for jigsaw pieces in the hope of making the picture just that little bit clearer. All too often, however, the relevant piece is missing and once again I’m left scrabbling around on the floor.

			The Australia bit comes from my dad, Gary Wiggins, a bike racer who met my mum Linda when he came over to London to cement his name in the sport. Together they moved to Ghent so he could ride on the lucrative ‘Sixes’ circuit, a relentlessly tough series of lung-bursting indoor races which shifted from city to city across Europe. Mum told me I had a Belgian passport as a kid but she changed my nationality when I was six because otherwise I’d have had to do national service when I turned 18. It made a certain amount of sense. I was born in Belgium, that much is an undeniable fact. But then a few years ago I googled ‘national service in Belgium’ and found it was abolished in 1972. When I put this to my mum the story changed. Now I was on my dad’s Australian passport until I was six. After Dad left Mum and me when I was a toddler, depositing us back in London before disappearing back to mainland Europe, she was scared he could up and off with me to Australia any time he wanted. Subsequently, she told me, she wrote to the Home Secretary to get my citizenship changed to British.

			I was used to confusion. When it came to information about my dad, I’d grown up in a wasteland. I expect Mum felt she was protecting me, but actually I was left with a big empty hole which bit by bit I tried to fill myself. It was like trying to plug a mineshaft with a teaspoon. In the end, I’ve concluded that being Australian until I was six is the most likely version of events. It fits with Dad travelling to England with me and Mum when they split up. Being on his passport, if he hadn’t been with us I wouldn’t have got into the country. But there’s no certainty in any of this. I’ve questioned my own sanity at times trying to work it all out. The only certainty is that, in my mid-40s, it’s crazy I don’t know who I am. The more I’ve thought about it, the more I’ve realised just how damaging it’s been to be denied a basic understanding of my past, and how significant an impact that feeling of being cast adrift had, not only on my childhood, but on the person I became.

			Gaps are everywhere. I’ve no idea, for instance, how long Mum and Dad had been together by the time I was born in 1980. All I know is he was already married, with a daughter, my half-sister Shannon, who’s eight years older than me, when they met at the cycling track at Paddington Recreation Ground. Right on the doorstep of the flats in Kilburn where she grew up, Mum would go down and watch the racing. I imagine Gary, with his jet-black hair and athletic physique, was a pretty imposing sight. In his early twenties, he was also a few years older than her. Whatever the attraction, I’ve been told very little about my mum and dad’s life together, just as it was never explained to me why he left. Instead, I just got a certain version of events, told in a very confusing way.

			Obviously, I remember nothing of what happened in the short time I was in Belgium. All I know is what Mum said, that when I was one and a half, Dad left us and never came back. But even then I find myself doubting the timeline. Was that really it, as far as me and my dad were concerned? There are pictures of me with him when I’d say I’m clearly older, more like three. I also remember sitting on a couch in Belgium eating Jaffa Cakes with this large gentleman with black hair. One of the few things my mum told me about my dad was that he loved Jaffa Cakes so much he used to eat a packet a day. Could I have remembered that aged one and a half? Or is that more likely to be a memory from four or five? I must have spent time around him as an infant for that to sink in. It took me years to work out that surely I saw him more than I was told, but it makes total sense. He was racing in Europe right up until 1987 before, as far as I can tell, his visa ran out and he had to go back to Australia, so why wouldn’t I have seen him on and off? It’s hardly out of the realms of possibility that we went over to the continent to see him or he came the opposite way.

			Then there were the stories. Several times Mum told me, light-heartedly, how one day when Dad was washing his bike in the basement of our Ghent apartment I went down the stairs to find him and he threw a bucket of water over me. I came back up to her soaking wet. Looking back now, that confuses me. Could I walk down a flight of stairs on my own at one and a half? And if I did make it down to the basement and he threw a bucket of water over me, an 18-month-old toddler, that’s not playfulness, it’s child abuse. Mixed messaging was a speciality. Mum laughed when she told me Dad pushed her through a glass door when he was drunk. I expect she was disguising her own painful memories of life with Gary by recalling horrific incidents in a jovial manner – I’ve done it myself – but as a child it was incredibly confusing to hear bad things being told in a jokey way. It seemed to me that unpleasant, dangerous or reckless behaviour was being dressed up as something silly or insignificant.

			Another time Mum told me that Dad, who, like pretty much every ‘Sixes’ rider, relied on amphetamines to get him through the endless days of racing, would hide his drugs in my nappy when we crossed international borders. But I look at that drugs story now and wonder, Can that tale actually be true? Surely nobody would be so stupid as to take a risk like that. So many contradictions. So many things that don’t add up. But as a child you accept what you’re told. It’s only as I’ve got older that I’ve stopped in my tracks thinking, Surely that can’t be true. Sadly, the likelihood is that we’re way too far down the line for the veracity of any of these stories ever to be established.

			While Mum was telling me these tales about Dad, she was also glorifying him as a cyclist. The message I got was clear – as a dad he was useless, but on the bike he was an absolute beast. Unsurprising, then, that bikes were part of my life from as young as I can remember. My nan always reminds me of what happened when I got my first bike aged two, a little red one with a basket on the back. I took one look at the stabilisers and blurted, ‘I don’t want them bloody things on it!’ I’m not sure what the bigger part of that story’s meant to be. The fact I could ride straight off without stabilisers or the fact I was swearing at the age of two.

			After three years without Dad in our lives, a gap which maybe confirmed in Mum’s mind that he wasn’t coming back, a stranger moved into our flat. ‘This is your new dad,’ Mum told me. Straightaway, she left me to sleep on my own and instead shared a sofa bed with this man, Brendan, in the living room. I never regained that same relationship with my mum. The way I saw it, I’d now been abandoned by my parents. At the age of five, I’d lost them both. It took a while to flourish, but the day Brendan moved in a seed was sown. In my head, I began to form a makeshift relationship with my real father – OK, he might not be here, but I’m going to be like my dad. I can do what he did, go where he went. I can be his mirror image. From the word go, my relationship with my dad was tied up in the most complicated of knots. To this day, it’s never been undone.

			A year later, for my sixth birthday, my grandad George got me something more akin to a proper bike. That was it then. There was a big oval path in the courtyard between the blocks of flats where we lived. In my head it was only one thing – a track. As my nan says, I used to go round, and round, and round. Meanwhile, back at home, Brendan was being imposed on me as Gary’s replacement. He’d come in at night and read me books. ‘Why don’t you call me dad?’ he’d ask. I didn’t. A couple of years later, his own son, Ryan, came along, and I felt that was the spark for Brendan’s attitude to me changing dramatically.

			For a while as a kid there was a bit of me that wanted to be a footballer. Mum wasn’t impressed. ‘You’re a cyclist,’ she’d tell me. ‘It’s in your genes.’ It was a message she never tired of drumming into me. When I was eight, she even took me to watch the Ghent Six Day. Sitting in the stands, I was overwhelmed by this amazing spectacle. Brightly clad riders hurtled round a tiny wooden track at ridiculous speeds while hundreds of passionate fans hollered their lungs out, their shouts amplified by a roof so low it felt like it was falling in. I fell in love with the Ghent Six Day there and then. It was so exciting. Heart beating out of your chest exciting.

			It wasn’t just Mum. I heard how I was fated for success from others too. After I won the Tour de France, a documentary was screened, A Year in Yellow, following me during that period. I watched it again recently, amused to see my nan pop up. She’s not one for a lot of fuss and on A Year in Yellow only agreed to be interviewed so long as she had the back of her head to camera. When I watched filmmaker John Dower ask her, ‘Why do you think he’s so good at cycling?’, her reply really stuck with me. ‘It’s in his genes, isn’t it?’ That was so much the narrative that I had growing up. And it’s true. I still put my whole cycling career down to the DNA I inherited from my dad.

			I didn’t actually need those constant reminders of my absent dad’s sporting heritage. The fact he was a cyclist certainly wasn’t lost on me, and while there wasn’t much cycling on TV back then I did my best to follow it, a particularly vivid memory being the end of the 1989 Tour de France. Watching at my nan’s house, I was swept up in the drama of the final stage, a time trial in Paris, as the American Greg LeMond beat bespectacled French hero Laurent Fignon to win the race by eight seconds, the narrowest margin ever.

			But the moment that changed everything came on 29 July 1992. I was messing around outside with some mates when my mum called me in. The track cycling was on at the Barcelona Olympics. Chris Boardman was about to go in the final of the men’s individual pursuit. I sat in front of the TV and watched him set up on the track. Even now I can picture that futuristic black bike with its yellow Lotus logo. Four and a bit minutes later, Chris had overtaken his German counterpart and become Britain’s first Olympic cycling gold medallist in 72 years. I was 12 and knew straightaway I wanted to emulate his feat. Another 12 years later I did just that, with the man himself, my mentor no less, stood trackside, when I won my first Olympic gold.

			Chris captivated me for two reasons. He was an extraordinary bike rider and an ordinary bloke. I was aware of other great British cyclists, such as Philippa York (formerly known as Robert Millar) and Sean Yates, who I’d see on TV riding the Tour, but they were somehow distant. Being them felt out of reach. They lived full-time on the continent, part of a tiny smattering of British riders in big European teams. I was this lad from a council flat in Kilburn. How the hell could I ever do that? Chris, on the other hand, was different. He wasn’t from a glamorous background. He’d grown up on the Wirral. Yes, he raced all over the world, but he did so from home. Doing what he did seemed achievable. He was a viable role model, not a hero from another world.

			The day Chris won gold at Barcelona was the day I became a cyclist. Immediately, Mum wrote to British Cycling and told them she had a son who wanted to take up racing. They wrote back, inviting me to a race meeting on the Hayes bypass in west London. I couldn’t have been more excited. The countdown was on to start my journey to Olympic glory. When finally the day arrived, we headed out west to Hayes where the bypass had been closed to allow hundreds of bike racers to blast up and down for a few hours. Straightaway my mum spotted a few old faces from the Archer Road Club, the cycling outfit my dad had once ridden for. It had been more than a decade since she’d gone to events with Dad, but a lot of the same people were still at the club, including the race organiser Stuart Benstead.

			‘This is Bradley,’ she said, ‘Gary Wiggins’ boy.’

			There was no holding him back. ‘Wiggo’s boy? Really? Does he want to join our club?’

			‘Wiggo’s boy.’ Stuart wasn’t the only one to say it. A couple of others looked me up and down. ‘He’s Wiggo’s lad!’ It was the moment that finally I had a dad. He might not have actually been there, but I had a dad. No one said, ‘Oh, isn’t his dad around?’ It was just, ‘That’s Gary Wiggins’ son!’ And when you haven’t got a dad, that means a lot. To hear those words was as incredible as it was inspiring.

			Joining the Archer Road Club was a done deal. That same day I was introduced to a club coach, Stan Knight, a 72-year-old former military policeman. Immediately he took hold of my wrist. ‘I’ve never felt a pulse like it,’ he said. He looked me in the eye – ‘You’re going to be the greatest cyclist this country has ever produced.’ From that moment on, Stan told anyone who’d listen that I was special, that I was destined to be the best. I liked the fact he had belief in me. And there was one thing in particular. Unlike everyone else, Stan didn’t tell me I was special because of who my dad was. He told me I was special. Me. And right there sits the most awful paradox. The man who gave me belief in myself, who made me feel like my dream was possible, was the man who for the next three years sexually abused me.

		

		
			CHAPTER 2

			STAN

			‘The person who abused me is the person who made me believe in myself.’

			When I’m 13, my mum gives me a load of photos of my dad that she’s found. There he is, in his cycling kit, racing. It’s a definite ‘Wow!’ moment, like he’s been brought to life in my hands. Those photos become my greatest treasure. Eventually, I’m allowed a little reading lamp. One night, after I’ve been out on my bike, I look at one of the photos. In the dim light, I turn it over. ‘Dear Dad,’ I write. ‘I’ve been racing at Herne Hill like you used to do.’ It’s as if I’m talking to him, writing him a letter. Straightaway I hide the photo from my mum. I have a little tin I use to put coins in. I empty them out, place the photo at the bottom, and put the coins back on top. I would be so embarrassed if she found it.

			I understand now that writing that ‘letter’ was sheer escapism. I wasn’t prompted to do it. No one was ever going to see what I’d written. It was just for me. I found solace in the process. It made me feel like there was a way out – I hate being here, hate this life. My dad’s out there somewhere, and I want to be like him.

			In another life I might have been a snooker player. When I started to find success on the bike, I was interviewed for a Q&A in a magazine. Under ‘If you weren’t a cyclist, what would you be?’, I put ‘A professional snooker player in the World Championships’, the reason being we had a ‘Steve Davis’ six-foot table in our living room. My mum would be sitting there trying to watch the telly while me and Ryan would be edging round the sides, cue at 45 degrees to stop banging it into the wall. I’d had a little bit of success on the green baize. When I was 12, we went to Pontins at Camber Sands and I won the kids’ pool tournament. Subsequently, Pontins invited me to Rhyl to compete in a ‘grand final’ against the victors from their other holiday camps. I didn’t win, but since we were up in the north-west I was adamant we should head to Ribble Cycles, in Preston. Other manufacturers were available, but Ribble had sponsored the Great Britain Olympic team at Barcelona. No two ways about it, my first bike had to be a Ribble.

			It was on that bike that I headed out for my first Sunday ride with Stan. It was dangerous for a kid my age to ride through central London and so Brendan dropped me at his house in Acton. Stan was waiting in some weird old cycling kit – woolly top, loose shorts, the kind of thing you’d have seen on someone in the 1950s as they rode through the countryside on a classic touring bicycle with panniers. As we pedalled the 40 or so miles to Burnham Beeches and back, I expect people thought it rather touching, this old chap riding along with a keen young lad; two very different generations brought together by cycling, a throwback to altogether more innocent times. We made good progress, arriving back at Stan’s a couple of hours before Brendan was due to collect me. So, with time to kill, we sat in his kitchen chatting for a while. And then Stan looked at me. ‘Do you want a massage?’ That would have sounded unusual had massage not always been a big part of cycling, an established way of aiding recovery after a strenuous ride.

			Stan took me up to his bedroom and, with my cycling shorts rolled up, I lay on my back on his bed. After a while he asked me to turn over so he could do the back of my legs. Before I could say or do anything, he pulled my shorts down. ‘Let’s get these off so I can get to your glutes.’ I was startled. I felt embarrassed, uncomfortable. What the hell? The glutes are essentially the muscles in your buttocks and there wasn’t even a towel over me. I felt powerless to say anything. He was the coach, I was just some kid.

			He started massaging my glutes. As he did so, his thumbs were going inside my anus. There I was, a boy just turned 13, on the bed of a 72-year-old man. He’d pulled my shorts down and was doing this to me. I lay there, frozen, unable to say a word, a child devoid of the confidence to do anything about what was happening. For his part, Stan was doing his best to make what he was doing appear perfectly normal. ‘Don’t worry, all the other lads do this.’ Eventually, he finished. We went back downstairs and not long afterwards Mum and Brendan arrived. ‘We’ve just had an incident,’ I heard him tell them as he answered the door. I’ve no idea how the rest of that conversation went, but I assume he was smoothing the way, coming up with a scenario that worked for him, so if I said anything I’d be blamed for getting the wrong impression of what this kind old man was doing to help me recover after a long ride. I didn’t say anything. My world at this point was cycling. It was all I had. My life in the flat had been getting messier and more unbearable by the day. Speak up and chances were, whether I was believed or otherwise, my only source of escape – cycling – would be taken away. I’d be trapped.

			As Ryan got older I felt that Brendan got more combative with me. If Grandad was there, sometimes he’d step in – ‘I think he’s had enough now’ – or occasionally my mum would tell Brendan to stop. They’d argue and he’d storm out. It felt like Brendan could lose it anywhere. One time I went to a parents’ evening with him. Mum stayed at home. She said she wasn’t going because it would be embarrassing listening to the teachers saying how bad I was doing. As we sat with one teacher, I saw a mate of mine and gave him a bit of a smirk. Immediately I felt intimidated by Brendan staring daggers at me. If looks could kill. He barked at me.

			If my stepdad wanted me to be scared of him, then he won. I was definitely scared of him. I also knew he was pathetic. He thought he was tough as old nails, puffing his chest out like a big man. But he wasn’t; he was weak, taking his anger out on a child a fraction of his size. I’d behave myself out of fear.

			After a harsh reprimand, I’d go off and cry. We were in a two-bed flat now and I shared a bunk bed with Ryan. My life was unbearable, and so, on that top bunk, I disappeared into a different one. I spent hours up there – I had to. Ryan was eight years younger than me but we had the same bedtime. Once he’d gone to bed, I wasn’t allowed to sit in the living room, and so there I was, a teenager, lights out at half-seven. It was like being in prison – in more ways than one. The bunk bed had a tubular frame so I’d poke all sorts of stuff down there. If ever I wanted to look at anything I’d get a pen and scoop it back out. That sounds extreme but too often my own private tastes or possessions had been pried into or mocked. When I got an Alanis Morissette cassette, for example, I knew immediately I’d get stick for it. If I had anything with a picture of a woman on it, my stepdad would be straight in there. ‘Oh, you fancy her, do you?’ In a way that felt mocking. And so, up in my little hideaway I removed the sleeve from the box, flicked the plastic cap off the corner tube, and stuffed it inside.

			Sleep, understandably, never came easy. For years I’ve looked back and thought, I must have had insomnia. But of course not only was my metabolism set to a completely different rhythm to my half-brother’s, but my general unease in that flat meant relaxation was impossible. Within those walls I was utterly controlled. Even when I was 15 or 16 and off school ill I wasn’t allowed to rest in the flat on my own. I’d have to go up to my nan’s house. Bedtime offered no respite from the overbearing atmosphere. I was never allowed to shut the bedroom door, and Mum and Brendan never shut theirs. In fact, from my position in the top bunk I could see into their room and hear them arguing.

			Occasionally, early in the evening, I’d hear Brendan come into our room. Mum wouldn’t let him watch football in the living room with her and so I’d see the flicker of the portable TV light up the walls. He’d have the sound down so he didn’t wake Ryan. Meanwhile, if he saw I was trying to sneak a look, he’d bark at me. ‘You’re not supposed to be up.’ I’d have to roll over and face the wall. I mean, Jesus, could I not just watch the football like any other teenager? Headphones and a radio were my lifesaver. Either not tired enough or too scared to sleep I’d tune into DJs like Caesar the Geezer. Other times I’d listen to tapes of Billy Connolly, back to back, over and over. I found comfort in the voices in my ears.

			The photos of Dad that my mum gave me changed everything. For that kid on top of the bunk bed in that flat, living in his own head because the everyday world so often let him down, Dad was a saviour. Here was someone who gave me hope, someone I could emulate, someone who differentiated me from everyone else on the estate and got me through the tough times with my stepdad. Add to that the way my mum glorified him as a cyclist, I saw that – as his son, with his attributes, those genes people kept mentioning – I too could be special on a bike. Her narrative helped me see that possibility. Mum would also tell me that Dad not being around was in my favour. ‘You’d never have been a cyclist. He’d have knocked it out of you. He’d have been too critical.’ That mix of Dad’s absence and the way he was spoken about was the only thing in childhood that gave me a drive. My cycling dream was all I had. I wasn’t going to give up on it for anything. And Stan was a big part of that.

			After that first incident at his house, nothing happened with Stan for a few weeks. I came to understand this was how he operated. His methodology was to act incrementally, going slowly, step by step. Everything would settle back down for a while and then he’d start again, massaging my legs while his hands moved gradually upwards. If I said anything – ‘What was that?’ – he’d mutter, ‘Sorry, just an accident.’ Constantly, he was touching me, at the same time presenting himself as just a bit clumsy rather than the calculated paedophile he clearly was. It maybe explains why I was never afraid of him. I knew something wasn’t right, and there was an underlying uneasiness in being around him, but I wasn’t fearful of him. It wasn’t like I was being overpowered or attacked, the kind of things that as a kid you imagine are part and parcel of sexual assault.

			But I did feel very alone. This was something that was happening to me. Just me. It wasn’t until decades later I learned that was actually far from the case and Stan was abusing other young riders, among them a lad, around 18 months older than me, who I accompanied, with Stan, to a hostel at Litton Cheney in Dorset. There was only the three of us in the place. So two boys, aged 13 and 14, sharing a little dormitory room in a tiny village in the middle of nowhere, with a grown man. Clearly, Stan felt completely empowered in this situation. One time he insisted on showing us how to clean our scrotums. It’s important in cycling to maintain hygiene to avoid saddle sores and infections. For him, that provided the perfect excuse to violate us. He made us strip off and get in the shower with him. He then held our scrotums to show us the required method. I avoided having a shower for the rest of the week.

			Another time, I was up vomiting half the night. I woke the next morning with no pyjamas on. I had no memory at all of taking them off. As I lay there naked, my mind went back to the previous evening. Stan had wanted us to eat with him, but we didn’t like the look of what he was making and instead had made ourselves some noodles. Stan was really angry that we were cooking for ourselves rather than him preparing our meal. All the time we were cooking he was hovering over us and the food. I know somehow, be it through the food or another way, he drugged me. I know that sounds outlandish but there’s no other explanation for what subsequently happened – the sickness, the memory loss. All I remember is puking up, and Stan being there, helping me. Afterwards, nothing. I’ve since heard stories of people who’ve been drugged with date-rape substances like Rohypnol. My own experience feels horribly similar. It was precisely the way Stan operated, working clinically and deliberately to get what he wanted. By way of explanation, Stan said the next morning he’d taken my pyjamas off while I was asleep because he’d felt my temperature and I was too hot. But I’ve never been a heavy sleeper, and yet somehow I didn’t stir while some bloke was taking my pyjamas off? I don’t believe it for one second. It fits totally with him administering some sort of drug.

			Next day, I was completely washed out and so he and the other boy went cycling while I stayed behind. I felt desperately uncomfortable and lay miserably on my bed thinking about how I couldn’t wait for the week to end. Sadly, there were still a few more days to negotiate. A couple of nights later, fed up with the freezing cold dorm, I added a second duvet to my bed. Again, I woke in the morning and my pyjamas were gone. There was also only one duvet. And there was Stan again with his excuse. He’d checked my temperature in the night, found that I was hot, and so, for the second time that week, he’d taken my pyjamas off. That was it. From that point on, I slept in my cycling shorts. I knew they’d be harder to get off than pyjamas because they had bibs – straps over the shoulders. They were my favourite Z-Peugeot cycling shorts, as worn by Greg LeMond. It’s things like that which remind me just how young, innocent and helpless I was when all this was happening.

			I will never know what Stan did while I was asleep those two nights. I can speculate, but it’s not going to help me going forward. All I can say is that the abuse continued for the next three years, a constant insidious feature of my life right up until I was 16. As I got older, while he’d suggest different things, the pattern stayed pretty much the same. He’d open up a conversation that would present whatever he wanted to do as normal. ‘If you want to get erect,’ he’d say during a massage, ‘feel free to ejaculate. Don’t be shy in front of me. Feel free to come on your belly while I’m massaging you.’ Often, he’d add, ‘Can I do it for you?’

			The last time I had to put up with Stan’s nonsense was at my nan’s caravan at Camber Sands in East Sussex. We’d gone there alone for a week-long training camp. By then Stan was 75 and couldn’t stay the pace with me so I’d go out cycling on my own. Back at the caravan, he’d massage me, still coming out with the same old disgusting stuff. I remember that week especially because every night I’d watch the Atlanta Olympics on the telly. That Games is remembered as being a low point for Great Britain as we came back with only one gold medal, won by Matthew Pinsent and Steve Redgrave in the rowing. But it also featured my greatest sporting memory, Michael Johnson’s world-record-breaking run in the 200 metres. Sadly, in my mind, Stan and that race will forever be intrinsically linked. Every time I see that footage I’m instantly reminded of him.

			By the time we went to Camber Sands, Stan was losing control of me, and he could sense it, becoming more and more spiteful as he realised I was no longer this kid he could take advantage of. Gone was that meek 12-year-old boy whose pulse he’d taken. I was 16, strong, single-minded, ambitious to be up there on the biggest sporting stages, like the one I was seeing right there on the telly. The more self-assured I became as a cyclist, the more I found it easier to cope with Stan. He’d become an irrelevance. Everyone was telling me what a great cyclist I was, how I was turning into a young man with an incredible future, and there he was wanting me to stay a little kid forever and preserve me in aspic. He’d have a go at me for eating toast with Philadelphia cheese on it and stupid stuff like that, but now I had the wherewithal to stand up to him. I could see how f**ked up the whole situation with him was.

			‘You’re a weirdo,’ I told him.

			‘What do you mean, a weirdo?’

			‘You know what I mean.’

			From then on, I vowed to stay as far away from him as possible and was relieved when, at the end of 1996, I was told by my mum and another coach, Sean Bannister, that I was leaving Stan and Sean would coach me instead.

			The last time I saw Stan was four years later. I’ve still got the picture. I’m 20, just back from the Sydney Olympics, standing next to him, proudly displaying my team pursuit bronze medal. As difficult as it is to stomach, the confidence Stan gave me as a cyclist resulted ultimately in that prize. He was the first person ever to make me feel that I had some worth. Straightaway he told me I was
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