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			Dedication

			Dedicated to the memory of Dr. Dean H. Mosher

			While I never mention Dr. Dean H Mosher in this memoir, he was – and is – one of the most influential people in my life. He was my grandfather, my very first mentor, and the man who taught me how to get back up when life pushed me down. 

			Dean grew up the son of a country doctor and a member of a homesteading Mennonite farming family in the breadbasket of America. He learned to hunt, fish, and cook squirrels from Native Americans living nearby his family farm. A prankster who let livestock loose in the local high school and notoriously poor student in his younger years, his father thought he would fail in life and end up on the streets.

			However, my grandfather had other plans. He worked his way back into academics, and eventually graduated top of his class from dental school. He returned to his hometown to run the family farm, still with my family today, and practice dentistry throughout some of American’s most challenging decades of the 20th century.

			My memories of Grandpa are only from my childhood as he passed away before my cycling career had truly started. He took it upon himself to teach me how to hunt, fish, and survive from the land. He proudly looked on when I won the 4th of July fishing derby in Mendota, Illinois, with a catch of no less than six bullhead catfish. 

			However, the lessons and memories from Grampa weren’t always so idyllic and nice . . .

			While fishing in the far north reaches of Canada, I stuck a rather large treble hook through my hand. The barb sunk deep into my flesh and wasn’t coming out. We were hundreds of miles from the nearest hospital. So when I heard him say his infamous ‘let me just take a look at it’ words that he used when extracting teeth, I knew I was in trouble. He held my hand hard and pushed the hook through the other side of it with pliers. He then clipped the bloody barb off and slid the hook back out. The pain was absolutely blinding for a child. Yet in a flash of decisiveness and action on his part, the problem was solved. And I was free to keep fishing the rest of the afternoon, albeit with a bandage on my hand.

			The lesson he’d taught me was simple: Sometimes life sticks a barb in you that won’t come out easily. It’s then you have a choice: deal with the pain, push it out the other side and move on – or waste a week of your life going to the hospital having surgery to do the same damned thing.

			It was the lesson that has allowed me to push through so many hard moments. Sometimes, no matter how bad it hurts, you just gotta grit your teeth and push the barb through.

			Thank you, Grampa. I love you to this day.
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			Author Note

			I started bike racing in complete ignorance of the fact that, from its early days, the sport had been tainted by cheating in many forms. By the time I retired from racing, I knew all about it. It is hard to pinpoint the moment when my innocence was broken, as it was a realization that slowly dawned on me rather than a single moment when I suddenly knew. I imagine the same is true for anyone involved in the sport in the 1990s and early 2000s. Enough riders have failed drugs tests, and enough have admitted to having doped, that no one can deny that the sport was thoroughly infected by doping in one form or another for many years. That is not to say that everyone did it, or that everyone knew at the time, and nothing in this book should be taken as indicating guilt on the part of anyone who has not already been found guilty of, or confessed to, illegal use of banned materials.

			All I will say is that, considering how rife doping was, anyone who succeeded in the sport without doping deserves to be hailed as honourable and exceptional. Instead, sadly, everyone involved in the professional sport of road cycling during that era has the cloud of suspicion hanging over them. One of the reasons I wrote this book is to acknowledge the part I played in the creation of that cloud, and to document the things I have done since in an effort to make amends.

		

	
		
			Prologue

			One of the first things you’ll see, heading west from my parents’ house at the top of a hill in suburban Denver, is the enormous outcrop of Mount Evans.

			Every ride to school in my dad’s orange Volvo station wagon, and every training ride I ever did as a child, started with me staring straight up at this huge mountain.

			It’s an imposing and beautiful view to see every day. It gave me purpose, gave me motivation, and even as a kid, filled my heart with the spirit of the high mountains.

			It’s a gorgeous mountain to look at from the top of that little hill by Mum and Dad’s house. In winter, it’s a massive snow-covered giant staring back at you. In the summer, it embodies the ‘purple mountain majesty’ of Katharine Lee Bates’s song, ‘America the Beautiful’.

			At 14,265 feet tall, it is one of Colorado’s highest mountains, and very much the most visible from the city of Denver. What makes it special, particularly to bike racers, is that it has a paved road all the way to the top. It’s the highest paved road in North America, and one of the highest paved roads in the world.

			Every kid in Colorado who’s ever raced a bike, dreams about winning the legendary race up Mount Evans. But the lure of the race isn’t just about winning, but also about setting the record up the Old Lady. For a cycling-mad teenager, owning the record up Mount Evans is like holding the key to immortality.

			At 14,000 feet, nature moves fast, and if you want the record, God needs to smile on you. The winds must be just right, the weather just stable enough. To set the record you have to never let up on the pace, yet also keep a close eye on your competition, as they may sit behind you on the shallow gradients, waiting to win and unconcerned with the record.

			Bob Cook, a Colorado native and peer to three-time Tour de France winner Greg LeMond, was not only a world-class cyclist, but was also a world-class academic and engineer. Bob won the Mount Evans hill climb time after time in the 1970s and 1980s, but then, just after graduating university, was diagnosed with a brain tumour and passed away. From there on, the race was named the Bob Cook Memorial.

			I won on Mount Evans for the first time as a fourteen-year-old. It was a ‘technical victory’, as I was racing with older kids and finished fifth, but the four kids in front of me were all seventeen or eighteen years old. Our race only went halfway to the top, so we got to watch as the professional riders came past on their trudge upwards into the thin, rarefied air.

			I so wanted to be one of them. I thought that maybe Bob Cook was my spirit mentor. I wanted to be just like him.

			I became absolutely obsessed with Mount Evans after that victory. I wanted to become one of the legends to conquer that mountain. I wanted to be king. That was how I started a fifteen-year journey of trying to break the record up Mount Evans.

			The record became my Moby Dick, reminding me of ‘Ahab and anguish . . . stretched together in one hammock’.

			I chased it to the point of insanity. Many times, when it easily should have been mine, somehow it would slip away. After failing, I would stare at that mountain all year waiting for another chance to claim the record.

			I drilled holes in my bike, sought out a lighter option for every component on the bike, tried experimental diets, spent weeks at extremely high-altitude training. Now, in 2019, that’s all standard stuff. However, in the early ’90s, it was seen as lunacy and obsessive. Indeed, I was obsessed.

			My first real crack at the record was in 1992. The year before, as a seventeen-year-old, I’d finished fifth in the professional race, so I figured with a year more of adolescent growth under my belt, I’d be ready to compete for the win. I asked my team to be let out of the normal race schedule so that I could go and train in Leadville, at 10,000 ft. They begrudgingly granted me permission to go and become a crazed hermit in the old mining town for a month.

			I trained harder than I ever had and adopted a low-carbohydrate diet in pursuit of losing a few pounds. I risked getting kicked off my team by replacing all the sponsor-friendly parts on my bike with the absolute lightest components I could find.

			The final product was a bike so light that it would nowadays blow a hole in the UCI’s weight regulations. It really didn’t have brakes that exactly worked, all the bolts were titanium or aluminium and anything that could be stripped off, was. I didn’t use handlebar tape, the saddle had no padding, and the seat post weighed next to nothing.

			I weighed 128 pounds, my bike didn’t add much to that and I had spent a month breathing air with very little oxygen. Like Gollum with the ring, I was ready to grab the key to immortality.

			From the start of the twenty-eight-mile climb, the race was going my way. The Coors Light pro team had decided they wanted the record as well, and rode a fierce tempo at the front from the very start. Mount Evans doesn’t really start to steepen up until mile seven, so a strong team is always needed to break the record, as those first seven miles must be ridden fast.

			As I rode in their wake, I watched quietly as Coors Light did their thing. I was an unknown to them, and in their confidence, they never bothered to worry about the skinny little eighteen-year-old on the bike with plastic brakes.

			At mile fifteen, when the road turns off the wider, smoothly paved road and hits the narrower state park road, the gradient also steepens. So, right after this turn and at about 11,000 feet altitude, I decided to put in a sharp acceleration.

			The Coors Light guys were shocked, but responded, although it took them a few minutes to get on terms with me. At this point I’d shown my cards, but I’d shown them a bit too early. I needed to pare the lead group down further, to just myself and another Coors Light rider, not three.

			I figured if I was in for a dime, I might as well be in for a dollar. I accelerated again. Then once again. Soon enough it was just me and Mike Engleman. I could feel him suffering behind me, so I kept the pressure on, thinking I could deal the final blow in the last few miles.

			The day had been dead calm and warm, with maybe even a slight tailwind on the longest section of the climb, from Echo Lake to Summit Lake. The road had just been repaved and you could feel the smoothness of the surface. We were going fast, very fast.

			At 13,000 feet, you reach a small descent towards Summit Lake. I coasted down the only drop in the entire race with Engleman on my wheel. He’d been suffering and his teammates were now behind, so his best chance was to just sit on me and take it to a sprint. I accelerated again, as soon as the gradient began to bite, but now the road was potholed and cracked due to the extreme weather at such a high altitude.

			I looked back to see if I’d finally rid myself of Engleman, and as I did, I hit a pothole.

			Snap!

			My seat post broke and my saddle went tumbling onto the ground. For a few minutes, I figured I could just ride to the top, out of the saddle, but at 14,000 feet, riding out of the saddle doesn’t work so well.

			Eventually, exhausted, I blew and could only watch Engleman ride away and destroy the record. I finished despondent. All my risky equipment choices had bitten me in the ass. I was still determined that I would come back and win, and break the record, but that day turned out to be the closest I ever got.

			*

			After that, I kept trying to conquer Mount Evans, but there was always some bizarre mishap – a flat tyre, an odd cramp or some very strange weather. The most telling incident was in 1999, when I did win the race, but didn’t get the record.

			Clad in US Postal Service team kit and fresh from conquering Mont Ventoux in the south of France, I was clearly much stronger than I’d been as a twerpy eighteen-year-old. But by 1999, I’d also got up to quite a bit of doping.

			I rode away from the field very easily. I was flying up the mountain, on my way to the record, dancing on the pedals. Just as I started thinking about how much I would break the record by, it started getting windy. Very windy. Soon enough I was fighting into a gale force headwind and barely able to keep the bike upright. The violent gusts lasted the entire long section between Echo Lake and Summit Lake. No matter how strong I may have been that day, I wasn’t going to break any records.

			As soon as I crossed the finish line, the sky suddenly lightened, and the wind died. I sat after the race, in the calm sunshine, my guilty conscience gnawing at me. Was the mountain trying to tell me something? Had my wicked ways somehow turned the mountain against me?

			Maybe Bob Cook himself was not at ease with seeing me claim that record. I still think that. Somehow the spirit up there needed me to understand that I couldn’t just have whatever I wanted, by whatever means were necessary. I needed to respect the mountain and its purity. I hadn’t done that.

			The Mount Evans climb was also the last race I ever competed in. I wanted to end my career there, as it was the mountain that had inspired me for so many years. I had never conquered the Old Lady, but I had reached my peace with her.

			We both knew that I didn’t deserve the record, but in a nod to all my attempts and perhaps my slowly evolving path back towards being a more just and honourable person, she let me win that year. It was a soft goodbye kiss on the cheek.

		

	
		
			PART 1

			1986–1988

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Dead Last

			I’m not really sure why I signed up for my first bike race.

			I was crap at school, and crap at sports. I had very little coordination, very small muscles, and was a good six inches shorter than the next smallest kid in my class. ‘Athletic’ would be the last term anyone used to describe me. In short, I had the academic and athletic talent of a rain-soaked worm.

			So how, or even why, at twelve years old, I decided to make bike racing my big adventure, I have no idea. But it happened. On an early July morning in 1986 my parents drove me from beige, suburban Denver up to scenic, blue-skied Boulder. I was racing in the Red Zinger Mini Classic, a week-long stage race for kids, fashioned after the famous Coors Classic stage race.

			The opening stage was a time trial. I wasn’t really familiar with the discipline, and wondered if just riding on a lonely road, all by myself, was really what I signed up for. Noticing how nervous and focused my competitors were, I retreated to the back of my parents’ station wagon and wrestled with Angie, our cuddly Bedlington terrier. Perhaps I was more of a bike rider than a bike racer? Sure, I loved riding my bike around to visit friends and girls I had crushes on. But racing to win? These kids looked bigger, meaner, stronger. They looked like hungry wolves to me.

			I timidly rolled over to the start line, honestly not understanding what I was in for. It seemed simple enough: ride five miles, from A to B, as fast as you can. Yet, as is my nature, I’d overthought the whole ordeal, and felt like sliding back to the family Oldsmobile and asking Mum and Dad to take me home. But off I went, riding into the unknown territory of a solo race against the clock on Highway 36. Very soon after the start, some other rider went zipping past me. And then, soon after that, so did another. This bike-racing deal matched the absolute lack of success at athletic exploits I’d experienced to date in my life.

			I was slow. Very slow.

			We had set off in alphabetical order, and a few riders behind me was Chris Wherry. Wherry was a tall, handsome legend in twelve-year-old Colorado bike racing folklore. He’d won just about every race he entered and he commanded respect, even amongst the other twelve-year-old ‘superstars’ hovering in the dirt parking lot that served as the start line.

			Of course, soon enough he came whizzing past me, on his way to winning another race. As he passed me, he yelled out: ‘Come on, dude! You gotta try a bit harder!’ It was quite embarrassing. Duly, I did attempt to up the pace and keep up with him, for all of about 100 feet. He left me gasping and wincing, half in shame and half in pain.

			I dragged myself across the finish line. I knew I hadn’t done very well, but I figured I hadn’t been caught by Wherry too quickly, so maybe I’d finish somewhere in the middle of the twelve-year-old category. I was being a bit too optimistic.

			My parents had brought a picnic to eat in between the morning time trial and the afternoon criterium race. We sat with all the other families patiently waiting for the results of the morning time trial to come in.

			I ate a bologna and cheese sandwich and slurped down a soda, all the while secretly feeding Angie scraps of the sandwich that I wasn’t fond of. Finally, they posted a sheet on the side of an outhouse in the park.

			My father and I reluctantly strolled over to see how I’d fared. Over all the craning necks and taller heads, I finally spotted my name – at the very bottom of the list.

			The very last spot.

			I was crushed and embarrassed to even be there. I wanted to go home. I wanted to leave, immediately.

			This was just the same as everything else I’d tried. I wasn’t any good at it. Just like school, just like games on the playground, just like trying to fit in. I failed at all of them, and now I was a failure at bike racing too. I just wasn’t any good – at anything.

			I spoke to my mother and told her I wanted to leave, immediately. I had no business being there. She was a sympathetic ear, just listening as I recounted how poor I was at bike racing, and that maybe I just needed to leave and go home.

			Angie sensed that I was upset. She came over and started giving me little doggie kisses, trying to understand what was wrong. I gave her a long hug and hoped that we’d just get going, far away from this place and these people.

			Meanwhile, my mother and father were locked in conversation about something. It was clearly a heated discussion and I watched as Dad waved his arms around.

			My parents were never sports-minded. My father is an attorney with an acute love for the Constitution of the United States, and a very strong sense of fairness. His love for reading and for justice was very strong and something he passed on to me. He loved helping people and going above and beyond to protect the rights of his clients.

			He was well liked and respected. Often, we’d be given firewood, chicken meat, or help around the house in lieu of payment for bills that his clients couldn’t afford, clients that he had opted to represent anyway. He was driven by the concept of equality for all, not by a love of money.

			My mother taught children with learning disabilities and speech pathology. She had wanted to become a medical doctor, but her grandfather, an MD himself, had convinced her otherwise, saying that medicine was no place for a woman. That decision, to not pursue medicine, never stopped bothering her.

			Nevertheless, she managed to be very progressive for a woman who came of age in the chauvinistic 1950s, getting her master’s degree in speech pathology and focusing on her career first.

			She had married a younger man late in life, and didn’t have me until she was thirty-eight years old. My parents were a formidable unit of intellectual horsepower, but their kid, competing in sports – particularly such an odd niche sport as cycling – was an unknown to them.

			*

			I sat on the grass, watching them argue, until finally they agreed, which – knowing how decisive and combative my mother was – meant we were about to pack up the car and go back home.

			Instead, my father walked over and firmly stated that we were staying, and I was going to start the afternoon’s race. I was stunned and protested to him with all my might.

			Dad is a gentle soul, not predisposed to drawing hard lines about anything. He has an uncanny ability to see both sides of any issue. He would cede mostly to the more decisive nature of my mother, or even to me.

			But not on that day.

			He sat me down.

			‘If you start something, you damn well finish it,’ he said firmly. ‘Doesn’t matter if you’re best or worst, you don’t just quit. You’re going to start the afternoon race, and you’re going to try your best.’

			I was shocked.

			‘I paid a lot for you to do this damned thing, so you aren’t just quitting,’ he said exasperatedly. ‘No way.’

			My dad was the ever-supportive bear and never pushed back on anything. It was the first time my father had ever forced me to do something. And that one decision of his changed my entire life.

			Later that afternoon, I begrudgingly started stage two of the Red Zinger, assuming I would just get slaughtered and lapped very quickly. I didn’t want to be there and I didn’t want to race. But I did, frown and all.

			That start gun fired, and I struggled to quickly get my loose foot into the toe clips and toe straps on my bike. I’d fought my way back into the peloton of puberty by the end of the first short lap. Somehow this wasn’t as terrible as I had thought, and going around the corners at such speed was sort of fun. I was actually enjoying myself.

			Despite the fact I was the worst bike racer there, I liked it. It was a far cry from trying to play football at recess, and just hating every moment of it. No, this was different; sure, I sucked, but I loved it.

			Screaming around the corners, right on the edge of losing control, fuelled my adrenaline and made my heart sing. I focused hard on the wheel in front of me, and never gave in. That task became harder and harder every lap, but I gritted my teeth and refused to let go.

			One by one, I started passing kids that couldn’t hang on to the back of the peloton. While they looked much better on the bike than I did and were, I’m sure, much fitter than I was, I was able to suffer – to tear my guts up just that little bit more – to hold on. Twenty minutes earlier, I didn’t even want to be there; now I was having the time of my life. And that was a new experience for me.

			In the period of riding just a few laps, zipping around some anonymous office park outside Boulder, I changed my mind on sports.

			I wanted to be an athlete.

			I wanted to be a racer.

			Racing absorbed me. It combined mental, technical, tactical and physical aspects. Somehow, the balance of carving a corner on a machine came more naturally than the eye-to-hand coordination of catching a ball. The circular motion of pushing the pedals made more sense to my overly cerebral brain than did the supposedly ‘natural’ motion of running. I had fallen in love with racing a bike. I was still disgracefully slow and unfit, but I desperately wanted to be good.

			That week, day by day, stage by stage, I got a little bit better at racing. I learned how to take a corner, how to draft closer, how to move up in a peloton. I wanted to fight as hard as I could to be a bit better, even though I was still very far away from winning anything.

			For the first time in my life, I wasn’t giving up when things got rough. In school, in other sports and in life, I had shown very little natural aptitude for anything beyond memorizing random facts about the American Civil War.

			Deep down I was competitive, but I had never let it show. I just wasn’t that great at the stuff most parents, and most kids, wanted to be good at. Football, baseball, basketball – anything to do with a ball, I was simply shit.

			I was very small and nearsighted, so most people automatically assumed I’d be a good student, but my grades were miserable too.

			But then came cycling and that all changed.

			*

			By the end of the Red Zinger, I was occasionally seeing the front of the race. I’d learned during the week that I could get ahead of many of the kids that had more physical strength than I did by being willing to push myself further.

			The second to last day of the race there was another time trial, but this time it climbed a big hill. I figured this would be a perfect opportunity to put that theory to the test and see if I could actually push myself to the limit, racing against the clock.

			I started the time trial off with a snap in my legs and an excitement I had not felt earlier in the week. I wanted to see how good I could be if I just let go of that perfectionist anchor.

			It was so liberating to just try to be the best that I could be, without being paralyzed by the ‘what ifs’ that had held me back until then.

			‘What if’ I wasn’t the best or ‘what if’ I was embarrassed?

			So I focused on nothing more than getting the last bit of energy out of my body.

			After one mile of steep uphill, I already felt I was about to pass out, or to shit in my shorts. My body wasn’t used to opening up the throttle, all the way. I had no idea how I was going to continue at such an effort for another three miles, so I focused on the next fifty feet, and then the next fifty feet after that, and so on.

			Over and over, I dealt with a self-imposed agony that I’d never felt before. About halfway, I spotted the rider who had started in front of me. I was about to catch him. Once again, I played games in my head, saying I’d push myself as hard as I could until I caught him, and then take a little break.

			But once I caught him, I was like a kid who’d just eaten his first Pringle.

			I was addicted.

			I loved catching and passing this innocent victim. I now wanted the whole can’s worth. I continued, dead focused on finding more prey before the finish line. And I got my wish.

			As I entered the last mile, half-animated bodies began to appear on the horizon. I caught them all before the finish.

			I crossed the line and immediately started retching up whatever was left in my stomach, dry-heaving like a cat with a massive hairball. This was something I’d never experienced before. It may have sounded terrible but it felt great. I was finally free from not trying. I was free from giving up.

			Once again, Dad and I waited patiently by the outhouse for them to post the results. Unlike at the start of the week, the crowd wasn’t so thick. Most of the kids had gone home, knowing they wouldn’t be getting any reward, and feeling a bit tired from the week of racing.

			But I was wholly invigorated. I was enthralled and just wanted the race to keep going for the rest of summer. Finally, they posted the dot matrix printout on the back of the porta-potty. I was in tenth place, in the ever-important top ten finishers in a bike race.

			I’d beaten forty other kids, and wasn’t all that far behind the legends of the twelve-year-olds’ category.

			For an odd minute or two, I felt pure elation and pride. Then, as we walked back to the car, I turned to my dad.

			‘Next year, I’m going to win this thing,’ I told him. ‘You watch, Dad, I’m going to win it.’

			From then on, I began plotting how to make an athlete out of a geek – a winner out of a loser.

			*

			In the USA in 1986, there weren’t very many mentors or coaches available for kids trying to become bike racers. Colorado had a few folks here and there you could get some advice from but there was no one that was going to take me from a cute loser to a race winner through their brilliant coaching. This would be something I’d have to figure out on my own.

			The one thing I did have a natural talent for was reading. If the topic was interesting to me, I could read for hours and absorb it all like a sponge.

			Reading had always been an escape for me. It helped me escape from my problems making friends, escape from trouble in school, and escape from the loneliness of being an only child. Of course, most things we were assigned to read in school did not fit the bill of ‘interesting’, and therefore I rarely showed much of my reading horsepower actually in school.

			However, for my new-found project of learning how to train for bike racing, I was ready to read hundreds of thousands of words. I went to the library and to many bookstores, trying to source the best books on training and cycling in general.

			The first American Tour de France winner Greg LeMond had come out with a book; the old Polish coach of the 1984 US Olympic team, Eddie Borysewicz, had written a book; a translation of five-time Tour winner Bernard Hinault’s book, Memories of the Peloton, was now available, and my favourite was Tudor Bompa’s Periodization of Training. But I devoured anything I could get my hands on.

			And so, lying there on the couch at my parents’ home, I read continuously.

			I learned how to position my bike, how to choose the right gear, how to bridge to a breakaway, how to eat during a race, how much to drink, how to corner and how to brake. I learned about strength training, interval training, endurance training, how to periodize training and – a revolutionary concept at the time – anaerobic threshold training.

			Within two months of finishing dead last in my first race, I had learned more, reading on my own, than I had in the previous six years in school. I was ready to begin my quest to conquer the 1987 Red Zinger Mini Classic, and become one of the legends of thirteen-year-old Coloradan bike-racing folklore.

			I began my training the first day of school in 1986. I figured it would take me a considerable amount of time just to build up to the level of fitness most kids had already achieved, just from being generally more active in ‘normal’ sports than I’d been. Then I could start training harder and longer.

			I’d learned, in my studious readings, that I most likely had predominantly slow-twitch muscle fibre, and that if I wanted to build up the explosive power needed to actually win bike races, I’d need to increase my muscular strength, which would take a considerable amount of time. I started training for the next summer before summer had even ended.

			At first, my training rides were fairly short and basic. My focus was on trying to build muscle mass in my parents’ basement with a second-hand weight set my father had bought for me. Squats, leg extensions and hamstring curls were happening in abundance in the concrete cave below our home.

			Right after school, every day, I went out for bike rides, whatever the weather: heat, cold, rain, snow. Weekends, which used to be built around messing around with friends and very unsuccessfully chasing girls, became two days in the week when I could ride my bike all day.

			Each weekend I would explore the roads further and further from my parents’ house. The feeling of freedom was immense, as I was travelling to places that none of my friends could ever get to without begging their parents for a ride in the car.

			I’d explore deeper into the nondescript suburbs, reaching further and further towards the city limits, towards the mountains and beyond, to a whole new world. I would be gone for three, four, even five hours, pounding away on the pedals and exploring.

			My parents had no idea where I was, or if I was safe, but they accepted that my obsession needed to run its course for me to grow up. So, off I went in search of my dream, in search of my goal and in search of myself. I cherished these long rides when I could dream of winning for hours on end.

			But more than simply winning, I started to dream of being a professional rider. In everything I’d read, I’d started to learn about the mystical world of European professional cycling. And I loved it. I loved the heroes, the romance, the difficulty, the sacrifice, the pain, the fame and the glory.

			I was entranced by it, and searched for anything I could get my hands on about this world of legends. In addition to all the books, I found some old videotapes, such as A Sunday in Hell and some poorly recorded CBS recaps of the Tour de France. Those VHS tapes became my most prized possessions, and I watched them over and over again.

			European professional cycling was a completely unknown quantity to suburban America in the 1980s, so my obsession appeared to be quite insane to my friends and family. I was working incredibly hard and spending all my hours dreaming of a career that my parents doubted even existed.

			My friends sniggered at my little pipe-cleaner legs dangling out of my Lycra shorts. And when I’d come home telling tales of how far I’d ridden my bike, they simply didn’t believe it. They’d laugh and go back to playing football. I was just an odd, nerdy little kid. They figured I’d somehow fallen off the deep end and chosen to ride my oddness away. Mine was a lonely dream to pursue.

			But in truth, I had been lonely long before all of this.

			I had never found friends that I truly related to in school. Being neither academic nor very sporty, I earned very little respect. I was the smallest kid in seventh grade and I’d been pushed around, made fun of and stuffed into my fair share of lockers and trash cans.

			I didn’t look forward to going to school at all. So the loneliness of the bike was a welcome relief. On the open roads, no one judged my grade point average, no one judged that I couldn’t catch a ball for shit. No one cared that I wasn’t in junior achievement. Nope, all that mattered out on the road was how fast you could get to the top of the hill.

			I’d acquired a ton of knowledge about training and racing through reading, but one thing that was missing was any expertise on how to dress for cycling. Now this may not matter so much when training through a warm Coloradan Indian summer, but as the mountain winds began to whistle in November, my training plan was becoming more than a little uncomfortable.

			As the cold set in, my paper-thin shorts weren’t keeping me anywhere near warm any more. In a well-meaning attempt to fix this, my mother bought me a pair of bulky sweatpants, thinking that might be the way forward. I tried to put my cycling shorts over the 1950s grey cotton tracksuit pants, but it wasn’t working. I felt like I was sitting on a wet nappy halfway through each ride, with the legs of the trackpants getting caught up on the chain. I also looked absolutely ridiculous. I needed to look like a real racer, even while just training. The sweatpants had to go.

			The winter deepened. On ice-cold Colorado days, I would come home with blue and purple knees, hands stinging from the bitter wind. My toes would go numb, my fingers could no longer move, and my private parts shrank away, trying their best to hide from this harsh reality.

			Finally, before any permanent nerve damage occurred due to frostbite, my parents took me to the shop where we’d bought the bike, in the hope they might have some sort of special super-thermal kit that would prevent me from dying of hypothermia.

			The shop was tucked away in a corner of Middle America in a bland strip mall, next to a dry-cleaner’s and a Chinese restaurant. To me, it stuck out like a diamond in the rough. It was named, quite beautifully, A Bike Place, and was owned by a bike-passionate – and sometimes disturbingly manic – Italian family named the Yantornos.

			When my mum brought me in to buy some winter kit, I think it was the first time they’d ever seen a thirteen-year-old who was asking about how to train in sub-zero weather. Despite his gruff, rough manner, you could see the twinkle in the eye of Frankie Yantorno, the eldest son of the family, when I revealed my crazed enthusiasm for racing. He saw a kid that was completely in love with cycling, just like he was.

			But Frank could never openly admit that he even remotely cared about bikes or bike racing.

			‘Why the fuck you wanna go ride in this shit?’ he said, pointing at the snowstorm outside and making my mother blush at the language.

			‘Because I need to train,’ I said. ‘Gotta train to win – right?’

			‘Well, you ain’t gonna win shit in those stupid fucking sweatpants, kid,’ he snapped. ‘Goddammit . . . okay, hold on a few minutes . . .’ With that, he slammed the backroom door behind him.

			While he was gone, I began to explore the shop a bit. It was heaven.

			I was bewitched by the hand-painted gussets and lugs of Colnago frames, the polished Campagnolo crank arms, the smell of rubber and chain lube, plus the muffled arguments in Italian emanating from the backroom. It was my gateway into the romance and glamour of European bike racing. I loved this place and I wanted to become Frankie’s pupil.

			Finally, Frankie popped back out with a few packages of clothing.

			‘This ain’t ever going to fit you, kid, but it’s better than those ugly sweatpants – or freezing your dick off.’

			I sheepishly tried on all these new items. They were very exotic, Italian-labelled gloves, tights and arm warmers.

			Frankie was right: they didn’t fit at all. They were quite baggy on me and slid off my skin-and-bones frame. But I didn’t care – they were made in Italy, and positively reeked of European adventure.

			Reluctantly, Mum and Dad had given up on the notion I might want a puppy or something a bit more normal under the Christmas tree. I’d told my parents all I wanted for Christmas was some clothing that would keep me warm while riding. Hesitantly, Mum handed her credit card to this grumpy man at the bike shop.

			Before we left, I asked Frankie if I could come back and talk about racing in Italy, and maybe get a bit of advice.

			‘I don’t know shit about racing, or bikes, but maybe I can teach you a few things, kid. Now get out of here and go ride your bike in this snowstorm, ya idiot.’

			*

			That was when I knew Frankie was going to be my new best friend.

			So I did. Armed with Italian clothing that made weather-related excuses obsolete, I rode in snowstorms. Once Christmas was over, it was time to double down on the hard work it was going to take for me to win. I also started to make a few new friends through the bike shop, and a few of them were guys who already raced.

			Frankie, who I would soon start calling Uncle Frank, noted that the only other person insane enough to train in Colorado in January was his ex-brother-in-law, Bart Sheldrake. Bart was Frank’s sister’s ex, and was juggling three jobs, raising a kid and training for racing as a top-level amateur in Colorado.

			Bart had gone to the Olympic trials in 1984, and was a category-one racer. Once in a while he would sheepishly come into the shop to pick up his two-year-old kid from Frankie’s sister after school. Frank figured we should meet, so he invited me down to the shop one day when Bart was on co-parent patrol.

			I zipped my way through the after-school traffic and headed down to the shop to meet Bart. I had a thousand questions about what it was like to be a real bike racer. He had the look of the racers I’d seen in magazines: gaunt in the face, long, lean and leathery.

			He was highly strung and socially awkward, with this funny nasal laugh. Very reluctantly, he agreed to let me pick his brain about his experiences of bike racing for the better part of the afternoon. But more importantly, Bart agreed to let me go on a training ride with him.

			It was made clear that if I was to join him on his Sunday morning ride, there would be no whining, no waiting up for me, no helping me if I got a flat tyre, and no mercy on the pace. I agreed with a smile on my face, counting the minutes until that Sunday when I would get to ride with a real bike racer.

			My mother panicked when Sunday morning came. I was going to go on a bike ride of over sixty miles with a man she’d never met, and who even if she had, she would have been frightened of. Why would a grown man with a child be spending so much time riding his bike on the weekend in freezing-cold weather?

			Bart needed to ride early, so we met at the shop at nine. That was the earliest we could go and avoid running into too many ice patches on the road. Face frozen by the cold, he briefed me.

			‘Listen, I have to be back to make lunch for my kid, and I’m going to get in sixty miles. I’ve gotta do that in three hours,’ he said. ‘If you can keep up, great. If not, tough shit.’

			The pace Bart set was relentless. There wasn’t a moment when I was not suffering just to hold on to his back wheel. However, there was a lot riding on this outing for me.

			It was my chance to earn his respect, to earn the respect of Frankie and, most importantly, my chance to be invited to more real training rides and to learn from a real bike racer. I couldn’t get left behind.

			My little 100-pound frame squirmed in the saddle, my shoulders bounced, my arms pulled and my legs begged me to stop. But I didn’t let Bart get away from me. I think it annoyed him a bit that this pipsqueak of a twelve-year-old was able to hang on his back wheel.

			Despite leaving a little bit later in the morning, the roads were still icy and wet. As the freezing ride went on, the derailleur cables on my bike steadily became encrusted with ice and frozen into place. So did Bart’s. There would be no more gear changes during the last hour of the ride.

			I was nicely stuck in a 53×17 gear. I kept turning the pedals over, achingly slowly, but Bart (clearly used to this sort of thing) was dismissive and just kept riding.

			‘You gotta just clench your asshole a bit more and deal with it,’ he grunted.

			That was Bart’s way of life: more pain equated to more fun.

			Finally, I unravelled, hypothermic and hypoglycaemic, about ten miles from home. As he’d promised, Bart didn’t wait, but I could hear him yell back to me as I was grinding to a halt.

			‘Good job, kid! See ya next Sunday!’

			I knew I had earned just a smidgen of Bart’s respect.

			I crawled those last 10 miles. I just wanted to stop and fall asleep in a dirty snow bank, and pray that someone would find me before nightfall. But I kept turning the pedals over, achingly slow and square.

			I had no money to call home or buy a hot chocolate. I had one working gear. And I had ice falling off my chin. I was so hungry, so cold and so miserable, but there was no way to get home other than to just keep going. That would be a valuable lesson to learn. Sometimes there is no better option. You just have to keep going.

			The look on my mother’s face when I walked through the door was priceless. You could see anger, disappointment, pride and maternal instincts all fighting against one another in her head. She wanted to feed me, hug me, get me in a hot bath, while yelling at me for being such an idiot – all in one breath.

			Normally, I don’t much like baths. They just seem overly indulgent, long and boring. But there is nothing in the world like a hot bath after a bone-chilling day on the bike. The contrast between pushing your body so hard that it almost breaks in wet and cold weather, to sliding into the warm womb of a hot bath, is intense.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Breakaway at Buckeye

			I rode my bike to school every morning. When I left in the afternoon, I’d hear howling laughter from the kids loading onto the school buses, or going to football practice, mocking my funny bike shorts and saucepan helmet.

			It hurt to hear that, and it hurt to know that I didn’t fit in, but I told myself that I was off to hang out with a much cooler guy than the kids at Cherry Creek High. His name was Frankie, a world-travelled artist, a guy who made a living in New York City as a bike messenger.

			Down at the shop, Frankie would indulge me in stories of great racers with fantastical, larger-than-life names, like Fons De Wolf. He’d lecture me on his total certainty that any bicycle component made in Japan was absolute garbage, and that the only true bicycle was a steel Italian frame fitted with Campagnolo.

			He gave me an Italian nickname, Gianni, and he offered up some brutal and biased opinions.

			‘Riding Shitmano is like fucking with a condom on, Gianni. It’s safe, it works, but it fucking sucks,’ he said of the Japanese component giant.

			The shop was becoming a refuge for me. It was a place I loved and where I felt respected and understood. It would become a second home for many of my tortured teenage years.

			A few days after that first training outing with Bart, I rode down to the shop to tell Frankie about my Sunday adventure and to get my bike working again, after turning it into an icy and salty seized-up mess.

			‘I heard Bart kicked your ass, kid,’ Frankie said by way of greeting.

			Then he ran his eye over my crippled machine.

			‘This bike looks like a fucking disaster, ya idiot. You gotta take care of this shit – Jeezus!’

			As Frankie was coaxing my bike back to health, I sat in the backroom marked ‘Employees Only’ listening to his stories about life, bike racing, and being an adult. It tickled him to call me ‘Gianni’. Occasionally, after an exceptionally gruelling outing with Bart, I’d hear Gianni-morto! or ‘Gianni-dead!’ Frank would carefully paint ‘Gianni’ on the top tube of all my bikes for many years to come.

			Frank’s two sisters, Dominique and Monica – who had also been nicknamed Tiny and Priss, respectively – were often at the shop too. Legend had it that Priss, Bart’s ex-wife, used to be quite the bike racer.

			At first they seemed irritated by me, this little twerp, always following Frank around the bike shop, but after some time I think they thought it was cute. To me, the whole experience was amazing; I was hanging out with a family of adults who knew everything about bikes. It was so much better than spending time with a bunch of middle-schoolers obsessed with football and make-up.

			The Yantornos would get into spectacular fights. Chain rings would get thrown at heads, inventive Italian swear words would come into play, and Frank’s dog, Ducco, a rather aggressive chow, would get agitated and start yanking at the chain he was tied up to, which often broke.

			Every month a new Victoria’s Secret catalogue would arrive in the mail. I always knew roughly what time of the month it was going to arrive, and would furiously pedal to the bike shop in order to sneak a peek. Priss and Tiny would be looking at it in the office, giggling by the time I got there. They would pretend it was nothing. Eventually, they’d pull me into the office, like a little brother.

			‘Okay, Gianni, you can take a look,’ they’d say. ‘I mean, you need to see this sort of thing if you’re ever going to have a girlfriend.’

			I was very, very far from having a girlfriend in high school. Not so many cheerleaders were interested in guys that were five inches shorter than them and wore spandex shorts and a bucket on their head. But Tiny and Priss saw potential in my future, and told me that someday I’d grow into my ears and make someone very happy. They became my big sisters.

			I would open the catalogue with bright, wide eyes, my imagination running wild. I’d feel my blood boiling in a way that is only familiar to kids going through puberty. Suddenly I’d realize that getting made fun of by kids my age wasn’t the only problem with wearing cycling shorts.

			I’d hope no one would notice. But of course, they always did.

			‘Hey Gianni, nice fuckin’ boner!’ Frankie would yell.

			Priss and Tiny would defend me.

			‘Fuck you, Frankie, you’re just jealous he can still get a boner!’

			Then the fights would start. Chain wrenches, Italian swear words and Regina cog sets would be hurled across the workshop, yet again, as Priss and Frankie went at each other. On and on my wonderful afternoon would waste away, hanging out in the bike shop. I loved it.

			*

			Training meanwhile was clicking along quite nicely. I could feel the improvements coming week after week. I was getting stronger and stronger, and, on occasion, felt that eventually my legs might be big enough to fill out my baggy extra-small shorts.

			As I trained more, I discovered a gaping hole in my abilities as a rider – my sprint. I just had absolutely zero acceleration relative to other riders. In my first races, I hadn’t really noticed this weakness, but now that I was getting a bit fitter, it really showed.

			Anything that required really stomping on the pedals was just not my forte. In hindsight, this shouldn’t have been a surprise, as I was built like an asparagus with arms. My knees were a good few inches wider than any part of my thigh and my legs looked like two toothpicks held together with an olive.

			I started sprint training. Twice a week, I would sprint over and over trying to eke out just a bit more from my toothpick legs. It wasn’t pretty. To start with, anyone could beat me. Anyone. But I just kept chipping away, even if it seemed like a doomed task. Long sprints, short sprints, uphill sprints, downhill sprints, tailwind sprints, headwind sprints. Every Tuesday and Saturday, I sprinted. Over and over.

			I had become obsessed with training, but the other thing that I’d become obsessed with, in my build-up to the 1987 Red Zinger Mini Classic, was equipment. I quickly found that this was a sport built for nerds. I spent hours drooling over catalogues that contained bladed spokes and drilled-out chain rings. I saved what I could to buy something that might make me just a little bit faster.

			I also became totally obsessed with weight, and much to the chagrin of Frank, I bought an aluminium Vitus frame. Frank said it was crooked and, as it was built by French people, clearly garbage.

			I learned quickly that the Yantornos believed that French people were the reason for all the problems in the world.

			They couldn’t make bike frames, cook food, fly airplanes or build cars. They smelled bad and were snobby. Most of all they were the enemy of any self-respecting Italian bike-racing family. Worse, I had broken the code of honour by buying a French-built frame.

			Frankie warmed to his task.

			‘Gianni, that thing looks like someone took a shit in the lugs. The glue is just hanging out. I’m not touching this fucking frame, it probably has herpes.’

			Eventually, I talked Frank into building up my super-light, tiny 50cm Vitus. He told me it would be too flexible and break. He may have been overestimating my strength as a rider. I pointed out that Sean Kelly rode a Vitus. He still wasn’t having it.

			‘Gianni, pro riders could ride anything and still go fast. Bernard Thévenet won the Tour de France on a bike made for delivering newspapers. Your Vitus still sucks. And so does Sean Kelly’s . . .’

			Sucky or not, I loved my blue Vitus.

			It felt light under my legs and fast up the hills and I really doubt I flexed it any more than the cheese-and-baguette-eating Frenchmen that designed it. I still weighed only a smidge over 100 pounds and it started to become very clear that going uphill would become my weapon in racing. Even on my weekend pain sessions with Bart, when the road went really steeply uphill, I was now able to match him. It seemed as if I was always suffering far more than Bart, but one way or another, I didn’t let him get away from me.

			Soon enough, the spring weather started getting a bit warmer, and the summer races started getting a bit closer. I kept a close eye on the mail, looking for the race registration packs, almost as closely as I was looking for errant Victoria’s Secret catalogues.

			The races I had begrudgingly finished the year before had now become an obsession. I was counting down the days. I was excited and impatient to get racing, and was getting a bit bored with my solo training rides and the weekend rides with Bart. The previous year, I’d fallen in love with the excitement of racing. Training, it turned out, is a bit mundane, tedious and sometimes boring. I was definitely starting to feel a bit stale.

			Luckily, there was a step between training and actually racing. As soon as daylight saving time arrived, Bart introduced me to an impromptu evening event, the Meridian ride. About sixty to seventy bike riders showed up at a south Denver office park – named Meridian – every Tuesday and Thursday night and pretended to race, full gas, for one hour. The Meridian ride was, and still is, a Colorado bike-racing standard.

			The Meridian was a bit of an insider proposition though. You had to know someone who knew someone who knew when to show up. It was the Fight Club of bike racing. Nothing was official; it was underground, illegal, on open roads and you didn’t talk about it – to anyone.

			Bart was the king of this two-wheeled Fight Club. He’d been undefeated in many years at Fight Club, and the tales of his trouncings spread through the Coloradan bike-racing grapevine, like the legend of Paul Bunyan. Once Bart thought I was ready to know about Fight Club, he invited me out to give it a try.

			I was both honoured and nervous as hell, but there was no amount of fear that could get me to miss my invitation to the underground. The Meridian ride became my favourite after-school activity.

			Absolutely nothing about Fight Club was a good idea. The range ability was huge. From triathletes to track riders; men, women, girls, boys; those who’d never ridden in a peloton before; those who never should have; all the way to category-one riders, like Bart. Any and all were welcome – if you were cool enough to know about it, that is.

			There was no red tape, no officialdom at all. There was no official distance, no start or finish, and there were certainly no road closures or police protection. You just showed up at 6 p.m. and raced. We would blast through red lights, overtake traffic and do everything in our power to give someone a ride in an ambulance. It was fast, it was dangerous and I loved it.

			It was also a great teacher. Cycling is a sport that has to be learned by racing, by experience, by trial and error. There are things that can’t be learned through coaching or instruction. The way a peloton surges and bunches up; the fluid dance that happens in and out of every curve.

			Fight Club may have been a lawyer’s dream and a mother’s nightmare, but it was an incredible teacher. It taught me how to manoeuvre in a peloton; it taught me how to time an attack, how to hold a wheel, how to keep momentum and how to not crash – at least not that much.

			I felt like a bloodied warrior every Tuesday and Thursday night returning home for my mother’s Midwestern-style dinner. Over hamburgers and coleslaw, I would explain to my parents that I was learning how to survive battle.

			I was getting impatient for school to end. It couldn’t happen soon enough for me, as by now many of my classmates realized I was that kid, the kid they’d see everywhere, riding around in spandex. This just wasn’t socially acceptable in Middle America back in 1987.

			There was the occasional half-empty milkshake thrown at my head from a passing car by high schoolers with brand new driver’s licences. Then, of course, there was the name-calling: being called ‘faggot’ or ‘queer’ was a weekly occurrence. By this point it was long past hurting me; it just filled me with deep rage. I was going to be famous one day, and these fuckers were going to know my name.

			Physically, I wasn’t big enough to fight back, but the torch had been lit for me to shame these cretins. Somehow, someway, they would feel shame for doing this shit to me. If it took a decade, so be it. Being little and being picked on instilled a deep need for success, for proving people wrong, and
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