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			A Tour de France Glossary

			
				Who

				
					Peloton—From French, meaning “little ball” or “platoon.” This is the main cluster of riders in a race. It’s an ever-shifting mass, alive in its own right. Riding in a tight group provides protection from the elements, but can sometimes lead to spectacular crashes. The peloton can absorb a rider who’s broken away just as easily as it can spit one out the back. Stay with the pack.

					Domestique—From the French for “servant.” Though the wearer of the yellow jersey may cross the finish line alone, it’s not without the help of a team. Each team has eight or nine riders with one leader, whom the rest of the team works to advance and protect, like a quarterback. Domestiques—the nonleader members of the team—shield their champion from wind, ensure he rides in the safest position (toward the front), and give spare wheels or even their own bike if needed. The primary domestique is as crucial as the leader himself, though is not above the humble task of ferrying supplies back and forth to the team.

					
					DS (directeur sportif)—French for “sport director” or coach. As it sounds, this is the person in charge of the entire team’s sporting efforts, including team selection, rider strategy, and training.

					Soigneur—French for “caretaker.” Overseeing practically everything but the bikes, these staff members are like the camp counselors of a team: They provide daily massage treatments and physical therapy, make supply runs, shuttle riders to and fro, and feed them during the race as they cling to the side of the team car. Prepared for anything, soigneurs may even administer first aid.

				

			

			
				What

				
					Stage—A section of a race. The Tour de France is usually made up of about twenty-one legs of competition, comprised of both flat and mountain terrain, as well as time trials.

					Time trial—It’s you against the clock in this stage. Unlike a group race where you can trail another rider, it’s much harder to gauge where you are in the standings when riding alone. Best bet is to put your head down and book it, as a good time trial could boost your standing in the general classification.

					Time limit—All riders must finish every stage within a certain range of the stage winner’s time. If not, they face being eliminated from the race.

					Yellow jersey—The color of a rider’s jersey—such as yellow, green, white, or polka-dot—designates a particular standing or distinction in the race. The yellow jersey goes to the rider with the best standing at the end of each stage. Each rider who wins a stage of the race receives from the race organizers both a jersey to wear the next morning in the race and one to keep for the memories.

				

			

			
				
				How

				
					Drafting—Also called slipstreaming. Riding in the back of the paceline—a line of bikers—in order to reduce wind resistance and therefore effort. Riders rotate through the line so that each gets a chance to rest at the back.

					Crosswind—The kind of wind that plasters your hair to the side of your face and knocks you off your bike, a crosswind can be downright deadly and is commonly found on flat stages of the Tour, where bucolic expanses provide little blockage from the wind. Teams often plan for attacks on windy parts of the course to catch rivals off guard.

					Breakaway—Also known as an attack or a jump, this is a move made by one or more riders in an attempt to get ahead, tire out the pack, or break it apart. Generally, the peloton won’t allow a main competitor to get far ahead of the pack, but riders who pose no threat in general classification may be permitted to escape.

					Blocking—When riders set a relatively slow pace at the front of a group to control the speed, often to the advantage of one of their teammates who may be in a breakaway.

				

			

		

	
		
		
			
			Prologue

			On Sunday, when the multicolored column of cyclists glides under the Arc de Triomphe and conquers Paris after twenty-one days and 3,350 kilometers, I could be either in a drawer in the morgue or wrapped in a yellow jersey. I’ve never stepped up on that winner’s podium, I’ve never even won a stage, but now I’m a few seconds behind Steve Panata, my teammate and brother for the past eleven years. In order to wear the yellow jersey, I’ll have to betray him at the last minute.

			There are cyclists willing to die to win a single stage of the Tour, taking suicidal descents at more than 90 kilometers an hour; but now I know there are cyclists willing to kill for it too. There’s a killer among us, and the police have tasked me with finding out who it is. A criminal has divided the peloton and must be stopped before he deals the final blow. I could be his next victim. But I also know that, thanks to his interventions, I could become the next champion of the Tour de France.

		

	
		
		
			
			2006

			Everyone hated him the minute they laid eyes on him, except for me.

			He was chewing gum nonstop, and every three seconds he would push back a lock of hair as if it were an extension he was afraid of losing. But even without those tics, he would’ve provoked the group’s ill will. He arrived at camp driving a limited-edition Land Rover and unloaded an aerodynamic bike that the rest of us had only seen ridden by the most elite professionals. It didn’t help that he was American, that he had a face like a Hollywood actor, and that he flaunted the smile of somebody who always gets his way.

			But I welcomed him with open arms. A new guy was the only way the others would leave me in peace. Ever since I had arrived at training camp two weeks prior, my teammates had made me the butt of their practical jokes, the hazing a product of the excess of anxiety and testosterone that you might expect from our vigorous training sessions. They had turned my first few weeks as a professional—if getting paid fifty euros a week had made me that—into a kind of lonely purgatory, so I was grateful for the chance to not be the solitary victim of their abuse.

			
			Maybe that’s what brought us together. We took the torments the others inflicted on us philosophically and chose to treat them as some kind of initiation ritual directed at newbies. Although, to be more accurate, Steve took it philosophically and I just went along with him.

			“Don’t eat the oatmeal,” he said the first time he ever spoke to me. “I think they spit in it.” And then he offered me a protein bar. He seemed more pleased than upset, as if the fact that he’d figured it out made him cleverer than the others.

			After a few days, we understood it wasn’t an initiation ritual. Simply put: Our new teammates were scared of us. Of the forty-six racers who had started out at training camp for the Belgian team Ventoux, the legendary breeding ground of professional cyclists, only twenty-seven would be kept, and only the best nine would make it onto the first team, the one they take to the trials that really matter.

			A month later, when the training became more demanding and the races turned into 160-kilometer journeys that included steep expanses, we understood their fear was justified. We were better. Steve Panata raced with a natural rhythm and elegance I’d never seen before and never would again. He devoured kilometers effortlessly, at a speed that would have forced anyone else to bend over the wheel. I balanced him with a physiological anomaly that in other circumstances would have made me a circus freak. My father was a native of the French Alps, and his DNA must have had a very good time with the Colombian genes from my mother’s Andean ancestors because they ended up gifting me a third lung. Not literally, but the levels of oxygen in my blood are such that, for all practical purposes, I’m high when I’m racing.

			
			Once we were actually on the road, Steve and I began to take revenge for all the affronts we had suffered. We did it almost without thinking. When we got within twenty or thirty kilometers of the goal set by our coaches, he’d smile slyly at me; I’d give a gesture of complicity, and we’d pick up the pace. We’d do it subtly at first so the others wouldn’t immediately surrender and would make more of an effort. Ten kilometers later, when we sensed the group had hit its limit, we’d speed up again and leave them definitively behind. But not before Steve put in his final touch: He’d start talking in a very calm voice about the last movie he saw, like someone who’s chatting in a bar instead of climbing a slope that had taken everybody else’s breath away. Resentment soon mingled with the fear we inspired in our teammates. Now and again I thought that, stuck up on those mountain retreats in Catalonia among dozens of spiteful contenders determined to become professionals at any cost, we might be vulnerable to the kind of beating that would put our own careers at risk. For a lot of those guys, myself included, making the cut and being on the Ventoux team was the only thing keeping us from having to endure a mediocre job at a farm or a factory. To be honest, a couple of them looked like they had nowhere to go but jail. That wasn’t the case with Steve, for whom professional cycling was just one option among many, in a lavish and generous future. Yet another reason to hate him.

			It also didn’t help that he could be irresistibly charming when he wanted to be, especially when it came to women, directors, and coaches. Charming in a way that provoked more than one brawl with the locals on the few occasions the group would go out to a local bar, even if it was just to have root beer. A passing flirtation or an exchange of napkins with scrawled telephone numbers was enough to unleash a fracas that would often end in blows.

			Despite so frequently provoking envy and resentment among others, Steve was notoriously incapable of defending himself. All the poise he displayed on a bike or on the dance floor would turn into ineptitude the instant punches flew. We managed to get out more or less unharmed anyway, thanks to my military police training and some army experiences dealing with hotheaded drunks in dive bars.

			
			Locals were one thing. But in the end, I had to neutralize the damn bullies on our own team, starting with the group’s bruiser, a hard and rough Briton with the thighs and face of a bulldog. He weighed about twenty-five pounds more than I did, but he hadn’t grown up in a slum in Medellín or spent three years in the army barracks in Perpignan. I’d developed a survival strategy that was, in essence, conflict avoidance, which fit my temperament perfectly. But it’s a strategy that only works if you’re willing to commit to violence on the rare occasions when conflict is inevitable. Such as the time I had to defend Steve from Iván, the bruiser.

			Iván had punctured my friend’s bike tires a few times during the night, which forced us to make frantic repairs in order to report on time to the coaches. One morning, we discovered Steve’s bike had disappeared altogether, and the smirk on Iván’s face made it obvious he was the responsible party. I supposed he assumed Steve would finally have to confront him. He never saw me coming. I threw my forearm with all my strength and hit him in the face with my elbow: right between his jaw and temple. That imbecile fell like a rock while his minions looked on, astonished by my inconceivable aggression. And they certainly weren’t expecting what happened next. I kicked up a storm as the goon’s body curled up into a ball, not stopping until he confessed where he’d hidden the bike. After that incident, they left us in peace.

			It also helped that Steve began to extend certain courtesies to the other racers. He would generously distribute the contents of packages he received from the U.S.: gels, protein bars, sports shoes, and T-shirts. A subtle kind of bribery that soon produced dividends. By the time the training season was over, our teammates were treating us as if we were kings of the road.

			
			Sometimes I ask myself if our deep friendship, which would end up defining both our lives, was forged by the mutual protection of that initial alliance. At least in my case, it was. Even considering what happened years later, I’m convinced there was something genuine and profound in that unconditional and absolutely loyal brotherhood we forged from the very first.

			But beyond that, the two of us fascinated each other. When we met, he was twenty-one and I was twenty-three. Steve had grown up in privilege, the spoiled only son of prominent lawyers from Santa Fe, New Mexico. His parents supported his racing obsession and paid for semiprofessional coaches when he decided to participate in his country’s junior competitions. He ended up taking them all by storm, although always surrounded and protected by a small troop of supporters, first financed by his family and then by his sponsors, all of them attracted to the potential oozing from the golden boy.

			Now, in northern Spain, he found himself in hostile territory for the first time in his life. His coaches had concluded he could never reach the top heights of racing without first going through the toughening offered by the European teams and their impeccable training.

			Steve seemed hypnotized by my ability to survive in scenarios he considered exotic and fascinating and that I considered the norm. I became what I am because of circumstances, which is the case for everybody not named Panata. I ended up a cyclist the way others become office workers or salespeople: because that’s what I found to hold on to when I was trying to stay afloat in the midst of a raging current. Steve, on the other hand, was one of those human beings whose future is a consequence of inevitable design.

			
			He interpreted the abandonment in which I grew up as a kind of wasted freedom. I hadn’t even turned nine when my father, a French military man attached to several Latin American embassies for many years, separated from my mother, a woman from Bogotá of Peruvian origin whose family had fallen on hard times. From that moment on, I spent my summers in a cabin in the Alps where my father had decided to retire, and the rest of the year in a redbrick house on the outskirts of Medellín. I was more or less neglected during my childhood, because of the exhausting nursing shifts my mother worked at two different hospitals. In time, I understood a part of her was also looking for an excuse to keep her distance from me, the product of an unhappy marriage that came about only because of an unwanted pregnancy. In my adolescence, I became convinced she was hoping I wouldn’t come back from one of those summer trips to France. I would’ve been happy to comply except that my father was just as urgently trying to get rid of me every time I visited. Paying for my plane ticket and welcoming me for five weeks was a duty Colonel Moreau strictly complied with though without the slightest enthusiasm.

			It’s quite likely I would’ve ended up recruited by one of the youth gangs that terrorized our neighborhood if bike racing hadn’t come to the rescue. It was my mother who was inadvertently responsible. Her many extra shifts allowed us to move from San Cristóbal, on the city outskirts, to San Javier, a more central neighborhood in Medellín. Although it was a step up socially, it was a literal step down because it forced me to walk almost seven kilometers uphill to get to school. I had to get up at four-thirty in the morning to make it on time to my first class. She must’ve taken pity on me at some point because one day she showed up with a big, heavy secondhand bike that was most likely stolen. We used to call it the bricklayers’ bike, but it changed my life.

			
			Paradoxically, it was my laziness that turned me into a climber. My new mount allowed me to reset my alarm clock for five-thirty; eventually, I started to time my routes in order to prolong my lazing in bed. It ended up becoming an obsession. Every week, I’d try to shave one or two minutes from my trip to school. I lessened the weight in my backpack, I learned to take advantage of every curve, I counted how often I put on the brakes and decreased them to the absolute minimum. Some of my schoolmates made fun of the old torn boots I’d begun wearing to school, but I didn’t care: Their thick soles allowed me to better reach the pedals and thus reduce my trip by three minutes.

			One day a teacher noticed the force I applied to the brakes when I got to school, followed immediately by a pause to check the time and record it in my notebook. She asked what I was doing and read my annotations with curiosity. A week later she told me about a race for amateur cyclists; she was one of the organizers. At first, I thought the idea was ridiculous. My torn boots and my crude bike didn’t fit with the images I had of Colombian cycling idols wearing colorful uniforms and riding aerodynamic machines. But there was no way to say no. Half the class, at least the half that had already turned thirteen, was in love with Miss Carmen. Her tireless enthusiasm, her warm smile, her green eyes, and, more than anything, the way her skirt moved when she walked made her the object of our wet dreams.

			Even though all the other racers wore better shoes than me, I was comforted to see there were a few bikes like mine. I was determined to impress my teacher. I shot out quickly from the starting line, surprised by how easily I left everyone behind. I didn’t even do anything different from what I was used to doing on the way to school. Soon I understood what had happened. The others were pacing themselves to get through the thirty-two kilometers that separated them from the finish line; I was drained by the tenth. Soon, the first racers began to pass me. When we were five kilometers from the finish line, I was in last place. It was my first experience with the torment of racing. My legs were in shreds and I could feel each pedal from my belly on down; I thought my guts were unraveling. It was also my first experience with the enemy that every cyclist carries inside, the one who begs him to put a stop to the torture. It kept telling me I’d done enough, that I was the youngest in the race, that it was better to quit than to come in last. But I imagined Carmen’s disappointment and decided not to give up, and not to come in last either. I focused on the back of the racer thirty meters in front of me and put everything I had into each downstroke. I passed him and looked for the next racer’s back. Soon I forgot my exhaustion. When I got to the finish line, I threw up and stayed doubled over for a long time because of the pain stabbing my side, but I didn’t move away: I wanted to count the racers who came in after me. There were ten. Before I left, Carmen hugged me and gave me a kiss on the cheek.

			
			After that day, I dedicated my afternoons to biking around the hills surrounding our apartment. I designed longer courses; I read everything Carmen gave me about nutrition and racing techniques. My legs grew and I retired the boots. Although it would be a long time before I won anything, it was enough for me to see Carmen’s enthusiasm and to realize that, each time I stood at the finish line, there were more and more racers who came in after me.

			The athlete I am today was forged in those long solo training sessions. Strategy came later, but it was there I developed the essence of a professional cyclist: my ability to sustain pain, to hit the limits and still go on. I would kill myself with impossible goals, convinced my suffering brought me closer to Carmen and made me worthy of her attention and affection.

			When she left two years later, promoted to a private school in Bogotá, it shook my tiny universe and filled me with despair. After a few tormented weeks, I became convinced I could get her back with my bike: My fame as a racer would reach the capital city and bring us together. I doubled down on my masochistic training sessions. Pain became my best friend.

			
			It was during that time I developed another habit for which I became well-known. Measuring, timing, counting, and registering everything.

			Years later, my colleagues, including Steve, would laugh at me because of my obsession with numbers, and more than one of them would call me the calculator, wanting to get under my skin. And yet, sooner or later, every one of them would ask me how many goddamn kilometers it was until the finish line or the stats of a racer who had just broken away from the peloton. I never minded being their Wikipedia in places where nobody could use their cell.

			It was also in the mountains of Medellín that I realized others didn’t have the same strange relationship I do to my own perspiration. It’s shitty luck to be allergic to the sweat your body produces when you earn a living making your body sweat. The weather where I come from had already given me all sorts of rashes, and I’d had to turn to powders and balms in search of relief. It’s not that I hadn’t realized it until the moment I climbed on a bike, but until then it had only been an annoyance, mostly on excessively hot days. Now the burns and chafing had become a flesh-colored tattoo on parts of my body that an adolescent shouldn’t be embarrassed about, or at least not for those reasons.

			Sweating and counting, I became a familiar figure at the weekend races around where I lived. At some point, I stopped counting the racers who came in after me and started counting those who got to the finish line before me.

			Finally, I began to place and to climb the podiums. Even though I competed against adults, I won a few medals; these prizes and tips from the bettors kept me away from the voracious violence in Colombia during those years. Still, it wasn’t a happy time: My bicycle weighed more than forty pounds, and the state of my tires led to inopportune blowouts that made me abandon about half the races I entered. I’ve never felt such impotent rage as when, standing on the side of the road with tears in my eyes, I watched the racers I’d left behind minutes before pass me by.

			
			Drug money, from which I’d been running away, changed everything. One of the guys from the neighborhood started betting on my races. He must’ve been sixteen or seventeen years old, nothing more than a lowly foot soldier in the ranks of organized crime, but the money he flashed around seemed like a fortune to me. Once, when I came in third, he congratulated me with a lot of fanfare, celebrating as if I’d won. He must’ve been high because, in his euphoria, he grabbed my bike and threw it off the small cliff where we were standing. Before I had a chance to launch myself after it, he dragged me to a bike shop and bought me the best bike we could find. For months, I lived with the fear that he would want me to pay back the favor at any moment, but luckily he stuck to just betting on me. I want to think he recovered his investment grandly because, from that moment on, I began to win more and more races.

			Shortly after I turned seventeen, I heard Carmen had come back to Medellín as the principal of my old school. My first impulse was to go see her and show her the racer I had become. But I contained myself. I realized I had nothing but medals from amateur races. I decided not to see her until I’d won a pro race. I managed to sign up for the Vuelta la Cordillera, which would take place in three months. It was a fierce competition in which fledgling professionals and veterans in their twilight years frequently participated. I trained obsessively until I reached the kinds of numbers that convinced me I had a real shot at winning.

			Two weeks before the race I got a call from a former schoolmate telling me Carmen had been killed in cross fire between rival gangs. I kept my distance at the funeral and cried over the end of my adolescence. I never again got on the bike my narco friend had given me. And it would be a while before I got on any other bike at all.

			
			When I turned eighteen, my mother accepted a marriage proposal from a doctor with a good heart and galloping halitosis. It was more an act of surrender on her part than anything to do with falling in love; in any case, I had no say. Two weeks later, I left her a note in the kitchen. Three days after that, I was on the other side of the ocean, knocking on my father’s door without prior warning. He didn’t seem particularly surprised; he offered me some lentils and set me up in what had been my room during my summer visits.

			During the next few months I did what I could to earn a place by his side. If he asked me to cut wood, I’d chop down the forest until I tore my hands to shreds. I learned to make his favorite stew and to drive his ancient Ford so I could relieve him of weekly grocery shopping in town. After the first snows, I taught myself to ski with the same intensity I’d previously dedicated to pedaling my bike. My father respected winter sports and considered it foolish to wear yourself out on a bike when a motorcycle would get you to the same place with much greater efficiency. Or at least that’s what he said when I tried to tell him about my modest cycling exploits.

			It was by dint of many falls and bruises that, by Christmas, my skiing had ceased to be an embarrassment. I had just decided to work toward becoming a winter sports instructor when my father told me he’d enlisted me in the army, and had even managed to get me assigned to a regiment led by an old friend of his at the foot of the Pyrenees, close to Perpignan. This was possible because, eighteen years earlier, my father had demanded I be born on French soil, even if to do so my mother had to fly eight months pregnant with a medical certificate forged by the embassy doctor.

			I marched off to the barracks convinced I was headed to a life as a galley slave, digging trenches and going on long expeditions in the Sahara. And it might have been that way but for an unexpected turn of events that put me back on a bike. My father’s colleague died suddenly a few days after my arrival. He was replaced by Colonel Bruno Lombard, an odd man much more interested in athletic competitions between regiments than in army life or military theory. When he found out about my youthful adventures racing in the Colombian mountains, he made me a part of his beloved army cycling team.

			
			“Take care of it as if it was yours,” he told me ten days after his arrival, showing me a battered, scraped-up racing bike. I don’t know what Lombard did to get the team’s twelve bikes. They looked like something thrown out by a professional team from an inferior league, but they were definitely racing bikes, if a decade old.

			The bike was technically property of the French state, but I felt as if I’d been gifted a Ferrari. For the next couple of weeks, I did everything in my power to not get off that thing. Even at the risk of neglecting my military duties and ending up with saddle sores.

			Some official must have complained about my lack of diligence, because Lombard made a radical decision; it’s the reason why today, I’ve found myself playing detective on the Tour de France. He assigned me to the regiment’s small military police unit, directly under his command. It freed me from almost all the boring routines assigned to my troop, and put me in the hands of the unit’s director, who also happened to be the coach of the cycling squad.

			The coach was an old grouch, tough and uncompromising. I suppose it was his personality that kept him from working with professional teams, because he had more than enough talent and knowledge of the sport. He sensed my predisposition for the mountains and, in the following months, pushed my body to its limits racing the imposing peaks all around us.

			In the next four years, our regiment won absolutely everything. Not only the races against teams from other French government institutions, but also all of the regional tournaments Lombard could justify taking us to.

			
			His “boys” were basically me and twenty conscripts who rotated in and out over the years, more enthused about the breaks from military work than any talent we might have had for cycling. And Julián. Julián was a good racer and could have become a professional in time as part of a modest team, except that his past in the Marseille gangs reclaimed him when he finished his military service. But he had good instincts for racing and a savage capacity for enduring pain and maxing out on a hill. And that first taste of collaboration and competition was enough. It was all I needed to go up on the podium so many times that it ceased being fun for any of us, except Lombard. At twenty-two I was well-known in the regional press, which gave me the nickname Hannibal because I had conquered the Pyrenees and the Alps, though I didn’t find out about that until later. Initially, I didn’t understand the nickname until I was told about the Punic general who’d brought his army through the mountains on elephants to attack Ancient Rome. In time, I became fond of it, although I didn’t like that my speed on the bike was being compared to Hannibal’s elephantine march. I decided to tattoo a small dragon on my neck, which was our regiment’s symbol, hoping it would squash any reference to those damn elephants. But Lombard loved the nickname and endorsed Hannibal as if it were the consecration of a legend.

			At the end of my four years in the army, the colonel let me go, sad yet proud of his creation, but not before making sure I had a place with Ventoux, the pro team where I met Steve.

			I don’t know exactly when I decided to devote myself to a life of cycling. Perhaps it was on hearing the phrase my father used when I returned to his refuge in the Alps after my military service.

			“You weren’t even good enough for the barracks,” he said when I knocked on his door once more. He probably thought I’d become a high-ranking officer, like him. His words ended up helping me decide. In that moment, I told myself someday I’d enter Paris wrapped in the yellow jersey worn by the Tour de France champion.

			
			Ten years later, the press still referred to me as Hannibal even though I hadn’t managed to win a single stage in the Pyrenees, never mind any of the big races.

		

	
		
		
			
			Today

			The Tour, Stages 1–6

			“And let’s not even talk about sex,” said Robert Giraud, our directeur sportif. We were on the team bus, making our way to Utrecht, in the Netherlands, where we would set off on the first stage of the Tour de France. It was a rhetorical recommendation. None of us would risk a race for which we’d been preparing for months just for a night of revelry. Making it to Paris was essentially about knowing how to manage fatigue for three weeks. When you’re dropping eight thousand calories a day, sex is the last thing you need.

			The only one who didn’t seem to understand this was Stevlana. Yes, Stevlana. Wives and girlfriends were not welcome on the Tour. And none was less welcome than Steve’s partner, a Russian supermodel almost as famous as he was. She had decided to make a stop in Holland on her way to London to surprise her man and wish him good luck, much to his consternation.

			Earlier that same morning, I had gotten a call from Steve on my cell. He didn’t respond to my greeting and instead let the phone pick up Stevlana’s voice. I understood what he was getting at and went to rescue him. I knocked on his door and, in a loud voice, told him we’d been chosen for an anti-doping test that would take place in my room. The door swung open, and I faked surprise to find Stevlana there.

			
			“But I just got here, Stivy,” she protested. “Marc, don’t do this to me.”

			“This doesn’t have anything to do with you, Stivy,” Steve said; his tone was so sad I almost believed him.

			Stivy is what they called each other, which the other racers loved to make fun of. Although I think a lot of them did it to try to hide the envy her spectacular breasts induced.

			Generally speaking, Stevlana believed everything revolved around her. That included the anti-doping test, a nuisance designed exclusively to ruin a morning with her lover. While Steve finished dressing, his girlfriend tried to kill the messenger with a couple of poisonous looks.

			She’d never liked me. And she liked my girlfriend, Fiona, even less. Fiona was a mechanic and inspector with the International Cycling Union (UCI), the governing body that oversees international competitive cycling events. The few times the four of us had dinner together it had been funereal. The two women couldn’t be more different, which Stevlana made sure to underscore for Steve. In the guise of fashion advice, she’d make fun of Fiona’s brusque manners, her messy hair, her thighs, as thick and hard as if she regularly ran the 100 meters, and her hands, which were always calloused and oil-stained.

			The way Fiona had become the director of technical inspectors for UCI was a curious story. For thirty years, her father, an Irish man with a long cycling lineage, had been the head mechanic for the best teams on the professional circuit. He had a legendary reputation in which the racers blindly believed. When her mother died, Fiona was only ten, and her father made her an “assistant” on the team. Friends and strangers got used to the sight of the little red-haired girl handling tools at her father’s side, like a nurse assisting a surgeon. In time, she became an extension of the bike: Her ears and hands were capable of calibrating a perfect rotation of the chain or hearing the almost imperceptible grazing that could mean the loss of a thousandth of a second per kilometer. When the old man decided to retire at seventy, his mythic status on the circuit had spread from father to daughter. By then the little red-haired girl had become an explosive beauty, with strong arms and a back broader than most of the lanky cyclists’. An Amazonian bike whisperer, desired and feared by colleagues and athletes. This was especially true now that she was in charge of the legion of UCI inspectors who ensured compliance of a complex and sometimes capricious framework of technical regulations.

			
			Fiona usually just nodded in a distracted fashion to Stevlana’s jabs. Occasionally, when Stevlana’s poking became particularly sharp, Fiona would look at her with the same curiosity she might have had toward an extraterrestrial. In the end, Stevlana’s efforts to draw attention to herself were understandable: The three of us lived for cycling. And though Steve and Fiona could barely tolerate each other for some reason I could never fully understand, that could be set aside in the heat of after-dinner conversations when we would get tangled up in long and impassioned arguments over the advantages of a certain kind of pedal or the best way to climb the hill of the much-feared Tourmalet.

			Of course it was superficially easy to understand why Steve and Stevlana were together: She was a lingerie model and he was one of the jet set’s most famous bachelors. But I also sensed they both felt a certain pressure from the press, from their sponsors, and, more than anything, from the public, which expected that each would have a partner as glittering as they themselves were.

			Steve’s relief as soon as we left his room confirmed my suspicion that his desire for Stevlana was based more on appearances than reality. It was the first day of the Tour, and out on the streets of Utrecht, the cycling world was boiling over with excitement and impatience. We spent the morning holed up in my room, speculating about the design of the course and the real possibility that Steve would be wearing the winner’s yellow jersey when we got to Paris three weeks later. At noon, when we finally confirmed Stevlana had returned to Amsterdam, we ventured out for lunch with the rest of the team, then dressed and got on the enormous team bus, our home away from home for the Tour, where we were made to listen to more endless admonishments from Giraud.

			
			By then, all we wanted was for the damn race to start. It takes so many months of preparation, of revising the routes, of spartan diets devoid of flavor. The tension can be eased only when the cyclist gets on the road and lets himself enter the trance the whirlwind of the race induces.

			This year like all the others, my task was, essentially, not to win. I was there to help Steve win. I’m loyal, that’s for sure. For twenty-one days, I had to protect him from his rivals, from the crosswinds, from hunger and thirst, from accidents, and, above all, from that tall mountain where his enemies could tear him to pieces. I am what allows Steve to reach the last kilometer of the summit with as little effort as possible, even if it means I break down and place among the last racers. In the past few years, we’d become the best partners on the circuit, even though he’s the only one who ever stepped up to the winner’s podium.

			The first day of the Tour began with what’s called the Prologue, an individual time trial in which Steve didn’t need anybody’s help. He’s the world champion. But in the following days, all our predictions went to hell. We quickly realized this Tour would be different from the previous ones although, at that point, we couldn’t have even begun to guess why.

			The first week is supposedly just a warm-up and a showcase for the teams and contenders. There are long stretches on flat roads in Belgium and in the north of France in which the whole peloton arrives at the finish line together, just behind the sprinters who fight over the last few meters. The real battle takes place during the second and third weeks, on terrible uphill climbs in the Pyrenees and the Alps in which only the finest athletes prevail.

			
			But this year the action started during the very first stage. On day one of competition there were a couple of smaller accidents, and then a tragedy that kicked several important contenders off the initial peloton of 198 racers. Still, no one was alarmed. We were used to fate having the last word on the road: an unlucky puncture, a teammate who loses his balance and takes you down with him, a fan who gets in the way, a cold that overtakes months of preparation. We understood that every so often there would be an annus horribilis, a cursed year, for the Tour de France. By the time we finished the first four stages of the Tour, we would start to suspect this could be the worst of all.

			There seemed to be an unusual tension in the air from the get-go. The Englishman Peter Stark, the Colombian Óscar Cuadrado, and my teammate Steve Panata were the three great contenders for the crown in Paris. For the past few years, they’d been taking turns winning the main races, and thanks to their heated rivalry, a greater-than-usual excitement had been awakened among the fans, who now feverishly followed the goings-on among the three racers striving to make their marks on cycling history. Stark, Cuadrado, and Panata had decided to make this year’s Tour the setting in which it would be decided once and for all who was the best cyclist of their generation. The organizers were expecting a record TV audience and had acted accordingly, designing a bedeviling course, even for the first week.

			The asphalt on day three was hell itself. Racing over cobblestones at 50 kilometers per hour will literally break your balls. Every jolt stabs your legs and sends shocks up your arms. These aren’t Parisian paving stones, worn smooth over time by thousands of cars passing over them, but real pieces of jagged rock on narrow rural roads that hardly anyone ever uses. Few were as terrible as what we had suffered between Seraing and Cambrai, just before we left Belgium. The relentless rain that fell throughout the day turned the course into a minefield.

			
			The only way to avoid being dragged down into a fall was to stay at the tip of the peloton. Making sure it became Steve’s spot was my task. The problem is there are two hundred other cyclists trying to do the same thing, which can transform those tight paths into a real bottleneck. Trying to put another racer in the front under those conditions can cause tumultuous falls and the corresponding shattered clavicles, broken arms, and concussions.

			Steve’s, Cuadrado’s, and Stark’s teams all came out of the massacre intact because, without a word spoken between us, we had cooperated. Twenty-seven of us—nine racers per team—let our leaders go for the front and then blocked the way in so that the rest of the racers couldn’t bother them. We weren’t competing against one another in these initial stages; we just wanted to survive. But I couldn’t let down my guard with the riders behind me. Over and over, I blocked the path to defend our position, using my elbows and teeth and, God help me, letting whoever fell be crushed by an avalanche of bikes and flying arms and legs.

			By the end of the sixth day, fifty-two cyclists had dropped out, the most ever at this point in the competition. Even so, most of us continued to blame fate for the bad luck that had befallen us. One day later, we’d discover that the stars, or whatever it is that determines our fortunes in racing, couldn’t explain all the tragedies we were enduring here. Unless you count murder as one of the tools chosen by fate.

		

	
		
		
			
			Stage 7

			Livarot—Fougères, 190.5 km.

			“My son hooked up with his first bike when he was four,” boasted Murat, the Fonar team’s—our team’s—muscular sprinter.

			“What a perv,” Steve said, joking, though no one else paid the comment any mind; it certainly wasn’t new. Our teammate’s sense of humor wasn’t the best at breaking the ice or, really, for breaking much of anything except mouths and noggins.

			We were having dinner at a hotel on the outskirts of Rennes, exhausted after the Tour’s seventh stage. The day had once more been frustrating, rainy, and plagued by accidents. There wasn’t a lot of energy for socializing. It also wasn’t a particularly healthy idea to laugh at Murat. His back and thighs were as disproportionate as his temperamental outbursts.

			But Steve was like that, unaware of the risks, completely oblivious to the feelings of others. I was the only one who knew his aptitude for hurting others was completely involuntary. Deep down, he had no malice; I might even say that, in his way, he was a generous guy. There are countless teammates whose careers or contracts were extended thanks to a spontaneous compliment on Steve’s million-plus Twitter account or in any of his innumerable media interviews.

			
			I’ve ended up believing that his inability to understand other people’s fears and insecurities is because he’s convinced everyone else is having as good a time as he is. A very convenient denial that allowed him to continue his privileged life with minimal guilt.

			Still, the silence that fell on the table, pierced only by the sound of Murat’s fork falling to his plate, let him know he’d inadvertently broken one of those unspoken rules he’d never bothered to assimilate. As he’d done so many other times when he sensed trouble, he looked for my eyes with the hope of finding a smile that would let everyone know his comment was innocent and that he wasn’t making fun of Murat’s kid. And like so many other times in the past, I went above and beyond for Steve.

			“Yeah, that boy will go far. During our last training ride, he followed us for a stretch and almost caught up, remember? There’s finally some hope of having a handsome Murat in the circuit.” And now a few of the guys at the table laughed easily. Murat was nicknamed the Beast, which referred both to the mighty Catalonian’s uneven face, sculpted by fists, and the ferocity of his rushes at the finish line. Murat was proud of his nom de guerre, and cracked a small smile.

			Ten minutes later, meals devoured, the team dispersed to their rooms. Steve’s bad joke aside, the racers were already feeling downcast. We had covered barely a third of the 3,350 kilometers we’d confront on this edition of the Tour, but in the first seven days the peloton had already suffered more accidents and scandals than we’d had in all twenty-one days of the previous year’s Tour.

			To everyone’s surprise, because he had a reputation for being clean and upholding the honor of cycling, the Spaniard Carlos Santamaría had been accused of doping that morning. It had a huge impact because Santamaría, who led the Astana team, had been in third place overall.

			
			But Steve was doing okay. His chances of winning the Tour had actually improved in the past few days. He told me to come hang for a while and share one of those ridiculous energy drinks named after him, but I was exhausted and told him so, heading toward the elevator. I noticed his frustration. Post-race, we almost always got together to review our day and discuss the challenges we’d face next. When we didn’t hang out afterward, it was because Steve had something better to do: At the beginning of his career, women, and in the past few years, meetings with his agent, Benny, always accompanied by some new sponsor. But I’d decided today it was my turn to have something better to do, even if it was to just drop in bed.

			He and I were the only ones on the team who had single rooms, thanks to a clause in his contract that generously extended to me. He followed me with his gaze for a few seconds when I turned to cross the lobby and then, as he did with everything that didn’t jibe with what he wanted, he erased me from his mind. He probably didn’t even notice I never made it to the elevators.

			“Marc Moreau, could I have a few minutes of your time?”

			The interruption sent my pulse racing in a way no steep hill or hours of pedaling on the road could do. And there was a reason: Nobody called me by my name. An elegant man now touched my arm as if he were gently trying to make sure I didn’t get away. He didn’t look like a reporter who’d snuck into the hotel. In fact, he looked exactly like the personification of a cyclist’s worst nightmares. His impeccable suit and neatly trimmed mustache were those of someone who worked for an institution, and given the present circumstances, that institution could only be the much-feared WADA, the World Anti-Doping Agency.

			Although I was convinced my body was free of banned substances, I knew the urine tests we’d taken on previous days could register illegal substances absorbed involuntarily, or that we could be victims of lab errors. This wouldn’t be the first time somebody got kicked out of the competition because of a contaminated sample. I thought about Carlos Santamaría and I imagined my name in the headlines the next day.

			
			“Excuse me?” I responded, defensive, and pulled my arm, trying to get distance from him.

			“Could we talk in the lounge, Sergeant Moreau? I won’t take up too much of your time.”

			During my short time in the army I’d never been promoted beyond corporal, but I wasn’t about to contradict him. There was a room just off the main lobby lit by a faint artificial fireplace, even though it was 82 degrees outside. The hotels along the route aren’t exactly bursting with luxury and comfort, never mind good taste.

			I followed him to a secluded corner, feeling like I was walking into a trap. His reference to my military past aroused my curiosity but did nothing to ease my fears.

			“Allow me to introduce myself: I’m Commissioner Favre.” As he spoke, he quickly showed me an ID, his gestures those of someone who had done this a thousand times before. “Needless to say,” he continued, leaning his head toward me, “I am an admirer of your athletic achievements.”

			His flattering words and, even more so, his manner, which was a tad unctuous, helped my curiosity surpass my fear. He didn’t seem about to accuse me of doping, although he might still be interested in interrogating me about banned substances in circulation on the Tour. In fact, what he said next made me think that was his purpose.

			“We need your cooperation, sergeant. Please, take a seat, make yourself comfortable.”

			I sat down on the tiny couch and felt as comfortable as if I were in a dentist chair. The commissioner seemed intent on inflating my military rank. I thought if there was a problem, it might be better to be a sergeant instead of a corporal, so I accepted the promotion and went on the offensive. “I can’t help you with this issue. I keep myself away from everything and from anyone who has anything to do with that shit.”

			
			“We’re not worried about that, but rather something much more dangerous.” He paused and brought his face closer to mine and practically whispered, “There’s a killer among you.” Then he sat up and took note of my reaction.

			I’m sure I disappointed him because I had none. The phrase was so absurd, my brain could find no way to process it. At least not immediately. In the light of the fake fireplace, I perceived the sheen of the wax on his fine mustache, sculpted atop thick wet lips. I thought it was the kind of thing some women might find seductive and others might find repulsive.

			Disappointed by my silence, he began to explain as if he were reading a military report. “One: Hugo Lampar, the Australian and the best climber on the Rocca team, was beaten up two weeks ago as he rode alone on a practice course. There were no witnesses. He had multiple fractures and has no possibility of rejoining the Tour. Without his climber, Sergei Talancón’s chances are few, if not null. He’ll be unprotected and have to get used to someone else setting the tempo, which will disorient him.

			“Two: Three days before the beginning of the competition, Michael Hankel was assaulted at dusk just a few steps from his hotel. Although he insists he didn’t resist and offered his wallet immediately, one of the thugs became angry over how little cash he was carrying, knocked him down with a single punch, and then stomped his ankle. It’s useless for the foreseeable future. He wasn’t considered a major contender, but his unexpected third place at Il Giro in Italy at only twenty-four had made many people in the press think that if there was going to be a surprise on the Tour this year, it would come from the German.

			“Three: The Englishman Phil Cunninham ran the first stage far slower than expected, because he was pumped up on antihistamines. He was the only one who could challenge Steve Panata in the time trial. Cunninham finished three minutes too late, which meant he ceased being a threat for the rest of the Tour. The doctors can’t explain how he got sick. He ate the same things as the rest of the team and he has no allergies.

			
			“Four: Just a few days ago, on the fifth stage, two fans stepped in front of the Movistar team, pretending they only wanted to wave at the camera on the motorcycle that runs in front of the squad. Óscar Cuadrado’s teammates barely got a chance to react. It was a massive collision. Four of the racers had to drop out of the competition and the Colombian lost half his team with most of the Tour still to come. The ‘fans’ that knocked him down were discovered to be some hooligans from Marseille with no known prior interest in cycling. They’re also hospitalized. We did get one revealing piece of information about them: One of them had recently deposited eight thousand euros in his bank account.”

			The commissioner paused again to see if I had grasped what he was telling me. None of those mishaps were new to me, although I hadn’t known the details until now. The Movistar incident was the most disturbing. With only half his team, Cuadrado had practically zero chance of winning, and that changed the odds for the Tour. If what the commissioner said was true, someone had altered the history of cycling.

			And yet, I couldn’t buy into the idea of an attack against the tournament and, much less, that someone was physically assaulting the contenders. Every year the Tour lost a certain number of cyclists along its terrible journey, often in tragic circumstances.

			“A mugging with mysterious circumstances and several accidents doesn’t necessarily mean there’s a conspiracy. In the ten years I’ve been racing on the Tour, I’ve seen plenty of stuff like this. Doesn’t it seem like a bit much to talk about a killer?”

			“Well, I haven’t finished.” He licked his lips and took a long pause, almost enjoying the
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