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PROLOGUE





The phone rang at the arranged time. The caller ID matched the number on the email. This was the call I had anticipated for nine years. One I knew would forever change my life. It rang twice. I answered as I turned down the radio. My wife drove, and I sat in the passenger seat of the minivan, with our children in the back. A dinner date had been planned with another family on the Toronto waterfront.


Only a few hours earlier, I had announced my retirement from professional cycling. For two years I had considered whether or not I should stop but with time the decision became easier. Weeks on end away from my family, the crashes, the injuries and the resulting anxiety had become too much. But I kept going, as I wanted to be sure I was making the right decision and I feared giving up a passion and a dream I had pursued since I was a small boy. I loved being on my bike, but the demands of the job had eroded my will and crushed my body.


Soon after publicly announcing this would be my last season and the coming races that weekend in Quebec City and Montreal my final races in Canada, I started receiving emails of congratulations for a long career racing at the highest level. Then there had been that email requesting a phone conversation.


The car seats held the warmth of the hot summer day and the air conditioning blasted as it battled to lower the temperature. Our boys had just finished a day at summer camp, and I had been training all day, my final hard session before the races on the weekend. The visible veins in my legs, a sign of my fitness, the hard training session and the dehydrating heat, lined the thin skin like the rural roads on a map of France. The scar on my arm from recent surgeries after two heavy crashes had turned red from hours under the sun, and the titanium plate beneath the scar made it tender to touch. Six weeks after the last surgery, the broken bone still ached. My forearm bulged, slightly swollen from a screw head rubbing on tissue. Like a cat licking a wound I massaged the scar while I held the phone between my shoulder and ear.


The car descended into the valley, along the Don River. The hill we drove down, I had ridden up daily as a boy, timing each ascent. Back then, two minutes and forty-eight seconds was my fastest ascent. The valley hadn’t changed much in twenty years. There were a few new buildings on the ridges. The landfill where motocross riders once tore around had grown into a green park where dog walkers strolled with their pets. The old pulp and paper mill and the skeleton of an abandoned housing project had been ripped down, and the chemical aromas of 1970s and ’80s industry that wafted off the river had been replaced by more natural scents. But otherwise it was all the same. On the bike, I often pass spots I have seen since I was a boy. I even recognise markings on the road, unchanged in decades. Our lives take turns, we age, we leave and we return, we win and we lose, but many of those spots remain identical and somehow provide comfort. On the phone, knowing nothing in my life would ever be the same, I looked out the window at the valley that had been a part of me since I was a boy, and I felt oddly calm. My life was about to take a direction that I had fought to avoid, yet I knew I would inevitably face it. I’m not sure we can ever escape our lies, errors and sins. Even if they don’t become public, they will haunt us and devour us from within. There was emptiness in my stomach and nervousness in my voice as I answered the call, but these symptoms had not been triggered by fear of the consequences. I was willing to accept the consequences. I was concerned about the complexities that I didn’t yet know how to handle. I had no idea how it would all unfold, but I had faith that good could come, as it always does, regardless of how challenging the path.


The conversation was short. Bill Bock, the lead lawyer in the United States Anti-Doping Agency (USADA) investigation, politely introduced himself. He was calm, his words were succinct, yet friendly. Dede put a movie on for the boys, to keep them occupied and quieter while I was on the phone. In the background Lightning McQueen chattered and revved his engine through the speakers. Mr Bock explained that he knew I rode for the US Postal Service cycling team, and understood I was involved in the use of performance-enhancing substances. He listed the substances, erythropoeitin (EPO), growth hormone and testosterone, and said he was told I had used them from 2003 to 2006, the years that I rode for the team. I said little, other than perhaps a yes or an okay. He asked if I would like to co-operate in their investigation and if they could meet me in the next few days. It was my choice either to co-operate or to continue to lie. I agreed to testify, but explained I was scheduled to race in Montreal. They could meet me there. Mr Bock then explained that the other riders involved had lawyers to represent them, and that I might want to contact one as well.


I had doped during a period of my career and had used the substances Mr Bock listed. To avoid being caught, I had lied. When an ex-teammate, Floyd Landis, publicly said that we had shared EPO, I denied the claim and called him a liar.


The investigation into Lance Armstrong, my ex-teammate, and the US Postal team had been ongoing for two years, beginning shortly after Floyd admitted to doping and made allegations against the team. This was the first time I had been called for testimony directly by the US agencies involved. With a looming deadline, it was now the final stretch in their investigation.


The harbour was calm. A few boats sailed near the port. Two kayakers paddled under a bridge and into a channel. The late summer sun was still hot, but there weren’t many people by the water. The club where we’d arranged to meet our friends was a short boat ride from the harbour, on a small island. The ride on the ferry calmed me. Our boys fought to sit on the boat’s benches. They bounced in their seats and laughed with their friends as we pulled away from the pier. We were only a few hundred metres from the heart of the bustling city, but the island was serene, and the hum of city traffic faded under the squawk of the gulls, the lap of the waves and the rumble of the ferry’s diesel engine. With my family and our friends, the turmoil inside my head subsided. I wanted to hold on to this moment until I knew how to deal with the future.


Like all of us, I could never have predicted the path of my life. As children, we set off in pursuit of our dreams. Some of us achieve them, others abandon them for more immediate goals. Sometimes we give in too easily to the mundane routines, the pursuit of wealth, the acquisition of chattels and the expectations of a society in which the only success is victory and the only distinction is performance. I gave in many times to the forces of conformity. But there was always an even greater desire that drove me further.


I’d spent my life playing, training and racing on a bicycle. I was fortunate to have had the opportunity to pursue a childhood passion. I chased my dreams. I loved being on a bike, and I made a living doing it. Cycling took me all over the world. I travelled year-round, often to exotic places. I had my parents’ unwavering support when I was a boy and later, when I rode for the leading professional teams in the world. Through my career I earned a reputation as a trusted domestique – support rider – and I helped many top cyclists as they raced to victory in the most important professional competitions of the season.


A love of riding, the liberty of going distances at speed, alone or with friends, pushed me to get back on my bike when, perhaps, I should have given up. I’d felt the same emotion on the bike today as I’d felt as a boy when I first learned to ride. That emotion carried me to places I would never have imagined, drove me to do things that were wrong, crushed me, matured me, challenged me every day, cemented relationships, and informed my life’s pursuit.


Stepping off the ferry, my foot pressed against the step and my muscles flexed under the load. On a bike, I felt fluid. On land, I felt uncomfortable and my movements felt abrupt. In every way, I was a competitive cyclist. The cleanly shaven legs, the tan lines on my arms, legs and neck, the scars, the skeletal physique: these were the physical signs that I rode a bike. Internally, it was even more evident, but only to me and perhaps my family.


The boys and their friends leapt off the boat and raced ahead of us, running on the lush green grass and daring each other to run through the sprinklers. The bounce in their strides was everything mine lacked, having been drained by my training sessions. Watching them run in circles, touch the water and leap back to avoid soaking their clothing, I wondered how I would tell them, and how they would deal with knowing their father had cheated. The people closest to me would be the hardest to tell. I wondered how they would react and if they would ever forgive me. I hoped that, through my testimony and through the USADA investigation, these kids would never face the same realities as I had or have to make the same decisions as I did if they wanted to become professional cyclists.


I still loved to ride. Racing had worn me out, but cycling had kept me going. It still does.
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The morning drive to the airport is one we’ve done hundreds of times. I sit uncomfortably in the passenger’s seat as José, the taxi driver, chats. He is my age, thirty-six. When I first moved to Europe to race professionally in the spring of 2002, he picked me up at the Barcelona airport and drove me 120 kilometres northwest, to my new home in Girona.


Gazing out of the window at the passing countryside, listening to him chat, I realise that all that was once foreign has become familiar. I can’t place the moment when Catalonia became home. When I was a boy Europe seemed exotic, a place where I always imagined I would one day live. France, Belgium and Italy were the homes of my idols. Now as I contemplate retirement, Toronto, my birthplace, seems oddly foreign. I feel as though I’m floating in the ocean between continents, a nomad no longer attached to a culture, a country or a home.


On the way to the airport I notice the subtle changes in landscape only a local commuting to work would recognise. Whether it is early in the morning or near midnight, the conversation with José is good. Already aware if we have won or lost from the news reports, he alludes to the races but shifts topics with the next breath. He understands this is a brief escape for me, and we chat about everything else. I joke with my teammates that José has taught me to speak Spanish. It’s not far from the truth.


The low January sun shines through his window. He adjusts the visor. I dig in my bag for my sunglasses. My teammate Jeremy Hunt – Jez – sits in the back, quietly. On either side of the motorway, green fields of spring crops give way to slopes which transition into tree-covered hills, and then barren peaks. Two days ago, Jez and I were in those hills, riding, pushing each other to exhaustion, recovering and then doing it again. Out there, we felt fast and strong. We pedalled the last kilometres home on an endorphin high. Now I question whether our fitness will be enough to fight the desert winds that gust and blow off the Gulf and across the Qatari peninsula. In two days, we will find out. My mind shifts away from my concerns and back to José’s voice. I listen. The economy is the topic, as it is everywhere outside our insular community of expatriate cyclists. Jez hasn’t said a word. His mind is on the race. I can feel it.


We’re both veterans and this is likely our last season of racing. We want to retire on our own terms. Too many riders squeeze every last ounce out of their bodies to continue for one or two more seasons. Their names fade with their results. Their bodies become worn with the crashes and kilometres, effects I’m already starting to feel. The drive to extend their careers comes at the sacrifice of their families. Unable to find a life outside of cycling, a rider gives up everything else for the professional’s existence. His routine brings comfort. He’ll move with, and within, his nomadic family until he is no longer fit enough to follow the frantic rhythm of its world. After that, he is left alone, unable to perform but without roots or a home. My fear is that I will be trapped, without the ability to make the transition after a lifetime on a bike. Since I was a boy, I always knew that my dream job had its limits.


In conversations with the younger riders at the dinner table, the generation gap is now noticeable. Not long ago I was one of them. Now, with a family and a lifetime of racing experience, my perspective has changed. With each passing year, the veterans on the team find they have more in common with the staff than with their younger teammates.


Pedalling through the countryside or lying awake in a shared hotel room, Jez and I consider our options, reflect on our past, and prepare for the future. But in the taxi, on our way to the first race of our last season, our thoughts are stuck on the imminent start line.


After packing my bag for thousands of races, I still fear I’ve forgotten something. I then ask Jez to check my carry-on bag in the back seat for my passport. He finds it. It isn’t the fear of forgetting something that makes me anxious; it’s everything else. No matter how well trained we are, we can’t control our competition, the climate, the race or the crashes. The unknowns are haunting. They often keep us up at night. Until I clip into my pedals, and the race has begun, the thoughts swirl through my head. Once on the road, everything falls into place. On the bike emotions are levelled. Clarity is found with the fluidity of the pedal stroke. The emotional undulations vanish.


Jez speaks my thoughts. ‘Still, after seventeen years, I get nervous when I leave home for a race. You never know how good you’ll be or what will happen.’ Jez has struggled during the pre-season training camps with tendonitis in his knee. The pain subsided for ten days and then returned after he did a long hard sprint while training. Just after Christmas he changed his pedals and within a day his knee was sore again. Countless hours of riding over decades have tuned our bodies. Adapting to new equipment or changes in position is now a slow, potentially painful process. Lowering a saddle a few millimetres, changing chamois in our shorts or a misaligned shoe plate can lead to months of pain if the changes aren’t progressive and closely monitored. While he was unable to ride, Jez’s weight ballooned. Knowing his weight would hinder his performance he fell into a deeper downward spiral while questions mounted in his head. Every professional has been in the same situation. We find comfort in that mutual understanding and we lean on it when we’re down.


Sadness sank in this morning when the taxi arrived to pick me up. I didn’t feel ready to leave my family, but I also knew that, once I was on the road, my mind would turn to my job, the race. Before I left, Dede embraced me and wished me good luck. To survive the time apart, we’ve learned to bury emotion in routine and work. We find calm and grace outdoors, on our bikes. Accustomed to the incessant coming and going that is the norm in every cyclist’s life, we no longer shed tears like we did as young lovers.


I packed my bike bag and suitcase into the trunk of José’s van. As soon as we pulled away, Dede gave a quick wave, turned towards the front door and fell back into her routine. As we passed the school my sons attend, I thought of them, working in their classrooms and playing with their friends. They had their routine. And mine, built around the racing season, was also about to begin again. Countless times before the first race, riders, friends and family said to me, ‘It all starts again.’


Even José’s life revolves around the racing season. In 1996, my friend and ex-teammate George Hincapie picked José’s name out of the phone book. George was on his way to start his first Tour de France, and he needed a drive to the airport. After that, José drove George to the airport for almost all of the Tours he rode. As he tells me now about the first trip to the airport with George, there is a tinge of pride in his voice. Like George, he was just a young adult without obligations. He tells me how he rode his motorbike at dangerous speeds, without fear. But age has made him realise the stupidity of those antics. Maturity is sobering.


Since then the number of cyclists living in Girona has ballooned from three to more than sixty. With fewer Catalan clients, José now relies on professional cyclists for income. To me, he has become a grounding point that makes Girona feel like a home. He has become a friend to chat with when I come home from races injured and a familiar face at the airport when I step out of the terminal into the sea of tourists and business people.


We speed away from Girona. For the next ten months, I will be moving relentlessly through the scenery of one country after another, always focused on a goal and a finish line. In fourteen seasons as a professional and during a lifetime spent racing a bike, I know I can’t make any predictions of how it will turn out. It doesn’t matter as long as I’m on my bike, moving, going.
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As the garage door opens, a rush of cold hits my body, piercing my Lycra. The frigid air against my face jolts me, as it did when I stepped out the door of our house in central Toronto to ride to school as a boy. It brings back a flash of memory: wearing flannel pants, black brogues, a sports jacket and tie while pedalling to school on the icy Toronto streets. Twenty years later in Spain, I still feel like that kid. The bite of the cold brings life to my body. It is late December 2011, just after Christmas, and the first race I’ll ride, in Qatar, is still over a month away.


I descend into town from our house on top of the mountain above Girona. A heavy layer of fog covers the valley below, enveloping the river and the buildings. Like a beacon, the cathedral’s spire breaks through. There is a serene silence. The fog dampens the commuters’ noise as the city comes alive below me. Above it, a bird’s song is louder. The freewheel of my bicycle ticks over, like a whirling wind-up toy. As I know the descent, I fly through the corners. The air bites me harder as the speed increases. As they notice me fast approaching in their rearview mirrors, drivers pull to the right and wave me through. In the third to last hairpin turn, I cut through the fog and feel the life of the town. School kids swarm the sidewalks, animated in the early hour as they meet their friends outside the playground. Drivers patiently wait at intersections. Passing the long line of cars, I see a familiar face behind a windscreen, wave, and continue deeper into the centre of town. The roads become more congested, forcing me to snake my way through the cars, dodging side mirrors and bumpers. Scooters follow my lead until we reach a bottleneck they can’t squeeze through. The road opens up, I pedal through the roundabout, jump a curb, and enter the ancient cobblestone streets of the old town.


The town square, the plaça, is an oasis from the traffic. Bundled in winter parkas, people sit on the terraces, soaking up the winter sun, puffing cigarettes and sipping coffee. Pigeons peck the croissant crumbs under the tables. Other birds bob around the Civil War monument in the centre of the gravel square. Men unload fish, meat and fresh produce onto trolleys from the back of their refrigerated trucks. I see the same faces each morning. Recognising them, I nod hello.


As I reach the cafe, which is tucked in the corner of the square under the stone arcade, I realise I’m late. A pile of bikes leans against its wall. Even under the dim arcade light, their carbon parts and glossy frames glisten. Through the glass doors, I can see the flurry of colour; riders are clustered around tables in their brilliantly coloured Lycra, slurping coffees and munching on pastries. Seeing me arrive, they ask for the cheque and begin pulling on hats and buckling helmets. We don’t linger. The cathedral bells gong ten times. Riders grab their bikes from the pile. We clip into our pedals, the snap of the bindings echoing under the arcade. We’re off to work. But our work still feels like play.


Bradley Wiggins, my teammate on the British-sponsored Team Sky, is training in Girona for the week to escape the wet and cold of England. We instinctively fall into formation as we ride out of town. On the bike, in our small group, I feel good: two Brits, Bradley and Jez, and two Canadians, Dominique Rollin and me. The four of us pair up and then move tight against the kerb. We begin to pedal a steady rhythm. Cars pass us, the occasional driver tooting his horn, and the occasional passenger craning her neck to catch a glimpse.


Since I signed a contract with Team Sky for the 2010 season, three years ago, I’ve spent a lot of time with Bradley both at races and in training camps. But I still have never quite figured him out. He isn’t a team leader, in the literal sense, but simply the rider on our team who has the best chance of winning the Tour de France. I like being around him. We have a few similar interests. But often I wonder what he thinks of me. He is complex, introverted and hard to decipher. At ease, he’ll humour the team with his impressions, his comedic routine. But he rarely laughs at himself or alludes to his own fears and weaknesses. When under pressure, he escapes to his own world.


In the 2010 Giro d’Italia, Brad stormed the opening prologue and won convincingly. After that the pressure was off. He had achieved a goal, and the rest of the three-week race became a training session for the Tour de France. At least, that was the plan. But when a rider feels good, it is easier to press on and go for the victory rather than back off and conserve. There’s always a delicate balance: dig too deep and risk fatigue, relax too much and lose fitness. In an incredibly difficult Giro, Brad pushed through perhaps one day too many, finishing tired and empty. As the race wound down, he began to fade on the final mountain passes, pushing when he should have been riding at an easier tempo. The balance was lost. As we approached the Tour six weeks later, he was clearly tired. Or perhaps the pressure to perform was eating him from within. No one could tell. We, his teammates, were there to help. But, somewhat like a turtle escaping danger, he tucked himself away in the back of the team bus, his headphones on.


Almost two years later, riding through the Catalan countryside, Brad is relaxed. The initial moments of unease when we met at the cafe have dissipated into friendly chatter. He asks questions. Often, it seems he already knows the answers and is just seeking confirmation. Or maybe he’s simply inquisitive. He consumes cycling history; a boyhood obsession we share and which for him has yet to abate. Over the five hours of riding our conversation shifts and turns.


As with any memorable evening with friends, I can recall the time together, but not necessarily the small details. But I do remember a short bit of our long conversation from that ride. Brad and I were considering our life away from cycling and our families. I asked him how long he would go on racing. Like most cyclists he hadn’t picked an end point, but he said that he couldn’t be away from home as much as the sport demanded. Home with his family was where he felt comfortable, Brad said, and he wouldn’t sacrifice his family for the sport. He continued to open up, telling me how money and success had only made his life more complex. The gold medals he had won each marked another goal achieved. Others admire them as they inspire dreams, but for the victor they become an object like any other. The goal is achieved; as athletes we simply set another goal and move on to pursue it.


From those comments I understood his introversion and elusiveness. The effort of riding gives us an escape by stripping away the complexities that create anxiety. We open up, allowing others in. On the bike, we can find equilibrium, focus and tranquillity.


In a career there are moments that become resonant memories. Most of them come not from the superficial kisses on the podium or the fleeting accolades of the media and fans, but from time spent on the bike or with teammates on the terrace of a hotel. In the peloton we see hundreds of faces through a season but become well acquainted with only a few dozen. I had seen Brad at a few races during the first years of my professional career in Europe. We had nodded hello in elevators and over breakfast buffets, but our conversations never went beyond a few sentences of small talk. He was a muscular Olympic track rider with the British National Team who rode professionally with the French team Cofidis. After 2009, when he shifted his focus to the road, he stripped his body of bulky muscle and fat. He became a contender, competing against the strongest riders in the high mountains. Now, on Sky, he is our leader.


There is a moment Brad and I both recall with clarity: during the 2006 Critérium du Dauphiné Libéré, we rode together, almost silently, up Mont Ventoux. The sounds of the chains ticking over, the gears occasionally shifting and our patterned breathing all seemed in synch with our cadence. The memory is vivid.


The Dauphiné was my first race after a two-month break. I’d fallen that year in a terrifying crash in the Tour of Flanders and woke up in a hospital with two broken vertebrae and my body covered in scrapes. Fearing the risks, I swore never to race again. As a father, I owed it to my family. But time passed, I healed, and I resumed riding. I felt good again, and I was climbing better than I had all season, although in the back of my mind I questioned my choices and the culture in which I was immersed. The crash had brought clarity. I had to change the way I was living.


Knowing I was fit, the team entered me in the Dauphiné, a top-level race where teams test their riders before the Tour de France. Even though I was racing again, I wasn’t certain I would continue through another season. I rode each kilometre as if it would be my last. It became a spiritual journey, which brought me back to my youth and a trip I had experienced with my father.


In 1984, when I was eight years old, my father, a keen cyclist, had taken me to France to tour the countryside on a tandem. My aunt and uncle, on another tandem, were our travelling companions. From Grenoble to Marseilles we sought out the smallest rural roads, stopped in vineyards to picnic and on beaches to swim. At night, my father would unfold the ruffled Michelin map and place it on the hotel-room bed. The route we had completed was highlighted. Before bed we would study the map to highlight the roads we would follow in the morning. Being able to pick any road to any castle or any climb was magical. It was my first introduction to France and the roads on which my heroes had raced. In the final few days of the trip, we ascended Mont Ventoux, a gigantic, barren extinct volcano in the south of France. I can recall almost every metre of the ascent. I was a boy climbing to the heavens, imagining I was leading the Tour in the yellow jersey, attacking and dropping my rivals under the baking sun. Near the summit, we stopped at the Tommy Simpson memorial, a haunting granite rock with a cyclist etched on its face that sits on the bleak slope. I already knew the story of Simpson, having read about it in the stack of magazines and books in our living room in Toronto. On his way up the mountain during the 1967 Tour de France, Simpson had collapsed. Not wanting to give up, he begged, ‘On, on, on,’ to his mechanic and directeur. They tried to convince him to stop, but then helped him back onto his bike. He pedalled a few strokes further, until his heart gave out, and he died.


Simpson had doped to extremes in his attempt to win the Tour, and the drugs had killed him as he raced up the mountain. Too young to understand the true tragedy, I was more intrigued by the mountain and my heroes. My father stood quietly in front of the monument where visitors had left flowers, rocks, cycling caps and water bottles in homage to their fallen idol, and took a photo of me, standing in my blue, white and black woollen jersey, my gangly legs inside slightly baggy wool tights, my scraggly hair, embraced by the serenity of the mountain. Over the years I gazed at the photo in the album, reliving the ascent. It is only now, as a father, that I understand why my father seemed so contemplative as he snapped the photo.


In the Dauphiné, twenty-two years later, as I reached the Ventoux, I relived that moment. In the race, I had accomplished my job of keeping the leaders out of the wind and in position until we arrived at the initial slopes of the climb. As a domestique, I no longer had to perform for others. I was now free to climb at my own speed. The only thing the team asked of me was to conserve energy for the coming stages. As my team leader raced on ahead, I sank into the effort. Returning to my childhood, I fell into a tempo that took me out of the race and back to my past. I rode knowing this could be my last race up the climb. Within the first few kilometres, I caught and passed Brad. As I rode by him, he moved into my slipstream and asked if he could ride with me. ‘Sure,’ I said. The stage contenders were already minutes ahead of us. Our goal was simply to get to the line. Together, we climbed the mythical mountain at a steady tempo, and grace fell over me.


It was no longer just a race to me, but something more. The climb, the past, and the unpredictable future took me out of the bubble in which the race moved. I was somewhere better, where I felt content and at ease, even though my heart pumped at 180 beats a minute, my legs burned as they pushed the pedals, and my lungs fought to find air as the altitude rose and oxygen thinned.


Every few minutes we passed small groups of riders who had pooled together. Occasionally a rider would move into our slipstream only to give up. As we broke through the tree line and onto the barren landscape a gusting wind hit us in the face. We pressed on. We crossed the finish line – just two names somewhere in the middle of a list of over a hundred finishers. Only we would remember our ride. Forever.


For Brad, perhaps, it was also a time he wanted to give himself to the effort and the race. Simpson had been an icon in Britain and his legend lived on as one of the most successful British professionals. As Brad led our Team Sky during the Tour in 2010, for good fortune he carried a relic of Simpson’s in his back pocket: a small piece of his woollen undershirt in an airtight plastic bag.




*





Now, five years after our ascent of Mont Ventoux, Bradley and I ride at a consistent pace through the Garrotxa, in northern Catalonia. Midway through the five-hour ride we stop at a small cafe to warm up and refuel. The cafe stops are also a social ritual. We all look forward to them, not because we need a break, but because we can relax, eat cakes and sip coffee, adding a splash of normality to our training routine.


Fuelled by caffeine and sugar from the stop, we push the pedals with a bit more power as we snake our way out of the town and back into the lush rural landscape. Like a beautiful face with a gaze that tells a story of a tragic past, the countryside around Girona is haunting. In the solemnity of the stubbled fields, the ancient stone farmhouses and the dark humid woods, I can sense a recent history of soldiers and battles. Crosses and monuments mark the hilltops.


As we climb, the group falls silent. We focus on the increasing effort. With each training ride I feel my fitness returning. The team training camps in January will push me further and, by the end of the month, I’ll be ready to race. We train for months for the first race. Progressively, our lives become increasingly monastic as the racing season nears. Like a monk’s spirituality, our fitness depends on every movement, on or off the bicycle.


Reaching the Girona town sign, I can feel the weight of the ride in my legs. The wear of the ride shows on my companions’ faces, which are marked with salt and now seem gaunt. The sun and road grime have darkened our skin. My hands are slightly sticky from the syrupy drink in my bottles, the energy bars, and sweat. Jez and I ride up the final climb to my house. It is three kilometres up the mountain, from the Roman city centre to the suburban neighbourhood where we live. It is relentlessly steep. We pass a school, the children yelling, laughing and chattering in the playground. Farther up, a chained dog barks at us, guarding a modern house. We’re no longer putting much pressure on the pedals, but trying to spin our legs and warm down as we chat. Jez’s knee has started to ache, but I’ve felt good and strong all day. Now I wonder whether we might have done too much. Or maybe too little? In a few days we’ll be off to the team training camp in Majorca. How fit are our teammates? Will we perform as we should? Have we trained enough to begin another season?
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We have been in Majorca for a week. I leave the hotel for a late afternoon walk with Jez, just as Brad shows up from the airport. The team has rented the entire place for six weeks. Waves of riders come and go according to their training schedule and objectives. Seeing new riders arrive after we’ve been there a week feels odd. The hours we pass together on our bikes bond us in a unique way. New faces momentarily throw off the balance. But within a day of riding, they’ll fall into the fold.


Two riders, Bernie Eisel and Juan Antonio Flecha, ride towards the hotel, ending their long day of training. They appear drained. Their faces look thinner than they did in the morning, and they are flushed from the cold winter air, with a layer of thin grime glistening with their sweat. Their eyes are slightly bloodshot, with darker rings underneath caused by the fine road grit, exhaust and wind. Rod Ellingworth, our coach, pulls up behind them on a scooter. He is dressed as warmly as a snowmobiler, but he looks cold. The riders have just completed a seven-hour training session in the mountains. They have spent the final hour and a half riding in the slipstream of the motorbike to simulate the speed of a race. Training to reach their peak fitness for the early-season one-day northern European Classics, they push hard over the distance, teaching their bodies to adapt to the duration and intensity required for the races.


Jez and I had started our training day with them. We ended our session after five and a half hours. That was one and a half hours ago. It seems we have done a lot in the time they rode further: showered, eaten, answered emails, spoken with the doctors, sat in our room and listened to a few songs while we read. They’ve done nothing but ride. I feel guilty, as if I should have been out there with them for the extra work. Even though I know the training would have done me no good, since my goals are different from theirs, I feel the same guilt as I did when I was a boy, and only now am I learning to control it. ‘More is not always better,’ I tell myself. The gap is narrow between too much and too little. Most of my coaches have emphasised the need to do more work than everybody else. And my competitive spirit fuelled the need to always be better. I was told that if I wanted to win I needed to put ‘miles in the bank’. The theory was based on the success of past champions, Eastern European training philosophies, and a lack of scientific evidence to teach otherwise. It does not allow for the necessary recovery that the body needs to fully gain the benefits of the hard work.


In every team there is an internal competition that extends to accumulating hours of training. The directeurs congratulate those who have done extra work, impressed by their stamina. Too often, we are overly impressed by those who perform well at camp, who have worked more during the off season, and who are ready for an early fight. When October comes, teams are always left scrounging to fill their rosters for the final races of the season, because riders are worn out, sick, or injured. Team Sky tries to be different: its directeurs have learned from past mistakes, and they apply more science than historical lore.


I know from past mistakes that more isn’t always better. All of us have different race programmes, objectives and bodies. My legs ache. I’m tired. I’ve done the work that the coach has written on my training programme. Perhaps it is not only guilt I feel but also a tinge of jealousy. The feeling of being physically empty is fulfilling. I’m jealous I don’t feel what they feel. They’ve reached beyond their perceived limit, worn themselves out completely, accomplishing in a day what the rest of us have not.


As Flecha and Eisel climb off, the mechanics reach for their bikes. The rest of our bikes are lined up, looking new again, on a rack beside the truck. The mechanics ask if the bikes have worked properly, taking notes in a black book filled with requested adjustments. Each of us receives a new bike at the beginning of the season, and we constantly make minute adjustments to ensure they fit just right. We test different saddles, handlebars and stems until we find a combination that causes no discomfort. The bike should be an extension of the rider’s body.


Riders become particular about their equipment in every way. For some, their choices are rooted in comfort. Others make changes to gain performance advantages, and a few respond to superstition. Having won, crashed or lost when using certain equipment, they keep it or discard it forever. Those who are especially particular, who have found a saddle that is comfortable or a shoe that is still snug after six hours of riding in extreme heat, will use non-sponsor-specific equipment, taping or painting over logos. Teams may also choose to do the same, if a sponsor’s equipment isn’t on a par with the rival teams’. Wheels will be built up without logos, and tyre labels will be inked over.


The mechanics begin washing off the spots of mud, streaks of sticky energy drink, spit and mucus from the handlebars, frames and wheels. They’ll run through the gears and check the brakes and tyres to ensure everything is ready for the next training session. As they begin their routine, the riders nurse bottles filled with a liquid meal replacement to improve their recovery.


Having put on their sandals to protect the cleats on their cycling shoes from damage, Flecha and Eisel carry their shoes and helmets in one hand and their meal-replacement drinks in the other. In my first season as a professional, few of my teammates wore helmets out training. In many races, they weren’t required. On the front of the peloton, we cruised along with the wind in our hair or with cotton caps perched high on our heads. Through the first years of my career a shift in rules and mentality began, as both the riders and the governing bodies became aware of the risk. In 2002, we could ride without helmets. In 2003, after Andrei Kivilev died during a race from head trauma sustained in a crash, the rules changed: helmets became mandatory, but they could be removed at the bottom of a mountain for the final ascent to the finish, as many riders complained the helmets were too hot to wear while climbing. The rule only caused chaos and the occasional crash, as the entire peloton pulled their helmets off, throwing them to soigneurs (assistants) at the roadside or having a domestique take eight helmets back to a team car. Before long the rule was scrapped and we had to wear helmets all the time. For the younger generation, who have worn them since they were kids, it is simply part of the uniform. They wear helmets every time they ride.


Although we move together, in pairs or pelotons at the training camps and races, we are also independent. Cycling is a team sport, but a solitary pursuit. We become introspective, analysing, calibrating and ingesting knowledge, thoughts and information to improve our performance. Although we rely on staff and teammates while racing, there is rarely anybody to wake us up in the morning while at home, to encourage us to ride, to ensure we do our training properly. Alone on a mountain in the pouring rain, we dig in and push on, alone. At the top, we reflect on the effort. We feel happy or disappointed. The sport requires commitment. We only switch off in the final thrusts of the racing season or in the off season, and even then it is a superficial and momentary lapse in the routine. Cycling tames its athletes. The ferocity of the individual can be seen on the bike, quelling tension, anger or demons of the past. Off the bike he is calm. The rage will not be seen in a bar fight. The emotion can be seen in a sprint, a pull on the front, or an attack.


We are all artists. On the bike we express emotion.


Brad greets each of us with a handshake. The massage therapist who has picked him up from the airport unloads a mountain of bags and a guitar. Brad has changed since we rode together in Girona just after Christmas. Like the rest of us, he looks leaner than he did just after the holiday feasting. His hairstyle changes by the month or by the race, and now it is long, hanging over his ears and his collar, like that of a character from the Muppets or a rock star. But underneath the mop of red hair is a skeletal face. During the last two seasons he has come to camp heavier. Now, even though it is early in the year, he looks ready to race and win.


Not only his physique has changed but his demeanour. He seems overly confident and aloof. Our conversation is all pleasantries, as it is when you haven’t seen someone in a while. But even though we are teammates and friendly, he comes across as rudely arrogant and self-assured. He is not aware that he provokes this reaction. The rest of us wear our team clothing. He wears what he chooses. I know that his insecurities will remain starkly apparent until he feels comfortable in his environment. Within hours he will settle into the team, joking and keeping the riders at the dinner table laughing. But something more has changed in him. I can feel it as soon as he stands at the elevator and we chat. Brad derives his confidence from his performance on the bike. That means he must be riding well.


We offer to help with his bags, each of us pulling a case into the elevator. He has brought so many bags that he could be moving in for the duration of the spring. He has his guitar and his kettle. Whenever he can, he will escape from the bubble of the team to his room, which he will not have to share with a teammate. There he will find comfort. We all need a place that brings us back to reality. For him, it is with his music, his cup of tea and his family.


I’ve seen both sides of Brad, many times. When physically challenged he is unpredictable. He remains calm if he feels capable, can control the variables and knows he is good enough to win. To win, he needs a support team who know his mental and physical weaknesses, can call his bluff, and will be there to help him through dire moments. He needs someone to tell him when he is out of shape, when he isn’t doing his job properly, isn’t committed or is simply being an arrogant ass. Within Team Sky, he has now found a safety net he can rely on. Without that security and guidance, he falls to pieces. I saw that happen in 2010, before the Tour de France.




*





For three days, Steve Cummings, Brad and I were together with Sean Yates, our directeur sportif, Rod Ellingworth, our coach, a mechanic and a massage therapist to ride the key mountain stages of the 2010 Tour. As we had been in the Giro d’Italia, Steve and I were to be Brad’s domestiques in the Tour. In the three-day camp, we would build on the working relationship we had developed during the first part of the season. In the Tour, Brad would rely on us to position him at the front of the peloton before all the crucial moments of the race. When he needed food or water, he would look to us. We would shelter him from the wind, stay with him when he had a flat tyre, guide him back to the peloton after his wheel was changed. To enable him to win or even finish in the top ten of the Tour, we had to be at his service every day until we could do no more. The more we rode together, the more we understood each other, how we moved on the bike, our weaknesses and strengths.


The three-day training camp in France was our final hard training session before the Tour. We would reconnoitre the routes while accumulating kilometres and testing our fitness in the mountains. It is a formula most teams use prior to the Tour, to prepare the riders and support staff for the three weeks they will have to endure. Riding the courses gives us reference points for the race.


Prior to the camp, we were naively confident in Brad’s ability. In the Giro d’Italia, in May, he had held the leader’s pink jersey after winning the opening prologue, had defended his top-ten position through the first week of hard racing in the wind and hills, and then had backed off as planned, to ride at an easier tempo through the final week. With two weeks of recovery training after the Giro he was supposed to have rebounded to become even stronger by July for the Tour. It was a formula that had worked for past Tour champions and one that had worked for him in 2009, when he finished fourth.


Our camp began in the Alps, where we rode three hard mountain finishes: one to Station des Rousses in the Jura mountains, another to Morzine-Avoriaz, and a tough day over the Col de la Madeleine to Saint-Jean-de-Maurienne. The stage to Morzine-Avoriaz was one I knew well. For three years, while I raced as an amateur in Annemasse, I had trained and raced on the routes the Tour would use. I had imagined one day racing over these roads in the Tour de France. My teammates in those days constantly referred to the feats of professionals as we passed the summits of climbs or rode through valleys. ‘Piotr Ugrumov rode up here in the big chain ring,’ we’d say, ‘in 1996.’ ‘This is where Kelly descended in 1984 at 124 kph.’ In our heads we became those riders as we accelerated over mountain tops and descended through switchbacks, leaning our bikes into the corners, the tyres squeaking every so slightly as they gripped the tarmac.


With Brad and Steve, I pictured myself again in the race, a mental game I’ve played since I was a boy. Our conversations, on the bikes and off, centred on the race, as we tried to prepare ourselves for what might occur. But we were deluded. Our mental images were off. And that slowly became clear during the camp.


As we climbed towards Avoriaz ski station, a steady climb with tight switchbacks and steep gradients that opens up to a straighter, gentler road near the summit, it was apparent Brad wasn’t on form. Rain poured down, thunder clapped and lightning broke through the dark sky, and he seemed to give up. Perhaps it was the conditions. I felt good. My body seemed to move freely on the climbs, a sensation I hadn’t felt in some time. The Giro had brought me up a level and had given me power I couldn’t have attained through training alone. Steve seemed equally comfortable.


We glanced at each other as we tried to figure out what pace we should ride. We didn’t want to drop Brad and demoralise him. We weren’t riding hard; Brad shouldn’t have been suffering. He should have been stronger than we were. But I also knew that Brad would mentally switch off when he wasn’t motivated. Perhaps this was one of those moments. I hoped it was. Otherwise, he wouldn’t be good enough to perform in the Tour.


But the following day on the Col de la Madeleine, where we were to do a race pace effort, it became clear that Brad didn’t have the legs. Rod had mapped out our routes and our training programme. On the climb, we were to ride at the same speed as we would in the Tour. Steve and I were to set a tempo at the bottom, riding at a hard pace for as long as we could sustain it, with Brad tight in our slipstream. The moment our speed slowed, Brad was to push on to the summit, while Steve and I made our way up the mountain as best we could.


Riding to the mountain, we sat in behind the team car to simulate the speed of the peloton as it races towards a climb. At the foot of the climb, the car accelerated away and we were left to ride at our own speed. A kilometre into the twenty-eight-kilometre climb Brad was not behind us. He didn’t say a word, he simply drifted away from our wheels. We slowed down until he was again in our slipstream and then resumed a slower tempo. Again, without looking back, I sensed he was no longer behind us. This continued for five kilometres. Eventually, Sean told us to ride at our own speed to the summit.


I rode up alone, ahead of the others, finding my rhythm, climbing into the mist and clouds. Few cars passed me. It was serene and quiet. In these moments, alone on a climb, my thoughts drift between the present – my effort, the numbers on my powermeter – to my past and my future. I rode hard, sweating and breathing heavily, because I wondered if I would ever get to race up the climb or even ride up it again. Sinking myself into the effort, I felt liberated. Nothing else mattered. Like so many times before, I wondered how much longer I would ride. This time, I wondered if I would be investigated for having doped in the past, as allegations had been made against me by an ex-US Postal teammate, Floyd Landis. If that happened, my career could end. I was living with guilt and shame; to keep on riding, to keep my job in the peloton, to avoid vilification, I reverted to secrets and lies. On the mountainside, climbing amidst the vibrant green grass, the mooing cows, the trickling streams, and the snow-capped peaks, I felt as if I could ride away from it and find solace away from my sins.


The team tried to believe Brad would be able to bounce back. Sean knew otherwise but he remained hopeful. He had ridden alongside Lance Armstrong as a teammate and had worked with him during his Tour de France victories. Today, Sean had seen Brad give up on the climb. On the phone after the camp he said, ‘Brad sure ain’t Lance,’ or something like that. I agreed. But few people were like Lance. When pressed, Lance fought harder. He hated to lose, to be second-tier. He was the King; he was the best. Unlike Lance, I felt, Brad could take it or leave it. He didn’t thrive on being at the top. In fact, he was least comfortable when in that spotlight. When he had our attention in the bus, he pretended he was somebody else, humouring us with an impersonation. To win, someone needed to guide Brad along the way, to keep him on track and stop him from hiding when he was ready to shine.


A rider who will win the Tour doesn’t falter in the training camp only a few weeks prior to the start.


Roughly ten days before the Tour, Dave Brailsford, our manager, asked me how I thought Brad was riding. I told him that his performance at the camp was worrying but that he was a hard person to read, and that perhaps he would bounce back. He reassured me and himself that Brad had been tested on a thirty-minute hard climb in Girona, named Rocacorba, and had broken his previous record. Many of us had ridden that climb to test ourselves prior to major events. Brad had not only broken his record but the absolute record as well. The team’s managers had invested too much in Brad to take another direction. Either they secretly knew he wouldn’t perform, or they had talked themselves into believing he could.


Alone on the climb in Girona, without distraction or external pressure, he had soared uphill. His time was impressive, and it stunned the other professionals who had made the same climb in the past. But regardless of his impressive time in Girona, ten kilometres of solitary climbing was not the Tour.


In the Tour, despite Brad’s best effort and the team’s, we didn’t achieve a single significant result. Midway through the race, when he was out of the top ten and knew he didn’t have the legs to perform, he gave in. As the Tour progressed, he faltered physically. When he fell, he didn’t bounce back up like a rider eager to regain the peloton, but lingered in the caravan, stopping and starting, as if he didn’t want to be there at all. He was ready to pack up and leave, instead of setting a new finish line and battling on. His mental fragility and insecurity became apparent. He isolated himself in the back of the bus with his headphones on. His humour turned to unsavoury mockery. The team sank into a trough of negativity, one we would never climb out of. Not being in peak condition is one thing. Giving up because you’re not meeting expectations is another.


To most of the riders and staff, it was a defeat that hurt. Brad was out of shape and the team was off the mark, but seeing him give in, without admitting it, was wrong. In a sport where we learn to fight until our bodies give in, it was a let-down to everybody who had devoted himself to the goal.


On the final stage, up the Champs-Elysées in Paris, our directeur asked Brad to lead out Edvald Boasson Hagen for the sprint finish. It was a small task – a few hundred metres of riding on the front of the peloton in the last kilometres of the Tour. The team was lined up to execute the plan, but in the final run-in, Brad wasn’t there. He was in the middle of the bunch, alone, pedalling out the final metres in defeat. It was disappointing. Not because we lost, but because he wasn’t there to give back to those who had helped him for three weeks. This was something I was unaccustomed to in a leader. Something fundamental needed to change in his attitude and in the way the team worked. But I also felt sad for him. The team had built up his ability, the media had broadcast it and the fans had idealised it. He was to be the first Brit to win the Tour. Yet, in the end, he didn’t have the legs to fulfil their goals, their vision, their dreams, which must have put him in a lonely place. He was being paid to win races, and he wasn’t completing the task. It is one thing to feel you’ve let down a team, but another to feel you’ve let down a nation.


When I arrived at the team bus he was already halfway through a can of beer with a second in his back pocket. I could feel his disappointment. And as he sat on the kerb outside the bus with his wife and children, signing autographs while sipping a Heineken tallboy, I had to wonder how much he wanted to be a star and how much he just wanted to be a bike racer. To win, he would need to learn to manage the pressure of leadership and, more importantly, the pressure of public expectations. Ultimately, it was naive and unfair to Brad to expect him to win in the Tour and lead a new team.


Throughout the race, Dave and his staff would sit in the back of the bus, trying to figure out how we could rectify the situation. They tried to come up with new tactical plans. They tried to animate Brad as he fell into a deeper funk. We were losing, and this was not something Dave was accustomed to after years of success and dozens of Olympic and World Championship medals earned while overseeing the British Cycling track squad. Fiercely competitive, he hated it. With a professional road team, there were more variables to control and more complexities, as there were more people to answer to and far more scrutiny from the sponsors and the public. On the track there were Olympic cycles, while with the road team there was a constant relentless pursuit of results.


Overall, the Tour and the season were a disappointment despite some consistent performances. Many teams might have been proud of our achievements, but for an outfit with a large budget and lofty goals, we had not won enough. There was no doubt that would change: nobody in management was happy with average results. The team had to be setting the standard, winning consistently, and winning the most important races.


Through the rest of the summer and the autumn, our managers reassessed their direction, the structure and the approach of the team. In a short period, changes occurred. The team roster was bolstered with talent, new doctors were hired, and incompetent or negative staff members were replaced. Brad was given ultimatums. He was expected to do his job properly, on and off the bike. Not only are we athletes but we are also ambassadors for companies. Our job is to ride fast and to interact with the public. Ultimately we are nothing more than rolling billboards. It was clear that Brad had neglected his obligations.




*





Now, in Majorca, as Jez and I walk towards the seaside on our usual evening stroll, I gaze into the hotel lobby’s big windows. The glass reflects the sun as it begins to set in brilliant oranges and reds on the blue Mediterranean. In our reflection we do not look like two fathers in their late thirties. We look like two teenagers, bundled up in black branded clothing with black woolly hats pulled low. Through the glass, I can see riders huddled at the tables, coaches meeting over computers. We’ve seen this every day. Everyone seems calm and ready. Now, there are few variables the team can’t control. Through experience our management and riders have quickly learned from their mistakes and have adapted. The team has evolved. Brad has changed. He is now watched closely. His training is monitored. To win the Tour he has become a disciple of the programme. With Sky, good riders can maximise their potential to become great.


The following morning we do a three-hour steady ride through the flat countryside. The group is large, since two waves of riders, one coming to the camp and the other leaving for home, have overlapped by a day. Mark Cavendish is there with his leadout men and the Classics group. Brad is there with the climbers.


The air is damp and chilled, not yet warmed by the bright sun. We ride slowly along the coastal road and fall into formation, paired up in a long line hugging the right-hand kerb. The air becomes piercingly cold as we ride through the shadows of the empty resorts that tower over the coast. Of the fifteen or so riders, one or two slide to the back of the group to grab warmer clothing from the mechanic. He sits tucked into the back seat of the team car behind us in a nest of wheels, tools and clothing. Another rider drifts back to get his bike adjusted.


As we ride in a double file, each pair pulls off the front to share the workload with the others behind them. To peel off, the rider on the right moves right, the rider on the left moves left, reducing their speed gently to let the others pass. The two immediate followers slice between the pair and assume the lead, with the rest of the group following in their slipstream. The two who have just finished their turn on the front let the group glide past them until they can tuck themselves into the back and get out of the traffic as soon as they can. Together we are fluid and seamless.


Soon we leave the outskirts of the town and move into the countryside. The low winter sun is now on our backs. Our speed increases. We have found our tempo, one that is easy enough that we can chat to our partner yet fast enough to cover 110 kilometres in three hours.


At times our rhythm seems off. The riders who have completed their training week feel mildly fatigued from all the work we’ve done. Our legs ache slightly but are still powerful when pushed. The riders who have just arrived are eager to push the pace. Their legs and minds are fresh. They’re like children ready to attack the ski slopes. But when the pace builds, a few riders complain, and the group slows slightly.


Brad assumes his position at the front and picks up the speed. He is wearing the jersey of the British National Champion, white with blue and red stripes across the chest, and is easily distinguishable from the rest of us in our blue, white and black uniforms. I sit directly in Brad’s slipstream, behind his rear wheel, while Cav, my partner, is to my right, behind Alex Dowsett. Cav and I chat. Brad and Alex say very little. Alex initiates most of the conversation. The contrast between the two leaders is great, as is the tension. Although there is a remarkable potency within the group, it is apparent in our conversations that there is not room for two leaders. The races will decide who leads.
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