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    CHAPTER 1


    A STORM OF NERVES


    Wayde van Niekerk knelt down on his right knee, and spread his hands on the track. He placed his thumbs and forefingers just behind the start line, and looked down at the rubbery surface. It was a peaceful blue colour – as blue as the sunny Moscow sky above him.


    But his thoughts weren’t peaceful. Wayde’s mind was a storm of nerves. It was 12 July 2013, and the biggest moment in his sprinting career, so far. He was only 21 years old, but he was running for South Africa, at the World Championships in Athletics! It felt incredible … and scary.


    This race was the first qualifying heat of the 400-metre race. If he did well in this heat, he would reach the semi-final. If he ran at his best in the semi-final, he would reach the final. And if he ran his best time ever in the final, he might stand a small chance of winning a medal.


    That crazy dream was only 1 200 metres away: three sprints of 400 metres each. He just had to do his best, three times in a row.


    But, waiting for the crack of the starter’s pistol, he couldn’t stop himself thinking about the hamstring injury that had held him back for the previous three years.


    Again and again, the muscle tear had come back; a sudden, jabbing pain in the back of his right thigh, followed by weeks of hobbling and healing. Each time that the hamstring had torn, it had been hell.


    Right now, in Moscow’s summer heat, the muscle felt OK. Even so, he didn’t quite trust that the injury was gone for good. And he knew that doubt and fear can slow you down almost as badly as a torn muscle can.


    To calm his thoughts, Wayde pictured himself running freely – flying across the sky-blue track, like a cloud carried by a strong wind. He pictured his family at home in faraway Bloemfontein, watching him on TV in their living room: his mother, Odessa, his stepfather, Steven, his little brother, Craig, and his little sister, Kayla.


    In his mind’s eye, he could see them standing together in a nervous huddle around the TV, biting their nails, jumping from foot to foot and shouting his name.


    He stared at the blue track between his hands, and waited.


    BANG!


    The pistol fired, and Wayde pushed himself instantly from the steel blocks, throwing himself forward with all his strength. It was a good start – he knew it immediately.


    Within three seconds, he had settled into the steady, gliding stride that was his trademark. When Wayde was moving at full speed, he didn’t look as though he was running hard. His movements seemed effortless.


    Wayde’s lane was right in the middle of the track, a good place to run. As the eight athletes sped out of the first bend, Wayde was in a strong position, but it was still too early to tell whether he was in the lead.
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      Wayde knelt down on his knee, and spread his hands on the track

    


    The runners in a 400-metre race start in a staggered line, to make sure that those on the outside lanes don’t have to run a longer distance than their rivals on the inside lanes. This means that it’s only in the last stretch of the lap around the track that everybody knows for sure who is leading.


    As Wayde flew down the first straight, he glanced to his right and saw the tall, galloping figure of his friend Kirani James, burning blue rubber.


    Kirani, from the Caribbean island of Grenada, was the man to beat in this race. He and Wayde had met at the World Junior Championships three years before. The two athletes were the same age and had a similar attitude to life. Both were humble, quiet characters, who let their legs do their talking.


    But, while Wayde had been struggling with his hamstring injury, Kirani had become a star. He had won both the 2011 World Championship title and the Olympic Gold in London in 2012, and had become the best 400 metres sprinter in the world.


    The runners were now pulling out of the second bend and entering the home straight. Wayde was in third place, behind Jarrin Solomon from Trinidad and Gustavo Cuesta from the Dominican Republic.


    But they all knew that in the home straight Kirani would speed up and take charge. If Wayde could keep up with Kirani, he could make the semi-final. It was time to push his body a bit harder.


    Wayde lengthened his stride a little, and pumped his legs and arms harder. At that moment, he felt exactly what he had feared: a slight sting in his hamstring. Suddenly, everything felt wrong. His whole body tightened up, and he lost his rhythm.


    Kirani surged past him, and so did Javere Bell from Jamaica.


    Wayde had nothing left to give.


    Exhausted at the finish line, he put his hands on his knees, and let the warm air flood into his lungs. Looking up at the big screen, he felt a deep pang of disappointment. His time was 46.37 – well below his personal best of 45.09 – and he had finished in fifth place.


    FIFTH! He shook his head. Back home in South Africa, he was always in the top three, usually taking first place.


    Kirani had won the heat with ease. He gave Wayde a hug, like the good sportsman he was, and Wayde congratulated him.


    Wayde’s championship was over. The dream was gone.


    He trudged to the changing room, feeling the lingering pain in his hamstring. After he had showered and put on his tracksuit, he checked his cell phone and saw he had twenty SMSs.


    The first was from his mother, Odessa. ‘Wayde, you beat the odds on the day you were born, and you haven’t stopped, and you won’t stop!’ Odessa had been a champion sprinter before Wayde was born.


    Wayde smiled. Although he felt deeply disappointed about today’s race, he was still determined to succeed. He knew in his gut that he had only just begun.

  


  
    CHAPTER 2


    QUICK OFF THE MARK


    It was midnight on 14 July 1992 in Cape Town, and the midwinter rain poured down on Tygerberg Hospital. Odessa lay in her hospital bed, with tears streaming down her cheeks. She was 18 and scared. Although her baby was ready to be born, she wasn’t ready to be a mother.


    The doctor had realised that Odessa’s little boy, Wayde, was not going to grow safely in her womb for the usual 40 weeks; he would be born prematurely. So he had called her to the hospital and put her on a drip to feed extra vitamins into her body so that the baby would be stronger when he came into the world two months early.


    Even so, little Wayde hadn’t had enough time to get ready for life, and nobody knew whether he would live or die. The doctor was making no promises.


    At that moment, Odessa felt very alone in the hospital bed. Her mother, Margaret, had just popped out for a few minutes to buy some rusks. One of the ward nurses walked past Odessa’s bed, and saw that she was crying.


    ‘Your mother is not here, so what now?’ she said in a cruel voice. ‘Your mother didn’t force you to fall pregnant, so you must toughen up! You’ll have to look after your child by yourself!’ The nurse gave a nasty laugh.


    Odessa didn’t know what to say. She looked away, and caught the eye of another nurse, Sister April, who was standing close by. Sister April smiled kindly at Odessa. Never before had a smile meant so much to her.


    Just then, her husband, Wayne, poked his head around the door to the ward. He was holding a bunch of flowers, and Odessa laughed through her tears. Wayne was almost as scared as Odessa. At just 21 years old, he also didn’t feel ready to be a parent. But he sat by Odessa’s bed, kissed her cheek and held her hand.


    The waves of pain in her womb began to grow.


    Then the doctor came. He was a kind man with a bald head and a sad face. He said it was time for Odessa to push her baby into the world. Odessa didn’t want to push – but she had no choice.


    To calm herself, she pictured herself sprinting on the school athletics track, the place where she was happiest. ‘Run, run, run!’ she said to herself – and pushed.


    At 1.05 am, Wayde van Niekerk was born. He was tiny – weighing just one kilogram, he was as heavy as a litre of milk. His skin was yellow, a sign of jaundice. Jaundice is a common problem for newborn babies, but Wayde’s jaundice was very bad. He cried in a tiny voice, like a puppy’s.


    Odessa held the skinny little baby in her arms, and felt so much love for him that she sobbed. She could not believe how helpless he was. His grandmother Margaret held him, and then his father, Wayne.


    Soon the nurses put him in an incubator, a special glass box in which he could stay warm and safe. They fed him formula milk through a feeding tube. His mouth was too small for breastfeeding.


    Odessa was more tired than she had ever been. She slept, and she dreamed that her baby was strong and happy.


    But when she woke up a few hours later, the doctor was standing at her bedside. His worried face gave her a fright.


    ‘I am sorry, Odessa. Your baby has a blood infection,’ he said. ‘He will need a blood transfusion – we will give him more blood to replace the infected blood. But he may not live for another day. And even if he does live, he may grow up with a serious disability.’


    His words sent a chill to her heart. Would her child survive? Would he be blind or deaf, or have to grow up in a wheelchair? Would he have a happy life?


    Odessa walked slowly from her bed to the incubator, where Wayde slept quietly. She stood and watched his tiny fingers curling and uncurling. She looked at his scrawny legs, all skin and bone and bent tightly at the knees. She smiled at his tiny feet, wrapped in light-green booties knitted by his Ouma Margaret.


    Suddenly, deep in her heart, Odessa sensed that Wayde was going to survive. She had never prayed before, but she prayed for her son’s life.


    ***


    Two weeks later, tiny Wayde came home to their little house in Athlone, a suburb in Cape Town. His great-aunt, Margaret’s sister, wrapped him in rolls of cotton wool to keep him warm in the winter chill.


    Odessa, Wayne and Margaret showered their love on him: feeding him with a bottle, changing his nappies six times a day, dressing him in clothes that were all far too big. Wayde slept almost all the time. Slowly, day by day and week by week, he became bigger and stronger. The blood infection went away, and his skinny legs became a little chubbier.


    Months passed, and Wayde began to crawl – and he crawled at quite a speed.


    A year passed, and Wayde learned to walk. Only a few weeks later, he learned to run. His legs were still skinny, but they were strong and he knew exactly what to do with them.


    ***


    One day, three years later, Odessa, Ouma Margaret and Wayde caught the train from Athlone to town. A woman with a sweet, kind face sat down on the seat facing theirs. Odessa thought she recognised the woman, but she didn’t know where from.


    As the train pulled away from Athlone station, Wayde ran up and down the aisle of the carriage, pretending he was a train himself.


    ‘Wayde, don’t you know we’re on a train?’ laughed Ouma Margaret. ‘You don’t have to run all the way to town! You can sommer sit and we’ll get there, anyway!’


    The familiar-looking woman stared at Ouma Margaret, and then at Odessa, and suddenly her face lit up. ‘Hang on! Didn’t you have that tiny premature baby at Tygerberg Hospital?’


    ‘Yes, she did!’ replied Ouma Margaret.


    ‘I’m Sister April!’ said the woman. ‘I was a nurse in the maternity ward that night.’


    At that moment, Odessa remembered Sister April, who had smiled so kindly at her when she was most afraid.


    ‘And is this strong, healthy boy that same tiny, sick baby?’ laughed Sister April, looking at Wayde with amazement. Wayde stopped running up and down, and looked at the nurse with a shy smile.


    ‘Yes, that’s Wayde!’ said Odessa, proudly.


    ‘I can’t believe it!’ said Sister April, and gave the energetic toddler a big hug.


    Odessa laughed and patted her son’s head.


    ‘One thing we’ve learned about Wayde,’ she said, ‘is that you should never give him a challenge. If you say he can’t, he will show you that he can!’
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