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Dedication

TO KELSEY AND THE GIRLS, ELLIE AND ANNA


Foreword

I met Dirk Vlieks while doing something we both have spent a fair amount of time doing—running. When I first spotted him walking herky-jerky across the parking lot at Haley Farm State Park in Groton, Connecticut, I wondered who he was and what was wrong with him.

On this late September morning, perfect for running, I had gathered with a handful of serious runner-friends at Haley Farm, a gorgeous park with long, winding trails and views of nearby Long Island Sound. It was the perfect place for a Sunday morning run.

Dirk didn’t look like he would fit in with our group. I thought that he might be just ambling along on a solo walk. It didn’t take Dirk long to disabuse me of my mistaken notion. He took off on a seven-mile run with the rest of us and more than held his own. In fact, once he broke into his running stride, I couldn’t help but marvel at how smoothly he moved along.

Certainly, his strong stride belied what he had been through and how much he had accomplished to get back to running.

After that first run, I got to know Dirk a bit better and slowly learned his story. Not that Dirk told me much at first about his life-threatening, on-the-run episode, or how much he had struggled to return to his running ways.

Dirk’s not the kind of guy who spends a lot of time looking back or talking about himself. I admire that. Still, I did learn that he was new to the Mystic, Connecticut, running scene, and quite serious about his training and racing.

I gradually pieced together that Dirk had been a serious triathlon competitor with a number of Ironman finishes. The day I first saw him at Haley Farm, it was easy to see that he had been through something. I was curious to uncover more.

On subsequent runs, I noticed that his gait wasn’t the only strange thing about him. When he spoke, I missed some of his words. They came out a bit garbled and difficult to understand. Still, his story came through.

I learned more on each of our runs and at several races. It was clear that Dirk loved to run. He popped up here, there, and everywhere local runners gathered.

One day he told me he was writing a book. That particularly piqued my curiosity, since I am also a writer. Yet the more I heard from Dirk, the more I realized that there were big gaps in my understanding of his background and medical history.

Another time we met for lunch at the Mystic Market to talk more about books and running. Dirk told me he had completed a rough draft of his book and asked me if I would be willing to read it. Of course I agreed to. Now at last I could learn all the details I hadn’t pieced together yet.

Reading Square One certainly filled in the holes. It’s an unblinking account of what happened to Dirk in the middle of the Honu Half Ironman. One minute he was jostling for position on the bike ride, the next he was collapsing to the ground after a tumor burst and caused a massive stroke.

His courageous story will no doubt impress every reader, and not just because Dirk was talented and disciplined enough to make it to Honu. No, this is one of those unbelievable comeback stories. Dirk was down—way down—but he refused to stay there. In the often difficult days and years since Honu, he has worked his way back to a very close approximation of his former self.

And not only that, he and his wife have had two beautiful girls (twins), and he has maintained his commitment to health and fitness. In fact, he’s back to running marathons again. You can’t go much farther than that.

Amby Burfoot

Runner’s World Editor At Large

1968 Boston Marathon winner

Mystic, Connecticut


Introduction

I loved triathlon because I loved pushing boundaries. I felt there was no better way to test myself. Once I had my first taste, I knew immediately that triathlon was the ideal complement to what drove me—the perfect sport with the perfect blend of exertion and adrenaline and discipline. I thought it was the ultimate challenge, the most demanding thing I would ever face.

I was wrong.

In a lifetime of looking for challenges, I learned quickly there were a few I’d have preferred not to face. Learning to walk again at age thirty-four was harder. So was learning to eat and speak again. Those were just a bit more challenging than anything thrown at me by an Ironman.

But maybe everything I had done before “the event”—the midrace stroke in 2006 that sent me to edge of the precipice, where my life hung tenuously by the thinnest of threads—had prepared me for what lay ahead. That day in Hawaii I was transformed in a few brief moments from athlete to helpless infant, from the lead group of cyclists to an intensive care unit where doctors felt certain I would not make it, from trying to qualify for the big race to simply staying alive.

Maybe triathlon saved me.

If you’ve never thought of attempting to swim, then bike, then run without interruption over any distance, your first question is obvious.

“Why?”

If you ramp up the distances, Ironman distances, between seventy and one hundred forty miles for a day’s outing, your next question will be, “Are you out of your mind?”

For me, my first triathlon was an irresistible Siren Song. Once I heard it, I couldn’t get it out of my mind. And nothing in my life was ever the same again.

I love triathlon. I’m not trying to be disingenuous when I talk about how difficult it is to finish one while I call attention to the fact that I’ve finished many. I don’t believe in ostentation or showing off. These races are difficult for everyone, plain and simple. In many ways, they are ordeals to be finished, not events to be savored. But in other ways, they are celebrations of your physical strength and mental tenacity. That’s the point, and that’s why tens of thousands of athletes, men and women of all ages, take them on every year.

Finish an iron-distance triathlon and you are on top of the world, exhausted, elated, and ready for anything that life will throw at you in the real world. An oft-quoted saying among competitors is “triathlon doesn’t build character, it reveals it.”

Read what a few others have said about triathlons and you’ll get the idea.

Mark Allen, a six-time Ironman world champion, said this about the Ironman, the competition that started this whole thing: “Until you face your fears you don’t move to the other side, where you find the power.”

John Collins, known as the “Father of Ironman,” put it this way: “The pain is temporary, the memories will last the rest of your life.”

Add what two-time Ironman world champion Chris McCormack said about it: “You don’t play triathlon. You play soccer; it’s fun. You play baseball. Triathlon is work that can leave you crumpled in a heap, puking by the roadside. It’s the physical brutality of climbing Mount Everest without the great view from the top of the world. What kind of person keeps coming back for more of that?”

I kept coming back.

I loved it and still do. There’s the elation at the finish, of course, but there is also the growing confidence as you train, the self-assurance that comes with the discipline you need, the friends you train with, the common bonds, pushing your limits, knowing yourself. The list is long.

The idea for Ironman started in 1977 with a friendly argument in Hawaii between swimmers and runners over who was fitter, a pretty standard dispute that’s been around probably for as long as people have been swimming and running. That’s when John Collins, a US Navy commander, upped the stakes, pointing out that Sports Illustrated had asserted that Belgian cyclist Eddy Merckx was perhaps the fittest athlete around.

Collins tossed in that maybe cyclists are fitter than either swimmers or runners.

And so the seed was planted, and it quickly grew into what would be called the Ironman: a 2.4-mile ocean swim followed by a 112-mile bike ride topped off by a marathon, 26.2 miles of final torture.

Fifteen men started the first Ironman on February 18, 1978. Twelve finished, and nothing has been the same since.

A Sports Illustrated article following the 1979 race started the buzz building, but probably nothing did more to burn the image of what the race can do to competitors—and to raise interest in it worldwide—than Julie Moss’s 1982 finish, where a national audience watching ABC’s Wide World of Sports saw her collapse so torturously close to the finish and struggle to hold her lead. Less than ten yards from the line, she collapsed for the final time. As Moss lay writhing in the darkness, she was passed by Kathleen McCartney, who was unaware she had won the race.

Moss became the poster child for the Ironman, an indelible symbol of everything it took. Her finish did more to put Ironman on the map than anything else.

I was ten years old when Julie Moss brought Ironman into the public consciousness. It would take me a while get to the finish line in Hawaii, but I eventually would.

I’ve always enjoyed moving and competing, and in my peripatetic early childhood, with family hopping from Ohio to Canada and around Europe every two or three years, sports gave me a way to focus. At first, in Europe, it was skiing, but when we moved back to the states when I was ten, skiing took a backseat to tennis, which consumed me all through high school and onto college, where I played Division I at St. Mary’s College in Moraga, California.

A challenge from my older brother, Olaf, had sent me to the courts, motivated me. He was a good player, and he turned to me the summer before I hit sixth grade and said I’d never make the high school varsity team as a freshman. That was the only fuel I needed. I made the varsity as a freshman and didn’t look back.

I loved everything about tennis.

I even took it a step further after college and began playing professionally in some international tournaments. But the slashing back-and-forth of years of tennis took its toll on my knees fairly early. A year after I graduated from St. Mary’s in 1996, after playing in a tournament in Brazil, my knees were shot, and I came back home for some rehab work.

“Find something to do where you go straight,” a physical therapist told me.

And so the story begins. Enter triathlon. I had found another passion.

I have never thought of myself as an elite athlete. I was simply wired to compete, able to relish the long hours of training, to actually look forward to them. It takes a lot of hours to get to the finish line of an Ironman. I spent quite a few of those hours with guys who were Olympic and world-class competitors, and their fervor for the sport wore off on me. I saw what it took.

Basically, a triathlon goes something like this, no matter what the distance:

You enter the swim leg, always the first segment, in a pack. No matter how much you try to avoid it, you’ll be kicked or elbowed, unintentionally for the most part. There is always a lot of adrenaline pumping. But soon people pick their lines and the pack spreads out. You begin swimming, find your rhythm, mindful of breathing and stroke and cadence, conscious that you will be pushing yourself for the rest of the day but staying below the line where you will burn out too early. It’s a long race and a delicate balance.

Next, you emerge from the water and head for your bike, the transition zone for changing usually mildly chaotic and sometimes jarring. But you must simply focus, find your bike, get your shoes and helmet, and head out. The pack has spread even more by then, so the beginning of the bike leg is not nearly as raucous as the start of the swim. You ride, concentrate, and again find the rhythm. Too much and you don’t finish. Not enough and you finish poorly.

The final leg is always the run. Pushing pedals in a set cadence wears on legs in a much different way than running does. If you’ve trained properly, the transition from pedaling to striding is relatively easy. If you haven’t, the moment your feet hit the road for the run, your legs buckle and turn to goo. Your quads burn and refuse to engage. You stumble. If you have done the proper training, your stride will come quickly and you’ll head for the finish.

Sounds relatively simple, but of course it’s not.

These races don’t take place in air-conditioned arenas. They are outside, and that might mean ocean waves and whitecaps, tides going against you, humidity, high winds in your face, hills. It might mean being cut off by an oblivious biker or being kicked in the face by the guy in front of you on the swim.

Each leg has its own peculiarities. The swim offers the jostling. The bike leg, the challenge of trying to ingest enough nutrients to keep on the right side of the envelope, to fuel yourself to make it to the finish. And then there are the unexpected issues like having your goggles kicked off and flat tires and crashes. Running will bring joint and muscles issues and blisters.

If I had a favorite leg, I guess it would be the run (fewer complications).

I never set precise goals for myself, but I always shot for a top finish. You just never know how you will feel in any particular race and the mechanical wild cards are simply too hard to predict. But I did go into each race with confidence.

Confidence comes from training, sometimes up to sixteen hours a week, and knowing you’re ready. Eight-hour bike rides, two-hour swims, hours of running. The discipline was part of my life. And it was part of the lives of the people I trained with who were as crazy about it as I was. That always helps.

After my stroke, when the biggest challenge of my life had begun, all this effort would come home to roost and help immeasurably. And so would the many friends I met and raced against.

When I was in my lowest hours after my stroke, fighting the darkness that would sometimes threaten my resolve, I’d draw on how I felt as I approached an Ironman finish, twenty-four miles into the run. In front of me would always be someone I’d been trying to catch for the last hour, one more person to pass. Maybe we’d been dueling all day.

That was when I would tell myself one more time, “Kick it in and pass that guy.”

Usually I would. My stroke, my ultimate challenge, would be yet another chance to kick it in.

In a way, that helped.


One

THE EVENT

Rituals are always comforting, and mine always worked.

I had a subtle and practiced ritual before each race that I rarely changed. I would begin to settle into myself the night before, slowly making the transition from genial to focused. By the time I went to bed, I’d be at the point where I spoke only when I needed to. Before I drifted calmly off to sleep, I would put on my game face and go through the race mentally, imagining how I’d feel at certain points. Before bed, I’d lay out everything I needed the next day on the floor so I’d see it and count it when I woke up—the swim goggles, the nutrition packets and water bottles, the things that would sustain me the next day.

The night before the Honu Half-Ironman triathlon in Kailua-Kona, Hawaii, in June of 2006, I dropped off to sleep satisfied I was ready for what would be a qualifier for the actual Ironman, the big race I loved. I had finished the full Ford World Championship Ironman at Kona the year before and was trying to requalify.

On race day morning, I had concentrated on the phases ahead and the hours I’d be working, controlling my adrenaline surges as much as I could to preserve energy.

There were patterns in every race I knew that would insert themselves during the long day ahead, some highs—an unexpected surge of energy on the bike, for example. And there would be brief moments of despair—being passed on the run when I hadn’t expected it. For the most part, I’d simply fold into the race, lost in concentration. The emotional cycle was familiar to me and, in a way, comforting: the adrenaline, the tight nerves, the focus, the surges.

Then there was the finish. Since I never set out to win a race, only to do my best, I never had the crashing emotions some top finishers experience. Since I trained to do my best and was comfortable with the challenges, the finish was nearly always a time of great relief and happiness.

The end of a race did not fail to bring what I can only describe as a wonderful and serene wave of euphoria—an almost overwhelming sense that I had again pushed myself and had accomplished what I set out to do. That’s the reason I race.

I always loved that euphoria of the finish. I ate it up it and looked forward to it. I would let go for a bit and let the feeling of accomplishment wash over me, I’d indulge myself in pride of accomplishment. Postrace was always a great time. Usually my wife, Kelsey, and I would have a slow and relaxed dinner with friends, all of us laughing and feeling the same. It’s incomparable, that feeling. It’s wonderful.

I never got to the euphoria phase on June 3, 2006. I never had the delicious dinner or hugged my wife or joked with friends. Around the time I should have been digging into a delicious dinner and relishing the day’s events, I was simply trying to stay alive.

When I stood on the beach in Kona that day, I had gone through my prerace ritual as I always did more than fifty times. I was in full game-face mode. I was ready. My legs felt great and I was motivated.

My goal for the race was to simply not hold back on anything and to go as hard as I could, when I could. I wanted to race smart, that is, to maintain the rhythm and balance of energy over the hours I’d be pushing and not burn out too early. The funny thing is, when “the event” took me down, I had not yet really pushed myself.

I always sleep well before races, and that day was no exception. And keeping with that, I got up early to enjoy a strong cup of coffee and mentally go through the race.

By that point I was happy with my training. Working up to each race, I always looked for ways to improve, a more efficient swim stroke, better bike cadence, smarter run strategy—there was always something I could improve. Luckily, I always had great training partners, people who wouldn’t look at you open-mouthed when you said you wanted to do an extra mile of swimming or another hour of running. They were great company, and we enjoyed pushing one another, yet another side benefit of triathlon.

These partners would prove invaluable later.

I’d left SFO from United Airlines Gate 80 for a direct flight to Kona, the Big Island, with little fanfare, just a few “good lucks” and “do wells” from coworkers, clients, and friends. They were used to the scene, and I never liked to make a big deal out of a race anyway. When I got to Kona, I began to settle into the prerace ritual with a few short bike rides to get my legs moving and a few sprints to get the heart pumping a bit, but nothing too long. Before the race it was always “legs up,” nothing more than a short swim.

There were always familiar faces at a race, regulars who love the competition and eat it up. Before the race there’s not a lot of socializing other than a quick cup of coffee and chat. Everyone has the game-face look.

I prepared as I always had, and I felt great and ready and excited—as I always had. There were no ominous signs auguring what would happen in a matter of hours down the highway as I stood at the starting line on the beach wearing bib number 789 with more than a thousand other competitors.

The weather that morning was cool, which is always preferable. The wind was light and the water fairly quiet. I heard the wind picked up later, but by then I was out of the race.

As the swim got off to its usually chaotic start, I picked my line and tried to follow it. With so many other swimmers trying to do the same thing, there was the inevitable jostling. The trick is to stay cool and centered. The mildly controlled chaos is inevitable when there were so many amped-up athletes about to unleash combined tens of thousands of hours of training. On the beach, most of us would by that time be making idle silly chit-chat, just to keep our minds off what lay ahead.

Among the supporters at the start were, of course, my wonderful wife, Kelsey, herself an endurance athlete, and her friend Dixie Hauth, who was on hand to encourage her husband, Chris Hauth, a former Olympic swimmer and my training partner and good friend. Kelsey and Dixie planned to follow us through various phases and yell an occasional blast of inspiration if they saw me or Chris during the race, which as a half-Ironman would comprise a 1.2-mile swim, 56-mile bike, and 13.5-mile run.

As the gun sounded on the beach, we were off, a thousand highly trained triathletes with one goal in mind, finish and finish well. I did what I always did, blasting out quickly to get ahead of the clamoring masses. Three minutes into the swim, I felt fine. I was out of the water in 30.31, a good time. A friend later gave me a great photo of me as I emerged from the swim leg. I definitely had my game face on, my eyes locked ahead, but my stride was open and I was in attack mode for sure. I was happy to be out and heading for my bike without any issues.

I was ready for the bike leg, something I had worked on with a laser focus leading up to the race. This was where I planned to put the hammer down and insert myself among the leaders. Chris and I would sometimes do 100-mile training rides through the Northern California hills to get ready for Hawaii.

The transition zone, where athletes scramble to their bikes and try to get off as smoothly as possible, was fairly clutter-free. I knew where my bike, an Interloc Slipstream SC, was and headed right to it. I wanted to get out as fast as I could. I felt like the bike phase was where I would lock in on focus and give everything I had.

I had planned everything down to the final detail, bringing with me GU and GU20 for nutrition and other necessities like bananas and salt pills and, of course, plenty of water. The whole idea was to make sure the vital sugars I needed to take in worked well together. Stomach cramps and worse are a midrace nightmare. Having a massive stroke midrace can be a bit of a bummer, as well, I would learn later.

As I headed into the ride, my rhythm and pace building just as I had planned, the chills from the morning swim were replaced by increasingly warmer air. The wind was from the side, certainly better than a long slog into a strong headwind.

About fifty minutes and about eighteen miles in and working smoothly up Queen K (Kaahumanu) Highway, I began to feel something was amiss. I was just a bit off. It was an odd feeling, certainly, when I had trained so well and planned so meticulously. It wasn’t as if I were jolted with a sudden pain. I began to feel dizzy, which in itself is fairly common with water in your inner ear from the swim trying to free itself as you move your head from side to side. That had happened before, and it had always gone away after a few miles on the bike.

This time it didn’t.

It latched on and settled in, which was quite a different feeling from past rides. My vision began to blur. It got worse with each push of the pedal. For the first time ever, in more than dozens of triathlons, the thought that I needed to stop crept in. By that point I was approaching the lead pack, which was just heading into a downhill turn.

As I watched the lead pack I had so much wanted to catch heading into the turn, I gave up, conceding the race and knowing only that it would be safer to get off my bike near people rather than out somewhere in no-man’s-land where nobody would see me in trouble.

I felt like shit, and I started looking for a place to pull off the course. Queen’s Highway was lined on both sides with black lava fields, not a great place to lie down. I saw a patch of grass near the Hawi town line that looked like a good place to stop. I had never dropped out of a race before. Stopping to rest had never been in any playbook I had followed. I knew that once I got off the bike, it was over for me. This wasn’t a time where I could get off, rest, regroup, and head back into the fray. It was over. And at that point I didn’t care. Something was seriously awry and I could sense it. I was thirty-three years old and in the best shape of my life. I thought I was dying.

My first thought was of Kelsey. I didn’t know what was going on, but I knew it was serious. What ultimately happened was the furthest thing from my mind as I pulled off the road, but I knew I was in crisis.

I saw the grass patch and pulled off, unsnapping my helmet, and using my bike to steady myself as I lay down because I had begun to stagger by that time.

That was when the first of several very fortunate blessings occurred. As I was reeling, race director Jimmy Riccitello passed by on the back of a Harley, scanning racers for problems and making sure things were running smoothly, as race directors must do.

“I need some help,” I yelled out as I struggled to keep calm. Things were getting worse very quickly. My uneasy dismount and my plea for help to Jimmy were enough to have him tell the Harley driver to pull over, but he was not initially alarmed.

Jimmy, who became a great friend, would later tell me that he didn’t realize I was in trouble, at least physically.

“You looked normal,” he said. Of course I was anything but.

As I lay on that patch of grass I told him, as my words by then were beginning to slur, that my head hurt. I told him I thought I was dying.

I told him to call Kelsey and tell her I loved her.

Riccitello called into Race Operations on his handheld radio and told them he needed help immediately but got no response from that remote spot. He tried his cell phone, and again, nothing.

His driver tried as well and was able to get through. Help was on the way, she was told. Race Operations had heard Riccitello’s first radio message.

As I was lying on the ground, Riccitello checked my heart rate monitor. It read 60. At that point in the race, after the swim and almost twenty miles into a strenuous bike ride, it should have been around 140 or 150.

That was the first time the alarm rang loudly, the first time the fateful word would be mentioned.

“I need someone out here fast,” Riccitello said on a second, more urgent call. “We might have a stroke victim here.”

My head still hurt and my vision was fading quickly. I asked Jimmy three more times to make sure he called Kelsey, to make sure he told her I loved her.

I could hear Riccitello asking racers passing by if they were doctors. That was one of the last clear memories I have of that day. Everything after that for a very long time would be a fast-moving blur—a mix of brief moments of clarity and nightmarish darkness.

Finally, Riccitello saw someone he knew, and she pulled over, which was a blessing. By stopping midrace, she had done something many others would have found unimaginable. Imagine training hundreds of hours for a race and stopping to help. That simple act was a tremendous sacrifice—and wonderfully unselfish.

She was one of several blessings that day. I could have had the stroke during the swim and not been seen in the frenzy. I could have had it on a forty-mile-an-hour downhill section with lava fields on both sides earlier on the bike leg. Other injections of good karma would arrive in due time.
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