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			What the fire ignited

			“Shay’s story of perseverance and sheer will is one that needs to be told and retold! His journey is both harrowing and hope filled.”

			—R.A. Dickey

			NL Cy Young Winner

			Olympic Bronze Medalist

			“This is an incredible story. Shay shares his amazing journey of overcoming countless obstacles and challenges to become a world-class athlete against insurmountable odds. It is a story of resilience, strength, family, and turning everything thrown at you into an opportunity. Read this and prepare to be inspired!”

			—Craig Alexander

			Five-time Triathlon World Champion 

			“Utterly inspirational. Shay has constantly defied the odds, and his powerful, heart-wrenching, and ultimately uplifting story is a testament to the indomitable power of the human body and mind. It’s a must read.” 

			—Chrissie Wellington

			Four-time IRONMAN World Champion
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			New York Times Bestselling Author

			“A book that needed to be written now needs to read.”

			—Jack Daly

			Three-time Amazon Bestselling Author

			Fifteen-time IRONMAN

			“What the Fire Ignited is a quick, fascinating read. Based on a personal tale of tragedy, it’s an inspirational and gut-wrenching account of one man’s determination which ultimately proves self-made success is possible despite tragedy and formidable obstacles. Told with self-deprecating humor, a lot of heart, and wistful charm, this compelling story forces you to empathize, do a little self-reflection, and ultimately walk away thinking, ‘Man, I want to get to know this guy!’”

			—chanda bell

			 Author, The Elf on the Shelf, Writer and Director

			“We can let the things that happen in our lives steer our trajectory in a way that is cumbersome and negative, or in a way that is triumphant, stronger, and more epic. Shay has chosen the latter. With the use of humor, family, community, and an amazing attitude, he has let the apparent ‘obstacles’ be the way to success.”

			—Thad Beaty

			Sugarland Guitarist

			Billboard Hit Songwriter and Producer

			Multiple IRONMAN and Leadville Finisher

			“Shay embodies the perseverance, strength, and tenacity we see throughout the entire IRONMAN community. He proves that ‘Anything Is Possible.’”

			­—aNDREW mESSICK

			President and CEO, IRONMAN

			“Amazing! Shay takes us through his unfathomable journey with humor and grace. Inspirational and uplifting.”

			—Jerry Lee

			CEO/Cofounder, Newton Running Company

			“I’ve known Shay for years and love sharing his story with friends who need to be inspired. I’m really excited that will be a whole lot easier now that he finally has a book out.”

			—Jon Acuff

			New York Times Bestselling Author of Finish, Give Yourself the Gift of Done 

			“Great story of overcoming all odds.”

			—Joe Friel
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Foreword

			I’m a 69-year-old man with a life of significant achievement. I don’t say this from a point of ego, but rather one of deep experience. It’s not often that I run into people that truly impress me with their accomplishments, let alone coming from a base or foundation of serious life challenges. It’s in this vein that I write this forward for Shay Eskew, as he is one impressive individual!

			If you are looking to be inspired, look no further than What the Fire Ignited. If you are looking for lessons learned in overcoming adversity, look no further than the pages of this book. If you are looking for the route to turn negatives into positives, you have found it. 

			How do you explain Shay Eskew, having 65 percent of his body burned at eight years old and going on, by his mid-forties and some 35 surgeries later, to completing four full IRONMANs and 25 IRONMAN 70.3 races, happily married with five kids, and in the top 1 percent of his field in business? Throughout this book, you will learn many lessons to such success. Sure, Shay will underscore his early commitment to his vision and goals. He will, rightfully so, demonstrate the power of proven systems and processes. The taking of measured risks, the power of a sense of humor, and the leverage of networking and relationships all clearly come through in his journey. You will learn so much as you join Shay in his retrospective view of his life to date.

			But, as Shay demonstrates throughout his life journey, the simple answer is grit. As Shay latched on to early in life, the great determinant in the direction our life takes is our commitment to stay focused on our vision and goals, and to have the grit to keep plugging (day by day) despite any obstacles thrown our way. Personally, I call it “How bad do you want it?” You will find that Shay wanted success in sport, family, business, and life. Once you have finished reading his story, I suggest you reach out to say thanks for his sharing and connect with this remarkable man. 

			I know from personal experience that my life trajectory has been enhanced as a result of our meeting. Guaranteed he will light a fire within you as well.

			With respect,

			Jack Daly

			(Note: Shay here. Jack didn’t go into his background, but I suggest visiting www.jackdaly.net to see this dynamo. Having built six companies in the USA into national platforms, authored three number one Amazon Bestsellers, completed marathons on all seven continents and in all 50 states, completed 15 IRONMANs, and became a top-rated speaker in the field of sales and sales management, Jack truly speaks from experience. I humbly thank him for his generous words above.)

			
Introduction

			
Forged by Fire

			At age eight, my life was altered forever. I was set afire by a neighbor’s teenage daughter and, after enduring over 35 surgeries, over 65 percent of my body was left covered in scars. Who would have thought an eight-year-old, told by doctors he’d never be competitive in sports again, would one day compete in 10 triathlon world championships across four continents, including the IRONMAN World Championships in Kona?

			My life has not been one of usual comforts, but it has been an extraordinary one. It’s a life I’m grateful for and, given the opportunity, I wouldn’t change a thing. From my journey to hell and back, to crossing the finish line in the lava fields of Kona, to marrying the girl of my dreams and having five amazing kids 12 and under, to an amazing career, I’ve truly experienced extreme highs and lows. As we say in IRONMAN, anything is possible and embrace the suck! 

			As a result of the fire, my right arm was restricted to a 45-degree angle and my neck was permanently affixed to a 60-degree angle. I also lost my right ear to gangrene. To add insult to injury, my family didn’t have insurance to cover the two-million-dollar hospital bill. But that’s just a fraction of my story. 

			More than 36 years and 35 surgeries after the burn, I can easily point to any moment of my life and know it happened for a reason. From the day I was born (when my dad had to borrow money to pay the hospital bill) to being attacked by a bear to nearly drowning in whitewater rapids, nothing has happened to me by chance. I truly believe it was all with divine purpose that God was preparing me for something greater. 

			Many have trouble comprehending my ability to make light of my circumstances, but I learned early on that if you can’t laugh at yourself, life is pretty miserable. Symbolism, humor, and clarity are always there if you look for them. You’ll see these patterns demonstrated throughout my journey.

			A kid who was derided as “Freddy Krueger” from Wes Craven’s A Nightmare on Elm Street after the burn, I used self-deprecation and humor as a device to make others more comfortable and developed a charisma that landed me incredible job opportunities later in life. Though I was raised in a low-income, blue-collar environment, I worked my way to the top as a successful businessman. And I’ve also been lucky enough to encounter the joy of all joys: marrying the love of my life and having five wonderful kids together.

			Through the many setbacks I’ve experienced for more than 40 years, what I’ve learned is that every obstacle is a great opportunity in disguise. Adversity defines champions. I’ve experienced firsthand how grit, perseverance, raw determination, and the refusal to quit can bury any obstacle. When situations get challenging and on the verge of a crisis, this is when I shine. I’ve programmed my mind to block out the noise and focus on the task at hand. After a lifetime of overcoming unfathomable situations, my success can be boiled down to three strategies: 

			
					Training my brain 

					Shaping my reality

					Doing the daily things

			

			I constantly look for people to tell me I can’t do something so I can prove them wrong. I hope you’re inspired to approach your life in the same way after reading this book. I hope you realize you have the strength inside you to rejoice in your sufferings, even in the most unimaginable ones. Adversity is constantly preparing you for something awesome, but you must have the faith to keep pushing forward even when everything inside you says to quit. 

			If you’ve ever encountered a challenge, this book is for you—whether it’s the loss of a loved one, diagnosis of a major illness, being bullied at school, or just feeling like your life has no purpose. Whatever you’re going through, you cannot stop fighting, no matter what! 

			Whatever plans you have, God has a different one. It’s how you respond and adapt that makes you a great competitor. You can’t plan for it all, but you can commit to doing whatever it takes to get through the hard times, resolve to keep your head high, and always laugh at yourself. Regardless of your situation, you can not only survive, but come out of the situation a stronger, better you. Move beyond the struggle and use it to find out who you really are and what you’re capable of. 

			Embrace all that life throws at you. Celebrate the bad with the good. That’s what I did, though I could have never known, as an eight-year-old engulfed in flames, how rewarding my life would become or what exactly that fire would ignite. 

			
What is IRONMAN?

			IRONMAN is the grandfather of all triathlons. It is a 2.4-mile swim, a 112-mile bike ride, and a 26.2-mile marathon run, all completed under 17 hours. IRONMAN is an extreme test of  willpower and mental strength as much as it is of physical fitness. Every year, over 90,000 athletes vie for the coveted 2,400 slots to compete at the IRONMAN World Championship, referred to as “Kona” by insiders: the most prestigious endurance race in the world. To qualify for Kona, athletes must earn a slot by placing highly in their age group in one of IRONMAN’s global qualifying races. Ever since Julie Moss crawled across the finish line of Kona on live television in 1982, the race has garnered the admiration of viewers worldwide. 

			Finishing an IRONMAN under 17 hours is tough, but I’ve never wanted to just finish anything. I want to be competitive and finish under 11 hours. It’s particularly difficult when you have burn scars covering over 65 percent of your body, you’re not able to sweat on one-third of your body, and can’t quit sweating on the other two-thirds. To finish, you have to tap into reservoirs of will power you never knew existed, recite to yourself limitless inner mantras and dedicate more than 10 hours a week to training. 

			To be competitive in IRONMAN, you learn how to do everything in motion—from eating to monitoring your heart rate to peeing. Having a perfect race is rare; so much can go wrong in a race over 140.6 miles. It’s in these moments you must stay calm, put one foot in front of the other, and never give up. Never.

			
Part I

			
[image: ]


			
The Unimaginable

			Oct. 12, 2012 

			IRONMAN World Championship

			Kona, Hawaii

			My day began early, with the canon firing at 7:00 a.m. to kick off the hallowed IRONMAN World Championship race. I had just completed a 2.4-mile swim and it was seven hours into the race. It was a day I had dreamed of since high school, but never imagined would be within reach. 

			I admit, it was a slow swim—1 hour and 23 minutes—followed by the 112-mile bike ride, which was easily the windiest course I have ever ridden. On the road to Hawi, we encountered 40-mile-an-hour crosswinds, nearly blowing me off the bike. As I pedaled, it was insanely hot, I was suffering, but I kept reminding myself, this is Kona, the world championships—this is what you’ve dreamed about your entire life. 

			After leaning on my aero bars of my Trek bike for five and a half hours, I couldn’t wait to get off. But I was also about to start a marathon, a 26.2-mile run through a lava field. During the run, at mile 16, we would turn off the infamous Queen K and enter “the Energy Lab,” an indescribable bowl of heat claiming the highest levels of solar radiation ever reported on coastal US. 

			Not one to make excuses, it’s worth pointing out that I am unable to sweat on over one-third of my body due to the burn scars, and I can’t stop sweating on the other two-thirds, making me extremely vulnerable to dehydration in hot races and urinating blood after every IRONMAN. The enhanced dehydration also causes my stomach to bloat and swell.

			True to form, at about mile 90 on the bike, my stomach physically shut down, and I couldn’t take in any solid foods whatsoever. I had already digested more than 10 GU energy gels (liquid food), felt pretty good, and was ready to start my run. With the bloating, I felt gas building up in my stomach and I thought to myself, Man, I can’t wait to pass this. I’m gonna feel like a new man. 

			As I was running, I could feel it; here it comes. I passed gas and realized something: Crap; that wasn’t gas. That was something else!

			I tried to convince myself it was only sweat I could feel inside my lime-green spandex race pants—at least I hoped so. I was only half a mile into the run, and there were 26 miles to go. And all I could think was, I am that guy. I’ve got a big, brown spot on the back of my pants, and it’s going to be broadcasted on NBC.

			Off on the horizon, I spied a porta-potty, so I sprinted down the road like a man on a mission. Inside my safe haven, I discovered that my little accident was not as bad as I’d feared. However, full-blown diarrhea began to set in, which was less than ideal—particularly when running through a lava field. 

			In IRONMAN, you often have to think on the fly. I adjusted my run strategy and made a plan to run as fast as I could from porta-potty to porta-potty, which are spaced out at every mile. Every stop brought instant relief. 

			With 132 miles completed, I arrived at the gates of hell, the Energy Lab. I immediately located the porta-potty only to find it was ... occupied. I waited impatiently for a few minutes. Finally, I started banging on the door only to realize someone had fallen asleep in there. It was so hot that the person in there had become dehydrated and literally had passed out sitting on the toilet. 

			Coming out of the Energy Lab, I felt like a changed man—the heat and desolateness had hardened my soul. I tried to eat a salted soft potato and threw up several times—my body was in full shutdown mode from the severe dehydration. I knew my suffering would only intensify. In full stride my entire body locked up in cramps. I collapsed to the pavement and lay there briefly telling myself, Relax, you got this. Just get up. This is your dream. I stood up and resumed full race pace only to lock up in cramps again half a mile later and every mile thereafter. With only seven miles to the finish line, I dug deep and fought back the tears as I high-fived my wife Brooke, the kids, and my good friend Feeney on my way to the finish line. 

			Believe it or not, that was my fastest marathon split in an IRONMAN race: 3 hours and 41 minutes with an official finish time of 10 hours, 45 minutes, 49 seconds—a respectful time, since I had only been competing in triathlons for three years. 

			After all I went through to get there, crossing the finish line was surreal. After nearly 11 hours at work, it’s hard to imagine the race will ever end. At times, you really don’t want it to end; you don’t want to lose that feeling—complete euphoria, being on top of the world, like anything is possible. 

			As I undressed to go to bed that night, I surveyed the damage of the race on my body. I was peeing blood, and my skin felt like it was about to peel off. I was severely sunburned from nearly 11 hours in the lava fields. I was advised not to use sunblock, as it would make my sweating issue even worse. The bottoms of my feet were covered in blisters. The excessive sweating also caused every square inch of my body in contact with another piece of skin to rub raw. I thought I had carefully applied body-chafing cream to everything, but unfortunately the skin was even rubbed raw on both testicles, the back of my neck, both armpits, and part of my butt. Yet I felt it was all completely worth it.

			I always remind myself I’m so lucky to have the opportunity to test my mental and physical limits. Who would have thought, as an eight-year-old kid lying in a hospital bed for two months and told I’ve never be competitive in sports again, that one day I’d be racing the world’s hardest one-day endurance event—and not only would I be racing it, but I’d be competitive, finishing in the top 50 percent of the world’s best? But it’s not just the race itself that’s so rewarding and exhilarating—it’s the journey to getting there. 

			My journey to becoming an athlete worthy of IRONMAN was a long one, and it began when I was a kid. When I got out of the hospital, I truly believed the only way to get people to look beyond my scars and see me for who I am was to become an athlete. From that point forward, I had a new mission in life. I wanted to live for something bigger than myself. 

			I knew I wasn’t the same kind of athlete I’d been before the fire. I had lost so much of my natural abilities. Discovering IRONMAN was a God thing. Unlike any other sport, it’s not who’s the fastest; it’s who slows down the least. Anyone can be competitive for one or two hours, but let’s put them out there for 10 to 11 hours in a lava field—let’s see how they do with that. 

			Getting burned, years of rehab, over 35 surgeries, and continuous major setbacks prepared me for this event. This was the perfect sport for me. So how did I get to this moment? To understand that, you must understand where I come from. It’s not a pretty picture, but it’s what shaped me. 

			
CHAPTER 1

			
To Light a Fire

			If you’re going through hell, keep going.

			—Winston Churchill

			It’s hard to imagine three minutes of one day as an eight-year-old could change your entire life.

			August 4, 1982, age eight. The day started like any other, hot and muggy—typical summer weather in Atlanta. My mom was between jobs and at home with me. The previous day, she’d helped me retrieve my bike, covered in yellow jackets, from my neighbor’s yard. Mom was beginning to clean the house when she told me, “Now’s a good time for you to go over and tell Mr. Smith1 about those yellow jackets in his yard.” 

			I recruited my buddy Jeff Brown, age seven, for some neighborhood exploration, including a quick stop at the Smith house. Neither of us had any idea this would be the last time we step foot in that yard.

			We set our bikes down at the bottom of the steep driveway, walked up, and knocked on the door. Mr. Smith wasn’t there, but his 15-year-old daughter “Becky” was. I told her about the yellow jackets, and the three of us walked down the driveway to inspect the nest. There was a visible hole in the ground where yellow jackets were flying in and out of their nest. Recalling what she had seen her dad do just days before, Becky asked if we’d help her get rid of them.

			“What do you want us to do?”

			“I don’t need you to do anything except stand here to make sure they don’t leave the nest.”

			We did as we were told and stood there watching the yellow jackets flying around. Becky struck a match and threw it on the hole. Nothing happened. The match only flickered.

			Jeff and I stood beside each other on the opposite side of the driveway, careful to keep our distance as we didn’t want to get stung by the yellow jackets. The next thing we knew, without a word, we felt something splash us. It hit me on the right side of my body, splashing my shoulder, neck, and face. At the same time, it splashed Jeff on his left side. 

			We didn’t even recognize what it was until it hit the still-flickering match, and whoosh, we were engulfed in flames. Gasoline!

			[image: ]

			The right side of my body and face were on fire, but for some reason I was still terrified of being stung by the yellow jackets, so I ran across the street to my yard to put out my flames. Recalling the lessons learned from watching the TV show, Code Red, I stopped, dropped, and rolled to put my flames out. Then I noticed Jeff was still over there screaming, completely consumed by flames. Instinctively I ran back across the street and up the driveway, grabbed the water hose and put the flames out. I continued hosing us both down with water, alternating between the two of us. The cold water provided temporary relief, but I had to share it every five seconds with Jeff. 

			I still remember holding the hose with my right hand and positioning it on our heads, letting the water pour down our bodies. We were completely blackened, our skin falling off, our clothes melted to our bodies. I remember touching my head and my hair coming out in my hands. We could smell the charred flesh. As I looked at Jeff, I couldn’t recognize his face. What just happened? Our bodies were burning from the inside out. Words can’t describe the radiating heat, and the burning wouldn’t stop. The pain got worse with every passing second. 

			Mom was mad at first. The neighbors heard us screaming and told my mom we’d been burned. She looked out the front porch, saw two blackened kids jumping up and down and asked, “Where is he?”—not realizing those two kids were Jeff and me. She couldn’t comprehend what was happening—she thought someone had burned a hand.

			She was alarmed and angry and came running out of the house, assuming I’d been playing with matches. When she saw me there with a hose she went, “What did you do? What did you do?” And all I could say was, “Mom, I don’t even know how to light a match.” Mom realized then and there this was not of my doing.

			The neighbors called 911 for ambulances to be sent. Somehow the dispatcher misheard and only sent one ambulance instead of two. Not realizing just how badly we were injured, Mom let Jeff go first, because she knew he was burned worse than me. We had to wait another 10 minutes for a second ambulance to come and take me to Grady Memorial Hospital. My skin continued to burn. Once inside the ambulance, they immediately doused my body in saline solution to stop the burning. I cried looking out the back of the ambulance window, all alone and reflecting on mom saying “I love you” as the doors closed.

			Mom walked back inside the house and called my father and made plans to meet at the hospital. When they rushed through the ER doors on the stretcher, no one was there to comfort me and assure me all was going to be ok—I was frightened, confused, and in shock. Making matters worse, my parents were prohibited from seeing me until early the next morning. 

			Mom really thought when she arrived at the hospital they were going to put Band-Aids on us and send us home. The doctor tried to explain to her, “Your life’s going to change. This will not get better for years, if not decades.” And she said, “So, you’re telling me we’re not going home tonight?” The doctor continued to try to explain the severity of the situation, but Mom didn’t realize just how bad it was until she saw my body swollen three times its normal size. And to add insult to injury, lawyers were in the hallways, aggressively advocating for my parents to enlist their services to make the neighbors “pay for what they did.” Although they had homeowner’s insurance, their carrier was not offering to pay for our medical expenses. My parents were adamant: “How can we even think about suing them?” 

			[image: ]

			Though I was numb with disbelief of the events occurring at that moment, I vividly remember being rolled into the operating room and placed on a table next to Jeff, surrounded by a team of nurses and doctors. I recall hearing the nurses frantically calling for different equipment as they tried to remove the clothes melted to our skin; every tug felt as if they were pulling off a pound of flesh. I remember them sticking us repeatedly with syringes to start IVs, voices calling out our vitals as they assessed the extent of our injuries. They tried to talk to us, get an idea of exactly what happened. They asked the same questions over and over: How old are you? What is your name? Where do you live? 

			I remember Jeff screaming uncontrollably, an indescribable pain in his voice adding to the mass hysteria. Still in shock from what happened and trying to make sense of the new surroundings, I summoned every ounce of strength I had left trying not to scream. I did my best to stay quiet, since the scene was already complete chaos—a room filled with total strangers in blue gowns and masks. All I could see was their eyes. What did I do wrong? I was just standing there watching the yellow jackets. Mom is going to kill me. 

			I had no idea what was happening, why it was happening, and if it would ever end. 
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			Unbeknownst to me it wasn’t until 1:00 a.m. or 2:00 a.m. the next morning when they finally rolled me out of the operating room and into ICU. I lost all conception of time. I felt I had been on the operating table for days. Everything was a fog. Nothing I had experienced before had prepared me for this. 

			For the first four days after the burn, I was solely fed through a tube in my nose and given no liquids. I thought it was a luxury when I was finally able to start sucking on ice chips … progress. I’ve learned since then that everything is relative. It would be over a month before I was able to return to solid foods. 

			Severe burns are followed by severe stress, inflammation, increased metabolic rate, and increased core-body temperature. It’s common for the liver to increase 225 percent in size, heart rate to increase 160 percent, and overcall cardiac output to increase 150 percent. There is also a major loss of lean body mass as skeletal muscle is used to fuel the body. To offset the increased metabolic state, more than thirty thousand calories a day were pumped into my body through the feeding tube. Burn trauma has an unfathomable impact on the body. The swelling of my entire body was beyond comprehension. Dad vividly recalled my hand being bigger than his—an eight-year-old kid’s hand bigger than that of his father. And that hand was not even burned, except for my thumb. 

			Using my left arm, I slid the food tray holding my ice chips forward, allowing the mirror underneath to flip up. I screamed uncontrollably at the reflection in the mirror. What was this monster staring back at me? Hearing my gut-wrenching screams, hospital staff stormed the room while two attendees secured me to the bed while another sedated me. The screams faded as I drifted into sleep.

			What I saw didn’t resemble a human face, much less that of an eight-year-old boy—much less the face I had seen in the mirror just a week before. It was swollen, contorted, still blackened with red all over, wounds still very fresh. My head was double its normal size. 

			I couldn’t believe this was me. This was not some horror movie; this was me. Would I look like this forever? This was the image flashing in my head when I closed my eyes to go to sleep.

			Ear Diaries Part I:

			chocolate ear 

			Getting a prosthetic ear was a whole new experience. Imagine having everyone see you with only one ear for the past 26 years. I walked into Dr. Davis’ office for the last step of the process. The previous month he had casted my right ear and somehow made an inverse copy to be used as my new left ear, but only a fraction smaller. Supposedly, making it a bit smaller forces the brain, subconsciously, to focus on the ear that is a little bigger. He snapped the left ear, cast out of clay, onto my head and passed a mirror and cautioned “Don’t focus on the color, the final version will be made out of silicone and hand painted to match.” As I looked into the mirror, I now saw I was perfectly balanced with two ears ... only one was chocolate brown because it was made of clay. I immediately asked Dr. Davis to take a photo with my cell phone. Anxious to share the good news, I posted on Facebook: “Major News!!! What do you think about my new ear? I got this one half off.” From the picture I posted, it was extremely obvious my new ear was not a good match. It was dark chocolate brown compared to the pasty white of my right ear. The comments immediately began pouring in, “Dude, how much do you need to get the matching version?”

			Nov. 7, 2009

			IRONMAN Florida

			Panama City, Florida 

			With every race, there’s always something unexpected. The key is to just embrace it. Something weird will always happen, and you can only do so much preparation. In the end, you just have to embrace the chaos. 

			My first IRONMAN competition ever was in Panama City, Florida in 2009. That was also my very first year doing triathlons; I’d only been in the sport for six months, but had somehow managed to successfully prepare for my first IRONMAN in that timeframe. 

			I was in great shape, and I had almost my entire family—including my dad; my sister, Britney; Brooke and our two kids (we were just getting started with our brood); plus my mother-in-law, Marilyn; her parents, Joe Cat and Yogi; my wife’s Aunt Vin and Uncle Mike—there to support me. And, oh yeah, my good friend Donald Stretch and his wife Christy were also on hand. I felt like a celebrity with my cheering section. 

			This one was like all race mornings. In my race-morning routine, I get up at 4:00 a.m., eat pancakes, (I aim to eat three hours before the race starts), drink coffee, and my body goes through its normal processes. Everything was great. But 30 minutes before the race started, my stomach got extremely upset from nerves, so it was off to the porta-potty for me—happens every race.

			All of a sudden I noticed there’s no toilet paper. What was I going to do in this predicament? There’s no way I could hold it for an 11- to 12-hour race.

			Desperate times call for desperate measures. I shined my phone light around and noticed inside the actual toilet itself a huge wad of unused toilet paper. Yes, I did. I reached in, dry heaving, and grabbed it, and I was able to use enough to get out of the bathroom. Such relief! I headed to the start line feeling like the weight of the world had been removed from my shoulders. I had the best swim I’ve ever had in an IRONMAN race. 

			During the bike ride I came upon a rider at mile 40, and this guy was a lot bigger than I am: height, weight, everything. We all have our names on the backs of our bibs, and I like to talk to people, as I pass them. So I say, “Hey, John, you’re looking strong, man. How about you loan me those legs?” He had huge quads. He looked over at me, laughs, then he grabs his belly, shakes it and goes, “You gotta take this with it; it’s a package deal.”

			I laughed. I had to keep pedaling up. Then at mile 75, I came across a woman rider. The swim was a mass start and we’re four and a half hours into the race, so I’m thinking, “This woman has put it to me. I’m just now catching up to her.” I said, “Hey, Cindy, you’re looking good.” She peeked back over her shoulder and pedaled faster and pulled away from me. I was like, “Oh, crap. What is she doing?” 
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