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Will and intellect are one and the same thing.
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PREFACE




In early February 2004, my wife Jen, our four kids, and I buttoned up our house in Alaska and traveled to the city of Girona, Spain. The night we arrived we drove its medieval maze of cobbled streets for three hours before finding our hotel, which was next to the cathedral. For the first few nights, we bolted upright in our beds each time the church bell boomed out the hour.


We’d come here to follow a cycling season, as Lance Armstrong attempted to win his historic sixth Tour de France. Like most people, I knew something about Armstrong, and what I knew I liked. I had read his autobiography It’s Not About the Bike, and watched him win the Tour each year. I admired his commitment to fighting cancer, his charismatic presence, and his ability to inspire. Here was an amazing human being by any measure, trying to do what nobody had ever done, in the planet’s hardest race.


At the same time, I was curious. Like most Americans, I didn’t know much about the inner workings of professional bike racing. Most of what I’d read and watched about Armstrong amounted to retellings of the same powerful, mythic story—a story that, while undeniably moving, still left me wanting to know more. I felt like a new baseball fan watching Babe Ruth blast titanic home runs. I admired the spectacle, but found myself wanting to move down from the grandstand into the box seats, to step out onto the infield grass. I wanted to get closer, to find the answers to basic questions. What, exactly, gave Armstrong his edge over his rivals? What sacrifices did he make to keep that edge? What was his greatness made of, and what happened when that greatness was pushed to its limits?


A month earlier, I’d attended U.S. Postal’s team training camp in Solvang, California, and received my first up-close view of the man. Or, rather, nonview. Armstrong was hard to see, appearing and disappearing, usually surrounded by a whirling group of people. Sebastian Moll, a veteran German journalist, pulled me aside. “You see, it’s Planet Lance,” he said, pointing. “He is in the middle, and here you have the satellites.”


The satellites seemed like an intriguing bunch. There was his team director, a dark-eyed, watchful Belgian named Johan Bruyneel. There were more Belgians on the team staff, tough-talking, pompadoured types who reminded me of Chicago tough guys, some of whom worked as soigneurs (“healers” in French), performing massage and other team-support tasks. Farther afield, there were The Kid, aka Chris Carmichael, Armstrong’s longtime coach, and Mr. Magic, aka Jeff Spencer, the team’s Tour de France chiropractor. There was also Dr. Evil, aka Dr. Michele Ferrari, Armstrong’s trainer, who was on trial in Italy for allegedly administering performance-enhancing drugs, a case that did not involve Armstrong. By moving to Girona, a city of 50,000 that served as Armstrong’s European home, I hoped to find a way into their orbits—and into his.


That first sunny morning in Girona, I walked out of the hotel and bumped into Dr. Evil himself, who, it turned out, was staying in the room directly above ours. Ferrari, an ebullient, dark-haired man who vaguely resembled Snidely Whiplash without the mustache, referred to Armstrong as “The King.” His cell phone rang, playing Scott Joplin’s “Entertainer.” We made plans to meet for dinner.


The next afternoon, I rounded a corner to hear a voice call my name. I saw three slender, slow-walking young men I recognized from Postal’s training camp—Floyd Landis, Michael Barry, and George Hincapie, Armstrong’s support riders, or domestiques. We had a coffee.


A day or so later, my eight-year-old son was standing on a bridge, lobbing bits of his sandwich to the fish below. A cyclist in blue rolled past.


“Don’t jump,” Armstrong said with a smile.




So began our journey to Planet Lance. Over the course of fifteen months in Europe, I followed Armstrong and his top rivals, a trio that included American rider Tyler Hamilton, Armstrong’s upstairs neighbor. I attended training sessions, fitness tests, and six-hour training rides. I visited human-testing labs, team buses, the smoky backrooms of Belgian bars, and far too many Girona coffee shops, which serve as gathering places for the twenty or so American cyclists who make their homes here. In our dusty blue Peugeot minivan, I drove to races across the continent, a job made convenient, if not comfortable, by the sleeping bag and foam mattress stowed in the back.*


Along the way, I kept in contact with Armstrong’s director, coach, trainer, technical advisors, soigneurs, and close friends. All were generous about sharing their knowledge and offering their insights, which frequently circled back to a common theme: Armstrong’s complexity. “He seems so simple from a distance,” was how Landis put it. “But the closer you get, the more you realize—this is one very, very complicated guy.”


I soon came to find out that reporting on Armstrong meant that he was also reporting on you. Throughout the season, Armstrong kept track of me, always letting me know he knew who I was talking with. Sometimes he let me into his inner circle; other times he chose not to. It evolved into a kind of game, and, under the circumstances, probably a fair one.


After the season ended, Armstrong and I sat down in his Austin, Texas, living room. It was a faultless fall afternoon, clear and cold. We had a lot to catch up on: races, his Tour performance, his new Discovery Channel team. Some battles were drawing to a close, others beginning.


He wore an orange T-shirt, baggy brown shorts, and leather slippers. His ankles were marked with small red hieroglyphs of cuts and scrapes. He leaned back in an armchair, his face half in light, half in shadow. Before I could start my questions, he spoke.


“Well,” he said, “how do you like me now?”













CHAPTER 1


HE OF THE DOUBLE DOOR




FEBRUARY 2004


Each morning, even in winter, the European continent looks as if it is simmering over a cookfire. Not one big fire, but a thousand tiny blazes exhaling threads of smoke and steam until everything is bathed in a white-gray haze. The haze rolls over the countryside, concealing borders, filling hollows, flowing over the steeples of the thousand sleepy villages that float in and out of view like so many ghost towns, half-dissolved in the heat of the modern world.


Over the simmering haze, screaming eastward at five hundred miles an hour, came a silvery white Gulfstream aircraft, with its wings turned up at their tips like a fighter jet. Inside its sleek cocoon, Lance Armstrong was peering down into the mist, trying to spot the trolls.


That’s what Armstrong called them, the sneaky lowlifes who tried to snare him, to pull him down into the muck. The landscape was crawling with them. A month ago, a troll had swiped his Visa card and gone on a spree at JC Penney’s (“They must not have known which Armstrong they had,” he said). Then, a couple days later, some troll had jimmied his way into a cabin on one of his properties outside Austin, and had set up camp there. Dozens of media trolls were whispering that Armstrong was too old, too distracted, washed up. An Italian troll named Filippo Simeoni—a cyclist, no less—was suing him for libel. The biggest trolls were David Walsh and Pierre Ballester, journalists who were writing a book claiming that Armstrong may have used performance-enhancing drugs. Trolls were down there in the mist, creeping around, grasping at him with hairy fingers, daring him to fight. All of which made Armstrong happy.


“Fucking trolls!” he said when he watched Walsh, Simeoni, or any of the others on the liquid-crystal display of his handheld personal organizer, which sent him constant updates on their activities. “Little fucking goddamn trolls!”


Well, perhaps “happy” is the wrong word. “Enlivened” is more like it. Others might have been tempted to ignore the trolls, or at least pretend to ignore them, but not Armstrong. He watched them obsessively, getting ready to fight, to go to battle, to take the bastards on. Armstrong is fascinating for many reasons, but mostly because he’s our purest embodiment of the fundamental human act—to impose the will on the uncaring world—an act that compels our attention because it seems so simple and yet is secretly magical. Because at its core, will is about belief, and with Armstrong we can see the belief happening.


It’s etched on his face, in that narrow-eyed expression Armstrong’s friends warily refer to as The Look. His is the latest rendition of the gunfighter’s squint, a look made more powerful because the weapon Armstrong brandishes is no more or less than himself. He is a living fable, the man who had cancer and who came back to win the hardest athletic event on the planet five times. He’s been fighting from the start, starting out as Lance Edward Gunderson, the willful son of a seventeen-year-old mother in Plano, Texas. He fights to survive, to win, and also to show us his force, and he has been successful enough that his face, like that of Joe DiMaggio in the forties or the Mercury astronauts in the sixties, has become America’s face, a hero who embodies many people’s best idea of what they want to be.


What Armstrong wants to be? That’s a tougher question.


You can attempt to find out by asking him, to which he’ll respond that he wants to (1) be a good dad, (2) fight cancer, and (3) ride his bike. Or you can examine the causes into which he channels his energy: the tens of millions of dollars raised by the Lance Armstrong Foundation. Or you can add up his business interests: the $19 million in annual endorsements and his part-owner-ship of his cycling team. Or you can peruse the family drama: his fatherless childhood, his intense bond with his mother, his refusal to meet his birth father. Or you can look at the topography of his relationships; the walled kingdom of close friends and business associates; the warm, endless expanse of acquaintances; the icy archipelagoes filled with former friends who have been, as one puts it, excommunicated. Or you can look at the range of emotion he inspires. There are not many people whose mailbox regularly receives both death threats and calls for his beatification.


“People find this hard to believe, but he’s not a happy-go-lucky, Mr. Smiley, save-the-world-from-cancer type of person,” said John Korioth, nicknamed College, who is one of Armstrong’s closest friends. “I look on it as almost an animalistic thing. In sports or business or anywhere there’s always the question of who’s the alpha, who’s the meanest, who’s the toughest? And it’s Lance. Always Lance.”


“It is simple, no?” said Armstrong’s longtime trainer, Dr. Ferrari, smiling. “Lance wishes to swallow the world.”


Two thousand years ago, Greek storytellers told of young commoners who ventured alive into the kingdom of the dead. They survived with the aid of magical helpers, then returned in a kind of second birth to perform a triumphant act, bringing their teaching to the rest of humanity. One was called Dithyrambos, or “He of the Double Door.”


Funny thing is, the Greeks were a little fuzzier about endings. Without the escape hatch of “happily ever after,” their death-venturing heroes tended to fade into obscurity, or sulk as the world refused to hear their teachings. Now, flying to Spain, Armstrong was embarking on his attempt to break one of the more legendary marks in sport. His first step, as it happened, was also one of the trickiest. He had to be calm.


The difficulty of this lay in the fact that Armstrong’s life was usually anything but calm, particularly at the moment. The trolls were the least of it: a few weeks before, he had finalized a painful, expensive divorce from Kristin, his wife of five years and mother to their three young children. He was coming off his worst season in half a decade, an injury-and accident-riddled tour he’d politely termed a near-disaster. To top it off, he’d just lost his best teammate, Roberto Heras, who’d unexpectedly defected to the powerful Liberty Seguros team.


But even in the face of such facts—especially in the face of such facts—Armstrong’s instinct had called for a response; in this case, a show of off-season contentedness that was also a show of control. He’d smiled. He’d spoken cheerily about his new role as a single divorced father (“Kristin and I are better friends than ever,” he said). He attended movie premieres, NBA games, and award ceremonies with his new girlfriend, rock singer Sheryl Crow. He proclaimed to USA Today that he’d “never been happier.”


Less debatable was the fact that he was older: thirty-two, to be exact. Looking at side-by-side photos from his first Tour win in 1999 was like examining before-and-after photos of a one-term U.S. president. The rosy boyishness had been replaced by a drier, hard-cut look, along with a salting of gray hairs which were duly noted, if not actually counted, by cycling cognoscenti all too aware of the pertinent statistic: none of the four previous five-time winners had won after the age of thirty-one. (Indeed, only four men older than thirty-one had won the Tour in the previous seventy-three years.) Five wins, thirty-one years; the numbers hardened into a wall. Perhaps, the thinking went, there was some physiological odometer, some secret number of pedal strokes or heartbeats, beyond which the human body simply collapsed.


Examining attempts for number six was akin to examining early attempts to climb Mount Everest: long, steady progress to a certain height, ending in dazzlingly swift demise in the Death Zone. You could look it up: Miguel Induráin at Les Arcs in 1996; Bernard Hinault on Superbagneres in 1986; Eddy Merckx at Pra Loup in 1975; Jacques Anquetil on the road from Chamonix to St. Etienne in 1966—boom, boom, boom, boom. More mysteriously, few had seen it coming. The crack, as the event is aptly called, opened with the hungry suddenness of a crevasse. One moment, the five-time champions rode supreme, sailing toward the holy shores of number six. The next they were simply gone, swept down as if by the hand of God. The 2004 season existed as nothing so much as a question: Would Armstrong crack or not? Behind the question stood perhaps a more interesting possibility: when Armstrong’s time arrived, nobody would know, perhaps not even he.


“Lance does not admit weakness,” said his trainer Ferrari. “It is not a possibility. Even last year, when he was weak, he would not show it.”


“I think he’s often a lot closer to the edge than he lets on,” Carmichael said. “The ability to hide weakness at all costs is his great strength, and like any strength it can sometimes be a handicap.”


“The mental edge is important this year,” Bruyneel said. “He must show them how strong he is. And show himself, too.”


Or, put another way, “The game is to show them nothing,” said teammate Landis. “If they get a whiff, they’ll be on him.”


The game had already started, the preseason intelligence-gathering that Armstrong loved, where he peered through the mist to check on his rivals. He knew, for instance, that Jan Ullrich had suffered a cold and had skipped the first days of team training. He knew that Tyler Hamilton was angling to sign another top Spanish climber to strengthen his Phonak team. Armstrong also knew they were all watching him, and he did his best to make sure they couldn’t see much (in fact, Armstrong had a cold at his training camp and quit his first ride early, too, though it wasn’t reported). What they could see—well, Armstrong did what he could to influence their vision.


A good example of this involved Armstrong’s newly departed teammate. Before Heras left, he was a hero. Heras had twice won the Vuelta a España, a three-week tour; he was the second-highest-paid member of the team, the key lieutenant, the one whom Armstrong called “a really special talent,” and the keystone of his 2002 win (“It was Roberto who made the difference. He made the pace and all I had to do was follow,” Armstrong said after the decisive mountain stage). A few days after he left, Heras was rechristened Roberto Who?


“If you add up all his good days, his really good days, at the Tour, there were what, three? Four?” Armstrong said at training camp. “I think that can be replaced. You watch.”


Armstrong beamed them The Look, which morphed into a smile of contentment, the mug of a guy who’s got the world on a string. Everything was in place. He was in good shape, his tech team was cooking up a top-secret new bike, last year’s troubles were gone, banished.


The white jet zoomed over the mist, and when it landed the usual things would happen. Mike Anderson, Armstrong’s trusty mechanic and assistant, would be waiting. The golf cart would whisper out to the plane and take its passengers and their luggage to the BMW 540i. They would drive into the ancient walled city of Girona, bumping along the narrow cobbled streets of its medieval core. They would walk through the inner gate of the rebuilt palace that now held his apartment. And tomorrow Armstrong would climb on his bike, and his cycling season in Europe would officially begin.


A couple of days later, after he awoke to the sound of somebody pounding at the door, Armstrong would tell the story of the latest invasion. A random troll—an autograph hunter, it turned out—finding his way past the twenty-foot-tall front door, through the inner iron bars, then up the stone stairs to his very door, bellowing Armstrong’s name and banging with relentless fist—boom, boom, boom—like some avenging angel or bill collector looking for his due.
 

“Pretty funny, huh?” Armstrong said, though he wasn’t smiling when he said it.


 

As Armstrong prepared for his first ride in Spain, his rivals were posted around him like so many Shakespearean sentries. The three rode for different teams, each choosing his own path of attack.


In Mallorca, off the coast of Spain, Jan Ullrich chose power. The T-Mobile rider, already regarded as the sport’s greatest talent, had embarked on a weight-training program. His goal was to strengthen his right leg, which had been weakened by surgery two years earlier.


“He raced last year with a muscle imbalance,” said his physiotherapist, Birgit Krohme. “Now we must balance him out, add power, and then lose the weight.”



Ullrich was a child of power, a thirty-year-old East German who had used cycling to escape his family’s poor roots, rising through Berlin’s Soviet-model sports schools. Since his unexpected Tour win in 1997, Ullrich struggled with injuries and what the German press referred to as “the appetite issue.” Each year, however, he snapped into form in time for the Tour. In six tours, Ullrich had never finished lower than second.


“Jan waits until the water is up to his nose. Then he starts swimming,” is how T-Mobile’s team manager Walter Godefroot put it.


As fate and race organizers would have it, the 2004 Tour would suit such an approach. The race could well be decided on the next-to-last stage, a long, hilly time trial in Besançon that closely mirrored the 2003 time trial in which Ullrich had beaten Armstrong by 1:36, the cycling equivalent of two touchdowns. Indeed, the time trial potentially looked to be Armstrong’s Achilles’ heel: he’d won only one long Tour time trial since 2001. By adding power, Ullrich was playing to his natural strengths, pushing all his chips on that day.


“I do not race by numbers,” Ullrich said cryptically. “When my power comes, it will come, and we will see who is the strongest.”


In Girona, ahead of Armstrong, awaited his former teammate Tyler Hamilton, a thirty-three-year-old from Marblehead, Massachusetts. Hamilton was known as the nicest and toughest man in the sport, a reputation he’d earned by demonstrating an ungodly tolerance for pain. Hamilton smiled as he rode with broken bones; smiled as he ground his teeth to their nerves. Smiling was part of the bargain he’d made, a bargain built on the old Protestant belief that modesty and perseverance would be rewarded.


For Hamilton, the key to beating Armstrong lay in his team. Hamilton, who had served Armstrong in three tours, was attempting to build his new Phonak team into one worthy of taking on Armstrong’s vaunted U.S. Postal squad. For the first time in his long career, Hamilton would be in charge. He would be the unquestioned leader; he would call the shots, pick his riders, control their efforts, build a team in his modest, gritty image.


“This is what it takes to win the Tour,” he said in March. “A team with full commitment, one goal. And a bit of luck.”



The luck Hamilton needed most was to ride through a Tour without crashing. He’d finished second in the 2002 Tour of Italy with a broken shoulder; fourth in the 2003 Tour de France with a broken collarbone. His perseverance had brought him a measure of fame, but it was a skill that he was weary of displaying.


“I don’t mind doing those things, but I don’t want to have to do them. Because I always wonder what might have happened if I was at full strength. And this year I hope to find out the answer to that question.”


In the hills of northern Spain, Iban Mayo was preparing in the best Basque style, which is to say by instinct. Mayo, a twenty-six-year-old welder’s son, was considered the best pure climber in the world, with a swashbuckling personality and a knack for defeating Armstrong. He’d beaten the champion several times head to head, most famously last Tour on Alpe d’Huez, a mountain that happened to be the site of a time trial that would serve as the centerpiece of this year’s Tour. For the Basques, a rebellious, cycling-mad people who’d lived under the boot of occupying governments for two thousand years, most recently Spain, Mayo wasn’t just a rider. He was a conquering knight, the pride of a lost nation.


To prepare, Mayo rode the climbs of his youth, near the village of Igurre. He rode without sophisticated powermeters, without a detailed training program. He raced the same way. He’d attacked Armstrong last year at a pre-Tour race called the Dauphiné Libéré. He’d attacked by intuition, varying the tempo, pushing Armstrong to his limit and past it. It had worked.


“The time Mayo tried to kill me,” was the way Armstrong referred to the race.


“Mayo, he is the one we don’t understand,” Postal director Bruyneel said. “I don’t think he is close to anybody.”


Nobody, perhaps, but the Basques, whom Mayo passed on the roads as he trained. Old men and children who needed a hero. Kids from poor villages who raised their fists and shouted the words from their nation’s anthem: Gora, gora, gora—up, up, up.









CHAPTER 2


HARD BOYS



In case of fatal accident, I beg of the spectators not to feel sorry for me. I am a poor man, an orphan since the age of eleven, and I have suffered much. Death holds no terror for me. The record attempt is my way of expressing myself. If the doctors can do no more for me, please bury me by the side of the road where I have fallen.


—CYCLIST JOSE MEIFFRET, IN A NOTE CARRIED IN HIS POCKET AS HE ATTEMPTED TO SET A WORLD SPEED RECORD IN 1962






Bike racers are good at hoping. You can see it in their eyes at the start of a race, that glimmering look of “maybe today.” You can also see it in the casual, aristocratic way they escort their bikes to the start, as if they were guiding horses—which might be the most hopeful part, because, as a rule, none of them comes from a background that’s remotely aristocratic.


As boxing once was to the American underclass, so cycling has long been to poor European kids, a magnet for foundlings and farm kids, the hard-eyed lads with the least to lose and the most to prove. Small-town boys who worked like stevedores during the week and spent each Sunday on wooden kneelers, surrounded by images of bodily sacrifice. The roster of Tour de France champions is a chronicle of successful escapes: Charly Gaul, butcher; Frederico Bahamontes, vegetable-stand boy; Lucien Aimar, carpenter; Roger Pingeon, plumber; Bernard Hinault, farmboy; Miguel Induráin the same. Both Armstrong and Ullrich were abandoned by their fathers at a young age, a biographical detail that strikes some veteran observers as so predictable as to be unworthy of mention. Of course they are fatherless; of course they are ghosted. How else could they possibly have what it takes? Jacques Anquetil’s father was rumored to beat him. Maurice Garin, who won the first Tour de France in 1903, was a chimney sweep whose parents, legend has it, gave him away in exchange for a wheel of cheese.


Just as with boxing, hope is not merely helpful; it is indispensable. Boxers can at least fool themselves into thinking they have a fifty-fifty shot of winning each match; pro cyclists routinely go winless for seasons, even careers. The money is small compared to other professional sports (minimum salary of $30,000; most in the $50,000—$80,000 range, a handful cross the million-dollar mark), the season is long, careers are cup-of-coffee short, and the injury rates are high enough that Lloyd’s of London is one of the few firms willing to provide health insurance for professional cyclists—and even they are picky about it. For example, Lloyd’s insures Tyler Hamilton’s body with the exception of his left shoulder, which they deemed too likely to be rebroken in a crash.


That is the great open secret of bike racing—how often and how terribly they crash. They crash in sprints and on downhills, on greasy roundabouts and on sun-melted tar. They lose eyes. They go into comas. They break their backs with such regularity that they have a nifty-sounding term for it: “percussion fracture.”


Here’s the report for two weeks in March 2004: On Tuesday, March 16, Gaizka Lejarreta crashed and went into a coma. That Saturday, Carlos Da Cruz broke his back and wrist, and Rik Reinerink fractured his shoulder blade. The following Wednesday, Pietro Caucchioli broke his collarbone. On Thursday, Armstrong’s team-mate Dave Zabriskie suffered a severe concussion and tore off the flesh over his eye, cheek, and ear. In the same race, but a different crash, Ted Huang broke his cheekbone and also received a concussion, and Mariano Friedick broke his collarbone. Also on Thursday, but in a different race, Michael Rasmussen broke his collarbone and Rafael Casero broke three ribs. The following Monday, Paul Van Hyfte broke his elbow, and Stuart O’Grady broke a rib. On Wednesday, March 31, Michael Skelde broke two vertebrae (percussion fracture) and received a concussion.


On average, it works out to about five serious injuries a week shared among the four hundred or so professional cyclists. Over the course of a six-month season, that amounts to a one-in-four chance that they’ll log hospital time. In the 2002 NASCAR season, by comparison, there were five serious injuries all year.


Luck, therefore, is regarded as a skill, and is maximized through a complex grid of superstition that is equal parts Catholicism and old-time cyclist voodoo. Dutch rider Michael Boogerd carried a medallion crammed with his first tooth, his girlfriend’s first tooth, and a four-leaf clover. The wife of Bernard Thévenet, the French Tour winner who cracked Eddy Merckx in the 1975 Tour, used tarot cards. The U.S. Postal support staff is aware that Viatcheslav Ekimov cannot abide a race jersey or hotel room number containing the number 13; his teammate Chechu Rubiera rides with a tiny Virgin of Asturias dangling from his brake cable.


Not everyone is a believer, of course. During the 2002 Tour de France, Michael Sandstod of Team CSC decided to perform a demonstration at the team dinner. First, Sandstod knocked over the salt shaker. Everyone waited for him to perform the usual ritual passing of the shaker, the pitching of salt over the left shoulder. But to his teammates’ horror and disbelief, Sandstod didn’t pick up the salt—no, he spilled it again on purpose, letting the grains sprinkle on the tablecloth, on the carpet. He poured out the salt in his hand and threw it around in the smiling, imperturbable manner of a missionary priest in a pagan temple.


“Don’t you see?” Sandstod said. “It’s just salt!”


The following afternoon brought the second half of Sandstod’s demonstration, as he crashed on a steep downhill section, breaking his shoulder, fracturing eight ribs, and puncturing a lung. He nearly died, and spent that evening attached to a respirator in the intensive care unit while the story of his apostasy was repeated in hushed tones around team dinner tables.


So they do not talk about it. They chat endlessly about indigestion or a poor night’s sleep, but crashes? “I will not speak of that,” says Ekimov. Better to talk of overcooking turns, of touching the floor, of losing bark, of leaving meat on the road. Everyone else, the obedient media, the teams, the families, plays along, so that crashes seem like afterthoughts, such as in the 2003 Milan–San Remo race, when Martin Derganc fell, suffered a severe head injury, and was choking to death on his tongue until a mechanic, realizing what was happening, jammed in a screwdriver and opened his airway. It’s good fun, no big deal! Never mind that nearly naked bodies are routinely flung into masses of sharp metal. Never mind that crashes carry an acrid smell that veterans recognize as the smell of burning flesh—it’s fine, somebody just overcooked! Someone touched the floor!


But there is something far worse than crashing: being left behind. Not wanting to be left behind is the main cause of a primal scene that is enacted every few days during the cycling season. A rider crashes and is badly injured—like U.S. Postal rider Michael Barry was in the 2002 Tour of Spain. He touched the floor hard on a downhill and got tagged by a motorcycle and dragged seventy feet. He had road rash on every part of his body but the soles of his feet. He was bleeding—not the dull surface stuff, but bright, arterial blood. And Barry got back on his bike and rode for two hours to the finish. He had to quit the next day, but he had done the important thing: he had proved he would not be left behind.


Mothers, of course, have an instinctive grasp of these facts, and so racers’ early years brim with illicit tales of bicycles stashed behind barns, scabs clumsily explained away, shiny jerseys hidden beneath mattresses. Long after they make good, the figure of the disapproving mother looms: Rubiera might have ridden on three Tour de France—winning teams, but his mother still lights a candle at the beginning of each season, praying that he’ll come to his senses and quit.


But they can’t resist. Bike racing contains everything a boy could love: speed, danger, heroism, and, most of all, the promise of change. Because cycling is nonimpact—which is to say, gentle on bones and joints—it opens the door to the deepest of impacts, the pushing of the human body to its limits. This property, when mixed with the human will, creates some impressive numbers. The average pro cyclist will pedal far enough in training each year to encircle the globe; the daily metabolic rate of a Tour de France cyclist exceeds that of Everest climbers and comes close to matching the highest rates found in any other animal species. But for these hard-eyed boys, as they work themselves into men worthy of winning the Tour de France, the hope lies in the idea that pouring all your energy into a bicycle can raise you up, make you different than you are.


In the winter of 2004, hope was swirling mightily in the misty air. Armstrong’s rivals might have been different nationalities, riding for different teams, but the hope moving inside them was identical, a kind of quickening that could be summed up by a single image that glowed in each of their minds: the Dead Elvis Grin.


The Dead Elvis Grin is a term coined by a German journalist, which refers to Armstrong’s facial expression when he’s pushed to the edge, when he can go no harder. In bike racing, as in poker, looking cool and impervious is the same as being cool and impervious. Racers thus spend a lot of time studying one another for what card players refer to as tells: the imminent signs of cracking, the moments of supreme vulnerability, when one good push can decide a race. Some tells are so obvious as to be regarded as amateurish: the pleading downward glance at the legs, the death-grip on the handlebars. But since champions don’t exceed their limits as much or as often, their tells tend to be more subtle, and gaining knowledge of them is akin to cracking the entry code to a bank door: it doesn’t get you the cash, but it gets you inside the building.


For Fausto Coppi, the two-time Tour champion, it was a vein behind his right knee, which bulged prominently (his rivals would assign teammates to shadow Coppi, shouting a predetermined code word when the vein appeared). For three-time Tour winner Greg LeMond, it was a pattern of sitting and standing, combined with the distinctive way he rocked his shoulders. Eyes tend to be a giveaway, the soft tissue reddening and puffing. Cyclists were among the first sportsmen to take to wearing sunglasses during competition—not to help them see out, but to prevent others from seeing in.


When it came to concealing his tell, Miguel Induráin was the modern era’s king, so much so that when he cracked on Les Arcs in 1996 while trying for his sixth Tour victory, none of his rivals could comprehend what had happened. They looked around, half panicked—where’s Mig? Had he fallen? The knowledge gradually dawned: Induráin had indeed fallen, in the largest sense. Later, explanations abounded: he was too heavy, he’d overtrained, he had forgotten to eat, but the bottom line was that he’d cracked right next to them, and he’d done it so beautifully that nobody had noticed. It was the perfect cyclist’s demise: five and a half years of impermeable stoicism followed by a few seconds of collapse, the sphinx crumbling into dust.


Armstrong had been Induráin’s worthy successor, often ascending the steepest climbs with such seeming ease as to make the mere opening of his mouth worthy of note. His full-blown crack had not been sighted in years, not since a day on the Col de Joux-Plane in the 2000 Tour when the mercurial Italian, 1998 Tour de France champion Marco Pantani, famously put him over the edge by charging off 130 kilometers from the finish of a particularly hard six-climb day, forcing Armstrong to chase, and ultimately to suffer what he’d called “my hardest day on a bike.”


All that changed at the 2003 Tour, as the peloton had a front-row seat for a new show: Armstrong’s almost-crack. It was unveiled on stage 8 to Alpe d’Huez, exhibited vividly during the stage 12 time trial in Gaillac, and continued on the following stage to Plateau de Bonascre. It was a little different every time, but it usually began with Armstrong changing positions on his bike—standing, sitting, standing again, rooting around for more power. Then he would lean forward on the handlebars, throwing his body weight into the pedals, his head tipping forward and his eyes peering out of the tops of their sockets, as if he were resisting an invisible hand pushing his head down. His face would turn red, then ashen. The furrows in his forehead would deepen, and his eyes fix, and as they did, his upper lip would slowly rise up over his front teeth, a half-snarl, half-smile that resembled a…Dead Elvis Grin! Bingo!


But through the winter, few spoke openly of Armstrong’s vulnerability, not Ullrich, not Mayo, and certainly not the ever-polite Hamilton. Why should they? Everybody knew that Armstrong used detraction as fuel, reading every article, remembering every quote. Why not just let the forces in play—fate, fame, age, scandal—do their silent work?


Exhibit A was the divorce. When Lance and Kristin Armstrong had separated in January of 2003, it was seen as an abrupt fracture in what had been a storybook marriage. Both Armstrongs attributed their split to the stress the past five years had brought. When they’d married, Armstrong was a recovering cancer patient with a questionable future. When they divorced, he was one of the planet’s best-known, best-paid athletes.


“[The split] was brought on gradually by a number of pressures, rather than one big blow-up,” Kristin said in 2003. “We’ve been together four and a half years, and we’ve had six homes, three languages, three countries, one cancer comeback, three children, four Tour de France wins, and one rise to celebrity. You’re not supposed to cram such a huge amount of events into such a small period of time.”


For Kristin Armstrong, post-divorce life moved slowly. After the final separation in September 2003, she withdrew, grew melancholy, lost weight. That fall, at the encouragement of concerned friends, she started distance running. In December, a few days after the divorce papers were finalized, she entered the White Rock Marathon in Dallas.


“In my first marathon, I tried to be like Lance, who, as long as he’s pushing himself as an athlete and going fast, doesn’t have to deal with his emotions,” she said. “But I realized that I didn’t need to run away from my despair or misery, that I could handle things. I realized that we were not alike in that way.”


“Divorce has been harder than dealing with cancer,” Lance said in the fall of 2004. “It’s not just the breakup of an unhappy marriage. There are three other people to consider. But I think she’s a good mom, and I know I’m a good dad, and that’s what counts.”


On the surface at least, Armstrong seemed to adjust quickly to single life, which the tabloids recounted in detail. There he was in October, canoodling with actress Sandra Bullock, reportedly giving her a golden necklace inscribed “You Keep My Heart Racing.” Two weeks later, reports had him dating forty-two-year-old singer Crow. Within a month, Crow was a constant public presence, as the couple snuggled at the Country Music Awards, took newlywed-style quizzes on AM radio, and strode red carpets alongside Jennifer Aniston and Brad Pitt.


“His life is huge, and it keeps getting bigger and crazier,” said Bob Roll, the cyclist-turned-television-commentator. “I don’t know how he keeps it all together.”


It was in this atmosphere of wonder that the shrimp-surfing story began to circulate. According to it, Armstrong and some of his friends were on the jet on their way back from a Washington, D.C., function, and they were having fun, you know, popping a beer or two, enjoying that we’re-in-a-private-jet buzz. When the jet revved, seatbelts clicked. Then Armstrong stood up in the aisle and assumed the classic surfer’s stance. Others joined him. The jet accelerated, hurtling down the runway, hitting 100, 150 miles an hour, and Armstrong was there—look ma! No hands!—hanging ten, riding that sucker into the air, and as the jet tilted skyward, a large, round crystal bowl of shrimp tumbled off the front table and rolled down the aisle, accelerating like some boulder out of an Indiana Jones movie, scattering shrimp like pink confetti, and Armstrong was dodging the boulder and now he was surfing the blue sky and everybody on board was howling with delight, and the bowl crashed into the back of the plane as it zoomed into the stratosphere.


“He will be tired after touring with Sheryl Crow,” Spanish rider Francisco Mancebo blurted out during an interview in training camp. Then, realizing with horror what he had done, and who would soon be reading his words, quickly corrected himself: “No no, I am only joking!”
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