K1-Man Akrotiri Half-IM Race

Sat 19 Nov

[bookmark: _GoBack]This was always going to be an interesting and challenging way to finish the season. Having not raced since July and never gone longer than standard distance before, I was just hoping for a finish in a respectable time, preferably sub-5 hours. In fact, I had only managed to swim a handful of times in the past 4 months, and only once in open-water. The other club participant, Mark Goodridge had no such excuse being based on the island but was still recovering from his excellent run at the Marine Corps Marathon just a fortnight before. Now in its third year, the K1-Man had attracted a strong field, with over 50 individuals and 21 teams racing, representing 10 Nations. A flat and fast course, the only issue was what the weather Gods had in store for us. Huge, dark clouds were building over the sea, with thundery showers forecast. What better incentive than to crack the race tout-suite!

The swim was 2 laps in unusually choppy waters, whipped up by the developing wind. I paced myself well and was pleased to exit the sea in around 5th, behind some fast Cypriots and relay swimmers. Mark was lounging around somewhere further back, probably wishing he’d taken more lessons on technique from his wife!

I had a great start on the bike which is my weakest discipline on what would be my longest ride…ever! I got into a groove, ignoring the occasional glances at my HRM which confirmed I was peaking above my target HR. Now I’m not a huge fan of boring out-and-back routes, but they do let you gauge the competition. By the turn-round point at the picturesque Kourium Beach , I had passed a couple of guys but could see the lead trio were caning it. Meanwhile, Mark was a couple of minutes down on me, and starting to get a bit concerned about this (relatively) young upstart who had never raced middle-distance before! Internally, I knew it was a matter of when, not if, he would cruise past me.

I flew back towards transition and the half-way point, making the most of the tail wind. A couple more “serious Stavroses” overtook me, and it was then that I realized these endurance events are all about who can eat the most! I was mowing through bars, gels and fluids like there would soon be a shortage.
At half-way, I was amazed to see that I had held the gap between the riders behind, including Mark, and last year’s winner. I felt great, the weather had held and I was towards the front of the field.

However, on the second lap, I could feel myself losing power and was really squirming around, feeling very saddle sore. I had no one ahead to focus on catching, and felt lonely and daunted by the amount of the race left. I daren’t look behind, but I could feel Mark reeling me in, like a naïve salmon struggling upstream away from a hungry bear. He knew he could catch me when the gap at the turn-around was reduced to 30 seconds. I picked up the pace again on the last quarter, but was keeping something back in the hurt-locker for the run. Sure enough, with 10km to go, Mark breezed past me without even a word, or a pat on the back! He was hot on the heels of an Army time-trialist who would record a bike split of 2:20 to put his relay team right into the mix. Mark looked solid, and I knew he was a top runner who would take chunks out of the local swim-bikers’ lead.

As I entered T2, Mark was heading out after a rapid turn-around. I remember thinking, where were these relaxed, long transitions, with massages on offer, which I had heard about? Well I took my time, sitting on my arse to avoid the usual cramps to get all my gear on, but totally forgot my life-saving gel. Fortunately, it was a 4 lap course, passing through transition every time for much-needed support/feed stations. Again on my own, I settled into a good pace and felt strong doing 2 laps in 45mins. I suddenly realized that I was on for a 13.1 mile PB if I could just keep it up…so I promptly stopped at half-way to put on socks as I could feel heat-spots developing. 

Somewhere in the distance, Mark was clawing back the deficit to the only 2 individuals ahead of him in the race. Through a mixture of flat Coke (it really works!) salty snacks and zipping up my mansuit©, I was picking off several athletes who had nothing left, as well as racers who were on different laps. I was elated to cross the line in 4:46 dead, getting that run PB, and finding out that I had come 3rd behind the 2 Cypriots because Mark was in the old-far…ahem, Veterans category! Mark posted 4:40, just 90 seconds behind first, and only one relay team beat us. I was emotional, battered and cramping, but most importantly not put off longer distance racing.

The race was fantastically organized by the friendly K1 club, and travel and accommodation were a cinch. The race continues to go from strength to strength, and although late in the season, it would be brilliant to get more members there next year; who can turn down a week of November sunshine? Roll on the Cyprus training camp next year…
