You and Your
Ability to Reset

HI!
I’m super honored and completely freaked out to be speaking to you this evening.
Doing this is way outside my comfort zone. But I’m going to give it my best shot.
Charlotte, who works here at Bushtukah, and I have been friends for a long time.
She also reads my blog.
It was Charlotte who suggested I come out tonight and talk to you about my ability to reset.
To tell you about my experiences racing my bike, living with chronic illness, and trying to make
the most of every day.
Now, I have to warn you that my telling you about my experiences is emotional for me.
There might be times when I have to pause, catch my breath, and hit the reset button. If this
happens, please just bear with me.
It’s 2006. I’m 34 and feeling great.
I’ve rediscovered this crazy sport called cyclocross and I’m loving it.

Cyclo-what? Cyclocross is:

Think of 50 women lining up and starting all at once on a race course setup at North Gower or
Perth.
During the race we hop off our bikes and hop over barriers.
It’s fast. Dynamic. And so much fun.
Within a year I’ve convinced my husband to travel to Belgium with me to race at the Masters
World Cyclocross Championships.
Well, I finished 4th in my age group at that race!!!
I was super pumped. I started dreaming and thinking about what I could do next.
I boldly wrote in a blog post that I was going to race at the Elite World Championships.
Yup, after exactly one year of racing against cyclists my own age.
I was going to take on the world’s best, regardless of age.
Women who had spent their whole lives getting to the top of the sport.

Now When I say it out loud, it does sound crazy.
That an almost 40-year old woman with just three years of racing experience decides to take on
the world?
But at the time, in my mind it made sense.
But not in anybody else’s minds.
I know this because they told me this over and over.
That it was impossible.
That I was too slow.
Too fat.
Too old.
Too not good enough.
Well that put a huge chip on my shoulder.
And I heard those slights on every ride and I resolved to show these people that yes, I could and
would do it.
But man, it started rough. That first year of racing elite sucked.
It was hard. Like really hard.
I suffered a lot. I cried and quit in my head a million times.
I didn’t qualify. But I didn’t give up. I promised myself to work harder.
And I did. And things were great.
And heading into the Canadian Road Race National Championships I felt awesome.
I was at the top of my game. All my training was paying off.
It wasn’t until the race started and I couldn’t stay with the pack that I knew something was
wrong.

It didn’t make sense. I knew I could race with these women.
But I ended up dropping out without finishing one lap. I was crushed. What was going on?
I needed to see a doctor.
It took a few weeks of medical wrong turns including my doctor suggesting that my bloody
diarrhea was simply hemorrhoids….
And me thinking, geez if this is hemorrhoids
I was finally given the diagnosis that changed my life.
I had Ulcerative colitis.
Ulcerative colitis is an auto-immune disease that attacks the colon or bowel.
It has no known cause and because of this, it has no known cure.
Now, some people with ulcerative colitis have symptoms that are not extreme. Everyone is
different. This is what makes this disease so damn confusing and frustrating.
Some people, like me, end up completely debilitated
With bleeding ulcers in their colon – resulting in rushing to the bathroom up to 40 times a day
with bloody diarrhea.
Yeah, I’ve crapped my pants in Loblaws…
That’s a big store. And the bathroom is a long way away…
Thankfully, Loblaws also sells clothes….thank you Joe Fresh.
Over the course of nearly 7 years, I tried every medication and managed the numerous side
effects all to no avail.
I went vegan. I ate only meat. I juiced. I avoided carbs. I cut out dairy. I went gluten-free.
Nothing worked.
I ended up being hospitalized twice.

Flash forward to 2015, I’m out of drug options and exhausted.
Even thinking about my bike was not an option.
I knew I had to do something that in 2009 I told my mom was gross, disgusting, and I would
never ever do….
Something that I felt would change the way I looked at and felt about my body – and not in a
good way.
It was an option that I had shelved and resolved never to consider.
But I had no choice
Three years ago, I got one of these….
(Pull out pouch)
This is my pouch. Well, actually it’s a pouch cover that you’re seeing.
I never know what is going on in my actual pouch and I didn’t want to shock you too much.
So this pouch is covering up my stoma.
My stoma is an inch or so long piece of my small intestines. This sticks out of my stomach.
The food I eat is digested by my small intestine and then it come out of my body, into my
pouch.
I have this because I don’t have a colon anymore. Because after all of the medications had
failed,
I had only one option left – to get my colon taken out.
And later I learned I needed another surgery. I needed panproctocolectomy completion
surgery.
I had my butt removed. Other people without butt call this Barbie Butt Surgery or if you’re a
guy - Action Man Butt.
This is Barbie and this is me.

See we’re pretty much the same. Our hair is different, but we’ve got the same butt.

Our butts look good and that is all they do. You see my butt is stapled closed.
No holes. No gaps. No nothing. Just like Barbie.
But I don’t look any different from you.
If I hadn’t told you about my pouch or my Barbie Butt, you’d have no idea.
Just like I have no idea about what you’re dealing with.
All of us are pretty much the same.
Each one of us has something that make some days harder than others.
That thing that makes us hit the reset button so we can find ourselves again.
I think we all possess the ability to RESET.

RESET

When things get particularly tough understanding how to harness your natural ability to RESET
is critical.

So, this is my something. It’s why I’m here speaking to you tonight.
Ulcerative colitis has given me a huge dose of perspective and has taught me how to hit the
reset button as many times as I need to.
For me, the ability to Reset is governed by having a
A Support System

A SUPPORT SYSTEM

Focusing on Controlling The Controllables

CONTROL THE
CONTROLLABLES
and believing that I can.

SHE BELIEVED
SHE COULD SO
SHE DID

My capacity to challenge myself is, I think, tied to my ability to allow myself to RESET.
If it wasn’t for my ability to reset over and over again, the bike riding would have ended in 2009
with that ulcerative colitis diagnosis.
Remember, I wasn’t born on a bike. I didn’t start doing this competitively until my mid-30s.
My path to racing in the Canadian colors was one I cut myself and now , in the middle of my
attempt at the Worlds, I had been diagnosed with this disease that nobody understands.
But I’ve never been sick before. I’m fit. I’m young. I’m strong. I’m training.
I have a World Championships that I want to compete in. I’ve got plans.
So, I did what I had to and made ulcerative colitis my new normal.
I learned how to train and race while being sick. I learned how the medication affected me.
I learned the hard way that there would be days when training and racing felt like too much.
But I kept hitting the reset button.
That season, I traveled to Italy alone to compete on the World Cup circuit.
Two bikes, a carry-on, a rental car, a broken GPS, and me. I had an amazing race.
I remember during the race, feeling so good and thinking to myself, yes, I really am doing this.
I had my best race ever that day. It left me with a huge high.
I moved to Belgium leaving my husband at home and raced all over Belgium, France, and
Holland.
I trained. I raced. I soaked it all in. I had good days on the bike and hard days on the bike.
Now, I should tell you – I wasn’t winning races in Europe. I was at the back of the pack.
Many times, at the very back of the pack - yes – last.

I was last in a lot of races. But I knew I just had to keep on doing it.
Stay focused on the plan.
Every race helped me earn the points I needed to race at my ultimate goal race – the World
Champs.
Keep learning.
Keep focusing on my goal of the World champs. Keep taking in the advice.
And just keep on keeping on.
And on January 31, 2010 – I did it.
I raced at the World Cyclocross Championships in the Czech Republic.

I lined up with my Canadian jersey against the best of the best – Marianne Vos, Sanne Cant,
Katie Compton – and me – Vicki Thomas.

Holy cow! It was really happening. I had done it.
This was my highest of highs. To see Marc crying as I raced by.
To be racing with the maple leaf on my back. This is an experience that is hard to put into
words.
In that moment, nothing else existed in the world, it got quiet, time slowed down,
I was completely free to be in the moment, not ulcerative colitis or anything from those
naysayers could stop me now.
This race did so much for me. It showed me that yes – I could do it.
That yes, I could set goals and work hard to achieve them.
Racing at the World Champs filled me with a huge sense of satisfaction and pride.
Amazing. Really.
This race told me that I could do more.
In typical Vicki fashion, I started planning and thinking about the next season of racing.
I was fired up and stoked for more.
And then flash forward 11 months later – it feels likes the lowest of the lows.
It’s December 2010 and I’m supposed to be in Belgium to race.
OH, don’t get me wrong – I’m in Belgium. But I’m in a hospital.
Because I’m sick.
Really sick.
I lost 15 lbs in 2 weeks. I can’t eat. I’m dry heaving. I’m extremely dehydrated.
My Ulcerative colitis is winning.
It’s December 24 and I’m spending Christmas Eve alone in a Belgian hospital
My colon was very close to perforating. Turns out this is extremely dangerous, and I nearly
died.

But I got lucky – I was given a medication that saved me.
One week later I was out of the hospital. And slowly but surely, I got better.
I hit the reset button. I got busy training for the next season.
But that drug that saved me – turns out it has some rotten side effects.
Like wiping out white blood cells, and well It wiped out almost all of my white blood cells.
Yes, the drug that saved me, nearly killed me just five months later.
Another failed medication. More doctors. New medication. A new training plan.
Another press of the reset button.
Through all this there many many rough days. Dark days.
Days when I really didn’t know how much more I could do.
Days when I would go out for a ride just so I could shout and scream and cry.
But I think I was able to reset because I wasn’t just doing this bike racing and living thing alone
Sure, I was racing and living for me. But I had and have a deep support system there for me.
Rooting for me. Counting on me. Giving me strength when I didn’t have all the answers.
I was doing it for more than me.

MY SUPPORT
SYSTEM
I was doing it for me but I was also doing it for them.

I was and am doing it for the people who say I inspire them or tell me I’m brave.

I’m doing it for the person just diagnosed with ulcerative colitis and the person terrified of
getting a stoma and pouch.
All of these people – even the ones I’ve never met are my support system.
It’s this support system that gives me the ability and faith to keep on hitting that reset button.
Reminding me why I need to keep going – setting big goals, getting back up, and doing things
that scare me (like talking in front of 500 women!).
Growing that support system is tough sometimes. But you have to look for the chances to
make it happen.
And each of us took a chance to make it happen by coming here today.
Resetting is so important to me that I named my stoma Reset.
Reset truly gave me my life back.
Reset exposed me to the Ostomy Lifestyles Athletes Facebook group and by reading their posts
about their cycling, swimming, running and everything else, I realized I could do the same.
This thing I was so afraid of back in 2009 really wasn’t a big deal.
I know you might be thinking it’s a big deal. Geez, a pouch? Your intestines sticking out?
Things were good. The medication merry go-round was over.
Having my colon removed and being gifted Reset truly was the best thing that ever happened
to me.
I was finally able to get back to living life.
I started training and racing again. I was feeling so good, I even decided to race at the Canadian
Cyclocross National Championships in 2016.
But, then – wait for it…..
I got sick again.
With ulcerative colitis.

Yes, even without a colon I still have ulcerative colitis.
That’s because even without a colon ulcerative colitis never goes away.
It was still wreaking havoc on my body.
Turns out, I need another surgery. I needed my rectum removed.
But with only 5 surgeons in the city doing this surgery, the wait list was long – it would be
months if not years before I could have the surgery.
So, I hung on.
I did what I could. I lived with these crazy new symptoms – mucous literally dripping out my
butt and joint pain that made it impossible to walk, to hold a pencil, and some days to hold my
head up.
Finally, I got the phone call.
I was sitting in Starbucks with a friend.
The voice on the phone asked me if I wanted to have my but removed?
I started crying. My friend couldn’t understand how having my butt cut out of my body could be
a good thing.
But for me it was.
Yes, yes, I did want to have my but removed in just a few days.
Please – take it out.
I felt reawakened knowing that I’d be having surgery in just a few days.
But the surgery didn’t happen….
My surgery was cancelled….
Turns out the medication I was on was not great for healing – so the surgery couldn’t happen…

Never was I as broken as I was that day.
I cried. I cried every step of the 10-minute walk to my car.
I cried hard. I was so sad.
I felt like there was no hope left. This, I felt was it.
You know what?
I didn’t hit the reset button.
I simply drifted….
The doctor did promise to get me in for surgery by the end of April. So, I clung to the end of
April.
But I really didn’t have hope of this happening. I sleep walked through my days. Just going
through the motions.
One day, I was walking to yoga.
I really didn’t feel like going but I was trying to get back to my old self and convince myself I was
fine.
And by pure chance as I was walking to yoga, I listened to Desiree Linden, a 2-time Olympian
and top American marathoner being interviewed on a podcast.
This was before she won the Boston Marathon that April.
This amazing athlete said she had trouble some days getting out the door…
But she told herself to just get up and run. This was the least she could do for herself.
And then, she said something that I repeat to myself on an almost daily basis:
She said:
I control the controllables.

CONTROL THE
CONTROLLABLES

All I can do is control the controllables.
Bam, when I heard this, it hit the reset button for me.
Yes, I can do the same thing – I can control the controllables.
I told myself I had no other choice.
I couldn’t control when the surgery would happen, but I could control what I did today.
I could control my mood, my actions, my mindset and I could keep on resetting.
I could keep on doing the things that had got me this far.
So, thanks to Des Linden – that’s what I did and what I still do today because I still have to reset.
When you and I focus on what we can control, the what if’s that hold us back fall away and all
that energy we wasted worrying about all the things we can’t control is freed up
When you control the controllables – you can and will do things that you thought you couldn’t.
Okay, about that barbie butt surgery….

It finally happened on April 30. 11 months ago, I had my butt removed.
This kind of blows my mind now when I think about it.
I’m here. I’m so proud of me for being here.
11 months ago, I would never ever believed that I would be physically and mentally strong
enough to stand up here and talk to you.
On the day of that surgery, I hit the reset button again. I was only looking forward.
I started thinking about all the things I would do.
The bike rides I would go on. The trips I would take with my husband. The races I would do.
I joke with my husband that I’m living life on the edge.
Red lining it. And I was ready to do this.
Instead, the only trips I took were back to the hospital.
It was pretty sucky and by September, the wheels fell off.
I felt rotten. Tired. Lethargic.
By November, I had something called acute peritonitis.
Landing me in a hospital hallway being asked rather somberly about the details of my living will
and advanced medical directives.
It’s intense. And scary. And painful.
But I get better. I started riding again. I was out on my fat bike. I was going to yoga. I was
working. I was living life.
And then 4 days before Christmas I got hit again – hard with
An auto-immune attack in my left eye and for extra spice – I also got shingles in my left eye and
all over my scalp. All at once.
Not good. Not what was supposed to happen.

I gave up. I couldn’t do it anymore.
Each time I felt like I was getting back on my feet – wham I was blindsided with something else.
What was the point then? I was at my bottom. Done.
Lying on the floor crying. Broken. Why bother trying anymore?
But my support system wouldn’t let me give up. They reminded me that I wasn’t done.
That I had to hit that reset button.
I was slowly but surely able to crawl back. It’s been slow.
But it’s been steady.
And now here I am and, honestly, just being here doing this feels like my second World
Championships.
My brother gave me this pendant for my birthday last year – it reads: She believed she could, so
she did.

SHE BELIEVED SHE
COULD SO SHE DID

I wear this pendant every day. Even the days when I feel tired and frustrated with being a sick
person…
I wear it to remind myself of why I need to keep on doing what got me this far and here tonight.
A few months ago, I had lost my reset button.
But the sentiment of this pendant, my support system and focusing on controlling only what I
can control has helped me find my button again.
I’m going to keep hitting it as many times as I need to.
Find your reset button. And I want you to hit it as many times as you need to.
It’s your button – you get to use it whenever you want.
Because the amazing thing about this reset button is that it has super powers.

It boosts your confidence. It reminds you of the why.
It gets you out the door living big full days.
Use your support system.
Control your controllables.
Remember that when you believe you can – you will.

