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FinishingTed Conover
Ross and I rol lcd ofT the highway,

brakcs squeaking, and into the parking
ld. That Dairy Queen looked awful ly
good. lt lookcd better for the knowledge
that it would probably be our last sbp: we
were only 15 miles from thc ocean. Ross
had said hc could smell  i t  already, and I
imagined that I  could, too. We leaned our
baggage ladcn bicycles against the front of
rhc Dairy Queen. Ross walked ovcr to the
tiont door, glanced at i t ,  and nodded ar
mc. I  knew exactly what he mcant,
because this had becomc ri tual.  We
nceded shirts. "No shoes, no shirts, no
service" read the signs on the front doors
of probably nine out of ten restaurants
across the country. Even with the chances
so sl im that any onc restaurant would let
us in without shirts, we pcrsisted in
checking to make sure - the fecl ing of a
dry T-shirt  ovcr a hot, wet torso is that
uncomtbrtablc.

Walkinp int(r th-c Dairy Qucen. howevcr.
madc  up ,o r  t ha l  l ec l i np .  l l  r a \  l i ke
walking into a refr igcrator, and i l  fei t
grcat. The August days had been hotl  we
had stopped four limes for water already
lhis day. The coolncss took a nomenl 1()
get used to. I  closed my eycs and wipcd
the sweat from my forehead. Ross wasted
no t ime. "Banana spl i t ,  everything on i t . , ,
he said to thc person behind the counter.
' 'Oh yeah, and a vani l la shake, too."

"A what l"
' 'A vani l la sha- .  .  oh yeah, I  mcan a

vantlla frappe," said Ross. "Almosr
forgot." he addcd, turning to me. Though
we had approached the Atlantic slowly -
about 90 miles a day was what we could
muster on the bikes - the cultural
changes had happcned quickly. There
were more people, everywherc: busier
roads, faster talken. diflerent words. We
were st i l l  gett ing used to i t  al l .  I  ordered a
largc "soda" (not a "pop"). and wc
leaned against thc counter.

- A moment passgd and a man in a white
shirt  and t ie approached the counter. Thc
manager, I thought to myself.

"Where you fellows from?" he asked.
He had noticed we looked strange.
Evcrybody did. Ross and I had once made
a l ist ofthe unusual aspccts of our
appearance: tunny cycling pants (black
wool, long); dead gnats on our front teeth,
sometimes in our ears and the corners of
ou r  e l e l i ds :  Jnd  a  t i n )  r ea r \ i ew  m i r ru r
attxched with wire to Ross's glasses

(instrumental in heavy traffic and in fast
food lines where Ross, without even
turning, could give me a report on the
people behind us who were gesticulating
at our appearance). Also, the metal cleats
on our cycl ing shoes made a vcry
conspicuous, somctimes embarrassing
"tap-tap-tap" on hard f loors.

"Seatt le," said Ross. This was an
agreed-upon lie. Really we were from
Denver, but that answer always prornpted
the addit ional, l i resomc questionsi "You
rode fiom Denver?" (no, we rode from
Seattle), and "'Ihcn how did you gct up to
Seattle from Denver'1" (we flew).

The man gasped: "What? You rode
from there? To here'!"

Ross nodded at the man. "Yup, and
we're almost done, "

"You're kiddingl Wowl How far was
i r l "

Ross and I looked at each other. We had
tigured this out in thc tent last night while
contemplal ing how wonderlul i t  was going
to be to l inish our tr ip. l t  had been a long
haul. Morc than once we had becn sick of
each other, sick of pedaling. but we had
stuck i t  out. Adding up our accrued
mileage occasional ly had been a st imulus
to our wil ls. Lasl night we had done i t  for
what was to be the last t ime. Ihirty-six
hundred miles was the answer, give or take
a hundred. Ross told him so, and I
nodded.

The man was nearly spcechless. Ross
was questtoned more, and then the food
was ready. As he passed it over thc
counter, we took out our wallets.

' 'Oh no," the manager said, "this one's
on the house. You guys deserve it. "

We bcamed. Wc had encountered
Senerosity f iequently on our tr ip, but
outrights gifts were more rare. 'New

Jersey's an okay place, huh?" Ross would
say to me Iater.

We remounted out bicycles, encrgized
by lhe food. by the man's kindness, and
by imagining the end. The manager had
told us what our destination, thc town of
Sea Bright, Iooked 1ike. "Real pretty
beach," he'd said. " l t 's just a l i t t le resort
town - gul a board\alk. \altwaler taf[y.
: ome t ime \  ( i f  you  re  l ucky i  p re t t l  g i r l s  i n
bikinis. You can see New York City across
the way if it's clear_ " Neither Ross nor I
had ever seen New York City. .,you

picked a good spor. "
Wc rode now wirh a heighreneJ sense
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that wi(h every push of the pedals we were
bringing ourselves closer to the ocean.
This sense. a sense ()1 progress. \ \ , ls
precious because we knew what i t  was l ike
to lravel withoufi t-  tsack in Amcrica s
hcart land therc had bccn days when strong
hcad1nJ . .  . , ' up l r J  $  r t h  t h , \ u {h t \  i , f  t hc
rmrnd f f i i t l  o l  ou r  u r , Jc r l a l i n ! .  h r J  l c l l  u .
sapped of motivation. undesirous of
an-Ything bul a nap. The naps we had
takcn. though, and somchow survived.
Wi{h t i$re we had iLlso ovcrcomc the
nhy . i o l o tp i ca l  (  hd l l ( nsc .  u f  l ons -J i ' t anec
e  r i t i nE f l nu ,n t ,  hn ! . r \  \ t u  l t r t }  r ; !
dcplct ion of blood sugnr. simple fat igueJ
ancl had bccome incrcasingly adcpt at
a\oiding thc hazarcls of our cnvironmcnt
(snal l ing dogs. mlmmolh scmi trai lcr
r igs, bgrkcn bott lcs on thc road).

We were 53 day veter{ns of bng
dislancc bicycle touring. and had the
medals to prove i t :  powerful legs. tanned
faccs. and tough butts.

As thc sun was sct l ing bchind us wc ft l t
i ts heat on our b{rc lowcr backs and saw
our shadows strctch out bcforc us on thc
r r ' a r l .  \ \ i .  l ncu  $ r  I nu . t  hc  ! c r t i n !  \ c r ,
close. We entcrcd the town of Rumson
pcrhaps a centimeteri t lay from Sea
BriSht on thc mal cncascd in plast ic on
rny handlebars. l t  wus a bei lut i ful
nc i ! hbo rhood .  wc  l n l l oucd  r  s i nd ing .
trcc l incd parkway past large houses and
largcr lawns. cmerging f inal ly in a grassy
park which appcarcd to have as i ts far
bordcr a narrow body ol walcr. 'Maybc

i l 's a r iver. or an inlet," I  said soit ly to
mysclf.  Ross nust havc hcard Inc. and he
looked batk at me from his posit ion on thc
n'ad in !-ront I  knc$ h< rr. .rcni/cLl the
signit icancc of thc words by his sni le.

"Ycah, I  think ]ou'rc r ight! he said
quickly. My excitemcnt sccmed to double.

' I  
he road rosc on a grade as we

approachcd thc witter, and I could sce we
wcrc coming lo a bridgc. wc cl imbed up
the grade. up and up. unti l  we were on the
bridge propcr. l t  was a drawbridSc. I
noticcd as we neared thc crcst and then
crosscd the seam. Riding a bicycle o\er
such a bridge is dif l icuit .  but this
di i t icul ly is co pensatcd for by the view
^tfr)rded {he cycl ist.  who can look //rroagl i
the bridgc. I  did so and could sce the dark
watcr undcrneaih. maybc 60 feet belo\".
My eyes fol lowcd lhc wxter, looking down
its lcngth to see i t  i f  real ly was an inlgl,  to
. cc .  I  \ uppu \c .  t l  $J .  cunn rc l cJ  ro  .
an oceanl

' 'Hey, Ross! Lookl l t 's lhe Atlantiol '

tsut Ross had already lookcd. He had,.
i n  l ac l .  l , n ' ked .  \ e (n .  JnJ .omm(nccd  l o {
Icar away down thc back side of the bridge
at a high ratc of speed. thc unchar-
acterist ic bobbing of his head betraying a
lremendous stale of .  .  .  of wha(J
Excitat ion, I  supposed. Iknew, I  raced rc
catch up with him.

We arr ived at the beach almost simul
taneously. I  don't  even remember the
"Wc lcome  to  Sea  B r i gh t ' s i gn .  D i s
mounting. wc lay thc bikcs down on the
boardwalk and stepped inb the sand. cycs
fixed straighl ahcad. Thc horizon was I ike
no other we had seen in lhe past two
months: pcrtcct ly horizontal.  Above i t
rose a sky which turncd l ighter and i ighter
{s our gazes turned upward: bcneath i t  lay
l he  da rk ,  da r l  . en .  A t  t h r  f o , ' t  r r i  t hc  r c
was the beauti ful sand. "Wow." said one
of us. Thcn Ross, almosl bubblinq over
with excitement. said, Shall  we do i t l"  I
knew cxactly what hc mcant, because we
had discussed i t  one afternoon back in
Monlana. The beach was then a dream.
Two cycl ists we had passed along the wiy,
however, had given us an idea about what
to do when i t  was rcal.

We returned to our bicyclcs. pickcd
them up. f i rmly grapsed our respecl ive
handlcbars. and bikcs at our sidcs. racad
out across the sand, struggl ing to keep our
bicycles (and ourselves) upright on the
yielding surface. The sand began to get
l i rmer. then wct. gravel ly. and sloping
downward. Ful l-speed we raced our bikes
down thc incl ine, mceting thc forcc of the
firsr breaker. 'WHOO-HA!" shouted the
drenched Ross. up to his knces in foam
and as exuberant as I was. "we did i t l"

I t  wasn't  unti l  at ier we had left  our
bikes. crossed the street. bought
ehanrpagne. and relurned to the beirch I
watch the waves and view New York City
from afar that our sentcnces changed f iom
thr(( tu four $urJ (\( lamulion! lo morc
philosphical rcmarks.

"You know," I  said to Ross ds we sat
watching the waves rol l  in. " l  always
knew we'd make i t .  "

"Yeah." he answered. probably
knowing this to be as patcntly falsc as I
did. "guess I knew it  k)o. Bur boy, there
lr'eac times I wondered. Rcmembcr thc
storm ln Karlstad?"

I l eaped  bac l  and  nodded .  r emcmbc r i nP
thc vicibus iDidday thundcrstorm which
had caUght us scvcral milcs from t iny
Karlst{,  Minnesota, bringing down our
h i r \ t i l ) , c r cc t cJ  t cn r  r u r t h  u5  I n  r t r .  l i , r u i n t s
us into]an outhouse and Iater, when tha(
t lood<4. b(n(Jrh a $er and \, |rndy h,ghuay
b r i Jgc . . \ \ c  h r r , l  h . r J  t . r . t a1  l he re  mo \ l  u f
ihc nigl i | t .

' 'Shdot. yes I didn'tknow ifwek
clrr mikc i t  out of that. ' f

' 'Un[ uh. '  came the rcsponse.
\\'c srt and sa( somergroc. lt began to

''ilutlit \\,as re'11-! tomething, huhI We
did i t  o rselves. Ted. our own legs. I
mean, rfal ly sorncthing." said Ross.

"Yed" I  rcpl ied. looking olt  to sea. " i t
sure wa3. 'O

The authots. nho mutle this Jturn?r when the\
were 18, pLdn to rqut it ||hen ther are 10.


