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OVERVIEW
“Proceed as the way opens” is how William Least Heat-Moon put it in his book, River Horse. The line becomes a sort of mantra for Pulitzer Prize-winner Elizabeth McGowan, a melanoma survivor. Having been given a five-year clean bill of health, McGowan decides to bicycle all 4,000 or so miles from America’s west to east coast. 
For her, there are multiple reasons for the exhausting trip. She wants to help other melanoma victims, and sets out to use her many miles to raise funds for cancer research in southeastern Wisconsin, where she was treated. 
She also wants to better understand her late father, who died of melanoma at the age of 44, when Elizabeth was just fifteen.  
She rides through small towns and places that she visited as a kid with her dad, mom, and siblings. Her long, nearly 90-day cycling trip across the U.S. continent not only showcases people affected by cancer and more than willing to help promote cancer research, but it personally brings McGowan closer to her father. Recalling him at different places and times during his short life, she begins to realize that she owes directly to him the ease with which she meets people across her long transcontinental route. She comes to see that, like her father, she is funny, and has the dedication and resilience needed to take on and complete major projects. 
At the end of her bicycle ride, McGowan’s mother shows her, for the first time, letters about her father received after his untimely death. They open her eyes to the fact that she, too, can move through life with gusto whenever she makes sure that “the way opens.”
Outpedaling the Big C is an anything-but-typical, exhilarating journey story revealing how immersion in the natural world is a balm for the wounded.

One Sentence Description
Cancer survivor (and Pulitzer Prize winner) takes cross-country cycle ride in gratitude for her cancer-free condition, to raise money for melanoma research, and to better understand her father, who died young of melanoma.


BRIEF SYNOPSIS
After a five year clean bill of health, Elizabeth McGowan adventures out on a solo cycle tour of America, from coast to coast, in hopes of promoting a fundraiser for cancer research in southeastern Wisconsin. McGowan suffered a ten-year bout with melanoma, the same cancer that killed her father, Ron McGowan, when he was just 44 and she was fifteen. 
Starting in Astoria, Oregon, McGowan begins a wonderful journey where she realizes just how many communities have been affected by cancer and are willing to help her. Each time she stops along the way, she learns something about the different cities or about her family. 
Throughout her trans-continental journey, McGowan is reminded of spots she visited as a child with her father. She seems to enjoy reminiscing about times when her father was sweet and funny. The memories she shares of her father at her various childhood homes are much different. The bicycle tour helps her comes to understand why her father was such an angry and frustrating man when she was a kid. The terror of knowing that melanoma is taking over your body becomes a thought process that she shares with him. That understanding gives her the ability to think differently about why he was always so irritable. She comes to gain the realization that he wanted what was best for everyone in his family and that he would be proud of her today. 
The story is incredibly motivating and McGowan does a wonderful job taking her readers through America and her family history.



AUDIENCES FOR OUTPEDALING THE BIG C

Adventurers
· gives people with an itch for dangerous and exhilarating hobbies more reason to keep moving
· possibly gives people a desire to adventure and promote different research programs, hopefully ones that support cancer solutions
· https://firstdescents.org (Organization for survivors to heal through adventure)
Those Who Need Motivation
· provides one with a strong urge to act and do something that they have always wanted to do because you never know what could happen to you
· may motivate some who feel confused or lost or just need more drive
· https://patch.com/us/across-america/epic-bike-ride-supports-cancer-research-through-v-foundation
Female cancer survivors and those close to them
· provides survivors with someone who can empathize with them
· gives them hope and shows them ways to survive and thrive
· those close to them can see ways that they can help promote their loved one
· those close to them can get a better understanding of what is going on in their loved one’s head and how they can comfort them
· First Descents Org. could be used for this too
Medical Professionals
· shows them what their clients are going through and what might be helpful in supporting their clientele
· may help them grow a stronger community within their office
· https://www.skincancer.org/about-us
Those Who Need Closure For An Incomplete Relationship With A Parent
· gives ways that one could find out how their parents may have/do feel
· provides information on how you may be thinking thoughts that your parents did/are
· may inspire some to rekindle relationships with their parents
Travelers 
great way to show people who like to visit places a new alternative
· also gives travelers with money a way to donate to communities while taking trips
· https://www.travelandleisure.com/blogs/travel-for-a-cause-packages-that-give-back

7)      Fans of “Wild” (book and movie)
gives them another thing to read that is in the same vein 
hopefully fans would help promote it enough to become a best seller and/or movie

8)      People from states she traveled through:
Oregon
Idaho
Montana
Wyoming
Colorado
Kansas
Missouri
Illinois
Kentucky
West Virginia
Virginia

9)      Environmentalists
the book is full of information from someone familiar with different aspects of environmental care
specifically the time she lived in the cabin and helped volunteer with Don






PRAISE FOR OUTPEDALING
[bookmark: _Hlk38014287]"What a journey—a transcontinental chronicle from a writer who is truly, fully alive!"
—BILL MCKIBBEN, CONSIDERED THE MOST EFFECTIVE ENVIRONMENTAL ACTIVIST AND WRITER OF OUR TIME

“The Pulitzer winner interweaves a cross-country cycling travelogue with an account of growing up with her late father. A keen and poignant celebration of being alive.”
—KIRKUS REVIEWS

““McGowan takes readers through an intimate journey—across the country and through her own past—as she shares insights and lessons learned that will resonate with cancer survivors, medical professionals, and anyone who’s ever wanted to just ‘say yes’ to an adventure. Melanoma—or any cancer—changes you and the way you see the world. Outpedaling ‘the Big C’ thoroughly and entertainingly proves that all change isn’t bad.”
— MICHAEL KAPLAN, PRESIDENT AND CEO, MELANOMA RESEARCH ALLIANCE

"A powerful, rollicking adventure that takes us across America and deep into one person's life-and-death experience."
—CARL ZIMMER, NEW YORK TIMES SCIENCE COLUMNIST (AND ONE OF THE FOREMOST SCIENCE WRITERS IN THE COUNTRY)
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READING GROUP QUESTIONS
Do you think you would be able to do a solo tour like Elizabeth McGowan?
Throughout the book, McGowan comes to terms with her father through the bicycle tour. Do you think you would ever go on an adventure in the hopes of healing?
Did the book help you discover ways to think about your relationship with your parents and who they are as people?
McGowan has difficulties telling her mother about her diagnosis several times throughout the book. Do you think you, too, would find that a hard thing to talk about? Would you have spoken to your parent(s) sooner?
Did the book make you consider moments of your own past that you never really thought about?
Did the book encourage you to help promote cancer research? Did you learn more about the journey of a cancer victim than you already knew?
If you are a victim/survivor, did the book feel comforting and relatable? Do you feel less alone after reading it, knowing that someone else has been through something similar?
If you were diagnosed with several melanoma bouts like McGowan, would you have done as much research as she did or made the decisions she did? Or would you have trusted your doctors’ advice?
McGowan has an easy time meeting and talking to people along the tour. Do you think you would have been able to do the same?
In the book, McGowan refers to a memory of when her father let her bring his sword to school for “show and tell.” Do you have any similar memories of your parents?
Have you ever gone on a long trip climbing or bicycling? Did it help you heal in some way like McGowan? Did you learn anything from the adventure?
McGowan discovers a love for baseball when she is a kid living in Massachusetts. The hobby brings her closer to her father. Are there any hobbies that you share with your parent(s)?
After reading the book, do you feel encouraged to be more conscious of your skin care? Will you go in for skin checks and wear sunscreen more often?
After reading the book, would you be interested in seeing it as a film? Do you think that the book would be successful in that medium?
Elizabeth McGowan hopes that sharing her story helps survivors, victims, and their families feel less alone/have a better understanding of what they went through. If you or someone in your family was diagnosed with cancer, would you recommend they read this book?
Ron McGowan and his daughter keep pushing through life and stay dedicated to their professions while suffering from bouts of melanoma. Do you think that you would be able to keep pushing through as they did?
Does reading the book encourage you to go on more adventures throughout your life? Do you think that you would ever consider traveling while promoting a charity?
Elizabeth’s mother endures two family members going through melanoma. How do you think it differed for her seeing a husband and child suffer? Do you think there was a difference for her based on the separate times that her family members were treated for cancer?
Elizabeth’s coworkers help her along the way in incredible ways, whether they were there for her to make her tell her mother about her melanoma or giving her shots when she could not stomach doing so. Would you ever help a coworker as they did?
Elizabeth McGowan seems to always have had a drive to help nature and go on outside adventures that most people would not consider. Do you have a drive for outdoor activities? Do you ever have a drive to go on an adventure as big as the ones McGowan has gone on?


ABOUT OUTPEDALING AUTHOR ELIZABETH MCGOWAN
Elizabeth McGowan was born in Philadelphia in 1961. She spent most of her childhood there, running around with her four sisters and tip-toeing past her often angry father, Ron McGowan, who was a gifted teacher. At such a young age, she could never have imagined where she would be years later―living with the same cancer that killed her father when she was just fifteen. She was diagnosed with melanoma in the 1980s, several times in very similar spots to her father’s. 
McGowan graduated from the University of Missouri-Columbia School of Journalism with a Bachelor of Journalism degree. She started her journalism career at daily newspapers in Wisconsin and Vermont, which she worked while enduring several bouts of melanoma. 
In the 1990s, she won numerous explanatory writing and reporting awards from the Wisconsin [image: ]Newspaper Association, the Milwaukee Press Club, the American Heart Association, and the Wisconsin Association of School Boards while a general assignment and feature writer, first for The Janesville Gazette and then for the Racine Journal Times.
In 2007, McGowan won second place in the Cleveland Press Club’s Ohio Excellence in Journalism Awards contest in the public service/investigative category for two stories published by Crain Communications about the five-year anniversary of Sept. 11; one story focused on the compromised health of cleanup workers, and the other on the environmental complications associated with razing the Deutsche Bank building near the Twin Towers site in New York.
In 2013, she won the Pulitzer Prize for National Reporting for “The Dilbit Disaster: Inside the Biggest Oil Spill You’ve Never Heard Of.” She was the lead reporter for a three-person team at the digital news startup, InsideClimate News. The e-book version of the series won the Rachel Carson Book Award from the Society of Environmental Journalists that same year. The series, “Dilbit Disaster,” won the James Aronson Award for social justice reporting in 2013 along with an honorable mention for the John B. Oakes Award for Distinguished Environmental Reporting; it was also a finalist for the Scripps Howard Foundation Award. 
Today, she is an author and a Pulitzer Prize-winning energy and environment reporter who is dedicated, savvy, endlessly curious, adept at finding sources, and able to present complicated topics in straightforward and compelling language. Her first book, Outpedaling “The Big C,” shows just how incredible a person she is―a woman with an  urge to heal and discover through endless adventures. She continues to work as a freelance reporter in Washington D.C.; several of her articles can be found at https://energynews.us/author/emcgowan/ along with her own digital startup (www.renelwalnews.org), where original reporting explores the intersection of nature, labor, and energy in feature stories and investigative news pieces. 
She lives in Washington, DC, with her husband Don.
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INTRODUCTION

Absorbing a cancer diagnosis from a doctor
feels the same as tumbling to the ground from a bicycle,
smacking the unforgiving asphalt.
It’s scary and hurts like hell.

You can choose to lie there in a dejected heap,
waiting until an eighteen-wheeler squashes you into roadkill.
Or, you can pick yourself up and get on with living.

I chose to climb back on the bike.

n the spring of 2000, I was thirty-nine and had reached a major

milestone: five consecutive years of cancer-free living. My oncologist

in Wisconsin had just given me a clean bill of health after an
exhausting eleven-year escapade with an insidious type of cancer called
melanoma. Most people know melanoma as a skin cancer that can be
tamed if caught early enough. What they don’t know is how deadly it
can be once it penetrates the skin. It killed an estimated 9,251 men and
women nationwide in 2012, the latest year such statistics are available.

For years, I had been toying with the idea of cycling solo from the
Pacific Ocean to the Atlantic Ocean. Now, I had a legitimate excuse.
But I wanted my transcontinental journey to be more meaningful than
simply checking off an item on a bucket list. I envisioned my undertaking
as a fundraiser for cancer research in southeastern Wisconsin, where
medical specialists at Waukesha Memorial Hospital had labored so
diligently to keep me alive.

My ride was also about resilience. I wanted people to see that it is
possible to survive the frightening plunge into the black hole of cancer
and emerge with renewed physical and mental vigor. That meant being
forthright and adept enough to talk about cancer in small-town diners,
corner stores, health clinics, campgrounds, and people’s houses as I
explored new territory. For a few shining moments, I wanted to galvanize
folks across a horizontal sliver of this glorious, sublime, complicated,
and often frustrating country that we all call home.

Why would an ordinary recreational cyclist bother to devote an
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extraordinary effort to engaging in daily conversations about this
disease? As corny as it might sound, I believe that most people want
to be part of the greater good. Sometimes you have to be the one who
holds the door ajar. Deep down, we all know that nobody gets out
of here alive. But I think most of us have the urge to make our stay,
however brief, somewhat memorable.

Another reason I was inspired to pedal coast-to-coast was to pay
tribute to the spirit of my father. I wanted that time on the bike to
give me the courage to delve into the pain of his death twenty-four
years earlier. Melanoma, the same type of cancer that had wrapped
its voracious tentacles around my skin, lymph system, lungs, liver, and
abdomen, had dogged my father for decades. It devoured him whole
in October 1976, a month after he turned forty-four. I was just fifteen.
When I received my first melanoma diagnosis, just out of college, was it
any wonder I figured his fate was mine, too?

My route included several places where my father and I had spent
time together. I wanted my journey to be cathartic so I could understand
the complex person I believed he was. My childhood memories seemed
too one-dimensional and superficial. I remembered his charm, quick
temper, dedication to teaching, and how he minimized being consumed
by a disease with no cure. I wanted to expose the connective tissue that
bound those disparate pieces. This pursuit would allow me to seek my
own truths about my father because I realized that I couldn’t ever know
who I was if I didn’t know him. What surprised me is how my journey
also let me dig deeply into my grief over his death, deep sorrow I was
hardly aware I had been lugging around since high school.

I named my cross-country endeavor “Heals on Wheels” because the
rhyme was catchy and the title was succinct. As my plan took shape,
everything seemed perfectly aligned. I had my health, the luxury of
time, and the proverbial—and mandatory—fire in my belly. Every cell
in my body was itching to go. Before I could settle into the next stage
of my life—whatever that might be—I absolutely had to ride that bike.
I outfitted my bike, fleshed out a fundraising proposal, and settled on a
sensible west-to-east route.

Then, I started pedaling.
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CHAPTER 1

THE WAY WEST: What Have I Bitten Off?

or what was probably the 150th time on an oppressively searing

afternoon in early August 2000, I peered into the rearview

mirror of our maroon Nissan Sentra to sneak another peek at my
traveling companion—a bicycle. The pockmarked road caused her to
rock ever so slightly even with bungee cords securing her sleek, forest-
green form to the rack on the trunk.

I was driving westward across the thickest section of rural Idaho’s
distinctive “stick,” the part of the state that juts northward like an index
finger between Oregon and Montana. Don, my steadfast and dedicated
partner of eight years, sat in the passenger seat. We were in the midst of a
twenty-two-hundred-mile road trip from southern Wisconsin to Astoria,
Oregon, the launch point for Heals on Wheels. Driving not only saved
me the hassle of schlepping a disassembled, boxed bike via plane or
train, it also allowed me to preview geography I would eventually be
pedaling across.

On two-lane Highway 95 near Riggins, Idaho, I veered into the
climbing lane as the car’s four-cylinder engine groaned up yet another
mountain. Crampons seemed more appropriate than tires. Soon, it
was abundantly clear we had left behind the lush, green conifer forests
of western Montana and eastern Idaho. We were navigating a vertical
desert with peaks topping out above 4,000 feet.

Minutes later, we dropped down, down, down more than 2,000 feet
through a canyon colored in dozens of shades of brown. Each distinctive
layer resembled the edge of a gargantuan stack of pancakes cooked on
an ancient geological griddle. The Hells Canyon name fit this bone-
dry high desert, where temperatures hovered near a hundred degrees.
I halfexpected to hear sparse clumps of sagebrush, rabbitbrush,
bunchgrass, and other native vegetation pleading for water. The only
obvious moisture appeared at the very bottom of the descent, where an
earthen embankment—Brownlee Dam—restrained the Snake River as
a mild, fifty-eight-mile-long reservoir on the Idaho-Oregon border.

“Phew,” I thought, watching wavy lines of heat ripple from the
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baking asphalt. “Did the Idaho Department of Transportation actually
vet this road, or have we been mistakenly catapulted aboard a sick sort
of amusement park ride for adults who have committed heinous sins?”
A dribble of macadam stretched beyond the white stripe at the road’s
edge served as a shoulder where bicyclists could sequester themselves.
Coasting down that canyon had been intimidating enough in a car, but
I would be going in the opposite direction on my bike. Could I even
manage such an ascent? My stomach flip-flopped.

My racked bike remained composed. How liberating to be free of
awareness, emotions, and hormonal fluctuations. I guess there were
advantages to being thirty-six pounds and twenty-one gears of elegantly
engineered plastic and aluminum pieced together for an affordable
$279. As I peeled my sweat-drenched back from the car seat, I realized
I was feeling a bit jealous of this inanimate object.

“Why are you suddenly so quiet?” Don inquired, interrupting my
silent reverie.

He could read me well. Nine years earlier, we had met on the
Appalachian Trail. It’s impossible to hide your true self on such a long-
distance hike. Shortcomings and strengths are quickly exposed in a
place awash with challenges and short on everyday comforts. The only
doors in the woods are attached to intermittent privies.

“This terrain intimidates me,” I replied, feeling puny and
vulnerable. “T know it’s a stereotype, but potatoes, not peaks, come to
mind when I think of Idaho.” My nerves jangled. “Am I even strong
enough to pedal while carrying gear? It will take forever to push a fully
loaded bicycle uphill here. I don’t have forever.”

I’knew not to expect an immediate answer because Don rarely gave
a rapid-fire response.

“Remember,” he eventually offered, as we crept out of Idaho and
through tiny Oxbow, Oregon, “you only have to climb these hills once.
I’know you. You have good tools and instincts. Trust yourself and you’ll
be fine.”

I hung on his every word because I wanted them to be true. Still,
the hamster of doubt spun even faster on my inner anxiety wheel.

“What the hell was I thinking?” I continued, tugging at the blue bill
of my Boston Red Sox baseball cap in a futile attempt to block the sun’s
laser-like rays. “What an impulsive fool I am. What an absurd idea this is.”

4
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Why hadn’t I just promised the hospital team that I would pedal the
perimeter of relatively flat Wisconsin clockwise, then counterclockwise?
Certainly circling the Badger State twice would be enough for anybody
else. But evidently not for me, the queen of grandiose ideas. I had to
concoct an elaborate 4,250-mile scheme.

Had I been too cavalier in assuming that a reasonably fit thirty-
nine-year-old woman could start slowly in Oregon and count on gaining
stamina and confidence along the way? I figured riding cross-country
was about enduring, not sprinting. I was no “Lancette” Armstrong—my
wardrobe didn’t include a yellow jersey—but I wasn’t a cycling novice
either.

Bicycles were a staple of my childhood in Philadelphia and rural
western Massachusetts. I'd been riding a two-wheeler since my father
had pushed me, wobbling, down a city sidewalk on an adultsize,
dark-blue one-speed Schwinn with balloon tires and coaster brakes. I
dismounted by falling sideways onto a neighbor’s grassy embankment.
Atage 10, I graduated to a green secondhand three-speed boy’s Raleigh
that I joyfully found under the Christmas tree. A metallic-blue ten-speed
Motobecane I bought at age 15 with my earnings from cleaning houses,
mowing lawns, and babysitting became my main mode of transportation
through high school and college.

Decadentas itseemed, atleast to me, I became a two-bike household
shortly after moving to Wisconsin in the late 1980s, acquiring a mountain
bike to complement the trusty Motobecane. Mountain biking on forest
trails left me wracked with guilt, convinced I was irreparably damaging
the soil, plants, and creatures that, like so much of the natural world,
were already under siege from human behavior. Instead, I stuck to the
lengthy network of defunct railroad beds the state had converted to
paved bike trails.

In my pre-Don days, I logged hundreds, then thousands, of miles
pedaling paved trails and rural roads. My most cherished adventures
included three separate weeklong trips organized by bicycling
enthusiasts. On the most difficult one, Ride Around Wyoming, we
traversed peaks as high as 9,600-plus feet in the Big Horn Mountains.
I wrote articles about that escapade for the Wisconsin daily newspaper
where I was a reporter at the time. The other two rides were Wisconsin-
centered. On vacations in the 1990s, Don and I had ridden trails in
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Maine, West Virginia, Pennsylvania, and New York.

Never before, however, had I bicycled with panniers, or saddlebags.
Organized tours hauled riders’ gear to campsites in trucks. Those same
vehicles served as “sag wagons.” In bicyclist lingo, that meant they cased
the route periodically, sweeping up riders with malfunctioning bikes,
as well as those who had run out of daylight or were too drained to
finish. I had always vowed that barring a broken bone or a complete
bicycle meltdown, I would pedal every inch of every day. I didn’t want
the words “sag wagon” in my vocabulary. Or so I thought.

Driving along the Idaho-Oregon border made me rethink that
bravado. This time, it would be just the bike—equipped with two
loaded panniers on the rear rack—and me. Sagging wasn’t an option.
Nor was letting down those who backed my enterprise during six
months of planning and fundraising. It would be more difficult to fail
my supporters than myself.

Early that spring, a handful of hospital fundraisers, marketers, and
public relations specialists had agreed to design a Heals on Wheels logo
for the white cotton T-shirts I would be wearing. My key outreach tool
would be a simple trifold brochure they created that explained the how
and why of my journey. I also had stacks of sunscreen coupons to hand
out.

The hospital’s webmaster designed a digital map of my route so
followers could “travel” with me by tracking a small blue dot that moved
eastward as I did. This was long before the wholesale conversion to
digital photography, so I would be mailing rolls of film to the hospital.
Plus, whenever I tracked down a computer with Internet access at a
library or school, or at the home of a generous person, I would record
my observations on geography, natural history, culture, and human
encounters. Today that electronic journal would be called a blog, a
term that was not yet a household word.

I had transformed my living room into a temporary post office/
clearinghouse/print shop as my fundraising project catapulted from
the light-bulb-over-my-head stage to rubber-hitting-the-road reality.
I snail-mailed and e-mailed letters to friends and acquaintances
explaining that I would cover all expenses—gear, food, and overnight
accommodations—so that every penny of every donation would go
to a cancer research fund at the hospital. My hospital support team

6
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arranged interviews with their in-house publications as well as local
newspapers, and radio and television stations.

I was overwhelmed by the response to my tiny, grassroots effort.
Pledges of single, double, and even triple digits started to roll in from
friends, co-workers, relatives—and cancer patients I had never met.
Reporters wrote and broadcast stories. A pair of popular disc jockeys
at a Milwaukee radio station interviewed me on-air and scheduled ten
from-the-road updates.

A local woman named Joanne, whom I had never met, called to
invite me to dinner at her house, along with her best friend, Elaine.
Both of them lived just a few miles from my house. In 1985, they had
bicycled the same route to celebrate Joanne’s fiftieth birthday. The
bike ride wasn’t the only thing that Joanne and I had in common. She
was a breast cancer survivor and had recently finished treatments at
the same hospital I was supporting with Heals on Wheels. Joanne’s call
was just one in an avalanche of correspondence that descended as my
departure date neared.

After those initial highs, the car ride west had me questioning the
limits of my intestinal fortitude.

“Don’t forget about River Horse,” Don piped up, reminding me of
William Least Heat-Moon’s 502-page epic that had inspired me to act
boldly. The Missourian’s wanderlust had first appealed to me decades
before with his classic Blue Highways, about exploring the nooks and
crannies of back roads in a van. He traded the van for a boat in River
Horse. It recounts his coast-to-coast voyage from the Hudson River in
New York to the Columbia River in Oregon. The destination for his
C-Dory christened Nikawa, was the same as my starting point, Astoria.

Not far from Brownlee Dam, the winding roads were making Don
feel sick in the passenger seat. When we stopped to switch seats, I
reread the wisdom from Least Heat-Moon'’s book that I had jotted in
my journal: “Proceed as the way opens.” The phrase had served as a
reminder for the author to rein in his temper, follow his instincts, and
endure those grueling miles. It would do the same, I hoped, for me.

Before my departure, my friend and former co-worker Anna had
interviewed me for an article for the daily newspaper in Janesville,
Wisconsin. “It takes will,” I had told her. “Preparing myself for this and
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executing it involve more than mental and physical gymnastics. I have
to keep reminding myself when I'm out there that every uphill leads
to a downhill. It’s exhilarating to fly down those hills and pretend that
you're ten years old again.” I wanted to highlight the upside of the
undertaking. “This isn’t a chore I'm taking on. It’s supposed to be a
celebration of being alive.”

Yes, as I had told other reporters, you need physical stamina to pedal
from coast to coast. However, it's mostly about persistence, vigilance,
and keeping your eye on the prize. I might be hauling twenty-five to
thirty-five pounds of gear, but more importantly I would be carrying
along the love, energy, encouragement, and hope of hundreds of
supporters. None of those intangibles weighs an ounce, but they made
all the difference to me.

1 thought back to a phone call T had fielded a few weeks earlier
from a brokenhearted father who lived near Madison, Wisconsin. He
had read about my planned adventure in the hospital newsletter. The
father was still grieving for his son, who had died recently of melanoma,
at age 19. In his son’s memory, he had created a website dedicated to
melanoma survivors. He asked about including a link to my journal
entries on the hospital website.

“Of course,” I replied. Then, silence. I thought our connection
had been lost. But I heard a deep breath, and a shaky voice continued:
“Elizabeth, we all cheered Lance Armstrong when he won the Tour de
France because he wasn’t only a world-class bicyclist, but he was also a
brave cancer survivor. But now we have a new hero, and it’s you.”

“We can skip the hero part,” I told him. “But I'm honored to ride
in your son’s memory.”

Recalling that Wisconsin conversation perked me up as Oregon
unfolded before me. “You can do this thing, Elizabeth,” I thought,
realizing that a dose of fear was an asset. Without it, I could become
too cocky or confident and lose my humility. Maybe I couldn’t ride
4,250 miles in one day. But breaking it down into doable pieces would
eventually add up to something significant.
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CHAPTER 2

OREGON: Dipping into the Pacific
MILES RIDDEN: 0 MILES TO GO: 4,250

ander any farther north or west from Astoria, and you

would fall into the Columbia River, Oregon’s border with

Washington. Don and I arrived there late on the morning
of August 16. It was a glorious Class A day. Humidity was low and cotton
candy clouds accented a Maxfield Parrish blue sky.

I had intentionally bucked the traditional June-August timetable
for a west-to-east ride to train in Wisconsin’s relatively mild spring and
summer. That later start was appealing because I figured I could avoid
100-plus temperatures in Kansas and the nation’s summertime parade
of gargantuan recreational vehicles equipped with bicyclist-maiming
side- view mirrors. I just had to be speedy enough to haul myself over
the Rocky Mountains before fall snowstorms so I could eventually bask
in the beauty of Appalachia’s autumn.

From the severely limited wardrobe I had squeezed into my two rear
panniers, I had selected the white T-shirt emblazoned with the Heals on
Wheels logo and a pair of loose, padded black cycling shorts. I shunned
reveal-everything Spandex shorts because of the cringe factor. Perhaps
they make cyclists more aerodynamic, but they didn’t seem appropriate
for my tour of small-town America.

My bike had been captive on the rack since Wisconsin, so I wheeled
it a few hundred yards to Hauer’s Cyclery for a quick checkup. The
shop was adjacent to the trailhead. “Where are you headed, and why?”
the congenial owner asked while pumping up my tires. I figured he had
posed thatsame question hundreds of times. But he dropped the air hose
upon hearing my response. “Melanoma!” he exclaimed, explaining that
a large, black mole on his wife’s arm had been diagnosed as malignant
melanoma in 1980. She had endured surgery and chemotherapy, and
had not had a recurrence. Already, I had connected with a2 melanoma
survivor—and I wasn’t even pedaling yet. I considered that a positive
omen and handed him a brochure. He hugged me and urged me to
send him a note from the Atlantic.
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Astoria, the oldest permanent white settlement west of the
Mississippi River, is named for entrepreneur John Jacob Astor. (No
doubt native people had a more melodious name for these shores.)
In the early 1800s, he sent two fully outfitted expeditions to the mouth
of the Columbia River to establish a fur trading post. Scandinavians
drawn to the coastal climate started a thriving fishing industry. That
more recent history is depicted in a mural that spirals around the 125-
foot concrete-and-rock Astoria Column, a landmark for bicyclists. The
elegant column, rising like a monadnock from nearby Coxcomb Hill, is
modeled after a structure the Roman emperor Marcus Trajanus erected
two millennia ago.

The column was too tall to serve as a suitable backdrop for obligatory
start-of-ride photographs, so Don and I instead settled on an immense
anchor in front of the city’s Maritime Museum, and a pier jutting into
the mighty Columbia’s mouth. Don would hand-deliver the film to the
hospital so the pictures could accompany my first journal entry.

“OK, enough procrastinating,” I said. “It’s time to pedal.”

And away I went.

Don was ahead of me in our car. He had offered to “escort” me
twenty or so miles out of Astoria before heading to the interstate for his
solo return to Wisconsin.

Even though my last training ride had been ten days prior, my legs
felt strong and I didn’t wobble because my loaded panniers felt well
balanced. Trickier, however, was flicking my eyes between the road and
my map, which was tucked into a plastic sheath atop my handlebar bag.
The mileage and routing information was in tiny print—and there was
a lot of it. Rather than try to read and ride, I stopped periodically to
memorize turns and landmarks.

Just as I gained a rhythm navigating the twists through Astoria’s
hilly neighborhoods, an approaching van slowed, and a fitlooking
woman leaned her blond head out the window: “You look like a serious
bicyclist,” she called out, introducing herself as a member of the local
cycling club. “I'm out doing some scouting. We're always looking for
new routes for our rides. Where are you headed?”

“Actually, I'm on my way to the Atlantic Ocean,” I told her, laughing.
“But I got a late start so I guess I'll have to settle for the Pacific today.”

“What route are you taking?” she asked.
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“The TransAmerica, the granddaddy of all cross-country trails,”
I replied, holding my waterproof map aloft. I explained that I was
counting on a set of twelve maps for guidance across Oregon, Idaho,
Montana, Wyoming, Colorado, Kansas, Missouri, Illinois, Kentucky, and
Virginia. “I'm sure you could order just the map for western Oregon.”

I wheeled closer so I could hand her a brochure and give her the
number for Adventure Cycling, the map supplier in Missoula, Montana.

“Wow, you're brave,” she said. “Good luck, and thanks for the
advice.”

On Astoria’s outskirts, I passed the Fort Clatsop National Memorial,
a replica of the stockade Meriwether Lewis and William Clark built to
overwinter their Corps of Discovery in 1805-1806. Expedition members
had relied on leg muscle, horses, and man-powered boats as they bravely
slogged west from St. Louis to follow President Thomas Jefferson’s edict
to find the shortest passage to the Pacific. What’s now a three-day car
trip in the age of asphalt, speed, and the infernal internal combustion
engine took those long-ago explorers eighteen months.

Minutes later, I slowed my pace while approaching the bane of any
cyclist—road construction. Cautiously, I pedaled my way across ankle-
deep gravel, my sturdy tires carving temporary channels in the grit.
Then, an unexpected sound. A grinning construction worker with big,
beefy hands set his rake aside and started clapping.

“This is from the whole state of Oregon,” he said. “We want you
to make it to Virginia.” Ahead, a truck driver hauling a giant water
tank doused the gravel to minimize dust clouds. I flashed a thumbs-up,
thankful I was not relying on the ridiculously skinny tires of a racing
bicycle, which surely would have caused an embarrassing wipeout.

That warm reception clicked when I caught up with Don. He had
given the construction crew a heads-up. Coincidentally, the applauding
worker was a Wisconsin native.

After meandering through resplendent pine forests lining the
roadways, I rolled into the resort community of Seaside, where Don
photographed me baptizing my tires in the salty waves of the Pacific.
Then, at a nondescript place called Cannon Beach Junction, twenty-five
coastal miles south of Astoria, Don pulled onto the shoulder. This was
where he needed to head east. It was time to say good-bye. I don’t think
I had ever hugged him that hard. “You can do this, Elizabeth,” he said,

"
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while cupping my cheeks and looking me in the eye, not letting go until
I nodded. Then, I watched him blend into traffic—thinking how naked
the trunk end looked without a bicycle rack. I was beginning the ride of
my life, and elation and fear jousted in my gut.

I didn’t cry often, but the white line along Highway 101 blurred as
Irode it alone. The tears weren’t a pity party. They were my unscripted
reaction to being separated from an exceptional partner who had
quietly taught me to be kinder to myself by not expecting perfection. He
never met my father but he understood what I was trying to accomplish
with this ride, and he knew the tenacity it would take. Don had always
offered support in his unobtrusive and steady manner, refusing to see
me as a cancer victim or damaged goods. As a mountain climber and
long-distance hiker, he grasped how formidable such sojourns could
be. In 1991, the two of us were among the hundreds of hikers who
flock to Georgia’s Springer Mountain each spring with the wild idea of
following the Appalachian Trail’s iconic white blazes more than 2,100
miles before snow closed the northern terminus in Maine. Don and I
didn’t know each other that April, but we ended up climbing Maine’s
Mount Katahdin together on the same blustery day in October.

Not long after parting with Don, I began scouting for a campsite.
All T needed was a small strip of out-of-the-way green space. Our
hundred-mile drive from Portland to Astoria that morning had cut into
my pedaling time. It made sense to channel William Least Heat-Moon
and proceed as the way opened. Arch Cape, a tiny seaside community
35.5 miles from Astoria on Highway 101, felt right. I declared it my
temporary home by pitching my tent next to St. Peter the Fisherman
Catholic Church. And though I felt as if I were violating a covenant of
small-town America, I locked my bike to a tree. After all, my mission
would be hopeless without it.

To save weight and open space in my panniers, I had opted to
leave my camp stove at home. I would eat when food was available. In
Arch Cape, my dinner source was a small grocery store. I tried to ignore
the imposing homes that clogged the beachfront as I ambled along
the sand exploring caves carved into cottage-size rocks by the relentless
pounding of salt water. From a beachside seat on a hefty driftwood log,
I gobbled my sandwich while watching bucket-billed pelicans in pursuit
of fish supper acrobatically dive-bomb the waves.
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Finally, I was scratching my bicycle journey itch. Years ago, I
doubted I would be allotted this time. Watching my father die in such
an excruciating manner when I was in high school, and then jousting
with my own cancer for most of my adult years, had forced me to pursue
an accelerated schedule and take a less orthodox route. I never felt
invincible. With so much to fit in, I felt I lived in speed-it-up, speed-it-
up, speed-it-up rhythm. Planning for the long-term had always seemed
ludicrous, if not impossible. People encouraged me to be patient, but I
never felt as if I had the luxury of waiting years to tackle the proverbial
to-do list stuck under a refrigerator magnet. “It can’t wait,” I would tell
them, trying to relay my sense of urgency. “I have to do it now.”

On that beach, I allowed myself to believe that I might linger
on the planet longer than I ever expected, perhaps even outlive my
father. How liberating to accept that cancer wasn’t necessarily a death
sentence and to know that surviving didn’t mean shriveling. When I had
stood in the shadow of my dying father during that summer of 1976,
I was unaware that hundreds of bicyclists—part of Bikecentennial—
were streaming east and west across the continent to inaugurate the
spanking-new 76 Trail. A small group of cycling enthusiasts had invited
goodwill ambassadors—*“spokes™people, if you will—from around the
globe to join the cause. I had no inkling that twenty-four years later I
would be following that same Bikecentennial route, which morphed
into what is now the TransAmerica Trail.

Soon, vacationers were scurrying to the shore like parishioners to
pews. They seemed to need to savor the remains of the waning summer,
knowing their lives would shortly resume a more frenetic pace. I was
doing the opposite. My “vacation” season had just begun.

I watched fingers of seawater massage the pebbles on the sand.
Suddenly, a cheer erupted from a throng of teenage boys who had
hoisted themselves upon a fifteen-foot-high shiprock as the darkening
Pacific swallowed the blood-red ball of sun. Their spontaneous
celebration of a daily astronomical occurrence as old as our world
resounded like an amen. “My sentiments exactly,” I wrote in my journal.
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