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Praise for HEIDI Across America



“In the tradition of Wild and Eat, Pray, Love, Heidi Beierle’s memoir takes us on a courageous, unflinching journey of the road and spirit. Written with the kind of searing honesty so deeply needed in today’s Facebook and TikTok world, this book is a feast, an inspiration and an invitation to look within and find out what really matters.”

—Sara Connell, bestselling author of Thought Leader Academy and The Science of Getting Rich for Women

“Heidi Beierle lets us sit side-saddle as she rides from coast to coast, facing heat and headwinds, finding new friends and old demons, searching for this place called America and her place within it. At once propulsive and poetic, epic and intimate, Heidi Across America will make you want to drop everything, take to the road, and see where you end up.”

—Brian Benson, author of Going Somewhere and co-author with Richard Brown of This Is Not for You

“Heidi Beierle’s memoir, Heidi Across America, is what we all need to read in our current climate of cultural and political division. Beierle brings her open-hearted curiosity to every roadway, every diner, and every person (or animal) she encounters, offering the reader a glimpse into what it really means to be a true citizen of a homeland as vast and diverse as the United States. On a bicycle and depending upon the kindness of strangers, this author takes us on a journey that is more than a grueling ride through the heartland. It is a guide for all of us to slow down and really look at what is right in front of us. If you need a shot of optimism and hope, Heidi Across America will put it right into your veins.”

—Cami Ostman, founder of The Narrative Project and author of Second Wind

“A journey of discovery from the Pacific to the Atlantic, Heidi Beierle’s solo bicycle adventure reveals an America writ small but full of generous, kind-hearted people. It is a vivid tale of a soul stretched across a continent, a story of strength and pain and resilience. It’s like seeing old friends in the people and places of America through new eyes.”

—David Goodrich, author of A Hole in the Wind and A Voyage Across an Ancient Ocean

“Heidi Across America is a thrilling ride and glide through both landscape and story space. In these times where travel has turned into a complex labrynth of stress, I found a home inside the journey, and heart enough for all of us. A triumph for those of us who care about moving through the world with care, compassion, and consciousness.”

—Lidia Yuknavitch, author of The Chronology of Water and Thrust

“Beierle’s honest account of her cross-country adventure scrapes off the veneer of bike touring and exposes the truth of pedaling away from the past. Readers will discover the grace and power that come from being vulnerable on a bike and on the page. I was rooting for Beierle to the very last page.”

—Sara Dykman, author of Bicycling with Butterflies

“Heidi Across America is a glorious celebration of adventure, the unwavering spirit, and the boundless potential that resides within each of us. As she pedals her way across the heartland, Heidi discovers magnificent and challenging landscapes, captivating characters, and what it means to be a woman on her own in contemporary America. An unforgettable adventure that transcends miles, this beautiful book reveals the transformative power of the open road and the profound joy of self-discovery.”

—Karen Karbo, author of In Praise of Difficult Women
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Disclaimer: While this is a true story of real events and people I encountered, some of the names and characteristics of people in this story have been changed to protect their anonymity.



“Carnage” was originally published in VoiceCatcher Journal.

“Blood” was originally published in High Desert Journal.





To my parents, BA and Lenny, for your love and for giving me the space to find my way






PROLOGUE

Ten bike lengths ahead, a brown lump rested on the fog line of the shoulder-less highway. If the lump was scat, I’d put money on bear.

Scat wasn’t one of those things that typically prompted me to stop, although I would if there was something compelling about the shape, volume, or contents.

As I neared, the lump looked as if it could be a work glove or knit hat.

Its edge wavered.

Roadkill. I was excited, as if this dead animal were a longed-for birthday present. I stopped and looked down at tidy, chocolate-colored feathers. Long black eyelashes were set against a white face blaze. The bird was belly down, head turned to the side, feathers spread like a blanket, gray beak curved to the road. A slight breeze raised some feathers, and they flapped noiselessly back into place.

I took a picture and continued on.

Did the spirit stay connected? When a car drove over the physical trace, was the spirit brutalized, did it feel crush and tread mark again and again? Feathers on roadkill don’t stick to the road—they lift when cars pass.

I returned to the owl and laid my bike on the embankment.

Three male cyclists loaded with touring gear stopped on the other side of the road.

“Do you need help?” one of them asked.

We talked across the road. They were from Oklahoma.

“There’s this little owl,” I said. “It doesn’t seem right to let it get squashed. I’m going to move it.”

They traveled onward, west down the highway.

I picked up the owl, folded its wings around its body, light and tiny in my cycling-gloved palms. The owl’s head hung forward, weighted by its skull. In my left hand, I turned the owl over, tracing the bones along its left wing and then the right. The wing bent between elbow and wrist; the bone crushed like eggshell. I slid my fingers down the owl’s beak, touching the tawny feathers on its breast and then its feet. The tiny talons, black daggers. The toes that held them, yellow, dainty, and gecko-like, their undersides minutely dimpled, sticking out from sandy bloomers. Between my thumb and index finger, I held a toe, the talon, smooth and warm with a sharp point, like a cat’s claw.

Away from the road embankment, I laid the owl on dead leaves at a plant’s base.

I hefted my bike onto the road and journeyed on.

Every day, every moment, the owl’s fate could be my own. I lived and pedaled in acknowledgment of this, hoping that when death arrived for me, a radiant heart would free my feathers from the road.






Part 1 CLIMBING
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1. On the Road


Harsh blue light from the Prineville, Oregon, ranger station entrance shone on the twiggy shrubs above me. Below the glare, I lay on the ground, hidden in my sleeping bag, having just been startled awake. I held my breath and listened, afraid someone had found me or was stealing my bike. The only sound came from sprinklers on the other side of the building. No intruders. I peeked through the bushes. My bike was still there. I exhaled. 12:03 AM. All was well. I drifted back to sleep.

Two hours later, I was yanked out of sleep again, this time by noise like a jet of water spraying a taut sheet of nylon. I fumbled for my glasses. My watch read 2:01 AM.

Beneath my ground cloth, an active sprinkler head blasted water that collected on top of the cloth and wet the bottom of my sleeping pad. As I considered where I might move, the noise underneath stopped. The sprinklers next to me came to life, and water droplets pattered the nylon of my down bag. I scrambled to my feet, grabbed my sleeping bag and pad, and darted over to the building where the water didn’t reach. I ran back to the bushes to rescue my panniers, the waterproof bags that attached to my bike and held the gear for my cross-country trip. My left hip sparked with electricity, a familiar pain that dissipated quickly.

Next to the building under an eave, light reflected from the wet lava rocks, but there was a dry space wide enough for my sleeping gear if I snuggled the building. I wormed my way back into my sleeping bag and took long, slow breaths to calm my body.

I slept maybe another hour when the sun woke me.

I packed my gear in grumbly half sleep and took pictures of the bushes and eave. The adventure didn’t seem worth the sleeplessness, but I milked the experience for a Facebook post before leaving for the sagebrush-studded high desert.
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I was on summer break following my first year of a master’s program in community and regional planning at the University of Oregon in Eugene. At the end of my first term in December 2009, all I wanted for my summer was to ride my bike. I had returned to school at the age of thirty-four and was shocked by how all-consuming and fast-paced the coursework was. I hardly saw friends. I sat in class. I sat and read. I sat and wrote. I slept long enough to keep going. My years of physical adventuring were nothing compared to the arduous sitting that came with full-time studies.

My body grew soft. I cried often.

By my birthday in late January 2010, the winter term was already punishing, but I was moving on a research project that would put me on my bike all summer.

I planned to pedal from Eugene to Washington, DC, for a historic roads conference and to study the economic effects of bicycle tourism during my journey. To make this happen, I would need to secure acceptance to present my research results at the conference, fundraise, and plan my biking route. The promise of being on my bike all summer carried me through the agony of running deadlines.

The November before, I started having hip pain when I walked or fully straightened my leg. The pain was a momentary zap of electricity from my left hip joint down the inside of my leg that blinded me for a second or two. Neither massage nor chiropractic had any effect on these periodic jolts of pain, and the trip felt even more urgent. If my mobility continued to decline, I might not have the chance again. I could pedal short distances without issue, but I had no idea how my hip would respond to pedaling every day for ten hours a day.

Since January six months before, I’d done fewer than ten rides longer than ten miles. I crammed training rides into the hour before I went to class. I took the steps to my tenth-floor apartment.

Late morning on June 23 in my building’s entry plaza, I loaded two panniers on the rack on the front of my orange creamsicle Trek 2.1 road bike and rolled onto the street.

The Trek 2.1 was my first road bike, and I bought it new in 2008 for $1,000 after a month of comparison shopping and test rides. The bike’s color and the service I received at the shop decided it for me even though the bike cost more than I wanted to spend. Since I no longer had a car, I wanted a faster bike than my 1991 mountain bike to reach my friends’ houses.

When I left home that June morning in 2010, I’d never ridden my bike with loaded panniers before, and the change in balance and lower center of gravity made the bike feel as if it had no rigidity. I’d worked around my road bike’s lack of rack attachment points with a cargo rack that fastened to my handlebars and fit into the front axle. For the first several blocks, I feared I had broken my bike frame. By the time I was on the rural highway east of town, I’d adjusted to the handling.

That first day, I spent the night at Paradise Campground—sixty-three miles from home at the base of the Cascade Mountain Range. The terrain seemed flat, and I wasn’t in a hurry. The forested surroundings filled me with calm and delight. Large yellow and black western tiger swallowtail butterflies played in the dappled sunlight. The hardest part had been leaving; Day One was a triumph!

When I departed Paradise the next morning, I pedaled uphill for twenty-eight miles and gained four thousand feet of elevation. My body whimpered. The muscles in my lower back squealed. My quads burned. I didn’t expect how much my arms would work to balance the load I carried on the front of my bike. When I stopped at a coffee shop in Sisters, Oregon, after finishing the climb, I could barely hold my cup of tea.

From Sisters, I raced across the plains to reach Prineville before dark. I rolled into town in falling light, planning to treat myself to a motel stay. The front desk person at the Motel 6 informed me that all the motels in town were full. The Crooked River Roundup-Rodeo was celebrating its fifty-fifth year.

I left the motel feeling defeated and followed signs for camping at a recreation area as night bled into the clear sky. I had bike lights, but I didn’t want to ride in the dark. People wouldn’t expect a touring cyclist on the road in the dark. No matter what I did, I would be invisible. Plus, riding in the dark with big trucks driven by drunk people seemed like a good way to get myself killed. The panniers made my bike wide. What if a vehicle nicked them or a mirror hit me?

About three miles from the motel, a sign indicated the camping area was thirteen miles ahead. There was barely enough light to read the sign. In a car, thirteen miles was nothing, but on a bike, it would take at least an hour to get there. I crumpled over my handlebars and wished I had known how far the campground was before I went out of my way following the signs. I turned back to the main road.

Prineville was eighty-five miles from Paradise. I added six miles to account for this damn detour. Ninety-one miles was the farthest distance I’d biked in one day in my life.

Somehow my legs kept pedaling.

Night flooded the road and adjacent fields.

I would have to improvise a place to sleep. I didn’t need much. I’d be up early in the morning and pedaling again. I had snacks and enough water to reach the next town with services.

At the east end of Prineville, I stopped and snooped about the Prineville ranger station.

No outdoor restroom.

No picnic table.

No matter.



The sixth day and approximately 330 miles into my trip, I was saddle sore as I approached Baker City, Oregon. I couldn’t bear the pinpricks in the skin over my sit bones. The only fix was to get off my saddle regularly, but I knew the pain was inevitable, like breaking in a pair of boots. The only way to get my body used to pedaling for ten hours a day, day after day, was to do it.

I experimented with my body position to offer my sitting parts relief, but my few attempts to stand on the pedals and turn the cranks felt wobbly, and I feared crashing. On downhills, I could lift off the saddle and coast without concern. Occasionally on flats or gentle climbs, I would stand on my pedals and coast for a few seconds. To rest longer than those few seconds would mean stopping, but my ambition wouldn’t allow it. I permitted myself breaks for food and bathroom needs, photos, interactions with other cyclists, or reading interpretive signs. It was a point of pride for me to make it to the top of a climb without stopping.

On my first bike tour to San Francisco the previous year, I had similarly sore sitting parts after nearly a week riding. I was in Arcata, California, and stopped at a bike shop desperate for any tips that would stop my thoughts from looping “poor pussy.” A woman who staffed the shop suggested I check that my saddle was level and encouraged me to use chamois cream to prevent chafing. When I returned to my hotel room that night, my saddle appeared level, so I didn’t mess with it. The directions on my new tube of Chamois Butt’r read, “Apply to skin to soothe and soften” and “may be applied to any skin areas that rub together.” The lube had restored my squashed and neglected parts in multiple ways. I applied it liberally in the morning before departing and in the evening after showering. My ride turned dreamy—cruising down Highway 1, the fog had lifted, and the sun sparkled on the Pacific Ocean. The newfound relief and positive focus on my girl parts made me amorous.

Now, in eastern Oregon, I hadn’t arrived at the point of loving what I was doing. I had more than three thousand miles and the Rocky Mountains ahead of me, and I hadn’t had an orgasm since leaving Eugene. Butt’r simply couldn’t soothe the tenderness that felt so close to the bone.

My original plan had been to leave two days after the spring term ended, but those days stretched. I’d started a thing with Daniel, my cute upstairs neighbor and friend with benefits. Our occasional film watching and casual sex had offered needed relief from my demanding schedule. With my departure imminent, our off-and-on interactions turned into every night. While I loved the idea of riding my bike four thousand miles for the summer, I didn’t want to give up the sex. Sex felt like the reward for months on overdrive.

I rolled into Baker City in eighty-degree temperatures under a clear blue sky. Focused on washing and easing the pain in my ass, I strode into the shiny lobby of the Geiser Grand Hotel, the pedal cleats on the soles of my shoes clicking on the floor. The hotel had a room available the following day, which I reserved for my first rest day. For lodging that night, staff at the hotel found me a room at a nearby motel.

In the first-floor room, I leaned my bike against the wall next to a dresser that held a Hello Kitty phone. I peeled off my salt-crusted cycling clothes and left them in a moist, rank lump on the floor while I stood in the hot shower for thirty minutes.

Clean and dry, I lay naked on the firm bed and used the lube. My breath constricted in a pre-cry for the tenderness of my parts and for my longing to connect with Daniel. When I’d left Eugene, Daniel had asked for the link to my blog but otherwise didn’t indicate he wanted to stay in touch.

After a failed orgasm in full view of Hello Kitty and breathy crying that didn’t produce tears, I put on my black cotton tank dress, black yoga pants, and a light long-sleeved zip neck shirt and carried my six-days-of-sweat cycling clothes to the motel washing machine. From there, I walked to a Chinese restaurant, hungry for vegetables, and was rewarded with a plate heaping with vibrant colors.

The next afternoon, I checked into the Geiser Grand. Huge room, bed, and west-facing windows. Gold wallpaper and bedspread. I watched a storm billow in the west as the sun went down in electrified oranges and pinks and lit up the pendulous underside of the purple-green storm cloud. It seemed unfortunate to be alone instead of sharing the romance of this room and its view with someone.



I pedaled out of Baker City on a hot Tuesday morning across a sagebrush-knotted rumple of land on my way to Halfway. My sitting parts were still sore, but a day off the saddle had reduced the tenderness. Heat reflected from the pavement, and the parts of my head exposed by my helmet’s vents baked.

Few vehicles passed on Highway 86. No bicyclists. The road through this sere emptiness was mine. The landscape was quiet and expansive.

I pedaled and sweated, scanning the hillsides for visual relief from the sun’s glare. None. I hoped for shade farther ahead. None.

The road east of Richland climbed at a 7 percent grade. It was midday. My head sizzled as I inched up the treeless hillside. My quads burned.

After what seemed like two or three miles of climbing, the road bent to the left for another mile. The grade steepened as I crawled to the road crest.

Short evergreens marked the ridge. I strained past a gravel pullout, wanting to stop but determined to keep going. I could rest on the way down.

Over the crest, the landscape changed to deep greens, tall grass, coniferous trees, and yellow, lavender, and white wildflowers. Following the squiggling road down, my head cooled in the rush of air. A broad smile etched my face.

The colorful structures of Halfway stood amid hayfields and woods.

I stopped at the library for Wi-Fi and sat at a picnic table in the courtyard because the building was closed.

“Oh, hi, didn’t mean to disturb you,” a woman’s voice said.

I turned to find a gray-haired woman in shorts and a T-shirt pulling on a garden hose. “You’re not disturbing me. Is it okay that I’m here?” I said.

“Yes. It’s a great spot.”

“I agree. The garden is really pretty.”

“Oh, thank you. I volunteer twice a week to take care of it. If you want some water, help yourself.” She indicated the spigot on the wall. “It’s nice and cold.”

I thanked her and turned to my computer.

After twenty minutes, the woman returned to the table. “Do you know where you’re staying tonight?”

“I haven’t sorted it out yet. I wanted to get my blog post written while I have a connection.”

“You’re welcome to stay with me and my husband. We often host cyclists. It’s nice to have company. We’re about three miles from here.”

I accepted. I wanted to talk to people who could tell me about life in towns like Halfway and what kind of economic impact touring cyclists, such as myself, were perceived to bring, especially since homestays didn’t immediately bring economic benefit to rural communities. Did touring cyclists get something out of it beyond a free place to stay? How were the people offering homestays served? What was the longer-term economic benefit of hosting cyclists? In Baker City, I’d interviewed a couple who moved to town because they were artists and cyclists and liked what living in a place with a lower cost of living enabled. The risk of being entrepreneurial was also low. They missed their city cycling community but organized bicycle races, which brought people and money to town. Everyone benefited.

Linda offered dinner around 6:00 PM in addition to lodging. Were people really that nice?



Around 4:30 PM, I stopped at the gravel drive leading to Linda and Tom’s house. A lake of grass swooshed and rose in the breeze. Dark blue mountains crowned the view.

We began with cocktail hour in chairs on the back patio, watching the weather move across the ridges and valleys. As the thunderstorm and rain curtain consumed the higher ridges to the east, Linda used a large, pagoda-style house on the ridge as a reference point for the storm’s movement. In that house lived the first Sports Illustrated swimsuit cover model from 1964. “She’s an artist,” Linda said. The artist in me stirred.

The storm came rushing over us, and we scrambled inside for a bounteous salad made from vegetables grown in their garden.

Linda and Tom told me stories about different biking tours they’d been on, retirement, irrigation, the difficulty of keeping young people in Halfway, and the challenges of finding a doctor who would live in such an isolated place. I didn’t know that someone like me could address what they saw as needs in their community. Cycle Oregon, the organization that produced weeklong event rides in rural parts of the state every year, had a giving program to support communities that the rides visited. There was also the new Oregon Scenic Bikeway program and the established state and national Scenic Byway program. Even if Halfway had annual events around scenic tours, I doubted young people would stay unless they loved farming, ranching, or had the vision and savvy to make conservation or outdoor adventure experiences into their livelihood.

Linda excused herself to turn on the heat lamp for her adolescent chicks while Tom told me about the forest. Linda returned, wide-eyed: “You should see the light out there.”

The three of us returned to the back patio. In the evening’s low light, the clouds had an unearthly glow to them, ominous and playful.
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2. Be Safe out There


Day ten. When I arrived in the outskirts of White Bird, Idaho, my fuel tank was empty.

Between breakfast and dinner, I usually ate only a Clif Builders Bar and some jerky and dried fruit, maybe a packet of GU. Dinner was my principal meal of the day, usually eaten when I was near my overnight accommodation. Experience taught me that eateries along rural byways and in small towns could be closed by 6:00 PM. Limited hours of operation aside, most towns, no matter how small, usually had one place to eat, even if it was a convenience store.

The Adventure Cycling Association maps I was traveling with identified restaurants, groceries, and convenience stores. The maps also showed elevation profiles, distances between towns, lodging options, water stops, restrooms, libraries, post offices, and bike shops. Most important, the route followed quiet, low-traffic roads as much as possible.

From west to east, Adventure Cycling Association’s TransAmerica Trail traversed the country from the Oregon coast to the Virginia shore. At the eastern end of Oregon, the route cut northeast across the Idaho panhandle to Missoula, Montana, the northernmost point on the route and Adventure Cycling Association’s headquarters. From Missoula, the TransAm angled southeast to Yellowstone and diagonally across Wyoming where it crossed the Continental Divide numerous times into Colorado for the eleventh and final crossing at Hoosier Pass, the route’s highest point of elevation at 11,542 feet. From there, the TransAm dove into Pueblo, Colorado, before beginning a trek across the Great Plains through eastern Colorado and Kansas. The terrain crinkled again in Missouri, crossed the southern portion of Illinois, covered the length of Kentucky, and crossed the Appalachian Mountains in Virginia.

I was early in that northeastward passage through Idaho when I arrived in White Bird and encountered a white-haired man wearing a pastel-plaid short-sleeved collared shirt on an ATV. We exchanged hellos.

“Go to the Silver Dollar and get yourself some dinner,” he said, “then come back this way and stay at my RV Park. It’s nice camping along the river.”

“Do you have Wi-Fi?”

“Yep. There’s a shower room also.”

The Silver Dollar was one of two commercial buildings in the town center. It had a weathered wood façade with SILVER DOLLAR spelled out in pieces of bark-covered limbs. Several pickups were parked in front.

Through my sunglasses, the dim interior hid the details of people and furniture but not the smell of beer and cigarettes.

“Can I help you with something?” The gravelly voice matched the facial movements of a bearded bartender. I imagined he wanted to ask me, Are you lost? Why else would a lone woman wander into a small-town bar in tall striped socks, a pink and lavender bicycle jersey, dark sunglasses, and a lavender bike helmet?

“Do you serve food?”

“You can go in the back there if you’re just looking to eat,” the bartender said flatly. He pointed to a short hallway that split the building in half.

In the back were six empty tables with menus held between the salt and pepper shakers, bottles of Heinz ketchup, and A-1 Steak Sauce. 4:30 PM. I sat at a four-top, removed my cycling gloves and helmet, traded sunglasses for regular glasses, and scanned the menu.

The bartender appeared and asked me what I wanted.

“Burger and tots please. Do you have any salads?”

“We don’t have salad. I could give you some extra burger toppings. You know, the lettuce and tomato.”

“That sounds excellent. And an iced tea and a big water.”

I moved my helmet. I liked that it was purple and matched my U.S. Bicycle Route System cycling jersey. The jersey had a subtle map of the United States across the chest and back. I coordinated the rest of my pedaling attire to match. No red, white, and blue. No Stars-and-Bars. By design. I was embarrassed by American arrogance and pained by how we treated our own people. As much as I could hide my Americanness, I did.

After I finished dinner, I paused at the end of the hallway on the bar side. A woman’s voice called out to me from a table of five, two of whom were in bright yellow reflective wear, “Hey! Did you ride in on Highway 95 about an hour ago?” The table was cluttered with tumbler glasses and beer cans.

I nodded and scanned the sunburned faces around the table.

A skinny person wearing sunglasses and smoking a cigarette was the questioner. She had shoulder-length, wavy brown hair. “We saw you on the bridge.”

I crossed at least four big bridges that day. Two or three were under construction. “What bridge?”

“The one right down there,” she tipped her head.

“The one with no guard rail and logging trucks and a big river below?” I offered, trying to sound upbeat about a situation that had been freaky.

“Yeah! That one.”

“Yeah. I made it.”

“Sit down. We’ll buy you a beer.”

Beer and cigarettes could not compete with the lure of a shower and Wi-Fi. I declined beer but not conversation. The road crew looked different without their hardhats and sunglasses.

“How far did you go today?” the woman asked.

“It felt far. I don’t know. Ninety miles?”

“Where did you leave from this morning?”

“Council.”

“Wow. That is far. A hundred miles.”

“Really?” I didn’t have a cycle computer and relied on my maps for mileage. If what she said were true, my day’s ride included two milestones—the longest one of my ride so far and my first one-hundred-mile day.

An older woman in pink shorts and an oversized souvenir T-shirt at an adjacent table joined the conversation with “Where are you headed?” She held a can of beer in one hand and a cigarette in the other.

“Tonight, just here. But I’m riding to Washington, DC.” I stepped closer to the woman in the pink shorts, so I wouldn’t be yelling across the road crew table.

“That’s so amazing,” the woman in pink shorts said. “Where’d you start?”

“I left from home in Eugene, Oregon, about a week and a half ago.”

“By yourself?”

“Yep.”

“You go, girl. That’s amazing.”

“Thanks. It isn’t an easy way to go, but I’m meeting nice folks, such as yourselves, and seeing beautiful country.”

“I hear ya,” the woman in sunglasses said. “Our crew has been working on that bridge for three months. I’ve been here since the start. Others have been here three weeks. It’s seven days a week, ten hours a day.”

Did they feel as vulnerable out there as I did? All I had for protection from fast-moving vehicles was a white line painted on the road and a bubble I imagined around myself. Nothing protected me from vehicle exhaust or falling hay, wood chips, or gravel. The fright of an unanticipated noise, such as honking, someone yelling a compliment or insult, or—the worst—a dog barking from a passing vehicle, would cause me to flinch, and I feared crashing or swerving into the travel lane.

“Do you ever get tired of it or get a day off?” I asked.

“It’s good money,” she said and drank from her can.

I felt uncomfortable about being perceived as someone with money and leisure. I had busted ass to raise money to support my ride and knew I could look forward to more student loan debt when I returned. This was not a trip of luxury. Maybe the woman in sunglasses could see that. Maybe she’d checked her own idea of luxury at the door when she signed on to live in White Bird for as long as the money flowed. Or maybe living in White Bird was her idea of the high life.

“Good on ya,” I said. “Was it difficult to uproot from where you were to do it?”

She lifted her beer slightly in my direction and gave a little nod.

I shifted my weight toward the door, and she said, “Be safe out there.”

It was a common refrain. I hadn’t been but two days in Idaho and had already experienced what felt like callous disregard of my vulnerability by the log truck drivers. Someone had told me that log truck drivers got paid per load, so they drove fast to maximize loads per day. I stayed as far to the edge of the road as possible and was cognizant of the draft that could suck me under the wheels.

“So far, so good,” I said. “Thanks for your concern.”

On my way to the RV park, I heard a vehicle coming from behind me, moved to the far-right side of the road, and glanced over my left shoulder. It was a pickup. I kept pedaling and glanced again. To my horror, it approached fast and instead of crossing the double yellow line and giving me a wide berth, it veered toward me and the edge of the road. I was trapped with a drop-off at the pavement edge and a road bank that sloped down to the river. The truck overtook me with a rush of air and only inches between me and its hulk.

My heart pounded. Why would someone do that? Were they drunk? Were they fucking insane? Was it funny to threaten to kill someone?

No other vehicles passed me as I jittered my way to the RV park. I found the man in the pastel-plaid, Alfred.

“You made it!” he exclaimed.

“I did make it, but I almost didn’t. Someone swerved into me on the open road.”

His features fell. “Are you okay?”

“I am. Shaken up. But still here. The jitters will go away.”

“You’re sure?”

I nodded.

Alfred oriented me to the RV park and its facilities and gave me laundry detergent so I could wash my clothes. He asked me what I was doing on the ride and about my background. I told him I grew up in Wyoming and hopped around the country getting educated. At my mention of Colgate University, his eyebrows lifted under the brim of his ball cap, and he shared his own educational background and how intellectual conversation was hard to come by in White Bird. Then, he told me about his wife and family. I related how my mom forwarded me the call for papers for the Preserving the Historic Road conference, which prompted this crazy idea to ride across the country.

Mom had not encouraged me to go solo. In fact, I had to tell her while I was planning the ride that she could not follow me the entire way in her car, which she had proposed. She was understandably worried I might get hit, break down, encounter a human or animal that might harm me, or find myself in a tornado. To ease her concern, I gave her the job of home-base support, which she took to expertly, having done the recon for the church hostel I stayed in the night after the sprinkler adventure.

I erected my tarp shelter on the RV park lawn, arranged my sleeping gear, and headed to the community house. After showering, I sat at a table in the common room in my tank dress, feeling immodest. My riding clothes and other off-bike clothes agitated in the washer. The west-facing side of the building had picture windows and provided me with a sunny view while I responded to e-mails and worked on a blog post.

Alfred mentioned that some of the road crew were staying at the RV park. As I worked, the woman in sunglasses came in and out a couple times, but we didn’t talk. She was cleaned up from her day and going about the business of her life.

One of the road crew I hadn’t seen at the Silver Dollar came in to use the pay phone. He and I talked before he called his wife in Coeur d’Alene. Even with my back to him, I felt awkward sitting in on his conversation. His exchange was short, and then he left.

I moved my clothes into the dryer and kept working on my blog post. When the dryer completed its cycle, I ducked into the bathroom and put on my yoga pants and a sports bra. Back out in the common room, I covered up with my long-sleeved shirt and returned to my laptop. The sun went down in a glow of orange and pink.

The same guy who used the pay phone returned. He grumbled, “You’re still here?” and went straight to the phone. I looked at my computer, wanting to create as much privacy as possible in the space between us. I heard him pick up the receiver and dial. He fidgeted.

“Hey, baby,” he said almost chipper. In my mind’s eye, I saw him standing at the pay phone with an arm resting over the top of it.

“Not a whole lot,” he said, his voice mellowed. “I was just hanging out thinking about you. I miss you.”

I paged through my past. No guy had ever called me and said that before.

“No,” he said with a touch of defensiveness.

I was all ears.

“Well, I’ve had one or two.”

How long had it been between when he first called his wife and the current call? An hour? It seemed strange to me that “Baby” would respond to his call of “missing you” by asking him if he’d been drinking.

“I’m suffering here without you.” His voice was sharp, loud.

I held my breath, uneasy with the change of tone and glad that the room was lit with fluorescent lights and visible from the grounds.

“That’s why I’m here,” his voice sounded exasperated, “making money to support you.”

He held the “m” in his words longer than normal, and I realized he was intoxicated. “Baby” had known immediately.

“You don’t appreciate me. You don’t understand.” His voice was loud, his words slurred.

My hands hadn’t moved on the keyboard since he’d come in. My computer still didn’t have a full charge.

“You don’t understand how hard this job is!” His retort startled me, and I flinched. “How hard it is to be away from you and have no day off!”

Was this a special occasion fight? Had my being here prompted it? Would it have happened regardless?

“Yes, she’s still here!”

He made no attempt to lower his voice, yet I had the sense that his anger and exasperation were directed at the phone and “Baby.” I turned off the Wi-Fi on my laptop and closed the lid.

As I pulled on the charger cord, he yelled at the phone again. “I don’t even know what you’re talking about! I love you!”

I froze, bent forward in my chair, the cord limp in my hand and disconnected from the outlet.

The receiver slammed in its metal cradle. “Bitch!”

He stepped past me and flung the door shut. When he was gone, I gathered my clothes and computer and returned to my shelter.

In the dark, under a thin wing of nylon at an isolated RV park in the middle of the Idaho panhandle, I lay awake, afraid the lonely, intoxicated pay phone abuser would come for me. I’d basically been naked when the man and I talked, and there was no mystery about where I was on the property. With my hip, I couldn’t run. Would I have the presence of mind to scream? If I did, would anyone hear? Was I strong enough to fight him off? Would he come to his senses? None of my support system at home knew where I was. With no cell service, I couldn’t call anyone.

Under the cover of my sleeping bag, I felt cold and vulnerable. I’d worked so hard to get to this RV park, and I hated the feeling that someone could take all the effort away, just like that. This ride was supposed to be the remedy for the slow-moving train wreck that was my life. My bicycle was a lifeline, a gift I needed to pull myself from that wreck. How could it land me in a place I couldn’t survive?

For the four years before returning to school, I’d been scraping by doing odd jobs for friends despite having undergraduate and graduate degrees in English. I didn’t need my education to paint walls, pull weeds, prune trees, house-sit, water gardens, trim pot, or sell earth-friendly household products. I wanted a reliable paycheck and intellectually engaging work that would stretch me.

When the economy tanked in 2008, I was already considering applying to a four-year program at Naropa Institute in Boulder, Colorado, for art therapy. As the unemployment rate rose in Oregon and my friends lost jobs, went bankrupt, and struggled to stay afloat, Naropa seemed impractical to the point of foolish and Boulder an expensive city to be financially marooned in. Meanwhile, I had seen appealing job postings for bicycle and pedestrian planners. The qualifications required a relevant degree, such as landscape architecture or planning. Both degree programs were offered in Eugene. Landscape architecture was a four-year program, and planning was two. I chose planning—shorter commitment, less debt. I could hide out in school while the economy righted itself and emerge in two years with my pass to a well-compensated professional position as an active transportation planner.

I had never considered riding across the country until Mom e-mailed me about the historic road conference in DC. Once I had the idea, it seemed natural that I would undertake this journey. I wasn’t just going to a conference. I’d be pedaling toward relevance, a career, financial security, a leaner body, a mate. I needed the freedom to find my way and embrace what the universe offered along with the associated challenges and discomfort.

I fell into an uneasy sleep.

Awake at 4:00 AM, I opened my laptop to finish and publish my blog post.

I wasn’t sure what it meant to “be safe out there.” As far as I could tell, I made it through yesterday. I clicked “publish.” With that action, my family and friends would know I made it through yesterday, too.

Now, there was the matter of today.
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3. Lolo Pass


With my sights set on Missoula, Montana, I pedaled onward. On a map, Missoula lay on the middle of the fringed part of Montana near the Idaho border. Adventure Cycling’s headquarters. My next rest day.

The fifty-two-mile climb to Lolo Pass and the Montana state line followed a road with a narrow shoulder that clung to the forested mountainside. There were few vehicles. South of the road flowed the Lochsa River. The traditional Nez Perce route traversed the high ridge to the north. The sky was overcast, the air misty, the temperature pleasant—between 65 and 71 degrees, I guessed. I never checked weather forecasts and didn’t have a way to gauge temperature apart from my observations while being outside.

On the road, I met John, an east-to-west rider of the Trans-America Trail. We talked, our bikes front wheel to front wheel at the far edge of the downhill lane. He told me that I could camp anywhere on National Forest land and enjoy free hot chocolate and Wi-Fi at the visitor center at the top of Lolo Pass. Later, when I reached Missouri, there was a great place for pie.

I pedaled up the pass. The river slithered along my right, sometimes close, other times hidden below conifers.

Around 4:00 PM, I arrived at Lochsa Lodge, a resort in the middle of the forest. My quiet day on the road intersected with clattering activity—cars, a mini gas station, a timber-framed lodge, people milling, and kids squealing. The crush of humanity made me uncomfortable. I leaned my bike against a tree and went inside. People crammed the lodge foyer, which also served as a souvenir shop, and I dodged them and clothing racks on my way to the restroom. I soon found an airy spot on the back deck where my stinky self was least likely to offend other patrons.

Salad. Chicken parmesan on spaghetti. Double brownie sundae. The quantity of food I ate seemed obscene, but my body welcomed it.

I kicked a leg over my bike and continued toward the pass.

A couple miles from the lodge, I found myself alone among the DeVoto Cedar Grove’s gray-barked trees in lengthening evening light. I took a picture of my bike leaning against one of them, a portrait of myself dissolved in the landscape.

Back on my bike and following John’s guidance, I looked for a place to camp. I had some worry about bears and cougars if I slept in the forest. Roadside signs with DOS and DONT’S signaled potential encounters with these animals. My smell could attract them.

I turned onto a gravel lane. A few yards up, tall grasses and wildflowers grew on the other side of a locked Forest Service barrier gate. I leaned my bike on the gate and bowed under the pipe arm, careful not to twinge my hip.

Once my camp was set, I retrieved a hand-sized toy car from my panniers. I bought the car, a 1955 Thunderbird, in eastern Oregon at Austin Junction for $4.99. I considered the car my sag wagon and, for that reason, necessary gear. A sag wagon is the car that picks up cyclists, typically on an organized ride or tour when they have mechanical issues, injuries, or are too tired to keep pedaling. Since I was solo, the car symbolized what a solo sag would be. I was both the rider and the backup. If I had an issue on the road, I had to help myself. I drove the car along the top of the gate arm and took pictures of it parked over the Great Gravel Road.

As the sun sank, the warm, peaty, and vanilla-scented air turned cold. I put on all my non-biking clothes and buried myself in my sleeping bag. The temperature would drop, I knew, but I hadn’t expected near freezing temperatures. My feet were ice, and I pumped my legs, trying to generate friction and warm them. It didn’t work.

I woke with a start, certain someone was driving down the gravel road. I listened. No engine noise. No tires crushing gravel. No vehicle lights. Just a dream.

Then, a chipmunk ran over the top of me.

Later, an animal snuffling yanked me from a dead sleep. As I opened my eyes to the dark, all I heard was the pounding of my heart.

I cracked my eyelids open to overcast light and sat up in my sleeping bag. My breath made frosty clouds. My feet were frozen, immune to my attempts to warm them with my hands.

Inside my sleeping bag, I changed into my riding clothes and sat, afraid of the cold. John said there was hot chocolate at the pass. I got out of the sleeping bag and put on my wind jacket, the only piece of gear that didn’t need to go into my panniers before I departed. Thirty seconds into disassembling my tarp shelter, my hands went numb with cold.

As I pedaled away, tears streamed from my eyes. The pass seemed a long way away. It was about eight miles from where I camped, and my hands and feet never warmed up.

From the visitor center, I wrote a Facebook post once my fingers were capable of typing.


[image: Icon: Facebook] Imagine a sea of evergreen trees. Lolo Pass Visitor Center is in the middle of that sea. Imagine me sitting inside the Center in a comfy chair, hot chocolate in hand, enjoying an alpine meadow view. Imagine it taking 30 minutes and three hot drinks to thaw my hands and feet. Imagine there is also Wi-Fi. #americathebeautiful #whatiswilderness

Happy Independence Day. I survived Idaho.
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4. Missoula and the Gandy Dancers


Under sunny skies, I rolled forty-seven miles in three hours down the mountain from Lolo Pass to Missoula. I hardly pedaled.

The hostel where I had a reservation was abuzz with backpackers and cyclists. One man who had recently arrived by bike and had a wad of gray and blue clothes in one hand asked me if I wanted to share a load of laundry.

The proprietor, Tim, appeared right then. “We’re having a barbecue in the back,” he said. “You’re welcome to join us.”

At the barbecue, I met three other touring cyclists: a graduate student on his way from Logan, Utah, to Glacier National Park, and two friends on an annual ride, one a criminal defense lawyer from Wisconsin and the other an easygoing architect from Minnesota.

None of these white men was riding across the country, but they typified my observations of the sort of person who undertakes a journey of this nature. Adventure Cycling Association estimates that about a thousand people each year ride across the United States on the TransAmerica Trail, which is one of three established coast-to-coast cycling routes. Generally speaking, people who ride across the country are older, college educated, and make more than $75,000 per year. About 8 percent of riders are international visitors. On the TransAm, early season starts are typically east-to-west travelers, and later season starts are west-to-east riders on account of snow-related road closures in the mountainous western states.

The day after the barbecue, I rode to the grocery store with the lawyer. He shared that freezing water in insulated bottles was the best way to keep water cold on the road.

After all the cyclists departed the hostel, I wandered downtown. I liked the historic architecture, Art Deco filling stations, and tree-lined streets. I went to a coffee shop to write. Two muscly men sat next to me. They were dressed in black leather chaps and jackets, wide bandanas over their foreheads, sunglasses. They both had reddish-brown bushy moustaches and shoulders and chests that seemed to burst the seams of their clothes.

I frequently saw motorcyclists on my route, and I supposed the same questions people asked me applied to bikers. The men were intimidating figures, but I made eye contact and took a deep breath. “Where are you traveling from?”

“Chicago,” one of them replied.

“Where are you headed to?” I didn’t want to bother them but was interested in their perspective.

“Las Vegas,” the same man answered, “but via some places here in the north. We grew up in Missoula, so we’re seeing friends.”

They introduced themselves as Mike and Rick, firefighters.

“Are you writing a book?” Rick asked.

“I’m blogging. I’m riding my bike across the country and try to post an update every day.”

“Wow, you’re tough,” Mike said.

“Me? You look tough.”

People said I was tough a lot, such as my school friends who remarked on my grit and intent to go alone. My parents said it, too, in a tone of admiration and concern when I called to update them. “Tough guy,” Dad said. My friends outside of school said it when I shared my plan and invited them to follow my journey. I didn’t know how to take it. It was easy to believe being called tough meant that I was a bulldozer. I struggled to accept or believe people meant I was physically and mentally strong, someone who persevered and overcame challenges. I did have moments by myself when I felt strong, but my confidence often crumbled in the presence of other people and was kept in check by my inner taskmaster.

Rick said, “For the Fourth, we had a great time with friends. We stayed up late listening to music and dancing in the living room. The girls went to bed around 5:00 AM, and we stayed up dancing until about 7:30 this morning.”

I imagined these two strong men doing a slow dance together in a light-filled living room, the love between them clear.

“They call us gandy dancers,” Mike said. “Do you know what that is?”
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