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CHAPTER 1







Sunday, 25 June
 Rothwell, Leeds


JANE


Lying in bed waiting for the alarm to sound I tried to find a position that stopped the pulling sensation down my left thigh. At least the pain in my hip had calmed over the last couple of days. I just hoped that the long flight ahead wouldn’t make me too stiff.


I knew I shouldn’t be setting off, but the tickets and our accommodation were paid for. How could I not try? I laid back, my head sinking into the soft feather pillows, the covers warm around my body. My eyes closed and opened as the alarm clock beeped. I pushed myself upright and turned it off, snapping it shut in its case. Swinging myself from my bed, I walked to my suitcases and slid the small black clock into the top of one of them.


I’d split my cycling gear and my off-the-bike clothes between the two cases–just in case baggage handlers at the airport mislaid one of them. My bike was packed in its long cardboard box and was downstairs in the middle of our living room floor.


‘Do you want a cup of tea, Mike?’ I asked the humped figure lying motionless at the other side of the bed.


‘That would be lovely, thanks.’ He lifted himself slightly, turning his head to the window before resting back into the comfort of the bed.




Turning the light on and waiting for the kettle to boil I looked around the kitchen. It would be many weeks before I saw my home again. The room I was standing in would be half the size of our living accommodation for the next nine weeks on our long trip across America. I wondered how we would all manage in such a tight space.


I carried the hot tea upstairs, turning more lights on as I moved back through the house. I placed Mike’s cup beside him and went through to Steven’s room.


‘It’s time to get up, Steven. We’re going on a plane this morning.’ Steven sat bolt upright. He yawned, his mouth opening widely. I moved towards him and placed my little finger on his bottom lip. His mouth snapped shut.


‘Oh Mum, you spoilt my yawn.’ I laughed at his scrunched up face, indignant with shock. Then his lips spread and he laughed with me.


‘We’re off to America,’ I said. ‘Come on, get dressed and don’t forget to brush your teeth.’ He nodded and crept down the small ladder from his bed before sitting in the corner to put on his clothes.


I walked through to Suzanne’s room. ‘Suzanne,’ I whispered. ‘We’re just getting dressed. You asked me to call you.’ She opened one eye and squinted at me as I stood in the doorway with the landing light behind. My shape threw a long shadow across her room.


‘Thank you. I’ll get up in a minute.’ Her hands reached up and tousled her hair, tangled with sleep. ‘Leave the door open,’ she called as I moved to close it behind me.


I pulled on the clothes I’d laid out the night before and in the bathroom washed my face and brushed my teeth. I could hear Mike moving clumsily around the bedroom.


I knocked on Rebecca’s door. ‘We’re going in half an hour, Becks,’ I called. I could see her still figure covered by her quilt.


‘Yeah, thanks,’ she grunted at me and turned her head towards the wall.


Downstairs, my coffee had gone cold. Taking out a travel bag, I checked my medication: bottles of oral morphine, painkillers, warfarin, iron tablets, hand cream, mouthwash and numerous smaller prescribed drugs all designed to control pain or the side effects of disease or treatment. There was three months’ supply and even I was surprised by the amount–there was enough to fill a family picnic bag. I checked the letters from the doctors which gave permission for me to travel with so many controlled drugs then heard movement on the stairs. Steven appeared at the kitchen door.


‘Do you want a drink of milk?’ I asked. He nodded, his eyes still half closed with sleep, and I gave him a glass.


‘Are you excited?’ I asked. His eyes widened and his cheeks rounded out as he smiled, his face becoming animated with the thought of the adventures ahead.


I climbed the stairs and lifted the heavy rucksack from my bedroom and took it back to the kitchen. Unzipping it and zipping it again, I did one last check of my reading books, our passports and travel information and insurance documents.


Mike clumped down the stairs with a suitcase.


‘Will you bring them all down so I can make sure we don’t miss any?’ I called.


‘That’s what I was doing,’ he snapped.


‘Thank you.’ I returned to the living room redundant, my back and hip pain preventing me from helping.


‘Right, that’s everything,’ he said, dumping the last bag in the hall.


I mentally ticked off the cases. Packing for a ten-week trip with all the cycling kit, phones, satellite units, GSP, laptops and maps without exceeding the baggage quota had been a challenge.


‘Where’s Steven’s bag?’ I asked.


‘It should be there. I’ve brought down everything from our room.’


‘Steven’s bag’s in his room,’ I said and Mike stomped upstairs.


Suzanne pulled her dressing gown around her. Her face was full and her arms encircled her expectant abdomen. It protruded under her white towelling dressing gown. Her face was pale without make-up, the tiredness showing after long days travelling to and from work. She put her arm round me and I hugged her back, reaching past the bulge of six months’ pregnancy.


‘You look after yourself,’ I said.


‘You too,’ she said, laughing at me. ‘You don’t have to make yourself ill doing this. No one will mind if you don’t finish.’


‘I might,’ I said. ‘Let us know if you get the lease on the house, won’t you?’


Tom, her partner, and Suzanne had been looking for a house to settle into once we were back from America. They were excited about the last one they had seen. I hoped there would be no problems for them.


A rumble along the road outside announced the arrival of our taxi. I unlocked the door and watched as the driver opened his.


‘Right, how we gonna manage this? You’ve got a bike in a box?’ he asked.


Mike stepped forward. ‘Yeah, mate. I’ll bring that out first, and then there are four suitcases and two bags.’


The driver’s eyes closed briefly. ‘Right, let’s see if the bike will fit back here first.’


Mike slid the bike box out of the house, and the two men handled it into the back of the people carrier where it fitted snugly. The suitcases jigsawed together and the two large bags full of T-shirts for the ride sat on the back seat.


‘Plenty of room,’ the driver said. ‘Anything else?’


‘No.’ I shook my head. I counted the six bags. Mike, Steven and I had our rucksacks and our coats.


The porch light of our next-door neighbours glowed yellow and there was a rattle of the keys in the lock. Cynthia and Terry stood in their nightclothes, dressing gowns firmly closed against the chill of the early morning.


Cynthia stepped forward, looking her usual regal self despite her attire, her hair still shaped carefully round her head.


‘We just wanted to say goodbye,’ she said, as her arms enveloped me into the warmth of her body. ‘Good luck. Look after yourself.’


I stepped back a little and saw her eyes fill with tears ready to fall down her cheeks.




‘Don’t you go crying, you’ll set me off,’ I said in as stern a voice as I could manage, but my voice cracked with fear and I could feel the heat of tears in my eyes. Suzanne was crying now and I felt so close to joining them but dare not let myself. I was too frightened of what might be ahead to allow myself the luxury of tears. I might not get into the taxi to start the journey.


Suzanne held me tight. ‘You don’t have to do this you know,’ she said again, as the tears slid down her face. I lifted my finger and caught a tear before it ran to her lips.


‘I know,’ I whispered. ‘Look after yourself, won’t you?’ I raised my voice, ‘And no falling out you two.’ I turned to Rebecca. ‘I’ll see you soon, just make sure you get to that exam and don’t pack too much stuff.’


‘Yes, Mum,’ she said and hugged me tightly. ‘Good luck.’


‘Come on, Jane,’ Mike called as he stepped away from Suzanne and Rebecca. Steven gave them a final hug and we climbed into the taxi ready for our journey to Manchester airport. I waved at the foursome standing outside our house, turning my head and raising my hand as we neared the end of the road. I scrunched the tissue in my hand and then wiped the tears that were falling freely from my eyes.


‘What am I letting myself in for? Why am I doing this?’ I thought. ‘Ten weeks of hardship–why did I agree to this? How on earth is this going to happen?’


Mike turned and looked at me. ‘What are you crying for?’ he asked. ‘It’s going to be a huge adventure, isn’t it, Steven?’


Steven nodded his head eagerly, his whole body moving. ‘Yes, Dad.’


Sunday, 25 June
 New York


MIKE


‘You’d better have this,’ Jane said. ‘It’s Steven’s passport–put it with the travel documents.’


‘Yes, dear, I think I can manage,’ I said. The queue through US immigration at JFK snaked round the hall and inevitably we were at the end of it. In the frantic, elbowing, jostling and pushing of passengers exiting the aircraft, we’d held back knowing that with Steven and my mum in tow it would be easier. There were only four immigration booths manned. I reached inside my pocket and flicked open my mobile–7.15 p.m. I mentally deducted five hours.


‘Ten hours in and already you’re stressed. I knew despite the promises, you’d be frantic,’ Jane said.


‘What promises?’ I said.


‘When we had that discussion with Ryan.’


My mind switched back to a year earlier and a scene in our kitchen where Ryan, Jane and I sat round the table late one Sunday night. We’d known Ryan since 2003 when Jane had competed in the Half Ironman in Somerset. He’d been the PR for the event and had gone on to compete with Jane in the Florida Ironman a year later. He lived and worked in Leeds so we’d kept in touch throughout and he was helping us to put together the ten kilometre race we were planning for the city.


‘So what do you reckon, Ryan? Are you up for cycling across America with Jane next summer?’ I asked. Jane was looking at Ryan, shaking her head as if a secret signal had been arranged.


Oblivious, Ryan beamed. ‘Awesome, absolutely awesome, we could get sponsors. Gatorade would definitely help.’ Ryan’s voice didn’t hide his enthusiasm. ‘It’s one of those things that I’ve always fancied doing. Awesome.’


‘I’ll take that as a yes then,’ I said. Jane put her head in her hands.


‘Well, you still need Martyn,’ said Jane. ‘I’m not going without there being at least three riders.’


‘Already sorted,’ I smirked.


‘Bastard.’ But Jane couldn’t hide the sparkle in her eyes. I had no doubt that she had no desire to ride across America or even visit it, but it was the challenge that was the attraction. ‘I’m not going without you and Steven, and the girls if they want to come,’ she said. I nodded. ‘What about support?’




‘I was going to ask Sparks if they’d free Cassie and Michael to help.’


‘But I don’t think they’d want to do that,’ she said. ‘It’s a shit job.’


‘Cassie’s already said she’d be up for it in principle.’


‘Is there anyone you haven’t discussed this ride with, Mike?’ Jane said. ‘Family? Friends? Media? Casual acquaintances?’ She looked at me, her eyes widening.


‘Cassie and Michael would be ideal, organised and thorough.’


She drew a deep breath. ‘What about work, yours and mine?’


‘Not a problem.’ Ryan smiled.


There was a look of resignation on Jane’s face as logistical questions were raised and answered. I’d meticulously looked into every aspect of Jane’s anticipated worries.


‘I think I can get a main sponsor,’ Ryan said.


‘I really think we could raise a million in total from both sides of the Atlantic, but most importantly it would allow us to set up the Leeds 10k,’ I said.


‘So where are we going from and to?’ Jane asked. I glanced at Ryan. It was the first indication that Jane might have accepted that she’d be doing the ride after all. I smiled.


‘New York to San Francisco, Brooklyn to the Golden Gate,’ I said.


‘Awesome,’ said Ryan. It was hard not to be bowled along with his youthful exuberance.


‘It’s bloody miles, bloody miles,’ Jane laughed. But I could see we were on our way.


 


Over the months that passed, Jane busied herself with planning the route, ordering map after map from the American Adventure Cycling Association. Ryan worked on sponsorship and I worked on the logistics. Very few things changed from that original conversation in the kitchen except–after a meeting with a documentary film maker–it was decided to go from west to east as we’d receive better media coverage if we finished the ride in New York.


Ryan and Jane were confirmed as two of the riders. They would be joined by Martyn Hollingsworth, a Sky cameraman who had been with Jane on her very first John o’Groats to Land’s End bike ride and then had filmed her again on the ‘Rome to Home’ one she’d done with her brother, Luke. Martyn was a down-to-earth Yorkshireman and he and Jane had hit it off from the start. He was a welcome addition to the team.


Unfortunately, Cassie resigned from Sparks in the spring. Michael Creighton, one of the charity’s events managers, would join us for three weeks at the start of the trip and two weeks at the end. But the main support would be Cindy, an American lady who’d been recommended to us by one of the charities. She had no previous experience of this kind of event but she would join us for the duration, providing drinks, food and general support throughout the trip.


This was far from ideal. Having done two previous long-distance endurance events, we knew that tensions would continually reach breaking point on the journey, even among people who were well used to each other. Having a stranger in the mix could be a recipe for disaster.


One thing Jane insisted upon was that Steven and I would accompany her throughout. And after discussing it with Rebecca, she decided she would join us for a month after her A levels, departing early to be in Leeds for her results in case she needed to go through the clearing process for university. Jodie, her friend from school, would come with her. Meanwhile, my mother Alice would travel with us to San Francisco to see Jane start the trip as well as visit family friends. The final member was Rob Davidovitz, a Sky News producer who would assist Martyn.


 


‘What time does the flight to San Francisco go, Michael?’ I said.


‘Three forty, New York time,’ he said calmly. Michael would be twenty-four in two days. He was fresh-faced and had a pleasant manner that I felt would be reassuring during the first three weeks of the adventure.


‘At this pace we’re going to struggle to meet the connection,’ I said.




‘Chill out, Mike,’ said Jane, as she juggled the rucksack on her shoulders.


I reached over to her. ‘I’ll take that for a while,’ I said.


Jane smiled. ‘Just concentrate on looking after Steven, and put his passport in with the travel documents not just your fleece pocket, otherwise we’ll have you screaming “I’ve lost his passport” in a minute.’


As we inched forward, I put my laptop bag down and tugged the blue travel wallet out from the bottom of it. I kept my passport out and flicked through the thirty-two watermarked pages, looking at the immigration stamps. Singapore and Adelaide from April 2001; the holiday we’d always promised ourselves if Jane’s cancer became incurable. By then she’d already outlived the initial prognosis in September 2000 by two months. New York, September 2003: a treat from GMTV to Jane as recognition of her charity work. November 2004: the Florida Ironman and exactly a year later the New York marathon. Memories flooded back–snorkelling on the Barrier Reef; a wetsuit-clad Jane wading out from the sea during the Ironman and the meal at Mr Kay’s Chinese restaurant in New York after the marathon.


‘Mike, honestly, put your passport away properly,’ said Jane, clearly agitated. I slipped it back in the inside pocket of my fleece.


‘You’ve created a lot of memories in the last six years,’ I said.


‘Yes, but we don’t need you getting stranded at JFK as one of them,’ she replied. The queue moved slowly. Bored children began to play up, testing their parents’ patience. Upon reaching the front, Steven, Jane and I stood behind the yellow line awaiting the economical nod that would be our signal to move through. Two minutes later, without a word spoken, fingerprints and photos were taken and we were behind another yellow line five yards further on. I looked behind me. Mum was being sent back to the queue.


‘What’s wrong?’ I asked.


‘I’ve not filled the bottom section in,’ she said, clearly flustered. She scrambled through her handbag looking for a pen. Precious minutes slipped away as for a second and third time she was admonished for the gaps in information on the form.


‘Welcome to America. Have a nice day,’ I whispered to Jane. I moved to retrace my steps through immigration but the officer pointed a finger at me to get back in the line.


‘I don’t know what’s wrong, Michael,’ Mum said. I could see fellow passengers watching her, hoping that their own progress through immigration would not be slowed by what was happening to Mum.


I tutted as I watched her fumbling with the forms.


‘At what point are we going to need our kids to look after us?’ I said. Jane looked at me and I immediately realised my faux pas.


Thirty minutes later, we were saying goodbye to Jane and Ryan who were staying in New York so Jane could appear on the NBC breakfast show Today.


It is one of the most popular shows in America and we hoped it would kick-start the American fundraising. Martyn and Rob had travelled independently to New York. Michael, Steven, Mum and I were running/walking to the connecting flight to San Francisco. Mum, already into her eighth decade with shoes that Nike wouldn’t recommend, moved remarkably quickly alongside Michael.


However, there was no need to rush. To compound the miserable day the flight was delayed by two hours. My only consolation was that England had progressed in the World Cup by beating Ecuador and on the early part of the flight we’d sat enthralled as Holland and Portugal, our next opponent, seemingly self-destructed under an avalanche of red and yellow cards.


After the seven-hour flight, we landed in San Francisco at 7 p.m. local time, a good twenty hours after leaving Leeds. Rather than stand there trying to identify the generic standard-sized Samsung black cases from the two hundred others on the carousel, I decided to collect the bike from the oversized luggage area. The top of the brown cardboard bike box had been severed, which made the message the box bore, ‘This Package is Recyclable’, seem inappropriate somehow. Ryan and Jane had protected the bike frame by wrapping an old duvet around it, and so the faded patterns of our old bedding were now on display to everyone in the arrivals lounge. A squashed Continental bike spares box littered the area, sharing space with spare tyres. An airport worker passed by, kicking an inner tube box back towards the bike. ‘Oi, careful with that, arsehole,’ I yelled, unable to control my annoyance. My stomach churned as it dawned on me the bike could be damaged.


The specialised Roubaix bikes, which we’d bought for the ‘Ride Across America’, were road bikes designed specifically for the most gruelling of professional races in northern France–the Paris–Roubaix. After the First World War the annual race was given the nickname L’Enfer du Nord or Hell of the North, because the route closely follows the trench lines. I’d seen many images of the cyclists caked in spring mud, riding for many miles over rough terrain, cobblestones and older roads. The route is changed yearly to avoid newly surfaced roads.


It seemed an ideal bike to choose for Jane because it would provide suspension to her fragile spine while allowing her to reach road bike speeds. And while they cost hundreds of pounds each, there was no question that we needed to spend that kind of money to ensure Jane was as comfortable as she could be.


Like a child fishing around in a bran tub my hand groped inside the bike box, pulling away at the duvet. As the bike appeared I could see the buckled front wheel and felt sick.


‘Fuck,’ I said through clenched teeth, quickly deciding I didn’t want to see any more, and began packaging the bike back up. Nothing could be done until the cyclists arrived from New York anyway but without the financial support of a bike manufacturer, spares could be difficult to obtain and expensive.


Michael appeared at my left shoulder.


‘Shit,’ he said when he saw the bike. I rubbed my forehead, my fingers loosening the taut skin.


‘What a fucking disgrace. Baggage handlers, eh?’ I forced a smile. ‘I’m going to have a word.’


But as I could have predicted, that word was futile, and I was dismissed with a shrug and ‘tough shit’ attitude. So much for have a nice day.


As I returned to the carousel, our bags were circling in solitude. Suzy, our American friend, had appeared and was embracing my mum. Suzy and her dad Jim were both residents of San Francisco and had insisted on collecting us and taking us to our rented house. My mum would stay with her while in the USA.


Within minutes we’d been steered outside and were sharing the airport concourse with returning fishermen from Alaska and students coming home. With a flurry of lights from huge four-by-fours, open-top pickups and RVs there was no disguising, this was California.


We ushered Steven into Jim’s car while Michael and I loaded the boot. In no time we were travelling on a road where you needed binoculars to see all the lanes and with no clue as to our destination or navigation, we settled into a conversation recap-ping the past three decades since I’d last seen Jim.


Until the Ironman competition, the Murphy family had been my only meaningful experience of Americans. We’d been introduced in a somewhat fateful way thirty-five years ago when one of Suzy’s letters to her grandma became trapped inadvertently in a letter to my mum from America. My ten-year-old sister Janet had started writing to Suzy, who was eleven at the time, and we’d been in touch ever since.


‘Have you booked a campground for Independence Day weekend?’ asked Jim.


‘Should we?’ I said.


‘Hell yes, all the RVs will be out. Everyone celebrates kicking the British asses out of the country.’


‘I’d never quite thought of it like that,’ I said.


‘You should get spots booked all weekend, especially if you’re in National Parks. Boy, does it get busy.’


Michael and I looked at each other. In the weeks leading up to departure I’d been feeling overwhelmed. Despite our arrival here, I knew we’d left many loose ends untied. My stomach rumbled from lack of food and nerves. I could have sat and wept. For eight months prior to leaving the UK, Jane and I had felt increasingly under pressure as our plans systematically fell apart. Jane’s health was deteriorating daily, we’d had untold difficulties obtaining health insurance, there were no confirmed media outlets…the list went on. The stress had continued to mount and our arrival in the USA had only confirmed how inadequately prepared we were.


Jim gave us a monologue of his RV experiences and by the time we arrived at the rented house, my spirits had never been lower; the brooding darkness only adding to the melancholy atmosphere. Russ, the house caretaker, had left some provisions on the kitchen table–which were quickly consumed–and some maps, instructions and contact numbers.


Steven was quickly settled down and I looked at my watch. It was 10 p.m. and I wanted to speak to Jane. But it was 1 a.m. in New York.


Monday, 26 June
 New York


JANE


The sound of a car engine gently ticking over woke me. My head felt heavy, my mouth dry, my eyes stung with tiredness as I forced them partially open. I could see an orange glow creeping across the floor. The window was in the wrong place, the curtains weren’t pulled across fully and were letting in an acid yellow light which made a sharp triangle across the black shadow.


My head felt full and fluffy, a cotton wool stuffiness pushing my reason away, and I lay back more awake, still unable to figure the noise. My eyes opened again on the red dot glowing above me. The noise suddenly quietened and there was a sound in the room like several doors closing at once onto their latches.


I pushed myself up the bed and felt to the side of me. There was no familiar companion there, only empty coldness. I fumbled in the strangeness of the darkened hotel room trying to find a light switch. I forced myself upright but still couldn’t find any way to light the room. I pulled back the covers and stood by the bed. My left thigh pulled tight and my heel arched from the floor. A cord of coolness ran down my left leg through the muscles, knotting my calf.


Limping towards the glow of the hallway lighting, which crept dimly under the room door and showed me where the bathroom was, I could make out the bank of switches by it.


I clicked one and pushed the bathroom door open, my eyes blinking back the brightness. I stepped forward, feeling the coldness of the floor tiles on my feet. The muscles from my painful left side clenched even tighter. There was the plastic click of many shutters and the noise in the room of an engine started again as the air conditioning clicked on.


The sweat on my body, cool now, made my pyjama top cling to my skin. I pulled it off and stood half-naked, shaking from the cool air in the room.


I grabbed one of the thick hotel gowns down from behind the bathroom door and wrapped myself in the fluffy towelling. My hair clung in wet tendrils to my head, creeping damply across my face. I reached for a hand towel and tried to dry it, rubbing roughly at my head.


My mouth was so dry. I wiped my hand across my lips and stepped back into the bedroom. Beside my now lit bedside lamp was a small bottle of water. It tasted stale, warmed from my clenched fist the day before. I glugged the contents down, trying to slake my thirst. I looked at the bed, the sheets crumpled from my unsettled sleep.


The journey from Manchester to New York had meant long hours of confusion at the airports and interminable queues through passport control. Finally, a car had deposited us outside a hotel overlooking Central Park. After the constant noise of the airport lounges and the thrum of the aircraft carrying us across the Atlantic, it felt wonderful to be in the peace of the gilded lobby.


I sat on the bed. The pain had been decreasing over the last couple of weeks but the flight and the cramped seating had negated all the exercise and all the physio I’d done with my therapist Alison, even though I had walked and stretched for the duration of the journey.


I lay my head on the pillow but sat upright immediately, my face scrunching with disgust. The pillow was soaked with the sweat of the night’s pains. The bed sheets were similarly damp where my body had lain.


I couldn’t find any comfort. I sat in the chair rocking myself gently to ease the pain in my back and legs. The clock below the large screen television showed 3.30 a.m. and I sat in my private discomfort, rocking and rocking, still hoping the pain would ease. My shoulder tightened in small despair as I thought about what lay ahead of me. Maybe the pain would subside when I’d had a few days’ rest in San Francisco. Maybe it would be all right. There was no way I could face nine weeks of this if I was cycling every day.


How was I going to do it? Everybody showed such faith in me. I couldn’t even voice the small fear I had of failure. No, we would be setting off from San Francisco on Friday and nine weeks and 4000 miles later we’d be arriving back here in New York. Say it quickly and it doesn’t sound too far–or too mad.


I pulled the pages of physiotherapy diagrams and instructions from my rucksack. Stick men with feet up and feet down. I followed the routine, stretching my back, my neck, my legs, forcing some of the tightness from the long flight from my body. My muscles reacted but the pain remained. I glanced at my watch, still on UK time, and worked out that I still had one dose of Coproximol left that I could take. I swallowed the pills quickly before they could leave the bitterness in my mouth. I stood and tugged the heavy curtains back from the window. Outside, I could see a blank grey roof beneath me and air-conditioning units jutting from the wall. One was dripping and I watched the false rain, following it down to the flat roof below where it made a dark puddle, just a black smudge visible against the otherwise dusty grey.


Perhaps a hot-water bottle would help. The ache was growing duller in my lower thigh. In my suitcase I found the cream hot-water bottle and undid the stopper. It smelt of old rubber. With no kettle to boil I returned to the bathroom and ran the hot water into the basin until I could no longer bear to hold my hand under it. I filled the bottle, holding it against my side. I squeezed the air from it till the water showed and then screwed the black stopper firmly in place.


The advantage of being alone meant I could sleep on the cool dryness of the other side of the bed. I threw the damp pillow to the floor and arranged the remaining pillows, two for beneath my head and one to support the warm bottle beneath my leg. Before I climbed into the bed I made my way back to the bathroom and pulled a hand towel from the rack to wipe the sweat from my face and neck. The bed was too high to climb into and I crawled forward and eased myself between the covers. The heavy gown still enveloped my body and I enjoyed the comfort it brought. I clicked off the light and could see the clock showing 4.00 a.m. Closing my eyes I hoped sleep would return, if not it would soon be a respectable enough time to knock on Ryan’s door. Company and talk can take pain away or keep it at bay whereas hours alone allow it to grow enormously, taking over everything else.


I awoke to light shining through the opened curtains, which threw the far side of the room into an alien relief.


I pushed myself from the bed. There was a piece of paper on the floor by the door and I grunted with discomfort as I bent to retrieve it. ‘Gone for a run, meet you at 9.00 a.m. in the lobby, Ryan.’


The clock below the television said 7.30 a.m. At least I’d rested well. I yawned, stretched my neck and shoulders trying to release the tightness and glanced around the room at the littered nightclothes. Opening the wardrobe, I manoeuvred the hangers from the metal loops and threaded my tops on to them, hoping that they might dry out a little in the course of the day.


After a hot bath, I opened my suitcase and found some muscle rub. I sat on the floor massaging it into the muscles in the backs of my calves and my thighs. Loosing the gown, which fell to the floor, I rubbed some of the warming cream into the rear of my pelvis at the top and at the base of my back, still trying to ease the tightness.


That done I went through the stretching routine again. It was difficult to get my stiff unwieldy body to obey so I managed as best I could, finishing sitting upright in the chair turning my head first one way, then the other, going through the sequence shown me by Alison.


My body felt less tight as I struggled to my feet. Looking through my meagre clothes choice I pulled out a skirt and vest top. Dressed, I felt more normal, less at odds with where I was, what I was here to undertake.


I pulled the rucksack open and looked through the details for the next day. I was just thinking about leaving the hotel to look for breakfast when the phone rang and made me start.


‘Hi, Jane. I thought you’d be up by now,’ Ryan’s voice echoed in my ear.


‘Yeah. What are you up to?’ I asked.


‘That’s why I was phoning. I’m going to get on with some work this a.m. if that’s okay.’


I nodded to myself. ‘That’s fine. Do you want to meet up for lunch?’


‘Yeah. Is twelve thirty all right with you?’


‘Fine by me. If I go past a Starbucks this morning, do you want me to fetch you back a latte?’


‘That would be fantastic, thanks.’


I replaced the receiver and pushed my feet into soft pumps and headed off to find some breakfast.


 


Martyn guffawed loudly, his laugh echoing along the corridors of the NBC studios early the following morning.


‘What have they done to you? You don’t even look like Jane.’


‘What?’ I said, startled by his wide gesturing as he pointed to my face. ‘They’ve made your face a different shape, and done something American to your hair.’


I laughed. The women in make-up had been very pleasant and had not been over generous with the cosmetics.




‘This is quite natural, actually,’ I said to Martyn. ‘They didn’t want to plaster me with make-up.’


‘That’s not natural,’ Martyn replied, ‘you look like every other American woman off the television. I can’t believe what they can do with make-up. Doesn’t it bother you when they make you up to look like someone else?’


I shrugged my shoulders. ‘It used to. But not any more. It’s not really me out there on the television. At least it doesn’t feel like me, it’s just somebody’s idea of what you should be like. This is me here. I don’t like being on the television but the charity wouldn’t make any money if I didn’t make the effort, so I kind of just pretend it’s not happening.’


‘Does it make you nervous?’ Ryan asked.


‘Not as much as it did,’ I said. ‘I hate the thought of it, the intrusion, but it’s not so bad now I’m here and it will be over soon and we can get on with the ride proper.’


‘Jane.’ The producer called me. ‘Can we take you downstairs now?’


I followed him down and we made our way through the building. Ryan walked with me and Martyn followed with his camera, filming the NBC Today experience for his documentary. We crossed the road, heading for the stage which was surrounded by a live audience. One man was very vocal and kept calling out comments to gain attention. Once the cameras had left him, he was moved on by some black-suited men, only to turn round and head back towards the stage when they had left his side.


We waited at the side of the stage. A technician came and helped me attach a microphone to my top. Ryan’s bike was wheeled to the area in front of the stage and a man stood holding it as I was called there. The black bike was emblazoned with our website www.janesappeal.com in white. It was very striking, a good crisp image. ‘Ryan, you need to come and hold the bike,’ I called as a man fidgeted behind me. Ryan bounded forward and stood behind me holding his bike, his lean frame covered with his cycling top bearing the logo with our appeal and our main supporters Leeds Metropolitan University and Yorkshire Bank.




‘So what does this ride involve?’ the presenter Campbell Brown asked. She was much taller than me and power-dressed in tight white trousers and jacket. Her confident poise and questioning already had me slightly on the back foot. The interview was outside in the open air at the Rockefeller Center and a stiff breeze was causing my hair to ruffle. Ryan stood motionless behind us as if employed only to be a human bike stand.


‘Ryan, Martyn and I are setting off from San Francisco on Friday and hopefully in nine weeks’ time, on 1 September, we’ll cycle across Brooklyn Bridge into New York City,’ I said.


‘How far is that?’


‘About four thousand miles. We’ll be averaging about seventy miles a day.’


‘Well, good luck with that and we hope to follow you.’


‘Thank you,’ I nodded.


A woman at the back called out, ‘Awesome, man. Go Jane go.’


I smiled and then we were being shown off stage. I breathed deeply and dropped my hands to my sides, feeling my shoulders droop lower as I relaxed.


‘Well done,’ Ryan said.


I shook my head a little. ‘Thank you. I’m glad that’s over with. We’d better get back to the hotel so we can pack up your bike.’


Monday, 26 June
 Oakland, California


MIKE


The guidebooks had promised that the Sutro Tower, a distinctive three-pronged orange and white antenna tower on Mount Sutro in San Francisco, would be visible throughout the city, but today all we could see were misty clouds hanging low in the air. Suzy had told us that the climate was usually very mild throughout the year but the cold currents of the Pacific Ocean would conflict with the Californian mainland summer heat to create a fog which blanketed the city. Even though we’d been warned, the temperature took us by surprise–it was cooler than we were used to, even at home.


‘Which direction do we need to head?’ asked Michael, his T-shirt and shorts a sign of his optimism that things would brighten up.


‘Well, if this map is to be trusted,’ I said, looking at the San Francisco City Series map that the caretaker had left us, ‘this must be Geary, so we go right.’ We were standing there for a second, studying the map, when a middle-aged man in baggy overalls who looked like he’d just finished a night shift loped towards us.


‘Yo man, you lost?’ he smiled.


‘Just wondering which bus to get to the centre of town,’ I said.


‘That’s your bus,’ he said, pointing to a single-decker bus 200 yards away.


‘Thanks.’


‘You Australian?’ he asked.


‘British.’


‘Enjoy San Francisco!’ he said with just a tinge of disappointment in his voice.


‘Australian?’ Michael said. ‘It must be the hat,’ referring to the Tilley I was wearing.


The bus pulled up on the opposite side of the road.


‘It’s here, Dad!’ shouted Steven and we walked up to it and climbed on board.


‘Are you all right, Mike? You seem distracted,’ Michael said.


‘I’m fine,’ I said, nudging Steven further down the bus. ‘Sit there, Steven,’ I said and pointed to a vacant seat by the pushchair area, next to an elderly gentleman.


As I reached for my wallet, the driver waved his hand.


‘It’s free, sir,’ he said.


‘Free, perfect. Why?’


‘Clean Air Day, the city’s big on promoting it; so all the transport’s free today.’


With its propensity for thick fog, I could understand why air quality could be a big issue in the city. The bus seemed enormous, twice the length of a British bus. Looking at the man next to Steven, I said, ‘I’m terribly sorry to bother you, which stop would be the most convenient to catch the BART?’


‘Is that an Australian accent?’ he asked, holding out his hand. ‘I’m Doug.’


‘British, Mike,’ I said, shaking his hand. Doug was a good sixty-five, wiry, tidily dressed, with a vice-like grip.


‘Are you on holiday in San Francisco?’ he asked.


‘Not exactly. We’re supporting a team of cyclists who are cycling across America, one of whom is my wife; Steven’s mum.’


‘D’yall hear that?’ he exclaimed in a booming voice to his fellow passengers. ‘This boy’s mum is cycling across the country.’


‘Where you heading, boy?’ an elderly lady said, her bony frame perched uncomfortably on the edge of her seat.


Steven looked up at me for confirmation that it was okay to talk. ‘New York,’ he said.


‘Wow,’ Doug said. ‘That’s incredible. You British are mad. That must be four thousand miles. In this heat? Which way are you going?’


‘Nevada, Utah,’ I said.


‘Woah,’ he exclaimed, giving out a huge laugh. ‘No way, man, not in this heat, it’s gotta be one ten in the desert. You hearing this?’ he said, scanning the bus.


‘Colorado, Kansas and Missouri, then across to New York,’ Michael said.


‘Your wife’s doing this?’ he said, looking up at me. ‘Why not you? What are you going to be doing?’


‘We’re the support team in an RV, aren’t we, Steven?’


‘You’re not going to Chicago, are you?’ a female voice shouted from behind.


‘No.’


‘Good, don’t go to Chicago, it’s dangerous, you’ll get killed, you listen here, don’t go there, it’s a bad place. A very bad place.’


Various mutterings from throughout the bus seemed to echo the sentiment. Michael and I exchanged a quizzical look.


‘We’ll tell you where to get off,’ Doug said, as we rolled through the suburbs. By the time we alighted on Powell Street it was to a crescendo of good luck and best wishes from the other passengers.


Powell Street was a hub of tourist activity: a cable car was climbing the hill with passengers standing on footplates adding an extra yard to the width; a Japanese man was leaning wide with one hand grasping the pole, the other a digital camera.


In contrast, the Bay Area Rapid Transport (BART) rail service was intimidating by its quietness, the ticket barriers were open and unattended. By the time we alighted at the Coliseum/Oakland Airport station the sun was out and the temperature was threatening three Fahrenheit digits. Oakland is the eighth largest city in California, standing across the bay from San Francisco and is the more famous city’s poor relation. In 2006 it was ranked eighth most dangerous city in the USA and it was easy to see why. Groups of steroid-enhanced youths in baseball shirts loitered on corners, watching us curiously.


‘Let’s get out of here,’ I said to Michael, as we studied the street map. I clutched Steven’s hand.


‘Probably best not to hang around,’ Michael nodded and, studiously avoiding eye contact, we strode purposefully in the direction of the main road.


‘Yo, have you any change?’ asked a six-foot wide youth. I shrugged and quickly stuffed the map in my pocket. My heart was pounding and it was a relief to be on a main road with vehicles.


In the absence of a pavement, we walked underneath the BART line on a dusty gravel road. It was lonely, but I was glad to settle for that. A goods train rumbled in the background, its horn punctuating the silence. Fortunately, within minutes we were in sight of the RV rental company. I made a mental note to catch a taxi here the following week.


All summer, the thought of having to drive a thirty-foot RV across the USA had turned my blood cold. We’d been offered a free upgrade to a thirty-five-foot rig which luckily I’d refused, and my palms were sweating as we wandered past the enormous parked vehicles.




‘Shit, Michael, don’t we need an HGV licence for these?’ I said.


‘You’d think so. It’s all right though, John says they’ll be straightforward to drive.’


A family of unfeasibly hairy, toned and tanned Swedish tourists was unpacking an RV. Several suitcases, a box of food and cleaning equipment littered the car park and the father, sweeping brush in hand, was encouraging the sporty looking children to help.


‘I reckon these are ours,’ said Michael, pointing over to two pristine RVs parked next to each other.


We went through to reception where, after signing the necessary paperwork, I had the payment blocked on both my Visa and MasterCard credit cards. At least it proved that my fraud protection tools were working, although it was frustrating as I’d advised my credit card companies that we’d be in the United States for ten weeks. Eventually we managed to find someone in the UK with sufficient credit to complete the transaction.


We were shown the art of ‘dumping’–emptying out the RV sewers–and ‘hooking up’, which meant connecting water and electricity to the RV. Then, bemused, we were escorted to the RVs we’d spotted earlier.


‘You’re not driving this are you, Dad?’ Even Steven sounded nervous. ‘Please tell me you’re not, Dad.’


The young, bored, female Hispanic assistant spoke at speed and in an accent which was impossible to follow as she explained how to use the various gauges, caps, sockets, pipes and compartments.


‘Okay, y’all have a good day, questions?’ she said, but never waited for an answer. Could I detect a glint of mischievousness as she left the three of us bemused and befuddled?


Thankfully, we didn’t need to drive the RVs straight away and had a few days to stock them up. We took a taxi to the airport where we hired an enormous black people mover with blacked-out windows and headed to a Wal-Mart. We piled up three trolleys until our heads were hidden behind piles of bedding, water purifiers, cans of food, every conceivable item a household would need. We paid up and went out to the car park.


‘Dad!’ said Steven, as we started loading up.


‘What’s up?’


‘Dad, it won’t all fit in,’ he said.


Michael smiled. ‘We’ll see, Steven, we’ll see.’


‘It won’t, I can just tell.’


We weren’t about to be beaten. As we crammed tins of vegetables, cartons of juice and boxes of cereals into every conceivable corner of the car, it looked like Steven might have a point. But as we placed him in his booster seat, holding on to cans and boxes, we finally filled the car. We’d only been in San Francisco for sixteen hours. I silently hoped that things would improve once we were on the move.


Tuesday, 27 June
 New York to San Francisco, California


JANE


I pushed my forehead against the small oval window and stared down at the landscape below. We moved through pithy clouds that wisped away from us, the long wing of the plane slicing through the nothingness of white as it swirled around and disappeared.


We passed over road grids cutting up and dividing the masses of habitation. There was an occasional azure glint–small jewels of pools in the gardens far beneath us.


I moved slightly, so that the side of my head rested against the clear plastic and moved my feet trying to find a comfortable place in the tiny area I was to exist in for the next five hours. I shut my eyes and tried to rest. I was exhausted with travel, my body not accustomed to the change in time zones and weary from too little sleep and the nervous tension that kept overtaking me.


Ryan typed busily away on his laptop, glancing over at me as I shuffled once again.




‘Are you okay?’ he asked.


‘Yes,’ I replied. ‘I just wish we were there then maybe I could get rid of this tightness.’


‘I know what you mean. I’ll be relieved to be in San Francisco,’ he said. I nodded and leant back in my seat, closing my eyes once more and trying to will the time to pass.


We were passing over ridges that dipped into valleys and rose to high crests, dipping and rising again; high green masses that resembled from this height the 3D maps that are on display on school open days. Judging by how long we’d been in the air, I assumed they must be the Appalachians; the height unnerved me and a shudder passed through my body as I thought of cycling over them in several weeks’ time.


I sat back in my seat. I couldn’t really believe I was here. A thought passed through my mind back to when we were planning the ride just days before Christmas. It seemed so remote now.


 


Mike and I were leaving my oncologist Dr Perrin’s office. It was only four thirty in the afternoon but it was already cold and dark, the street lamps lit and penetrating the darkness.


‘I think we should carry on trying to sort out the American ride,’ Mike said, his words steaming from his mouth in the crisp air. He turned to look at me. ‘What do you think?’


‘I don’t think I’ll be going,’ I said and continued to walk.


‘I think we should carry on planning and see how you are. It will give you something to aim for,’ Mike said.


‘I don’t need a ridiculous bike trip to aim for,’ I replied.


There was a pause. ‘Even so, it’s something positive to work towards,’ he said. I bit back an acidic comment and walked on in silence. It was typical of Mike to still want to go ahead even though Dr Perrin had told me that the cancer was in my liver and I might just have twelve months of life left.


Through the winter I had struggled to try to stay fit, running several times a week, but the chemotherapy left me tired and the pain in my left buttock just wouldn’t go away. It got so severe that I could hardly walk, but with the help of a good physiotherapist I was gradually able to mobilise myself and by the end of February had started venturing out on the bike for small distances.


I kept waiting for Mike to see how ridiculous the nine-week American venture was, but still the planning continued. Ryan had agreed to cycle with Martyn and me. Martyn would film the whole trip and there would be just three of us on bicycles. Ryan’s enthusiasm was catching and I would alternate between excitement and despair at the prospect of the summer in America. Ryan procured funding for the trip from Leeds Metropolitan University and Yorkshire Bank and started researching suitable bikes.


Spring became warmer and my training rides became longer and longer. My confidence grew as my legs became stronger and the bike moved quickly under their power. Still, I wasn’t sure that ten weeks away from home was something I would relish. As we moved towards early summer the American trip started to become true. I hadn’t spoken of my doubts and I couldn’t now extricate myself from the complex plans that had been put in place.


 


So now here I was in the plane. The mountains beneath us had become rolling flat plains; long stretches of green broken up by a uniform grid of roads.


‘Why don’t they stick a road from corner to corner,’ I thought as I followed the route of one long right angle. I shuffled once more on my seat and placed a tiny pillow beneath my left thigh. Still the pain ran down my leg, cramping my calf. I was filled with a sudden overwhelming urge to get out of the plane. If I could just press a button, hear the ping as if on a bus and get off and go home.


The desire to get out of the plane grew and grew. I looked around, agitated, my eyes following the service crew as they moved slowly through the body of the plane. My stomach bubbled through nerves and hunger. I picked up the in-flight magazine and flicked through it till I came to the route.


I traced our route and figured we were halfway now. My back teeth met as I ground them together in my anxiety and I glanced once more out of the window. The plains were becoming corrugated, land bunching together in small undulating hills. As we continued the undulations grew and the height of the hills became higher and higher, until they were small mountains covered in green. Trees soared above them, obscuring any roads. The mountains grew higher still until you could see where the tree line ended, the height too great for the majestic vegetation.


The bubbling in my stomach grew. I ground my teeth and my breath came and went raggedly from my body. I could feel heat rising up my neck through my face, prickling into my hair as the panic I was trying to keep at bay gradually overtook the whole of my body.


I turned my head from Ryan and pushed my forehead hard against the window, clenching my teeth to try to regain control. My shoulders shook with the effort and tears escaped from beneath my closed lids and rolled slowly down my cheeks.


I pulled the small blanket up higher towards my ears in my effort to disguise my emotions. I tried to still the flow of tears. I heard movement a couple of rows back and could hear Martyn’s voice.


‘Oh, no. He’s going to come and film me now,’ I thought. ‘He can’t film me now.’ I held my breath, puffing out my cheeks, and scrubbed at my eyes to brush the tears away. In my edgy state I tugged at my ear lobes, rubbing the flesh between finger and thumb, and pulled at my fringe.


‘Jane, have you seen out of the window?’ Martyn asked, his small camera trained on my face.


‘Yes,’ I said, nodding fiercely at the same time, trying to sound positive. ‘Those hills sure are big.’


‘Big? They’re enormous,’ Martyn said and barked a nervous laugh. ‘How the bloody hell are we going to cycle over those?’


‘I don’t know,’ I said. I could hear my voice tremble and the tears returned, finding their own path down my face and dripping off my chin.


‘Are you all right?’ Martyn asked.


‘Oh yea, fine,’ I replied. ‘I’ve been looking at the in-flight catalogue. Have you seen what you can buy? I particularly like the solar-powered air-cooling hat.’


‘What?’ Martyn replied. I flicked through the magazine, shaking my head and laughing at Martyn and his expression.


‘Here, here it is.’ I pushed the magazine towards him which showed a picture of a small hat with a solar panel and a fan attached to it.


‘That,’ Martyn said, ‘that just looks absolutely fantastic.’ He laughed. ‘I’ll definitely have to get one of those.’


I bent forward now, laughing at the ridiculous notion. Ryan removed his earphones. ‘What?’ he bawled.


‘I want one of those hats,’ I said, ‘if you want me to cycle over those mountains. I deserve one when we get to the other side.’


Ryan looked and a smile split his face. ‘I think if we get to the other side, you should definitely have one of those.’


Wednesday, 28 June
 San Francisco, California


MIKE


Steven, with his newly acquired Canadian baseball hat donated by Ryan’s parents, drew some funny looks from the locals in San Francisco, but at least no one mistook us for Australians.


Jane’s thighs were prominent in her fawn combats and she was carrying a little more weight, which was good, as she’d be burning up calories at a rate of knots. She’d arrived the night before and it had been impossible for me to mask my shock when I saw her. Her cheeks were swollen–a result of the chemo’s steroids–but they gave a mistaken picture of good health.


There was a sadness in her demeanour, an air of resignation that the cancer had won a premature victory. Although its steady march to triumph was so graphically displayed every three months on her scans, its steady trot had turned into a gallop and there was a sense that the final rout had started.


‘Can we walk back through the Golden Gate Park?’ asked Jane. We were walking through the city’s Haight-Ashbury area, a rather bohemian part of town filled with street cafés and second-hand shops.


‘Why?’ I asked.


‘Do you need to ask?’ she said, wishing to delay the ‘start’ of the trip.


I walked along beside her. ‘I think we should tell everybody that the ride may not start,’ I offered.


‘Who is everybody?’ asked Jane.


‘Support team, riders, media, the kids.’


‘Whatever you think is best. You deal with it, Mike.’


‘Are we going home?’ Steven asked.


‘I dunno,’ I said.


‘What about Becca?’ he asked.


‘Mum’s going to try riding her bike this afternoon. If she can’t, we might ring Becca tonight and say for her and Jodie not to travel.’


‘Oh.’


‘What do you think we should do?’ I asked.


‘Whatever’s best for Mum.’


‘At least someone cares,’ Jane said.


I felt a stab of guilt watching Jane as she hobbled across Stanyon Street to the park entrance. My heart sank, a feeling of self-loathing came across me. Was this my fault? We cut across an overgrown area, just away from the normal paths, but soon turned back when we came across discarded syringes. Because of its temperate climate, San Francisco attracts a disproportionate number of homeless people and it looked like many of them had chosen the park for the night’s stay. A scruffy African American who was as wide as he was tall began hollering, ‘I’m gonna fucking kill y’all, you’re fucking dead, motherfuckers,’ and Steven gripped my hand tighter.


‘What a shit hole,’ I said to Jane, steering Steven away. We walked around the edge of the park, the disgruntled grunt from our obese colleague fading away. Within minutes we were walking down Kennedy Drive surrounded by tourists, rollerbladers and cyclists. We ambled through the incredible floral displays and stunning greenery, saying little.




Ryan and Michael were in the ground-floor garage assembling the bikes when we got back to the house. All the tools, spares and components were laid out with precision on the floor.


‘Good day, sir,’ Ryan said as I descended the steep concrete stairs with caution. ‘Hiya little man,’ he said–to Steven thankfully. ‘I’ve got something for your scrapbook upstairs.’


Steven beamed. The house had the feel of a transit camp, boxes of energy bars were stacked in the hall, laptops covered the kitchen work surfaces, cases filled the living room. Meanwhile, Jane looked increasingly agitated, quite unsure of what to do with herself.


I followed her to the calm of our bedroom.


‘Ryan’s nearly finished your bike. When are you going out on it?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘How’s your back and pelvis?’ I asked.


Six years ago, when the doctors had delivered their first prognosis, they’d told us that if Jane managed to live any length of time, her bones would become more fragile. She’d be liable to fractures in the longer bones and her spine could also be a major issue.


But, of course, at the time, and given only six months to live, we were only concerned about the tumour in her lung. We never ever thought the bone cancer would have a chance to come into play.


Ironically, however, as the disease in her visceral organs was kept at bay, the bone disease continued to advance. And because the scans were showing more areas of cancer, other small fractures were increasingly hard to detect.


I couldn’t help but think I was to blame for some of her current problems. Back in January I’d mixed up the dates for the Brass Monkey Half Marathon in York and Jane had taken part in it at very short notice.


She returned home afterwards struggling to move her leg.


‘I’ve done something to my pelvis,’ she said. ‘It happened early in the run, I got to six miles and then had to give up.’ There was a hint of tears bubbling under the surface, it was most unlike her.


However bad things had been previously, Jane had never pulled out of any event so I was all too aware that this was serious. Over the following four months, Jane’s training had suffered and if it hadn’t been for the work of Alison Rose, her physiotherapist, there’s no doubt that she would have abandoned the American ride. Even now, there was still a hint of a limp as Jane walked, but the real problems came when she needed to sit down on the bike.


Back in the basement, Ryan and Michael were finishing assembling the bikes so I took the opportunity to cajole Jane into recording her first weekly piece into camera. Steven set up the tripod and positioned the camcorder.


‘Can I do the interview, Mum, Dad?’


‘It’s for TV so we need to get it right,’ I said.


‘I would!’ he said, his cow eyes pleading to be given a chance. It had been a boring day for a nine-year-old so Jane and I exchanged glances.


‘Go on then,’ Jane said. ‘You need to write yourself some questions and a script.’ Steven enthusiastically grabbed a pen and notebook and bustled off into the dining room. Minutes later he was back.


As he wound up the interview and started to disassemble the equipment he asked: ‘Can I do them every week?’


‘We’ll see,’ Jane said, ‘but if you do, it’s just for us.’


‘I understand,’ Steven said, his face beaming as if waking up on Christmas morning.


Wednesday, 28 June
 San Francisco, California


JANE


‘Will you put my bike together first?’ I asked Ryan.


He nodded. ‘I’m changing the wheel that’s bent with the one from Martyn’s bike. He’ll never notice.’




He opened the nearest large box and started pulling out bike parts, placing spares to one side of the basement garage. The floor was starting to fill with mechanical parts, saddles, pedals, pumps, tyres. The doorbell sounded and I started cautiously up the stairs.


‘I hope that’s my mum and dad,’ said Ryan. ‘Dad said he’d give me a hand today.’ We looked at the three bikes and enough spare stuff for 4000 miles, which was starting to take over the small space.


‘I think you’ll need it,’ I said and carried on upwards.


It was indeed Ryan’s parents.


‘It’s so good to finally meet you,’ his mother said.


‘And you,’ I said. ‘Your son’s a real credit to you.’


We negotiated the space left in the hall, picking our way past boxes of Gatorade, and moved towards the kitchen. I made them a drink then Ryan and his dad headed for the garage stairs, leaving his mum and me in the kitchen area.


‘Is there any way I can help?’ she asked.


‘No, I think we’re good.’


We moved into the front part of the house and I retrieved glasses and cups and opened the dishwasher and started stacking the dirty crockery away into it.


‘Actually, there is something you can help me with,’ I said and she turned and smiled at me, her head held to one side. ‘I’m not sure how to work the washing machine.’


Her smile turned into an open-mouthed chuckle.


‘Yeah, sure. Where’s the machine?’


‘Downstairs,’ I said, and headed for the steps.


Ryan’s mum followed me. She gave me an idiot’s guide to the washer and dryer and before long I had the tumble dryer working and Ryan’s clothes in the washing machine.


‘Jane, Jane!’ I could hear Mike calling as footsteps thundered overhead. I could also hear Steven’s voice but not what he was saying. I called back and the door opened above. ‘Are you down there?’


‘Yes,’ I called back, ‘I’m just going out to try the bike.’ Ryan had rebuilt my bike and made some adjustments to the saddle. I was just about to go out and see if I could bear to sit on it and indeed if I could turn the pedals without too much pain. Mike started to make his way down the steps.


‘I’ll come outside and make sure you’re okay,’ he said.


‘No,’ I said hastily, ‘I’d rather you didn’t watch.’


‘Oh.’ His eyes closed briefly while he composed his face and a small droop of his features and shoulders passed by. ‘Don’t feel you have to set off tomorrow if you’re in too much pain or too ill,’ he said. ‘Nobody expects you to set off. I can ring Rebecca and tell her not to come.’


‘No. Don’t do that,’ I said. ‘It’s too early to stop them coming and it’ll be fine.’


‘Jane, you can barely walk.’


‘I know that, but I’m sure I’ll start to feel better soon. If I can get on the bike it will help I’m sure. I just feel all curled up and my muscles feel tight, the cycling will stretch them.’


‘I know that whatever I say won’t make any difference but it’s complete madness to be thinking of setting off,’ Mike said.


I raised my shoulders and then dropped them, turning away from Mike as I punched the button that started the shuttered door rolling upwards. Ryan had been present throughout our exchange but had kept silent. He stood and wheeled my bike out as the shutter rose and pushed the bike to the side of the road. I stepped forward and took the bike from him.


The rental house was on a road that ran down to one of the major highways into town, so I headed uphill. Try as I may, I couldn’t get my foot into the strapping of the pedal. I was too stiff and each time I tried, I veered madly across the road. Eventually, I gave it up as a bad job and sat my feet on the straps instead.


In a low gear, I pushed the pedals and made it to the next junction, signalling to turn left.


I was relieved to find I could sit in the saddle. It was uncomfortable but the position of my posterior meant that the sorest parts of my pelvis had little or no direct pressure through them. My groin area was stiff and pedalling was difficult but not impossible. My foot slipped forward and the pain shot through my leg and up my back, forcing hot tears to rise in my eyes. I raised my hand and smeared them away. This wasn’t going to work. I brought the bike to a halt and realised how frail my body felt. Setting off slowly again, I very shortly stopped. I had come to another junction. Each time I stopped, putting my foot down became more and more problematic, pushing off jerked my back and pelvis.


‘Shit, shit, shit,’ I muttered, as I cycled in a loop heading back to the house. Gliding down the hill I saw Mike standing next to Ryan by the garage door. Mike’s face was creased with concern, his eyes narrow, his lips small, his mouth scrunched as he watched me climbing off the bike clumsily and forcing my leg over the crossbar.


‘This is ridiculous,’ Mike said. ‘You can’t even get on and off the bike. How are you going to cycle four thousand miles?’


I shook my head at him. ‘Don’t, Mike.’


I wheeled the bike towards the garage and Ryan stepped up to take it from me.


‘How was it?’ he asked quietly.


‘Bloody awful,’ I replied but added, ‘I could sit on the saddle at least. It’s my muscles in my leg that are really tight so I can’t put much force through the left side; my right leg’s fine though.’


I hobbled slowly up the stairs and lowered myself on to a chair. I was sitting there slumped with my head in my hands, trying to slow the hot tears that surged from my eyes and down my face, when Mike appeared.


‘You can’t set off like this,’ Mike said. I took a deep breath, my chest expanding, my shoulders rising, and sat and looked at Mike, waiting for him to speak again. ‘What are you going to do?’ he asked.


‘I don’t know,’ I replied. ‘There are so many people here, they have gone to so much trouble to cover the start that I think I have to set off tomorrow.’


‘You don’t have to, we could just go home now.’


‘No. We came to cycle across America and I’m not going home without even trying.’ I leant over and pulled a map towards me. ‘I won’t make it up the route we planned across town. So we could cycle round the coastline instead. It’s only ten miles or so. I think I can cope with that and then if I have to delay the first proper stage, we can set off a couple of days late. But we should set off from Golden Gate Bridge tomorrow as planned.’


‘I don’t agree with you. But you’re right to not be going up those hills. They’re bloody awful to walk up.’


‘I could do with a little encouragement,’ I said. ‘It wouldn’t be so bad if I could go for a proper cycle ride, but that’s impossible here. There are junctions every couple of hundred feet so it’s impossible to get up any momentum. What time is it anyway?’


Mike glanced at his phone. ‘Three o’clock.’


‘Oh bugger, I need to get changed for this Consulate thing. Will you sort Steven out if I get a quick bath?’


‘Yeah, of course.’ He stood and went through to the dining area. ‘Stevie!’ he called, ‘you need to get changed, mate.’ I could hear a chair being scraped back as Steven stood up.


‘What for, Dad?’ he asked.


‘We’re going out to a party to meet some people.’


‘Do I have to?’ Steven asked.


‘Dave and Phil will be there,’ Mike said, referring to Dave Harrison and Phil Iveson from Yorkshire Television, who were here to report on the ride’s first week. Both had been covering us for over five years so were friends first and media people second.


‘Yeaaah,’ shouted Steven.


 


An hour later, we drove to a plush residential area near the city centre, where we came to a large house with brightly lit windows shining out on the dull afternoon. The Consul had invited us but as we entered the building, a man came over to Mike.


‘I’m so sorry but the Consul can’t be here, his mother’s ill,’ he said apologetically.


‘Oh, I’m so sorry to hear that,’ I said. ‘It’s been so kind of you to look after us.’


A tall man appeared with a tray and offered me a drink. I took a glass and looked at him.


‘That’s Pimms,’ he said. ‘I hope you enjoy it.’




He walked towards Ryan, Phil and Dave, and offered them drinks. I took a sip, the refreshing crystal ting hitting my tongue.


I looked around and recognised Anna from the Consulate staff, who’d shown us around the small park area that was overlooked by the Golden Gate Bridge. She’d checked out the best route from there to the ferry terminal. She came over. ‘I’m so glad you could come, there are some journalists who would like to talk to you. I think they want to film something in the garden, would you do it?’


I nodded and looked around for Mike.


Stepping outside, I shivered, my back tightening with the chill in the air. Phil was setting the camera up, turning a bright light towards Dave, and I closed my eyes against it. The wind caught leaves on the path and they swirled upwards and then rattled in a corner.


‘How’s it going?’ Dave asked. I drew a short breath and clenched my jaw. I shook my head slowly.


‘I’m really sore and so tired,’ I said.


‘We won’t take too long,’ he said. ‘Just a few words about tomorrow.’


Dave looked towards Phil, who nodded, and Dave crouched down, bending his leg to lessen the height difference between us.


‘So, Jane, after months of preparation the big day is looming. How are you feeling?’ He turned the microphone towards me.


‘I’m very nervous. The travelling has been really hard and has made me very achy but tomorrow morning we’re going to cycle just a few miles around the Bay in San Francisco and I’m looking forward to it. It’s a long way to New York–four thousand miles.’


‘Do you think you can do it?’


I smiled. ‘We just have to take it a day at a time but yes, I’m hopeful that in nine weeks’ time we’ll be cycling across Brooklyn Bridge into New York.’


Dave turned and talked into the camera. ‘Rockies’, ‘desert’ and other words stuck in my mind but I didn’t follow all he said.


Then the lighting from the camera was extinguished.


‘We’d better get you back inside,’ Dave said.


‘Is there anything you need?’ Phil asked.




‘No, thanks.’ I shook my head and we made our way towards the small gathering inside the house.


‘We wish Jane well and hope she’ll come back to visit us and spend a little time in San Francisco,’ Anna said. They handed a T-shirt to Steven and a box of candies to me.


‘I’ll make sure these get the attention they deserve,’ I smiled. ‘Thank you for all your help and support and I can only wish for a safe and successful journey,’ I said.


As we said our goodbyes, Mike noticed his mother Alice with a tray of finished glasses.


‘Mum, what are you doing now?’ he asked.


‘I’m just taking these glasses to the kitchen.’


‘You can’t do that,’ I said.


‘I’ve already taken one lot in and said hello to the people in there, they’re all very nice and the kitchen’s huge.’


I shook my head at her, laughing. ‘What are you like?’


Alice smiled at me and I followed her into the hall shaking hands with people as we went.


Day 1–Thursday, 29 June
 Golden Gate Bridge to Fisherman’s Wharf
 11.2 miles–2 hrs 19 mins


MIKE


It was a dank start to the day but by the time we arrived at Lincoln Field, most people were there–staff and their relatives from the Consulate, a splattering of British and American media, Ryan’s mum and dad, my mum and Suzy’s mum. The three new bikes, resplendent with their black finish, looked wonderful with the appeal web address clearly visible.


Like most media events, the start would be something of a visual trick; Jane, Martyn and Ryan were to be filmed starting from the city side of the Golden Gate Bridge as expensive filming permits were required if we were to set off from the very western point in the National Recreation Area on the opposite side.


So, there would be a formal TV start, then after a mile, all three cyclists would double back over the bridge and begin the ride properly–and for free.


I was very apprehensive. Yesterday’s trial ride by Jane had proved nothing. There was still every chance that the first day would also be the last even though, in comparison to what lay ahead, it was simply a leisurely joy ride to enable the media to get some terrific shots of San Francisco. Already, our original plans had been thwarted. Jane had hoped to ride up Lombard Street, the self-appointed most crooked street in the world, but it would have been too much strain on her back. All did not bode well for the Rockies.


Martyn approached me, his white cycling top the perfect advertisement for a whiter-than-white washing powder.


‘Good morning, Mike.’ He looked studious with his camera positioned loosely over his shoulder. ‘How are you?’


‘Okay and you?’


‘Excited. I can’t believe we’re here. I can’t believe that we’re gonna get the chance to set off.’ He hunched his shoulder, repositioning the camera slightly before looking back. ‘There’s a glint in Jane’s eye this morning,’ he said.


‘I know.’ I had seen the same sparkle that only came out when Jane was about to compete. Like a mischievous child’s slight grin, it was a characteristic that had been missing from her for months. It was the first suggestion of hope that Jane might be able to give this ride a decent stab.


I watched Jane as I had for the last few years with a mixture of pride and concern. From the moment the extraordinary adventure started in May 2001 with a 5km race right through to the Ironman competition in Florida, her fragile grip on life had become ever more perilous.


Her characteristics were never defined by the disease; they simply provided a stage for them to be displayed. Her strength, her courage–from the moment she left her hospital bed in her dressing gown a few days after the mastectomy in 1990 for an interview to study radiography, she had not been defined by a few rogue cells.


I watched her as she strutted around the quayside making final preparations to her bike–adjusting panniers, the saddle position–and flitting between media interviews. It was the same guts that had seen her shovelling down food and vitamin supplements when going through bouts of extreme nausea while on chemotherapy. She knew that if she didn’t, she would become even more ill.


The endurance events had not extended her life, she’d merely channelled her energies into them and not allowed herself feelings of melancholy. The weight of her illness could challenge the most positive thinker, and it occurred to me how ironic it was that we were starting this incredible ride on a bridge where, at the last count, at least 1200 people had jumped to their death since it opened in 1937.


As she removed a yellow waterproof cycling jacket and wheeled the bike slowly between the cameramen and reporters to reach the designated starting point, the muscles in her neck tightened and a wave of apprehension flickered across her face. It was a relief to see her finally mount the bike and slowly increase her cadence as she made her way to San Francisco.


It was two hours before we met up again at Fisherman’s Wharf, a busy tourist attraction halfway between the Golden Gate and Bay bridges. The idea had been for Jane to stop at the Vallejo ferry terminal and to reconvene the next morning in Vallejo at the San Francisco ferry terminal, thereby avoiding the need to travel by boat which could affect her balance.


But as we arrived at the Wharf, crammed with tourist attractions, restaurants and shops, there were no less than forty-seven named piers over the period of a mile. And we’d left all the phones back at the house.


The sun was beating down hard and the temperature was a good twenty degrees higher than it had been at Golden Gate Bridge.


As I came across Jane she had a tuna salad baguette wrapped in paper in one hand, a bottle of orange juice in the other. She looked fresh and relaxed–a striking contrast to us, the support crew who had been running up and down the Wharf trying to find her.




‘How are you?’ I asked, as she sat on a bench with Alcatraz behind her, the Bay basking in sunshine.


She didn’t need to answer, she looked better than she had in months. ‘Good,’ she said between chomps. ‘There wasn’t too much pain, I should be okay to set off properly tomorrow.’
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