n
|

“On your left

I hear that a lot while I'm rid-
ing my handcycle. I don't mind it
s0 much when other adult cyclists
overtake me, but when kids on their
cute little miniature bikes announce
that they’re about to whiz past, [
confess to fantasizing about swerv-
ing “accidentally” into their lane
or secretly hoping they spilled red
Gatorade on their adorable little
replica pro cycling jerseys.

I don’t really resent these mini-
racers with their charming outfits
and smug, high-pitched warnings
as they speed past me. They're
actually quite endearing as their
little legs churn up a hill and out of
sight while I struggle in low gear to
reach the top.

Okay, maybe just a little
resentment.

It’s just that [ spent the
Saturday of Labor Day weekend
wondering if I'd acquired a new
nickname — “On Your Left” —
on a beautiful Colorado morning
on the Fort Collins bike trails. “Le
Tour de Pooch” is a small fund-
raiser and excuse to party that
benefits Canine Partners of the
Rockies. CaPR trained my service
dog, whom my friends apparently
like much more than me. I know
this because when they encoun-
ter him, they coo and gush and
scratch his ears and tell him how
handsome he is.

Some might think I'm jealous,
but cooing and gushing is embar-
rassing, and I really don’t want
anyone scratching my ears.

The morning began well. About
50 cyclists gathered in the parking
lot of our neighborhood commu-
nity center. Several folks brought

their own dogs for the shorter
“pooch ride,” so we endured the
customary baby talk as everyone
fussed over an adorable assort-
ment of puppies and family pets.
Tl admit that the tiny terrier in the
bike basket was cute, but why do
otherwise normal adults become
piles of mush in the presence of a
5-pound dog?

- Steve Ackerman was supposed
to be the main attraction of our
ride — along with free beer donat-
ed by the Odell Brewing Company.
Ackerman’s one of the best hand-
cyclists around, and he originally
planned to lead a small group of
serious cyclists on a loop into the
foothills. Too bad he couldn’t join
us, because he challenges even the
best cyclists.

But Ackerman decided that
front row seats at a Bob Dylan
concert in Aspen offered a more
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attractive option. I'm not sure how he
concluded that a summer weekend with
the rich and famous in the gorgeous
mountains around Aspen was preferable
to a bike ride and free beer with us,

Two other handcyclists participated.
Bob — an amazing athlete who used
to be on the U.S. Disabled Ski Team —
decided that cur winding, 50k route on
protected trails didn’t offer sufficient
challenge, so he took off on his private
training ride since nobody else appar-
ently wanted to be disgraced by his
pace. He promised he’d be back for the
free beer.

I briefly considered joining him, but
that would have been rude to my other
friends. He also rides about twice as
tast as T do, likely because he has better
equipment. The way things turned out,

I should have just gone with him. He’d
have left me in the dust, but at least my
disparaging new moniker might not have
echoed in my ears the entire morning.

Tommy, the other handcyclist, arrived
late, so I didn’t encounter him and his
fancy brand new handcycle until later in
the morning,

I decided to get a bit of a head start.

[ figured I'd be the slowest rider on the
trail, and I was afraid the others would
drink all of the beer before I finished. The
initial 9-mile leg of the course headed
west and mostly uphill toward the foot-
hills, and I thought I might complete this
portion before the main group. Then I
could ride the flats and downhill portion
pretty well, and there might be at least
one beer left when I returned.

About two miles into the ride, I heard
my first “on your left.” My neighbor,
who thinks everything is about competi-
tion, blasted by. A few seconds later his
wife announced her approach much
more politely. At least she slowed and
talked for a moment. Then she said she
couldn’t let “that old man” get away, and
off she went.

I managed another four miles before
it happened again. A family trio training
for a bike tour of Italy passed me with a
three-tiered declaration of superior speed.
Then they stopped ahead to shed some
layers as the morning warmed. I think
they just wanted to pass again and prac-
tice my new nickname.
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My plan to beat the pack to the end of
the first leg failed, and I endured a steady
chorus of OYLs over the last couple of
miles. Of course they had an advantage,
saving energy by drafting strategically to
catch and pass me. Then I discovered that
most of them made a bathroom stop, so
Lentered the second leg of the journey
anticipating more OYLs.

[ nearly reached the rest stop at 27k
before they caught me, and another
series of friendly OYLs punctuated the
last mile. Then we stopped for snacks
and drinks, and just before we began the
return leg, someone said, “Hey, there’s
another handcycle,”

Tommy cheated, and his short cut
allowed him to catch up despite a later
start. He's a relatively new wheeler, and
he’s got one of those spiffy new Freedom
Ryder pivot steer bikes. He’s like the irri-
tating kid who gets the latest impressive
gear and can’t stop talking about how
cool it is with all of its neat features and
high-tech components. He detailed the
tricked-out modifications he made; I fan-
tasized about letting the air out of his high
performance tires.

The rest of the group was gone, and
I resolved that there’d be no OYLs from
Tommy and his brand new bike. I was
determined to stay ahead of him if it
killed me. The predominantly gentle
downhill made the last leg faster and
casier than the rest of the course, and I
did my best to leave him and his shiny
bike in my wake.

I was pretty impressed with Tommy’s
ability as a novice arm-cranker. I couldn’t
shake him, but I did manage to stay in
front; I'm sure he was drafting to keep
up. Then I rounded a sharp corner into a
short ascent, and when I reached the top
Tommy was nowhere to be seen.

I'worried that something had gone
wrong. He wasn’t accustomed to my
blazing pace. What if he’d averheated or
crashed? I didn’t want to go back, but I
couldn’t go on without knowing he was
OK. So I sat at the top of that little hill
waiting for Tommy and his spiffy new
bike, imagining the last bottle of icy lager
disappearing as [ waited,

After five minutes or so, a cyclist came
up the hill. T asked if he’d seen another
handcycle. “Oh, yeah,” he repliced, “he’s
coming along behind me.”

After a few moments he appeared,







