DAY FOUR & CLOSING CEREMONIES

Sunday, June 24

Manassas, Virginia, to Washington, D.C.

45.6 miles

The four of us were the scourge of the gymnasium.  We had an air mattress; no one else did.  Realize that not one of us—Jeff, Joan, Jared, and me—had any quality sleep.  It just looked like we did.  The gym doors were open throughout the night to keep the smell of mildew and rotting bike shorts to a minimum.  Just a few hundred of us were lucky enough to make it into the gymnasium, a sleeping quarters so haphazard it made Tent City look like Beverly Hills.  I don’t know how many people I stepped on fumbling to the port-a-johns at 2 a.m.  I don’t know how many alarms went off at 4:30 because one echoed on the high walls only to be followed by another and yet another.  All night I wanted out of my decaying sleeping bag, but it was the only thing keeping me warm.  Adam and the four of us decided the day before we wouldn’t hurry through Sunday’s route since we had until 2 p.m. or so to finish.  Easy.  Last day.  Enjoy it!  But riders got excited about Day Four early and we had no choice but to wake up along with everyone else.

The alternate campsite took us a little off the route, so the seven miles lost the day before were added by riding from the high school back onto the Manassas route.  For the first time, we rode on a bike trail, which seemed hazardous for so many riders.  We tried to be courteous and ride single-file, allowing runners and other bicyclists free access, but there were many unexpected starts and stops.  

By Day Four, the pit stops were pit parties.  Each was a celebration of accomplishment.  Riders lingered because there was no need to speed through.  By the second pit stop we were nearing single-digit mileage and it reminded me of seeing those last few presents under the Christmas tree.  Jeff, Jared, and I walked around pit stop 2 and found Joan a date in the medical tent.  Outside the pit stop, lines of riders and spectators cheered on riders coming in.  This scene replayed on residential and business streets throughout Falls Church, Fairfax, and Alexandria.  The four of us rode out together and waved back to the crowd, riding under hoses propped several feet in the air, blowing our whistles, and finally crossing the Potomac into the District of Columbia.  We had biked through North Carolina, across Virginia, and finally we were home.

The Key Bridge was closed to vehicular traffic and it was a joy to zoom past Georgetown unencumbered by cars and pedestrians.  A feeling of freedom!  The lunch/holding area was only a few miles away at the Mall, near the Washington Monument.  We dropped off our bikes in bike parking and headed to the food tent.  Jeff told me to wash out my empty Gatorade bottle and fill it with water.  Everyone throws water on each other at Closing Ceremonies.  We ate lunch and I filled my Camelback.  All riders took long-sleeve red shirts to wear to Closing Ceremonies.  Polaroid sponsored a tent and picture-takers snapped riders and gave us AIDSRide frames.  Soon it was time to head back to bike parking and begin the ride-out onto Constitution Avenue toward the Capitol.  

The four of us were at the beginning of the ride-out, a slow process of moving forward 500 feet at a time, until all 2,018 riders were on the street together.  The last start-and-stop was at Third Street, just blocks from the Capitol.  Thousands of spectators lined the streets, yelling and cheering and holding up signs congratulating certain riders and all riders.  Children waved at us, overwhelmed by the sight of so many bicycles and red shirts in one place.  Jeff, Joan, Jared, and I took many pictures.  Then the route was opened and with my heart beating faster than I can ever remember, I turned the corner and saw the Mall crunched with people on both sides.  The applause was constant.  The only open space I could see was the area of the Mall blocked off for us to ride into, right up to the stage—the same stage from Opening Ceremonies.  A ramp ran from the elevated stage to the ground, dividing the area for riders in two.  Music blared from loudspeakers and water was indeed thrown onto everyone, even across the center ramp.  Soon all riders were within the stage barricades, on either side of the ramp, and Closing Ceremonies began.  The crowd was quiet for the first time as speakers took the podium for short, passionate speeches of thanksgiving.  

And then five HIV-positive riders, on the team called Positive Pedalers, appeared on stage.  A speaker introduced them to the audience but riders and crew knew them well.  The Invisible Rider was about to make a final journey down the ramp to close the Washington DC AIDSRide 6.  Riders, crew, and the audience were asked to hold hands as the Positive Pedalers walked the empty bicycle down the ramp.  The feeling of completion stunned me and I felt great joy and sorrow at once.  I do believe that the Invisible Rider was as moving for those who saw it once as for those who saw it twice.  

Not to end on a singular emotion, the wonderful crew, wearing long-sleeved white shirts, bounced onto the stage to receive acclimation and more sprays of water.  And then it was over.  Jeff, Joan, Jared, Adam, and I hugged each other and hugged other friends and other riders we hadn’t met before.  The barricades opened up, allowing visiting family and friends to find riders.  I found my parents and friends in the Meet & Greet area under the letter “C.”  From across the crowd I saw a sign poking up that said, “Congrats David Rider 1282!”  I walked around trying to find the sign again until I literally bumped into my mom.  We hugged and then I saw my father and we hugged.  And then I saw Susan, Patrick, and Meg and we all hugged.  But Holly was there, too!  She had sought out my family and friends to introduce herself and thank them for their support.  That really touched me, that Holly stepped away from her own family and friends to meet mine.  Jen and John also found my group and introduced themselves.

Soon the bike and luggage were gathered up and Jeff and Jared met my family and friends.  We hugged and promised to keep in touch, which I am sure we will.  Kristen and Patti were waiting on the other side of the Mall with Michael, an architect who volunteers for our office in Baltimore.  Another co-worker, Eva, and her husband, Rick, were at Closing Ceremonies but we couldn’t find them among the crowd.  I was overwhelmed by how many people came to see me finish.  My dad walked the bike and Patrick carried my gym bag and our group headed toward the Metro a few blocks away.  

I hugged good-bye to riders I knew as we all slowly and reluctantly headed back to our own lives, 330 miles and a world away from where we started just four days ago.  Will I do another AIDSRide?  I don’t know yet, I’m still recovering from this one, not so much physically as emotionally.  Riders experience a mental crash of sorts, like, What do I do with my life now that this event I’ve spent months and months preparing for is finally over?  I think I need the next year to figure that out.  In the meantime, I look forward to continuing the friendships I began on the ride, getting back to a normal work-life schedule, and yes, taking out my Poprad for a new round of tours in the Virginia and Maryland countryside.
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