Day 12 - [7mEo] Ovando, MT to [9mWo] Simms, MT
Av – 12.0 mph
Dis – 64.94 miles
Tm – 05:23:52 hrs
Asc – 3598 ft
It was the best of times, it was the worst of times. On a trip like this I’m bound to get both, but I never expected it to happen in one day.

I slept like a baby last night to the sound of rain falling around me. Beneath me was soft bed of prairie grass and pine needles that made even the most expensive Sealy Serta feel like a piece of plywood. Oddly enough, I dreamed of global flooding, evolution gone wrong, and humans no longer being at top of the food chain, but I was warm and dry.
It was still raining this morning when I woke up and there was a chill in the air. My thermometer read just over forty degrees.

It didn't look like the weather would present much of a problem. I dressed and packed up my stuff under the protective cover of my rain fly and only had to expose myself to the elements when I packed my tent. It was then I noticed there may be issues. 

In the five minutes it took to roll my wet rain fly up, my fingers and hands were completely numb. I rolled my bike back out to the highway, propped it against the guardrail, and tried to secure the gate I had opened. My fingers fumbled uselessly like a teenage virgin with a bra clasp.

I was still a couple hours from Lincoln, MT, the next closest town, and I figured the effort of the ride would chase away the chill that had set in my bones. It did to an extent, but my impermeable rain jacket caused me to work up quite a bit of sweat.

What most people don't understand about physical exercise in the rain is this: The key to comfort is staying <em>warm</em>, not dry. In normal temperatures, even in a cold rain, it's okay to sweat profusely because you'll still stay warm. But the forty degree weather was really working its way to my skin in a hurry.

Within thirty minutes I was cold and wet enough to stop, set up camp again, and build a fire just to thaw out. My feel felt like chilled blocks of ice setting on ice cube pedals. My fingers no longer responded individually. I had to shift and brake using the lobster claw. My head was soaked and any speed over fifteen miles per hour caused enough wind to pierce my brain like an icicle spike. I was in bad shape, but I knew stopping would do me no good unless I had a place to warm up. 
I grabbed another gear, concentrated hard on the asphalt in front of me, and imagined myself in warm places, doing warm things, surrounded by hot bodies. I drifted.

A mile or so west of Lincoln was the Hi-Country Trading Post and Gift Shop. They're best known for their beef and elk jerky, so I did my best to look warm, pulled my bike up to the door, and stepped inside.

Oh blessed warmth! The heat blanketed me like the rim of a volcano. I was well past shivering at that point. I was soaked to the bone and numb in most extremities. I signed the guestbook and began to browse. I even bought some jerky so they couldn't kick me out for loitering and moved to the back of the store to read some Lewis and Clark books. 
I had been there almost an hour, with people coming and going in warm fall apparel, when I met Lon and Barb from Great Falls. I was huddled by the book rack, still pretty much freezing my ass off, when Lon asked if that was my bike outside. I said yes and proceeded to recount the tale of my ride to date, my personal history, and how much longer I had to go.

Then Lon made the strangest offer I've ever received. He explained he and his wife were from Great Falls and I should give them a call when I got to town for some chow and a place to stay. He went on to say there was some good equipment outfitters in Great Falls where I could gear up and stay warmer the remainder of the ride. Truth be told, I was only scheduled to pass through Great Falls tomorrow, but I made my mind up in an instant to accept his offer. 

Not wanting to look any more pathetic than I already did, I collected my things and cycled away. A mile down the road I stopped at a local restaurant for two hours more hours, eating hot soup and drinking tea. When I emerged the sun was shining, the day had warmed to the high fifties, and I was ready to tackle the Continental Divide at 5,610 feet. I worried it would be another Lolo Pass, with ninety percent of the climbing in the last few miles, but I was rewarded with a gradual grade all the way to the top. I snapped a few pictures and roared down the other side at forty miles per hour for miles. 

I had done it! I was finally out of the mountains and on my way to the serene prairie. I rolled easily up and down huge, rolling hills for the next forty miles. But a storm loomed behind me in the west. The clouds were black and jagged, something I didn't want to get caught in. My final destination of Simms, Mt fell nine miles short when the temperature suddenly plummeted and the wind picked up.
Open plains is a tough place to find shelter. I happened across a small telephone substation, no bigger than a mobile espresso trailer, and set up camp on the leeward side in record time. Within minutes the rain fell hard and fast, but I'm here now, mostly dry, warm, and secure for another night. I've got an MRE heating up and a toaster pastry waiting for dessert, and life is good. Tomorrow I ride the forty-five remaining miles to Great Falls, pick up much needed cold and wet weather gear, and give Lon a call. I'm a bit nervous.
