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			Dedicated to Lisa, as am I. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			How it usually goes.

			Hello, Oliver Possum here. Yes, the one with the brown cap. The one on the bicycle. That would be me. I’m sure we’ve met by now, and if we haven’t, we will. I promise. In the meantime, let me tell you about my friend Olivia and that long, long bicycle you may have seen us on. There’s much to be told and much to be learned. So, pour yourself some tea and get comfy. It’s quite a story.

			For the longest time, we (Olivia and I) simply rode our own bicycles when we rode together. That is, she rode her bicycle, and I rode mine, which usually worked out well unless, of course, it didn’t. And some days, it didn’t. We all have good days and bad days, and sometimes you don’t know which day it is until it tells you, and by then, it’s too late. Yes, even on bicycles. And it all starts at Last Star. You know about that, right?

			I know I’ve told you about the First Star, that first shining star of the night you see in the evening sky when the sun goes down, and it’s time to go home! First Star! That’s the shiny alarm clock in the sky. There it is! Let’s go home before it gets too dark! Ah, but Last Star… In the morning… Even better! The Last Star is the last star you can see in the night sky in the morning as the night is over and the sun is coming up, and there goes the last star, and now let’s go ride bikes! I really do like that last star. 

			Since Olivia and I live rather far apart, on either side of the village of Pudding, we use the Last Star as our signal to ride to meet halfway between our houses. That’s usually somewhere on my side of Pudding, as I have to get over Possum Hill to get there, and she doesn’t. And that’s okay. She’s worth the climb. So we meet on my side of town, where we both stop and talk about where we want to go that day, what we want to do, and who we want to see, all on our bicycles! And after that, well, you never know. Well, I never do.

			Some days as we ride, I’m the quick one, forever pulling over and waiting for her to catch up. Other days, she’s kind enough to wait for me—especially at the tops of the hills. We always stop at the top, even if we get there together. It’s a rule. And yes, if she gets there first, I hear her yell, “Pedal, Possum, pedal!” as I struggle to reach the top. And that’s okay. I’m yelling the same thing myself by then.

			“So, where today, Possum?”

			“I don’t know, Possum. What did you have in mind?”

			We both looked around as if we didn’t know where we were, and yes, we call each other Possum when there’s no one else around. Wouldn’t you? We had met at our meeting place, and now we were looking all around, uphill and down, and wondering the Big Question: Where to today?

			Olivia had the answer. “How about back through town, past my lane, past the creek at the bottom of the hill, and then turn left?”

			I must have looked puzzled, and I had to ask. “What’s there?”

			“I have no idea.”

			“Wait, what?”

			“I never go that way.”

			Big smile here as I started to ride!

			“Then off we go!”

			I thought I had the lead, and I did, but not for long. Oliva turned her bicycle around and raced past me so fast I thought she’d never stop. But she did … at the left turn past the creek. When I got there, I caught her, but only after I took a bit of a bounce going over that bumpy bridge. A really big bounce. Ouch! Brakes! Stop!

			“Wait!”

			“What?”

			I stopped next to her and looked down at my bike.

			“My handlebars.”

			Now she looked at them, and we both frowned.

			“Are they supposed to be that low?”

			“Nooooo.”

			The big bump had pushed the handlebars down too low to go. Uh-oh.

			“Can you fix them?”

			Big smile time.

			“Yes!”

			It was time to change jobs, from bike rider to bike fixer. I got off the bike, put the kickstand down, made sure it wasn’t going to fall over (They do that sometimes.), and then went for my small bag behind the seat. I didn’t have much, but I did have a screw-hammer! I should explain.

			Sometimes all you need is a wrench to tighten a screw, and sometimes all you need is a hammer to get that screw’s attention. I had both, all in one! I had a wrench that sort of tightened up to be a hammer! And there it was, right here! Now get to work, Possum!

			The first thing I did was loosen the bolt that held the handlebars to the stem that held them on the bike. I pulled the handlebars back up where they belonged, gave that a look, and then tightened that bolt as tight as I could. Righty-tighty! (Lefty-loosey.) But they were still too low. Not a problem. I loosened the long stem bolt, then tightened my wrench to be a hammer. I gave that bolt a tap, and the whole thing sank into the bike. I pulled it all back up, got it where I wanted it, made sure it was straight, and THEN tightened THAT bolt. Done! I think. I should probably ride it. I looked up and smiled at the possum waiting for me.

			“Let’s give it a try!”

			From there, just past the bridge, we were already at the turn, so that’s what we did—we turned! Now the road was just a narrow lane in the woods. We were both down in first gear, and no one was in a hurry. Where were we going? Where WERE we going?

			“Where are we going?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“You’ve never been here before?” 

			“No… Stop… Smell.”

			“Mmmmmmm, honey!”

			I was all smiles. Olivia was all nervous.

			“And what does that tell you?”

			“It’s time for waffles!”

			By then, Olivia was struggling to get her bike turned around on that narrow lane while I was thinking about another breakfast already. Waffles. With honey. No?

			“No! Honey! Bears or bees! Pick one!”

			And with that, we both got our bikes turned around and pedaled a little faster getting back out of there. Without even having to ask when we got there, we both knew to turn right at the big road, and we pedaled our possums into town. Bears or bees? No, thank you! Ah, but what about waffles? Yes, please! There was no doubt where we were headed after that.

			 “A waffle with honey, please.”

			“And you, dear?”

			“The same.” 

			“Tea for two?”

			 Both of us, together, “Yes, please!”  

			And so it was that we rode our bicycles the long way around to Tory’s Café, which we could have stopped at the first time we passed it, but no. Waffles taste even better when there’s adventure in the air! As we waited, we wondered. Well, I wondered. Olivia knew.

			“So, which do you think it was? Bears or bees?”

			“It was both.”

			“Yipe!”

			“Yep.”

			“But you know that for sure?”

			“I could smell the honey, and I heard the bears.”

			“You heard the bears?”

			“Growling. Yes. They knew we were there.”

			“I thought that was thunder!”

			“There would have been a storm if we had stayed.”

			“Oh, my.”

			“No need to go down that road again.”

			“Oh, no.”

			And then Tory saved the day. “Here you go, kids. Waffles, honey, and tea!”

			“Yay!”

			There wasn’t much said after that. The waffles were that good, and the honey was perfect. And the tea! We ate and said nothing until we were done and the napkins were set aside.

			“Best. Bike ride. Ever.”

			“You’re not home yet, possum.”

			I looked all around the café.

			“Am I not?”

			“Not yet. Come on.”

			To her credit, Olivia elected to ride with me to the top of Possum Hill before she went back home. We hadn’t ridden all that far that day, and we were both full of waffles. It was not a fast ride, and was the hill always this steep? Ah, but we made it to the top. I shook my handlebars just to make sure everything was just fine—the ride, the view, and the handlebars. I just have to avoid jumping bumpy bridges. I know that now. Then Olivia looked a bit puzzled as she looked all around.

			“Is this the highest hill?”

			Now I had to look all around. Was it?

			“I don’t know. It does have a nice view.”

			“Can’t argue that.”

			“So maybe it is.”

			Now she smiled.

			“Then you know what they say.”

			Well, no, I didn’t until she told me.

			“It’s all downhill from here!”

			With that, Olivia was on her bike, turned around, and headed down. Back to the village of Pudding and then on to her home beyond that. We both smiled and waved and I watched as she rode away. Once she was out of sight, it was all up to me to get home alone, but yes, it was all downhill from there.

			And the ride home was just waffle.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			How it went that day.

			No, I don’t tell you about every ride, but yes, I do ride every day, except on days when I don’t. You just don’t hear about all of them, as most of them are simply a good ride. No bears, no bees, no waffles, no tea. Just a good ride. And no, not every ride is a good ride, but you might not know it right away when you just start out, and sometimes you don’t know it before noon—that it’s going to be one of THOSE rides. And this ride was sort of like that. It wasn’t that good. But then, it wasn’t that bad, either.

			About a week or so later, after all of the bees and waffles, we met on top of the hill, Olivia and I. We needed to see the weather before we got too far. There were clouds in the sky, but they were happy, fluffy, white clouds. No rain, a light wind, and where were we going today? Olivia had a plan. She always did.

			“How about out to Pat Cat’s farm?” 

			I liked the idea, but…

			“Is she there?”

			“Let’s find out!”

			And with that, she was gone. Olivia pushed off, sat down, and pedaled down the hill. I was right there with her, and yes, we might have been going a bit faster than we had planned, but it sure was fun! The speed! The
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