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For my father—
who gave without question 
and showed me that 
a good man is a rare gift 
to the world.
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I was on summer vacation for about . . .
twenty years.
JAY ADAMS, DOGTOWN AND Z-BOYS
 
Anyone named Picasso is excused.
The rest of you need to stay inside the lines.
OVERHEARD IN A SECOND-GRADE ART CLASS
 
It’s not a daydream
if you decide to make it your life.
TRAIN
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RIDING OUTSIDE THE LINES
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Hey, you wanna go for a ride?
Forget about the latest gear and quit worrying if you’ll have enough power in your hindquarters to keep up. It’s not a race. All I ask is that you want to go somewhere. Really get out of town. Destination? Well, that’s not so important either, as long as it’s a decent clip from the Interstate.
See, my adventures here in Riding Outside the Lines are about taking chances, heading into the day wide open and leaving all the trappings of your adult life behind for a few miles. Riding literary shotgun with me is similar to boarding one of those coasters that blows through town as part of a ramshackle traveling carnival—you want to buy a ticket, but just look at the thing! Will I live to tell the tale if I give it a spin? Still, you gotta have a little fun in this life. I can’t promise you a smooth ride, but if you’re looking for safe and predictable, Disney World’s always open—or you could just read another John Grisham novel.
But, there is some method to this rolling mayhem. Granted, in one story we’re pedaling to traditional Highland Games in Perth, Australia, to retrieve my wallet, and the next thing you know we’re battling wind, rain, and eardrum damage across Ireland in hot pursuit of a squad of winsome young female bagpipe players. What strings these stories together and those in my first book, Metal Cowboy, is pacing. I structure my collections to feel like a complete ride. Sometimes you’re barreling downhill and life couldn’t get any better, and before you know it you have to gut it out and climb over the top to avoid a heap of pain. Along the way we’ll chuckle, bleed, and eat some barely identifiable grub. It’s not obvious, mind you, but by the last page of Riding Outside the Lines we’ll know we rode this one together.
Why a bicycle and not, say, a camel, ultralight or rickshaw? Simple. Spitting, heights, and I only run if the police are chasing me.
Too many travel narratives beat up the reader with the premise that it’s all about the journey. And you know what? They’re right. But you can’t package that journey into a neat little box and tell people this is what you should do to have an authentic experience. It’s not what you’ll find in my books. When we leave the front door, anything can happen. As long as we pedal with some interesting folk and have a few off-the-hook moments along the way, does it really matter if we know where we’re gonna sleep at night? If it did, we might miss out on bunking at sheep ranches on New Zealand’s South Island, bumping along in the back of a jeep beside Mexican freedom fighters, or bedding down in five-hundred-year-old castles.
I recently spotted a self-help book at the grocery store called  Teach Yourself How to Dream: A Practical Guide. This made me laugh loud, long and hard, until security moved in. Are we so hung up on making everything in life deliberate that we need someone else to teach us how to do what comes naturally just by closing our eyes? I hope not.
So close your eyes, and let’s go for a ride.
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ON YERE BIKE
I took a place in one of the booths near the door, intent on ordering something warm. A traditional pub: darts, fireplace, and a long bar already crowded with Irishmen pouring that dark mother’s milk down their throats. It might have been about ten in the morning. The joint was rowdy enough by anyone’s standards, on a weekday no less, that I wanted to hang around and see how it ended. But this was only meant as a brief pit stop before pedaling back into the breach.
The rain hadn’t really stopped lashing since before breakfast, and the wind, like the higher math I so loathed back in school, was a constant. Seeing as I’d volunteered to bicycle around my ancestral homeland, I felt duty-bound to offer casual disregard in the face of the harshest weather. Given my pitiful state after less than a week of sloshing about country roads, my relatives, were they still above-ground, would certainly have shunned me. Or, at the very least, they would have called me cruel names, like  plonker and wank, before letting me buy them a pint.
I was too cold to shed my blue Gore-Tex shell and pants. When I glanced in the mirror behind the bar the image staring back resembled a bulky blueberry as painted by Keith Haring—practically glowing. Had my rain suit always been so loud, or did the sea of muted jackets surrounding me raise its reflective properties to clownlike proportions? One of the patrons, about my age, noticed me noticing myself and leaned over. “What do ya call an Irishman in one of them spiffy rain suits?”
I shrugged.
“You call him a tourist. We wouldn’t be caught dead wearing that shite.”
He smiled, a good-natured grin. The rest of the pub must have been listening, because the place broke into hearty laughter. I joined in. What the hell—it was a good joke even if I happened to be the punch line.
Clearly, my reaction suited them, because an open stool quickly appeared and handshakes were exchanged. The comedian’s name turned out to be Brian, and his friends were damn near everyone in the place. When the second round arrived I realized a sip too late that I was participating in my first genuine “session.” To leave at this point would have been beyond rude. Having heard that these things could last indefinitely, I ordered myself a substantial amount of grub, hoping it might absorb some of that potent beer as we went.
“Ease up, lad,” Brian said as I inhaled a thick bowl of soup and tore at something called a doorstep sandwich. “The potato famine ended years ago.” This brought on another round of laughter and more drinks. At least I’d peeled off my blue rain gear by then. If I passed out and hit the deck, I’d seem less like rotting fruit without the blueberry suit.
At some point, between stowing my bike and losing much of the feeling in my cheeks, I reviewed the blind spots in my life, as a young man verging on the edge of drunkenness is apt to do. Everyone has such spots—not obvious shortcomings, but the hidden flaws and conspiring circumstances that duck under the radar, usually until it’s too late. Growing up in suburbia, the land of Wonder bread, Campbell’s soup, and cul-de-sacs, I harbored a nagging suspicion that my blind spot was somehow tied to a vague feeling of rootlessness. Can anyone really claim a genuine sense of place when the landmarks of their youth are a series of strip malls, golf courses, and 7-Elevens?
A childhood of summer evenings spent floating weightless and womblike in a backyard pool regulated to the temperature of blood . . . for a time I cherished my little monocultural world, taking stock and feeling something close to pleasure in its sameness. The way the automatic sprinklers popped up from hidden turf-builder bunkers each day of each month of each year smacked of utter permanence. A manufactured history, but the only one I’d ever occupied. Mine was a community of Tupperware pioneers making damn certain no one would want for anything they couldn’t order from a catalog. I was parochial, insulated, and restless.
It was the writings of a bunch of wayward comrades— London, Conrad, Steinbeck, Twain, and Kerouac—that broke my hermetically sealed (for freshness) world, and all the king’s men couldn’t put it back together again. For the record, I would have fought them to the death if they’d tried. My outward appearance remained unchanged. I continued to float in the pool, swing in the hammock, pedal the streets, and skate the rails and curbs after class, but a virus had entered my bloodstream. Go get your MBAs and fast tracks—I’ll take the road.
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Brian asked if I’d buy the gang a shout, and I nodded. God help me, this session was in full swing now.
My first long-distance bicycle adventures were taken out of something close to fear: of growing old before my time, of not seeing and feeling and tasting enough of the world around me before I left it or, worse, grew too jaded to care. I was a middle-class white boy on the road to find out. Sure, I was a cliché. I wanted to say I’d left my zip code and then some. Still, long after the other guys turned in their Eurail passes, stopped writing that Dutch girl they’d met in France, and knocked off the slight British accent, I pedaled on in search of nothing more than moments like this one: a boothful of Irishmen telling lies and teaching me how to pour a proper pint of Guinness.
Act as if you have faith and faith might just find you.
Over the years the road showed me that your place in this world is where you happen to be standing at the moment. Or, in my case, teetering.
Someone stepped into the pub, and I noticed that it was dark outside. When had that happened? I eased back in the booth and tried to focus on the poor sod asleep at the end of the bar. In Ireland the joke goes that Alcoholics Anonymous means a guy who happens to be drinking alone.
“On yere bike,” the bartender hollered in the direction of this seemingly comatose fellow. The scuttered gent stirred, found his footing, and wandered for the door.
“That guy’s not really going to try to ride a bicycle home, is he?”
This brought such a roar of laughter from the gang in our booth that you’d have thought I’d just goosed each and every one of them.
The expression had caught my attention several times already during my Irish jaunt, but alcohol and other lively conversation had distracted me from further investigation. I was certainly thrown by it, since none of them appeared to be avid cyclists.
“It’s a clever way of telling someone to get off their arse and on with their life,” Brian explained. “Out the yard, up your socks, on yere bike.”
On yere bike . . . it was the very battle cry I’d been reaching for these many miles in the saddle. My eyes practically filled with grateful tears as I hoisted my glass.
“Gentlemen, on yere bike!” I toasted.
While not moved to my level of emotion, these newfound friends looked plenty amused as our glasses touched. Clearly, I was the only one at the table for whom the phrase carried untold depth and weight. And in the sober and thankfully gray light of an Irish morning the day after, it had only grown more valid as an evocation, rite, fight song, and prayer. Not the sort of thing you’d expect a Tibetan monk to offer up as a mantra, but who would argue with the clarity and simple wisdom of “get off your arse and on with your life”?
Some days I have to coax it from myself as a whisper. Other times I belt it out so loud and strong along lonely stretches of road that quail are flushed from the bush. As long as it rings true, I’m sticking by this as my operating instructions.
On yere bike!
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THE ALL-GIRLS BAGPIPE SQUAD
I’ve been known to interrupt my regularly scheduled bike tour for a sweet spot in the afternoon sun. Actually, there’s a good chance you’ll find my rig abandoned most any time of the day if the urge to cloud-gaze and the desire to rest my weary bones overwhelm me. But it’s more about the right combination of ground cover, shade, and topography uniting to form what I longingly refer to as the “siesta constellation.” You really can’t force these little roadside pleasures. I tell rookies to do no more than be open to the concept, allow such opportunities to shine, reveal themselves, and steer them in for a gentle, drowsy landing.
But I don’t fall into a complete sleep during my sun-drenched catnaps. Okay, maybe I drift just under the surface, but I’d describe it as a consciously altered state, a hyperreality even, one in which I can still appreciate my surroundings while slipping down a deep well of relaxation, but never so far away that someone could rifle through my stuff unnoticed. At least not until that fateful morning when the all-girls bagpipe squad blew into my dreams. At first I thought it was the Irish countryside whispering its secrets through weathered rock and ancient earth. Then I fancied it a rather textured dream, complete with stunning sound track. But no—I’ll be damned if those weren’t actual bagpipes carrying rich notes across fields of gold and meadows of green. I finally came around, surfacing to a dry-mouthed stupor of consciousness before stumbling up the rise in the general direction of those powerful pipes.
Cynics say that love at first sight is the disease of hopeless romantics and the hope of greedy greeting-card companies romancing your wallet, but when my eyes locked upon a dozen or so winsome young women—maybe first-year college students—blowing into bagpipes beside a bus, it felt as if Cupid had skewered me with every arrow in his quiver. After that he flew down for some close-in work, twisting the shafts, then breaking them off inside me for good measure.
Sweet weeping Jesus, I have to say that these women were sirens of mythological proportions. Their outfits, traditional billowing white blouses and short dark skirts with knee-high socks, took my mind straight through to all that pent-up Catholic-school sexual repression as a fashion statement. They played some more, and I longed to wreck myself on their nubile shores.
First, though, I had to fix my biker hair—a herculean task, since a bike helmet never met a hairstyle it couldn’t wreck. I spat into my hands and matted the unruly mess down as much as possible. I had no mirror to confirm my handiwork, but by my guess, it was as good as it was going to get. As I plucked off some stray remnants of breakfast stuck to my jersey and drew a deep, centering breath in anticipation of marching myself down the hill, I caught the piercing whine of truck brakes coming to a stop alongside my bike, which anyone might reasonably have mistaken for abandoned. I stood frozen for a long, pained moment, the all-girls bagpipe squad on one side and on the other a bewildered gent searching around the Irish countryside for the owner of a ditched bicycle.
“Don’t go anywhere, my honey-sweet sirens.” I either whispered this aloud or thought it with such force that it broke clear of my cranium. What I do know for sure is that I charged down the hill so fast and excitedly after my bicycle that the truck driver might have taken my approach for a very low-budget battle scene from the film Braveheart, an outtake featuring an army of one: “They will never take our freedom! Or at the very least our bicycles.”
He stepped back, no doubt eyeing me for any visible weapons and clear signs of mental instability.
“I wasn’t going to pinch it, you see,” he declared once I was in earshot. “Just making certain you hadn’t managed a spill and needed assistance.”
“And I’m much in your debt.” Nearly breathless, I extended a smile and a bike-gloved mitt in his direction. It’s incredibly bad form in Ireland to be abrupt with people— anywhere, really, but especially in Ireland, where you must sway and bend to the laconic, neighborly way that folks outside the big city meander through conversations. As a rule, this is my favorite part of travel, the holy grail in fact: to chat about nothing in particular and feel completely in the present.
But that morning it was like having my teeth pulled. As he spoke I could no longer detect the precious pipers’ plaintive wails, and I was hard pressed to concentrate on anything the friendly gent was talking about. He used a lot of wide, arcing hand gestures, I remember that much. It’s a wonder he didn’t ask me what I’d been smoking. With every slow nod, smile, and two-, three-, or four-part question from the truck driver, my gifted girls were making their exodus to points unknown.
“Now, do you sleep directly on the ground or . . .” He paused. “Is there a tent tucked away in those . . . what do you call those nifty bags?” Longer pause. “They look right useful.”
After I’d fended off multiple offers of a lift anywhere in the county and endured the laborious process of watching this kindly Samaritan ponder over the writing of his address on the back of an old receipt like it was the signing of the Magna Carta, he added, “You’ll stop by and have a hot meal with us now, right?” I told him to count on it and, like an indentured servant, was finally cut loose, free at last to sprint up the hill.
The squad, of course, had set sail, but worse still, they’d managed to clear the horizon. I tried to remember which way the nose of the bus had been pointed, but my brain had paid far more attention to the comely lassies blowing the bags. In a moment of desperation I glanced back to see if my truck driver was still hanging around. Certainly I could press him into service. Damn. He was a leisurely talker but a zippy leadfoot. It was not a question of whether I would pursue the all-girls bagpipe squad, but how much of Ireland I would have to cover to find them. I hauled my bike over the hill and headed south for no other reason than I had to start somewhere. It had been a light blue bus . . . or was that the color of the emblems on their blouses? A converted school bus deal, maybe? A top-notch detective conducting an airtight dragnet, I was not.
The shopkeeper smiled, nodding with what appeared to be recognition. A break in the case. “If it’s bagpipes you’re interested in, then you must talk to the Major.”
Before I could protest, she was ringing up the retired gentleman, who, as it happened, didn’t have anything more pressing at hand and said he’d come right over. I thought seriously about excusing myself to the bathroom and fleeing the town limits in advance of the Major’s assault, but that was just the ferocious love bite of the all-girls bagpipe squad talking. I knew I was stuck.
“A Yank reporter touring the country, then, doing a piece on our traditions. Splendid. We don’t get nearly enough interest in the pipes on that side of the pond.”
I’d invented my cover on the spot: a profile piece for a leisure magazine. It sounded better than explaining to this rather proper-looking man that I’d just been smitten by a busload of pipe-playing beauties whom I now intended to stalk by bicycle around the length and breadth of his fine country.
The Major came prepared. He had several sets of pipes in tow, and another sticking out of his mouth—strictly for tobacco consumption. Sitting with me on a bench across from the shop, the Major revealed that he’d done a bit of bicycle riding while in the service. “I’d keep the pedal and crank equipment handy and when we touched down in country, if it wasn’t too hostile or loaded with land mines, I’d have a ride around. Do I envy you, lad.” He took a puff on his unlit pipe. “I’ve always said it’s something of a poetic approach to seeing the world.”
The Major was so earnest about his pipe passion, and no minor historian on the subject, that I had to lock the boisterous girls away inside my head for a spell and dig around the depths of my rear panniers until I came up with a reporter’s pad. I started taking notes for a phantom article on Irish traditions. I lost significant ground in the hunt for the bagpiping beauties, the better part of that afternoon, but gained knowledge and insight into the Scottish Highland bagpipe and its oboelike relative, the Irish uilleann pipe.
Being an absolute beginner on the subject, I thought that one make, model, and size of bagpipe fit all. When I exposed my ignorance to the Major he tried to control his disappointment behind a flurry of pipe smoking, but I might as well have boxed his ears for the obvious pain I’d inflicted.
It turns out the Scottish Highland bagpipe is the first team of pipes—it was created in the 1500s in the mountainous, Gaelic-speaking regions of the Highlands and western islands of Scotland. You play it by blowing on a reed into a chanter. The melody comes from a fixed scale of nine notes. Those other big, upright pipes are called drones. They play a single constant bass/treble tone. It’s all connected to a bag held under your arm that fills with air. I told the Major it reminded me of someone putting a massive spider into a headlock.
“You have quite the imagination.”
If he only knew what my imagination was doing with the all-girls bagpipe squad.
Irish uilleann pipes have been called the most elaborate bagpipe in the world. It’s as if a roomful of college engineering students searched for an already complicated musical device and adopted it as their senior project. Those babies hit the market in Ireland around the 1700s. The Major explained that the word uilleann (pronounced “ILL-en”) comes from the Irish for “elbow.” Folks also call it the union pipe or the organ pipe.
“You don’t blow it with your mouth, but inflate it using bellows. Folks like its two-octave range and the fact that you can sing while playing,” the Major said. “Personally, I don’t feel singing is necessary when you have pipes. Have you ever tried listening for the triangle player over a full symphony orchestra?”
I sat back. My girls had definitely been blowing into traditional pipes. “Maybe they’re a Scottish group touring Ireland?”
“Who?”
It was time to come clean with the Major. I just wasn’t focusing on the interview enough to bluff anymore. He took it well. I promised to use my notes in a journalistic fashion at some point, but he waved me off. It appeared the Major had a soft spot in his heart for a woman who could play the pipes.
“Their dress doesn’t sound traditional, but then this wasn’t a performance. Simple practicing by the side of the road, you say? I can give you the addresses of piping clubs from Donegal to Galway, but it’s likely a needle in a haystack. Best to consider yourself lucky, you getting to enjoy such a spontaneous show, such as it were.” The Major seemed to be catching a touch of my fever.
He puffed and pondered in response to my query. No, “My wife does not play. . . . Now, tell me again how they held their notes. Did some of them stand in a circle or do any marching? Was there a drummer?”
I left the Major to his daydreams, but only after he made me promise I’d call when I solved the mystery.
If the squad existed outside my memory, it was fast and elusive. Rumored sightings came and went as quickly as the appearance of sunshine on the Eastern coast. I picked up a scent from a club member in Limerick only to be introduced to a pair of grammar-school sisters making joyfully horrendous noises into pint-sized pipes. It was the sound I imagined livestock produced when being tortured. I’ll say this, though—their matching outfits had stage appeal in a Soul Train–meets–Star Search kind of way.
I found myself standing in fields, parks, and other vast spaces—anywhere far from laws governing noise ordinances—wading through one piping club’s practice session after another. Make no mistake, many of these players were quite good, but like the violin and the starter drum set, bagpipes should come with their own soundproof room until the player reaches a certain skill level.
It was only a matter of time before my hosts would hook me up to one of the Highland varieties and ask me to blow into the reed for all I was worth. While this provided me with an appreciation for the effort and musicianship involved (it’s not how hard you blow but the technique), it did not help me to block out the aerial bombardment of novice players at work. One bad piper in a group can turn a majestic melody into a traffic jam. There’s a fine line between a masterfully handled dirge and the siren blasts set up around nuclear power plants or those piercing tests for the emergency broadcasting system.
In all my travels, I’ve never met a cyclist who toured with bagpipes aboard. It’s not the same as a harmonica or penny whistle. They just don’t pack well, and I suspect one would have a helluva time landing invites into people’s homes, not to mention the potential for alienating campground pals. Maybe it’s just human nature to restrict behavior to one semifreakish hobby at a time. And trust me—riding thousands of miles on a bike is considered freakish by many folks. But like cyclists, the bagpiping community is a self-aware subculture. Most know that others find them slightly odd and don’t really understand why they choose to do what they do. This endeared me to them more and allowed my eardrums to endure what sometimes amounted to musical torture.
And just as when the wind is at the perfect angle to a cyclist’s back, the pedal cadence finds a sweet spot, and you shimmer along as if you’ve taken flight, the magic of a perfectly pitched song blown on the pipes helps people transcend their worries and wants. A soulful piper at a funeral or a marching contingent blowing loud and proud offers a glimpse behind life’s curtain.
From large men sweating their way through practice sessions in church basements, reeking of cigarettes and beer, to a mother-daughter team whose tunes veered from traditional piping into a punk-polka hybrid, probably ten years ahead of its time (you’ll see it on MTV one of these days, mark my words), I scared up damn near every piper in Ireland, except for my all-girls bagpipe squad.
By the time I’d wheeled it back to Dublin I’d long since called off the hunt. During another siesta in a park, this time with my eyes wide open, I noticed a guy practicing on a penny canter. People use these so they don’t disturb birds and set off car alarms in a five-mile radius. I introduced myself for no other reason than I wanted to talk some smack about the bagpipe and come off as an educated American on the subject. We chatted for a while, and I was glad I’d struck up a conversation. My friend was a boisterous Brit hitchhiking around the country. Depleted finances were finally forcing him back home.
“You been playing long?” I asked.
“Funny story. I was staying the night at this church in County Cork. The rain was lashing me something wicked before they took pity on me. Come the morning service, a group of women bagpipers played after communion. They were brilliant and not hard on the eyes, mind you. I’d call it the first religious experience I’ve ever achieved inside a church. The whole affair stuck with me, so much so that I bought this little penny canter a few weeks ago. I’m going to get some proper lessons back home when I can cobble together a few quid.”
I wanted to launch into an interrogation like he was a high-profile murder suspect. Were they traveling in a blue bus? How many of them were there? Names? Home phone numbers? Do you know where they are now? 
But I was flying out of Ireland on the morning plane. It was enough to have confirmation that the all-girls bagpipe squad was alive, well, and part of waking reality. It was enough to know they were crisscrossing Europe and beyond, breaking hearts and sending men on vision quests and walkabouts with each performance.
“It must have been a helluva show,” I said.
“You can’t even imagine,” he replied.
I smiled. Oh, yes, I could, and I would for years to come.
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MR. ICE CREAM MAN
What powers the machine?
Desire, desire, desire.
 
—BLIND TOM
Can someone who didn’t have a permanent address for years at a time consider himself—in good conscience, mind you—a creature of habit? I’m not sure. All the same, set me down in one spot for a few days and I’ll wear ruts in the road pedaling to my favorite haunts and shopping at the nearest family-owned market, where right off they’re calling me by name.
It’s a rhythm that never takes long to establish. I always manage to locate a choice piece of overlooked real estate along a skyline trail or canyon road. A refuge to rest the bones and catch the sunset. And let’s not forget a lively pub or paddock bar where the shadows and generous flow of ale help to take years off my brow and those around me. Most people just look a little better when the sun goes down. That’s why they named it happy hour.
It happened in Aruba, again in Perth, and boy, did I ever slip into a nice routine in Puerto Vallarta. Not so much in Detroit, but I was schooled by the locals that no one should get too comfortable in that town. The Motor City aside, be it County Clare, Ireland, or Alice Springs, Australia, when I hang my helmet and call someplace my temporary home, it’s time to mark the territory, create a familiar circuit and make it my own. Mind you, I’m not some sort of type-A, Walkman-wearing, Palm Pilot–punching control freak. Rather, I tend to organically slip into a groove, a routine of sorts, if given even a little time and space. Maybe it’s tied to some deep-seated need to feel more secure within a nomadic existence. Whatever the psychosocial ramifications are (and such things are better left to folks who didn’t spend their college psych courses mentally cataloging and recataloging a very extensive music collection), the routine nearly always includes a daily bike ride. One of the most memorable patches of this kind of riding was in Mexico.
Circumstances found me and the bike hunkered down on a rather pleasant side of La Paz. I was calling the beachfront portion of Baja’s seaside capital home for a few days. Friends were to rendezvous with me for a sea kayaking adventure, but until they made their grand entrance, I was forced to endure ice-cold beer at dirt-cheap prices, a living hell if there ever was one.
An actual palm tree grew right there inside the private patio of our suite at La Posada de Engelbert—yes, the one and only Engelbert Humperdinck, he of the classy floor show, stylish toe tapping, and ballad crooning. The man had purchased this place during the sixties and more than likely forgotten about it except during tax season. This could have been the reason no one had received the green light yet to wreck the hotel’s charm with a remodel. Whatever the situation was surrounding La Posada de Engelbert, it exuded some serious kitsch. Bobby Darin tunes played over the pool speakers, and the entire lounge appeared to have been airlifted directly from a Hawaii Five-O set. On this afternoon, obscene amounts of chips and guacamole arrived next to my patio chair like clockwork. I kept thinking, Good gordita, I have to find a bike ride, stat . . . anything to stave off the plaque from completely gumming my arteries before sunset. Darin’s buoyant rendition of “Beyond the Sea” almost sucked me back into the depths of the patio furniture for good, but I reached deep inside myself, clipped into the pedals, and spun through thick sand . . . straight on to daylight.
Back, you devil avocado, back.
I’d worked up a decent sweat when the Mexican kids caught me. They were riding relic Huffys, one-speed banana-seat clunkers, and Schwinn speedsters (an oxymoron if there ever was one). I’m speaking of those proper rigs with upright “gentleman” handlebars, a favorite among Ivy League freshmen on their way to glee club practice.
A gang of five or six of these kids hung close to my wheel only to drop off down a side street many dusty blocks later. I blamed the chips and guacamole for my condition that day and didn’t give my lackluster pace another thought. To say it worried me when a few of these boys pedaled ahead on day
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