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			Chapter 1

			Into Town

			Hello, Oliver Possum here. Perhaps we’ve met on the road? I’m the one on the bicycle. In a brown cap? Yes, that would be me. I live about a mile out of town, and while that might be a long walk for a possum, it does make for an easy bicycle ride. I suppose that might be why you see so many bicycles these days; It’s easier than walking. Maybe a little too easy.

			I find myself looking for reasons to go for a bike ride, and more often than not, that would mean a ride into the little village of Pudding. It’s not a big town, and it’s not that far away, but then, that’s the charm. I know everyone there, and they know me. And we all get along ... once I get there.

			From home, it’s an easy ride for me over a mild hill, up over the top and down into the village. I have a comfortable bicycle with three gears, so with a simple click into low gear, I can pedal up the hill. Once I’m past the crossroads at the top of the hill, I give it two clicks up to high gear, fly down the other side, and I can feel the wind in my fur! I will never be the fastest animal on the path, but it is a lot of fun. I suppose that’s why bicycles are so popular these days.

			My bicycle has a small wire basket on the front, and that basket, more often than not, gives me my excuse to go for a ride; I simply must go into town for something. I’ll know what when I get there. It isn’t a big basket, so I can’t carry much. And that makes me smile. I suppose I’ll have to come back for the rest of it another time. I’m always looking for a reason to ride. What I’m not looking for is a larger basket. This one suits me just fine. So does the bike.

			Out of the house and down the lane, with my cap pulled down, I pedal toward Pudding. I know the way by heart. How many times? Too many to count. Sometimes once in the morning and again in the evening. Some days I stay all day, and some days I stay all night. The town is just far enough and never too far, an adventure every time.

			“On your left, Possum.”

			Oh, I knew that voice. That was John Fox. I made sure I got over and gave John the road. Have you heard about the quick brown fox and the lazy dog? Yes, well, John is a red fox, and he’s even faster. And yet he stopped when I stopped, because that is what friends do when they meet out on the road. We stopped.

			“Hello, John.”

			“Where are you going, Oliver?”

			“Into town.”

			John took a moment to scan the road ahead. The town was in sight.

			“Race you to the town sign!”

			“But you’ve already caught me.”

			“Ah, but we weren’t racing. We were just riding.”

			“I thought I was racing.”

			“Oh.”

			“But we could ride in together. It’s not that far.”

			“We can do that. Lead on!”

			And so it was that John Fox and I rode into town together. Had you seen us do it, you might have thought it remarkable to see a possum and a fox riding their bicycles together, but it was not. We had done that before, many times. John was always catching me out on the road. It was never much of a race. He was the faster rider and had the faster bike. Even if it only had one speed. I liked my three-speed anyway.

			We rolled into the village of Pudding side by side, then we each went our own way and promised to meet for lunch. I stopped by the hardware store for a few small things and then at the grocer’s for a few things that were larger. I have a basket that’s easy to fill. It didn’t take much. Two stops and I was done. After that, all that was left was lunch. The easiest stop of all. It was time to fill the possum! 

			John Fox knew to meet me at The Tory’s Café. It was the best place in town for lunch. We both also knew that Tory’s name was Kristy. We have yet to know quite why. John had a hot sandwich as I had a cold salad, and we both waddled back out to our machines when we were done. John took a good look at mine. He was nice not to laugh, but he did smile. Foxes smile a lot.

			“You’re still riding this old thing?”

			“Yes, well, it gets me there.”

			“Ah, but one like mine would get you there faster!”

			“Why?”

			“Because it’s lighter and quicker!”

			“No, I mean, why would I want to go faster?”

			“Because it’s exciting!”

			“And what happens when you fall?”

			“Well, you don’t waste any time about it when you do, that’s for sure!” 

			“I believe I’ll stick with what I’ve got for now.”

			“Suit yourself, Possum.”

			“I usually do.” 

			John and I took a minute or two to look at each other’s bicycles, even though we had each seen the other’s a hundred times before. It’s always fun to compare. His was all stark and bare and light and fast, while mine looked more like the hardware store. Everything was there, and some things were there twice.

			What did they have in common? Well, they both had two wheels and a seat, and they were both painted black. Other than that, they were about as different as night and day. His must weigh perhaps half of what mine weighs, and that was without all that was in my basket. No wonder he catches me every time. But we still rode together. He didn’t seem to mind. We rolled back out of town together, each going our own way.

			John had caught me on the downhill. He must have come onto the road at the top of the hill. There’s that crossroad there. So now we’ll both go back up the hill, where he will turn, and I will not. It’s good to have a friend for the climb. And having two friends for the climb is even better!

			We were well out of town and on the open road when my cap brushed a low limb that simply was not there. Before I could look up to see why, Phoebe Owl landed on my handlebars and hunkered down low, eyes all narrowed, to whisper at me.

			“Don’t look back, but John Fox is right behind you!”

			“I know.”

			“Well, you might want to pedal faster.”

			“No, I’m good. We had lunch in town, and now we’re headed home.”

			At that, the owl sat up straight and looked back over my shoulder.

			“I can see his teeth.”

			I admit I had to glance back when she said that. You would have, too.

			“He’s smiling.”

			“Foxes smile?”

			“That one does.”

			“But why is he smiling?”

			“Because he knows the punch line.”

			Any day that you can confuse an owl is a good day, and Phoebe rode the rest of the way to the top of the hill on my handlebars in silence but kept a close eye on John, who was himself close behind. We all knew to stop at the top of the hill. We always did. It’s what friends do. Stop. Regroup. Enjoy the view. Breathe. 

			I was more focused on my breathing as John rolled up and Phoebe took to the air. She still didn’t quite trust the smiling fox. The owl circled high above us as we well-grounded land animals took in the lower view. It wasn’t so bad. Stopped at the crossroads, we could see a fair distance down all four lanes. If we looked behind us, we could still see the town in the distance. John was still smiling and not out of breath at all. He had plenty. It must be a light bicycle thing. I’d have to try that sometime. But not today. We both looked all around, and I was the first to speak.

			“Headed for home from here?”

			John looked down the path toward his cozy den but then looked down another lane entirely — the one that led away from home. Then he looked up at the owl in the sky. He never lost his smile.

			“It’s still early. I may ride a bit further and come around home the other way. You?”

			I looked toward home.

			“Down the road and home for me.”

			“If only you had a lighter bike, Possum.”

			“It gets me where I want to go.”

			“Ah, but do you ever ask it where it wants to go?”

			“Oh. Well…”

			All of this time, John Fox and I had been standing at the crossroads at the top of the hill as Phoebe Owl circled high overhead. And it wasn’t as though we were ignoring her; it’s just that we weren’t paying attention to whatever it was she was going on about up there. The view, I suppose. 

			But, with no warning at all, the owl dove down and landed on my handlebars, scaring us both with her most serious wide-eyed look. She was looking all around in a panic, her wings ready to fly. She couldn’t sit still. There was something wrong with that owl. 

			“You’re both surrounded! Ride for your lives!”

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			The Challenge

			Crazy can be contagious. That much we knew. John Fox and I had just come up the hill from town, but we both looked back behind us anyway. There was no one back there. We focused, squinting, on the road ahead, down the other side of the hill. Nothing. Empty. So how were we surrounded? The bird was in a panic, and we were both confused. We each leaned around to look past each other and down the side roads. Ah, there we go. Yes. We’re surrounded. May as well surrender. It’s too late to run.

			“Pat.”

			“Andy.”

			John and I traded views and placed our bets. Which one would reach us at the top of the hill first? My money was on Pat, as she was the closest, but John was convinced Andy would beat her to the top, as he had the quicker bike. I was quite pleased to win that bet. Pat Cat got there well ahead of Andy Rabbit, despite riding what John might call a boat anchor. That cat could row. 

			“Welcome to the top, Pat!”

			“Thank you, Oliver. Hello, John.”

			I held out my hand, and John paid off his bet. This did not go unnoticed by Pat, who smiled and winked at me. Andy Rabbit arrived on his ten-speed in fairly short order. Still too late to win the bet, but don’t tell him that. 

			“Hello, everyone! Am I late to the party?”

			We all assured him
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