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			Chapter 1

			How most days begin. 

			Hello, Oliver Possum here. The one with the sopping-wet cap? Yes, that’s me. And you can find my poor, wet cap hanging over the mantle right now. It should be dry in a day or two. Maybe three. You can find me, most days, riding my bicycle to the village of Pudding unless I go the other way, out across the open country, like that day when I did just that not so long ago. I had been to Pudding the day before, so I thought it would be a good day to not go to Pudding but instead to the other way. To go exploring! Yes! It would be a fine day for a possum on a bicycle! And it was! Well, right up until it wasn’t.

			I have no one but myself to blame for all of this mess. And my cap. I should have looked. I should have listened. (I should have gone to Pudding instead.) But no. I did not. I did none of that, and I had no idea what I was in for until I was in it. But it all started out so nice! I woke up that morning to the sound of birds just chirping away right outside my window. Then they woke me up! I got dressed and sat down to breakfast in the kitchen, only to have those birds fly in through the open window, land on my table, and sing to me! All of them! It was wonderful! What a great way to start the day! How was I to know it was a warning? I did not.

			I finished up my morning meal, washed my bowl and spoon, put everything away, and went for my bicycle to go for my ride outside. The sun was up! The birds were singing! It was time to pedal, possum, pedal! The noisy birds flew for home. If I wasn’t going to listen to them, I was on my own. My brown cap was hanging by the door and still dry that early in the day. I grabbed it with one hand as I wheeled my bicycle outside with the other. There was, of course, a quick look to the sky. There always is when I first step outside every morning. And what did I see up there? I saw blue sky among the green. Blue sky above the trees. Blue sky. Ride sky! Ride! I rode!

			Now, the first part of any ride—of any of my rides—has to be on that winding, narrow path from my house out to the road, all under those big trees in the forest around my home. Yes, I saw the blue sky above those trees, but I didn’t see enough of the sky. I know that now. And I never asked why I didn’t hear those little birds after breakfast. I know to ask that now, too. But I did ride out to the road without falling over. Always a great way to start any ride, no matter how badly it ends! And I did stop at the road. It pays to look both ways, and I did; I just didn’t see what I was looking for. What I should have seen. It was hiding behind the tall hill to Pudding.

			“Which way today?”

			And that was Phoebe Owl, the big bird waiting for me up in a tree out by the road! I looked up and smiled. She was looking both ways, too! I still didn’t have an answer for her, though. 

			“Which way should I go?”

			The bird looked both ways, and I looked both ways. We both saw the same things but had different answers. Phoebe gave me her advice.

			“Go uphill if you want a short, slow ride and downhill if you want to go fast and far.”

			Well, that was good advice! I looked to the right, uphill, then I looked to the left, downhill, and then I made the choice I had already made. I wanted to go fast and far! So I turned left, went downhill, and never looked back. I couldn’t. I was going too fast! Phoebe flew above me at first since my fast was her slow, but then she turned with a hoot and was gone with the wave of a wing. I was on my own. And I was gone!

			I clicked the gears into high gear (of the three), but I didn’t have to pedal at all. It was all downhill! Well, it was all up and down rolling hills, but it was mostly downhill, and I could coast over the uphills. All I had to do was sit there and hang on. The bike didn’t mind, and neither did I! We both liked that. And you know, as I looked up at the sky, it was still all bright shiny blue in front of me. What I didn’t do—I didn’t look back. Maybe I should have. I know that now. I wonder if my hat’s dry yet?

			My goal that day, on that ride, was to get comfortably lost. I do that sometimes. I just go out and ride with no route or end in mind. Just go. And I know, no matter what road I’m on, I can find my way home again just as soon as I get to a larger road and make the right turn. Or the left one. I have boundary roads, that is, larger roads farther out there that tell me it’s time to turn around. I take the small roads to the big roads, and I know where I am. And how to get home! But first, I have to get there.

			The hills, as I rode, sort of smoothed out. They got longer and lower, and I started having to pedal on the uphills, but maybe not so much. It was still an easy, fast ride, and I was soooo lost! Well, maybe not all that lost. This was still the road that ran right in front of my house in the woods, the one to Pudding if I had gone the other way that day. But this way? Yes, well, this road goes on forever, out to the end of the world. But it has to get there first. And I was making good time, so maybe? Maybe. Or maybe not. 

			Somehow, in my mind, as I pedaled, I formed a plan and I made up a route. I knew what I was going to do that day! Hooray! I could ride out to the turn to Pat Cat’s farm. From there, it could be a great big open road loop up around the far side of Pudding, and then just the right left turn to put me into the lovely village of Pudding in time for a slice of pie! Oh, my! All I have to do is make that turn. And where IS that turn?

			By the time I had that plan all set, I needed to make sure I knew where I was, and that I hadn’t already passed the turn I needed. So I slowed down and looked around. Was I there yet? The woods that had been all around me had sort of melted away to farm land, so I knew I had to be close, but close ahead? Or close behind? And is that a barn way over there? Pat Cat’s barn? YES! I’m not there yet! Whoot! And click. Down a gear. No need to rush. I didn’t want to miss THAT turn!

			Now yes, in all honesty, I was looking for Pat Cat out by her farm as I got closer to that turn and closer to her farm. Was she there? Was she out? Or was she out on her bike? Sure, yes, I was riding alone, but I wouldn’t mind a bit of company on any lonely bike ride. I looked, but there was no one there, and then I had to not look there and look here. My turn was coming up and I was slowing down. And there, over there, was another rider on the other road! Coming my way! Fast!

			“POSSUUUUUMMMM!”

			I stopped at the crossroads and put both feet on the ground. The rider that had yelled at me flew by so fast I’d have never known who it was if it wasn’t for the ears. Long ears, all flapping like crazy behind him as he flew by faster than I ever could go. But I was quick enough to answer as he flashed by.

			“Andy.”

			Andy Rabbit is the fastest bike rider I know. Faster even than John Fox, but don’t tell the fox that. And now here was that rabbit on a fast downhill, in high gear and giving it all he’s got. Wow! Andy flashed by me so fast all I could do was yell his name as he got there, and then, faster than that, he was gone. He waved at me as he went by. Well, he kind of flung one arm around over my head as he went by. I guess it was for me. He was all wide-eyed and breathing hard, pedaling for all he was worth. Never slowed down. Never coasted. By the time I looked down at my feet and got my pedals ready to go again, he was long gone. I looked both ways. Nope, no rabbit here. Just one slow possum on a bicycle. 

			But you know, I didn’t miss my turn.

		


		
			Chapter 2

			The smaller road to the big adventure. 

			I didn’t start off right away after that. After the rabbit flew by. I still looked both ways, sort of looking for Pat and pretending I didn’t know which way I wanted to go. But I knew. If nothing else, I’d go downhill, as I had been going, knowing full well I’d have to go uphill a lot just to get home, no matter which way I went by then. But I looked and the smaller road called. They do that, you know? You look at them, and they whisper, “This way… yes…” I answered the call of the smaller road. If nothing else, it was shady. Yes.

			After that wild, high-speed, open-road start to the day, the smaller road was easy, still mostly downhill, but maybe not the full-speed-ahead downhill-crazy that the larger road had been. I started off in second gear, which was easy enough, fast enough, for me. I was sort of “coast pedaling,” hardly putting in any effort at all, as I rolled along under those lovely cool green trees. It was time to sit up, sit back, and take it in. Hello? Anyone here? 

			Yes, the woods are full of animals, all large and small and short and tall, and where were they all today? I didn’t see one. I wasn’t going that fast, so I could take a deep look through the trees. No one was there. Was it that late already? Afternoon nap time? We do that, you know? Afternoon naps are a thing, no matter what you are or how old you are. It’s always nice, after a busy morning and a good lunch, to just sort of sit back down for a bit and close your eyes and… BUT NOT ON YOUR BIKE!

			Oh my, that was close. I almost took a nap on my bike there. Wake up, Possum! I shook my head and rode my bike, and maybe I didn’t look around quite so much. The animals in the woods were all on their own now. I had places to go and things to do and pie to eat when I got there. Pedal, possum, pedal! But not too fast. There’s so much to see. Or would be, if I could see it. I still looked. It kept me awake.

			I suppose, if you live in the city, you might think that the woods are dangerous. And if you live in the woods, or at least out of town, well, the city sure looks big and busy! Yes, I live in the woods, but I visit the village. Pudding (the name of the village over the hill from where I live) isn’t that big or busy (or that dangerous), and it has more pie than the woods. I like that! Pie is friendly! So I’m sort of used to both the woods and the village, but maybe not the big
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