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To all my friends who made ours a wonderful neighborhood to grow up in together
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“Hurry up!” Jade yells.

My legs burn as I keep pedaling. I’m only halfway up the biggest hill on the way to Radley’s Park. And I’m slowing down no matter how hard I try to go faster.

“Come on!” Jade is waiting for me at the top of the hill. The sparkly pink tassels on her bike handles flutter in the cool fall breeze. She crosses her arms impatiently.

I reach for the water bottle clipped onto the side of my bike and take a sip. My old bike didn’t have a clip. It also squeaked and rattled, and the chain kept falling off. Plus it was getting so small for me that my knees hit the handlebars. Luckily, Mama and Baba surprised me with this new bike, in a perfect shade of blue, right before school started. But this hill is still as hard as ever.

“Al… most… there…,” Naomi pants behind me. I focus on the back of Gloria’s helmet in front of us as she reaches her older sister first.

And then a few moments later, we make it! I mop the sweat off my face and gaze at the path winding through the park.

“Finally!” Jade smiles. “Let’s go.” It’s obvious that my neighbor loves being the one in charge on our long bike rides. We’re only allowed to come this far without a grown-up because Jade’s thirteen and old enough to babysit. Not that we’re babies or need sitting.

Naomi and I are both ten, and Gloria’s almost twelve. But Jade took an official babysitting class and earned a certificate for doing CPR recently. That means she knows how to help people if they stop breathing. A moment ago, when I was gasping for air, I thought I might actually need Jade’s services. But now I’ve caught my breath, and I’m ready to play.

Ever since they redid the equipment at Radley’s, it’s the best park in the area. There’s a huge pirate ship with big twisty slides, a fake plank, and tire swings. Because of the foamy soft padding on the ground, you don’t get hurt if you fall down. The only bad part about Radley’s being so awesome is that it’s popular… a little too popular. People swarm to it on the weekends. And that means we have to wait for the swings and dodge all the little kids learning how to scooter and Rollerblade on the foam.

“What do you want to do first?” Naomi asks as we park our bikes in the crowded rack. I carefully slide mine into the slot next to hers, making sure it doesn’t get scratched. When my friend takes off her helmet, her usually puffy curls are flattened to the sides of her head.

“Pirate ship hide-and-seek!” Gloria suggests.

“Snack time!” Jade points to her backpack, which is decorated with patches from national parks. “I’ve got clementines and pretzels.”
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“How about hide-and-seek and then snacks?” I offer. “I’ll be it.”

“Okay! Zara’s it!” Naomi says.

I close my eyes and count to twenty while the girls scatter. When I open my eyes again, the girls are all hidden. Last time we played, we decided the trash can area is off-limits, so I don’t check there. But the bushes next to them have a little gap between them.

Sure enough, I spot silver glinting off a sneaker between the leaves. Naomi’s in there, curled up into a tiny ball.

“I see you, Naomi!” I yell.

“You always find me first!” Naomi complains. It’s true. Naomi is full of great ideas, except when it comes to thinking of hard-to-find hiding places. And half the time her colorful clothes make it easier to track her down.

“Two more.” I scan the playground. There’s a spot in the pirate ship that’s shaped like a tube.

“Look.” I point. “I bet one of them is hiding in there.”

As I’m running toward the ship, I hear my name.

“Hey, Zara!”

I whip my head around. It’s Alan, my next-door neighbor, wearing a bright green soccer uniform.

“Oh, hi, Alan. Do you have practice?”

“A game. We lost. What are you doing?”

“Hide-and-seek with the girls. Want to play?”

“Sure.”

“Alan!” Mrs. Goodman calls from the field. “We need to go!” She’s holding a bag, a cooler, and a folding chair.

“Can I play a little?”

“For a few minutes. We’re going to Aunt Christina’s, remember? Hi, Zara! How are you, sweetie?”

Before I can answer, we’re interrupted by the shrill music of the ice cream truck. As it pulls into the parking lot, kids scream and race toward it like it’s giving away free puppies. Even Jade and Gloria pop out from their hiding places and run to get into line. Jade always stashes a little money in her backpack in case of an emergency—and the ice cream truck is definitely an emergency.

“Can I get ice cream?” Alan asks his mom.

“If the line moves quickly.” Mrs. Goodman reaches into her purse and hands Alan a few dollars. “Zara, you get something too.”

“Thank you, Mrs. G.!” All the parents on our street look out for each other’s kids. Mama says it’s what makes our neighborhood the best to grow up in, and I agree.

I study the menu on the side of the truck.

“One cookies-and-cream bar, please,” I tell the man, who hands it to me with a wink and gives Alan his change.

“I have to go,” Alan says as he tears open the wrapper of his ice cream sandwich. “See you later.”

“Thanks for the ice cream.” I wave and then walk to a bench with the girls to eat our treats.

“What do you want to do now?” Jade asks after we’ve finished. Her mouth and tongue are completely blue from her raspberry Popsicle. “The slide?”

“Yeah!” We all jump up, energized by the sugar, and spend the next couple of hours sliding, swinging, and playing tag. It’s basically a perfect afternoon.

“Oh no! It’s almost four,” Jade says, checking her phone. “I promised we’d be home by then. We have to go… now!”

Luckily, the ride home is almost all downhill, so it should be faster than getting here. We head over to the bike rack, making plans for when we’ll return to the park.

“Wait a second.” Naomi grabs my arm. “Where’s your bike? Didn’t you put it with mine?”

“What?” My heart thumps wildly as I scan the rack. I’m certain I put it right next to her bike. But now it’s not there.

“Maybe someone moved it?” Gloria suggests. But I run up and down the rack and search the grass around us, and don’t see it anywhere. It feels like there’s a gigantic Popsicle stick stuck in my throat.

My beautiful, brand-new bike is… gone.
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“How could this happen?” Jade asks. “Didn’t you lock it?”

“No,” I mutter as angry, hot tears roll down my face.

Gloria turns around to face me, a hand resting on her hip. “Wait. What? You didn’t lock your brand-new bike?” she asks. “Why not?”

“I never locked my old one.” My voice is shaky, and I sit on the curb by the bike rack.

“Yeah, but no one would want to take that one. It was beat-up, and made so much noise that we could hear you coming from a mile away,” Gloria says. “I mean, no offense.”

“I know. I think my dad took it to the dump. He didn’t think anyone would want it either,” I tell her.

Naomi still hasn’t stopped searching the rack. For the third time she carefully examines the handful of bikes left, as if one of them is magically going to turn into mine.

“I can’t believe it!” I wail. “What kind of person would take a bike that doesn’t belong to them? My water bottle even has my name on it!”

“Should we call the police?” Jade asks. “Or your parents?”

“What can they do?” Naomi asks.

“I don’t know.” Jade shrugs. “Help us find whoever took it?”

“Maybe someone took it by mistake,” Naomi says, sitting next to me on the curb. The thought stirs a flicker of hope inside me.

“Maybe!” I stand up. “That must be it!”

“I mean, yeah, I
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