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FIRST LIE: I’M FINE.


I’m fine.

Except for the chicken on my head.

I was pretty sure she hated me.

You know what? All I’d ever wanted was a simple life. Maybe some folks desired excitement and adventure. Maybe they wanted summers full of surprises and unnecessary relationships with animals. Not me. No, thank you.

Not everyone needed to be onstage, the way my dad and my sister, Sara, always seemed to crave. They could have that puddle of light.

But know who didn’t want the spotlight? Me, Raymond Crickett. I didn’t need excitement. My best friend, Trixy, was a magnet for all sorts of trouble. I was in it deep when she was around. I’d bet she’d get this chicken off my head and put it on her own in three seconds flat.

But Sara, Dad, and even Trixy were nineteen hundred miles away, and that was fine.

I had been sitting on the porch, contemplating the series of events that led to me being here in Winter’s Peak, when the chicken shot out of the woods. I thought maybe it wanted to be petted, so I had bent over. But no. This chicken wanted to be a hat. Now it was on my head.

The chicken was clucking. It was clucking!

Though having Trixy around in this specific moment would’ve been great for chicken removal purposes, she and I for sure needed this break from each other. She was my only real friend, and I couldn’t always say I liked her all that much. She was bossy and self-centered, and it was because of her that Dad’s bluegrass band had gotten tons of attention last fall. His Wayward Music Festival performance clip went viral due to Trixy and me busting onto the stage just beforehand.

That was partially why I was here. My grandparents saw that clip and invited Sara and me to spend a few weeks in the summer with them, right around the same time that Dad’s fancy new agent booked him a two-week tour of Texas in July.

Trixy was back home in Oklahoma, where I belonged.

And Sara? She was supposed to come with me. But then she went and got into a summer camp in Omaha with a performing arts studio, which apparently was more “important” and “possibly life changing” than a trip to dull old Winter’s Peak, Maine.

Why was I here? For real, who wanted to go to Maine?

No one, that’s who. The more I saw of this place, the more I knew no one would choose to give up precious school-free days here. And I’d only arrived three days ago! No one wanted to go to a place where the beaches looked like piles of rocks. No one wanted to stay with grandparents they didn’t rightly remember, since their daughter (my mom) up and left all of us six years earlier. Grandparents who didn’t want to be referred to by anything normal, such as Mammaw and Pappaw, like Dad’s folks, but instead said I could call them Gigi and Jack. I was rolling my eyes again. Chicken dug her talons in. I guessed maybe I moved my head too much.

“I’m sorry, Chicken.” What was wrong with me? I’d just apologized to a chicken.

Chicken baa’cked at me. I didn’t think she accepted my apology.

Oh, I didn’t want to be here—not on this porch, or in this state. But after Gigi called, Dad had a bunch of hushed conversations with her. And then Dad went and said I could use some independence. It was just a coincidence, he said, that he’d be on tour.

He said I was too used to bending like a sunflower toward Trixy. That I let her do everything from finishing my sentences to gobbling up my air. And just as I opened my trap to say that I speak for myself, Trixy popped out from behind a tree and said, “Yeah, Raymond Crickett, you need adventure in your life.”

Well, here I am, Trixy! Standing alone with a chicken on my head, thanks to you!

Oh no. The chicken was shimmying. Why would a chicken do that? Did that mean she was about to lay an egg?

I had reminded Trixy then that the last time she said we needed adventure, we ended up being chased by police officers onto a bluegrass festival stage. But that’s a whole other story. Dad had nodded at Trixy’s assessment and called Gigi and Jack right then and there to buy me a plane ticket. Wasn’t until later that I realized I never once said I wanted to go to Winter’s Peak. Yet here I was.

Either one spot of this chicken was very warm or there was in fact an egg on top of my head.

I was a bit sore at all three of them—Dad, Sara, and Trixy—to tell you the truth.

But it was fine. I was fine.



The warm spot wasn’t an egg.

It was much worse than an egg.



Eventually, Chicken hopped down from my head with a frightful thump of feathers. She landed so heavily I was tempted to make sure her creepy orange legs were okay, but if I bent down, I just knew she’d jump right back onto my head. The not-egg dripped down the side of my face and I yelped at how foul it smelled and felt.

Chicken twisted her neck at me, peering at me from one yellow eye, baa’cked as though I’d offended her, and then whipped around. Stretched out headfirst like an arrow, she sprinted off through the woods.

I watched her disappear into the trees with a relieved sigh, and then went into Gigi and Jack’s cottage.

“Hello, Raymond,” Gigi said without looking up from the giant puzzle she was putting together in what she called her “drawing room.” Gigi and Jack’s house was split down the middle with a staircase. It seemed to be a natural division for my grandparents, too.

Gigi got everything on the left side of the house, where all the walls were painted crisp white. Her drawing room had navy velvet couches, and a navy-and-white-striped wingback chair. A painting of a sailboat hung over the huge brick fireplace in the corner. Her puzzle table was pushed against the interior wall, and she perched in front of it, holding a puzzle piece in her hand. The windows cast the back of her head in shiny light, making her silvery hair shimmer. Behind the drawing room was the kitchen, with its miles of white cabinets and a scrubbed-clean round wooden table with a bowl of red apples that weren’t real.

Gigi spent most of every day cleaning and polishing all her bright white spaces, wearing rubber gloves up to her elbows and lugging a red bucket from room to room. Everything smelled like laundry detergent and bleach on that side.

The right side of the house was Jack’s. He slumped on an old brown rocking chair in the middle of the room he called his “den.” The walls were dark brown panels. The rug was composed of faded brown, beige, and black braids of fabric, with permanent dents from the legs of the rocking chair. He faced a television tuned to a news station where all the reporters were furious all the time, even though they looked like they’d just stepped out of a glitzy salon. The heavy curtains were drawn so there wasn’t a glare. The next room, he called the “study” and Gigi called the “library.” It had a huge leather sofa, wall-to-ceiling shelves of books about horrific battles, and a fireplace blackened with ash. It smelled like woodsmoke.

The bathroom, under the staircase, was gray.

Upstairs, Jack and Gigi’s bedroom was the whole left side of the house, with a little beige sitting room at the top that no one ever used. The whole right side had once belonged to my mother. I guess it still did, since it was where she had lived until she ran away to Nashville and met my dad. The door to her room was tightly shut.

Deciding where to go in the house felt like choosing a side in a silent war, so I spent a lot of time on the stairs or in Grand Pap’s room. That’s what they called my room, even though Grand Pap’s ashes were in an urn on a shelf in the library.

The room was tucked at the rear of the first floor. It looked like a shoebox that someone had tacked onto the back of the house, jutting out with half of it on Jack’s side and half on Gigi’s, the door to it in the very middle. It seemed the safest place to be.

Grand Pap had passed away about six months earlier, but Gigi had only boxed up most of his stuff when she knew I was coming. I sometimes thought that meant they might not have been totally sold on the idea of entertaining me that summer despite being the ones making the offer. After all, she never even cleared out the boxes. They lined the walls, stacked halfway to the windows. “He was a collector,” Gigi said when she showed me the room, and it sounded like an apology. “I wanted to clear it all out, but I’m just so busy keeping up with the rest of the house. And since he was Jack’s dad, he really ought to be the one to address it.”

The bed was one of those for old people where a little remote makes it go upright and down. It was like being in the cockpit of a memory-foam space jet, especially when I pushed all the buttons on the remote at once. I didn’t do that too often, though. Jack tended to clear his throat real loud when I did. I thought that might be his version of Knock it off.

Grand Pap’s room smelled like tobacco and baby powder. It was brownish gray, like Gigi and Jack had swirled their paints in one big vat to finish the room. “If you want,” Gigi had said when I arrived and followed her down the long hall toward the room, “we can put you upstairs next to us in your… in Abigail’s old room.”

Abigail was my mother.

I remember looking around at all those boxes in Grand Pap’s room and wondering whether it’d be worse to see Mom’s room blank or with its corners filled with boxes. “I like this room,” I had said. “It’s fine.”

Gigi nodded. “Abigail loved hanging out in here with her grand pap. She couldn’t get enough of his stories. I can still hear the way she’d laugh from the belly.”

I tried to remember what that sounded like, my mom doubled over with laughter. But I guess it had been too long. I could barely remember her voice, let alone her laugh. My face must’ve crumpled a little, because Gigi flushed. She patted my shoulder.

The best part about Grand Pap’s room was that it had its own bathroom. Yeah, it was just a shower the size of a closet, and there were lots and lots of metal handrails all over the place, but I’d never had my own bathroom before. I even decorated the counter with a seashell that looked a lot like a diseased gray foot. I found it while I was crawling along the boulders Gigi called a beach, the day after I arrived here.

Maybe thoughts of umbrellas and sandcastles come to mind when you think of a beach. That had been me once. But, no, it turned out that in Maine, beaches are rocks. Lots and lots of different-sized rocks. Not that it stopped some kids from having fun. There had been a few when I went, playing football next to where Gigi and I sat on a boulder. “Go see if you can meet some neighborhood kids!” she had said, like that was the easiest thing to do in the world.

“Hey, Gigi,” I said now as I stood in the foyer. I aimed to be like that chicken and run straightaway to the back of the house quick as could be, before Gigi looked up from her puzzle or Jack pulled his eyes away from the angry screen.

And I almost made it too. But then Gigi’s words froze me in place.

“I noticed a gaggle of boys riding their bikes downtown today,” she called out just as I passed by their respective rooms. “I told them my grandson was staying with me, and they graciously invited you to join them tomorrow. They say you’re to bring a towel, since they usually end up swimming in the lake or heading to the ocean.”

“Oh,” I said, pumping lots of regret into my voice. “That’s too bad, because I don’t have a bike, is all.”

“I know that, Raymond.” Gigi pressed a puzzle piece into place with a small click. “That’s what I told the nicest boy, Berto Ruiz. He’s staying with his grandmother this summer too. And he’s twelve, just a year older than you! Isn’t that just perfect?”

I didn’t see how that was perfect, but Gigi wasn’t awaiting a response. “Berto says you can borrow his old bike. It’s out by the barn. You’re to meet them tomorrow at one o’clock. He said they’ll be at Cobbler’s Hill then. How’s that suit?”

“I don’t—”

“It’s all arranged,” Gigi said, snapping in another piece. “Of course, you’re welcome to go meet up with them tonight if you’d like.”

“I, uh, I’m just going to take a shower.”

The squeak meant Gigi was pushing her rolling chair backward. “In the middle of the day?”

“Yeah,” I said, not turning around. My hands were clammy and my throat a little tight about these plans Gigi had made for me. Plans that most definitely would not suit me. “A chicken did its business on my head.”

I rushed down the hall and eased shut Grand Pap’s door, but the wood was thin so I heard Jack’s grumbly voice. “What’s that boy doing playing with birds?”

“Now, Jack,” Gigi said, her voice spreading out like a knife would smooth peanut butter. “You know he’s a bit backward. Leave him be.”

It wasn’t the first time I’d heard her describe me that way. Backward. I didn’t know exactly what it meant, but I was pretty sure it wasn’t a compliment. Backward kids were the kind who were harassed by chickens. The kind of kids who needed their grandmas to arrange playdates when they’re eleven. The kind of kids who had never learned how to ride a bike or swim.






SECOND LIE: I’M NOT AFRAID OF ALIENS ANYMORE.


It’s not like I didn’t know how to ride a bike. I mean, I understood the basic idea of it. You sit. You pedal.

The truth was my mom had taught Sara how to ride a bike when I was about four. Even she was probably on the old side for learning, since she had been nearly eight. Sara’s eyes work differently—she doesn’t have a lot of depth perception, for one, and second, her eyes flutter back and forth like a camera trying to focus—so bike riding wasn’t something she was too keen on learning. “You’ll be buzzing around in no time,” Mom had told her. “Ray-Man will be right on your heels.” She used to call me that. Ray-Man. I’m not sure why. She was the one who named me Raymond. But I liked it all right, I guess.

I remember watching them from the driveway. Mom held on to the back of the seat, keeping it steady for Sara, who wobbled all over the place. “Don’t let go! Don’t let go!” my sister kept saying.

“I won’t,” Mom had promised, and she ran behind the bike, hand clasped around the seat as Sara’s legs pumped faster and faster.

“Don’t let go!”

But Mom did, without saying a word. Sara kept right on pedaling farther and farther from us without knowing that Mom wasn’t holding on anymore. When Sara finally looked over her shoulder and saw that Mom wasn’t there, her handlebars swerved side to side. I let out a holler, but Mom shushed me. “You’re doing it, Sara! You don’t need me.” And she was right. Sara didn’t need her. She righted the handlebars and kept on going.

Sara had stopped riding almost as soon as she had learned. She has something called low vision, which meant that while she wasn’t blind, she didn’t see well. Something I could clearly see from eighty feet away, she wouldn’t be able to see until she was twenty feet from it. Her vision can’t be corrected with glasses or contacts, either, and it was even harder for her to see when she was nervous, excited, or in bright light. Sometimes she used a white cane. Riding a bike, she once told me, felt like running full force into a dark tunnel.

So that bike was getting cobwebby in the corner of the garage. A couple of times Dad said, “We should get you on that thing, Raymond.” But we never did. And now I had to meet Berto Ruiz, whoever he was, tomorrow afternoon at one o’clock. On a bike.

Well, I told myself, bike riding was Future Raymond’s problem. Right Now Raymond needed some sleep.

I lowered my remote-control bed to recline and tried not to think about bikes. My mind obliged by remembering aliens.

I once overheard Dad watching a show about aliens. (He said it was a documentary. Sara called it a mockumentary.) Aliens love strawberry ice cream. That’s the first thing I learned. Second thing, they abduct people right out of their beds. And guess what? They erase your memory. So the only way you know that you’ve been abducted by aliens—and that they’re coming back (because they always come back)—is a deep, unsettling fear of aliens. I hadn’t realized that I also fostered a deep, unsettling fear of aliens until I saw that show.

Mostly when I went to sleep at night, my eyes were on the window, waiting for the flashes of yellow and white lights that meant I was about to be beamed right on through the wall to the mother ship. But I figured even aliens would have a hard time, or at least a lack of desire, to make their way to Winter’s Peak, Maine. So I was feeling pretty cozy, all things considered, as I fell asleep that night.

But then the clacking started. It sounded like long extraterrestrial tentacles tipped in claws scraping against the outside of Grand Pap’s room, trying to find the weakest point from which to mind-control an entire body through the wall. I told myself it could’ve been the wind, but not a single leaf was blowing on the trees outside.

The clacking kept right on going, this time on the wall next to the bed. Clack, clack, clack-clack. I turned the light off and pretended to sleep. (Most aliens likely had a heat-sensing, mind-reading nature and wouldn’t fall for such tricks, but I had to try.)

CLACK, clack, clack, clack.

I turned on the bedside lamp and sat up. Or rather, I pressed my remote button so the bed sat me up. Everything in the room was where it was supposed to be, down to the boxes lined against the far wall.

Clack.

I could go upstairs. I could turn to the right at the top and sleep in my mom’s old bedroom. Maybe Gigi had boxed up bits and pieces of her life too and had them shoved against the sides of the room.

Nah, I’d stay here.

Now would be as good a time as any to rearrange the room. Maybe I could pile the boxes against the far wall, just to make more room in case I wanted to start doing push-ups like the gym teacher made us promise we would over the summer. And, fine, sure, in case those space tentacles poked through the shingles and plaster.

I was carrying the third or fourth box when I tripped on the edge of the rug and the box slipped, spilling out all around me. Sprawled on the floor, I waited for Gigi or Jack to call out at the crash, but they must not have been able to hear me all the way on the second floor. But that alien, or whatever was clacking against the wall, heard, because it suddenly stopped. Maybe it was waiting to see if I was too injured for abduction.

I lay there for a moment to make sure I hadn’t broken any of my bones. Finally I pushed myself up and gathered all the old notebooks and photographs that had fallen out of the box.

I mostly shoved them back into the container, but then I saw it. An old black-and-white picture of a boy wearing a suit, sitting on top of a bicycle.

Now, I should’ve known better. I really should’ve. My life had been all but ruined when Trixy started digging into her gran’s past. I had thought we were just looking at Gran’s old stuff, but before I knew it, Trixy was sneaking into my dad’s truck to hitch a ride across Tennessee and find out if Gran’s stories were true, and I was a leading a life of crime, aiding and abetting a runaway.

Besides, I already knew a bit about Grand Pap. My mom, she had told me a few stories, and Sara would repeat them to me on nights when I couldn’t fall asleep on account of my deep, unsettling fear of aliens.

I had to stretch back my memory pretty far to remember them the way Mom had told them.

She used to tuck me in at night. She’d pull the blankets under my chin and then karate chop to wedge them around my body. Sometimes she’d tell me about Grand Pap, how he made junk feel like treasure. “He had a whole drawer full of pencil sharpeners. Can you imagine? What’s even funnier about that is he also collected pens, but not pencils. Anywhere he went that had a pen, he would pocket or buy one. I guess he loved alliteration, because he also had boxes and boxes of pennies,” she said. “Pens, pennies, and pencil sharpeners.”

I remember asking what he was like. Was he one of those grandpas with hard candy shoved in every drawer? Would he ruffle my hair and call me Sport? “He wasn’t a cuddly person,” Mom had told me. “No filter on him. He told you exactly where you stood.”

I remembered not knowing what that meant. Maybe I still didn’t. Mom said when Grand Pap turned eighteen years old, he went and joined the army to fight in World War II. A month later, this boy who had never left the fifteen-mile radius of his farm, his church, and his town was on a ship sailing across the Atlantic. “You’ve got that braveness in you, Raymond,” Mom had told me. “You and me, both. We do what we want. We make our own life.”

And I guess that was true for Mom, since not too long after, that was exactly what she did. While Sara and I were at school and Dad was at work, she packed her stuff and our dog and was gone, gone, gone.

Mom never told me stories about Jack and Gigi, except to say they were “boring as vanilla pudding in a paper cup.” We never visited them. Sara told me they came out to see us in Oklahoma for Thanksgiving when I was four, but I didn’t remember. They would call on Christmas and my birthdays. Once I even talked with Grand Pap, but I don’t remember what we said, only that his voice boomed.

After Mom left, we didn’t hear from Gigi and Jack much, aside from a card now and then. But then Gigi had called to invite me and Sara, and from the way she talked about the video with Trixy and us up on the bluegrass stage (“I hadn’t realized your dad tolerated such tomfoolery”), I suspected she hoped to put “backward” me on a forward path this summer.

Maybe she thought I should be more distinguished-looking, the way Grand Pap was in this picture. I wondered if Grand Pap’s voice had been loud when he was this kid on a bicycle. It was hard to imagine that the soldier Mom had described had been as young as me once, but the proof was this picture in my hand.

The photograph had slipped out of a notebook, but there was a gap in the pages where it had been, so I tucked it back in. The cover was a padded leathery material with the words LEGACY JOURNAL emblazoned on the top. I opened the book and saw someone had signed it, Jacob Henry McDaniels, October 7, 1994. “Whoa,” I whispered as I ran my finger along the spidery scrawl. Grand Pap had written this during the 1900s! I flipped through the book. It wasn’t really a diary like the sort where people wrote about what had happened that day. Instead each page had a writing prompt or question across the top. He had filled every page.

I flipped open to the page with the photograph. At the top was a question: WHEN DID YOU FEEL PROUD AS A CHILD?


That would be when I was about twelve. I got my first bike. It was a Schwinn, red and silver, and hanging from a rack at the hardware store.



Grand Pap was older than me when he got his first bike!


I’d go along into town anytime Pop would need to, always worried that it’d be gone and I had run out of time to save up for it. The neighbors hired me to pick beans on their small farm. I was paid based on the weight of a full bucket—five cents a pound. If a stone or two found its way into the bags now and then, well, I couldn’t be blamed for that. Their little daughter, Elena, caught me once. She would toe larger stones my way from time to time.

Finally I had saved twenty-eight dollars.

Since I’d be conducting business, I put on my church suit, the one Mom got me for my first communion. Pop walked with me into the store. The man behind the counter told me the bike was thirty-two dollars. Pop stood behind me, put his hand on my shoulder. I don’t know what made me say it, but I told him I’d be glad to give him twenty-four dollars and ninety-five cents. I held out my hand to shake, and the man grasped it. Pop patted my shoulder as the man pulled that bicycle right down from those hooks. Pretty near cleaned me out of my bean-picking money.

“I’m going to ride it home,” I told Pop.

“Do you know how to ride that thing?”

“I’ll figure it out.” And I did. A body does what it’s supposed to when it’s called to do it.

I got on that bike and rode it home, by myself.



He rode it home.

Just like that.

I held the picture of Grand Pap in my hand. His hair was thick and wavy, like mine, but swooping back from his forehead in a wave. His eyes were dark like mine too, but his were tilted at the sides with his huge smile. He didn’t look like someone who worried about aliens or falling down or hearing everyone laugh at him. He didn’t look like someone who ever felt alone or unlikable or invisible. He looked like someone who only faced forward.






THIRD LIE: THIS WILL BE THE SUMMER THAT CHANGES ME.


I was not going to be “backward” anymore. That part of my life was over.

When I woke in Grand Pap’s bed, all that worrying over the clacking the night before felt like a big ole joke I had played on myself. Who cared about mysterious outside sounds that definitely weren’t aliens? Not me! What mattered was that I was moving forward.

That morning I developed a three-step plan. One: Ride a bike. Two: Learn how to swim. Three: Make friends. Boom, bam, done.

I was Jacob Henry McDaniels’s great-grandson, and I was going to get on that bicycle and ride it.

I figured I could fit in learning how to swim after lunch.

Finally, at one o’clock, I’d make friends. I’d race that bike to the top of Cobbler’s Hill and say, “Hey, I’m Raymond. Want to go for a bike ride or possibly a swim in the ocean?”

Just like that.

Berto Ruiz’s old bike was right where Gigi said it would be, leaning against the side of the garage. It was dull black with red pedals, nearly as cobwebby as the one in our garage back home. As I walked the bike out in front of the house, I noticed it also was dented all over the place and full of scratches from all the times Berto must’ve crashed. Because that happens with bikes. People fall off them. Not that I was worried.

“Why are you rolling your bike?”

The voice came from a girl standing at the end of Gigi and Jack’s stone driveway. She straddled a yellow bicycle with a white wicker basket on the front. I had never seen her before, but she clearly wasn’t the type to kick off interactions with a hello and nice to meet you. She had two dark braided pigtails to the top of her shoulders, and one of her front teeth was cracked nearly in half. She ran her bottom lip under the jagged edge of her chipped tooth. The girl stepped off her bike and let it lie on its side in the grass and then faced me full on.

I could tell she was about my age, even though she was a few inches taller and broader than me. Something about her—maybe the way she held her arms to the side, hands curled into fists, legs planted and knees bent—made me think she was bracing to charge forward. That if she wanted to, she could break right through a wall, like that old pitcher of Kool-Aid.

“Do I know you?” I asked her, rolling the bike forward.

“No,” she said. “I heard there was another summer kid in town. Guess that’s you. My name’s Clementine.” Her eyes narrowed. “That’s Berto’s old bike. Why aren’t you riding it? It’s a lot faster when you ride it instead of pushing it along.”

“I know that,” I said. “I’m working toward riding. I have a plan.”

Get on bike. Ride it.

“Wait!” Clementine put up her hand like a traffic cop. “You don’t know how to ride a bike? You’re, like, ten years old!”

“I’m eleven,” I snapped, and then vowed to ignore her.

I needed to find a perfect stretch of road.

The girl hopped back on her bike and pedaled slowly forward, then turned like a show-off to stay beside me as I walked.



“You’re doing it, Raymond!” Clementine cheered. I had managed to pump my legs three times in a row before my foot slipped and the pedal slammed me in the shin. One decent thing about summers in Maine is that they’re a whole lot like winters in south Oklahoma, and that meant I was wearing jeans. So I was left to only imagine and not be forced to see the bruise blooming.

“Yeah, yeah,” I muttered. “I’m awesome. Went a whole two feet.” I puffed out my cheeks and sighed. Grand Pap had skipped a few details in his journal, of this I was certain.

“Know what your problem is, Raymond?” Clementine reached out and righted me as I wobbled beside her.

“Is it that I can’t ride a bike?”

“No.” She pulled on her handlebar and did a little wheelie. “It’s that you have no confidence. That two feet you just rode was a whole lot better than the no feet you did an hour ago. Ever think about that?”

“No.” I rolled my eyes, even though doing so made me fall a little to the side. I checked the time on my phone: 12:49. I had eleven minutes to get to the top of Cobbler’s Hill as an expert bike rider. (I’d master swimming tomorrow.) Maybe Clementine was right. After all, I was doing a better job of staying balanced. Maybe I could do this. I pedaled faster. I was doing it! I was riding a bike! I was a bike rider!

“Go, Raymond, go!” Clementine cheered.

“Do people actually enjoy this?” Bike riding was work. Sweat beaded on my forehead. I sort of stood on the pedals, pushing and pulling my legs as I made my way up the hill.

She laughed. “After a while it stops being work and starts being fun.”

“If you say so.”

“I guess chipping my tooth on the road wasn’t so much fun, but I’m sure that won’t happen to you.”

“What?” I gasped, but Clementine had already turned her bike around and was sailing back down the hill. And I was at the top. I planted my feet and pulled my phone out of my pocket. Exactly one o’clock. Where was everyone? Maybe this was all a prank, like the time back home when the guys told me they wanted me in their secret club, but the secret was that they all thought I was a dork, and the club was just them saying mean things about me together. But I’m totally over that.

I pushed forward and looked around. Oh no.

Four guys were there. At the bottom of the hill. I only knew how to ride my bike uphill. I glanced behind me at Clementine, who was nearly back to Gigi’s house. Her braids bopped behind her, and she stretched her legs out to the sides. Going downhill looked like the easiest thing in the world.

“Hey!” the tallest kid called out. I just knew it was Berto Ruiz. His brown hair was shaggy and long, like he hadn’t had a haircut in about six months. That happened to me once, when Dad sort of forgot about haircuts. But where I had looked so much like a poor orphan begging on the side of the road that my teacher wrote a note home with the name of her favorite barber, Berto Ruiz looked breezy and cool. “Raymond, right?”

“I am Raymond!” I shouted because I was neither breezy nor cool. I am Raymond. Sigh. My future great-grandkids were going to be so disappointed by my journals.

Berto smiled. A couple of the guys snickered, and he shoved one of them, muttering something. “C’mon,” he called to me. “We’re going to go swimming at Jerome’s lake.” He tilted his head toward the kid standing next to him. I guessed he was Jerome.

Jerome didn’t look all that happy about me coming along to swim at his lake. I wondered if he had any flotation devices or possibly a lifeguard.

“Oh, cool,” I said. “I’ll be right down.” This big, big hill. Which was fine. So, learning bike riding had taken a bit longer than I thought it would, and I had never quite made it to figuring out how to swim, but how hard could it really be? I had looked up the statistics; only about 3,500 people in the United States die from drowning each year. That’s it.

“You all right, Raymond?” Berto asked. “Do you know how to ride that thing?”

That was exactly what Grand Pap’s dad said to him before he rode his bike home from the store. It was a sign! I was meant to go down this hill.

“I’ll figure it out!” I shouted, just like Grand Pap. A body does what it’s supposed to when it’s called to do it.

I pulled in a big breath and closed my eyes, picturing Clementine soaring down the hill like it was no big deal. Like it was fun. I could do this. I could have fun.

Pushing off the road, I concentrated on keeping my feet on the pedals. I gripped the handlebars and nudged the bike forward. This was fine. I was fine.

The wheels spun faster and faster, my legs moving with the pedals rather than directing them. All I had to do was stay upright, and I was doing it. Faster, faster, faster. The wind whipped against my cheeks and through my hair. My hair. I wasn’t wearing a helmet. Oh no. Oh no! Why wasn’t I wearing a helmet? Oh, that’s right, because I didn’t even have a helmet. Just like I didn’t have my own bike. Just like I didn’t know how to ride a bike!

Berto Ruiz didn’t have a helmet either. His perfect fluffy hair probably repelled the road.

Oh no. The bike was going so fast now that the handlebars shook. They trembled side to side, and my sweaty hand slipped from the rubber grip. I jerked the handlebar back and grabbed it again, but now the front wheel wobbled. The road was a gray blur under my bike. Berto Ruiz was a speck in the distance. I held on with all my might, even as my foot missed the pedal and it slammed into my shin.

“He’s going down!” Jerome shouted.

But I wasn’t going down. The road was coming up. It was rising from the ground to slap me in my helmetless face.

I didn’t mean to lean forward, but somehow, I did. And my body stopped belonging to me and began to belong to gravity, which seemed convinced that the road and I needed to switch places. The road kept right on rising as I fell forward, over the front of the bike and onto the road.
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