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Chapter 1: Lila and the Missing Laugh
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Lila Willowbee hadn’t laughed in forty-seven days, not even a little giggle. Not when her little brother put spaghetti on his head, not when the school hamster escaped and ran across Principal Dotty’s shoes, not even when Grandma Ruby tried to do cartwheels in the backyard (which ended in a slow-motion tumble into the tomato patch).

Lila used to laugh all the time. Her laugh was the kind of sound that made flowers bloom a second time, that sent butterflies fluttering, that made people on park benches smile even if they didn’t know why. But ever since her puppy, Muffin, ran too far into the woods and didn’t come back, Lila’s laugh had gone missing.

And no matter how hard she looked, it stayed gone.

She’d checked under her bed, in her drawers, behind her bookshelf, and even inside the cookie jar (just in case her laugh was hiding next to the chocolate chips). But it was nowhere.

Now it was spring. The grass was a little greener, the sun a little warmer, and still, Lila’s heart felt cloudy.

On this particular Thursday, Lila sat at the edge of Whispering Meadow, where the flowers swayed and hummed a song only the wind could hear. She hadn’t meant to wander this far. She had followed a monarch butterfly because it looked like a wish with wings. Her shoes were muddy, her pigtails a bit lopsided, and her overalls had a rip on one knee. She didn’t mind. She had a pencil in her hand and a sketchpad tucked under her arm.

That’s when she saw it.

The tree.

It was taller than her school’s bell tower, with silvery bark that shimmered even in the shade. Its leaves sparkled like tiny stars, and the trunk was twisted into swirls that looked like a frozen breeze. The air around it felt like warm honey and smelled like cinnamon toast.

She blinked. Had this tree always been here?

The tree didn’t answer. Of course not. Trees don’t talk. Unless...

Lila walked closer, her boots crunching softly on the meadow floor. As she neared, one of the glowing leaves floated gently down, like a feather falling from the sky.

It landed in front of her. The moment she picked it up, it pulsed with a soft light in her palm.

A whisper floated by her ear. Not from the wind. From the tree.

"Write your wish, kind one."

Lila’s eyes widened. “Did you just... talk?” she asked, looking around. But no one else was there.

She looked down at the leaf. Her fingers tingled.

She thought for a long moment, then took her pencil and, very carefully, wrote:

“I wish I could laugh again.”

The letters shimmered as soon as they touched the leaf. Gold. Warm. Like sunlight. Lila gently placed the leaf back onto a low branch of the tree. The moment she did, the branch curled upward, wrapping the leaf like a hug.

The ground gave a soft rumble beneath her feet. Then—poof!

A swirl of sparkles surrounded her. When the lights cleared, Lila was no longer standing in the meadow. She was on a giant, floating dandelion, sailing through the sky like a dream.

“Wooooah!” she shouted, grabbing hold of one of the fluffy seeds like a steering wheel. “Am I dreaming?”

“Nope,” said a voice.

She turned. Sitting beside her was a squirrel wearing a tiny blue bowtie and glasses much too big for his head.

“Name’s Basil,” the squirrel said, offering a tiny paw. “Certified Giggle Guide. The tree sent me.”

Lila blinked. “Certified what?”

“Giggle Guide. I specialize in helping kids rediscover their laughs. Yours is somewhere nearby. We’ll have to chase it down.”

“I... I don’t even know where to begin.”

“That’s why I’m here.” Basil adjusted his glasses. “Your laugh left behind some breadcrumbs. Joy-crumbs, actually. We’ll follow them.”

He pulled out a map that looked suspiciously like a napkin. “First stop: The Valley of Forgotten Tickles.”

The dandelion swooped down, gliding over candy-colored hills and rivers that sang lullabies. Lila held her breath as they passed over a hill made entirely of jellybeans and another shaped like a bouncing trampoline.

“I think I used to dream about this,” she said.

“That’s a good sign,” Basil said, steering with a flick of his tail.

The Valley of Forgotten Tickles wasn’t what Lila expected. It was soft. Everything was soft—cloud-soft grass, marshmallow-shaped trees, and air that tickled your nose just by breathing.

Children were playing in giant bubbles that bounced like balloons. Lila smiled, just a little. It tugged at the corner of her lips.

“Getting closer,” Basil said. “Let’s try the Tunnel of Snort.”

“Excuse me?”

“You heard me.” He pointed to a glowing tunnel beneath a hill covered in feather-shaped flowers. “It’s where laughs go when they’re too silly to stay still. Yours might be hiding in there.”

Lila hesitated. Then she took a breath and followed Basil through the tunnel.

Inside, it echoed with silly sounds—snorts, giggles, hiccupy chuckles, even the occasional squeak. The walls were lined with old memories: a slideshow of Lila’s funniest moments. Her first banana peel fall (she laughed so hard she couldn’t get up), the time Muffin wore socks and couldn’t walk straight, the time she tried to make pancakes and made rubbery frisbees instead.

At first, watching the memories made her chest ache. But then...

She saw Muffin again—rolling down the hill with floppy ears flying, tumbling into her arms.

And a laugh—just a small one—escaped.

“Ha.”

She blinked. It surprised her.

“That’s it!” Basil shouted. “Catch it!”

The laugh turned into a glowing spark and darted through the tunnel.

They chased it through loops, slides, and tickle-traps, until finally, Lila tackled it into a pillow puddle and—POOF!—the world turned upside down.

She landed back in the meadow.

But something was different.

She felt warm. Light. Like something inside her had unclenched.

The tree rustled, as if it were sighing with relief.

Lila smiled.

Not a big smile. Just a real one.

“I think,” she whispered, “I’m ready to laugh again.”

And then, as if the world had been waiting, her little brother popped out from behind a tree trunk, spaghetti on his head.

Lila blinked.

Then...

“HA!”

It burst from her chest like sunshine. A laugh. Loud. Pure. Real.

And it carried, echoing across the meadow, into the trees, up to the clouds.

Somewhere, the Wishing Tree glowed a little brighter.

Lila’s laugh still echoed faintly through Whispering Meadow, the sound weaving into the breeze like a ribbon of gold. She stood beneath the Wishing Tree, cheeks glowing, heart thumping in a way she hadn’t felt in weeks. Basil the squirrel—still adjusting his oversized glasses—stood proudly beside her on a low branch.

“Well done,” he said with a squeaky little clap. “Very well done, Lila Willowbee. Laugh retrieval successful.”

Lila looked up at the shimmering branches. “That was... amazing. I didn’t think I’d ever laugh again.”

The tree shimmered in reply, releasing another leaf that spun down slowly and rested on Lila’s shoulder. She picked it up, expecting another wish, but the leaf simply hummed and dissolved into golden dust.

“Not all leaves are for wishing,” Basil said. “Some are just thank-yous.”

Lila
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