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Prologue: Summer of 1961

The sun was turning the lake into a sheet of glimmering gold. The campground buzzed with the familiar sounds of summer, kids shrieking as they cannonballed off the dock, the distant hum of a radio playing, the soft crackle of someone’s early campfire. It was the kind of late afternoon that felt endless when you were young, the kind that made you believe nothing would ever change.

Marianne darted across the patchy grass, her sandals slapping the ground as she tried to outrun the hands reaching for her ribs.  “Sebastien Sterling, if you don’t stop tickling me, I’m leaving you behind and taking all the food with me!” she squealed, twisting away from him.

Sebastien laughed, breathless, chasing her with the single-minded determination of a sixteen-year-old boy who had spent every summer of his life trying to make her laugh. “You wouldn’t dare. Your mom made that picnic for both of us, and those butter tarts were baked especially for me.”

“She made them for both of us!” Marianne shot back smiling, cheeks flushed from running.  He caught her wrist, not hard, just enough to stop her escape and for a moment they stood there, panting, the world around them fading into the background. They’d been doing this dance since they were kids: running, teasing, orbiting each other like it was the most natural thing in the world.  

Marianne looked down at their hands, then up at him. “I can’t believe it’s the last summer we’ll spend together at this campsite before we move to Vancouver.”  Sebastien’s face paled. “Yeah. I know.”

“My mom said we won’t be able to come back next summer,” she continued, her voice softer now. “She said we’ll be too far away, won’t be able to afford coming back to visit.  Even though she knows I’ll miss this place; she said I’ll start new adventures and make new friends.” She swallowed, eyes starting to fill up. “It’s not this place I’m going to miss; it’s you. Every year I always looked forward to coming back here for the summer months to see you.  You’re my best friend in the whole world.”

Sebastien let go of her wrist, but only so he could shove his hands into his pockets, something he did when he didn’t know what to do with his feelings. With a heavy sigh, “It won’t be the same without you,” he admitted. “My mom says I’ll get over it, but... I don’t think so. You’ve been here every summer since we were what, five?”

“Six,” she corrected automatically. “You were the one who pushed me off the dock that first day.  Remember?”

“You slipped,” 

“You shoved,” she countered, nudging him with her shoulder. They both laughed, but the sound carried a thread of sadness.

The picnic blanket spread out under the old oak tree, the one whose branches had held their secret past adventures and their carved initials. Promises to be friends forever. The cooler sat beside it, lid cracked open, ants marching in a straight-line discovering a new path as they sensed the shift in the air.

Marianne sank onto the blanket and pulled her knees to her chest. “Make me one last promise,” she said suddenly.  

Sebastien sat beside her, close enough that their shoulders brushed. “What kind of promise?”

“That no matter what, wherever we are in the world, we’ll come back here in 30 years or so, let’s say, the first week of July in 1990.” She looked at him, eyes bright with determination. “No matter what we’re doing.”

He hesitated, not because he didn’t want to promise, but because he didn’t want to believe this was the last summer they would see each other until then. But he also knew he couldn’t say no to her.

“Come on, May, you're talking light-years ahead.” he said looking at her.  She didn’t have time to respond “Okay, okay” he said. “Summer of 1990 it is. I’ll be here.”

“You better be or, I’ll hunt you down, first week of July” she said, trying to sound stern.

Sebastien reached into the cooler and pulled out a butter tart, handing it to her. “Since it’s the last picnic for a while, we better make it a good one, here, I’ll be nice and share my butter tarts.”

She took it laughing, their fingers brushing, and for a moment neither of them moved. The air between them felt charged, and a little frightening.  Marianne looked out at the lake, her voice barely above a whisper. “I don’t want this summer to end.”

Sebastien followed her gaze, the fading sunlight reflecting in his eyes. “Me neither.”

And somehow, they knew this wasn’t just the end of a summer.  It was the end of the world they’d always known.
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Chapter 1:  A sunny morning, August 1983...  
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Rosie’s voice cracked through the quiet cramped kitchen like a whip.

“This is bull garbage!” she shouted, fists clenched at her sides. Her eyes locked onto Emily, frustration boiling over. “Why am I still here? Didn’t we agree it was my turn to go this morning?”

Her voice trembled with disappointment, edged with betrayal. She had counted down the days, rehearsed questions to ask, imagined herself perched in the backseat of the loader while her father explained how things worked deep in the woods. However, she was still standing in her pajamas, watching the opportunity slip away like mist in the morning sun.

Emily leaned against the counter, calm as ever, brushing a strand of hair behind her ear. “Calm down, you’re so dramatic.  Just look at it as an opportunity to spend more time with me.  Mom didn’t have the heart to wake you at five,” she said gently. “You looked so peaceful.”

Rosie scoffed. Protest showing all over her face. “Spend more time with you?  We’re in the middle of nowhere, what I would give to go back to civilization, to see another human being. I’m never included in any of the fun stuff.  I’m thirteen. I’m not a little kid anymore, but nobody seems to notice.

“Relax,” Emily said, her voice steady. “You can go tomorrow. It’s supposed to rain later anyway. I doubt they’ll be in the bush all day.”

She offered a soft smile, the kind that always made things feel better. “We can go blueberry picking and bake something together. Maybe muffins. Or pancakes. You love pancakes.”

The promise hung in the air, a memory waiting to be born. Just enough to soften Rosie’s frustration.

Rosie sighed, shoulders slumping. “Alright... it’s not ideal, but since the morning’s already slipping away and we’ve got nothing else better to do around here, I’ll suffer with you. Give me two minutes.”

They didn’t need much to get ready, just a couple of old plastic containers, a sunhat, and the quiet courage to step into the deep forest trails. Living out of the bus meant traveling light. Their father had gutted the old yellow school bus and turned it into a makeshift camper, just enough to keep them dry, fed, and together during the summer months on his job sites. It wasn’t glamorous, no running water, no real privacy but it had the essentials. Their parents never called it roughing it. They called it an adventure. And somehow, most days, they believed them.

Emily was the steady one. Only a few years older, she was the rule-follower, the peacekeeper, the fashionista, the girl with a book in her hand and a solution for every dilemma. She had a knack for looking put-together even in the middle of a blueberry patch, and let’s not forget, her grades were as polished as her outfits.

Rosie was more of a wanderer. Her thoughts zigzagged like fireflies, never landing in one place for long. She talked too much, jumped from idea to idea, and left Emily blinking as she tried to keep up with her tangled train of thought.  She’d never say it out loud, but she’d always looked up to her sister, wanted to echo her in small ways. In her eyes, there was no one who measured up.

As they set off down the path, they walked in silence, though Rosie’s mind was anything but still. Between the warm summer breeze, the birds chirping overhead, and the chatter of a squirrel darting across the branches, the woods had a certain charm. A walk like this could almost convince someone the day was worth living.

Rosie froze mid-step, turning back toward her sister. Every trace of color had vanished from her face, leaving her pale as chalk. “What if we see a bear?” she asked, raising an eyebrow.

Emily without missing a beat. “Just sing something,” she said with a smirk. “You can clear a room with that voice. I’m sure you can clear a path back to the bus if we run into anything.”

Rosie narrowed her eyes. “That’s rude.”

“Effective,” Emily called back, glancing over her shoulder as she bounded past her sister. She twirled in a carefree spin, striking an exaggerated runway pose to show off her vibrant T-shirt and neatly tailored shorts.  “Besides, I’ll allow it. Just this once.”

“I don’t know Emily, I’m still not sure about those bears,” she said. “They love those lowbush blueberries. Dad warned us they eat and drink nonstop this time of year.”

Emily smiled, already halfway down the path. “We’ll stay close to the camper. There’s a patch five minutes up the trail. I’ll allow you to sing out loud. We’ll take a chance. Like I said earlier, either you’ll scare half the forest off, or they’ll charge toward you just to shut you up.”

“You’re such a jerk” Rosie grinned despite herself. 

“Efficient,” Emily called back, echoing her earlier line.

And just like that, they were off, two sisters, a couple of plastic containers, and a whole forest waiting to be explored.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2:  What’s happening?
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Katie’s eyes fluttered open, the world spinning in fragments of light and shadow. Breathing heavily, each slow inhale fighting its way through her chest.  Lying there, she felt as though she were drifting between memory and fog. Nothing was clear. Her skull throbbed with every heartbeat, each pulse scattering her thoughts, nothing made sense. She tried to move, but her legs remained heavy, unresponsive. Confusion tightened in her chest. What had happened? Why was she here? Why couldn’t she stand up?

The faint smell of diesel hung in the air. Gravel was smeared across her arms, her skin raw and stinging. She tried to move, but her body refused. Panic bloomed in her chest, sharp and suffocating.  She was pinned.

The weight of the loader pressed against her lower back, unforgiving and immovable. Her heart pounded in her ears. Her thoughts spiraled, sharp and frantic.  My legs, why can’t I feel my legs? What’s happening to me? Are they even still there? The more she tried to think, the more the fear blurred everything, each thought tightening the panic in her chest.  Her eyelids grew unbearably heavy, as if gravity had doubled. She knew that if she let them close fully, she might not have the strength to lift them again. Then a voice, distant, but noticeable.  She wasn’t alone. 

“Katie! Are you okay? Can you hear me?” The voice sliced through the chaos, sharp and familiar.  

Relief surged through her chest, cutting through the fog of pain and confusion. She tried to speak, but her throat was dry, her lips cracked.

“I... I’m here,” she rasped, barely audible.

Sebastien’s voice came again, closer now. “The loader’s tipped halfway onto the woodpile, and its weight is holding you down,” he said, voice steady but strained. “Just looking for chains or a way to get you out. The next truck is not supposed to come for another 2 hours so we’re on our own”

Katie blinked, tears mixing with dust. “My...  my legs, can’t feel my lower body” she whispered.

“Hang in there, stay with me,” Sebastien said softly. “Don’t move, try to stay still, take shallow breath.”

She could hear movement, footsteps crunching gravel, metal clanking. She repeated the prayer silently—Our Father, who art in heaven—while the world around her seemed to slip into slow motion, every second dragging like it might never end.

“You got somebody watching over you Sunshine” the endearment, pet name, he saved for her whenever she needed it. “Simon just got here, he’s early, wasn’t suppose to arrive for another 2 hours.”

Katie closed her eyes, letting the sound of his voice carry her. Proof that she wasn’t alone. Help was finally breaking through this nightmare

But the memories surged, uninvited and relentless.

The machine had bucked wildly, jerking side to side like a beast gone mad. Control was gone. She remembered the moment it tipped, the sickening lurch as gravity
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