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In memory of

Cindy Landry,

friends forever,

and

Sheila Barry,

for believing in me.

I carry you both in my heart.




Dedication

For every child who ever swam in one of the

three hundred and thirty lakes




Epigraph

The City of Greater Sudbury is located within the traditional territory of the Robinson-Huron Treaty, the traditional lands of the Atikameksheng Anishnawbek and the Wahnapitae First Nations.




Contents

Cover

Title Page

Dedication

Epigraph

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Acknowledgements

About the Author

Copyright

About the Publisher





Chapter 1

Good things always happen on Saturdays. I was born on a Saturday so I should know.

The chance of having a fun day multiplies because some things only happen on this day, like Saturday morning cartoons, meeting my friends at Birchwood and sleepovers. But the best thing about Saturday is that there’s still another day before the weekend is done. So that if, for some reason, Saturday isn’t what you hope it will be, you still have Sunday left over. A backup funday.

Saturday is also the day I spend with Grandma Houle. Some days we play gin rummy and sip mint tea, and some days we just weed her garden and drink large glasses of lemonade. Today she has an adventure planned for us that she won’t tell me much about, except that it’s going to be beyond amazing.

From where I’m sitting on my front porch I spot her coming down the street now, zipping around the corner in her ancient grey Chevrolet. She pulls the van into our driveway and rolls down the window.

“Fancy meeting you here, Granddaughter,” she calls to me. Her brown eyes are bright and her silver hair hangs in a bob, high above her shoulders.

“Funny one, Grandma,” I say as I head down the walk and climb into the passenger seat. “So what is this adventure you’re taking me on?”

“Somewhere I should have brought you ages ago. Buckle up, buttercup.”

Just around the corner, we see Mr. Patel approaching his truck. He’s dressed in his dark blue coveralls and steel-toe boots, practically our town’s official uniform.

Grandma pokes her head out the window. “Happy sightseeing, Gus,” she hollers as Mr. Patel hikes into his front seat. “Safe voyage down the hatch,” she adds.

“Thanks, Gwen. Working a double today.” He lifts his ball cap and places it back down on his head.

Grandma pats me on the knee as we pull onto the road.

“No matter how long I’ve lived here, I’ll never understand how these miners go so long without seeing the sun. It’s just not natural. Living creatures need the sun.” She grips the steering wheel. “That darkness sure aged your grandpa.”

“I miss him too, Grandma,” I say, feeling my heart get sore. My grandpa died over a year ago and he was a miner all his life. Sometimes I wonder if Poppy would still be here if he had worked in a bank or a sporting goods store.

Grandma elbows me and gives me a glance. “Is Gus’s son still in your class? Hari? He’s such a kind boy.”

“Yeah,” I answer, though I’m glad we’re almost out of the neighbourhood without seeing him. At least not right now, wearing these cut-off jean shorts and this old shirt.

We turn onto the main road where the pizza place, the tire place and the gas station are all lined up, before taking a sharp left turn that leads to the highway. As soon as we do, the mountains that surround Sudbury grow blacker before my eyes, dotted with newly planted trees and shrubs. A stranger might think things don’t get enough rain or sunshine out here. But it’s actually the pollution from the mines that once wiped out much of the trees and vegetation. Some areas were harder hit than others.

“There it is.” Grandma nods at the Superstack. “Standing tall and always at full attention. You know, dear, I have friends who risked their lives building it, just before you were born. They were hoisted to the very top on cement buckets, of all things. Can you imagine?”

I watch the dark smoke curling up from its towering mouth into the clear blue sky. “Wow, they were so brave, Grandma,” I say.

“Yes, they were.”

It is the tallest smokestack in the country, maybe even in the world. And Grandma is right; there have been improvements since it was built. We can swim in every lake now because there’s no more acid rain falling into them. That’s three hundred and thirty lakes with happy fish and clean water. That’s something to be proud of.

“Wonder if I’m going to plant more trees when I’m in high school next year,” I say. It’s usually an entire morning or afternoon travelling on the bus, trekking with my friends, planting seedlings into the soil of the cracks in the mountain. “Way better than doing school work, that’s for sure.”

“Well, I hope so,” Grandma replies. “There’s still work to be done. You can’t take from the land without giving back, and this town has a lot to make up for. Sudbury is changing for the better, but it wasn’t that long ago that it was so barren it looked like the moon. Remember I told you, we even had sixteen astronauts come here to train for missions because it looked so much like a lunar landscape.”

“Yup. I remember,” I say.

Grandma tilts her head and gives me a wink. “Well, I’m glad we’re finally doing this pilgrimage,” she says. “I need to take you before I forget where the trail is.”

“Yeah right. You have an excellent memory.”

“Nothing lasts forever, sweet pea.” She sucks in a deep breath and pushes up her sleeves. “It’s still a little ways yet. Another thirty minutes if I recall.”

I smile at her and lean back into my seat. “It’s a nice morning for a drive.”

“It sure is.”

I roll my window all the way down with the wobbly silver handle, fill my lungs with pre-summer air and gaze out at the dark mountains that line both sides of our town. I spot the bushes and the trees growing within its cracks and can’t help feel a happy warmth swirl in my belly. I may have been born after the regreening project started, so I don’t really know exactly what the old Sudbury looked like, but I sure love the Sudbury we have today. And it’s only going to get better.

Just about thirty minutes later, like Grandma said, we stop near a park with a few picnic tables. She reaches for her walking stick in the back seat while I stretch my legs and breathe in the sharp smell of the many pine trees lined up like soldiers.

“It’s a good thing we left so early. It’s not too hot yet. Just right for locating a very special something in the forest. That’s all I’m giving away for now.” She clicks her tongue.

“Grandma! You always keep me guessing! Fine.” I back down, knowing she will not give in. “Lead the way, Captain.” I salute her and we head off together into the brush.

We take a trail that snowmobilers use in the winter and follow the overgrown path through a maze of small poplars and white pines. The birds are singing wildly—they’re probably happy it’s Saturday too. After another fifteen minutes, we hold hands so I can help Grandma cross a running creek. It’s a good thing she’s wearing her runners instead of her usual Birkenstock sandals. As we pass another grove of pines, the trees begin to look even smaller, with thinner trunks. A line of birch trees faces us with a symmetrical row behind them. It looks like a ruler was used to separate them.

“Are these some of the newer-planted trees, Grandma? They’re so different.”

“Right-o. That’s our regreening in plain sight. By next season, they’ll be as tall as toddlers, and within no time, taller than them terrible teens.” She squints and looks ahead and I can see the crinkly laugh lines around her eyes. “You know, even before the mining pollution wreaked havoc, the old-growth pines that once grew here for centuries were clear-cut and logged away. These forests have faced such destruction . . .” Her voice fades off and I notice her palm is flat against her heart. “All right, dear,” she says, “let’s keep going.”

“But where, exactly?” I ask her. “I’ve never been this far into the forest before.”

“Hold your wild horses,” she says with a grin. “This will be worth it, I promise.”

I grin back at her because her smile is always contagious, and we keep going, me trailing behind her through row after row of perfectly lined birch trees. I reach out and touch the soft white paper trunks as I pass them, their skin peeling and curling up under my fingertips.

Up ahead, Grandma stabs her stick into the ground. “Granddaughter, we have arrived!”

In front of her is what looks like another birch tree, but I’m not sure. I’ve never seen anything like it before. “Is it glowing?” I rub my eyes with my fists to be sure.

Grandma takes a step closer. “It does look that way, with the sun prancing on its trunk. Isn’t it a beauty, Wolf? It’s the loveliest shade of bronze.” Grandma shields her eyes with her hand and cranes her neck back to scan the tip-top of the tree. “I can’t tell you how delighted I am to set eyes on this tree after so many years.”

“It’s so pretty. When was the last time you saw it?”

“Well, I reckon I was around your age. Yes, I think I was your age exactly. Eleven.”

I shoot her a look. “I’m twelve, Grandma. Nearly thirteen.”

She chuckles. “Just making sure you’re paying attention.”

“Why are all the other birch trees so small and white and this one is bronze and enormous? She seems like the queen of the forest.”

“She is a queen, Wolf. This tree here is a yellow birch tree. It’s uncommon these days to see one, even at the edges of Sudbury’s city limits. She’s probably the only survivor in the area—the only one I ever found, anyways. We used to have a lot more, but the sulphur from the old smelting operations killed most of the original trees. Some forests just never grew back. The yellow birch grows very slowly—only three inches per decade—so when they regreened the area, they chose the faster-growing white birch trees instead.”

“Three inches every ten years? That is slow.”

“Precisely. And with so few around, the yellow birch became a delicacy for wildlife. The deer love to eat its seedlings and the stems are a favourite for the moose. Even beavers and porcupines like to eat its bark. I’m so glad it’s still here and that the animals spared it. It’s rare to see a tree like this, never mind at this grand size.”

“Grandma. It’s no wonder it sparkles. It’s like the sole survivor of its kind.” I can’t help but wrap my arms around the gleaming trunk. When I do, I’m not able to reach the tips of my fingers together around the back, it’s so big. The bark is soft under my cheek. It’s papery thin like the white birch but with more ruffles, like the tree is wearing a special party dress. There’s something comforting about being so close to it, and I breathe in a deep, earthy breath.

“I know you never met my daddy—he died long before you were ever born, even before your mother was born—but he had a real connection to trees. My daddy was able to speak tree. I wonder what this queen told him,” she says, before reaching for a branch.

I look up at Grandma to be sure I heard correctly. “Speak tree, as in speak to trees?” I ask as I let go of the trunk.

“Yes. Trees spoke to him and he spoke back. My daddy believed trees felt things like we do. He said they were connected to each other and to us, and that they have stories to tell but that only some of us are lucky enough to hear them.”

“But how, exactly, do they communicate?”

“He told me the trees spoke to him without using words. The words were all on the inside. Daddy told me he would put his hands on the tree and thank it for its blessings, and then he would listen carefully. If he didn’t hear anything, he would ask it questions and wait for the tree to answer him. He called all the trees Tree People because our Algonquin ancestors have always believed trees possess spirits, just like us, living breathing individuals, which is why we have to treat them with kindness and love. It’s a knowing that was passed down from many, many, many generations, and now I want to make sure I share it with you.”

“Wow! Your dad sounds like he was a tree superhero.”

Grandma rubs the trunk gently. “I guess he was. He was able to use his ability to help forests survive—like a modern-day Robin Hood for ecosystems. He knew how to tell when they were sick, so he could stop the spread of disease from one tree to the rest of its family and help them grow. He’d guide small groups into the forest and teach them how to identify trees and their leaves and indicate which ones are used in traditional medicine. That’s actually why we moved from the Ottawa Valley where many of our Algonquin relatives still live. He said these northern woods called him here because they were in peril.”

I’m quiet as I think about my ancestors. I love hearing Grandma talk about them. I always feel like I want to know more, because mom doesn’t talk to me about this stuff, even though I ask her to. “I wish I could have known him,” I say, feeling a real sadness for someone I’ve never met.

“Me too, sweet pea.”

“But why is this the only yellow birch?”

Grandma stretches her neck and palms the trunk with both her hands. “I wish I could ask my daddy that question.”

“What do you think he’d say?”

Grandma doesn’t answer for a whole minute. I figure maybe she’s trying to speak to the tree, so I just sit and wait, even though I’m not the most patient person I know. “I think he might say this tree was spared to remind us of what we lost and what we need to preserve.”

I feel giant goosebumps on my skin. Truth bumps, as Grandma calls them. “Did he ever tell you what this tree said to him?”

Grandma shakes her head. “He didn’t, dear. But he did tell me this: he said, Gwenny, someday you’ll come back with your own children and grandchildren, and this tree will remember you. I actually brought your mom ages ago.”

“You did?”

“Sure did. And now it’s your turn.” Grandma wipes her eyes before she turns around and stabs the walking stick back into the earth. “Now, why don’t we have a little snack under this glorious queen, before we hit the road again? I packed some fancy peanut butter à la jelly sandwiches for us. I think she would really enjoy our company.”

“That sounds perfect.”

I find a shaded spot under a large branch and rest my back against its trunk. I watch a dragonfly zig and zag and zoom past me, then rise towards the tip of the splendid queen of the forest, still growing under a perfect Saturday sun.




Chapter 2

We head back to my house before going to Grandma’s because I forgot my beading kit and I want to show Grandma the pins I’ve been working on. But when we turn onto my street, I spot Mom’s car in the driveway.

“What is she doing home?” I say to Grandma. “Mom left way before we did this morning.”

“Maybe she forgot something?”

Mom rarely forgets stuff. She’s the most organized person I know.

Before we even reach the door, Mom swings it open like she’s been waiting for us. She’s wearing a navy and white pinstriped apron I don’t remember ever seeing before.

“Betty Crocker has broken in,” Grandma says, laughing at her own joke.

“Hello, Mother.”

“You’re really taking the open houses to a new level, wearing that.” Grandma points.

Mom beams, with her hands fixed on her hips. “I’m actually home for the rest of the day!”

“You are?” I say. I don’t even remember the last time we spent a Saturday together. That’s when she does all her open houses to try to sell homes.

“I know. I’ve been working so much, I asked Lucy to fill in for me. I get to spend the rest of the day with you!”

“Well, that’s super,” Grandma says. “It’ll be good for you two to hang out together.”

“Guess so.” But really, I’m not sure how I feel about this. Saturdays are for Grandma time and friend time. That’s just the way it always is.

“It’ll be fun.” Mom pulls on my braid. “I was thinking we’d make my signature pancakes and then we could tackle a cryptic crossword puzzle, like the old days.”

“It’s been a long time since we did one of those,” I say.

“Sounds groovy.” Grandma steps into the kitchen beside me. “Though I prefer good old-fashioned jigsaw puzzles myself. Any bird puzzle will do.”

“You do have quite a collection.” I nod.

“C’mon, Wolf, it’ll be fun. I picked up the Northern Star this morning.” Mom lifts it up from the counter to show me. “And the pancakes won’t take long to make.”

“I guess,” I say, hunger gnawing at my stomach, even though I had peanut butter and jelly sandwiches not long ago. Hiking must make you extra hungry.

“Well, enjoy the day, girls. I’m off to put my feet up and have some mint tea.”

“Bye,” I tell her, “and thanks for the ultra-fun morning.” I wrap my arms around her soft body.

She bends down to touch her forehead to mine. “Fill your belly, Granddaughter. A girl’s gotta eat.”

“Roger that,” I answer and watch her close the creaky screen door.

I saunter back to the kitchen sink and pour a glass of water.

Mom squeezes in beside me to wash her hands. “It sounds like you had a nice time.”

“Uh-huh, sure did.” I chug the whole glass and wipe my mouth. “We went for a long hike. We drove down the highway, all the way to the end of the city where it still looks patchy and the trees have been replanted.”

“Wow, all the way out there? Well, it’s no wonder she needs to lie down. She’s been so tired lately,” Mom says.

“I’m certain she’ll be back to her regular self soon,” I say. My grandma is tough and full of zest, as she calls it.

Mom starts cracking eggs and mixing the batter for the pancakes. It’s pretty weird seeing her like this, even though she often made pancakes before she became a realtor. We’d even have them for supper sometimes but she would call them crepes, make them much thinner and fill them with spinach, cheese and mushrooms. Minus the mushrooms for me.

“Well, sit down already and let me whip these up.”

“Okay,” I say as I refill my water and move to the table.

Before I make it to my seat, the floor starts to shake under our feet. I hold on to the counter while Mom steadies the bowl full of batter. The tremor lasts about six seconds, and when it’s done, we both look around quickly to make sure nothing has broken or fallen off the wall.

“Must be another mine blast,” Mom says. “There sure have been a lot of them lately.”

Just last week there were three in a row. And while mine blasts are a regular occurrence day or night, since we’re a nickel-mining town after all, they don’t usually happen this often.

Steady again, Mom turns around to the refrigerator, grabs the milk and adds it to the flour mix already in the large glass bowl. “Pass me the cinnamon, please. It’s in the cupboard, next to the salt,” she tells me.

I reach for it and bring it to her.

“Give it a few taps,” she says. “Go ahead.”

I open the small flap and tap in a few shakes of the sweet and spicy reddish-brown powder. It immediately wakes up my taste buds.

“My secret ingredient.” She winks. “Now you know.”

“I’m finding out lots of new things about my family this morning,” I say.

Mom adds more milk to the bowl slowly, getting the batter to just the right thickness. “Oh really, like what?”

“Like that Great-Granddaddy was a tree talker.”

“Oh that,” she says with a slight roll of her eyes.

“Grandma says he could speak to trees and they spoke back.”

Mom’s jaw tightens. “Grandma says a lot of things.”

“So you don’t believe it?”

“I believe that she believes it.”

“That’s not the same thing.”

She stops mixing and places her hands on either side of the bowl.

“Grandma took me out there when I was a kid, too.” She wipes her hands on the front of her apron. “Sweetheart, the truth is, I don’t believe in those stories, but you are free to believe in what you want.”

I know she’s serious because she’s looking straight at me, with her head tilted forward and her eyes wide without blinking.

And even though I might regret it, I decide now is as good a time as any to ask her about something that has been bothering me.

“Why don’t you think like Grandma thinks, you know, about nature and stuff?”

“I like nature,” she says, like she’s trying to convince me.

“I mean, well, not just nature. Grandma talks a lot about her culture and traditions. She wants me to learn about them, but you never talk to me about that stuff.”

“It’s complicated.” She rubs her temple and turns around to light the stove.

“Why?”

She sighs. “It just is. Listen. Can we talk about this at another time? I really want us to have a special day together. You know, mother and daughter seizing the moment, charting our own paths!”

I cross and uncross my arms. I spy the newspaper on the counter, the flour on Mom’s temple, the apron tied around her waist and the whiffs of cinnamon wafting around me.

“Fine.”

Mom looks relieved. She relaxes her shoulders, and then reaches for a spatula and drops a dollop of butter into the hot pan. It spits and sizzles immediately.

“I’m sorry I’ve been gone so much, sweetie.”

I can tell she means it. I squeeze a smile. “It’s nice that you took the day off.”

She kisses my cheek. “Now, let’s make a giant stack.”

Fifteen minutes later, Mom hands me a towering plate of pure delight. It’s perfect timing. My stomach is growling like a grizzly bear.

“All we need now is the maple syrup and we are ready to feast.” She opens the refrigerator door and peers in. “Oh no! I forgot the syrup. We only have the fake stuff.” Mom hangs her head with disappointment and I can’t help but feel a little bad.

“It’ll be fine,” I tell her. I get up and grab the fake syrup from the pantry, pop the top off and quickly pour it over my pancakes, and take a bite.

“They’re delicious, Mom. Seriously.”

She winks at me and pours some on her own pancakes. We chew in happy silence until our bellies are full.

Even without real maple syrup, this Saturday is turning out to be a really good one after all.




Chapter 3

Mom and I spend the rest of the day working on the cryptic crossword puzzle. We are both a little rusty but we manage to solve every clue, including the last one: “a hairstyle with a comb in it.” Mom thinks of the word honeycomb first, which leads me to the word beehive, because Grandma Houle told me she used to wear her hair like that back in the old days. And with that seven-letter word, we solve the puzzle! We are pretty proud of ourselves and decide to go out for milkshakes to celebrate.

Mom also wants to stop at the video store to rent a movie for the weekend. I convince her to get The Goonies. I already saw it with Grandma at the drive-in when it first came out and I think Mom will like it too. Two thumbs up.

After that, we head home to look through her stash of magazines for what Mom calls “decor inspiration.” She says she wants to make over my bedroom this summer, since I’m turning thirteen. I’ve decided I don’t want a theme, though, more like an eclectic mix of colours and patterns. So we put ideas and images from the magazines inside a folder to build the mood I want. She puts everything in folders, which she neatly files inside the filing cabinet inside her tidy office. Some moms paint ceramics for fun but my mom organizes closets and drawers.

All in all, it’s been a pretty great day. But there’s one part of Saturday that is yet to come, and it may be my very favourite part: Birchwood with my three best friends. I knock on the bathroom door where Mom is soaking in a hot lavender bath.

“I’m meeting the girls at the cabin.”

“Okay, honey. Don’t be out too late,” she calls. “And put some mosquito repellent on.”

“I won’t. And I will!” I holler over my shoulder as I race down the stairs.

I wander out under the setting sky. This is one of my favourite times of day—when people are taking their after-dinner walks with their dogs. Everything seems to be in a slower, happier motion. I take one left turn and two rights, and the smokestack pokes its head above the rooftops, carved in the sky, puffing out smoke like a long, dark veil. I think about how things have been improving around here. Still, Mom says that some people who only pass through the city think it’s ugly, with so much black rock and patchy forests. I’ve heard this before too, from some new kids when they move here, and I’ve never understood it. To me, Sudbury feels like a never-ending labyrinth to explore, with lakes and mountains and rocks of all kinds! Besides, no other city was created by a billion-year-old crater slamming into the ground—only ours.

The people in our community always help each other. Like when the snowstorms roll in or somebody’s dog goes missing, everyone pitches in to help. I’m also lucky to live in an area that was spared from the worst of the pollution. Around here, we have some great trees. Some giant trees, even. I breathe in the saturated greens.

Besides NASA visiting, years ago, nothing very remarkable really happens in Sudbury, unless of course you count the weekend porketta bingo. People gather at the restaurant above the curling rink, and each lucky winner goes home with a pound of meat. True story. This is why we absolutely have to create our own adventures.

I don’t stop running until I reach Birchwood, my favourite place in the world. Right at the base of the mountain, among a family of five birch trees, is the most perfect cabin a group of friends could have. Last summer, after watching The Swiss Family Robinson during one of our sleepovers, Ann, Brandi, Penny and I became obsessed with the idea of having our very own tree house. We all worked on the design and then we scoured our homes for building materials. And, well, maybe it’s not a tree house, but it’s the next best thing. The walls are mostly made out of plywood and boards, and we added a roof built from metal scraps from Brandi’s dad, which covers us from the rain. We even managed to find a carpet that Ann’s mom was going to donate. It’s green, looks like fake grass, and it covers the dirt floor, which makes it cleaner and cozier inside.

Birchwood is the best hangout for so many reasons. The most magical things have happened here. It’s where we pour our hearts out and spend time together or alone, reading, dreaming and getting away from everything. It’s where we go when things go wrong too, like after Penny’s brother died or when I feel sad about Poppy, or when our parents argue about stuff, and when Mom and Grandma argue too. It’s where we promised each other to be best friends forever, no matter what. Hand to heart.

After we built it, we made a pact: me and Ann, Brandi and Penny meet at Birchwood every Saturday, rain or shine. At least until the arctic winter arrives and the snow is too deep to walk through. When even snowshoes can’t get us there in the middle of winter, we move our meetings indoors, to Brandi’s basement. We have her place to ourselves because her mom works nights at the hospital and her dad plays poker with the guys down at the Legion after his shift.

The other fun thing we started at Birchwood was to make new pins lined with tiny glass beads to attach to our shoelaces—proof of our gatherings. I like it because it’s a way to express the passage of time, but with a twist and with more meaning because we choose colours that echo the season or the things we do together. I can fit about twelve pins per shoe. Once we fill the laces, we line the pins along the bottom edge of our pencil cases. Ann says it’s a way to mark a milestone, like the boys do when they get their stupid badges in the boy scouts. They always flaunt their latest patch like it’s a superhero crest or something. Well, except for Hari. Hari doesn’t really brag like the other boys.

I stop for a second before scooting into our cabin. I notice tracks on the ground, probably caused by a four-wheeler. I look on and see many of them crisscrossing over each other, looping towards the mountain. They weren’t here last week. I hope we won’t have to deal with these motorized machines during the summer. We love the fact that we have this whole place to ourselves. I turn my attention to the family of five birch trees, which feel more special now, after my morning hike with Grandma. I move forward towards the biggest tree. “Hello there,” I say out loud, awkwardly. Then I close my eyes and tell it my name, but only with my thoughts.

Hi, I’m Wolf Lagacé. My grandma Houle gave me the nickname Wolf after my dad named me Wilhelmina, after his favourite grandmother. Everyone just calls me Wolf, and I prefer that anyway. I’ve never told you this, but I’m really happy you‘re here, with the other trees. Thanks for growing so tall and strong, so we can have this cabin.

Then I wait. I try not to move. I listen so hard for it to say something back that I nearly forget to breathe. And then suddenly, the loudest mosquito zings in my ear and breaks my concentration. I open my eyes and shrug. “Next time,” I tell the tree and rub its trunk before stepping inside the cabin.

The first thing I do is flip on the battery lantern hanging on a small hook. It fills the space with a soft, warm light. It’s not very big in here, but we have an old telephone table Grandma Houle donated that we use as a desk. It has an attached seat and a drawer to store papers and pens. We like to fill it with candy, though it never stays there for long. Most importantly, we have a reading area with a beanbag chair and a bunch of cushions, along with a large stack of Archie comics that belonged to Penny’s brother, some of Ann’s books on the ancient Aztecs, my beloved Judy Blume books and Brandi’s Baby-Sitters Club collection. She’s read them all twice.

I lie down against a cushion and look through the skylight above me, grateful for the little window Brandi’s dad inserted to see the night sky. The North Star is already shining bright, even though the sky is still blue. It really is a pretty picture.

I hear twigs snap under wheels and I know Ann is here. She’s always the next one to arrive after me. Then Brandi and Penny usually come together, since they live two houses from each other.

I slide the wooden panel open and stick my head out the door. “Hi!”

“Big surprise! You’re here first.” Ann flicks down her kickstand.

“Always,” I say and scooch to the back.

She flips her long, red braids behind her back. “So, what’s new?”

“A lot, actually. I had an interesting morning with my grandma. We went exploring to the outer edges of town, and let’s just say I found out that I am the great-granddaughter of a tree talker.”

“Tree talker? Seriously? Tell me everything.” Ann quickly clambers in and ducks her head but manages to knock over the stack of comic books anyway. Ann is always bumping into things.

“Grandma Houle stuff,” I tell her. “I have to say, she keeps my life interesting.”

“Who needs TV when you have a Grandma Houle?”

“Exactly. Not that you ever needed a TV.”

Ann wipes her glasses with the bottom of her shirt and peers through them to make sure they are spotless. She combs through her bangs with her fingers. “Nope, and my new set of Encyclopedia Britannicas with gold-sided pages are keeping me busy enough. A to E so far. I’m hoping to get F to
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