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In memory of Aunt Mae,

who somehow always knew about the fishing incidents,

and usually blamed them on John.
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The least I can do is speak out for those who cannot speak for themselves.

—Jane Goodall
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  I hear it again.


Urgent chattering reaches us from the mound of sticks and mud just off the bow of our boat.

“We’re going to have to do it,” I say, and then can’t help add, “I told you they were here.”

As an animal whisperer, I know these things, but sometimes I have to remind certain people.

A breeze catches the boat and swings us around the anchor line. The channel’s empty except for the beaver lodge, the three of us, and one bored dog.

“We’re sure the parents aren’t coming back, Madi?” Aaron asks.

“You saw their parents,” I say. “They’re not coming.” We’ve been here almost two hours to make sure there were no other adults in the lodge.

Finally Jack says, “Let’s do it already.”

“Before you say I should do it because I’m smallest,” Aaron says, “let me remind you I’ve been the rescuer the last two times.”

He’s talking about when we boosted him into a tree to save a raccoon that turned out not to need saving. Okay, I was wrong that one time. But the day we lowered him from the window by his feet to save the baby bird? That bird would have died without us.

“Out of the three of us, you’re the easiest to hang by the feet,” I say reasonably.

“It’s not my turn.” Aaron shifts on the aluminum seat. “And I’m not that small.”

“We’ve never done this before,” Jack says. “So it starts over.”

“What starts over?”

“Turns,” Jack says.

Adjusting the tiller handle, I move to sit next to Aaron in the middle of the boat. “We should play for it.” I hold up a fist, the universal sign for rock-paper-scissors. “So it’s fair.”

The three of us stick our fists together. Jack’s black Lab, Lid, pokes his nose into the circle too, ever hopeful that we’re about to unveil food.

“One, two, three!”

“No!” Aaron yells at our scissors to his paper. “Rigged!”

“I’d take your shirt off if I were you,” Jack advises. “So it doesn’t get stuck and snag you down there. We probably wouldn’t be able to pull you up.”

Aaron pales but tries to look brave. “I always end up doing it,” he grumbles, reaching behind his back to pull off his T-shirt. The hot July sun bounces off his blinding white torso.

Aaron scowls at us and then glances over the side of the boat. He studies the brown water and mutters something about leeches.

“Maybe you should keep your shirt on for protection,” I suggest, eyeing his stick-thin arms covered in rust-brown freckles, and his pale shoulder blades that could cut a breakfast sausage.

“Are they even still alive?” Aaron says. “I can’t hear them anymore.”

He’s right. There’d been no sounds from the lodge in the last few minutes we’ve been sitting here arguing.

Earlier, we’d found two adult beavers floating dead on the other side of the channel. Jack, as usual, had wanted to investigate the crime scene immediately. But the noises from the lodge mean babies inside. Those babies will starve to death if we don’t rescue them.

We’ve been waiting here long enough to know there are no other adult beavers coming to take care of them. But how long have the young ones been alone in there? Maybe they’re starved already.

“Shhh!” I say. “Listen.”

We still our movements in the boat and drift. An enthusiastic frog trills next to us. The wind rustles the leaves of trembling aspen towering above. The water gently laps at the aluminum beneath us. We strain to hear anything. The silence stretches.

A long, high-pitched noise erupts from Lid’s rear end. It echoes strangely from the bottom of the boat, sounding like an optimistic elephant. Surprised, Lid looks behind him.

Aaron and Jack both burst out laughing. It’s so hard to keep boys focused.

“Guys, I don’t hear them. Maybe we waited too long.” Maybe the little beavers are just too weak now to make noise and desperately need help right this very second. I grab the anchor and haul it up. “We have to hurry!”

I yank at the oars and thrust the boat up onto the muddy bank of the lodge. Lid jumps out first, followed by Jack, who ties us off on a log. Aaron warms up, swinging his arms, further accentuating his shoulder blades.

Stepping onto the latticed sticks, I peer at a section of the lodge’s roof that’s been ripped apart, most likely by wolves. But the predators haven’t gotten through. The only way into an indestructible beaver lodge is underwater.

“Okay. You’re looking for the opening to the tunnel,” I say to Aaron. “It’ll be hidden among all the sticks. Hopefully it’ll be wide enough for you to fit. You can breathe once you get into the chamber. It’ll be a room above water like a den. That’s where you’ll find the baby beavers.”

Aaron nods while staring at the lodge. He examines the murky water.

I watch him uneasily and think about when we’d boosted him into that tree. He’d spent most of the time clutching the trunk and yelling for us to bring him down. And when we’d lowered him for the bird he insisted over and over, “Pull me up!”

This is actually dangerous. If Aaron panics, he could drown for real. He could get lost under there, or get caught on something, like Jack said.

A fluttery feeling builds inside my chest. Did Jane Goodall let someone else face aggressive chimps at the Tanzania research center? No.

It should be me.

I glance at my bare legs under my Nike shorts. My arms are exposed too. At least my hair is out of the way, woven into two braids.

I had told Aaron what to look for as if I was sure what I was doing. As if I’d broken into plenty of beaver lodges. Even after all my field time spent observing beavers in the wild, I’ve never seen what a lodge looks like inside.

Images flash of getting trapped underwater, of being lost in the maze of sticks, of not finding the tunnel. What if I make it into the chamber but it’s not like what I’d read? What if it’s full of water and I can’t breathe?

I steel myself. The beavers need help or they’re going to die. Someone has to get them. It’ll be okay. “Wait for me here,” I say, stepping toward the edge of the water.

And then I jump in.
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  The water’s the color of tea.


That’s my first problem once I open my eyes. I can’t see a thing.

I kick up to the surface to get my bearings and take a huge gulp of air. When I dive back down, my last sight is the worried expressions on my friends’ faces.

Slowly, I feel my way along the edge of the lodge, pulling myself down. The sticks are naked and slippery. I try to scan around me but see only particles of mud and weird things floating in the pale light from the surface.

The light disappears the farther down I go. I crash into a root or something and cut the back of my hand. Continuing by feel, I grope the maze of sticks, wishing hard that I knew for sure where the opening would be.

It’s going to be here. It has to be. That’s how beavers make homes. They build this big castle of sticks and hide their door somewhere so that no other animals can get in.

I’m pretty sure I know how to get into a beaver lodge. But I didn’t expect it to be quite so . . . dark.

The idea of leeches didn’t sound that bad when I was sitting in the boat. Now, I feel things brushing against me. I slap madly at a leaf sticking to my left thigh. My heart pounds. I’m going to need to breathe soon.


  Calm down.


Just as I’m about to go up for another gulp of air, I feel an opening chewed into the wall of logs. I pull myself into the center—it’s narrow and stabby. The skin on my shoulders scrapes raw as if I’m being attacked by a giant metal rake.

I pull myself faster. My lungs are near bursting. How much farther?

Is this even the right tunnel?

Am I going to die down here?

My shoulders wedge. And then my head pops out of the water. My own gasping sounds loud in my ears. It echoes off the walls of . . . wherever I’ve come up.

Inside all those branches and sticks is blackness.

The air feels muggy damp. But the biggest thing I notice is the smell. It’s fetid and musky like my nana’s root cellar. I imagine it’s how a bathroom packed with wet weasels would smell.

I look around. The dark is so thick, it seems to have a shape hovering over me. Do not be afraid of the dark.

After I gulp more air, I still so I can listen.

“Anyone in here?”

I wait. The murmurs and noises we’ve been hearing for the past hour are gone. The beavers have shut right up.

Maybe we are too late. Have I come all this way for nothing? Have the babies slowly died in here alone, waiting for someone to come save them? Wondering where their parents were?

There!

A rustling on my right. It sounds like something moving slowly away. Blindly, I reach out, groping. I feel a hump of mud, stones, sticks, and then . . . fur.

“Ah, ha! There you are.” I knew it!

I pluck up the baby beaver and bring it close to my chest. It’s surprisingly dry, with a slick coat of fur. It sits quietly in my hand and feels about as heavy as one of my dad’s shoes.

From my field time, I know beavers usually have more than one baby, or kit. I reach out again and encounter another furry body about the same size. Then I continue my search until I’m satisfied there aren’t any more.

Juggling the bodies to my chest, I consider my next problem. Now that I’ve found them, how am I going to carry them out?

Gently, I stuff the two kits inside my tank top. Their fur tickles the bare skin of my belly. I tuck the bottom of my tank into my shorts, cradling the bulges carefully with one hand. Surely beavers know how to hold their breath?

I take my own huge breath, flip around, and dive back into the water.

It’s much easier coming out now that I know where I’m going. More sunlight penetrates the closer I get. When I break the surface, my friends, standing on the bank of mud, cheer.

“Were they dead?” Jack asks at the same time that Aaron says, “We thought you were dead!”

Lid cocks his eyebrows at me.

I flop at their feet, inching out of the water on my side like a seal coming ashore. And then I peel up the bottom of my tank.

Two brown beaver kits sit on my stomach and blink. I’ve never felt more proud of a rescue in my life. I stare back at them with awe and profound relief.

Aaron points at me in horror. “Leeches!”
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A giant leech sticks to the back of my knee, sucking my blood like a fat, glossy vampire.

I can handle that. But the millions of tiny, wiggly leeches all over my legs? That’s a different story.

I sit up. “Get them off!”

“I’m not touching a swarm of leeches!” Aaron yells back.

Jack pokes at the leeches with a stick, fascinated. I knock his stick aside and brush madly down my thighs and shins while trying to hold still for the kits crouching in my lap. They look horrified for me.

To my relief, the small leeches swipe off easily. They’re like black exclamation marks falling off me. But the big daddy isn’t going to give up. It’s longer than a finger, flat, wide, and determined.

“Just rip it out before it sucks you dry,” Jack says.

I nudge at the leech. “It’s stuck on both ends!”

“Cool,” Jack says. “It’s sucking from its mouth and its butt!”

“It’s got two mouths,” Aaron says. He knows a lot about weird things like this. “You have to break the seal.”

I can’t see it well since it’s behind my knee. I point my foot in the air. “One of you has to do it.”

With all the commotion, the kits start up an alarmed mewing and hug each other with their little arms. I cradle them protectively with one hand while reaching behind my knee with the other. One end of the leech comes off when I scratch at it. It stands up and waves around like a tiny person looking for a fight. The hole it leaves in my skin starts bleeding.

“Gross!” Jack says. He grins, grabs the leech, and yanks.


  “Yeow!”


That gets the leech off me, but now it’s stuck to Jack. His grin disappears. He flicks his hand around before using his stick to dislodge it. Sadly, he’s not bleeding like me.

“You’re gushing all over the place,” Aaron points out. Blood runs down my wet leg and turns the heel of my Keen sandal a watery pink.

“That’s not the biggest problem,” I say.

We all look at the kits huddled on my lap.

Everyone knows I’m not allowed to bring home animals anymore. Not one more stray or I’ll never get to meet Jane Goodall in Stratton. The Jane Goodall Institute is putting on a gala. Dad got us tickets. And the best part—backstage passes. It’s just Dad and me going, and we get to stay in a hotel with a fountain in the lobby.

I need to meet Jane Goodall. Not only is my room plastered with Jane Goodall posters and stories, and I’ve seen every single documentary about her life’s work, and I’ve gone as Jane Goodall for Halloween every year since I was seven, but I have vital things to ask.

I want to know about her observations in
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