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THE DAY WAS HEAVENLY bright, the kind of sunshine that makes the leaves glow a neon shade of green. Lana looked up into the treetops, revelling in the songs of the forest: birds chirping, chipmunks racing through the pine needles, their little nails scratching against bark as they sped up the sides of trees. 

“There’s no better place to be on a day like today,” she said to her cousin, who was lying beside her on a patch of moss.

Emily removed only one of her ear buds to ask, “You say something?”

Lana tugged out the other one before repeating herself.  “I said there’s no better place to be on a day like this.”

“A day like what?” Emily asked.

Pointing to the sun, the trees, the sky, she said, “Like this!  Like this!  Sunny.  Gorgeous.  Peaceful.  It’s perfect out here.”

Emily stood from the mossy ground and shoved her phone in her back pocket, ear buds and all.  “If you ask me, a perfect summer day is walking down a city street in your favourite sundress, catching some hot guy’s eye, stopping to give him a little wink, then you’re off like a shot and he’s left drooling about what might have been.”

“Spoken like someone who’s spent exactly two days in the city in her entire life.”

“Hey!  Five days.”

Lana smiled, standing up too, and brushing the moss from her butt.  “I’ll tell you how it really goes.”

“How what really goes?”

“Summer in the city.”

Emily rolled her eyes.  “Do tell, oh great and mighty Oz.”

As they meandered down the forest path, Lana told her cousin, “You wake up sweating because no matter how many fans you’ve got running, the apartment’s always too hot.  So you peel yourself off your sheets.  The shower is your one glorious relief, but it’s always too short because mom’s knocking on the door.  So you squirm into whatever outfit will keep you from sweating too much without inviting too many catcalls when you walk past the forty million construction sites between your building and the thankfully air-conditioned library, your refuge from heat that could melt your eyeballs.”

“Even the library sounds exciting, when it’s in the city,” Emily said, all dewy-eyed and fluttery-lashed.

Lana shook her head and laughed.  “You’d be singing a different tune if you lived there.”

“Well, you’d be singing a different tune if you lived smack in the middle of nowhere.”

“Nowhere is relative,” Lana said.

“Huh?”

“Nowhere is relative to somewhere.  Where is somewhere?”

“The city.  People.  Places.  Stuff to do.  Buildings.”

“But why?  Why can’t somewhere be this tree?”  Lana placed a loving hand on the bark of some kind of tall specimen. An oak, maybe.  She wasn’t great with trees.

“That tree isn’t important,” Emily said.  “Nobody cares about that tree.”

“Sure they do,” Lana teased.  “Don’t listen to her, tree.  I love you very much.”

When Lana wrapped her arms around the trunk, Emily laughed.  When she kissed its bark, Emily said, “Oh my God, Lana, you are such a freak.”

Lana’s expression fell.  She didn’t mean for that to happen.  Just that word... she’d been called that word a lot, to the point where it triggered some not-so-fun emotions.

Emily must have noticed her cousin’s reaction, because she quickly said, “I didn’t mean it because of—”

“I know,” Lana interrupted.  “I know.  It’s okay.”

“I’m sorry.” 

“Dude, I know.”  Lana punched her cousin playfully on the shoulder and smiled.

Emily punched her playfully back.  “Woulda been cool if our parents had done an exchange for the summer instead of your mom sending you to stay here.”

“An exchange, like I live at your house and you live at mine?”

“Yeah.”

Lana shook her head.  “No way, man.  My mom would drive you nuts.  And your mom would drive me nuts after a while.  No offence.”

“None taken.”

“We need each other as a buffer.”

“Yeah, true.”

“Plus,” Lana went on.  “We’re better together: Emily and Lana versus the world.  It’s more fun, spending the summer with you.”

“I guess,” Emily sulked.  “Would still be more fun in the city.”

That was a bit of a punch in the gut. Why would Emily choose the stinky, sweaty city over her?  But Lana didn’t say anything.  They had a whole summer ahead of them.  She didn’t want to start an argument so early in the game.

* * * *
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YOU NEVER KNOW WHAT you’ll find in the woods.

Seemed like Emily had been whining for hours about wanting to go back home, though it was probably only twenty minutes or so.

“Just a little bit further,” Lana pleaded.  She found that, if she just kept going, Emily would just keep following along.  Complaining, but following.

Lana couldn’t get over how clean the air felt inside her lungs, and how softly the gentle breeze kissed her bare arms.  In the city, every street was a wind tunnel because of all the high rises, and the air was full of grit from all the construction sites where they were building yet more towers.

The only things towering above her in the forest were the trees.

She turned around to tell Emily what was on her mind, about the how you always get dirt in your eyes from the wind and the construction sites, when she found Emily frozen to the path.

“Em?” Lana asked.  “What’s up?”

Emily didn’t say anything, just stared into the distance.  

“Emily?”

When Lana couldn’t draw her cousin’s attention, she followed her gaze until she’d identified what Emily was staring at: a tumbledown shack too small to be a cabin, too dishevelled to be lived in.

“What is that place?” Lana asked. 

Emily shook her head slowly, still staring at the shack.  “I don’t know.  I’ve never seen it before.”

“Is it some kind of outhouse, do you think?”

“I don’t know.”

Emily was still shaking her head as she approached the shack.  It wasn’t on a plot of land.  It wasn’t in a clearing.  The structure just sat there in the forest, as if old trees had accidentally fallen on big saws and formed themselves into this little building.

“What are you doing?” Lana hissed when her cousin reached for the door.  “Knock first.  What if someone lives here?”

Emily raised her fist to knock, but stopped before her knuckles made contact with the old wood.  “Do you hear that?”

“Hear what?” Lana asked.

Raising a finger to her lips, Emily paused by the door.  She moved her ear closer to the wood, listening intently.  “There’s music playing inside.”

Lana listened, but she couldn’t quite tell whether she was hearing music or just the sounds of the forest.  “I think that’s just the birds.”

Emily shook her head adamantly.  “It’s music.  Can’t you hear it?”

Lana brought her ear as close as she could to the door without touching it.  Wood that old would surely give you slivers.  But when she got close, she could indeed hear something, and Emily was right.  It wasn’t the birds.

She knocked at the door.

“Lana!” Emily squealed.  “Don’t!”

“Why not?” Lana asked.  “Anybody home?  Hello?  Anybody?”

No response. 

“Ready or not, here we come!”

“No!” Emily cried, clinging to Lana’s free arm as she pushed the door open.

The shack was barely larger than an outhouse, and very dark inside.  No windows.  The only light coming in speared through the cracks between boards.  

In the dusty darkness, Lana could just make out an old beanbag chair.  Beside that, a record player.  Stacked beside it, vinyl records.  She crouched down to read the band names on the album covers: “The Beatles, Pink Floyd, The Who, The Guess Who.  Wow these are old. From the seventies, I bet.”

Emily wasn’t looking at the record player or the stack of old vinyl.  She was staring again, this time at an old-timey radio perched on top of a tall wooden stand.  Lana hadn’t noticed it before, which was odd, because there was a strange green light emanating from the dial.  In a cabin as dark as this one, you’d think she’d have seen that glowing light right off the bat.  And, come to think of it, she hadn’t really heard the music until she noticed Emily noticing it.  

Now that she listened intently, the sounds were beyond entrancing.  They were almost hypnotic.

“Talk about old,” Lana said.  “That radio must be from, what, the thirties? Forties?  Twenties?”

Emily made no response.  She simply stared at the radio as if she could see the music coming out of its speakers.  

Lana had never seen a radio like this one, except on TV.  It was all wood, dark wood, and the shape reminded her of a church window.  Maybe because it arched at the top, curving toward a peak.  Or maybe because the front, where the speakers were, looked sort of like stained glass. 

“It’s a piece of artwork, don’t you think?” Lana asked her cousin.

“Shhh!” Emily replied.

That taught her.  Lana collapsed onto the beanbag chair, which sent up a musty, mouldy smell she could have done without.  

Emily sat gently beside her—practically on top of her—and they listened, together, to the strange surrealist music emanating from the old-time radio.

“I’ve never heard anything so strange,” Lana whispered.  “It reminds me of, like, a Dali painting or something.”

Emily made no response, only stared at the radio.

“I wonder how it works,” Lana went on.  “I doubt very much there’s electricity in this shack.  Were radios around before electricity?  Do you think this one’s, like, a hand-cranked variety?  Like with old clocks, how you used to have to wind them?”

When Lana rose to investigate, Emily pulled her back down into the beanbag.  “Don’t touch.  Just listen.”

Clearly, talking wasn’t allowed.

But Lana couldn’t complain.  Not really.  She was listening to strange experimental music in the middle of the woods with her favourite cousin.  If ever there was a good day, this was it.

Of course, a good day can only go on so long without good food.  Or any food, for that matter.  They’d eaten their granola bars hours ago, and Lana was almost out of water.  Besides that, she had to pee and she’d really rather do that indoors.

Standing from the beanbag, she said to her cousin, “Come on, let’s head back.  I bet it’s almost dinnertime.”

Emily didn’t react.  Seemed like she wasn’t hearing anything except that ethereal music.

Lana sighed.  “Okay, well, I’m going back to your house.  You can do what you want.”

Suddenly, the music stopped and Emily snapped out of her trance.  She turned her head toward Lana and simply stared.

“Hmm,” Lana said.  “I guess I was right about that old thing.  You must have to wind it.”

Emily rose slowly to her feet, like she was learning to walk all over again.  She lifted one hand to her head and asked, “How long have we been here?”

Lana lifted Emily’s phone from her pocket.  “Holy Cow!  Like, three hours?  That’s nuts.”

Grabbing her phone back from Lana, Emily stared at it, perplexed.  “Three hours?  It felt like... like three minutes.  Three seconds.”

“Maybe to you,” Lana said. “Come on, now, cuz.  Let’s get you home.”

“Home,” Emily whispered.  “Yes, let’s go home.”

* * * *
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AUNTIE HAZEL WAS THE greatest cook on the planet, as far as Lana was concerned.  Emily didn’t seem to agree, but that’s only because she’d been raised on
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