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May 1986

Against a pink and violet watercolour wash, details of the prairie dawn sharpen into focus on the horizon. Soft, irregular outlines of aspen barely in leaf. Barns and grain bins with clean, straight edges. The angular silhouette of a grain elevator standing watch over the awakening landscape.

Mist rises as sunlight warms the land. A small, long-legged figure appears on a bump in the pasture. Another joins it. Together the burrowing owls stand atop a mound of earth surveying their surroundings.  

It is early May. The burrowing owl mates have returned from southern wintering grounds to the familiar site for the fourth year. They've enlarged an old gopher burrow for a nest. The hunting is good here—beetles and grasshoppers thrive in the mixed grasslands. A nearby pond attracts flying insects. Leftover grain in neighbouring fields feeds mice and meadow voles. 

In the sky, a winged watcher sketches a spiral centred on the pair below. Long before the red-tailed hawk draws near enough to strike, the owls slip safely from sight. The hawk veers westward to continue its hunt.
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Chapter 1
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Do you believe in magic? Not that rabbit in the hat trick. Not that dopey act where someone pretends to saw a body in half. I mean the magic of rituals. Things repeated in the same way time after time. If you stick with the pattern, everything will line up right. Everything will be in balance. You’ll know what to expect. It works like... magic.

I didn’t understand the real effect of rituals until this summer. 

My mom likes rituals, although she’d never use that word. Her mornings are totally predictable. The same stretches while she makes breakfast. The same breakfast. First she fills the coffee maker, turns it on. Next, she slices the bread and stacks it next to the toaster. Six slices, two each for me, Dad and herself. Pours the cereal. Puts the box back at the opposite end of the lineup in the cupboard. I’ve watched her do this over and over. Like a robot. It doesn’t require any thinking, I guess. Even though her body is in the kitchen, her mind is already at the real estate office. 

Dad’s got his own favorite routine. Showered and dressed, he gets to the breakfast table all ready to leave for his accountant company office across town. He sets his briefcase by the door, car keys on top. He stands at the window to drink a glass of orange juice, then sits down to his bowl of cereal. 

Their morning rituals might work like magic for them, but lately they’d begun to bug me. I used to think I was different. I liked to decide what I’d do as my feet hit the floor in the morning. Orange juice and cereal on the balcony worked on a decent day. Or maybe I’d sit on the living room floor and eat toasted cereal ‘o’s dry, save the milk for later. My non-routines probably bugged the parents. Good!  Being off-balance was how I survived this place.

My thoughts about rituals changed this summer. All of a sudden I realized I did have them—not here, but somewhere else—and I needed them in the worst way. I needed to believe in the magic, if there was any to be had. Without it, my world was about to go into a tailspin. I knew something was up even before I left for my usual summer stay on Gran and Grampa’s prairie farm. 

"Why don't you do something different this summer, Zora?" Mom's suggestion. 

Dad agreed, too quickly I thought. "I heard about a great camp near Peterborough.  Lots of sports, crafts, new friends..."

Not a chance. Why even suggest it? They got on my case a few weeks before school was done. They fussed about Gran and Grampa getting older, about how I must be bored doing the same thing with no one my own age around all summer. 

“You know Gran and Grampa and I have fun together,” I said, waving my arms around in frustration at having to make this point again. “And when they’re busy, I can find lots of stuff to do on my own.” I thought of the trails through the woods, the pond and the Forever Place. 

“That’s the part that bothers me,” Mom said, stacking the breakfast dishes in the dishwasher in the same order as she does every morning. “You need to spend summertime with young people. You’re missing so much!” 

“I’m not missing a thing.” I felt my voice rising. “I spend every day of the fall, winter and spring with other kids at school. Let's face it, not many of the kids I know want to spend the summer wandering around sketching birds and flowers.” 

I caught Dad’s eyebrow-lift as he drained his coffee cup. Not that I had many close friends. Besides that, most of them disappeared up north to cottages as soon as school finished. I needed to get out of the city as well. The humidity made being outdoors for long impossible. I wanted to see and hear and touch the things I’d thought about and read about all winter. Dad, at least, should have understood. He was born on the prairies too. Why the big deal about my going back there this time?

I soon found out the answer to that, of course, the real reason they wanted me at home for the summer. Or so I thought, then. We were moving. Again. As soon as Mom told me, I freaked out. No way was I going to cooperate this time. I’d had it!  

“You don’t need my help anyway,” I practically shouted at Mom. “You’ve got lots of connections with moving companies. Let one of them pack my stuff. It won’t take long.” They didn’t know that some of it hadn’t even been unpacked from the last move barely a year ago. I’d shoved several boxes into the back of the closet, and that’s where they’d stayed. For Pete's sake, they only had to take it across the city. No way was I giving up my summer at the farm for that.  

Mom's job as a Realtor was the reason we moved all the time. She kept finding a new, 'this-is-the-perfect' condo, fresh on the market. Mom couldn't resist. Dad acted like it didn't matter to him what part of town we lived in; he spent every day at the same old office when he wasn’t out of town on business trips anyway. Fine. Then I didn't care either. We hadn't parted on the best of terms. Mom had given me one of her warning looks when I waved from the airport security gate and called out, "Send me the new address, whenever." 

It was a far different scene at the small Regina airport several hours later. I bounced down the stairs into the terminal scanning the sea of faces. I found Gran’s smile and Grampa’s waving arm in no time. Their hugs were the best homecoming in the world. 

“You’re getting taller,” Grampa said, wrapping his arm around my neck in a stranglehold. “Hope that doesn’t mean you’re becoming one of those uppity teenagers.”

“Thirteen! Yes, I made it. What does uppity mean?” 

“Moody,” Grampa said, scrunching his face into a scowl. “Never know which side of the bed you’re going to get up on.”

Mom had used the word ‘moody’, I remembered. Did I have a right to be? 

“Her room hasn’t changed,” Gran said. “She’ll have to get out on the same side every day.” She slipped her arm around my waist. “It’s wonderful to see you looking so full of life, dear.”

“It’s great to be back, Gran. I almost didn’t make it.” 

Gran’s eyes widened behind her glasses. “Zora, what happened?”

“Bet she had other teenage plans.” Grampa winked at me before reaching for the blue bag I’d pointed out on the carousel. 

“We’re moving.” 

“Oh dear, not again.” Gran sighed. “Where to this time.”

“Same city, different direction.” I gave her the boring details. “I don’t care, Gran. I just wanted to get out of the way. They don’t need me around.”

Gran gripped my hand a bit tighter. I knew she didn’t like my attitude toward the parents sometimes, but I couldn’t help it. Didn’t they get how hard it was to face another new school, another classroom full of strangers? To start all over again? I didn’t have to deal with that here. This was where I wanted to be, the place that never changed. As we made our way across the paved parking lot, the prairie sun baked the top of my head and seeped up through my sandals. I was about to become the sticky soft sandwich filling between slabs of bread still warm from the oven, wafted by that ever-present breeze. Actually, the air was so hot it almost seared my lungs! At least it was clear, I thought, my mind flicking back to the drive through smoggy Toronto that morning. 

In minutes, we were out on the wide-open highway for the short drive to the farm. Gran was full of questions and stories, even though we had only talked by phone the day before. Grampa kept interrupting to tell her to drive faster, or to keep her eyes on the road. She pretended to ignore him. 

“Why didn’t you drive, Grampa?” I asked, after Gran got fed up and gave him a swat. 

“She needs the practice,” he muttered, digging into his pocket and holding out a bag of licorice allsorts.

“Yum, my favorites! How did you know?”

Rituals. Grampa always brought licorice when they came to pick me up. We drove straight home through the afternoon heat. I insisted we keep the windows open, no air-conditioning.  After dripping in the southern Ontario humidity, the dry prairie air wrapped me in a thick towel. I knew there would be a big pitcher of ice-cold lemonade waiting in the fridge, and Grampa’s homemade ginger snaps. We both loved them. He always used an old cookie cutter with a diamond-shaped hole in the middle, and his secret recipe.  

Long before we turned into the farm laneway I’d spotted the poplar trees lined up like honour guards. The pattern was broken where harsh winters had killed off a number of them. The tires crunched over gravel as patches of sunlight and shadow flickered on the windows, alternately blinding me and showing the browned grasses alongside the drive. The strobe-effect light gave the house a mysterious look, the house that never changed. Great! I could close my eyes anywhere I happened to be, and still see the solid, two-storey, white building with dark green shutters framing each window.  

“There he is!” I shouted, leaping out of the car as soon as it stopped.  “Hey, Sixpack. How ya doin’?”

From around the corner of the house, an old black and white border collie shuffled up to me, tail swishing. He leaned against my legs and sighed as I rumpled his dusty coat, and peered at his watery eyes. He grinned up at me. I realized how much I’d missed the old thing all winter. My pet, but only for a small part of the year. The dog was nearing the ‘tail end’ of life as Grampa put it. He’d arrived as a puppy, tucked into the space needed for six bottles in a beer carton, or so Grampa's favourite story went when someone asked about Sixpack’s name. That tiny puppy was almost fourteen now, a year older than me in real numbers. Way older in doggy years. Gone was the energetic playmate who had shadowed me everywhere. Each year he seemed a little slower and a little less perky. Would he be able to play his part in my rituals much longer?  

We all met on the wide front porch, once I’d dumped my bags upstairs and confirmed that my room—Dad’s old room—was exactly as I’d left it last year. 

“I wish you and your mom and dad wouldn’t fight,” Gran said, handing me a glass of lemonade. 

“Normal family,” Grampa said from the porch swing. 

“It’s okay, Gran,” I said, smoothing Sixpack’s eyebrows as he rested his head on my knee. “They’re so busy working they’ll forget all about it right away. They kept trying to change my mind, but I’m just as stubborn as they are. I look forward to coming back here all winter. They can’t keep me away.”

“Shall I see if they will come for a week? Maybe they’d like a break when they’ve finished packing and moving.”

Gran tried this idea every summer. Mom never went for it. The farm held no interest for her. Besides, she had too many deals to wrap up so people could get settled into their new homes before school started. Dad, I wasn’t sure about. He did love the prairie, or so he said. He must miss it. But he wouldn’t likely come without Mom. “You never know until you try,” I said, throwing one of Gran’s favorite sayings back at her. 

She smiled knowingly. “What do you have planned for your first day tomorrow?” she asked, even though we both knew the answer.  

“What’s the weather forecast?” I asked Grampa. Being a prairie farmer meant you kept one eye on the sky. Grampa loved showing off his meteorological skills.

“Fair to middlin’ cloud cover late in the day. From the heat, you know. Otherwise, sun, sun and sun. Oh, and sun in the last direction too.”

“Sounds perfect for an early morning hike to the pond, then,” I said. I could hardly wait. 

Yikes! Bare feet on cold tile!  

I clamped both hands over my mouth and swallowed the squeal before it could escape and wake up the whole house. Shivers shook me from toes to teeth. I stood my ground, and the floor began to thaw.

In the muted light of Gran’s kitchen, the air felt silky-soft. The sunflower wall clock thrummed, its petal hands pointing to five-thirty. Small sounds spilled through the open window like the pool of overnight air that had leaked in and chilled the floor. Meadowlark music harmonized with twittering tree swallows. The sunrise songsters were alive and well. It may have been early, but I knew the heat would soon welcome me like one of Grampa's hugs, dissolving my shivers. Everything was exactly as it should be. I was back!

I tiptoed to the table. A small plastic tub of Gran's homemade trail mix anchored a slip of blue paper. No need to read the loopy writing. I knew what it would say. 

Good first-morning-back, Zora!  There’s an orange and a water bottle in the fridge. Go smiling, and bring back a story.  Breakfast at 7:00. 

Love, Gran  

P.S.  Take a hat, it's going to be a scorcher!

I smiled and stuffed the familiar note into the deepest pocket of my shorts. I left my usual reply, an orange ‘happy face’ sticker that I peeled from the back of my hand and stuck on the table. Rituals. Why did I love them, here?

Gran's snacks slid easily into my daypack, alongside my sketch pad.  From the shelf in the back hall, I took binoculars and my favourite cap, settled it over my ponytail and pulled the peak firmly over my bangs. In the age-streaked mirror, 'I Give a Hoot', looked funny printed backwards across the cap, the double 'o' forming the huge owl eyes that met mine. I picked up the hikers with socks tucked inside that I'd left by the door last evening.

With the small pack slung over one shoulder, I whispered, "Be back in a while" to the cool, dim room. Flip the lock...open the inside door slowly 'cause it squeaks. I smiled at the predicted sound. Grampa never got around to oiling those hinges. Pushing the screen door with my hip and pulling the inside door shut at the same time, I stepped into summer.

June 

By the time the first sun of June rises above the eastern horizon, the female burrowing owl has laid the last of eight white eggs in the roughly-lined chamber well below ground level. While she attends to incubation duties, the male often stands guard on the mound or flies to a favourite perch on the fence. From this sentry post along the gravel road that borders the pasture, the owl keeps a vigil over his realm.

Their home pasture has been grazed by cattle up until the previous fall. A few other old gopher holes are known to the owls. This network of 'safe houses' has provided handy escapes on numerous occasions. Once they venture beyond easy reach of these spare burrows, the owls expose themselves to greater risk.  

While grasshoppers and crickets are easy marks near the nest, larger prey such as mice require wider forays. Across the road adjacent to the pond, several acres of short grass prairie offer good hunting. No plough has ever turned the soil there. Numerous small mammals find that undisturbed space a welcome home. And the owls take advantage of the bounty. 

[image: ]



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2
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That's how I liked to think of it—summer officially began the moment I set foot onto the back porch on my first day back. Like it had for the past six years. Like the first lick of an ice-cream cone, I savoured the taste of this guarantee that things would stay on the right track, here at least. Magic, or just superstition? Who knows. Anyway, why take chances? Somehow, this time, I sensed a stronger need than ever to faithfully repeat each ritual detail.

I sat on the step to pull on socks and shoes. Sixpack toddled over from his resting place under the lilac bush. I giggled as he began licking my bare toes.

"Right on cue, Sixpack. Glad you haven't forgotten." I squirmed at the slither of his hot tongue, but rumpled the dog's ears at the same time. He gave me his usual adoring gaze, then sat on the grass for a thorough scratch at the ever-present but invisible flea on his neck.

The trail beckoned. I hurried to tie my boot laces. Prairie morning voices were so different from the mechanical hum of the city. From beyond the yard, the meadowlark poured liquid warbles into the clear sky. Right beside me, an overloaded bumble bee attempted a clumsy landing on one of Gran's enormous peonies. The insect's touch was too much for the late blossom. White petals showered to the ground, almost taking the bee with them. It recovered and zoomed past my nose. Imagine six tiny hands on its yellow and black striped hips, a frown of outrage on its face! It would make a great cartoon, I thought. A flurry of chirps and chitters from the thicket of caragana shrubs across the lawn told me the busy, brown wren was right where it belonged. Loud quacking announced the flight of four ducks gliding over the old greenhouse, likely heading for the pond at the far end of Grampa's land. I got up to follow them.

"Gotta go, Sixpack. See you at breakfast."
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