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This story is set in the late 1990’s and therefore uses terminology reflective of that time-period.
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Late August 1996, Bruce Peninsula, Ontario, Canada

Irving cowered at her feet. His striped fur was wet, and he was hungry. He mewed demandingly. Yarrow pushed her dangling foot gently towards him, brushing him with her muddy boot. The blister on her heel was a constant throb, but it didn’t hurt as much as it had when she was running through the woods. She was sitting on a damp bench, encircled by a halo of yellow light, under a vintage light fixture on the porch of Berry’s Gas Station and Supplies. At any other time, she would have run around the back and pounded on the door for Berry to welcome her in. But Berry had recently left to go on a much-deserved vacation, and for the first time in years, the store was closed. Yarrow hadn’t recalled that important detail when she had made a beeline for the store owned by her grandmother’s old friend.

Now she wasn’t sure where to go. The glow of the light felt comforting in contrast to the foreboding darkness that surrounded her, but she also knew that if the dangerous men were looking for her, the light might expose her. She looked up and momentarily watched a throng of flying insects buzzing around the bulb. She could hear their hum as well as the louder shrills of cicadas and frogs. In the background was the rushing song of a nearby stream.

“Irving isn’t even my cat,” thought Yarrow, petting the soggy animal as he brushed against her assertively. He was her father’s cat, and now her father was gone and so was her mom.

Her grandma was dead. Yarrow had just watched her die, and she wasn’t sure what she should do now. Yarrow had finally caught her breath, and the stitch in her side was subsiding. Not long after she had begun to run, she suspected that she probably hadn’t been seen. Perhaps no one was chasing her, but she had kept running as though a monster was pursuing her because she wasn’t entirely sure. As comfortable as the bench was, she decided to move away from the light. She stumbled around to the back of the store and plopped onto a wooden crate by the back entrance. From here, she could peer around the corner of the store to observe whether any vehicles stopped.

Now that she could rest, she allowed herself to recall what she had just experienced. It had been a normal evening. Grandma was about to make dinner, and Yarrow had gone into the pantry to retrieve some potatoes. That was when the three police officers had suddenly stormed into her grandmother Juniper’s house, demanding to know where Yarrow’s parents, Jack and Ava, were. Her grandmother told them that they had left the night before and were back in Toronto.

Yarrow could still picture her grandmother’s face; she had been standing by her stove when the door was thrown open. There was a look of shock and fear when the men burst into her home with their guns drawn. Yarrow wasn’t sure what she should do, but then she saw her grandmother discreetly signal for her to stay in the pantry. Because her grandma was behind the kitchen counter, the men couldn’t see her hand motion. Yarrow had stepped behind the door, which was slightly ajar, and then peered through the gap between the hinges. She kept quiet as she heard one of the men order the other two to search the house. Yarrow could tell that Grandma Juniper was afraid. These were not like the nice police officers who had come to Yarrow’s school, just before third grade had ended, to talk to the kids in her class about keeping safe from drugs and alcohol.

Yarrow shivered and recalled that she had been annoyed that her parents had taken her back to her grandmother’s cottage; she had already spent several weeks with Grandma Juniper in the little green house they called Moonbeam Cottage. Only a few days before, her parents had come to collect her so she could spend the remaining days of her summer vacation at home with them in Toronto. They had talked about how they would all go to Center Island on the ferry. Her parents promised they would take her to the High Park Zoo, and maybe the Science Center, too. Yarrow was also registered to attend a day camp to learn puppet making, which was supposed to last until the weekend before school started. Yarrow was excited about going to that camp.

But then, without warning, after only two days of being home, and without having done any of the things they had promised, her parents brought her back up to the Bruce Peninsula to stay with Grandma again. Juniper had seemed just as surprised to see them all as Yarrow was at the news that she had to return to Moonbeam Cottage.

Rather than being happy and excited to visit Grandma like she had been at the beginning of summer, Yarrow felt mad and disappointed. She wanted to spend time at home in the city with her mom and dad, doing the things they had planned. She had missed them while she was staying with Grandma June.

Instead, her parents had insisted she return. They even brought Irving with her to stay, so Yarrow knew they weren’t telling her the truth about why she was there, and that really bothered her. Her parents had claimed that they suddenly needed to attend a bookseller’s conference and would be too busy to spend time with her. But if that was true, why didn’t they just leave Irving at home? He could take care of himself for a few days; he had done so many times before. Yarrow felt in her heart that they weren’t telling her what was really going on. Something seemed fishy about the situation, so she hadn’t believed them when they tried to reassure her that they would return to pick her up in a few days. Now she knew she had been right. Why hadn’t they told her the truth? Where were they?

When one of the cops had called out from upstairs, the policeman in the kitchen had sauntered over to the kitchen door to hear better. The moment the man took his eyes off her, Grandma had turned to Yarrow, motioning and mouthing silently for her to climb out the pantry window, which was already open for Irving to use. Yarrow was afraid to move at first, but she could see the pleading, desperate look in her grandmother’s eyes. Yarrow moved silently from behind the door, climbed up on the stepping stool, and then easily slipped through the narrow opening between the window and the sill, pulling herself out and down onto the soft embankment behind the house.

She moved carefully through the bushes that lined the back of the house, then turned to peer through the foliage and into the window to try to see what was happening. She heard Grandma say, louder than was probably necessary, that the door behind her led only to a pantry. Yarrow ducked behind the bush as she watched one of the police officers enter the tiny room where only moments before she had stood. He looked at the slightly open window but quickly dismissed the idea of anyone fitting through the gap; it didn’t occur to him that a small child could slip through easily. Then Yarrow saw him grab an old potted plant off one of the shelves and head back into the kitchen.

“Sarge!” he yelled. “I’ve found it!”

The other two men came rushing towards him as the first officer held out a small, gnarled tree in a nondescript pot. That was when Yarrow saw her grandmother lunge towards them and try to grab it. An officer’s hand hit her hard across the face, and Yarrow watched in horror as her grandmother fell backwards, clutching a small branch of the tree in her fist. Her head made a gruesome thunk against the kitchen counter as she spun downward. Yarrow could just see her grandmother’s motionless arm lying awkwardly on the floor; she couldn’t see the rest of her body. She stood silently in horror as the men quickly left the house. Yarrow could hear doors slam and then a car’s engine start, while a pool of blood slowly began to frame her grandmother’s arm down to her still fingertips.

Yarrow waited a couple more minutes to be sure the car wasn’t coming back, and then she slipped once again through the open window. She ran over to her grandmother, sprawled awkwardly on the floor.

“Grandma! Grandma!” she cried. Yarrow knew she was dead. There was so much blood! She also knew she needed to leave. Yarrow felt the walls closing in with imminent danger, but first, she needed to think. What should she take? Her gaze fell on her grandmother’s hand and the small twig with a few needles still attached. Yarrow bent down and gently wrapped it in her grandmother’s embroidered handkerchief, which now had a splotch of blood on it. She tucked the hanky into her pocket and then pulled off the special ring from her grandma’s hand. Luckily, it was on the hand not framed by blood. She didn’t want to touch that hand.

This ring wasn’t the wedding ring that Grandma wore or her delicate diamond engagement ring. This was the ring with a crystal stone set in a silver metal spiral; the stone looked like a piece of the night sky filled with a thousand twinkling stars. Grandma had said she would give it to her one day and that it was special. That was why Yarrow took it. She put the ring in the pocket with the piece of plant wrapped in the delicate handkerchief and then kissed her grandmother’s hand before laying it back on the floor. Then she went back into the pantry and once again climbed out the open window.

Just as her toes touched the ground, Yarrow heard a car approaching. The men were coming back! Yarrow began to run. She ran towards the woods behind the cottage and kept running, following the bay to where she would find the road that headed up the peninsula and away from the mainland. She hoped that those policemen would head the other way, the way from which she had heard their car approach, the way towards the big cities like Owen Sound, or even Toronto. In the direction Yarrow faced, beyond this place on the peninsula that pointed towards Manitoulin Island, lay nothing but tiny villages, rural farms, and vacation homes. The peninsula also separated Lake Huron from the waters of the Georgian Bay. She knew if she ran this way, she would soon arrive at Berry’s store, so that was where she headed.

She had been running for about five minutes when she realized that Irving was loping along beside her. Her dad always said that Irving thought he was a dog rather than a cat, but Yarrow hadn’t thought so. Yarrow really wanted a dog, but because they already had—or rather, because her father already had—a pet, her parents had said she couldn’t have one yet. Maybe after Irving dies, they said, perhaps then she could get a dog. Yarrow often thought about what her dog would be like; she liked to look at books about dogs. Sometimes she wanted a small dog, like a chihuahua or a toy poodle. And sometimes, she thought she would prefer a larger dog, like a setter or a beagle, or maybe even a husky or a German shepherd.

If only I had a dog with me, thought Yarrow. She knew her dog would be her best friend and it would protect her. As she ran, Yarrow thought about how much she wanted a dog; it was an effective way to stop herself from thinking about the policeman hitting her grandmother and all the blood pouring from the gash on her head onto the linoleum tiles.

Sitting behind the shuttered store, Yarrow found herself wishing she had a huge, ferocious dog. Surely, it would have torn to shreds those cops who had killed Grandma, or maybe it would have protected them before those men even got in the house. Yarrow looked at the large cat sitting by her feet. What good would Irving do? He might think he was a dog, but he was only an old striped tabby. Even so, she had to admit she was happy to have him with her.

Irving sensed her gaze and jumped up onto Yarrow’s lap and started to purr. Yarrow pulled him towards her. She began to feel cold; there was always a wind off the bay, and as it was late summer, the evening air was chilly. Yarrow wasn’t sure what to do. She had always been told to go to the police if she needed help, but now she knew that wasn’t an option. The police had killed her grandmother and stolen the special bonsai tree that her grandma called the Tree of Life.

For the first time, Yarrow wondered about that. Why had the men been looking for the tree? It was just an old, gnarled bonsai that Grandma Juniper had always tended with care. Why would she risk her life for it? Why, if the police were looking for the tree, had they first asked where her mom and dad were and then searched for them? The tree was usually kept outside, but Grandma Juniper had brought it inside just that morning because she planned to work on it. If only she had left it outside, thought Yarrow, maybe the cops would have seen it before they stormed into the cottage. Perhaps they would have just taken it and left.

Yarrow knew she couldn’t just sit there on the rickety crate in the cold, thinking. She needed to find a warm and safe place to spend the night. It was getting late, and Yarrow was hungry and exhausted.

“What should we do, Irving?” she asked the cat, who was now lying comfortably on her lap. She stood up, and Irving tumbled to the ground. He landed on four paws but still looked disgruntled. Yarrow tried the back door to the store. It was locked. Then she tried all the windows; they were bolted as well. There was no way for her to get into the shop unless she broke the glass, and she wasn’t sure that was a good idea. She knew Berry wouldn’t be angry under the circumstances, but what if an alarm went off? Then, she got an idea. Juniper and Berry had spoken about an old cabin or cottage out behind the store where their kids had played together when they were children. Yarrow remembered saying she wanted to see it, and the women had promised her that they would take her someday. They hadn’t, but Yarrow thought that she could find it anyway; so without further ado, she set off into the woods once again.

She recalled that Berry mentioned the cabin stood by a stream. She heard water tumbling nearby; she listened closely and soon she was following a narrow brook. It wasn’t easy going; she had to scramble over fallen logs and through thickets of thorny brambles. Luckily, an almost full moon had risen, providing enough light to see by.

Yarrow was making slow progress. She wished she knew whether this was the right stream to follow and if searching for the cabin was the right thing to do, but she pushed on, unable to think of another plan. Irving followed along, bounding much more easily from log to log and through tangled branches than she was able to. Yarrow felt exhausted, and now she was afraid that she was just getting lost. She reassured herself that she could always turn around and follow the stream back to the store if it didn’t lead to the children’s old playhouse, so she kept going.

She thought about her mom playing in these woods as a kid with Berry’s two children; they were grown-ups now, too, of course. She had met them, Bernie and Iris, and they had kids of their own now, too, whom Yarrow had never met. Both of Berry’s children lived far away in Alberta with their families. “That’s where the jobs are,” Berry had said, looking forlorn, and Grandma Juniper had nodded sympathetically.

Yarrow pushed through some bushes, and in the dim, silvery light, she could see that the stream was getting wider and shallower. There, silhouetted against a small open glade, was what looked like a small house. Yarrow’s heart leapt; she had found it! She ran towards the building. As she got closer, she was surprised to see that it was a small, charming house made with a decorative brick façade. It looked like a miniature version of a pretty brick Victorian. Yarrow had been expecting a little log cabin from the description she recalled. She stepped up onto the small front porch and tried the door, which opened with a long creaking sound. Inside the cottage, it was more like what she had expected, with exposed logs. She guessed that this old cabin had been carefully covered in brick at some point to make it look fancier. Yarrow didn’t bother to wonder why; she just knew it was the perfect place for her to be.

It was quite dark inside, and she thought she heard some mice scuttle away. Irving was not much of a mouser, but the rodents who lived here didn’t know that, Yarrow thought. Yarrow was not thrilled by the idea of mice being in a room where she wanted to sleep. Slowly, her eyes adjusted to the dark, and now she could make out an old table in one corner. Moonlight suddenly illuminated the room, streaming through a window above the table, through sheer, tattered curtains. She could see that the wood floor was scattered with ancient leaves. Maybe there aren’t mice after all, thought Yarrow. Perhaps it was just the wind through the doorway when I opened it, blowing them around. It was a comforting thought. Opposite the window was a stone fireplace, and in another corner sat an old stuffed chair. Yarrow stumbled forwards and collapsed into it. Irving jumped onto her lap and within a few minutes, they were both fast asleep.

Sunlight was filtering through the dusty window when Yarrow opened her eyes, but it wasn’t the daylight that had woken her. She was sure that she’d heard a voice. Yarrow felt her skin prickle with fear. She was instantly wide awake and on high alert. Her palms began to sweat, and she could feel her heart thumping in her chest. Who was outside?

“Look at the kitty, Ambrose. She’s so friendly.”

The voice sounded like it belonged to a young girl. Yarrow began to relax.

Then she heard another voice, a boy’s. “Aww, she’s so sweet. Wonder what she’s doing here? Actually, Gaia, I think it’s a male. I bet he’s hungry.”

Yarrow realized that she was very hungry, too. Her stomach ached a bit. She could hear the kids getting closer to the cottage. Soon, they would open the door and see her. What should she tell them?

Then the door opened, and she saw two dark silhouettes against the bright morning light. Judging by their size, the two kids were not much older than she was. Yarrow could hardly make them out, but the visitors could see her because the sun was shining on Yarrow like a spotlight. The children were surprised to see a little girl with long blond braids sitting hunched up in the chair.

“Hey, who are you?” asked the slightly taller child.

As Yarrow’s eyes adjusted to the light, she saw that the girl before her was wearing baggy jeans, muddy sneakers, and a green hoodie several sizes too large. The sleeves were rolled up, exposing hands that were a bit dirty, and one of her knuckles looked freshly scraped. She had an olive complexion that glowed with a summer tan. Her thick mahogany colored hair fell just past her shoulders. Her large sable-brown eyes sparkled, and her warm smile put Yarrow at ease.

“What are you doing here?” asked the boy, who hadn’t even given Yarrow a chance to answer the other child’s question.

Yarrow then looked at him. They were clearly siblings, maybe even twins; the boy was a bit shorter and stockier than his sister, but he looked a lot like her, other than the fact that his longish hair was light brown and curly, and his eyes were blue. He appeared to have a bit of a sunburn across his nose. Like his sister, he wore jeans and old sneakers. One of his laces had broken, and the ends were knotted together. He had on a blue-and-grey flannel shirt, which hung unbuttoned over a faded red Maple Leafs T-shirt.

“Well?” he said after some seconds had passed and Yarrow had yet to answer. She wasn’t sure what to say; they were gawking at her now. Irving jumped up on Yarrow’s lap.

“Oh, she’s your cat,” said the girl.

“His name is Irving; he’s a boy,” said Yarrow.

“I told you so,” said the boy to his sister. “My name is Ambrose, and this is my sister, Gaia. Who are you?”

“Yarrow.”

“Well, Yarrow, what are you doing here?” asked Ambrose. “This happens to be our fort.”

“I need a place to stay for a while, and Berry—the woman who owns the gas station nearby—and my grandmother, they told me about this place,” Yarrow answered, suddenly vividly recalling her grandma lying in a pool of her own blood. She shuddered and held Irving closer to her.

Gaia walked over to her and knelt near the chair. “Are you okay? You’re so little. What are you doing here all by yourself? Well, I mean, you and your cat.”

“I’m not little. I’m nine,” retorted Yarrow.

“Well, I’m ten, so nine is young to me, and Ambrose is twelve,” said Gaia.

“We’re both double digits,” Ambrose added, smiling proudly.

Yarrow looked at the kids in front of her. Abruptly, she did feel very young and very alone. Now, more than ever, she wondered why her parents had suddenly taken her back up to Grandma’s. She remembered how sad they seemed when they dropped her off. Grandma had appeared upset, confused, and maybe even a bit frightened. Now Yarrow wondered if her parents were running from the police. Did that mean they were criminals?

Yarrow took a deep breath, and words began to tumble out. Soon, she had explained everything that had happened since her parents dropped her off.

When she was finished, the boy came over and knelt beside her. “Our grandma died, too,” said Ambrose, putting a comforting hand on Yarrow’s knee.

Yarrow had begun weeping while sharing her story; now she looked surprised and scared. “Did the police kill her, too?” she croaked.

“No, our grandma died last year from cancer. We lived with her,” said Ambrose.

Yarrow breathed a little sigh of relief.

“Oh, where do you live now?” she asked.

“We still live in the same place. We take care of Grandpa,” said Gaia.

“And Olga,” said Ambrose, adding, “We don’t like the authorities at our house either.”

“What’s an authority?” asked Yarrow.

“You know, like the cops. Grandma said to avoid them at all costs,” added Gaia, “or they would take us away and send us to jail.”

“They wouldn’t send us to jail, but they might send us to an orphanage or a foster home. That’s what she said,” Ambrose corrected his sister.

Yarrow felt lost. She wasn’t sure what they were talking about. She had no idea why they would be sent to an orphanage or what a foster home was.

“What about your parents?” asked Gaia. “Where do you think they are? Are they going to come back to get you?”

Yarrow felt more tears welling up in her eyes, and soon she was sobbing loudly.

“Why’d you ask her that, Gaia? Look at what you did to her,” said Ambrose reproachfully.

“It’s not my fault,” Gaia stated. “Hey, Yarrow, do you want to come to our house? Do you want to have some food?”

Yarrow nodded. The thought of going somewhere safe and getting something to eat helped her calm down. She took several deep breaths and wiped her eyes. “What about your grandfather?”

“Our Grandpa’s losing his marbles. You don’t have to worry about him,” said Ambrose.

“No, he has dementia,” said Gaia, giving her brother a dirty look.

“That’s why we take care of him,” said Ambrose. “He can’t remember things very well, at least not if they happened like today or yesterday.”

“Yeah, he can remember lots of stuff about the olden days when he was young; don’t get him started on all that.” Gaia smiled and put her arm around Yarrow’s shoulders.

The younger girl was wiping her eyes on her sleeve. “Will he mind if I come over?” she asked.

“No, and if he does, he won’t remember you by tomorrow anyway,” said Gaia happily, helping Yarrow to get to her feet. “C’mon, let’s go.”

“May I carry Irving?” asked Ambrose.

“Sure,” Yarrow handed the cat over to Ambrose, and they left the pretty little cabin and set off down a winding path through the woods.

“And what about Olga?” asked Yarrow, suddenly recalling that one of the kids had mentioned someone with that name.

“Oh, don’t worry about Olga,” replied Gaia. “She’s just our bear...”
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Yarrow wasn’t sure what to make of Gaia’s comment about Olga being a bear, but the last thing she expected to see when they rounded a corner of the path was a bear in a torn pink tutu standing on the porch of a ramshackle wooden house.

“There’s a bear on your porch!” she exclaimed.

“Yes, that’s Olga. Sometimes we pretend that she’s Grandma to trick the school bus driver,” said Ambrose.

“What...?” asked Yarrow.

Ambrose continued with a chuckle, “Well, before Grandma died, she told us the authorities wouldn’t let us live here with Grandpa if they knew he had dementia, which they don’t. So now, just in case, we sometimes dress Olga up as Grandma and get her to wave down the drive towards the bus driver. The driver can’t see up here very well with the trees and all. We think he might mention to the teachers at school that she waves at him occasionally; that way, no one will get suspicious that she isn’t here anymore. It worked all last spring. We don’t want any authorities bothering us or taking us away.”

“Because then who would take care of Grandpa and Olga?” chimed in Gaia.

This made sense to Yarrow, but she still had one concern. “Is Olga dangerous?” she asked timidly.

“No,” said the siblings in unison.

Ambrose continued, “Grandpa rescued her a long time ago from a roadside exhibit. He thought it was terribly cruel how they had her chained up in a tiny cage and made her dance by poking her. So, one night, he stole her and then brought her here to let her go. But she didn’t know how to be a wild bear, so she stuck around, and now she’s just like a part of our family.”

As they approached the porch, Irving suddenly noticed the bear, and he jumped from Ambrose’s arms and disappeared back up the trail.

“Oh, no,” said Ambrose, worried about the cat.

“He’ll be back,” said Yarrow with confidence. After following her all this way, she was sure Irving would not stay away for long. Yarrow knew he would come looking for something to eat soon enough. Thinking about food was making her even hungrier, and so, without much concern about walking right past a rather large bear in a raggedy old pink tutu, she followed her new friends into their house. She acknowledged the bear as she passed by with what she hoped was a friendly nod.

The inside of the house was not what she expected, not that she had known she even had expectations until she walked through the door. Most people have living rooms with furniture in them, like a couch, some chairs, and often a large television or stereo. There might be pictures on the walls. The room the children entered had none of those things. Instead, it was filled with tables and shelves covered in rocks of all shapes, colors, and sizes. A purple light that illuminated the space made many of the rocks glow brightly.

“This is Grandpa’s rock collection. He used to be a geologist and a miner.”

Yarrow suddenly recalled the stone in the ring she had taken from her grandma’s finger. She reached into her pocket and pulled it out. The stone glowed brightly in the strange light.

“That’s a pretty ring,” said Gaia.

“It was my grandmother’s.” Yarrow let her new friends look at it. Then she put it back in her pocket.

“Grandpa will know what kind of stone that is,” said Ambrose confidently. “C’mon, let’s get some cereal.” He led Yarrow and his sister past the collection of rocks and through a doorway. Gaia switched off the strange purple lights as they exited the rock room and entered another room flooded with natural daylight.

This room was filled with plants. Vines and ferns of various types hung in baskets from the ceiling. Potted plants, some covered in colorful blossoms, stood in regular pots, while others sprouted from cut-off milk jugs and even from old tins that used to hold soup, canned vegetables and fruit, or olive oil. Yarrow could tell all this because many cans still had at least partial labels on their sides.

She noticed a door leading out onto a small, enclosed greenhouse. Through the window, she could see a slatted wooden bench covered in a miniature forest of bonsai trees in various ceramic containers. Yarrow gazed at them. Some were decorated with one or two rocks, carefully placed near the single tree in each dish. Moss grew around the rocks, adding to the impression that each container held a miniature landscape. Four of these even had little stone paths with tiny bridges and temples placed on the moss near the small, pruned trees. Juniper had explained to Yarrow that when trees were displayed in scenes like these, they were called penjing. Because of their charming displays, she thought that these were much more attractive trees than the one that the police had taken from Grandma’s house. She wondered again why they had wanted it.

Then Yarrow noticed grow lights hanging from the ceiling above her head, as well as a maze of rubber tubing, a length of which continued into the greenhouse area, winding around the space. She assumed the tubes supplied water to the plants. As she gazed more closely around the room, Yarrow suddenly became aware of an elderly man with white hair, dozing in a chair in a back corner with a large potted begonia in his lap.

“That’s Grandpa,” said Gaia, gesturing towards the man.

Yarrow looked at the sleeping fellow. His white hair was rather long; he looked quite a bit older than her grandma. He wore round glasses that tilted sideways and looked like they might fall off his rather large, angular nose at any moment. He was dressed in well-worn khaki slacks and an old beige sweater, but compared to his grandkids, he was well-dressed.

Gaia put her finger to her lips, then she reached out and grasped Yarrow’s hand and led her past the man and out of the plant room into a cheery kitchen.

“Our Grandma Goldy had a flower shop at the beach. She specialized in bonsai trees, but she grew lots of other plants, too. I hope those cops don’t come and try to take our bonsais, too. It’s weird that’s what they were after. Ambrose and I take care of them now that she’s gone. Grandpa said we can sell them when we’re older,” said Gaia, closing a door between the kitchen and the plant room so they would not wake her grandfather.

Like many cottages and homes in the area, this kitchen had both a wood stove and another, more modern one. The large white-and-green enameled wood cookstove sat by the back wall between two doors. Along the kitchen’s exterior wall was a long red counter with cupboards above. The cupboards were painted bright yellow, but Yarrow noticed that they were chipped and slightly grimy. There was a sink in the middle of the red counter, filled with dirty dishes; the window above it was open to let flies come and go as they pleased. Several flies sat in a circle on a dirty plate on top of the stack as though they were holding a meeting. On the opposite side of the room was a shorter, matching red counter, framed by an electric stove at one end and a fridge at the other. In the middle of the room was a vintage chrome and Formica table with four matching red padded chairs.

“My grandma loved plants, too,” said Yarrow, sitting down on one of the chairs. “She didn’t have a store. Instead, she made gardens for her customers. She liked to show me her designs. She would draw them on graph paper and color them in. Sometimes she worked on them while I was playing.”

Ambrose set out three bowls, then brought some corn flakes and milk to the table.

“Thanks,” said Yarrow, helping herself to some cereal. She was famished.

The kids ate their cereal without much conversation; they were all enjoying their breakfast. Just as they were finishing, Grandpa walked into the room. He looked normal to Yarrow, even though her new friends seemed to believe he was unwell.

“Hi,” he said to Yarrow, noticing her right away.

“Hello,” said Yarrow.

“Have you met Olga?”

‘Sort of,” answered Yarrow.

“Long ago, Olga was married to, oh, what was his name? Drat, I hate that I can’t remember. Ambrose, did I tell you that story? The one where Olga ran away?”

“Yes, Grandpa, but that was a different Olga. That was in the Old Country, remember?”

“Oh, yes. The Old Country. We lived in Budapest, Magyar—or Hungary as they call it here. Oh, but then Olga and Peter—Peter was his name—they ran away.” Grandpa’s face looked suddenly sad. “Those despicable Nazis and the Hungarians who sided with them. Olga and Peter were gone. We didn’t know where they were, for ever so long. We thought they were dead. We thought they went into the ovens. Then the SS took my parents and me. They murdered my mother and father. I almost got gassed myself, but I made it,” Grandpa pointed at his chest, as though it still surprised him that he had survived.

Then he continued, “So many were lost in the Holocaust. But then, after the war, Olga eventually found me; she had been living here with Peter, but she had changed her name. Later, when I escaped during the Revolution, they sponsored my move to Canada. Olga loved dancing. That’s why, when I saw a bear who was being made to dance, and she was also named Olga, I knew I had to rescue her. I had to set her free.”

Gaia added, “Olga was our grandmother’s name, but she went by Goldy; she thought it suited her better. She was blond like you when she was young.” Gaia looked sad. “I really miss her.”

“Wait, how is he your grandpa if your grandma was his sister?” asked Yarrow, looking confused.

“You’re smart,” said Ambrose. “He’s actually our great-uncle, but since we don’t have a grandfather, we just call him Grandpa. We always have.”

“It’s more convenient,” added Gaia. “You know, it’s just easier to say than great-uncle all the time.”

“And what about your actual grandpa?” asked Yarrow.

“A long time ago, he fell through the ice and drowned. We never met him,” said Ambrose.

“Yeah, our mom was only a kid when that happened,” Gaia added.

“Where is your mom now? And your dad?” Yarrow was curious.

“They died in a plane crash. Mom was a bush pilot, and our dad was a surveyor, so they often flew places together for their work. One day, they crashed and were never found. That was when we were little. I was only two, and Gaia was a baby. After that, we lived with Grandma and Grandpa, as we call him.” Ambrose looked a little sad.

“Yup, and now Grandma is dead, and Grandpa lives in the past. We’re not very lucky people,” said Gaia, also looking a bit forlorn.

“I guess I’m not lucky either...” added Yarrow.

“Well, you’re lucky we found you,” said Gaia, smiling at her new friend.

“Yes,” said Yarrow, feeling some comfort in these words.

While the kids talked, Grandpa had been munching on his own bowl of cereal, seemingly oblivious to their conversation. He now lifted the bowl to his lips and slurped the last bit into his mouth. Then he wiped his chin with a handkerchief that he pulled from his pocket. The way he did this reminded Yarrow of her grandmother and of her cloth hanky; she had never seen anyone else use one.

“Look,” she said, and she pulled the handkerchief from her pocket. She carefully placed it on the kitchen table and unwrapped the delicate embroidered fabric to display the broken twig. Before them was a short strip of wood with bark on one side; at one end, fine, tangled roots were attached, while at the other end were two short, twisted branches with a tuft of soft needles. The blood on the cloth had turned from red to brown, and Yarrow wondered if the others would even know it was blood.

Grandfather looked from the branch to Yarrow’s face. Something seemed to register in his watery blue eyes. “May I?” he asked, reaching towards the handkerchief.

“Yes,” said Yarrow.

Grandpa pulled the cloth towards himself. “Ah, that’s blood... and this...” he added, pointing his long, bony finger at the twig, “this is from the bonsai. Who are you, girl? Where did you get this?” Suddenly, his voice sounded harsh.

Yarrow gulped. “It was in my grandmother’s hand when she died,” Yarrow sputtered. Then, between sobs, she told the old man what she had witnessed the day before.

“Sounds like the SS,” said Grandpa, adding, “No, that was long ago. These are newer enemies, yet the same breed. This handkerchief matches mine. It is the same. It is a sign. What was your grandmother’s name?”

Yarrow gulped and wiped her eyes, “Uh, her name was June; I mean Juniper, Juniper Belaz. Do you know her?”

Grandfather gazed at her and slowly nodded, saying, “Yes, Juniper... my little Junebug. She was... Well, she was my wife. That was long ago. We were so happy for many years. I don’t know what happened. I guess we fell out. She said I was obsessed with the damn tree and its mystery and that it was dangerous. She was right, of course. I mean, look, it killed their parents.”

Grandpa glanced towards Gaia and Ambrose and hung his head in shame. The fact that Juniper had been attacked the night before did not really seem to register with him. Grandpa was still mostly stuck in the past, it would seem.

“What do you mean it killed our parents?” Ambrose sounded alarmed.
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Chapter Three
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Grandpa raised his head and looked at the children, “I’ve told you about that. Haven’t I? Oh, no, Goldy said not to talk about it... What can I say?” Grandpa looked confused.

“It’s okay, Grandpa. We just forgot. Please tell us again; we love your stories. Remember, Grandma said we are old enough to know now.” Ambrose knew how to cajole the old man, and he was very curious about what his grandpa had just claimed. This was a story that, in fact, he and Gaia had not heard before.

“Okay, okay!” Grandpa smiled as though he were about to embark on telling them a familiar tale, forgetting all about his promise to his sister not to talk about the deaths of her daughter and son-in-law. “You know how Rosa and Eddy were always looking for the lost island?”

“That’s our mom and dad,” Gaia whispered to Yarrow, but Yarrow couldn’t stop thinking about the fact that the old man had once been married to her grandma. She wondered, did that make him her real grandfather?

“Well,” Grandpa continued, “they had checked most of the area they were researching, according to the map. You know, the one that I made from figuring out the information we got from those people in Nova Scotia?”

Yarrow could tell that Ambrose and Gaia had no idea what he was talking about, but also that Ambrose, especially, wanted their grandpa to keep talking and not get sidetracked or recall that he was sharing something he wasn’t supposed to be telling them.

Ambrose nodded at Grandpa encouragingly, and gently kicked his sister under the table, making a face at her that she knew meant that she wasn’t to interrupt even if she had questions. Gaia grimaced at her brother but said nothing. She also knew Grandpa could easily get sidetracked and lose his train of thought.

The old man continued, “They had been checking the remaining quadrants that summer; it was a culmination of so much planning and work. Rosa had learned to be a pilot, and Eddy had trained to be a surveyor. For a while, I even wondered if the treasure might be the same one that others were famously looking for on Oak Island in Nova Scotia. After all, the TOL was supposed to be a map to a special island. But finally, I made sense of it all, which is when, with Juniper’s help, we made the map that I gave your parents. That was the paper map. We still had the original map, which was the TOL.”

The kids were a bit confused by this. Now there were two maps. One on paper and another one he called the TOL. Before they could ask him about this, and not wanting to interrupt him anyway, grandfather continued, “It was when I first saw the star map overlay that I realized that Manitoulin Island corresponded with a star at the point of the swan’s right wrist.” Grandpa saw the confused looks on their faces. “Not only humans have wrists. Wrists are also where a bird’s wing appears to bend. The star map is a map of constellations in the night sky, and the swan that I’m talking about is the constellation known as Cygnus or the Swan.”

Grandpa noticed the children were not following; they all looked befuddled.

“Listen,” he said, “you must imagine that you’re on the earth exactly where the treasure is located, looking up at the night sky. The star above you marks that spot. Got it?”

The kids nodded.

“The stars are not stationary; they move, so you can use them to navigate if you also know where they will be at a certain time. Long ago, that was how sailors navigated. Several years ago, a woman, her name was Betty... I can’t recall her last name; she figured out the implications of a map that she found in an old manuscript. It was a star map from the 1790s, and it showed a circle around 31 Omicron, Cygni  in the constellation Cygnus, the Swan. When that map was made, 31 was directly above Oak Island. She believed it confirmed that there might be treasure located there. When I saw the map, it struck me that another star in the constellation, Gienah, was directly above Manitoulin Island, and Gienah corresponded to where there was a notch in our special bonsai tree. Of course, the tricky part was being able to imagine the TOL as a swan. That’s when it all made sense to me. I realized that the tree’s three main branches were its wings and tail, and the trunk of the tree was the bird’s neck, and its head was diving into the pot.

“Oh, so the bonsai tree that Grandma Juniper called the Tree of Life is what you call the TOL. That means the tree that the policemen stole is actually a treasure map!” exclaimed Yarrow, looking intrigued.

“Yes!” replied Grandpa, adding, “Many people are still looking for treasure on Oak Island, but they have never found anything very valuable. Over the years, they have found a lot of things that seem to indicate that perhaps there is, or maybe was, something there. But what if that treasure was moved to Manitoulin Island? If my guess is correct, that move took place a very long time ago; way back in the 1700s, when, according to astronomy, both maps must have been made.”

“That’s really interesting, Grandpa, but please tell us the part about mom and dad,” encouraged Ambrose, leaning towards the old man encouragingly. The boy was fascinated by the idea of maps and treasure, but more importantly, he wanted to know why his parents had died.

“Just getting back to that. Let’s see, oh yes, so it goes back to my parents...” Ambrose rolled his eyes; he wanted to hear about his own mother and father, but he knew he would have to be patient and let Grandpa ramble on.

“My father had an inquiring mind, and he owned a large, popular café in Budapest, which all the artists and intellectuals frequented, so he was quite well known. One day, I think it was when I was seven years old, someone came to him and gave him a small tree, which he called the Tree of Life, for safekeeping. This very nervous man said it was a map, or at least a key to where a map was, which would lead to a special island where something very valuable was hidden. This was a dangerous time. It was during the Second World War. You have heard of Hitler, no?”

The siblings both nodded. Grandpa had often spoken about living through the war. Yarrow had heard of World War II as well, but she didn’t know very much about that time, so she just glanced down. Grandfather carried on.

“The man said Hitler very much wanted this extremely unique, rare map. He thought that finding the treasure on the island would make him even more powerful. So my father, he entrusted the TOL to my sister and her friend Peter. Your grandmother Goldy was only fourteen years old at the time, and Peter was just fifteen. I’m sure he was torn about sending them away, but at that time, a Jew getting out of Europe was also a good thing, and because of the TOL, the kids were arranged passage by someone that my father confided in. They were sent to Canada. My father, he didn’t tell anyone about his involvement in their sudden disappearance. Not even Peter’s poor parents knew what happened to their child. Even I didn’t know until after the war when my sister finally located me. By then, my parents were dead like many of Peter’s family. Anyway, that’s another story.”

The kids were all relieved that Grandpa wasn’t getting sidetracked again.

“Let’s continue,” he said. “So Peter and Goldy came to Canada, and they were refugees. Eventually, they learned English, went back to school, got married, and they survived. Most importantly, they kept their secret safe. That was their real task. Then later they had a daughter, and they called her Rosa after our mother, and that was your own mother.” Grandpa gazed kindly towards Ambrose and Gaia

“Then, in 1956, during the Hungarian Revolution, Peter and my sister finally helped me to escape from Hungary. They sponsored me, and I came to this country. I was very happy to see them again. Of course, I was very shocked when I learned that my father had directed them to leave the old country to hide from the Nazis a strange map tree. By the time I arrived in Ontario, Goldy and Peter weren’t so interested in what had brought them to Canada. Or maybe, by then, they had thought about it so much, and hadn’t figured out anything, that they were just bored with that aspect. But not me. When I heard the story of the strange bonsai tree, known as the Tree of Life, which was also supposedly a map, I became so very curious.”

“I would have been curious, too,” said Gaia.

“It must have been confusing to be told that the tree was a map before you figured out it looked like a swan and was meant to resemble the constellation,” added Ambrose.

“It really was,” said Grandpa. “It was just a gnarled old bonsai tree, in a rather plain pot. At first, I even suggested to my sister that we should cut it in half to see if something was hidden inside, but Goldy and Peter told me they were told to never damage it and to try to maintain its shape. All we knew was that it was very important to maintain its appearance for some reason. That was a clue for me in recognizing its shape. It might have been a little old tree, but it held a very ancient secret. Do you kids know that bonsai trees are shaped over time with wires and by careful trimming?”

All three children nodded. Gaia and Ambrose thought it was odd that Grandpa would even ask them that, as Goldy had shown them how to work with her large collection of bonsais since they were little. But, of course, Grandpa’s memory was spotty.

Yarrow said, “I sometimes helped my grandma take care of her bonsai tree when she needed to trim the roots and stuff.”

Then Grandpa continued, “It was after I saw Betty’s map that I realized that the TOL, with its branches all twisted like tightly spun rope, had been artfully shaped and trimmed over many years to look rather like it could be a swan diving into the pot. The trunk was about as thick as my wrist, and the branches splayed out to about a foot wide. This wasn’t something tiny and easy to hide. I’m not saying it was huge, but just think, Goldy and Peter were just young kids, not much older than you, Ambrose. They had to run away from everyone they knew and loved, travel across the ocean, and somehow survive in a new country where they couldn’t even speak the language.
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“And most importantly, they had to always prioritize keeping the bonsai safe. That was a huge responsibility. They told me the TOL hadn’t changed much since they got it, except occasionally it lost or grew a few needles here or there. If I hadn’t known it was supposed to be a map, I never would have made sense of it. But like I said, when I found out about Betty’s work, I figured it out. Remember, before they left Budapest, Goldy and Peter had been told that this was the Tree of Life itself and to guard it with their lives. They were also told that it was a map to a most special island. It all fits together. Gienah, the name of the star pointing to Manitoulin Island, means Paradise of Heaven, or the oneness of God,  and Manitoulin Island is home to the Great Spirit, according to the Native people who live around here. What could be a more special place?”

“Wow, that’s so cool; now, please tell us about what happened to our parents,” said Ambrose.

“As I mentioned before, people have been searching for buried treasure on Oak Island off the coast of Nova Scotia for a very long time. They keep digging and finding clues, but they have not found any treasure yet. When we saw Betty’s map of the star overlay, June drew us a copy; she was a good artist, and she marked the spot of the star over Manitoulin Island. I’ll go get it and show you. That will make what I’m saying easier for you to understand.” Grandpa left the room and soon returned with a folded piece of paper. He unfolded it and spread it out on the table.

The kids crowded around to examine it. Now they could really understand what Grandpa had been trying to explain.

“This shows the constellation of Cygnus the Swan superimposed over North America. Do you see the star with the dot in the middle? That’s Gienah, the one over Manitoulin Island,” said Grandpa. 

The kids nodded. Gaia wanted to ask Grandpa more about the Oak Island Mystery. She thought she could spot the star Grandpa called 31 above Oak Island because she saw Nova Scotia and Grandpa had said it was near there. Gaia knew Ambrose would get frustrated if Grandpa went off on another tangent so, she decided to try to remember to ask him about it later.

“What happened next, Grandpa?” asked Ambrose.

The old man wiped his thin white hair from his high forehead and continued, “Unfortunately, by this time, Juniper was already getting a bit tired of my fascination with these things. She said I was obsessed with the tree, and she was getting distressed by how much it had taken over our lives. And then, when Betty, the woman who made the map, died under mysterious circumstances, June began to get nervous. After all, the Nazis had wanted our tree. Maybe it was still dangerous to have around, but we were getting so close, and I couldn’t give up. It felt like this quest was what genuinely gave me purpose in my life.”

Grandpa sounded upset, and Gaia went over to him and patted his back. Then he went on, “Meanwhile, Goldy’s daughter, Rosa, had become as obsessed as I was, and Goldy didn’t mind so much. You know, the Tree of Life had defined so much of her life, and she still wanted to understand what it all meant. After all, she was the one who had left everyone behind in Budapest and come to Canada when she was so young, just to save that little tree. Later, plants became her life’s work, like they were June’s. Early on, Goldy decided to study all about bonsai trees in order to care for the TOL, and they became her specialty. She would know what to do with this piece of the tree.”

He picked up the blood-stained handkerchief with the twig on it and suddenly began to weep. “What have they done to the Tree of Life? What have they done?” It seemed that Grandpa had suddenly recalled what Yarrow had told him about the policemen stealing the TOL and that he was now fully back in the present, integrating what was happening now with what had happened long ago.

“We know what to do, Grandpa,” said Gaia. “Grandma showed us. We just need to put it in a pot with some dirt. We can save this piece of it; don’t worry.”

“Then do it now. We must do it right now!” Grandpa suddenly sounded upset and agitated.

Yarrow followed as Gaia gently took the small branch into the next room. Ambrose quickly found a small clay pot and placed some potting material in it. Together, the siblings carefully tucked the root into the loosely packed dirt and gently watered the little twig. Then they stepped out into the greenhouse and put the pot on the bench, among the charming penjing tree displays, where it could now enjoy sunlight and fresh air. Several windows were open to let a breeze flow through the glassed-in space. Then the trio headed back to the kitchen, where Grandpa now sat looking almost serene.

“Okay, Grandpa, we took care of the branch from the Tree of Life, now please tell us the part of the story where our parents are killed.” Ambrose really wanted to learn more about his mom and dad.

Grandpa looked at the children and brushed the grey Formica table with his hand. “Gaia, can you get me some coffee, sweetheart?”

Gaia got back up from the table and poured a cup from the pot on the counter. “Hey, Ambrose and Yarrow, do you want some hot chocolate?” she asked, filling a kettle and setting it on the stove as the other children replied enthusiastically. Then Gaia handed Grandpa his coffee and said, “Now, please tell us about our mom and dad.”

“Well, it was a long time ago now; you both were very little, not much more than toddlers. Your dad had been surveying out on Manitoulin Island, and he found a little tree that looked remarkably like the TOL. Now, you have to understand, we had also been looking for that type of exotic juniper forever. We believed that if we could identify the species, we would have more clues as to the TOL’s origins. Let me take a step back. I first met June through Goldy as they were both attending a bonsai class.”

Ambrose sighed loudly. Grandpa had once again segued from what the lad was waiting patiently to hear.

“Goldy had become passionate about learning as much as she could about caring for bonsais. She and Junie both loved plants. When she agreed to marry me, Goldy and Peter and I decided to tell June about the Tree of Life, and that was around the time she started going by Juniper, instead of June, which was her given name. Juniper was already interested in the art of bonsai, but now she became much more serious about the subject, as well as Asian gardening in general. She eventually became a landscape designer. Anyway, when Rosa and Eddy returned home with a little specimen that looked remarkably like the Tree of Life, we thought we were getting close to getting some answers to our mystery.”

Grandpa’s eyes sparkled with excitement. He continued, “We all wanted to know if anyone had ever identified that particular species of tree before, as Juniper and Goldy had not been able to find a record of it. Now that we had another sample, besides the TOL, which we couldn’t risk showing to anyone, Juniper was determined to take it to someone at the university to see if they could help identify it.”

Grandpa looked at Yarrow, and something suddenly seemed to click in his mind. Something that all the kids had already figured out. “Oooh,” he said, peering at her closely with a sudden clarity, “you must be Ava’s daughter? Is Ava your mother?”

Yarrow nodded. Her mother’s name was Ava Belaz, and her father’s name was Jack Walker; her own last name was Belaz-Walker. “Are you my grandfather?” she asked.

“Yes, I believe I am. Nice to meet you, Yarrow. My name is Sandor Belaz, but you may call me Grandpa.”

They looked at each other for a long moment, and then Grandpa, Yarrow’s very own real grandfather, continued, “That makes you three second cousins because Ava and Rosa were first cousins.”

The kids grinned at each other, and then Grandpa recalled what he was talking about before he made the connection and continued, “Okay, so when Eddy brought home that little tree that he found out on Manitoulin, Junie got so excited. She was sure it was the same species of tree as the TOL. And even though she had been telling us to move on and stop searching, once she saw the specimen that Eddy found, she became as curious about it as the rest of us. She just had to take it to the University of Toronto’s Botany Department to see if someone there could identify it. That’s when all the real trouble began. She would have never risked doing that with the Tree of Life from the old country, but she thought that taking the tree that Eddy found on the island would be different. Well, at first it seemed like no big deal. She left the tree, and I call it a tree and not a sapling because, even though it was small, like our special bonsai, it also seemed to be very old. Anyway, as I was saying, she left it with a plant science guy, and she swore she didn’t tell him that it came from Manitoulin Island, just somewhere up in northern Ontario. The fellow said he would get back to her.

“Then, about a week later, two men showed up here asking all sorts of questions about whether we still had an old bonsai tree that had been brought over from Hungary during the war. At first, we denied knowing about it; finally, Goldy said it was true that she had brought it, but it had not survived the journey. The men were very angry, and then Rosa said something about Eddy finding a wild tree that looked similar. We were all very nervous, and the men became even nastier, especially when we didn’t tell them the exact location where the wild tree was. All Eddy said was that he had been surveying up north by plane and found it in a remote location; he told them he left it where it was. That’s when one of them called their boss. Soon after that, he pulled out a pistol and forced Eddy and Rosa to fly them to the place where he had found it. Sadly, we’re not sure what happened next; all we know is that they never returned, so we figure that they must have crashed. Perhaps they took the men to the spot where they found the tree, but the men couldn’t find another sample, and somehow Rosa and Eddy died, or perhaps they were killed. Or maybe they all perished in an accident. We even speculated that Rosa might have intentionally ditched the plane to prevent the men from learning of the location where they found the tree—although that seems like an extreme solution to the problem. Your parents knew these trees were very important, even though we didn’t know why. I hope she didn’t do that, but we may never know.”

Grandpa wrung his hands and stared out the kitchen window with a stricken look on his face. Moments later, when he had collected his thoughts, he continued, “I honestly can’t imagine either of them choosing to die when they loved you both so much and had so much to live for, but Juniper wasn’t so sure. She thought Rosa was as obsessed as I was and would do anything for that damn tree! I just don’t know, and we’ll probably never know. The weather wasn’t great that day. Anyway, your parents never returned, and June never forgave me or herself. She had wanted us to all forget about this quest, so most of all, she regretted not following that decision herself and taking the wild tree to the university. She really regretted that none of us had even considered just giving the men the TOL. She blamed herself for your parents’ deaths; she blamed me as well. I told her to blame the evil people who had pulled the gun on us, but that wasn’t enough for her. Not long afterward, she moved out, and that was the last time I saw her. She made sure that my daughter stayed away, too. I never even knew Ava had you, Yarrow.”

The kettle’s whistle had begun screeching, so Gaia got up from the table. She seemed to be in a bit of a daze. She turned off the stove and emptied three packets of cocoa mix into three mugs. Then she poured the hot water into the mugs, stirred them, added some milk, and brought them to the table. The smell of chocolate wafted up to the children’s noses, and it was comforting. Hard little marshmallows floated on top of the chocolate, bobbing around like bits of white driftwood.

“Thank you,” said Yarrow, wrapping her hands around her cup, which had a picture of a bear on it. She glanced over at Ambrose and noticed that he looked stunned. She could only imagine what he was thinking. Her cousins’ parents may have died protecting the location where they found a tree. How was that even possible? It made no sense. But then Juniper had also died trying to grab and save the Tree of Life. What was so important about these trees?

Then Yarrow looked over at Gaia, who was sipping her chocolate with a very serious expression on her face. She is so confident, Yarrow thought, noting that her cousin was only a year older than she was. Yarrow realized that she needed to be more like Gaia. She might have to learn to use the stove now, too, and do other things for herself, seeing that she might be an orphan as well, at least for a while. She felt sad, and then it occurred to her that even though her grandmother was gone and she wasn’t sure where her parents were, or when she might see them again, she had miraculously found these three people now seated with her around this table. They were her family, too. She suddenly wondered if Grandma Juniper had wanted her to find them; hadn’t she and Berry pretty much told her how to find that lovely old playhouse? Maybe they had done so to make sure that Yarrow would go there if something bad ever happened, and something terrible had happened.

Grandpa drank some of his coffee. “Shouldn’t you kids be in school?” he asked.

“No, Grandpa, it’s summer, remember? It doesn’t start for another week.”

Something was still bothering Yarrow, so she turned to Grandpa and asked, “Why did my grandma have the tree at her house if she didn’t want to be involved? Why was the Tree of Life there?”

“She kept it with her to protect those two.” Grandpa nodded at the siblings. “She felt so terrible about what happened to Rosa and Eddy and, of course, for Ambrose and Gaia. She didn’t want Goldy and the kids to be in any more danger. Ava had already left home for university, so Juniper insisted that she should be the one taking the risk; she also decided she wanted to live alone. I believe she thought that if I wasn’t around it, I might forget about it. She made me move out soon after your parents disappeared.” Grandpa looked at the siblings sadly. “I moved into a flat in Owen Sound for a few months, and then Goldy asked me to come and live here with her and you two.” He nodded towards the siblings and then added, “It seems Juniper was safe with the TOL for many years, but now those men have tracked it down. Someone must have said something to someone. We don’t even know who those guys are or who they work for. But I bet your bottom dollar that they’re not real police officers, or if they are, they’re dishonest and on the take. Wait, what did you say happened to June?”

The kids could see that the news of Juniper’s murder had just clicked in his brain like a final puzzle piece snapping into place, which for some reason he had been able to suppress until this moment.

Yarrow felt a sinking feeling in her stomach. What if the person who had talked was one of my parents? Perhaps that is why they are missing, too, she thought.

Instead of saying what she was thinking, she looked up at her grandfather. “She was attacked by those policemen and knocked to the floor. She hit her head, and there was blood everywhere, and they stole the tree. She’s dead! That’s why I ran away!” She stood up and leaned towards Sandor, almost shouting at the old man. How could it have taken him so long to understand?

Grandpa Sandor’s face grew ashen, and his hands started to tremble; the news finally, fully sank in. This was worse than just the tree being stolen. Grandpa looked devastated. Tears spilled from his blue eyes and over his high cheekbones. He started to sob in great racking waves of grief. The children did not really know what to say or do. They had never seen a grown man cry before.

Yarrow wished that she hadn’t yelled. Now she felt terrible. Gaia and Ambrose went over to Sandor and wrapped their arms around him. They could only imagine how horrified he must be to learn that his ex-wife was dead, murdered perhaps by the very same men that had caused the deaths of their own parents. The siblings were used to the idea of their mom and dad being dead, but now, knowing the whole story—and that the bad guys were still out there—made Ambrose and Gaia more afraid than sad.

“Sorry, Grandpa,” said Gaia.

Yarrow felt very sad, too, but she didn’t know what to say to the old man; it now seemed obvious that he had loved Juniper very much. If only her mom were here to comfort them both. After a couple of minutes, Grandpa stopped weeping. He wiped his eyes and blew his nose with his handkerchief.

“Well,” said Ambrose, trying to sound hopeful, “now, we know our family has a quest. That’s something cool!”

“But we might also be in danger,” added Gaia, looking wide-eyed.

“Why? They have the real Tree of Life now. What more do they need? Isn’t that what they were after?” said Ambrose.

“I don’t know. Didn’t they want to know where Dad found that other one growing? What if Mom crashed the plane before those guys ever found out? Maybe she killed them in the crash, too! And now, maybe some of their gang member friends have found out about us, and they want revenge?” Gaia’s voice was almost a whisper, as though she thought that perhaps someone was listening.

“I agree. They wanted the TOL, and now they might also want to know what our family knows about it,” added Yarrow. She may have just turned nine, but she was smart, and she understood almost everything Grandpa had explained to them. More than anyone else in the room, she knew exactly how dangerous those men could be. All she had to do was think of Juniper to see her sprawled body on the kitchen floor with blood everywhere. So she tried not to think about her.

“Grandpa, can we see the map you gave our parents?” asked Ambrose.

“And can you tell us where our dad found the tree that June took to the university?” added Gaia.

Grandpa nodded; he stood up and gestured for them to follow him. They walked through the plant room filled with the moist, fragrant aroma of bright blossoms. The effect was cheering, and they all paused and took a deep breath before entering the front room with all the rocks. The strange light was off, so now none of the rocks were glowing. The room was dimly lit by sunlight filtering through the front window’s heavy drapes. The air in this room smelled like stone, metal, and dust. Yarrow noticed overflowing bookcases along a back wall, and tucked among the rocks, she spied pieces of wood, shells, feathers, bones, and antlers. She had not noticed these details earlier when she was mesmerized by the glimmering of the rocks.

“How come they’re not glowing anymore?” Yarrow asked.

“That happens when we have the black light turned on, but we don’t need it now. Would you like me to turn it back on?” asked Grandpa as he poked among a pile of small boulders on a long table, apparently looking for a particular rock. Yarrow shook her head as he was busy, even though she had liked how much more interesting the room looked earlier. Grandpa Sandor began to roll several roundish grey stones around, finally chose one, and smiled. It was a nondescript specimen as far as the kids could tell, but he knew better. Grandpa then reached for a small pickaxe from a pile of tools. After clearing a spot on a bench around the chosen stone, he carefully hit it with the axe. The stone broke in half easily; it hadn’t been a real stone after all. Inside was a folded piece of paper, which the old man picked up and handed to Ambrose.

“This is for when you’re older,” he said, looking him in the eye and placing his hand on the boy’s shoulder.

“Yes, Grandpa,” replied Ambrose, tucking the paper in the back pocket of his jeans.

Grandfather looked around the room, “I have some work to do...” he stated. Then he shuffled away and began moving various rocks around in what appeared to the kids to be a rather random way. He looked like he may have already forgotten about their conversation around the kitchen table, and maybe that was a good thing. At least he wasn’t crying any longer.
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Chapter Four
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The children made their way back to the kitchen, and Ambrose pulled the paper from his pocket.

“I’m older than I was a moment ago,” he said, smiling. Then he unfolded it and placed it on the table. It was about ten inches square. They could see a detailed drawing of Manitoulin Island, complete with elevation levels and even water depths depicted on it. Just past an inlet north of the port town of Baymouth, on the southwest shore, was a little lake, and in the middle of the lake was a tiny island, and on that island was an X. There was nothing else marked on the map to tell them what the X stood for. Was the X the place where Eddy had found the tree resembling the TOL? Or was the X the place the TOL—the original tree map—pointed to? They had no way of knowing unless they went there.

“So, what now?” asked Gaia.

“Obviously, we have to go to this spot,” answered Ambrose.

“To that little eye-shaped lake with the island in it,” said Gaia, smiling. Then she added, “There’s no point in waiting around here until we’re older to figure this out; meanwhile, the bad guys may get there first.”

“Yes,” said Yarrow. “And I want to go, too.”

“Good,” said Gaia, putting her arm around the smaller child’s shoulders, “But how? How do we get there?”

“We could take the ferry at Tobermory to Manitoulin Island,” said Ambrose. “That will get us to Baymouth. We have to find a way to get there. I think it’s like fifty kilometers at least from here to the end of the peninsula where Tobermory is. We’ll need some money to buy tickets, and we’ll need to bring some supplies.”

“What do you think we’ll find there, Ambrose? Do you think Mom and Dad might be there?” Gaia said wistfully. She could not remember either of her parents, and that wasn’t fair—especially since Ambrose thought he could, though she knew he wasn’t really sure.

“Do you want to find their bodies?” Ambrose sounded appalled.

Gaia looked surprised. “No, I just thought, like, what if they’re there waiting for us? That would be the best treasure ever!”

“They’re dead, Gaia.” Ambrose was taken off guard by his sister’s words.

“How do we know for sure? A crash site was never found. Maybe they are there on that island waiting to be rescued...”

Ambrose couldn’t deny that the idea was appealing. What if she was right? What if they had been there the whole time? Wouldn’t this spot, where the X was, be the logical place for them to wait for a rescue? He knew it might be a silly idea, but then again, maybe they didn’t crash. Maybe they were being held captive?? Now that he knew about the real circumstances of their parents’ disappearance, he wouldn’t believe anything he had been told before. There were too many things he hadn’t understood, so why not have hope that their parents were still alive? It didn’t seem any more ridiculous than anything else that he had learned that morning.

“What should we do about Grandpa Sandor?” asked Yarrow.

“Yeah, that’s a good question. “Isn’t it weird that he’s your real grandfather? How does it feel, Yarrow? I think it’s cool that we’re cousins. Hey, Cuz!” Ambrose punched her shoulder lightly as he spoke.

“Hi, Cuz,” Yarrow replied, smiling. “It makes me happy!” she added. “Otherwise, I’d be all alone.”

“I think if we go, we should bring Grandpa along,” said Gaia, adding, “We will be able to do so much more if we have a grown-up with us. People won’t wonder what we’re doing on our own. They’ll mind their own business, and we can pretty much get Grandpa to do what we want. He’s not that hard to take care of... Plus, maybe he can drive, and that would make getting to the ferry a lot easier.”

“Grandpa hasn’t driven for almost a year, but maybe you’re right, though. We’ll also need a boat when we get to Manitoulin Island. It doesn’t look like there are any roads to that lake we’re headed to, but if we could go up the coast in a boat, we could go into this inlet, and then it wouldn’t be far to hike,” said Ambrose, tracing a line on the map.

“What if we took Grandpa’s old boat instead?” said Gaia. “I know he sold it to Berry’s ex-husband a long time ago, but I think he’s away right now. Didn’t they both go out to Alberta for a wedding or something?”

Yarrow found it strange to hear Gaia talk about her grandmother’s old friend. They all lived so near to each other, why hadn’t they met years before? It didn’t seem fair. But she knew why. Their whole family had been torn apart when her cousin’s parents had died. She was just glad they had finally met, even though the circumstances were unfortunate to say the least.

“I guess if we’re going to ask Grandpa to drive his truck, we might as well just ask him to drive his boat instead, or as well, because he’ll still need to drive to the dock. He says he knows these waters like the back of his hand,” said Ambrose. “I bet he could get us to that inlet.”

Yarrow liked the idea of Grandpa being with them. Even if he had demons, or whatever it was called, she already cared about him, and she felt safer having an adult nearby.

Ambrose nodded. “Okay, now we must convince him that he can do this and that he wants to. The best way would be to tell him we’re going somewhere he might want to go, so then he’ll be motivated. I know, let’s tell him we’re going to visit your mom, Yarrow. I think he would love to see his daughter, Ava, again, and that will motivate him.”

Yarrow felt slightly sick; she really did want to see her mom, and now she would have to pretend they were going to visit her when they really weren’t.

“Okay,” she said despite her queasiness, adding, “That’s a good idea.”

The kids were back in the kitchen discussing their plans when they heard a noise at the open kitchen window. Suddenly, Irving jumped through it and narrowly avoided landing on the stack of dirty dishes.

“Hi, Irving.” Yarrow picked up the lanky critter and snuggled him to her chest. “Are you hungry?”

Gaia started poking around in a cupboard under the red counter and finally reappeared with several tins of cat food. “I knew we had these somewhere. Remember when we took care of Alice’s cat, Ambrose? These were left behind. Alice is a friend of mine from school.” Then she asked her cousin, “What grade are you in, Yarrow?”

“I’ll be starting grade four. What about you?” asked Yarrow.

“I’m entering fifth, and Ambrose will be in grade seven. Both our birthdays are in May.”

“I don’t like school,” said Ambrose.

“Why?” asked Yarrow, scooping some cat food from the can that Gaia had opened into a bowl that Ambrose handed her. Irving purred loudly. He was obviously very happy with his decision to come inside.

Ambrose answered Yarrow, “Because the kids are snobby. They don’t know that we have to do everything for ourselves. We can’t go buy new clothes or get fancy haircuts, so they pick on us. Anyway, I don’t really care. They can go jump in a lake. Let’s not talk about school. Hey, who wants some spaghetti?” Ambrose asked, changing the subject. “I can make some now for lunch, and then we can eat it later, too.”

Gaia added, “We usually make enough food for several meals. It saves us work.”

“Does your, I mean our, Grandpa cook?” Yarrow asked.

“No, he would burn the house down. Remember, he forgets things, and that means turning off the stove,” said Gaia.

“He seemed okay earlier,” said Yarrow.

“That’s because he was remembering things from long ago, but say, if you give him coffee and then fifteen minutes later ask him if he wants coffee, he’ll completely forget that he just had a cup,” Gaia replied.

“How do you guys buy groceries and stuff, since Grandpa doesn’t drive anymore?” asked Yarrow, sitting down at the vintage chrome table while watching Ambrose put some water in a large pot and then place it on the stove.

Gaia tucked a loose strand of hair behind one ear and answered, “Grandma arranged it all with Berry. We tell her what we need, and she takes money from the bank account and has it ready for us. We pick up our groceries at the little house where we found you. She made sure that she got us enough supplies to last while she’s gone.”

“Yeah, she worries about us a lot,” said Ambrose.

“I bet she told Juniper about how you guys were doing. Maybe my grandmother was keeping an eye on you through Berry,” said Yarrow insightfully.

Gaia and Ambrose joined Yarrow at the table.

“Do you think your grandmother planned to help us if Grandpa got too sick?” asked Ambrose.

“I bet she did,” said Yarrow, nodding.

“Well, now that won’t happen,” said Gaia, sighing through her lips to make a soft motorboat-like sound of resignation.

“Well, if my mom and dad are alive, they will help you,” said Yarrow, trying to sound reassuring.

“That would be nice,” said Gaia, “I hope they’re alive...”

“Me, too,” said Yarrow meekly. She felt sad again.

“Well, cousin, you have us now,” said Ambrose in a consoling tone.

The kids were silent for a bit, and then Yarrow asked, “What does Olga eat?”

“She finds most of her own food. There are lots of fish and berries around, but we give her snacks. She wanders off sometimes, but she always comes back. She’ll hibernate under the house during the winter. We don’t have to worry about her. She does like to watch TV though, so later we’ll let her in. It’s Sunday and we watch The Simpsons; do you watch that?”

Yarrow nodded. She had watched The Simpsons with her dad, but her grandmother mostly watched nature shows. She was now looking forward to watching TV with a bear, even if the idea was also slightly scary.

“Where is your TV?” asked Yarrow, realizing she hadn’t seen one.

“It’s in Grandma’s room. C’mon, Yarrow, I’ll show you the rest of the house.” Gaia led Yarrow through one of the doors in the kitchen, leaving Ambrose to make lunch by himself. They went down a short hallway with a staircase on one side. “There’s a toilet under the stairs,” said Gaia, pointing to a door. “The other big bathroom is off the kitchen.”

Across the hall from the small bathroom was a door that led into a bedroom. The walls in this room had pretty striped wallpaper with little yellow roses embellishing it. The curtains matched, as did the quilted bedspread.

“This was Grandma’s room. She loved yellow and roses, and especially yellow roses. We watch TV here. You can sleep in here if you like.” Yarrow was happy that she was being invited to stay, and the room looked welcoming and comfortable.

The girls walked farther down the hall. “This door,” Gaia indicated a door across from the staircase landing, “is for Grandpa’s room.” The door was closed, and they didn’t look inside.

Next, they headed up the staircase, emerging onto a wide hall with a sloped ceiling.

“Ambrose’s room is there, and mine is this one.”

Gaia led Yarrow into a room with a window that looked out over a side yard and the woods beyond. Lace curtains fluttered in the breeze. The bed under the window was unmade, and near the rumpled, careworn patchwork quilt, which had been tossed to the side, were several well-loved teddy bears. A doll lay by the pillow. Gaia’s sheets were pink, and the walls were painted a pale lavender. Nearby, under the sloped ceiling, was a low bookshelf filled with books. Some spilled onto the floor, which was also scattered with papers. A dresser was against the wall next to the door. Several of its drawers were partially open and jumbled clothing hung from them.   

“I’m rather messy,” said Gaia, “and I know I’m a bit old to play with dolls, but I still like having them around...” she added shyly.

“Me, too,” replied Yarrow, wanting to sit on the bed with the teddy bears and play as though she was just there to visit a new friend and terrible things hadn’t just happened to turn her whole life upside down.

“Do you want to see Ambrose’s room?” asked Gaia, adding, “I’m not really supposed to go in there. He might get annoyed with me.”

Yarrow wasn’t sure what to answer. She could tell that Gaia wanted to show her, but she didn’t want Gaia to get into trouble. Luckily, just then Ambrose appeared in the doorway.

“I’m waiting for the noodles to cook. Yarrow, wanna come see my room?”

The girls followed him out of the room and past the landing. His room was much like Gaia’s, with matching sloping ceilings and a single window between them. The walls were painted a light blue, and he had tacked up a few photos as well as a poster with birds on it. There were also three drawings of birds, which Ambrose proudly said he had made himself. “This one’s a blue jay, that’s a crow, of course, and that’s a snowy owl.”

Yarrow was impressed; she thought they were quite well done. A wooden desk sat under the window, its white blinds pulled up. Yarrow could see the driveway through his window and some birch and maple trees beyond. Ambrose’s bed, neatly made, fit under one of the sloping walls. Across from his bed was a low bookshelf like the one in Gaia’s room; it was also filled with books, but none were lying on the floor. Yarrow noted that Ambrose’s room was a lot tidier than his sister’s. The only toys she could see were some Lego bricks in a small blue crate. There was a baseball bat tucked in the corner by the desk. Ambrose also had a small dresser near the door that matched his sister’s, but unlike in her room, these drawers were closed. Yarrow had finished her tour, so the kids went back downstairs. Grandpa was in the kitchen washing dishes.

“Ah, he remembered,” said Ambrose happily. “We don’t like doing dishes. We always tell, uh, I mean remind Grandpa that they are his job. I usually cook, Gaia sweeps and tidies things up, and he’s supposed to do the dishes. Sometimes he does them, and sometimes he forgets for a few days, but eventually he’ll get to them. He says he used to always do them when he was married; that’s what he told us. Anyway, what was his wife—your grandma—like, Yarrow?”

Yarrow wasn’t sure at first how to answer, then she said, “Well, she was really nice. Sometimes we would eat dessert before our supper. Our favorite was her homemade sorbets; she would make them from fresh strawberries or peaches, and she would sometimes bake fruit cobblers. She also made cookies, but her favorite desserts were always made with fresh fruit. She lives, I mean lived...” Yarrow gulped, and she felt tears flooding her eyes. She brushed them away. She could cry later, she told herself. Then, rather stoically, she continued, “Her house was called Moonbeam Cottage. It’s not as big as this house, and it’s nearer to the village.”

Yarrow knew the house was named for the large moonbeam hostas that Grandma had planted years before, not for the moon itself, but she liked to think they were connected to the moonlight and to the prayer her mom and dad had recited with her every night before she went to sleep.

“Sunshine, starlight, moonbeam, too, guide our hearts and spirits true, bless our lives and all we do. Goodnight, sweet dreams, and I love you.”

When she was home, her parents always said the “I love you” part in unison, wrapping themselves together in a family hug with lots of kisses. Yarrow missed their nightly ritual when she was staying with Grandma. She always recited the prayer to herself before she fell asleep, and she tried to imagine her parents were there, hugging her.

Even though Yarrow missed her mom and dad when she was with Grandma, she enjoyed staying at the cottage with Juniper. Her parents both worked, so if she wasn’t with her grandmother, she would be in the store all day or at day camp, and she hadn’t wanted to do that for the whole summer. Yarrow liked being around other kids, but not all the time. She liked having time to sleep in if she wanted to, wandering around outside when she felt like it, and not having to pay attention to other people constantly. She enjoyed spending endless hours lost in her own imagination, playing in the garden or down by the creek, or reading books. She had learned to read in kindergarten, and now she could read chapter books. She liked the simple way the days slipped by in the countryside. Even though she could read to herself, Grandma would often read to her in the afternoon as well as in the evening, and they had just finished the second book in The Chronicles of Prydain series by Lloyd Alexander.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
Book Ong

The Holg in the Livia Tree

Maria Taglor

The Radianceg Chronicles





OEBPS/d2d_images/image001.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image002.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image000.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image003.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/image004.png
‘Gretchen Sturgeon (8 1924) (Ojibwe) + soldier ~ Gyula + Rosafo Beaz (Shoah, Hungarion Jews)

4 o PR —

Sturgeon (1940} + SandorBee (81535 O "Gy ” Bl (31929) & Peter oy

Ik Walker + Ava sl (81951 s Loy 1957+ €ty Wetlond 1953)
oda 1 f & aniaen

Al the kid call ander Grandoa and Gretchen Grear.Grondmother.
other characers:
Tashi Zangmo.
Shannon Grove + Susan Lavender Grove and son - Adam Grove.
Lo Chung, Davghter ~Lia Chung, son - Arthur Chung
Ian Petofsy, son - Victor Petrolsky + Katrina etrosky, son - van (Navi) Petrolsky.

i

Cassera Twindle - Grome/Badger + Banle oy - Gromegroundhog
Zazar zam ~ ragon/saamander
Otum Kwando - Ei/pat
ister Tumple - Fairy/Mouse
Jenda Bellow—YeiPolr Bear
Aldra Obla- €5

ka2~ Dragon





