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Chapter One

No More Squirrels

When I get off Bus 21 in front of Granite City Elementary School, the first thing I don’t see is the oak tree. The giant oak tree with branches that spread out like big arms ready to give the world a hug. The only tree in front of Granite City Elementary School.

The oak tree was where the squirrels always chased each other up and down the trunk. I know, because I saw it happen every day of first grade. Because the oak tree was right outside the room that used to be my first grade classroom.

Except, now it’s not. And no tree means no trunk for squirrels to chase each other up and down. So, the first mystery of second grade is: where did that oak tree go? I’m going to have to talk to the principal about that.
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The first thing I do see when I get off Bus 21 is not a thing. It’s a who. And that who is my best friend, Cousin Cora. She’s my cousin because her mother is Aunt Darian, and Aunt Darian is my mother’s sister.

It’s fun having a cousin who is the same age and in the same grade. Today is our first day of second grade, and we got lucky again this year—we’re both in Room 2-C. Mom says that at school I should call “Cousin Cora” just plain “Cora,” because they might decide that cousins don’t belong in the same class. I don’t think there’s a law or anything, but maybe it’s a school rule.
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My name is Lucinda Marie Watkins, but I’m only ever called Lucy, so I guess it doesn’t matter what Cousin Cora—plain Cora—calls me.

Plain Cora is waiting for me by the door. Except Plain Cora isn’t very plain. She’s very pink. Cora is very pink every day. Pink skirt. Pink backpack. Pink shoes. Pink hair thingy. I’m used to it.
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I’m not pink at all. My favorite color is brown, because lots of good things are brown. Like caramel and chocolate. If you think about it, brown is a pretty delicious color.

And not only is brown delicious, it’s interesting. Like brown worms that wiggle sideways to move forward. Who else can do that? Not me. I tried.

And mud pots are brown. We saw them at Yellowstone National Park last summer, boiling and bubbling right in the ground.

And tree bark is brown. And it hides a zillion little crawly things.

Except on trees that aren’t there anymore.

“What happened to the oak tree?” I ask Cora.

“What oak tree?”

“The one that had the squirrels living in it last year.”

“Oh, that one.” Cora’s shoulders go up to her ears, which makes her look like a turtle. “I don’t pay attention to trees or squirrels.”
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