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  To my in-laws: 
I couldn't have married into a better family. Thanks for letting this city girl pretend to be a country girl once in a while!
-Sheree
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  Introduction


[image: image-placeholder]
My name is Afton. Afton King. I love my name because it came from my great grandmother on my Dad’s side. Do you know what else I love? Flowers. Flowers and plants of all kinds. I’m going to be a botanist someday and own my own greenhouse. It will have a special laboratory in the back for research.  
I have two brothers and a sister. Tyson is my twin, born just a few minutes before me. We are seven. He loves to joke and make people laugh. He wants to be a firefighter when he grows up, but I think he should go for standup comedy. John’s my older brother. He likes math, science, and experiments. He helps me with my botany reading occasionally. Alyvia is the baby, and at almost two, she’s as cute as they come, but also a walking tornado. John co-invented Robo Ren with my dad. He’s a robot that helps out around the house.
Mom and Dad are photographers; Mom does families and community events, while Dad focuses mostly on nature. Dad is also an engineer, but he says that’s just his ‘day job’ - whatever that means.
I would say we are your typical family: loud, fun, busy, and sometimes a little crazy. We may not be royalty, but to us, family is most important. That’s why John, Tyson, Alyvia and I will forever cherish and claim the title of the King Kids.






  
  Chapter 1


“Over the river and through the woods…” The whole family is loaded into the van singing loudly, and in Dad’s case, a little off-key. This is our fourth time singing this song. Not just because we’re excited to be on our way to Grandma and Grandpa’s house, but because after two hours in the car, Alyvia is getting fussy in her car seat. It may be because we had to wake her up to leave. She likes sleeping longer in the morning than the rest of us. Our singing is distracting her from crying. Luckily, we are almost there. 
Mom is sitting in the front with two pies on her lap. Dad had offered to arrange them carefully on the floor when we loaded up, but Mom didn't want to risk it.
“…to grandmother’s house we go!” The song finishes, and Alyvia seems content for now, sucking on her fist. Whew! I’m not sure how many more times we could have sung it. Hopefully, it’s not stuck in our heads for the entire weekend.
“Just a reminder,” Dad says. “When we are on the farm, you are welcome to play and explore, but don’t go near the canal bank, tractors, or big animals without permission.” He looks at us in the rearview mirror sternly.
Mom looks over her shoulder and adds, “And make sure you stay close enough that if we call you, you can hear us. And play nice with all the cousins. Everyone is going to be really excited. Oh! And don’t touch Nathan's wheelchair without talking to his mom or dad first. Those things are expensive! Did we cover everything?” Mom turns and asks Dad, as she adjusts her grip on the pie pans.
“I think so,” Dad says.
We get a similar talk every time we come to the farm. Accidents can happen on farms and they just want to make sure we are safe. 
“Are we there yet?” Tyson asks.
“Yep, go ahead and get out of the car,” Dad says. 
“Uh…” Tyson says, looking around. We’re on a frontage road in between fields filled with cows and horses- no houses in sight.
“I’m kidding. You’ll know when we’re there. About fifteen more minutes,” he says.
“Can you tell us a farm story?” Tyson asks.
“Another? Sure. Okay,” he holds the steering wheel with one hand and rubs his chin with the other. “Did I tell you about the time I got stung by a wasp on the top of my head?”
“No,” Tyson and I say. 
“Yes,” John said. “But tell it again. It’s a good one!”
“I was hooking a piece of equipment to a tractor and I didn’t see that wasps had built a nest on top of it. As soon as I moved the equipment, they started swarming me. I was stomping them with my boots and hitting them with my hat. It was terrifying. Then my mom, your Grandma, called me from the house. I turned and yelled, ‘What?’ at the same time, putting my hat back on my head. What I didn’t know was that there was a wasp in the hat. I’ve had wasp stings before and since, but that one was by far the most painful.” 
[image: image-placeholder]
Tyson laughs, then stops suddenly. “Do we need to watch for wasps?”
“Not during this time of year,” Mom answers. “Snakes and wasps are a summer problem.”
“Oh, good!” Tyson says, with a big exhale.
“We’re here!” I say, pointing down the road at Grandma and Grandpa’s red brick house. I crane my neck to get a better look and see that the Christmas lights are already hanging on the house. We pull into the driveway and are greeted by Grandpa’s dog, who tries to jump into the van as soon as the door is open.
“Woah there, big guy,” Dad says, grabbing him by the collar and pulling him out. I get out next and the dog jumps up and licks my face. It’s probably a good thing we got a puppy sitter for Daffodil, our King Charles Spaniel. She would be terrified of these big farm animals.
“Pete, that’s no way to greet our guests!” I look up and see Grandma coming down the front steps of the house. At the sound of her voice, Pete gets down and runs to Grandma’s side. I walk over to stand by Tyson who just got out of the car and Grandma comes and wraps the two of us in a big hug before moving on to give John a hug. 
“I’m so glad you’re here!” Grandma says, taking Alyvia from Mom and tickling her. “Grandpa’s in the shop working on a tractor, but you all come in and warm up!” Everyone but Dad follows her toward the house. He turns to the van to start unloading suitcases. We’re only staying two nights, but with six of us it makes for a lot of luggage. 
“Mmmmmm…” Alyvia says, pointing to the field by the house. The field is filled with brown and black cows. The cattle are all grouped together in the corner, helping each other stay warm in the brisk morning air. A few curious ones have wandered over to the fence to watch us. 
[image: image-placeholder]
“That’s right, Alyvia!” I say, stepping toward her and Grandma. I rub Alyvia on the back and look at Grandma. “She’s been practicing her animal sounds. My favorite is… Alyvia, what does an elephant say?” Alyvia makes a buzzing sound with her lips and moves her arm in front of her face like an elephant trunk. We laugh and continue toward the house. My eyes are drawn to grandma's flower bed in the front of the house.
"You still have chrysanthemums!" I gasp, walking over to admire her purple button flowers.
“I was pleasantly surprised, too,” she replies. “It’s been a warmer fall and we haven’t had a deep freeze yet, so there are a few blooms still hanging on!” I breathe in the flower’s scent before walking onto the front porch.






  
  Chapter 2


When we walk into the house, the air smells of cinnamon, sugar, and nutmeg. Mom isn’t the only one that’s been busy baking!  
“Apple Pie!” I say, taking a deep breath.
“Oh yes, there’s a blueberry pie as well. Your dad’s favorite. Let’s see. Tomorrow morning I’ll do the turkey and stuffing. You have aunts and uncles bringing candied yams, dinner rolls, and salads when they come tomorrow…”
“And I have a pumpkin pie and a pecan pie to add!” Mom says.
“Sounds like a great Thanksgiving dinner!” Tyson says, running and jumping onto a bar stool. He puts one leg on the seat and strikes a hero pose before settling into the chair. 
We all turn to look as the front door opens. Dad walks in trying to hold the door open with his foot and walk through sideways with all the suitcases. John jumps up and grabs the door. “Oh man, I could really use Robo Ren’s help right now,” Dad says. 
“That would’ve been fun to have him come,” John says, holding the door open so Dad can fit himself and all the bags through. “I miss him already. 
“He is more than welcome!” Grandma says.
“There wasn’t room in the car,” John explains. “And even if there had been, he would’ve struggled to move around with everyone here. He’s better off at his charging station at home.”
“I suppose so,” Grandma says. “Speaking of help, I was wondering if you three could help me out.” She points to me and my brothers and then motions us over to the counter. She’s standing on the kitchen side and we each take a seat on one of the bar stools.
[image: image-placeholder]
“I was taking a walk a few weeks ago - my usual walk down the frontage road - when I came across a big ol’ turkey. He didn’t seem too scary, but I’ve heard stories of aggressive turkeys. I crossed over to the other side of the road and wouldn’t you know - that turkey followed me! I kept walking, thinking he’d lose interest. That turkey followed me for the entire mile loop. When I got home it tried to follow me into the house so I shooed him like this.” Grandma shows us how she waved her hands at it. “Later that day, when I left to go to the store, the turkey was still sitting on the front porch. And again, at night when I went out to feed Pete and put him in his kennel - the turkey was still there. I took a picture and reached out to neighbors and the community social media pages but no one claimed him, so we just let him stay! He follows me and Grandpa around while we do our chores. The rest of the time, he just wanders around the farm. Anyway, we haven’t seen him in a few days
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