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			THINGS ARE A lot simpler in fairy tales. I mean, when you read about some girl going around covered in ashes who gets treated way worse than her stepsisters, it’s pretty clear somebody should get that girl some help.

			Then again, who knows what she thought when she woke up every morning? Maybe she thought, Well, things could be better, but they could be a lot worse, too. (Trust me, they could—and in lots of fairy tales they are. If you’ve ever read the original versions, you know they get gruesome fast.) Maybe she was glad her stepmother was bugging her stepsisters instead of her about what they wore or why they didn’t go out and find someone rich to marry. Maybe she was okay with doing her own thing.

			You get used to what’s normal for you. You might think it’s not that big a deal when Mom doesn’t bring food home, because at least the cupboards aren’t as bare as Old Mother Hubbard’s. It doesn’t really matter if she doesn’t pay a bill and the lights in your apartment don’t work for a couple of days, because nobody had electricity in any of those stories, and they got by. And if your mom doesn’t come home when she’s supposed to, well, she probably didn’t get turned into a swan or fall asleep for a hundred years. She’s probably just really late. Again.

			
			But even in our everyday world, someone could be keeping an eye out, watching to see if you need some help. If you do need help, and if you’re lucky, you get a fairy godperson. Ms. Davis is mine. She’s very good at her job.

			I don’t remember when I first met Ms. Davis—years and years ago. She works for a community program that helps families get through their problems and find support when they need it. Sometimes, when things are going pretty well, I don’t see her much. But this wasn’t really one of those times.

			When my mom told me I had to go stay with relatives I don’t even know, I called Ms. Davis. I keep one of her business cards by the phone, and another with my important stuff, so I always know how to reach her.

			As soon as I heard her voice, I felt calmer. She suggested we get together the next day and talk, and I agreed.

			When I got out of school, she was waiting in her old blue Toyota, right where she said she’d be. I ran over, and when she got out and gave me one of her big squeezy hugs, I knew things would be okay.

			She let go of me and opened the trunk so I could put my backpack inside while we walked. “Shall we go to the track?”

			
			“Sure,” I said. Ms. Davis’s doctor says it’s a good idea for her to get some exercise. But she gets bored doing laps on her own, and I don’t mind walking with her while we talk. This way, we help each other get things done.

			I stayed quiet while we walked down the street to the track, filled up our water bottles, and put our sunscreen on. I didn’t really know what to say.

			Nobody who saw us would think we were working on fairy-godperson stuff. There weren’t any carriages or pumpkins or princesses—just the springy brown rubber track, marked off in walking lanes and running lanes, with a few rows of empty bleachers and a chain-link fence. But when I looked at Ms. Davis, I didn’t just see her hot pink walking shoes and her black braids and her dark brown skin and her look that said, You called me—remember? I saw someone who knows how to make things better. Even if I’ve never seen her with a magic wand.

			But she can only help me if I tell her what’s going on. She has a lot to say about those fairy godpeople in stories who decide what’s best for other people before talking it out. She says that’s no way to behave, wand or no wand.

			I took a deep breath and looked at my sneakers. “I don’t want to live with people I don’t know. I want to stay here with my mom.”

			“I can understand that,” Ms. Davis said. “Change isn’t easy for me, either. But when you gathered your courage last week, you told your mom you wished she’d stop waiting around for things to get better and start working on her addiction. Is that still what you want?”

			
			Ms. Davis believes in calling things what they are. You don’t fix things by pretending they’re something else. She let the question hang in the air between us as we followed the curve in the track.

			“Yeah. But I could help her,” I said at last. “I know she has to work on her problems. But who’s going to look out for her if I’m not around?”

			“That sounds like an important question to ask her,” Ms. Davis said. “But let me ask you this: If your mom says she’s found a program with people she trusts, people who can help her work on those problems, only she needs to be able to give it her full attention, what would you say?”

			I gulped down some water. “I wouldn’t distract her,” I said quietly. “I know how to take care of myself. It would be like I wasn’t even here.”

			Ms. Davis gave me a long look.

			I could see my own face reflected in the mirrors of her sunglasses: two tiny white faces under a lot of red hair, looking scared and sad.
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			“And would that be fair to you?”

			
			I wanted to say yes. But Ms. Davis says you shouldn’t say the first thing that comes into your head without thinking about it. That’s definitely true for fairy tales, too. That’s how people start out with wishes and end up with sausages stuck to their noses. (Look it up, if you don’t believe me.)

			“This isn’t how my wish was supposed to work.” My voice felt as small and as scared as my reflection.

			“You and those stories.” Ms. Davis shook her head and sighed. “Fiona, we’ve talked about this. It takes more than wishing to make things better.”

			My voice got louder. I hated that I couldn’t stop it. “I told her I wished she’d do what moms are supposed to! I didn’t tell her to send me away!” I rubbed my sleeve over my eyes. If I’d just kept quiet, none of this would have happened. A mean little voice in my head said, If you were really my fairy godmother, you would have made my wish turn out right. But I kept my lips tight together and didn’t let that voice out. I know wishes aren’t that simple.

			Ms. Davis stopped walking. She turned and put her hands on my shoulders. “Take a breath, Fiona. I need you to listen to me,” she said quietly. “This situation is not your fault. You didn’t cause your mom’s addiction, and you can’t control it, any more than you could any other disease. Right?”

			I was crying now, too hard to answer, so I just nodded. She got her pocket tissues out and handed me one. Fairy godmothers are always prepared.

			And they have a lot to say, even when you don’t really want to hear it. “Breathe with me for a moment.” Her voice was calm.

			
			I did, crushing the soggy tissue into a ball. We stood there and just breathed until I could look up and listen again.

			Ms. Davis nodded, satisfied. “I’m so proud of you, Fiona. You told your mom what you needed to tell her. I hear you. This next step on the journey isn’t what you hoped for. But everybody’s got their own job to do. Yours was to tell her what you were holding inside you—where you want that journey to end up. Now hers is to figure out the best way to get herself there. You don’t get to decide that for her. And when she asks you for some help, I’d like you to stop and consider whether that’s help you’re willing to give.”

			“Of course I can help her!” I said. “That’s what I’ve been telling you!”

			Ms. Davis raised her eyebrow above her sunglasses. “Even if the help she asks for—the help she says she needs right now to make things better for both of you—is to give her some space while she’s at this program?”

			We walked a whole lap in silence while I thought about that.

			“I still want to help her,” I said finally.

			She smiled at me and squeezed my shoulder. “I’m glad to hear it. You know how hard it is to ask for help. I hope you’re proud of her for asking.”

			I nodded. Just because she was right didn’t mean I had to be happy about it.

			
			“Are you ready to give her the help she asked for, instead of the help you’d like to give?”

			“I guess so.”

			We walked in silence for a while, until we passed the bleachers again.

			Then Ms. Davis gave me one of her special fairy-godmother looks, the kind that can see all the way through you. Fairy godpeople have to be able to do that, or how are they going to figure out what you wish for in your most secret of hearts? “This is a lot to be dealing with, Fiona. How are you feeling about it?”

			I took a deep, slow breath, all the way in, and then let it all the way out. “Pretty mad, I guess. But I’m ready to focus on the positive now.” There’s no point trying to hide anything from a really good fairy godmother like Ms. Davis. But I’ve learned I can change the subject sometimes.

			Ms. Davis nodded very slowly, like she knew exactly what I was doing but had decided to let me get away with it, for now. “One positive I see is that your mom is ready to get some help. She needs some new tools, and it will be much easier for her to focus on what she’s learning if she knows you’re safe with family. I do wish this part was easier on you, though. What positives do you see?”

			I held up a finger. “One: the relatives I’ll be staying with definitely need some help.”

			Ms. Davis’s eyebrows went up. “And you know this how?”

			“Because I read the email Great-Aunt Alta sent Mom,” I said. “Yeah, she said I could stay with them. ‘Anything for Robert’s grandchild’ was how she put it. That’s me. But then it was all doom this and gloom that, and oh, by the way, they’re probably going to lose their bakery and move, but not until fall, so whatever.”

			
			Ms. Davis lowered her sunglasses and gave me a look over the top. “When did reading other people’s emails without their permission become okay?”

			“When my mom decided to send me away to live with people like that,” I shot back, folding my arms. Then I stopped myself and took another deep breath. I was focusing on the positive, after all. “Anyway, it proved they have a lot of problems.”

			“And this is a positive because…?” Ms. Davis waited, still looking me right in the eye.

			I put my chin up. “How am I going to learn to help people the way you do unless they have problems? I know you think I’m too young, and I should just enjoy myself. But I can’t. Not when I’m going to stay with people I don’t even know. If Mom has to concentrate on learning her stuff, fine. I’ll focus on learning mine, too. It’s the perfect time to start my fairy-godperson training. What else is there for me to do there? Wait around for my happily-ever-after, like I’m some princess?”

			Ms. Davis opened her mouth, all ready to argue, like she does every time I bring up anything about fairy godpeople. She always says that’s not her job at all; her job is helping people make their own lives better, and that takes work, not wishes. I’ve tried to explain that sometimes hard work isn’t enough—people need magic. You can’t fix a curse like my mom’s with stuff like deep breaths. But that’s one area where we just don’t agree.

			
			Then Ms. Davis stopped herself and took a minute to think. She looked at me hard, like she was seeing me with her magic as well as with her eyes. “Maybe it is the right time for you to start learning a few things,” she said slowly. “Fairy-godmother training, huh?”

			I shook my head. I’d thought this all through a long time ago. “I might need to help people who are older than I am, so why would I call myself their mother? That’s just weird. I’m going to be a fairy godperson.”

			Ms. Davis gave that some thought. “And what kind of training did you have in mind?”

			“You know—how to help people focus on the positive, and figure out what they wish for, and speak up about it. And how to make it happen, without getting all discouraged.” I hesitated. “How to grant wishes, too. But I guess that part comes later.”

			Ms. Davis nodded, still thinking. “I suppose I could send you some lessons. But if you truly want to learn to help people, you’re going to have to put the work in and pay attention to what’s really going on. A helper—or a fairy godperson, for that matter—who barges forward without paying attention is worse than no help at all.”

			
			I grinned and hugged her. “Deal.” Ms. Davis doesn’t mess around when it comes to important stuff. She sets her expectations high, so you’d better start working to meet them. But I knew I could do it. I had to, or who was going to help my mom? I’d let her try it her way first, because that was the help she asked me for. And then I’d come home, ready to really help her.

			“Good,” Ms. Davis said, sliding her sunglasses back up in place and starting to walk again. “I’ll send your first lesson in an email before you leave. When you get there and get settled, you can write and tell me how things are going. Now, back to this world for a moment. I’d like to hear more about how you’re getting there, and if there are any other things we should talk about, like what to pack, or what might help you feel more comfortable there.”
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			We did three more laps while I answered all her questions and talked through the things she wanted to talk about, like who my temporary fairy godperson was going to be for the summer. He’s not my official helper, just a friend of hers with the same training she has. But she said that I could call him, the same way I could call or email her, if I wanted or needed to.

			“How are you doing with all this now?” Ms. Davis asked.

			I shrugged. I didn’t really want to think about any of it. Not about packing up my stuff or leaving our apartment behind. Not about hugging my mom goodbye. “I’m excited about my training,” I said finally. I knew she’d just wait until I answered. “It feels weird to be excited when I’m still mad and worried and sad.”

			“Feelings are complicated,” Ms. Davis said. “But it’s good to see any positives and have the fun you can, even when other parts are hard. I’ve got my own mixed-up feelings, you know. I’m glad your mom is getting some help. But I’m going to miss seeing you this summer. You know how to reach me anytime.”

			“I know,” I told her as we rounded the curve again. Ms. Davis helps lots of kids, not just me. And my relatives live an hour away. But she always answers my emails and returns my messages as soon as she can, and if I ever need her, she finds a way to help. It’s what she does.

			And now I was finally going to learn to do it, too.

		

	
		
		
			
			Dear Fiona,

				I’m guessing you might be feeling a little unsure about things, settling into a new place with your relatives for the summer. I want you to know I’m proud of you for helping your mom, even if it’s not the way you wanted to. Even if it is a little scary. And I’m glad you spoke up and told me how I could help you this summer. You’re right—this is important stuff to learn.

				Sometimes people think that helpers like me have all the power—that we’re born with a magic wand or something. That’s not true. Any magic we have, we have to learn, and that learning takes work.

				So here’s your first lesson.

			

			FAIRY-GODPERSON TRAINING: LESSON 1

			
					
					Find someone who seems unhappy.

				

					
					Observe what’s really going on.

				

					
					Encourage them to make one small change.

				

			

			
				You’ll notice that this isn’t about fixing everything for them. If you do that, how are they going to learn how to make things better for themselves the next time something goes wrong? We live in the real world here. Stuff happens, and we can’t stop it. All we can do is to try and help each other make things better.

				
				It isn’t about jumping in before you really understand what’s going on, either. Helping people takes time and effort. Sometimes the parts that are hard for them aren’t the parts we expect, and sometimes their goals aren’t what we’d pick for them. Remember, we only get to live our own lives, not theirs.

				Take your time with this lesson—don’t just rush through it. You might even decide to try it with more than one person, if the opportunity presents itself. And since I’m your teacher here, let me know how it’s going and what you’re learning. I want to hear about what works well and what could be better next time. After all, you can learn just as much from your mistakes as you can from your successes.

				Let me know how you’re doing, too. And say hi to Mr. Rivera for me. He’s a good friend, and he has a lot of experience helping people, too. I’m glad he’ll be there for you.

				Sincerely,

				Nia Davis
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			IT WAS DARK the night my mom took me to my relatives’ creepy old house, in some town called Cold Hope. It was way darker than our city ever gets. I couldn’t see much. Maybe my eyes were too full to see anything anyway.

			I don’t remember coming up the path through the overgrown garden or knocking on the big black front door. All I remember is clutching my mom’s hand, tight in mine, like I was a little kid again.

			It hadn’t felt real on the drive. Sometimes magic waits until the last minute to save people in stories. But when the front door opened and we went inside, my heart started pounding so hard I couldn’t pay attention to anything else. Mom was talking to some people—my relatives, I guess. But I couldn’t focus on her words. It was too much. I couldn’t do this.

			I flung my arms around her and buried my face. I felt her squeeze my shoulders for a moment. When I looked up, there were tears running down her face, too. But she took my hand and pulled me gently along as we walked around the house.

			
			It felt like everything was roaring and swirling around me, like I was stuck in a tornado halfway to Oz. Someone kept talking and talking, pointing stuff out, but I couldn’t listen. Mom tried to ask me something, but I couldn’t answer. I felt like I couldn’t even breathe. She squeezed my hand.

			When we got back to where we started, Mom said something—and then we were outside, and I could breathe again. We could go home.

			But she knelt down and pulled me close. “I love you, sweetie,” she whispered, her arms around me. “More than anything. You know that, right?”

			And I knew we weren’t going home. I nodded. I wanted to beg her to take me with her. But I was crying too hard to get the words out. I knew this was goodbye. All I could do was hug her harder.

			Until she pulled away and left, disappearing into the night. Like someone whose curse had caught up with her.

			

			—

			I woke up in a bed I didn’t recognize, in a small white room with a sloped ceiling. I sat right up, heart pounding. Something rang, like a bell, somewhere nearby. I jumped out of bed and then stopped. No one was yelling or breaking anything or crying.

			
			It’s not going to be easy, Ms. Davis said in my memory. But I know you can do this, Fiona.

			Slowly, I sat down on the bed as the sound faded away. I didn’t want this to be real. But there was my backpack, and there were my boxes, with everything I might need. The blankets were scratchy under my fingers but warm, and the room was clean.

			The light through the small window looked gray and dim. It was early, I thought. Really early. But I didn’t want to stay in bed, trying to fall back asleep. Not when I could feel my mind going around and around like a hamster wheel.

			Just take it one step at a time, Ms. Davis advised in my mind.

			I took a deep breath, got up, and opened the box I’d decorated. There was my first-day outfit, packed right on top, with my hairbrush and everything else I needed to get ready. Get dressed….Wash my face….Brush my hair….Fill up my backpack with what I might need for the day. I felt my heart calm a little more with every step I checked off my list.

			Then I read through Lesson 1 once more. I’d printed it out and kept it safe, along with the money Mom had given me in case I needed something this summer, and her email address, and Ms. Davis’s business card, and Mr. Rivera’s phone number.

			
			Right. Fairy godpeople did not wait around in attics wondering what to do. They got to work. I put on my backpack and went downstairs to figure out where things were and find my relatives.

			The kitchen was plain and kind of worn. But it was clean. Gray light came in through the window over the sink. A frying pan swung slowly back and forth on the pot rack overhead.

			Great-Aunt Alta, my mom’s aunt, was standing by the sink. She was tall and thin, with pale skin and white hair and fierce dark eyes. Her long black dress made me think of wicked witches. But you can’t tell that kind of thing about a person just by looking. “Welcome, Robert’s grandchild,” she said.

			“My name’s Fiona,” I told her, trying to smile.

			She didn’t bother to smile back.

			My stomach wobbled. Ms. Davis was wrong—I couldn’t do this. Then I remembered the first part of Lesson 1: Find someone who seems unhappy. Great-Aunt Alta did look like someone who could use a fairy godperson, even if she turned out to be a wicked witch. After all, there are just as many witches as princesses in fairy tales, and who looks out for them? I hadn’t really thought about it before, but it seemed like they just got forgotten about. No wonder they met bad ends.

			An old guy with wild white hair appeared in the doorway: Great-Uncle Timothy. He was Great-Aunt Alta’s brother and my mom’s uncle. He was tall and thin, too, but he didn’t look wicked, just sad. Like a king whose kingdom was having hard times. He tried to smile, I think, but it didn’t really work. Maybe he’d forgotten how? I’d never read a fairy tale about a king with a fairy godperson. But a lot of them were written back in the days when people only helped princesses, and stuff like that was not fair. It doesn’t mean we shouldn’t be fair now that we know better. Great-Uncle Timothy definitely looked like he could use some help.

			
			Aunt Becky followed him in. She was Great-Aunt Alta’s daughter and Great-Uncle Timothy’s niece and Mom’s cousin. She said I could call her my aunt instead of my first cousin once removed, because that was kind of a mouthful. She was around Mom’s age, but she looked tired and kind of faded, too, like a princess whose fairy godmother never turned up to help her. She looked like she never expected anything good to happen again, and like having me there wasn’t going to change that.

			I decided right away that I would prove her wrong. Because I’m not some princess who’s going to wait around for help. I’m a fairy-godperson-in-training. I make my own help.

			“Yogurt is all that remains,” Great-Aunt Alta said. She sounded like she was telling a ghost story or talking about the end of the world. She’d fit right in with the Goth kids at school, if she wasn’t an old lady. She scooped some plain yogurt into a bowl and put it down on the table.

			
			But I wasn’t here for her doom and gloom, and I wasn’t going to eat plain yogurt, either. When we talked through it all, Mom and Ms. Davis had gone over Great-Aunt Alta’s house rules and explained things very clearly: My relatives had agreed to provide what I needed, and I didn’t have to act like a guest in their house. I could help myself when I got hungry, the same way I did at home, within reason. (Meaning no dessert for breakfast or anything like that.)

			I knew how to dress up my yogurt without turning it into dessert, no problem. I opened the fridge, found a jar of blackberry jam, and mixed some into my yogurt. Much better. “Thanks,” I told Great-Aunt Alta.

			“The jam will not last,” she said sadly, watching me.

			“Well, yeah—someone needs to eat it or it’ll get moldy and go to waste,” I told her. “Then you have to buy more.” I didn’t expect to have to help her with that kind of stuff. That’s just basic. “How’s your morning going?”

			She didn’t answer right away, just stared out the kitchen window. “Life is filled with suffering,” she said at last.

			I swallowed a spoonful of yogurt. That was a bigger problem than I wanted to tackle today. But all I had to do was find one small thing that might help. “Do you want some jam in your yogurt?”

			She just shook her head, like jam wouldn’t make any difference at all.

			Then I noticed something. Great-Aunt Alta’s face looked calm and sad, but her fingers were tapping something out on the counter. Something really complicated. “Do you know Morse code?” I asked her.

			
			She looked down at her hands and stopped. “No.”

			“Do you want to learn it? So you can become a spy or something?” I didn’t know if people could become spies when they were as old as she was. I’d have to do some research and find out.

			“No.” Great-Aunt Alta trailed out of the kitchen, putting an end to that conversation.

			It was annoying, but there wasn’t any point in chasing after her and demanding that she tell me how to help. So I reminded myself I had the whole summer and let it go. For now.

			Besides, I had other people to help.

			Somewhere in the house a clock started bonging. “We’re going to the bakery,” Aunt Becky said softly, rinsing out her yogurt bowl. “We’ll be back later.”

			Right. In her email, Great-Aunt Alta had said something about “losing the bakery.” This sounded like fairy-godperson work to me. Time to find out more. “What does your bakery make?” I asked.

			“Blueberry muffins, chocolate chip cookies, oatmeal-raisin cookies, chocolate cupcakes with yellow sprinkles, white cupcakes with pink sprinkles, and banana bread,” Aunt Becky said, and sighed.

			“With chocolate chips or without?” I asked.

			Aunt Becky blinked. “What?”

			
			“Do you make banana bread with chocolate chips or without?” I asked patiently.

			Great-Aunt Alta appeared in the doorway. “We make it the same way it’s always been made.”

			“Do you work there, too?” I asked.

			Great-Aunt Alta frowned and disappeared again.

			I figured I knew what that meant. And I definitely wasn’t going to stay in a big spooky old house with Great-Aunt Alta moping around and clocks bonging like we were in a horror movie. “I’ll come with you,” I told Aunt Becky.

			Great-Uncle Timothy looked nervous, and Aunt Becky tried to talk me out of it. But she wasn’t very good at trying to convince someone who’d already made up her mind. You’d think she’d have had plenty of practice, with Great-Aunt Alta around. But no.

			

			—

			I got a better look at the town of Cold Hope as we drove to the bakery. Not that I could see much. Lots of trees, some houses, a few short buildings. No skyscrapers or stadiums or museums. Not even many bus stops or apartment buildings. Or people. We passed a school that looked empty (since it was summer), two churches that looked empty (since it was Monday), and a bank that only looked sort of empty. There were open parking places everywhere.

			It didn’t make me feel very hopeful. But it wasn’t actually cold, either, since it was June. I wondered if towns needed fairy godpeople, too, and if this one’s would give it a new name. What would I call it?

			
			“Here we are,” Aunt Becky said, pulling into a small parking lot and stopping.

			I unbuckled my seat belt, got out, and had a look. The bakery was a plain little yellow box
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