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      If magic was real the world wouldn’t be such a horrible place.

      Money would grow on trees. Too much chocolate would be good for you. Neighbors would always be kind, and the people you loved would never, ever die.

      A world full of magic, real magic, would create joy and prosperity for all. Work its wonders to make things better not only for mankind, but for every living creature on earth.

      A world full of magic would solve everything.

      Emerson Foster understood this with every cell in her body. Believed it, even, from the top of her head to the tips of her toes.

      But she also understood something else…magic was most definitely not real.

      She had known that hard fact since the day she turned nine-years old. That was the day everything in her life had been destroyed. The day her Father had passed away and her Mother had lost all hope.

      “Pray for him, Em,” her Mother had implored, her red swollen eyes shining with tears, her thin fingers clutching the skirt of Emerson’s bright pink birthday dress. “Pray hard.”

      Emerson, lips clamped fiercely together to keep from crying, had done what she was told. Whispering, “Of course, Mother,” she had pressed her forehead against tightly clasped hands and prayed for her Father. Dear, sweet, intelligent, bumbling Father, who had gotten himself run over by a delivery truck that very afternoon.

      Emerson could remember the desperate sickness that started in her stomach and seeped into her heart as she prayed. She remembered the faint buzzing sound of fluorescent lights above her head, and the dull pain in her eyes as she squeezed them shut so hard they hurt.

      And she remembered the sharp snicking sound of air pulling through teeth that had interrupted her prayer.

      Grandmother Foster, Father’s mother, a stern brooding woman whose tall thick figure loomed over Emerson and her distraught Mother in the hospital waiting room, was making tsk-tsk-tsk sounds and scowling at them both.

      “Prayers. Phooey. Nothing more than nonsense. Fairy dust. Wishing into the wind,” Grandmother scolded.

      Grandmother Foster had a lot of sayings. Wishing into the wind was one of them. So was the one about beggars. As if on cue, she spat the words at Emerson and her Mother.

      “If wishes were horses, beggars would ride. I’m surprised at you, Hannah. Indulging these fantasies with your daughter.”

      “Please…please,” Mother had pleaded.

      Emerson didn’t know then, and never could figure out, if she was asking Grandmother Foster to be quiet or if the plea had been Mother’s prayer to an unseen God to spare her husband’s life.

      Either way, Hannah Foster’s request fell on deaf ears that day.

      The next thing Emerson knew she was sitting across from Mother on a crowded train. Grandmother Foster was wedged into the seat between Emerson and the window. She was so large and busty that she spilled out over the edge of her seat into Emerson’s and protruded into the space in front of them both. So much so that Emerson’s view of the passing countryside was blocked.

      She had wanted to ask Mother if she could sit next to her and look out the window, but that window seat was already occupied by Father’s urn. It didn’t seem right to ask him to move.

      “Sit still, girl. Honestly, the way you wiggle about. It’s positively distracting,” Grandmother Foster had snapped. Emerson tried to obey and hold still. She looked to Mother for a smile or some kind of encouragement, but none came.

      Her own heartache had dulled since Father’s sudden death, but only slightly. Emerson knew her poor Mother’s heart remained shattered, because she could barely be trusted to do the simplest things, like make a pot of tea or get dressed.

      Emerson tried her best to hold perfectly still, to be as good as she could and not incur the ire of Grandmother Foster, if only to keep her from speaking. She couldn’t stand to watch Mother’s tired face wince at each and every word that spilled from her grandmother’s lips.

      She remembered how pale Mother looked on that trip from their small home in a quiet country town where Father had been a school teacher to a cramped two bedroom apartment in the big city near Grandmother Foster’s urban estate. She had not yet realized that Mother’s desire to live was already draining. As a young girl of nine, she had simply thought Mother was sad and needed more rest.

      That was the first time she had ever ridden on a train. This was her second.

      The low consistent rumbling of great iron wheels rolling over tracks lulled Emerson and she fought to keep her eyes open. Being on her own for this journey made her uncomfortable. Unless she was at school, Mother had been her constant companion for the past seven years. After Father’s death they had rarely had enough money for necessities, let alone travel. Both travel and being alone were new experiences for Emerson.

      She eyed the elderly couple sitting in the seats opposite. Frail and dry, wearing well fitted clothes that gave them the appearance of wealth, they had not spoken to her during the journey except to acknowledge her polite greeting with droll sniffs. Charming manners did not come to Emerson naturally, so she remained quiet and took their thinly veiled disdain in stride.

      Her clothes were years old. They were clean, but worn, and probably should have been abandoned many months ago, but she and Mother had learned over time not to be wasteful. The habit was well ingrained into Emerson’s personality, as was the expectation that a lot of people treated the poorly dressed with a particular spark of meanness.

      “I’m sorry we can’t buy you new clothes for school, Em,” Mother had told her just a few months ago when the leaves were turning orange and red, right before the September semester began.

      “It’s all right, these are fine,” Emerson had said, looking up from the long heavy grey skirt she was sewing to cover the frays along the hem. “I don’t care for new fashions, you know that.”

      Mother gave her a weak smile then shook her head sadly. “You’re too sensible, Em. You should be wearing frilly things and going to parties and…” her words trailed off, as they often had near the end.

      “Nonsense, I like this skirt. It goes with Father’s ugly brown sweater.”

      Mother had laughed a little at that. Emerson, too big for many of her old clothes and too poor to buy new, had taken to wearing some of her Father’s shirts, coats, and sweaters, the ugly brown one being one of her favorites. Wearing them made her feel closer to him and, she had believed somehow comforted her Mother, too.

      Pride pricked at Emerson’s spine, making her sit up taller in the train seat. She refused to allow the elderly strangers on the train to make her feel bad for her simple grey skirt, thin white turtleneck and ugly brown sweater. They were functional and perfectly appropriate for a train trip. Besides, the only new dress she had was the black mourning dress Grandmother Foster had bought so she had something decent to wear to the funeral.

      Emerson did not want to wear that dress on her journey even if it was made of the finest wool and fit to her awkward size by her Grandmother’s personal tailor. After burying her Mother next to her Father the day after Christmas, Emerson had sworn to herself that she would never wear that dress again.

      Loss stabbed into her heart and she had to close her eyes for a moment and allow the sensation to move through her chest and dissipate into the rest of her body. Grief, she had found, was an unpredictable companion. Always lurking, always ready to grasp onto her and pull her back to her dear Mother’s bedside where she had breathed her last.

      Emerson took in a deep breath, a good physical reminder that she was still alive, and opened her eyes. She turned her attention to the leafless trees and snow covered countryside whipping by as the train swept her away from her old school, her tiny bedroom in their small apartment, Grandmother Foster, and the graves of dear Mother and Father.

      She pressed her heels against her wooden flute case that she had pushed underneath the seat for safe keeping during the trip, and pulled her Father’s ugly brown sweater more snugly around her shoulders. The flute case was sturdy, the sweater was soft from age and use. She took comfort in these familiar items even as she wondered about the new life awaiting her when the train stopped.

      She, Emerson Jewell Foster, 16-years old, thick where other girls were slender, flat where other girls were curved, plain brown eyes, unruly brown hair, sensible, quiet, book worm, player of the flute…orphan…was traveling by train on the way to meet her dear Mother’s sister for the first time.

      A woman who was a complete stranger. A woman Emerson had not known existed until she read about her in Mother’s will.

      A secret Aunt, a strange new town, an unknown future.

      Emerson hugged her arms close to her body and watched out the window as the train charged full speed through the frozen landscape.

      She held very still, lost in her own thoughts, as the rumble of the train vibrated her seat and a tiny thrill of anticipation slowly pushed its way through the numbing grief that had encircled her heart ever since her Mother’s death.
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      Wind gusted across the wooden platform, blowing icy bits of frozen snow into Emerson’s face. She had failed to put on her woolen mittens, thinking that her aunt would meet her immediately after she disembarked.

      Luckily, Father’s overcoat had extra long sleeves that hung well past her fingertips, shielding them from most of the bitter cold as she waited. Gripping her flute case in one hand and the handle of her small carry-on bag in the other, Emerson noted that the railroad station was nearly empty.

      Just as she was considering knocking on the glass window of the ticket booth to see if there was somewhere inside she could wait for her aunt, a commotion at the far end of the platform caught her attention.

      “If this is the way you’re going to be you should have stayed at home,” a small, round woman spoke curtly. The woman was bundled in so many layers of purple and green outerwear it was difficult to tell if she was, indeed, a woman. Her voice was the only clue to her gender, high pitched in its frustration. “I told you that we had important things to do today and if you insisted on being persnickety then you shouldn’t come with.”

      Emerson glanced around to see if any of the few remaining passengers had taken notice of the little round woman. None of them had.

      “Now, come on, Franklin, we really must hurry. We’re already terribly late!” The woman continued to complain loudly at someone, or something, that had not yet cleared the corner of the building into Emerson’s line of sight.

      Whoever Franklin may be, he existed at the end of a thin leash that the woman held loosely in one hand.

      “Oh, you are vexing me Franklin,” the woman said as she tugged on the thin leash with exasperation. Apparently unable to move Franklin, she scanned the platform with concern, looking right past Emerson. “She’s not here!” She shook a mittened finger at the end of the leash. “It’s all your fault, I’m sure of it.”

      Cautiously, Emerson stepped forward, trying to get a better look. She had an insistent feeling that this woman was quite possibly her Aunt Dorothy. After all, she was looking for an older woman and this older woman was looking for a female person. Maybe Emerson was that female person.

      As the woman continued fussing at the still unseen Franklin, Emerson decided she may as well find out. She walked decisively toward where the woman stood at the corner of the building. The woman wasn’t paying much attention, she was still caught up in scolding whoever Franklin was.

      “Excuse me,” Emerson said.

      “Oh!” The woman hopped into the air, startled, her purple and green striped scarf bouncing with the movement.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t–“ Emerson’s apology was stopped short by a high pitched squeal. She turned toward the noise and caught her first view of the stubbornly elusive Franklin.

      At the end of the very thin leash was a huge, snub nosed, black and bristly, pot-bellied pig. Franklin was a pig. A very large pig. The sight of him stunned Emerson into silence, not only because she hadn’t expected a pig, but because this pig was remarkably well dressed.

      Wearing an orange and pink knit sweater with matching hat, complete with puffy orange and pink decorative yarn balls sticking off the top, Franklin was the first pig Emerson had ever seen this up close and personal. Not to mention the first pig she had ever seen so well put together for the weather.

      Franklin squealed again and yanked on his leash.

      “Oh! Oh!” The woman called out and the handle end of the leash popped out of her green and purple mitten.

      Realizing he was free, Franklin wasted no time in turning his pudgy behind on them and racing off into the snowy street, squealing loudly as he skittered across the slippery sections.

      Emerson looked at the woman in surprise.

      “Don’t just stand there, we have to catch Franklin!” The woman said, distressed.

      That’s how, less than an hour after arriving in Whistleborough, Emerson found herself slipping and sliding down Main Street, carryon bag in one hand, flute case in the other, chasing a squealing, sweater wearing pig with her Aunt Dorothy.

      For that’s who the woman must be, Emerson knew without a doubt. Despite the fact that she was nearly completely covered by her purple and green coat, scarf, hat, and mittens, and despite the fact that she was much rounder than Emerson’s Mother had ever been, there was something extremely familiar about her.

      “Go to the right!” Aunt Dorothy called out. Emerson veered to the right. “Not too far!” Aunt Dorothy shouted, a little frantic.

      Emerson straightened her trajectory so that she was running evenly along the right side of the street while Aunt Dorothy ran along the left. Franklin, for his part, was still quite far ahead of them and gaining speed. Their chase seemed a hopeless cause.

      Emerson couldn’t wait any longer. “Are-you-my-Aunt-Dor-o-thy?” Her words gusted out of her in chunks, keeping rhythm with the clomping of her boots on the snow packed street.

      Huffing and puffing, the little round woman looked at her then did a comical double take. “Oh, my! You’re a girl!” The words puffed out of her in little clouds of frosty air.

      “Yes, I’m a girl,” Emerson said. She had slowed down, uncertain if she was insulted or not. “Are you Dorothy Lyman?”

      Aunt Dorothy slowed her run to a rapid walk and crossed the street. Emerson waited for her aunt to reach her side before she spoke again.

      “I’m Emerson…Emerson Foster….your niece.”

      All of the activity and the cold made her nose run and in the absence of any tissue she was forced to use the sleeve of her Father’s coat to wipe it. Still breathing hard, heart beating rapidly in her chest, she wasn’t sure if that was due to the running or her nerves.

      Aunt Dorothy came to a full stop in front of Emerson and looked carefully up into her face. Her eyes were pale blue, like a misty afternoon, and quite round. Just like Mother’s.

      “My goodness…Em?” Aunt Dorothy asked.

      A hard knot balled up in Emerson’s throat. “My mother called me Em.”

      “I know. That’s what she called you in her letters.”

      “Her letters?”

      Aunt Dorothy’s misty blue eyes wandered over Father’s long coat then up to his wide brimmed hat sitting on Emerson’s head. “For goodness sake, I didn’t see a girl under all that wrapping.”

      “I am a girl,” Emerson confirmed.

      “Of course, of course you are. That was my mistake. I shouldn’t make snap judgements.” Aunt Dorothy smiled as she reached up with both hands and patted Emerson on her shoulders. The warmth in her eyes melted into a wistful sadness before she roused herself, took off her purple and green striped mittens, and stuck out her hand. “I’m your Aunt Dorothy. I’m delighted to meet you, Em.”

      Emerson smiled, feeling suddenly shy and timid. She carefully placed her bag and flute case on the hard packed snow and stood up straight, taking Aunt Dorothy’s offered hand in a firm handshake.

      “Nice to meet–“ Again, she was interrupted by a loud pig squeal–much closer than she would have expected.

      She and Aunt Dorothy turned in unison just in time to see Franklin barreling towards them at full speed, pink and orange yarn balls bouncing madly. At the last moment before he was about to run them over, Franklin seemed to change his mind and tried to turn sharply. But instead of turning, he slid, and instead of getting out of the way, Emerson stood frozen in shock as the large black pig slipped and squealed and smashed right into her and Aunt Dorothy, scattering them like so many pins in a bowling alley.

      “Fraaaaannnkkklliiinn!” Aunt Dorothy called out as she flew through the air and tumbled into the soft bank of snow on the side of the street.

      Emerson didn’t cry out. When she was struck by Franklin’s full weight and her feet left the ground, she gasped and held her breath. Arms flailing madly, all she could see was the winter sky and then the hard packed street hurdling toward her face. She threw her arms out in front for protection and squeezed her eyes shut, waiting for impact.

      But instead of crashing into the hard surface, Emerson had the sensation of being lifted, as if blown by a strong wind, and when she opened her eyes she was falling backward instead of forward. The next instant she was plopping rear first into the soft bank of snow next to Aunt Dorothy. Safe and unscathed.

      Franklin had skittered to a stop and stood blinking at them with beady pig eyes. A pink tongue popped out of his wide wrinkled snout, licking what looked like cream off of his nose.

      “Franklin, my goodness! What are you about today?” Aunt Dorothy fussed as she struggled to extricate herself from the snow bank. “Are you all right, Em?”

      Emerson took stock of her body as she got to her feet. Nothing hurt. No damage. “I’m fine,” she reassured Aunt Dorothy even as she wondered how she had gone from falling flat on her face onto the icy street to landing safely on her bottom in the snow bank. Before she could ponder on that question too long, something in the middle of the street caught her eye.

      Her flute case. Or, rather, what used to be her flute case.

      Cracked into several pieces, her beautiful hardwood case with the red velvet lining lay smashed and ruined in the middle of the snowy street. Emerson dropped to her knees next to it, trying not to cry.

      “We’ll have to get that fixed,” Aunt Dorothy said kindly.

      Emerson gathered the three sections of her flute carefully and brushed snow off of them, her fingers chapped from the cold. She didn’t answer Aunt Dorothy, because she knew the implausibility of the wooden case being fixed. Parts of it were completely crushed, the red velvet lining was ripped in several places. The frantic pig had done irreparable harm to her cherished case.

      “She didn’t mean to, you know. She just gets excited when we’re in town.”

      Emerson looked up at her aunt. “She?”

      “Franklin.”

      Emerson looked at the large and less than attractive wrinkled face of the pig who now sat calmly on its haunches, the thin leash back in Aunt Dorothy’s hand.

      “Franklin’s a she?” Emerson asked, surprised at this news and in shock from the whole pig experience.

      “Yes, of course. We all identify as she.”

      Emerson didn’t know exactly what her aunt meant by ‘we all’ and she didn’t much care. Girl or boy, she was angry at the pig either way. A gust of bitter cold wind blew down the street, making her bare hands burn.

      Aunt Dorothy looked into the wind and said, “We need to be getting on before the real weather sets in.” From somewhere inside of her coat, she pulled out a worn black coin purse and popped it open, retrieving a wrinkled twenty dollar bill. “Will you please take this to the ice cream shop and pay for Franklin’s ice cream? I’ll take your things to the car and bring it to pick you up.”

      Emerson took the money and Aunt Dorothy grabbed the handle of her small carry-on bag. When she reached for the flute and its crushed case, Emerson held it to her chest and shook her head. “I’ll carry this.”

      Aunt Dorothy frowned sympathetically at the broken pieces of the wooden case. “All right…be sure to bring all of the pieces so we can fix it.”

      Fix it. Emerson knew nobody could fix the splintered wooden case, but she picked up as much as she could salvage and carried it down the street like a bundle of firewood. The bitter cold stung her cheeks as she walked gingerly toward a line of shops, trying not to slip and fall, and trying not to cry either. A few insistent hot tears escaped, which the cold air attacked fiercely, turning her face red and making her nose run more. By the time she reached The Perfect Cow Ice Cream Shoppe she was sure that she looked a mess.

      After fumbling with the handle, she managed to pull the door open and step inside where she was met with a rush of sweet warm air. The interior of The Perfect Cow was bright pink and white except for several framed pictures of cartoon black and white dairy cows on the wall and one giant dairy cow cutout standing near the door. The cow cutout stood on its hind legs and wore a black and white dairy cow print apron that asked “Are you in the moooo-d for ice cream?”.

      Several tables were packed with mostly young people. A tall heavy man wearing a dairy cow print apron stood over a younger man who was wiping the floor by the counter with a thick white rag. The younger man wore a matching apron and Emerson sensed he was the clerk while the older man was the manager.

      “She can’t keep letting that animal loose,” the older man complained, but the younger man wasn’t listening. He had turned his attention to Emerson when she walked in. In fact, all eyes in the place except the manager’s were on her and she felt a hot blush turn her already chapped and frozen face even more red.

      Time seemed to stand still and though she was looking around the room, Emerson couldn’t focus on any one face. They were like a sea of faces blurred together, staring at her with critical curiosity.

      Emerson felt their looks keenly, remembering her oversized hat and coat, as well as her less than stylish skirt and boots. The only person over the age of 18 in the place seemed to be the disgruntled manager who had finally stopped talking and was watching her with a wary eye.

      Only the clerk smiled. A teenage boy, taller than the manager when he stood up from wiping the floor, but less than half the weight of the older man. His eyes were bright and amused as he took a few steps toward Emerson, glancing briefly at the broken wood and pieces of flute in her hands.

      “Hello, can I help you?” His voice was much deeper than what she had expected given his stretched out, lean appearance.

      Timidness gripped her throat and she couldn’t respond. The clerk’s smile broadened, revealing disarming dimples. He wore a pink shirt and white pants covered by the cow print apron. His hair was dark brown. Too long to be short, too short to be long, it flopped over itself in several different directions in an unexpectedly appealing way.

      “Would you like to order something?” he asked.

      Normal discourse still impossible under the watchful eyes of the entire ice cream shop, Emerson suddenly remembered her task. She held out the twenty dollar bill, which had grown even more wrinkled clutched in her hand.

      “I’m to pay for Franklin’s ice cream,” she managed. Struck by the thought that perhaps not everyone knew Franklin by name she added, “My aunt’s…pig.”

      An almost imperceptible murmur moved through the patrons at their tables at the mention of Aunt Dorothy. Emerson remained focused on the clerk’s kind eyes, which brightened at her words.

      “Your aunt’s pig?” he asked.

      Emerson nodded and pushed her hand with the money closer to him.

      “Well, young lady, your Aunt Dorothy needs to accompany her pig into this establishment,” the manager announced. “She always makes such a mess.”

      The clerk took the twenty dollar bill gently out of Emerson’s hand and said, “In Franklin’s defense, she is a pig.”

      “Exactly!” the manager said.

      The clerk held the money in the air over his head like a prize and replied, “But a pig that pays!” Laughter moved through the surrounding tables and Emerson relaxed a little. The clerk went to the cash register and hit a few buttons, “That was a double scoop of mint chocolate chip?”

      Beep-beep! Beep-beep!

      All eyes left Emerson and shifted to a bright turquoise Volkswagen Bug that had pulled up in front of the shop. Emerson saw Aunt Dorothy waving from behind the wheel and Franklin’s porcine form with her matching sweater and hat in the back seat. Relieved to have an escape before everyone’s attention returned to her, Emerson opened the door.

      “Wait, don’t you want your change?” The clerk called after her, but she was already on the sidewalk and pretended not to hear.

      “There, you’re all in,” Aunt Dorothy said as Emerson clicked her seatbelt into place. She peered out the car window up at the darkening sky. “Come on Peggy, we’ve got to get back to Butterberry right away. There’s a big storm about to hit.”

      Emerson, squished as she was in the front seat, tried to turn and look into the even smaller back seat to see to whom Aunt Dorothy was speaking. But the back seat was full of Franklin alone.

      “Who is Peggy?” Emerson asked.

      “It’s short for Pegasus. The name suits her, even though she hasn’t flown in quite a while. Eh, Peggy?” Aunt Dorothy patted the dashboard and Emerson realized she was speaking to the car.

      Aunt Dorothy steered Peggy carefully away from The Perfect Cow, down the street where they had been knocked into the snow bank, past the railway station and over the tracks, until they were putt-putt-putting into the countryside.

      Emerson thought of another question. “And what’s Butterberry?”

      Aunt Dorothy smiled. “Butterberry Cottage, that’s our home.”

      “I’ve never heard of anyone naming their house.”

      “It’s a house until you name it. Then it’s a home.”

      Emerson contemplated that statement as she looked out the window and watched open fields, tall trees, and fences built out of old stone pass.

      Butterberry Cottage.

      The house where her aunt lived was the same house where she had grown up with Emerson’s mother. Or at least that was what the estate lawyer had explained when he said Emerson would be living there from now on, under her Aunt Dorothy’s care.

      “Didn’t your mother name your home?” Aunt Dorothy asked, rousing Emerson from her thoughts.

      She considered the question. She had only lived two places in her whole life, the tiny apartment in the middle of the big city where Mother had always seemed so lost, and the house where they had lived when her Father was still alive. To her knowledge, Mother had not named those places.

      Emerson answered, “I don’t think so.”

      The same wistful sadness that had come over Aunt Dorothy in the middle of the street fell across her face again. She didn’t ask any more questions as she drove.

      Emerson remained silent, too. It had been a long, eventful day, and she was tired. She leaned her head against the head rest, listening to Franklin softly snoring in the back seat and let her mind sink into a drowsy fog.

      One thought alone stayed with her as she drifted off to sleep...what strange new life could be waiting for her at Butterberry Cottage?
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      By the time they reached Butterberry Cottage it was nearly dark and the snow was falling so fast and thick Emerson could barely see five feet in front of her, let alone make out the details of her new home. There were no streetlights or other buildings nearby. Only Peggy’s headlights punching through the snow, illuminating the narrow country lane in front of them until Aunt Dorothy made a few sharp turns, stopped the car, and turned it off.

      “Here we are!”

      The snowy evening was a deep bluish grey, but Emerson could make out a large darker grey shape that must be the cottage in front of them.

      “Come on, Franklin, we’ll need to get a fire going,” Aunt Dorothy said happily as she climbed out of the car and pulled her seat forward so Franklin could scramble out of the back. Peggy’s hood popped open and Aunt Dorothy retrieved Emerson’s bag, closing the hood carefully and giving it a friendly pat. “Thank you, Peggy, excellent job getting us home.”

      Emerson wondered if Aunt Dorothy spoke to all animal life and inanimate objects, or only the ones that she named.

      “Greetings, Butterberry, we’ve brought Em home with us,” she said as she and Franklin led the way through a garden gate with a black iron arch and a front yard full of snow covered shrubbery.

      She was definitely talking to the house, but Emerson was too tired to worry very much about her aunt’s quirkiness. She would be glad to get inside and see her room. Aunt Dorothy had assured her on the drive that she would have her own room.

      They made it to the front door and Aunt Dorothy pulled an ancient key out of her pocket. “We do lock up when we leave for the whole day. Better to be safe than sorry.”

      The key turned in the lock with a satisfying click and soon they were all inside a dark, cold room. Franklin’s hooves trit-trotted across a wood planked floor.

      “Come in, make yourself at home.” Aunt Dorothy struck a match and lit a glass covered oil lamp that sat on a small table next to a reading chair. “We’ll get the fire going.”

      “Isn’t there any electricity?” Emerson asked.

      “Of course there’s electricity, silly. We put electricity in the kitchen and bathroom years ago. We never needed it in the rest of the house.” Aunt Dorothy explained as she peeled off layer after layer of purple and green outerwear.

      It turned out Aunt Dorothy was smaller once she was wearing just one set of clothes. She was still plump, at least more than Mother had ever been. Aunt Dorothy’s face looked a lot like Mother’s with a similar nose and those round misty eyes. Her shoulder length hair was different. Curlier, like Emerson’s, and with streaks of grey.

      Warm light from the oil lamp revealed two cozy lavender reading chairs and a small lime-green sofa, all arranged in front of a stone fireplace with a thick wooden shelf for a mantel. Several pillows and colorful quilts were tossed about on the sofa and chairs, and a dark purple rug was centered on the floor. Emerson looked all of it over as she took off her own coat and hat.

      “See?” Aunt Dorothy stood in a doorway on the other side of the room with her arm reaching into the dark room beyond. She flicked an electric light on and off, on and off, then on again. “The kitchen is completely modern.”

      With a bright yellow refrigerator and stove, cabinets painted green, a black and white checked floor and rugs woven out of different shades of yellow rags, Emerson didn’t know if she would call the kitchen modern. It did have electricity, however. As did the small and equally yellow bathroom situated next to it.

      “You can put all of that on the table, dear.” Aunt Dorothy pointed at the flute and broken case Emerson was carrying and Emerson did as she said. “We’ll see what we can do about fixing that tomorrow. Franklin!” She called out the kitchen door. “Did you get your hat off?”

      Trit-trot, trit-trot, came the sound of Franklin crossing the living room. She poked her head into the doorway and Emerson was surprised to see that the pig had, indeed, removed her own hat.

      “Very good, Franklin. Please fetch some wood out of the wood box so we can build a fire.” The pig turned and trotted out of sight again. “Now, Em, are you hungry? We have potato soup or grilled cheese…?”

      “May I see my room?” Emerson asked.

      Aunt Dorothy’s round face softened. “Of course, you must be quite tired. Um, let’s start the fire first to get everything warm.”

      With a remarkable amount of assistance from Franklin who brought sticks and logs to her from a wood box in the corner, Aunt Dorothy placed a neat stack of wood inside the fireplace and soon there was a crackling fire. She grabbed a candlestick from the mantel and lit the wick in the flames.

      Franklin rushed up a narrow staircase next to the fireplace and waited for them at the top, her curled tail wagging in excitement, almost like a dog. Aunt Dorothy went next with the candle and Emerson followed close behind.

      Warmth from the fire already emanated from the stone chimney, which acted as a wall to the stairway. The stairs were old, leaned to the left a bit, and creaked under foot, but not in a scary way. The sound reminded her a little of Mother’s rocking chair where she used to sit and sew.

      “I’m here,” Aunt Dorothy patted her hand on a door on the left as they walked down a short hallway. A few steps more and she stopped at a door on the right. “And this is Hannah’s–I mean, your room.” As she led Emerson into the bedroom she used her candle to light another oil lamp that sat on a slender desk next to the window.

      Emerson’s heart skipped a beat when Aunt Dorothy said Mother’s name. “Hannah? Is this my mother’s room?”

      “Yes, dear. I thought you would want her room.”

      Emerson hesitated in the doorway. She had known she would be moving into Mother’s childhood home, but for some reason she hadn’t quite imagined moving into her bedroom.

      “Is that all right?” Aunt Dorothy’s brow creased in concern. “There’s the room at the end of the hall. It was our parent’s room and now the guest room, but you can have it if you would rath–“

      “No, thank you. This is fine. I just…I wasn’t expecting…” her voice trailed off.

      Aunt Dorothy smiled kindly and there was a long pause where Emerson thought she saw tears in her eyes. It was difficult to tell for certain by the light of the oil lamp.

      “Well,” Aunt Dorothy sniffled and nodded, looking about the room. “I see Franklin has brought up your things.”

      Emerson followed Aunt Dorothy’s gaze to find her carryon bag set neatly in the corner of the room. She stepped all the way into the room and looked curiously at the pig.

      “Thank you…Franklin,” Emerson said.

      Franklin snorted once then turned and trit-trotted out the door.

      “Right you are, Franklin. We’ll leave you to get settled in.” Aunt Dorothy followed Franklin out.

      Emerson sat quietly on the edge of the bed. An iron bed frame painted white with two puffed up pillows and a quilt bed cover, the bed took up much of the small room. Still there was enough space for the slender desk, an equally slender bookshelf full of books, and a nightstand next to the bed. There was also another door, which Emerson decided must be a closet, but she was suddenly too tired to get up and check.

      She stretched out on the mattress of her dear Mother’s bed. So soft, she sank gratefully into it, pulling one of the folded quilts over her for extra warmth.

      She would get up in a few minutes and put her things away in the closet. Maybe go downstairs and ask Aunt Dorothy if she could have a grilled cheese sandwich after all.

      But for the moment, all Emerson wanted to do was rest. She snuggled into the mattress, happy that she had both Father’s ugly brown sweater and Mother’s old quilt to keep her warm. In the blink of an eye she was asleep.
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      When she drifted up and out of deep sleep, the light of morning pressing against her closed eyes, Emerson felt she was dreaming. Before she opened her eyes to face the day there was a split second where she thought she would open them to the bland walls of her apartment bedroom and that she could hear the distant sounds of Mother making oatmeal in the tiny apartment kitchen.

      Then she remembered that was impossible. Mother was gone.

      Everything about Aunt Dorothy, Franklin, and Butterberry Cottage came rushing back and she had a crazy fear that they were also a dream. Her eyes popped open.

      Sunshine streamed through the window, filling the bedroom with twinkling morning light. The room had clean white walls and fat exposed wooden beams on the ceiling. She blinked up at the beams and was struck with a thought. Mother had woke to see those same beams every day when she was a girl.

      Emerson was still in her travel clothes and covered with the quilt. She hadn’t moved an inch since she laid down on the bed. She lifted herself up on her elbows to look around at Mother’s things.

      There were a few framed pictures of birds on the wall and some colorful boxes and glass knick-knacks on a set of shelves hanging above the headboard. The bookshelf was stuffed with books of all shapes and sizes. There were even some stacked on the desk next to the now extinguished oil lamp.

      Emerson rolled out of bed. Mother had always loved reading and passed that love on to Emerson. She wanted very much to know what books were on the bookshelf.

      She knelt down next to it and ran her finger along the spines. There were some classics, The Hobbit, A Wrinkle in Time, Alice in Wonderland, Miss Hickory. There were also several titles Emerson didn’t recognize, Lonely Crow Finds a Family, The Second Window, Wild Wind Blossoms, and one that especially intrigued her, Craft and Quill: Beginning Book of Spells and Magic Words for Children.

      Emerson pulled the copy of Craft and Quill from the shelf. The book was heavy in her hand, bound in deep blue leather that looked at once very old and well preserved. The title on the spine and cover were in gold as was the ornamental detail of leaves, vines, flowers, and symbols that framed the front. She flipped it over to find no description on the back cover at all. There was also no author name anywhere she could see.

      Curious, Emerson took the book to the desk, meaning to sit down and read through its pages. But when she got there the view through the window caught her eye.

      Snow…the world was covered with snow. Not a small amount of snow, but great mounds of it piled up on every tree, bush, and fence. Piled so high the landscape didn’t look real. The storm long over, the sun was shining, which lit up the surface of the snow like so many glittering diamonds. A vast winter wonderland, sparkling white and waiting to be explored.

      A low knocking came at the bedroom door. When Emerson opened it she found Franklin, dressed in a pink tu-tu and matching pink scarf, staring at her meaningfully. The sweet smell of something delicious wafted up the stairs and Emerson’s stomach growled. Franklin grunted.

      “Good morning, Franklin. Is it time for breakfast?” Emerson asked, feeling a little silly. Franklin grunted again then trotted away and down the stairs. “I guess so,” she answered her own question and hurried to change out of her wrinkled clothes.

      When she joined Aunt Dorothy in the kitchen there was a huge stack of pancakes waiting in the middle of the table. Franklin was already eating her own stack from a pink doggie dish on the floor. Emerson was a little surprised Franklin wasn’t eating at the table.

      “Good morning,” Aunt Dorothy greeted her warmly. Wrapped in a fuzzy purple bathrobe and matching slippers, her hair sticking out in all directions, Aunt Dorothy was pleasantly cheerful in the morning light. She placed a steaming teapot with a bright sunflower print on the table. “A little sunshine for breakfast on a winter morning.”

      Sitting across from one another at the table, the pancake stack was so high it blocked Emerson’s view of her aunt’s face. Aunt Dorothy pushed the pancakes toward her.

      “Thank you,” Emerson said.

      “I didn’t know how hungry you would be. I hope you like pancakes?” Aunt Dorothy worried.

      “I love pancakes,” Emerson said. Though, truth be told, she would have happily eaten practically anything this morning. As she slathered butter across the fragrant pancakes, she made polite conversation. “So, how long have you had a pig?” Emerson asked. Franklin stopped chewing her pancake and glared. “I mean…how long have you had Franklin?”

      Aunt Dorothy was pouring tea into two carrot orange mugs. “Well, Franklin arrived just when I needed her and she has stayed ever since.”

      That didn’t quite answer the question, but it seemed to satisfy Franklin, who went back to eating her breakfast.

      “Sometimes you don’t get to choose who comes into your life. They just show up,” Aunt Dorothy said as she placed one of the orange mugs in front of Emerson’s plate.

      Emerson paused. The sunshine in the bright morning kitchen faded as if a dark cloud had blown across the sky.

      “Or they leave…” she said softly. Her heart felt suddenly heavy and dull.

      Aunt Dorothy stopped pouring maple syrup over her pancakes. She looked sadly at Emerson before glancing out the kitchen window where more clouds seemed to be moving in. She reached over the table and patted Emerson’s hand.

      “Now, now, dear. Try to eat a few bites to keep your strength up. You’ll feel better…I promise.”

      Emerson did as she was asked, though she expected to only manage a few obligatory bites before excusing herself and going back to her room. However, after the first two bites she did feel a little bit better and she was able to eat a few more. Soon the clouds moved on and the sun shone bright into the kitchen again.

      “These are delicious,” she said, her mouth full of puffy pancakes and sweet syrup.

      “I’m glad you like them, dear.” Aunt Dorothy took a sip of tea. “I was going to make a cake today, too. Do you like to bake?”

      Emerson nodded as she swallowed and took another healthy bite of pancakes. She couldn’t get over how tasty they were. A warm buzzing sensation of well being filled her up, pushing out the gloom she had almost slipped into.

      “I’ll help make a cake. I like cake,” she said with enthusiasm.

      They ended up making two cakes that day, a beautiful white coconut cake and a chocolate layer cake with thick fudge frosting. The next day they made pies, six in total. Two blackberry, one cherry, a lemon meringue, a key lime, and a vanilla custard.

      Emerson didn’t once question how they were ever going to eat all of these desserts between the two of them, she was too busy mixing and beating and rolling out and frosting to think about anything else.

      In fact, every other worry and concern she had disappeared in the poof of an eye when they baked. With Aunt Dorothy’s seemingly endless supply of flour, eggs, butter, and powdered sugar, it felt like they could go on like that for weeks and weeks, and Emerson was glad about it. She didn’t want to think about anything except how good the treats tasted and what they would make next.

      On the third day they focused on cookies. First they made chocolate chip then peanut butter and then they zeroed in on decorated sugar cookies. Aunt Dorothy had a large tin full of nothing but cookie cutters and she let Emerson pick out the shapes they would make. Teapots, pigs, and some darling little toy soldiers were her choices.

      “These are delightful.” Aunt Dorothy held up one of the baked toy soldiers, which they had frosted to have blue pants, a red jacket, and a black hat. “I normally only make these at Christmas, but they’re cute anytime, really.”

      Christmas. The word resonated in Emerson’s head as she went to the kitchen sink to wash out a bowl. There was something she needed to remember about Christmas. The water splashed down into the bowl and she slowly noticed several other unwashed bowls piled up in the sink. Her eyes wandered over the counter where other bowls, pans, whisks, spoons, measuring cups, mugs, and more were stacked up waiting to be washed.

      She turned around to see Franklin in her pink tutu sleeping on her back in the corner of the black and white tile, snoring, her tongue lolling out of her mouth. Aunt Dorothy was in her fuzzy purple robe bent over the kitchen table decorating sugar cookies.

      Had she changed out of that robe since they had pancakes? Emerson couldn’t remember. She looked down at her own outfit, black pants and grey pullover. The same clothes she’d put on, what, two days ago? Or was it three?

      A sweet sickness came over her. Too much sugar.

      She turned back to the sink to get a drink of water when she saw something moving far away. A yellow and black school bus made its way through the snowy landscape along a country road in the distance.

      School bus. Christmas. Christmas was during winter break. Winter break from school was over.

      She turned quickly from the sink, her drink of water forgotten.“Should I be going to school?”

      “Hmm?” Aunt Dorothy looked up from where she was meticulously adding frosting buttons to the cookie soldier jackets. Her apple cheeks were smudged with flour. Her hair was a wild mess. She followed Emerson’s gaze out the window, understanding penetrating the baking fog. “Oh! My goodness! Yes, I suppose you should. Franklin, get some warm clothes on, we’re taking Em school shopping!”
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      Whistleborough High School, home of the Ravens, was situated on a hill on the West side of town. Surrounded by snow covered trees, the two story brick building had a scholarly statue on the front lawn, massive stone steps leading up to the front door, and looked like it had been there for centuries.

      “Are you sure you don’t want us to come in with you?” Aunt Dorothy asked from Peggy’s driver’s seat. She and Franklin had watched Emerson get out of the car with matching concerned expressions.

      “No, thank you, I’ll be fine,” Emerson said. She didn’t want to hurt Aunt Dorothy’s feelings, but being escorted on the first day of school by your aunt and her pig wasn’t exactly an ideal social situation, no matter how well you dressed up the pig.

      Franklin grunted her disapproval as Emerson shut the car door and waved goodbye. Turning her attention to her new school, she took a deep breath and started down the path that led to the front door.

      As her Mother had grown more and more ill over the years, Emerson had managed almost all of her schooling alone. She had told herself that attending Whistleborough High School would be no different, but that resolve disappeared little-by-little as each step brought her closer to the building. Her palms grew sweaty inside of her mittens.

      “You can do this,” Emerson said under her breath as she followed a group of students past the statue.

      “Hello,” a deep voice came from her side.

      She turned to find the tall, floppy haired boy from the ice cream shop walking next to her. No longer in his dairy cow apron, he wore an oversized brown suede coat with a wool collar, which made him look older and more filled out.

      “Hello,” she said, relieved to see a familiar face yet terrified at the idea of having to make small talk.

      He had wide set hazel eyes that smiled as he spoke. “You’re the new girl.”

      “I suppose I am,” she said stiffly.

      “Do you remember me? You paid me for your pig’s ice cream.”

      She shot him a sideways look and nodded quickly. “I remember.”

      She wanted to say that Franklin wasn’t exactly her pig, but it seemed a silly point to argue. They were at the steps where more and more students were arriving to go inside and there was a rushed feeling in the air.

      “Henrik, hurry up!” a short slightly pudgy boy called out from the top of the stairs.

      Her companion looked up in acknowledgment and waved before turning back to Emerson. “Can I help you find the office?”

      His eyes were kind and she almost accepted his offer, but couldn’t quite get over her shyness. She tried to smile. “No, thank you.”

      “Okay, suit yourself,” he said with a shrug before bounding up the stairs two at a time. At the top he turned around, his eyes still smiling. “I’m Henrik, by the way.”

      He ducked inside before she could respond.
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      Amidst the busy lobby full of students hurrying to class, Emerson found the school office and managed to get her final paperwork in order.

      “We’re glad to have you here, Emerson,” Principal Fuji told her. “Your mother was one of our best students. Always so studious and well behaved. A lovely girl.”

      Emerson forced a smile.

      “Of course, we were all devastated when we heard the news of her passing.”

      Emerson dropped her eyes to the floor, hoping the principal would take the hint and stop talking about her Mother.

      Perhaps sensing she should move on, Principal Fuji changed the subject. “Well, now, let’s get you into your homeroom, shall we?”

      Her homeroom turned out to be about twenty students, one of which was Henrik, who grinned at her from his desk nearest the window. Emerson blushed, not only because of Henrik’s attention, but because everyone else was staring at her, too.

      “Emerson, that’s an interesting name,” Mr. Brody, the big burly homeroom teacher, said. “Were you named after the poet, Claudia Emerson?”

      “I’m pretty sure I was named after Ralph Waldo,” she corrected him. A murmur of amusement moved through the classroom.

      “Imogen, would you please make room for Emerson at your table?” Mr. Brody was addressing a girl sitting alone at a long brown table at the back of the room. Most of the surface of the table was taken up by open textbooks, which apparently she was studying.

      Imogen sighed, annoyed, as she swept the books into a messy pile on one side of the table. “Classic,” she complained under her breath.

      Emerson sat down at the empty side and put her new black backpack on the table. Thank goodness she had talked Aunt Dorothy out of buying the purple backpack with polka dots.

      She got through homeroom with no more embarrassing interactions, followed by English, which she shared again with Henrik and Imogen, and then Math where she was on her own.

      At lunch, she stood in line to get her food, choosing the fried fish sandwich and an orange, forgoing the tater tots and vanilla pudding. She didn’t know how much she could eat with her stomach already full of first day of school nerves. Loud conversations and laughter filled the large room and Emerson wished she could fast forward to the end of of the day so it would be over.

      She spied an empty table at the back of the cafeteria where she could hide out for the duration of lunch. As she made her way toward her target destination, an empty chair moved out in front of her, blocking her path.

      She stopped so she wouldn’t trip and turned quickly to see Henrik already sitting and eating. He had pushed the chair out with his foot to get her attention.

      “You can join us, if you want,” he said.

      The ‘us’ he was speaking of was Imogen, the slightly pudgy boy who had shouted his name on the steps, and two slender girls with dark matching braids and green eyes who were obviously twins.

      Emerson hesitated, fighting an urge to flee. Henrik seemed amused at her indecision, but he didn’t press the matter. She decided it wouldn’t hurt to maybe meet a few people, and sat down.

      Pleased, Henrik leaned over the half eaten fish sandwich on his tray and asked, “Do you go by Emerson?”

      She nodded, breaking off the corner of her fried fish and nibbling on it. “Sure…but sometimes people call me Em.”

      Henrik nodded his approval. “Well, Em, allow me to introduce everyone.” He pointed at the boy who had dark brown skin and hair, and even darker eyes looking out from behind thick glasses. “This is Jordy. He’s quite smart about a lot of things, but not about everything, so don’t let him fool you.”

      Jordy sniffed at the comment and said, “Hi.”

      “And you’ve met Imogen. Otherwise known as Genny, but only to her friends.” Henrik lowered his voice to a whisper so loud they could all still hear him. “She’s got a bit of an attitude.”

      Imogen rolled her eyes at him before taking a drink of her chocolate milk.

      “And these are the twins, Merrit and Marlow. Don’t ask me which is which,” he grinned.

      “I’m Marlow and this is Merrit,” one of the green eyed girls explained. Not only did they look like mirror images of one another, they were dressed exactly alike in yellow sweaters and jeans. Emerson didn’t know how she would ever tell the difference between them.

      Moving in sync, the twins held up their braids. The one that had introduced herself as Marlow had small blue ribbons tied at the end of her braids and the other, Merrit, had the exact same ribbons except in red.

      “Don’t listen to him.” Merrit pointed the tip of one braid at Henrik. “He’s always joking.”

      “We’ve never had a new girl in school,” Jordy announced unceremoniously.

      “Never?” Emerson found that hard to believe.

      “Nope, never,” Henrik said.

      “I was new!” Imogen complained.

      “That was in first grade, Genny. I don’t think it counts anymore,” Henrik responded.

      Imogen scowled. “I didn’t go to Kindergarten here and then I started first grade here, that’s new.”

      “Not very new,” Jordy said, pushing his glasses up on his nose.

      “Classic,” Imogen muttered and shoved a spoon into her pudding.

      “Let’s see…who else should we introduce you to?” Henrik said as he scanned the cafeteria.

      A group of three girls walked along the opposite side of the room. Dressed in short skirts, tall boots, and form fitting tops, they looked remarkably alike except for the different color of their gorgeous long hair. One was a beautiful brunette. One was a beautiful blonde. And one was a beautiful redhead.

      Whenever they passed a table of students all conversation dropped to the bare minimum, but the three beauties didn’t greet or acknowledge another soul. Emerson didn’t have to be told that these were the popular girls. Her old school had similar types. Luckily, their paths had rarely crossed with hers.

      Noticing where Emerson was looking, Marlow said, “Those are the Ravens…or that’s what they call themselves.”

      “Technically they’re correct to call themselves by the name, because it’s our school mascot,” Merrit said, a bit dismally.

      “Technically maybe, but the school mascot is supposed to belong to the whole school. Not just the cheerleaders,” Jordy corrected.

      “What do you think, Henrik?” Marlow asked.

      “I don’t want to talk about the Ravens.” Henrik turned his attention back to his fish sandwich. “Besides, the new girl probably doesn’t care to hear about them anyway.” He looked at Emerson for support.

      “I don’t mind,” she said, trying to sound nonchalant.

      “Come on, give us your vote on it,” Marlow insisted.

      Henrik growled in disapproval. “I’m not exactly a neutral party.”

      “Why not?” Emerson asked, curious for reasons she didn’t quite understand.

      Henrik sighed and turned around so he could point at the girls, who were now making their way down the center aisle towards them. He pointed at the brunette first. “That’s my sister.” Then he pointed at the blonde. “That’s my cousin.”

      “And that’s his ex.” Jordy pointed at the redhead.

      Henrik’s cheeks didn’t exactly redden, but he turned in his seat and hunched over his fish sandwich. “More like my biggest mistake,” he said glumly.

      “So young…so full of regrets,” Marlow teased. Henrik threw a tater tot at her forehead. She ducked, letting the tot fly by, then stuck her tongue out at him.

      “And who’s that?” Emerson asked as a big muscular guy with bleached white hair raced up behind the Ravens and grabbed the brunette by the waist, sending her into squealing giggles.

      “That’s Toby,” Jordy answered.

      “Talking about mistakes,” Henrik muttered.

      “Hi cuz,” the blonde said to Henrik as the Ravens and Toby approached their table.

      Henrik raised his hand casually in the air, but didn’t turn around to look at them.

      “Who’s this?” Toby, his hands still on the waist of the giggly brunette who was Henrik’s sister, used his chin to point at Emerson.

      All of the Ravens leveled their gaze on her at once and she felt a vibration moving through the table, into her hands, and up her arms. Emerson would have sworn the plastic plates holding their lunches rattled. Her eyes widened in surprise and Henrik looked sharply up at her. The rattling stopped.

      “Why don’t you ask her politely?” Henrik said, loud enough so Toby could hear him, but keeping his eyes locked onto Emerson’s.

      There was a tense pause and Emerson wished she could sink into the floor and disappear. The last thing she wanted was to get involved in some kind of dispute between cliques.

      The redhead, lips curved into a sarcastic smile, spoke, “Don’t be such an old lady, Henrik.” She flicked her eyes from the back of Henrik’s head to Emerson. Her eyes were deep blue and she narrowed them slightly as she feigned politeness. “Good day, miss, we have not had the pleasure of your acquaintance. Might we inquire as to your name?”

      Everyone, even the students from nearby tables, turned their attention to Emerson. She could feel their stares boring into her. She had to swallow before she could answer because her throat was so dry.

      “I’m Emerson,” she said. ”Emerson Foster.”

      Again, a vibration moved through the table and her fingertips. Henrik’s eyes, still on hers, widened with surprise and amusement. Whatever it was he could feel it, too. Or maybe, she thought suddenly, maybe he was shaking the table from underneath.

      Toby grunted, apparently knowing her name didn’t make a bit of difference to him.

      The redhead’s lips slipped apart, revealing perfectly white teeth in what Emerson realized was supposed to be a smile. “I’m Sloan.” She waited a moment, perhaps for a response, but Emerson only nodded. Sloan pointed at the blonde, “This is Trinity.” She pointed at the brunette. “And that’s Paisley.”

      Not knowing what else to say, Emerson resorted to good breeding. “Nice to meet you.”

      Sloan’s smile melted into a smirk. She opened her mouth to say something that Emerson knew with every fiber of her being was going to be insulting, but right at that moment a loud buzz blasted through the speaker system. Lunch was over.

      Science class came directly after lunch and she found that she was happy to see Henrik and the rest of her lunch companions in the same class. They made room for her at their table. Her homeroom teacher, Mr. Brody, turned out to the be science teacher, which meant he already knew her, saving her another round of introductions. For a small window of time Emerson thought it was possible she could become comfortable in her new school.

      That feeling, unfortunately, was short lived.

      After science class was French, her last class of the day.

      “Genny just transferred into that French class,” Merrit informed her as they were all leaving the science room.

      “Oh? Would you mind showing me the way to the French room?” Emerson asked hopefully.

      Imogen gave her a look of irritation that might normally be reserved for annoying younger siblings. With a resigned sigh, she beckoned Emerson to walk with her to class.

      “Thank you,” Emerson said.

      “No big deal,” Imogen responded. “I know what it’s like to be the new girl.”

      “Right, you came here in first grade.”

      Imogen nodded seriously. “It was tough.”

      “I bet it was,” Emerson agreed as sincerely as she could.

      Imogen, glad to have her feelings validated, shrugged and said, “You can call me Genny.”

      They arrived just as the tardy bell rang, opening the door in a hurry and stepping into class late. All of the students were already seated and facing the front of the room.

      The teacher, a petite woman with a pixie haircut, spoke to them in French, “Prenez place, mesdames.”

      Emerson had a sinking feeling as she saw that the only seats available were directly in front of a brunette, a blonde, and a redhead. The Ravens.

      Emerson and Genny shared an uncertain look and Genny grumbled just loud enough that Emerson could hear, “Absolutely classic.”
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      Conjugating verbs was challenging by itself, but Emerson found it even more difficult with the eyes of the Ravens on her back. However, as she rattled off the present perfect of the French verb aimer her voice didn’t waver.

      “J’ai aimé, tu as aimé, il a aimé...” Emerson dutifully went through the full conjugation.

      When she was finished the teacher, Ms. Dupont, smiled, “Très bien, très bien! Now, Imogen, dormir.”

      Genny began her recitation and Emerson was glad to hear her get it right. She hated making mistakes in front of the whole class and wouldn’t wish that humiliation on anyone, especially a new friend.

      She was grateful for Genny. The scornful vibes coming from the Ravens behind them seemed a little less threatening when Genny’s defiant attitude came to the surface. Like when Paisley made a mistake in her past perfect conjugation of manger and Genny looked at Emerson, giving her a satisfied smirk.

      Thankfully, Ms. Dupont ran a strict and fast paced class. There was no down time and no interaction between students unless Ms. Dupont was specifically asking them to have a conversation in French. So even though she and Genny had been forced to sit much closer to the Ravens than they would have desired, they didn’t have any real run-ins with them.

      After French class Emerson’s day was over and she made her way quickly to the front of the school. She was happy to see Aunt
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