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It was warm the day my father died. It's been winter ever since.

I knew Daddy had magic. He chased away the monsters under my bed, flipped pancakes, and reached high shelves to get treats for me. But I didn't think he held back the snow.

"Boot!" That's not the name Mama gave me. Auntie just calls me that. I don't remember my real name anymore; the one Mama gave me when she gave me her life. "Have you finished your chores?"

I haven't done anything amazing with the life she gave me. I shovel snow, feed the dogs, fetch wood for the stove (so we can save on gas, you see). So I don't blame Auntie for being mad all the time. If my sister died for something, I'd want it to be amazing. I should be as amazing as the stories I hear about people going outside with sundresses instead of snowshoes, bonnets instead of heavy fur hoods, and even swimming! The lake is frozen now. And ice fishing is not amazing.

"Yes, Auntie. The dogs are fed, the porch is clear, and the woodpile is covered for the next storm." She works hard at the local bank, making all the money for the house. She's not as strong as I am, she tells me all the time. "Your back is only 8 years old! You can take some of the work from my 56 year old legs!" She said. I don't mind. House chores keep me warm and the dogs are so big, they walk me.

"Good. Now go get yourself fed and bathed. No time for me to help you since I've been on my feet all day." She says on her way up to her bed. All I see is a flash of nightgown as I get up from the floor, close my book, and head into the kitchen.

There are dishes in the sink. Auntie already ate while I was out with the dogs, I guess. I reach the cabinets I can, finding some crackers and bread. I make a nice sandwich with some of the turkey in the fridge with cheese and crackers. It's not so bad, eating with nothing but the wind outside. I think I used to eat with Daddy, helping him stir his famous sauce and watching his hands as he chopped vegetables. The scraps always went outside for the rabbits. Auntie hates the rabbits. I sneak them anything I can.

After I clean the kitchen, I take all the food scraps to the pile in the backyard. It's not easy for the animals ever since the sun went away. At school, they tell us we should share so they survive. But it's more so we can eat them. I just like to see the flashes of color against the white and gray of the snow and cold. The dogs sneak some, dancing around me when I head out the door, but I shoo them inside. They are spoiled to pieces, warm and cozy and fed scraps from the meal before it's even done. The wild ones get the rest. It's only fair.

I see a brown shape bounding through the leafless bushes against the back fence once I'm sure the dogs will stay inside. Little dark eyes watch me step off the back steps and walk to the back of the yard.

I only watch it out of the corner of my eye, because rabbits run if they can tell you're looking. I'd run, too, especially since we make stew out of so many. It looks at me like I'm a hunter as I plod in my winter boots across the frost-covered grass to leave the scraps as far from the door as I can. When I turn to leave, I make sure my back is to the rabbit so it sees there's nothing to fear.

"Many thanks, lady." A voice calls out to me and I can't help but spin so fast, I land right on my tush. Auntie smacked me a good one for saying "butt" just once before I learned my lesson.

"Be careful there!" Another little voice yells. "You'll crack your head right open like that, kid."

I blink snow out of my eyes and sure enough, a brown and white hare is staring at me. On his back is the tiniest frog I've ever seen, clinging to the rabbit's fur with strong, webbed fingers. "How can you... I mean you're not supposed to-"

"Talk? It's not supposed to snow year-round, either." Frog says to me. He's right. And I've pretended tons of other things before so this isn't so bad.

"Most don't listen." Rabbit says. "But I didn't expect my thanks to knock you on your keister."

"You're welcome." I whisper, getting up on my feet again. "It must be hard to find food now."

"Well, Rabbit here keeps my feet warm and lets me eat whatever bugs manage to get in her fur." Frog leans over to inspect the scraps. "And she gives me shelter since the lake froze up. Lotsa us water folk ran off after that."

"And you always leave the best stuff. And I can see why now that I look at you. You're thin as the branches on the ground. All coat and mittens."

"I don't need much. Auntie gives the dogs so much of her food, they're spoiled. I can share with you guys." A nasty wind cuts right through me and I shiver hard, almost biting my tongue as I try to talk.

"Go on inside, skinny. You'll freeze." Frog scolds me, leaning in close to Rabbit's fur. Her voice shivers like mine but she's got no teeth to chatter.

Nodding, I race into the house, waving to my figments as I go. "I'll leave more tomorrow!" I call to them as I push back the dogs and go back inside. It's fun to have friends, even if they aren't real. I'm usually too busy with chores for Auntie to let me go play. I giggle to myself at the thought Frog on Rabbit's back bounding through the snow. What a pair they make!
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I shouldn't have told Auntie.

"Your mother would bore me to tears with such nonsense. Don't you mention it again." She was so mad; I thought she would hit me. But she hasn't done that in years. I'm a really good girl now. Except that I talk to animals. Who talk back.

Even if Auntie hates it, I promise myself I'll look for Rabbit and Frog again today. If my Mother could do this, too, she's given me a great gift.

When I bring scraps out this time, they're waiting for me, Frog on Rabbit's back on top of the frozen snow. I try to bring something that's still warm but the toast crusts and stew veggies are nearly cold by the time I reach them.

"I saw someone who looked like you." Frog said, leaning forward on Rabbit's head. "Over in the lake."

"IN the lake?"

"If you got time, kid, we'll show you." Rabbit flicks her ears to shake Frog off as she bites into some carrots.

I look back at the door, shut tight in front of the dogs. I can see them bounding in the window for me to come back. "Auntie is already mad at me because I can talk to you."

"So let her be mad." Frog smiles at me and it's a little scary with no teeth. He's right. Auntie is always mad.

The lake isn't too far and Auntie went to bed hours ago. The dogs would never scratch at the door
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