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      Nobody stays in Los Angeles for New Year’s Eve. Either they go to one of their other houses or they fly to some city with better fireworks or they go somewhere private, like an island or something.

      At least, that’s what Imperia Encanto’s best friend Janie told her on the phone two days after Christmas, when Imperia asked if Janie wanted to come over and see the house.

      That was one of Daddy’s gifts to Imperia—a chance to invite her friends over for cookies. Imperia doesn’t have a lot of friends. There’s Janie, whose family is super rich and powerful—Greater World Rich and Powerful, not like Imperia’s family which actually heads a real magical Kingdom (and the only way to get there is through portals, which Imperia can’t explain to anyone here in the Greater World). Then there’s Eddie, who talks about his mom a little and it sounds like she has what Imperia’s soon-to-be stepmother, Mellie, calls “stupid money,” which means she spends ridiculous amounts of money on things that shouldn’t cost that much at all just because these people have the money.

      Eddie can’t eat regular food because he used to be fat and his mom put him on this restrictive diet and supervises every single bite that he puts in his mouth. She actually hired monitors to watch him at the school, to make sure he doesn’t eat “bad” stuff. So, even Imperia, who is beginning to think she’s socially challenged (a phrase she’s just learning), realizes that inviting him over for cookies is kinda mean.

      Imperia doesn’t know how to explain that to Daddy, so she didn’t. But she did invite Janie, who couldn’t come because her family was heading to Paris to watch the fireworks off the Eiffel Tower, all of which meant nothing when Janie mentioned it. And Imperia, dumb her, asked What fireworks? and Janie paused like Imperia’s friends do when she asks a question that they think is like super stupid or something. But they’re her friends so they answer her.

      Imperia has some other friends that she probably could have invited, people like Anita, who is a friend, but is still new enough that Imperia’s not comfortable with her. Then there are the other people who sit at her lunch table, and she’s pretty convinced they sit at the table to be near Eddie not her, since they sometimes giggle behind their hands at her. Maybe next semester, she’d tell them it’s okay to laugh because she just doesn’t know stuff, and it’s better to have a normal reaction than try to hide it.

      She thought about saying that last semester, but she didn’t because she wasn’t ready to lose any friends if they thought she thought they were being mean or something.

      It’s really fraught to be in the Greater World, “fraught” being a word she learned from Mellie during the holiday season, because Mellie said that by Christmas everyone was fraught and they weren’t thinking anymore and they just wanted the holiday over…which was so different from the people in the holiday movies that Imperia watched back in the Kingdom, when Daddy had moved to the Greater World, but Imperia and  her little sister Grace were still living with their mom.

      Imperia tries not to think about her mom much but thoughts about her come up every single day. If Imperia could learn magic to spell those thoughts away, she would, because her mom isn’t worth thinking about.

      Her mom abandoned the girls outside their grandfather’s castle one day, saying he and Daddy could take care of the girls from now on because she didn’t want to ever again.

      Imperia hasn’t seen her in three years now, so it isn’t fair she thought about her mom every day still.

      All week, people—like the customers at Daddy’s bookstore—keep asking what the family is going to do on New Year’s. When Mellie’s around, she usually says, “Nothing,” with a smile that makes other people smile too, like they understand. Or she says, “Well, we’ll watch the ball drop in New York and then probably go to bed,” which also doesn’t make any sense. What ball? What’s in New York? Why should they care?

      What is Imperia missing?

      Imperia is kinda sorta getting used to things in the Greater World not making sense, but it’s annoying her too. She tries to look things up on the tablet that Daddy bought her for school, but she doesn’t know how to do it right and besides, there’s lots of child protection stuff on it, so sometimes she just gets a blank screen with the words This website blocked by user.

      If she was a different kid, she’d unblock it. She knows kids who would help her with that, some for money and some for free.

      But that would make Daddy give her that look and maybe the trust lecture. Imperia nearly lost his trust last fall when she punched Skylar Kennedy Campbell for being mean to Grace, and ever since, Imperia’s been really really careful not to do something that would make Daddy stop trusting her again.

      That’s what happened with the punch. She didn’t really know that punching mean people was wrong. After all, her grandfather actually talks about going to war against mean people, and that involves more than punching.

      But maybe it’s one of those things that’s different in the Kingdoms than it is in the Greater World.

      School’s supposed to start two days after New Year’s Day, which from what she can tell, nobody celebrates, but they get the day off anyway to nurse a hangover, Anita said on the last day of school. Or to fly home from wherever, Janie said with the confidence that only Janie had.

      Imperia had to look up “hangover,” which just sounded awful. She’d rather fly home from somewhere fun then she would spending the day with a bad headache and maybe puking.

      Grown-ups—especially those in the Greater World—are so weird.

      Mellie has convinced Imperia’s dad to close down his store on New Year’s Eve in the afternoon because she doesn’t want him driving “around all the drunks.” But Mellie thinks it’s a good idea to be open on New Year’s Day, so Daddy is putting up a sign saying he’s going to do just that.

      Apparently, having stores open gives people places to belong on weird holidays like that one.

      Grace is going to be at the store, but Imperia doesn’t want to. She likes the store, but not as much as everyone else in the family does, even though she has to admit it’s pretty great right now, with the Christmas tree and cookies and cocoa and everything.

      But Mellie says the tree will come down after the first of the year because that’s tradition. Imperia doesn’t understand the back side of any of these traditions, because the holiday movies never show the Christmas trees coming down. They only show the trees going up, and everyone getting in the “spirit” of decorating them.

      This year, Imperia learned that it didn’t take “spirit” to decorate a tree. It took concentration to figure out where the “holes” were in the branches and cooperation because what looked good to one person looked terrible to another.

      Mellie made Daddy hire some expert to decorate the store, because she wanted it done “right,” and Imperia later understood that “right” meant like in the movies. But at home, they got to decorate their own tree, which is still up, standing in front of the big picture window in the living room with the unnecessary fireplace.

      Grace likes the store tree better because it’s so pretty, but Imperia likes the homemade tree the best. It’s messy and weird like she is. It doesn’t even stand up straight. But it smells really great, like the forests back home, which she misses, even though she isn’t going tell anybody.

      She misses the snow too, like Daddy does, and she misses real fires in fireplaces. The fireplace here runs on gas, whatever that is, and it doesn’t get hot. It’s just pretty, like so many things in Los Angeles. That’s why Daddy calls it the unnecessary fireplace. He grew up in a world (and she did too, really) where fireplaces actually kept people warm.

      She doesn’t like this time between Christmas and New Year. As hard as she finds school, she wants it to start up again. It’s a place to go and she’s actually learning stuff, not just about the Greater World (history, English, French) but stuff she can use like math. She likes math. It’s the same here as it is in the Kingdom, something that doesn’t happen very often.

      Grace, at least, has optional choir practice, because their director doesn’t want them to get “rusty,” which Mellie had to explain. Rusty isn’t about rusting like something metal. It just means getting out of shape.

      Which is good, because both girls have seen The Wizard of Oz twice, and the last thing Grace wants (and Imperia wants for her) is for her to be as rusty as the Tin Man just because she’s on a break.

      So Grace gets to sing three days this week, but Imperia just gets to sit around and do nothing. She can sit around in the big living room with the tree or she can sit around at the store, but she can’t do anything else without supervision, which means adult supervision, which means either Daddy or Mellie have to go with her.

      Daddy’s at the store all day, and Mellie has her own work. She’ll come along, but she has to be able to work wherever they’re going, which is just weird and makes Imperia feel really self-conscious.

      Daddy’s starting to get worried about her anyway. Imperia can tell because he’s giving her that look, the one he gets when he doesn’t know what’s going on, but he wants to.

      He gave it to her at breakfast when he served her a bowl of oatmeal covered with bananas and raisins and brown sugar. He even offered her a cookie, then looked at her hard, which meant he had questions, but he didn’t want to ask them around Grace.

      He was going to ask them before he went to the store, though. Imperia just knew it.

      So she’s waiting in the living room by the messy tree, looking out the window at the green lawns and flowers. Mellie calls it Los Angeles magic—the fact that there are flowers in the winter and no snow. She likes it.

      Imperia can hear Daddy in the kitchen, running water and stacking the dishwasher (even though she doesn’t get “stacking” either. The dishwasher isn’t stacked on anything. What he’s doing is filling it).

      But she’s trying to learn all these terms. Daddy and Grace seem to get them a lot faster than Imperia does.

      The dish clinking stops, and she takes a deep breath. He’s going to come in here next.

      She’s right. She hears his shoes shush-shush on the carpet in that particularly Daddy way. Grace stomps everywhere she goes. Mellie walks fast, but Daddy steps kinda lightly. His movements are quiet, but Imperia can still hear them.

      The muscles in her back tense. She doesn’t move, but she knows she probably looks stiff. Still, she pretends that she’s not nervous about what
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