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      Emily Main lifted a handful of her heavy auburn hair with one hand and fanned the damp nape of her neck with the other. “What do you think? Does the buffet look pretty? I want everything to be perfect. It needs to be elegant and classy for Gina.”

      Martha Main put her arm around her daughter’s shoulders and gave them a squeeze. “It’s absolutely gorgeous. The tea sandwiches you girls made this morning look fantastic. So dainty.”

      “I cut off all the crusts,” Zoe chimed in, proud of her contribution. The fourth grader had recently become Emily’s ward when her grandmother had died.

      “You did a very precise job of it,” Martha told the girl, whom she loved like a granddaughter. She turned to Emily, “The pastries you got from the bakery on the corner are stunning. They’re little works of art.”

      “Thank you for making the scones, Mom. Yours are better than any I’ve had in a tearoom.”

      “I’m delighted I could contribute something to Gina’s bridal shower,” Martha replied. “I’m so happy she’s marrying such a nice man. And I’m overjoyed that the two of you have rekindled your friendship.”

      Emily inhaled deeply. The rift between her and her lifelong best friend had been a painful chapter in her life. One she was thankful was finally over. “Did you put the flowers on the end table?” she asked Zoe.

      “Yep. They’re next to the sign that says ‘Gifts.’ Everything’s set up like the map we made. Do you want me to lead you around the room so you can check everything?”

      Emily shook her head. “That’s not necessary. If you say it’s all right, then it is. You’re very reliable, Zoe—way more dependable than I was at your age.” She wished she could see Zoe’s reaction to her words, but Zoe’s quick intake of breath told Emily that Zoe appreciated the compliment.

      “How long before people start arriving?” Emily asked.

      Martha consulted her watch. “Any minute now. Are you still expecting seven, including Gina?”

      “Yes. It’s a family shower. I hope Gina isn’t disappointed. I didn’t think I could manage⁠—”

      “Gina’s thrilled you’re doing this for her. I talked to her mother yesterday. Gina will have time to relax and talk to everyone. Her mother told me she’s really looking forward to this afternoon.”

      Emily nodded. “Good. And Garth is in his bed? He’s not working as my guide dog during the shower.”

      “He’s stretched out and sound asleep,” Zoe said. “Sabrina’s cuddled up next to him.”

      “Okay. We don’t want them getting under anyone’s feet. It’s your job to make sure Sabrina stays out of the way, Zoe.”

      “I know,” Zoe said, a hint of rebuke in her voice.

      Martha rubbed the girl’s back in a circular motion. “It’s always a bit nerve-wracking for the host right before a party starts. You keep going over the details in your mind to make sure you haven’t forgotten anything.”

      “Let’s put hot water into the teapots to warm them,” Emily said. “There should be ten of them. Everyone can select their own tea from the box. We have twenty different varieties. It came in handy that you’re such a big tea drinker, Mom.”

      Martha moved to the kitchen island and began filling the individual teapots with hot water from the large electric urn. “I had so much fun shopping for the teas for this shower. I also bought enough new kinds to try at home that I won’t run out for at least a year.”

      “Thank you for letting me borrow teapots from your collection,” Emily said.

      “They’re all so pretty,” Zoe chimed in.

      “I’m happy that they’re getting pressed into service,” Martha said. “I love them, but I rarely use them. I just plop a tea bag into a mug at home.”

      “If I drank tea every day and had a teapot, I’d use it,” Zoe said.

      “Quite right. Is one of these your favorite?” Martha asked.

      Zoe walked to the kitchen island and stood, surveying the ten teapots lined up in two rows. “It’s a tie between the one with yellow daisies that are sort of raised up on the sides and the one that’s a shiny bright blue.”

      “You’ve got a good eye,” Martha said. “The one with the daisies is handmade. My husband got it for me in Sausalito for our first anniversary. It’s my favorite. The other one is Fiestaware.”

      “I’ll tell you what—let’s put both of these aside so that Zoe can have the blue one for her teapot and you can have the one Dad gave you for yours, Mom.”

      “Can we?” Zoe asked.

      “Of course,” Emily said as the buzzer from the lobby sounded. She made her way to the door and pressed the button to open the lobby door. “I think our first guests are here. Go do that quickly, Zoe. It’s showtime!”
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        * * *

      

      Gina Roberts and her mother swept into Emily’s apartment. “Are we the first to arrive?” Gina asked as she drew Emily into a hug. “It’s poor form for the bride to be late.”

      “Mom and Zoe are here, of course,” Emily said. “But no one else.”

      “Good. We had a heck of a time finding a parking spot. Drove around the block twice.” Hilary Roberts, Gina’s mother, walked up to Emily and took both of her hands in hers. “Hello, dear girl. I…” her voice broke. “This is the first time I’ve seen you since…” She drew in a deep breath.

      “Since I lost my eyesight,” Emily finished her sentence for her. “I know. You’ve been on your retirement round-the-world tour. How was it?”

      Hilary cleared her throat. “It was wonderful—mostly. We saw everything on our bucket list and decided on a few places we’d like to go back to, but being away for over a year was too much for me. If it hadn’t been for Charles, I would have bolted for home months ahead of schedule.”

      “I was proud of you for stepping out of your comfort zone and going,” Emily said. “I’d love to hear more about your favorite experiences during tea.”

      “I’ll sit with you this afternoon and do just that.” Hilary stepped back, holding Emily at arm’s length. “You look terrific, Em. You’ve always been beautiful, and you’re still full of the self-confidence, poise, and presence you’ve always had.” They remained silent. “I’m so glad.”

      “Thank you,” Emily said quietly. “The past couple of years have been rough, but Mom’s been a rock star this whole time and I’ve been blessed with the most supportive co-workers you could ever hope for—not to mention Gina. The training I’ve received from the Foundation for the Blind has allowed me to resume my independent life, and having Garth at my side,” she gestured to where her guide dog lay on his bed in a corner of the room, “is… well… everything.”

      “Gina told me you have a remarkable guide dog,” Hilary said. “There are two dogs over there.”

      “The schnauzer is mine,” Zoe said. “She’s not trained to be a guide dog, but she’s really smart—just like Garth.”

      “You must be Zoe,” Hilary said, turning to the girl. She extended her hand; Zoe took it and they shook. “I’m Gina’s mom. You can call me Hilary. My daughter thinks the world of you. She says you’ve been extremely helpful to Emily—and that you’ve been through a lot, too.”

      Zoe sidled over to Emily.

      “I was so sorry to hear about your grandmother. I knew Irene and liked her very much.”

      Zoe swallowed hard, and Emily put her arm around the little girl’s shoulders.

      “That’s a very pretty dress you’re wearing, Zoe,” Gina broke in. “The yellow is beautiful with your dark hair and eyes. Vibrant. It suits you.”

      Martha caught Zoe’s eye and winked at her.

      Zoe flushed. “I love this color.”

      The buzzer sounded again, and Emily moved toward the sound. She pressed the button to open the lobby door. “We’re going to have tea as soon as everyone arrives. Then we’ll open gifts.”

      “Did you receive mine?” Hilary asked. “I had the store send it here.”

      Emily nodded. “It’s in my bedroom. Zoe—can you get the wrapped package that’s sitting on top of the dresser and put it on the gifts table?”

      Zoe took off to retrieve Hilary’s gift as Emily buzzed in another guest and opened her door.

      “Emily,” called a vaguely familiar voice. “I’m Craig’s aunt. We met at the engagement party I threw for Craig and Gina.”

      “Yes—I remember. It was a…” She paused, searching for the right words. She’d spent the entire party secluded in the library of the palatial Georgian home, avoiding the boisterous party while getting to know Craig’s twin brother, Grant Johnson. Not only getting to know him, but becoming romantically interested in him.

      “Grant can’t stop talking about you,” the woman behind Grant’s aunt chimed in. “Sylvia Johnson,” said the woman, taking Emily’s hand in hers. “I’m Craig and Grant’s mother. I’m pleased to meet you. Thank you so much for inviting me.”

      Emily and Sylvia shook hands warmly. Emily could feel a flush rise up from the open neckline of her floral-patterned dress. She and Grant had spoken on the phone almost every night since they’d met but had only found time to see each other twice—once for dinner and another time for a midweek cup of coffee. His busy schedule as an architect and widowed father, together with her demanding job and new responsibilities with Zoe, allowed scant time for their budding relationship. She was pleased that he’d spoken about her to his mother.

      “Please… come in,” Emily said, stepping aside.

      “I want to introduce you to someone else,” Sylvia said. “I hope you don’t mind that we brought her along. Meet Diedre—Grant’s daughter.”

      “Hi Diedre! Your dad’s told me so much about you.” Emily spoke into the space in front of her. “I’m glad you decided to come, after all.”

      “I talked her into it,” Gina said. “I told her that there’d be another girl here her age, so it would be fun for her. I figured you’d have more than enough food.”

      “Of course,” Emily said. “As a matter of fact, I think both you and Zoe are new fourth graders at Hillside Elementary. I don’t believe you’re in the same class, but maybe you’ve seen each other.”

      Diedre shrugged and stared at the floor.

      Sylvia bent over and spoke softly into Diedre’s ear. “Emily is like your other grandfather. She can’t see, so you have to talk to her.”

      The buzzer sounded again.

      “That’ll be my three cousins,” Gina said. “They were driving into San Francisco together. We’re all here! Let’s get this party started.”
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      I cracked one eye open and lifted my head a quarter inch from my bed. The buzzer was sounding intermittently and with each buzz, Emily was welcoming more females into our apartment.

      Their excited chatter filled the room with an expectant energy. Dressed in their finery, they confirmed the growing suspicion I’d had all morning as Emily, Zoe, and Martha had raced around the apartment, setting out food, rearranging furniture, and plumping pillows. We were having a party. I thought I remembered Emily calling it a bridal shower.

      My harness was hanging from its usual hook by the door, so I knew I wasn’t working the party. Emily had put me in my bed and told me to “stay.” Fine by me. An afternoon nap was always welcome and something I excelled at.

      Zoe had placed Sabrina on the bed with me. I’d grown to love my pal Sabrina. I even thought of her as my best friend—after Emily, of course. But Sabrina didn’t have the discipline I had. She wouldn’t do as she’d been told. It was only a matter of time before she would get up and start zooming around the room in that miniature schnauzer way of hers, annoying everyone.

      I noticed a young girl enter the room. She looked to be the same size as Zoe. Dogs are highly empathic creatures, with guide dogs being at the top of the class in this regard. I could tell right away that this girl was as anxious as she was insecure.

      I pushed myself up into a half-sitting position and observed the scene in front of me. I wasn’t able to determine what had gotten her down but I was certain that I’d be able to help her.

      I might have to disobey Emily and break my “stay.” I wouldn’t do it lightly. I continued to scrutinize the actions of the humans in the room.

      If I had the opportunity to help this girl, I’d be ready to leap into action.
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      Emily shut the door and rested her back against it. “Welcome, everyone,” she said, raising her voice slightly to be heard above the chorus of greetings. “Zoe and I are so glad you could come to our shower for Gina. Zoe—can you say ‘hi’ to everyone?”

      “Hi,” came the tentative reply.

      “Zoe will take your cards and packages and put them on the gifts table. I thought we should go around the room to introduce ourselves with our name and how we know Gina. Then we’ll have tea and open presents. Zoe—would you like to start?”

      The room grew quiet.

      “I’m Zoe,” the girl said softly and paused.

      “Zoe’s my newest best friend,” Gina supplied, going to stand next to her.

      Martha took the next turn and soon everyone was on a first-name basis.

      Emily took charge again. “We’ve got five different tea sandwiches—all expertly prepared by Zoe; the best scones on the West coast, care of Martha; and desserts that are almost too pretty to eat from the bakery on the corner.”

      A murmur of approval floated around the room as the guests eyed the buffet set up on the kitchen island.

      “Everyone gets their own individual teapot. Pick your favorite one and select a tea from the box on the counter. We’ve warmed the pots. Martha will fill it for you from the electric urn that contains hot water. Take your tea and plates into the living room. I’ve got tea cups arranged in a basket on the coffee table, together with cream and sugar for those who would like them.”

      Emily turned in the direction of the kitchen. “Gina—you’re the guest of honor. You go first.”

      “Will do,” Gina replied, “after I finish taking pictures of everything for my social media.” She turned back to address Emily. “It looks absolutely stunning, Em. Like it was styled for a lifestyle magazine.”

      “That’s all Zoe’s doing,” Emily replied. “She’s got an artistic eye.”

      “Nicely done, Zoe!” Gina said.

      “Martha helped me,” Zoe said.

      “I didn’t change anything,” Martha said. “You laid it all out. After Gina, why don’t we let Diedre and you go next? You’ve met at school, haven’t you?”

      Zoe nodded as Hilary drew Diedre forward.

      “We’ve seen each other,” Diedre mumbled.

      “Now you two can get to know each other,” Hilary said.

      “The teapots are here.” Zoe pointed to the eight vessels lined up on the island.

      “That one on the counter—behind you—is the same blue as your dress, Diedre,” Hilary exclaimed, pointing to the Fiestaware teapot that Martha had set aside for Zoe. “I know it’s your favorite color. Would you like to choose it?”

      Zoe’s head whipped around. She locked eyes with Martha. Martha shook her head imperceptibly.

      “That’d be great,” Diedre said.

      “Select your tea from the box,” Hilary said.

      Zoe opened her mouth to speak and Martha put her hand on Zoe’s shoulder, bringing her lips close to Zoe’s ear. “She’s the guest—let her have the blue pot. I’m going to leave it here so we can use it for tea whenever I come to visit. Would you like that?”

      Zoe nodded her head.

      “Why don’t you sit with Diedre? It’ll be nice for you to have a new friend at school.”

      “I don’t need a new friend at school,” Zoe muttered. “I’m fine.”

      Everyone served themselves and congregated in the living room. Zoe did as Martha had suggested and perched on the sofa next to Diedre. The foggy morning had given way to a cloudless afternoon and sunshine slanted through the tall windows, creating swaths of warm light on the carpeted floor. The room was soon filled with the sound of silver cutlery scraping china plates, moans of appreciation over the delicious food, and animated conversation punctuated by laughter.

      Zoe and Diedre sat next to each other, their plates balanced awkwardly on their knees. The girls snuck surreptitious glances at each other but remained silent.

      Sabrina, who had obediently remained in the dog bed with Garth, finally abandoned her post. She approached the group slowly, snuffling her nose along the floor, hoping to find a dropped morsel. When she reached Zoe, Sabrina hopped onto the sofa between the girls.

      Zoe clutched her plate, but Diedre didn’t react as quickly. Sabrina’s intrusion upended Diedre’s plate against the front of her beautiful blue dress. A scone, lathered with Devonshire cream, slipped down the bodice and deposited itself in Diedre’s lap.

      Diedre jerked back in her seat, a look of horror on her face.

      “Stupid dog,” she muttered as she grabbed her napkin and began swiping at the mess on the front of her dress.

      “Sabrina’s not stupid,” Zoe retorted. “She’s just a dog. It was an accident.”

      Tears pooled in Diedre’s eyes and dripped onto the growing stain.

      “Oh, my gosh. Look at you!” Sylvia set her teacup on the coffee table. “What a mess.” She took the napkin from Diedre. “You’re just making it worse. Come with me.” Sylvia took her granddaughter’s hand and pulled her to her feet. “We’ll go into the kitchen and get you cleaned up in no time.” She looked into Diedre’s face, now streaming with tears. “Don’t cry, darling. This dress is washable. It’ll all be fine.”

      Diedre stepped around the coffee table to go with her grandmother.

      “I’m sorry. Sabrina and I are so sorry,” Zoe said to Diedre’s retreating back in a voice so soft that no one heard.
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      Well—that didn’t go well.

      I should have forced myself to stay awake. I’d only intended to take a catnap, which is a stupid name for a short nap as far as I’m concerned. Cats can out-sleep the best of us.

      I just knew that Sabrina didn’t have the necessary self-control to remain in our bed as ordered. I figured she’d go hunting for crumbs. I’d sized this group up from the get-go and knew that they weren’t sloppy eaters. None of these ladies would drop food on the floor. That’s why I’d opted for a nap.

      I’d woken with a start when the other little girl and a woman entered the kitchen. One look at the girl’s dress, together with the talking-to that Sabrina was getting from Zoe, and I guessed what had happened.

      I also knew that the other girl’s sense of sadness had deepened—and there was now a definite sense of wariness between Zoe and this girl.

      Oh, boy. I didn’t know what I could do about this. Some things are above my pay grade. I’d have to think carefully before I took any sort of action.
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      “Hi Stephanie—and Biscuit,” Emily said.

      “I was hoping we’d run into the two of you out here,” Stephanie said to her close friend. They’d met and formed an instant bond when they were both students at the Foundation for the Blind.

      Biscuit led her handler to the spot of grass behind their apartment building reserved for dogs. Garth had just finished and made way for his fellow guide dog to access the grass.

      “How was your shower? Zoe talked about nothing else when we walked back and forth to school last week. She was so excited.”

      “It was a lot of fun. Gina and Craig’s family get along really well. Everyone raved about the food, which Zoe and my mom deserve all the credit for. I was nervous about throwing her a shower, but now that it’s over, I’m so glad I did.”

      “Craig and Grant are brothers, aren’t they?”

      “Twins.”

      “So you met your boyfriend’s mom. How did you like her?”

      “She’s really very nice.”

      “Does she know that you’re dating her son?”

      “She said that Grant can’t stop talking about me.” Emily’s pleasure in this fact rang through in her voice.

      “I’m not surprised. Who wouldn’t love you, Em?”

      “I also met Grant’s daughter. Diedre.”

      “The one that goes to Hillside?”

      “Yep. She’s in fourth grade, like Zoe, but they’re not in the same class.”

      “I don’t know the fourth graders,” Stephanie replied, “since this is my first year teaching third grade. Did she and Zoe have a good time getting to know each other?”

      Emily’s shoulders drooped, and she turned her face to the ground. “I don’t know. We weren’t expecting her, so when her grandmother brought her to the shower, I was really pleased. Zoe’s never had a wide circle of friends and I thought this might be nice for her.” Emily paused.

      “And?”

      “I can’t get anything more out of Zoe than that Diedre’s ‘okay.’ She has no enthusiasm in her voice and she shuts down the minute I want to talk.”

      Stephanie chuckled.

      “What’s funny?”

      “If I had a nickel for every parent who’s said that about their child…”

      “So this is normal?”

      “Perfectly.”

      They stood together in silence as Biscuit circled and found her spot.

      “I understand your concern about Zoe being… isolated. She’s a very gifted student—way ahead of her grade level in all subjects, yet she’s still emotionally and developmentally a fourth grader.”

      “I know she’s brilliant, but I want her to be a child, too. She needs to have all the pleasures of childhood—including having a best friend.”

      “I agree. These advanced kids can be a challenge. What did you think of Diedre? Was she nice?”

      “Yes—at least I think she was. I didn’t spend much time with her. Diedre got upset when Sabrina jumped on the sofa and knocked her plate into her dress. She started crying. I understand it made a mess, but it was no big deal. Her grandmother helped her clean it up.”

      “Hmmm…” Stephanie faced Emily. “Relationships between these pre-adolescent girls are fraught with misunderstandings and emotion. Let me try to get Zoe to talk to me about it when we walk to school together in the morning.”

      “Would you? I’d like to know what’s troubling her. If she and Diedre can’t get along, then maybe I shouldn’t be dating Grant. What would be the point?”

      “Hang on,” Stephanie said quickly. “You really like Grant and, from what you say, he’s a great guy. Don’t throw that away over some imagined tiff between fourth-grade girls. I’ll do some digging and let you know.”

      “You’re the best, Stephanie. Please don’t let on that I put you up to this.”

      “No worries on that score. Subtlety is my middle name. I’ll call you if I get any news to share.”
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      “Come on,” Emily said, turning to address the girl who was dawdling as she made her way along the corridor to Stephanie’s studio apartment. Emily barely needed her cane as she took the final few steps to the apartment where she had lived until a few weeks ago. Soon after Zoe’s grandmother had died and Emily had become Zoe’s legal guardian, they’d moved downstairs to a spacious three-bedroom unit in the well-appointed old building.

      At the same time, Stephanie had been searching—without success—for lodging near Hillside Elementary, where she’d just secured a position as a third-grade teacher. Allowing Stephanie to take over Emily’s lease had been the perfect solution. That Zoe could walk back and forth to school with Stephanie and Biscuit, and stay with Stephanie until Emily got home from work, solved a myriad of issues.

      Emily opened her arms wide, and Zoe stepped into them. “What’s got your goat this morning?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Are you feeling okay?” Emily pressed her palm against Zoe’s forehead. “You don’t have a fever.”

      “I’m fine,” Zoe said without conviction.

      “Are you happy at your school, honey?”

      Zoe shrugged. “Sure.”

      “Everyone gets down in the dumps from time to time. Making a start on your day is usually all it takes to brush the blues away.” Emily hugged Zoe to her as the door opened.

      Stephanie and Biscuit stood in the doorway.

      “Hi,” Zoe said quickly. “We’re to the right of the door.”

      “We were just coming to get you,” Stephanie said. “We don’t want to be late.”

      “Have a good day, you two,” Emily said. “Don’t forget to take Sabrina out as soon as you get home.”

      “I won’t,” Zoe said.

      “Zoe always remembers what she needs to do,” Stephanie said as she and Biscuit led the way to the elevator. “And she starts her homework without my having to say a word to her.”

      “She’s a very responsible person,” Emily said, swiveling to Zoe. “I guess I remind you of things out of habit. Sorry.”

      “That’s okay,” Zoe said. “Grandma did it all the time, too.”

      “It’s a parental thing,” Stephanie chimed in.

      “I should be home on time tonight,” Emily said. “I’m going in early so I can review a memo Dhruv sent me over the weekend. When he gets in this morning, I want to discuss it with him.”

      “He texted me an hour ago,” Stephanie chuckled. “He’s already at the office.”

      “Really? What’s got him so fired up?”

      “He never talks about his work in any detail,” Stephanie replied. “Not that I would understand it, anyway, but he said it has something to do with cybersecurity.”

      “Holy cow,” Emily said. “That’s an enormous concern these days, but it’s not what our unit works on. I can’t wait to read what he’s written.”

      The elevator doors opened.

      “See you tonight,” Emily said. “I’m going to get Garth, and we’ll be on our way.”

      “See you, Em,” Zoe said as she followed Stephanie and Biscuit out of the building and onto the sidewalk.

      “You had a busy weekend, what with the shower and all,” Stephanie said. “Emily said that you did a beautiful job with the tea sandwiches and were a wonderful help. She said she couldn’t have done it without you.”

      They walked together, the traffic noise of the busy city mingling with the occasional bird call.

      “Did you have fun at the shower?” Stephanie asked.

      “I guess.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      “We had tea and Gina opened her presents. Then we played games.”

      “That sounds nice.”

      They continued walking in silence, and Stephanie was about to ask another question when Zoe spoke. 

      “I spoiled the tea part.”

      “What are you talking about? What happened?”

      “There was a girl from my grade there—Diedre. She’s one of the ‘popular’ girls. I didn’t make Sabrina stay out of the way, and when she jumped on the sofa, Sabrina knocked Diedre’s plate into the front of her dress. It was a big mess and Diedre cried.”

      “That sounds like an accident,” Stephanie said. “That wasn’t your fault.”

      “Except it was. I saw Sabrina sneaking around, looking for food dropped on the floor. I knew I should have put her back on the bed with Garth. If I’d done that, it wouldn’t have happened.”

      “I’m sure it’s not as bad as you think. Diedre will have forgotten all about it by now.”

      “You think so?”

      “I do, but what are you afraid of?”

      “That she’ll tell the other cool kids that I messed up. They’ll make fun of me.” Zoe’s breathing came rapidly. “Those kids already don’t like me.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “I sit at lunch with a couple of the boys. We work together in an advanced math group and we’re all interested in science.” Zoe’s next statement was factual and not boastful. “We’re the smartest kids in the school.”

      “Ah… so you assume they don’t like you because you’re smart?”

      “The boys have been at this school since kindergarten and they say they’re mean girls—those girls make fun of them and call them nerds and dorks.”

      “But you’d like to have a girlfriend?”

      “Yes. Like you and Emily. Or Em and Gina. Is that so horrible?”

      “Of course not! It’s perfectly natural.” Stephanie waited, giving Zoe a chance to expound. When Zoe remained quiet, Stephanie continued. “In my experience, when people don’t like each other, it’s because they don’t really know each other. They’re making unfounded assumptions based upon misunderstandings.”

      “So, what do I do about it?”

      “Give them the benefit of the doubt. Don’t jump to conclusions. Be nice to them. Smile and say ‘hi.’ ” Her voice held the hint of a smile. “Use the scientific method. Wait and observe what happens.”

      “I guess I can try it.”

      “Good. Let me know how it goes, okay? I’m here for you, any time.”

      They approached the iron gates that marked the pedestrian entrance to Hillside Elementary.

      “We’re here, aren’t we?” Stephanie asked.

      “We just walked through the gates. How can you tell?”

      “Biscuit pulls on her harness a bit differently. I know we’re about to peel off to the left to our classroom.”

      “She’s so smart!”

      “That she is. Chin up, Zoe. Everything will be fine.”
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