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      When Grace isn’t around, Mellie has taken to issuing warnings to Imperia and Daddy.

      Mellie says: You know most little kids can’t sing.

      Or she says: Remember, this is Los Angeles. Every child deserves a fair shake.

      Or she adds: It’s about the joy, not the music.

      Imperia tried not to bristle when Mellie started making the comments, long about Thanksgiving. Imperia couldn’t figure out why Mellie was saying these things. Imperia knows that Mellie likes children, and she really likes the girls. Mellie doesn’t usually overexplain things like music either. She lets the girls figure things out on their own.

      The Los Angeles one really bothered Imperia, and it was the hardest comment to stay quiet over.  Imperia knows they live in Los Angeles, which is the Greater World, not the Third Kingdom where she was born. The fact that she lives in Los Angeles now (well, Beverly Hills) hits her in the face every single day.

      Everything is different here. Her grandfather isn’t king and she’s not a princess, although Daddy says she’s his princess, which is actually true. She’s still one of his two princesses, because she and her eight-year-old sister Grace are actual princesses, daughters of the heir to the throne and granddaughters of the actual king, but Daddy means “princess” in a totally sappy way, the way that the non-magical use it here in the Greater World which is to say, “You’re special to me in a super royal way” or something like that.

      It’s the somethings like that which get Imperia every time. She has a vague sense of what everyone means when they talk about things but, she has come to learn, “vague sense” isn’t really good enough when you actually live in the Greater World. People expect her to understand, and she doesn’t. Nodding and smiling can only go so far. At some point, they figure you know and have other expectations of you, which she doesn’t entirely understand either.

      Most of her time at the Warren Excellence Academy of Beverly Hills is trying to tread lightly through the maze of misunderstandings. She’s learned in the past four months to talk less, listen more, and put a brake on the sarcastic comments. (“Putting a brake” on things comes from her friend Janie, who explained in it car terms, even though her other friend Eddie says the phrase is older than that, and might mean something else. Fortunately, the bell rang for the end of lunch, so that particular discussion didn’t devolve into something about word origins and was the phrase originally offensive or not.)

      So…with the maze of misunderstandings and the way Imperia’s coping, she should be happy that Mellie is giving her and Daddy warnings. Mellie is Daddy’s girlfriend, although they’re talking marriage, which Daddy says is a bit dicey because even though he and Mom are divorced, Grandfather has Ideas about who Daddy should marry next and why. Seems Grandfather doesn’t care about princesses. He wants a prince to inherit the throne, and thinks Daddy should marry someone young and knew-bile, whatever that is.

      (When Imperia asked, Mellie and Daddy looked at each other like they did when they didn’t want to answer and finally, Daddy said, “Healthy. Young and healthy.” As if Daddy would ever marry someone who was permanently sick. So Imperia knew that he wasn’t giving her the right definition, but when she looked up the word, she couldn’t find it, so she was spelling it wrong, and she hasn’t yet asked the audio-only dictionary that she downloaded on her tablet using school wifi.)

      Mostly Mellie’s warnings come when Grace is upstairs in her room or out in the garden with a book. Grace spends more and more time in the garden reading because Daddy set up some special chairs and hanging lamps near the fountain that he put near his study window. The chairs lounge back, and the lights cast a nifty yellow spotlight on the reader.

      Sometimes the light makes Grace look like she’s posing for one of those really great candid portrait photographs that Imperia has seen in the school art museum. If Imperia had a camera besides the one on her phone (which doesn’t always work for her), she would take a picture of Grace and hang it up in the entry of the house.

      Mellie, who has lived in the Greater World a long time, thinks the weather is too cold for the chairs right now, but Grace thinks the weather is just about perfect. She and Imperia grew up in the Third Kingdom which has deep dark winters that apparently the Greater World doesn’t experience anymore if Imperia can believe all this climate stuff that’s in the news, and Janie says she should believe it because it’s their future, and Imperia’s maybe-friend (she hopes actual-friend) Anita says that it’s all scare talk and everything will be just fine. And that, Imperia thinks whenever she thinks of this stuff, is why vaguely understanding something doesn’t work. Because the conversation spirals away from her and she can’t even catch it in her thoughts. All she knows is that she grew up in a snowy winter place and Los Angeles isn’t a snowy winter place and these December days are around 70 degrees which Grace says is perfect for sitting outside.

      So while she’s out there, Mellie feels free to talk. Most of her warnings are single sentences that brook no discussion or explaining. She’ll say them in passing.

      The first one that Imperia noticed was right after Thanksgiving when she went into the kitchen and opened the gigantic silver refrigerator to see how much pumpkin pie was left. She isn’t supposed to serve herself, but Ruthie, their housekeeper, doesn’t mind. She says that at twelve Imperia is more than old enough to get her own things and Imperia doesn’t have the heart to tell her that sometimes it’s not about age, it’s about what servants do. Grandfather would yell at Imperia just for talking to the staff, and sometimes that habit rears its ugly head (another phrase that she’s learned from Janie) and Imperia tries not to let it control her.

      Because she likes Ruthie. Ruthie isn’t “staff.” She’s a nice woman with gray-brown hair that she wears in a bun on the back of her head. She’s round and short and has more energy than any other adult that Imperia has ever met. Ruthie can clean the house, make food for two days’ worth of meals, and still have time for conversations and opinions.

      She leaves an hour after the girls get home, about the time Daddy comes back from his beloved bookstore (if he doesn’t pick the girls up himself). He believes the whole family should eat together (no devices) and he doesn’t want to be the one who screws that up.

      Imperia likes that hour with Ruthie because Ruthie has figured out that the whole family is Not From Around Here, as Ruthie says. She has a lot of evidence of the Not From Around Here part, although she doesn’t ask exactly where they’re from, maybe because Daddy told her not to. Ruthie says her own mother has an accent too and she came from somewhere else, just like Imperia and Grace did, and so Ruthie understands how tough assimilating is.

      Imperia had to look up “assimilating” as well, and found an uncomfortable essay on the Brittanica site that says “assimilating” is an extreme form of “acculturation,” which she also had to look up. In fact, she had to look up a lot of words in the essay, which tried to make assimilation sound bad. She felt odd after reading it, because the key definition (in sociology and anthropology, the essay said all snotty {heck, it said everything all snotty}) that people who were assimilating were trying to be like people in the dominant culture, so much so that they deny their own culture, and she kept thinking, as she read it (slowly, figuring out the $5 words {as Mellie calls them}), What’s wrong with trying to be like everyone else?

      Imperia would love to be like everyone else, because everyone else thinks she’s really really weird and she’s so tired of that.

      She told Ruthie that back in September (around the time of the Punch Heard ’Round Beverly Hills), and that’s when Ruthie told her about Ruthie’s mom and assimilating. Ever since then, Ruthie does her best to help the girls—particularly Imperia—negotiate all the confusing aspects of the Greater World (although Ruthie thinks she’s just trying to help them survive in America, whatever that means. The Greater World is the Greater World, after all…or maybe the difference between the Greater World and America is one of those vague things that Imperia doesn’t really understand).

      On that morning, the day after Thanksgiving, Ruthie was cleaning the kitchen, and Imperia was head-deep in the fridge, looking at all the leftover pie (there was apple too, and some mincemeat, which wasn’t sweet enough for her) and wondering if there was whip cream, when Mellie came in to get a cup of coffee.

      Ruthie keeps fresh coffee in the coffeemaker all day, because Mellie drinks so much of it. Ruthie does too, but it’s not as obvious. She just keeps a mug going. Mellie comes in, pours the black coffee in her giant mug, and then leaves.

      But that’s not what she did on the day after Thanksgiving. That morning, she poured her coffee, and said, “Imperia,” in that really important tone which made Imperia jump.

      Her face got hot, because she wasn’t supposed to be rooting around in the refrigerator, and maybe Mellie knew that Imperia was planning to serve pie all by herself.

      So Imperia backed out of the fridge, closed the door, and looked closely at Mellie. It was still early enough that Mellie wasn’t wearing her signature red lipstick, and her uneven wedge cut black hair looked a little messy. She was wearing sweats. This might have been her first cup of coffee of the day.

      She set her mug on the countertop the moment Imperia backed out of the fridge. The coffee inside was steaming, probably making the mug too hot to wrap a hand around.

      Imperia swallowed hard. Mellie never yelled at her because, the reasoning was, it was Daddy’s place to keep the girls in line. But there was always a first time.

      “I just want to remind you,” Mellie said, “ that just because someone loves music doesn’t mean they’re good at it.”

      Imperia frowned at her, about to ask why she needed to know that, but before she could ask, Mellie picked up her mug in both hands and left the kitchen.

      Imperia looked at Ruthie, who seemed just as confused as Imperia was, and finally Ruthie shrugged one shoulder as if to say, Sometimes you people are too crazy for even me.

      Imperia had learned long ago not to ask Ruthie to explain Mellie or Daddy. Ruthie can’t because she doesn’t understand magic or the Kingdom culture.

      Which was maybe what this was all about. Something about magic or the Kingdom or maybe something special that was going to happen at Daddy’s store.

      Imperia doesn’t always pay attention at family dinners, which was where Daddy announces stuff. Sometimes Imperia sits at dinner and goes over the mistakes she made at school in her head.

      But try as she might, she couldn’t figure out what Mellie was talking about. So she waited long enough for Mellie to be gone, and went back to serving herself pie.

      The second time Mellie gave a warning was on a Thursday morning about a week later. Daddy was finishing the paper version of the LA Times newspaper (he hates reading on devices, not to mention the fact that his magic sometimes makes them explode) and Grace had gone upstairs to grab her book bag, which she had forgotten.

      Mellie was clearing her spot at the table, putting the dishes in the farm sink when she said, “You know, concerts here are nothing like concerts in the Kingdoms.”

      “Oh,” Daddy said without looking up. “That’s clear. My father doesn’t like formal concerts. And the troubadours he hires are never very good, because he doesn’t like anyone to outshine him in any way.”

      “That’s not what I meant,” Mellie said, but then Grace came bouncing into the kitchen, book bag in hand, and announced she was ready for school. Grace has her hair in a bob like Mellie’s. Grace is short and skinny and the ugly school uniform—a gray skirt and jacket and stupid knee socks—actually looks good on her.

      Ever since Imperia stopped the bullies from picking on Grace back in September, Grace has been excited for school. She has made dozens of friends her own age and she spends a lot of her free time with them, laughing and talking and having a good time.

      Imperia tries not to be jealous of that. Grace has the family charm, and everybody likes her. In fact, in September, she wasn’t being bullied because no one liked her. She was being bullied because the girls in Imperia’s class were picking on Imperia by making Grace cry.

      Imperia ended that with the Punch Heard ’Round Beverly Hills, which was one of the biggest mistakes of her life. She still thinks of that as the biggest mistake because the other big mistake—thinking she should get Grace a puppy as a gift—was just a thought (a bad one) rather than an actual event.

      Imperia only has a few friends—Janie, Eddie, maybe Anita, and a couple of other people who might be hanging out at the lunch table because of Eddie or Janie and just tolerating Imperia’s presence. She’s not entirely sure yet. Certainly not the “gaggle of girls,” as Daddy once called them, who like to spend all of their time with Grace.

      So rather than find out what Mellie meant, everyone went off to school, and it wasn’t until two days later that Imperia finally understood: Mellie was getting them ready for the Winter Concert.

      Grace had just left for another choir rehearsal. One of her friends picked her and some other kids up in the family limo. (Which made Daddy roll his eyes and shake his head. Sometimes, he said to Mellie, thinking Imperia couldn’t hear him, there is just too much unnecessary money in this town.)

      Grace bounced off, clutching her phone because she almost forgot it, and then climbed into the back seat of the longest black limo that Imperia had ever seen. It couldn’t even come up the driveway. It had to remain on the street.

      All three of them—Daddy, Mellie, and Imperia—were on the side of the road to watch her leave, and then it was Mellie who said what they were all thinking.

      “I hope she puts that phone in her pocket like we told her to.”

      Imperia didn’t say anything, but she had a hunch that Grace would forget to do that and lose track of it. The big question was whether or not Grace would realize she didn’t have it before she headed home.

      As the three of them trooped back into the house—which was a Tudor, Daddy said, and which was another thing that was starting to confuse Imperia because in school someone was talking about the Tudors as people who were royalty—Mellie added another one of those weird warnings that she’d been giving.

      “You know how the school hands out participation medals and you don’t like it?” she said to Daddy.

      “Yeah, can’t change it though,” Daddy said. “I guess it’s one of those strange behaviors of the Greater World.”

      “Well,” Mellie said. “Sometimes music programs have participation trophies.”

      They were inside the living room by then. The Christmas tree was up and sparkling because Mellie liked having the lights on 24/7. The tree wasn’t as big as the one in the Daddy’s store or as perfect either, but Imperia was really beginning to like it, because she and Grace got to pick out some of the ornaments at this place that Mellie called a modern department store.

      Daddy closed the front door with a sharp click, and then said, “Mellie, stop being so cryptic. What are  you talking about?”

      She sighed, then looked around as if she expected someone to come in the room and stop her from talking.

      “The Winter Concert,” she said. “I just didn’t want your expectations to be too high.”

      She bit her lower lip, which probably wasn’t a good idea, because every time she did that she would get just a little bit of red lipstick on her front teeth.

      Daddy looked toward the kitchen, where Ruthie was banging dishes, probably cleaning up after the big breakfast that Daddy had made, like he usually did on Saturdays.

      He swept a hand toward the couches. Imperia didn’t want to sit down because she wanted to get to her own Saturday stuff, even though she wasn’t sure what it was going to be yet, since she wasn’t going to the animal shelter that day. (She was going the next day, and she didn’t want to tell anyone how excited she was about it.)

      She went to the love seat which was near the tree. Mellie sat on the arm of the couch, probably because she didn’t want this discussion to last forever either.

      Daddy sat on the edge of the couch, turned so that he could see both of them. He still had a bit of flour on his cheek from the pancakes he had made, but he looked a little fierce, which probably wasn’t a good thing for Mellie.

      “Explain,” he said, the way he sometimes did when the girls had done something wrong.

      Mellie’s lips twisted slightly. She glanced at Imperia and then at Daddy.

      “I don’t want Grace to think I’m bad-mouthing her choir. She loves it so,” Mellie said.

      “But…?” Daddy said, in that get-to-it tone he had.

      “But at the elementary school level, most schools insist that any child who wants to be in choir can be in choir. Tryouts don’t start until middle school.”

      “All right,” Daddy said. That was the way he spoke when he didn’t have a clue what someone was talking about, kind like Imperia’s nod when she didn’t.

      “So,” Mellie said, “as much as Grace loves this choir and as hard as they’re working, what we’re probably going to hear is an out-of-tune mess, sung with great enthusiasm.”

      “Okay,” Daddy said. He still didn’t understand, but Imperia was starting to.

      “You don’t want us to say anything mean,” Imperia said. Mean was something she had learned she excelled in, taught by Mom, mostly, but Grandfather’s way of speaking had an influence too.

      “Yes,” Mellie said with some relief. “She’s having so much fun and it’s so important to her, that I worry that if we say anything negative at all, we might ruin it.”

      “What do you mean, negative?” Daddy asked. “You clearly have something in mind.”

      “I’ve sat through a lot of these, especially when my first batch of grandchildren were little,” Mellie said. She had daughters with her first and third husbands. Her second husband was Snow White’s father, right around the time that the Brothers Grimm sent their nasty messages into the world.

      Her daughters (not Snow) moved to the Greater World, married here, and raised their kids here, believing, like Mellie does, that this is a much better place to raise girls than the Kingdom is.

      Daddy listened intently. Imperia frowned a little. Even Mellie says that the Warren Excellence Academy of Beverly Hills is different than the places her family went to elementary school, so Imperia was ready to dismiss anything Mellie had to say.

      “What schools do is make sure every child in every grade participates. The kids, particularly the younger ones, are not just out of tune, but they screech and shout and the din is very hard to listen to, especially if you’re even slightly musically inclined.” Mellie rushed the words out, as if she wasn’t sure she should have been saying them.

      Daddy looked at Imperia, asking with his eyes whether or not she felt she was musically inclined.

      She never thought about music for her. She’s just beginning to understand extracurriculars, and the ones that interest her the most have a lot to do with sports and fighting and dogs, even though the dogs aren’t part of the school.

      Mellie could see that neither Imperia or Daddy were understanding exactly what she meant.

      “I’m worried that this concert, which Grace is so excited about, will be unbearably awful,” Mellie said. “So I was trying to prepare you, but I was probably being too vague. We have to make sure we clap and are enthusiastic. And we have to make sure that no one outside of our little family here says anything mean to Grace.”

      Imperia stiffened. That was the first time Mellie ever called the four of them “family,” and she didn’t even seem to notice what she had done. Daddy didn’t either.

      Apparently, they thought of everyone as a family, which, Imperia had to say, was kinda nice.
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