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In my head I kept replaying the whole scene, the pool of red blood spreading out beneath the woman lying on the floor.  I could still feel the terror I had felt that my little brother was in terrible danger as well.  I had seen it all in a vision before it actually happened, but I knew in my heart that because of my quick action last night, I had saved my little brother from being right in the middle of that impending disaster.  My confirmation came when I heard sirens wailing as several police cars sped by our house later that same night.  My adoptive parents had no idea that I had saved my brother.  They didn’t know about my visions.  All they knew was that they were thoroughly pissed that I had caused a big drama getting my brother out of that house.  Now I was paying the price.  

So, here it was, only the day after, and I sat in the passenger side of my caseworker’s car as we drove down the rain-soaked road on the way to nowhere.  My forehead rested on the cool window as I stared out, seeing nothing but the pool of blood and the sweet innocent face of my little brother.  I was oblivious to the rain, the sky’s gloominess matching my mood as rain slid down the window and tears streaked down my face.  The leather seats were as cold as the emptiness in my heart.  I was mad at all the adults in my life who had let me down, and I was devastated to be leaving my little brother, the only person who meant anything to me.  My adoptive parents sure hadn’t wasted any time washing their hands of me.

My name is Emily Taylor, and at the ripe old age of sixteen I feel ancient, having survived more than most kids endure in a lifetime.

As I stared out the window, I replayed the scene over and over in my head, like a video on a continuous loop.  It had been late.  Joey was spending the night down the street, and my adoptive parents and I had tucked in for the night.  No sooner had I closed my eyes, than a vision had come over me.  In this vision I saw my brother, Joey, in an upstairs bedroom with his friend Andy, when Andy’s dad, drunk and raging, burst through the front door, knocking over knick-knacks and table lamps as he stumbled and rampaged through the living room.

I saw Andy's mother approach him, begging him to calm down.  Instead, he struck her across the face, and as she fell, her head hit the corner of the staircase, spattering blood across the floor.  The man stopped, swaying as he bent down towards his wife.  He touched her head and drug his fingers through the sticky blood on the floor.  He grabbed his head and moaned, “No!” and then slowly started up the stairs towards Andy’s room. The vision then became fuzzy and ended abruptly.  I knew Joey could be in terrible danger.

After seeing that horrible vision, I wasted no time.  I jumped out of bed and raced to my parents’ room.  “We have to go get Joey,” I had yelled frantically, tugging at my new mom’s arm.  

“Emily!” she had replied, groggy, but visibly annoyed.  “No!  We are not going to go get him.  For God's sake, you have to give Joey some space to have his own friends!  You are smothering him!”

“No, Linda.  You don’t understand!  We really HAVE to go get him.  He may be in trouble, and it’s bad.  Really bad!” I begged, shaking with fear.

“He is perfectly fine!” Linda had said gritting her teeth in anger.  “You’re not his mother, Emily.  I am!  Now go back to bed!”  She flopped onto her other side, turning her back to me.  She was obviously done with the conversation.

Frustrated, scared, angry, and quickly seeing that this was going nowhere, I wheeled around and ran out of the room, down the stairs, and out the door.  Joey was only two blocks away.  Oblivious to the fact that I was in my pajamas and barefoot, I ran for all I was worth, my hair flying behind me, my heart beating wildly with fear.

Arriving at number 11 Fisher Street, I hammered on the front door with both fists.  “Joey! Joey!” I yelled frantically, gasping for breath from my run.

Was I too late?  Had my vision already come to pass?  Why didn't someone open the door?  After what seemed like forever, Andy’s mother finally arrived at the door in pajamas and house shoes.  “Who are you, and what do you want at this late hour?” she asked alarmed, her eyes wide with disbelief.

“I need Joey!” I said fearfully, pushing my way through the door.  The tragedy that I had seen in my head apparently hadn’t happened yet.  Andy’s mother was unhurt.  I glanced at the spot where the woman’s husband would push her and where there would soon be a pool of dark blood on the floor.  I stared at the face of the woman in front of me, wondering if she would still be alive in the morning?  Instinctively I knew where Andy’s bedroom was.  I pushed past the woman and raced up the stairs, hollering for Joey, with Andy’s mom behind me in hot pursuit.

I found Joey in the first bedroom at the top of the stairs and saw him safely tucked into the trundle bed.  I breathed his name in relief, and he rose up on his elbow, his hair sticking out in all directions.  He sleepily whispered, “Emily?”

“You have to come home,” I whispered in his ear.

"How come, Emmy?"

"You just do, baby.  Trust me."  I put my arms around his waist as his small arms grasped me around my neck, and I hugged him tightly in relief.  He was still okay.  Thank God he was still okay.  I picked up his small body, his legs hugging my waist as I carried him out of the room, down the stairs, and out the front door.

I immediately saw Tom and Linda’s car parked on the sidewalk.  Tom was standing by the driver’s side door.  “Get in the car!” he barked.  His face was beet red.  I saw his fist curled in anger.  I put Joey down, the two of us slid into the back seat of the car, and I hugged Joey tightly beside me.

Linda walked up the sidewalk toward the other woman.  “I’m so sorry,” she pleaded.  “I don’t know what came over Emily.  I'm so embarrassed!  I promise you this won't happen again.”

"Well, you've got that part right!  This certainly won’t happen again!" the woman retorted, her face screwed up in annoyance.  I heard her mumble something about "weird kid."

Linda got into the car, and we drove home in stony silence.  I knew I was in big trouble.  I looked back at the woman standing on the sidewalk with her arms crossed, knowing what was in store for her.  I felt guilty that I hadn't done anything to save her as well.  I should have said something.  I should have warned her, but none of them would have understood or believed that I could see visions of what would soon happen.  Somehow that didn't make me feel any better.

“Go to bed,” my parents instructed when we arrived home.  “We will talk about this in the morning.”  They both took Joey by the hand and lead him into his room to tuck him in, and I slunk off to my own bed feeling very alone.  I was exhausted now that the adrenaline had worn off, but I knew it would be a long time before I could sleep.  Although I knew I was in deep trouble, I was not yet aware of the enormity of the consequences about to befall me and Joey for the actions I had taken to keep him safe.

Had I screwed up again?  Maybe, in my adoptive parents’ eyes.  But I knew I couldn’t have done anything differently.  But I was the girl who managed to have life pulled out from under her feet.  Things just never seemed to work out for me.  But how could I blame anyone.  Who wants to keep a kid around who sees visions of impending doom?

I had a double whammy.  Not only had I been a foster kid for most of my life, but most people thought I was really weird.  I had a secret that I tried hard to hide, but sometimes that’s really hard to do. I saw things happen before they happened.  I guess you call that ESP.  The visions were sometimes rich with color and details.  Other times they were brief, fuzzy, and indistinct.  Often, they were just a gut feeling that I got about someone or something that was about to happen.  Whatever form they came to me in, I had learned to pay attention to them.  If I acted on them in real time, I could sometimes change the outcome.  When people suspected my secret, they were a little afraid of me, so I had learned to keep those things to myself if at all possible.

You might think it’s kind of cool to be able to see things before they happen, but it's not.  It’s frightening, it comes out of nowhere, and the responsibility of it can be overwhelming.  If it’s a bad vision, I feel as if I’ve got to do something about it: fix things, save the day, and all that super hero stuff.  I can’t will a vision to come so that I can see the future whenever I want to.  It just comes or goes for no apparent reason.  You’d think it might help me stay out of trouble in my own life, but it doesn’t seem to work that way.

I replayed the next morning, sitting on the couch in the living room.  Joey had been sent to his room, and Tom and Linda sat on the easy chairs in front of me looking very stern.  Linda had her hands carefully folded in her lap.  Tom drummed his knee with his fingers and cleared his throat, unsure how to begin.  “We’ve come to a decision,” Tom had announced, reaching over and taking Linda by the hand in solidarity.  “It was a hard decision,” he said hesitantly, “but one we feel is best for all concerned.”  Somehow, I doubted that, and impending doom washed over me.

Remembering it was like cutting my heart out with a knife.  They told me that I didn’t fit into their family, and that they thought Joey would adjust better without me being there.  They had already called my case worker and asked for him to come get me immediately.

So here I was, riding in the car with my caseworker, Jeff, as I blinked back the tears, determined not to start crying all over again.

Are you ready to talk some more about last night?” he asked.

“I guess,” I began hesitantly.  I swallowed the lump in my throat, sighed, and then paused.  I wasn’t sure how much I could say without revealing more than I wanted to.  Jeff didn't know about my visions, and I wasn't about to enlighten him now.  That little information sure wouldn’t help him find a placement for me.  “Joey went to spend the night with a friend down the street.  I guess I freaked out about it.  I was worried about him, so I had to go get him and bring him home.”

“Why, Emily?  What was there to freak out about?  You know it’s good for him to settle in and have friends.  Kids have sleepovers all the time.”  Jeff shook his head uncomprehendingly.  I knew that really didn't make sense, and he had every right to feel exasperated.

“Yes, I know.”  I didn’t know what else to say to explain myself.  I couldn’t tell Jeff all the details.  Since he didn’t know about my visions, he would never understand my motivations.

“After it all happened, there was nothing I could say,” I told Jeff as I shrugged.  “It was a done deal.  You know that Joey has been my person since he was a baby.  Tom and Linda figured the only way he was going to really be theirs would be if I was gone.  They were tired of my interfering in their parenting.  But by that time, I think they had really already made up their minds to have me leave, so there was nothing I could say that would change things.  In one way the news was a shock, but in another way, I guess I was half expecting it.  That night was just a good excuse for them to back out on me."

"How did they tell Joey?" Jeff asked.

"I asked them if I could be the one to tell Joey,” I replied.

Jeff’s face registered his surprise.  “You did?  Wow!  That must have been really hard.  Why did you want to be the one to tell him?”

“Well, I figured he would accept it better if I was to one to tell him.  I just told him that I had to go away.  I didn’t put the blame on Tom and Linda.  He didn’t need that.  I just told him that I didn’t feel right there and needed to leave.  He cried, of course, and told me that he didn’t want me to go.”  

I remembered his little chin quivering as I held him in my arms.  “I’ll go with you,” he had said bravely, looking up at me with tears in his eyes.  

“No, Joey, you need to stay here.  Tom and Linda love you, and I know you love them too.  You have a home here, and it’s a good place.  I’ll be fine.”  I could see a look of relief in his eyes, because I knew he really wanted to stay.  And he needed to stay.  He deserved to finally have parents and a forever home. 

Jeff looked over at me and reached over and squeezed my hand.  “You are an amazing girl, Emily.  You did a very unselfishly good thing for Joey, you know.  Joey is so young.  He really does need a family.  You are sixteen, and before you know it, you’ll be out of high school and making a life of your own.  Things are going to turn out all right, Emily.  Promise!”  He smiled at me and turned his attention back to his driving.

“There is this one thing,” he said hesitantly.  “Tom and Linda don’t want you to communicate with Joey for a while.”  He looked over and patted my hand.  “They think Joey should have some time to adjust to being without you.  I'm sorry.”

I nodded, looking at the floor of the car, afraid to say anything for fear that I would lose it.  I wasn’t surprised.  I didn’t even blame them, but that didn’t make it any easier.  I appreciated Jeff’s “everything will be alright” speech.  It was a nice thought, although at this point and time, it didn’t seem likely.

We drove for a while in silence, both of us lost in thought, reflecting on the things that had come to pass.

My thoughts went inward to the hollow empty pit of my stomach.  My heart felt like a shell with no substance, no hope.  I felt so alone.  I wasn’t new to rejection.  It almost didn’t surprise me anymore.  But this time was different.  This time I had left my little brother Joey behind, and it felt like I had lost a part of myself.  Joey was only eight and small for his age.  He had scruffy brown hair that I loved to ruffle when I was teasing him and big brown eyes that looked at me with trust and devotion.  The generous sprinkling of freckles across his nose added to his appeal, along with his adorably sweet personality.  It had always been my job to take care of him and make sure he was all right, but I guess that job wasn’t mine anymore.

He had passed that illusive “adoptability test.”  He and our new adoptive parents had bonded, but apparently, I didn’t make the cut.  I was just too old.  What they had really wanted was a younger child who they could mold into their own - someone cute and cuddly, and well, like Joey.  They announced to my caseworker that I just didn’t fit into their family.  Whatever!

Okay, it hurt.  I’ll admit it.  But I was glad for Joey.  Since he was only eight, he needed a mom and dad.  I knew he was better off having them instead of just me, but that didn’t make it any easier.  I’d just have to gut up and deal with it.  Tom and Linda would be pretty good parents as parents go.  They just didn’t get me.  I don’t guess I can blame them.  Sometimes I don’t get me either.  I wasn't young enough; I was certainly not trusting enough, and we hadn't formed the kind of bond that they had with Joey.

I knew my caseworker, Jeff Tanner, was watching me in the seat beside him, but he didn’t know what to do or say to comfort me.  He would quickly look my way and then back at the road again, gripping the steering wheel tightly as he drove.  There were wrinkles between his eyes as he frowned with concentration and worry.  He was a nice guy, and I knew he cared about me and all of that.  He was just unlucky to have me on his caseload.  I couldn't count the number of times he had placed me in a home only to have to come get me again and place me in another.  I felt like the loser of the year.

We approached a town, and Jeff slowed down to stop at a red light.  “We’re about half way there,” he said.  “Shall we make a pit stop and get a Coke or coffee or something?”  

I wiped my eyes with my shirtsleeve and looked over at him.  Jeff had a slight smile on his face, but the smile didn’t carry to his green eyes.  They showed a sadness and sympathy for my plight.  He had been my caseworker for a long time, and I knew he had done his best for me, so I had to pull myself together and cut him some slack.  Besides, I wasn’t a crier.  It had always been my job to be tough and take care of things.  No more blubbering.  It was time to get a grip.  

“Sure,” I replied as I mustered up a faint smile.

We pulled up to a Quick Trip service station and convenience store.  “I’ll pump some gas and meet you inside,” he said as he stepped out of the car.  On my better days I had a bit of a crush on him.  He was of medium height with brown hair and a slender build, and I thought he was pretty hot.  Today, however, wasn’t one of my better days, so I hardly noticed.

I pulled my hooded sweatshirt over my head for some protection from the rain, slid out of the car, and splashed through the puddles as I ran inside the store.  I scoped out the ladies’ restroom and quickly slipped inside, grateful for a little solitude in the chilly bathroom.  The room was bare and not the cleanest, as was usual for convenience store bathrooms.  I pulled off my hood and looked at myself in the mirror.  I certainly hadn’t dressed up for the occasion and frankly looked like crap.  Against my faded and torn Levis and old hand-me-down black AC/DC t-shirt, my skin looked even paler than usual, downright vampiric except for a pair of red puffy eyes, and my long blonde hair hung in tangled strings about my head.  What I wouldn’t give for a rubber band.

I searched the pockets of my jeans but came up empty handed.  Then I rummaged in the pockets of my sweatshirt jacket.  Bingo.  I racked my fingers through my hair, gathered it up into a ponytail, tied it with a rubber band, and surveyed my small frame in the mirror.  I had never considered myself pretty, and I was kind of small for my age.  I never wore makeup, and my hair pretty much did whatever it wanted to do, which usually wasn’t much.  I grabbed a handful of paper towels, ran water over them until the water ran warm, and then preceded to wash the tears off my face.

“Get a grip, Emily,” I scolded the reflection in the mirror.  “It’s not like this was the first home you’ve been kicked out of.”  It was my own fault.  A vision had gotten me into trouble yet again, but there was nothing I could do about it.  I had to protect Joey at any cost.  Having gathered myself together as best I could, I gave the door a yank and shuffled out of the bathroom with a sigh.  I looked around the room for Jeff.  We seemed to be the only ones there other than the man at the checkout counter.  Jeff was studying the donuts on the snack counter as I came out, but hearing my approach, he looked up.  “Want one?” he asked, surveying the treasures.  I could see him scratch his head in indecision as he looked at the variety of donuts.  

“Nah, I’m not hungry, thanks, but I’ll take some coffee though, if you don't mind.”

He pulled two glazed donuts out of the bin, and then we both filled Styrofoam cups with strong hot coffee.  I was hoping it would warm my insides.  He quickly paid for them, and we trudged back out to the car.  Rain continued to fall as we pulled out of the parking lot.
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The car’s tires bounced across the cattle guard, and the arched sign overhead announced that we had arrived at New Beginnings Ranch.  The rain had stopped, but the skies were still grey, aptly befitting the dark and gloomy feelings inside of me.  The lump in my throat felt so big I could scarcely breathe.  “It just isn’t fair!” I thought to myself.  My life was starting all over... yet again.  I hated the whole ordeal of learning how to deal with a new place and figuring out what the rules were.  People wanted to “get to know you”, and that was the last thing I wanted.  I had to hide my real self, and it was easier if I didn’t really know people.  Besides that, if I wasn’t close to people, they couldn’t let me down.  Now I had to quit thinking so much, so I steeled myself to cope with what lay ahead.  It would take all my strength to get through the next few days.

“It’ll be alright, Emily.  You’ll see,” Jeff said as the car made its way slowly toward the buildings ahead.  I sat silently, not willing to acknowledge that anything could possibly be all right ever again.  Jeff was nice, but he had no idea what my life had been like really.  Sometimes adults could be so clueless.  

I was told that New Beginnings was a place for emotionally disturbed kids, and that pissed me off.  Really?  Seriously?  I’m not crazy!  Nobody wants me, but that doesn’t mean I'm crazy.  Jeff tried to explain to me that it just means I have issues to work out.  Well, in my opinion, it’s been the adults in my life that have had issues, not me.

We pulled into the parking lot, and Jeff turned off the engine.  “We’re here,” he announced with false cheer.  He looked over at me, sighed, gave a faint smile, and added, “Ready to go in?”

I pulled my forehead off the passenger-side window and looked around hesitantly.  I knew it was time to go into survival mode and figure out what I was going to do next.

It looked to me like we were in the middle of Nowhere, Texas.  I saw rolling hills dotted with mesquite trees and live oaks and a muddy lane that continued on toward a large fishing pond.  In front of us was a new brick building with two long wings running on either side.  There were several buildings dotting the landscape, and I noticed several teenagers milling around.  They stopped what they were doing, looking me over with curiosity.

We both got out of the car, and Jeff headed towards the double doors in front of us.  I followed along behind him reluctantly, shooting furtive glances around me and over my shoulder.  A tall, model thin, pretty black girl was crouched down pulling weeds from a flowerbed.  She stood up, dusted her hands off, and waved to me with a huge smile on her face.  I paused and gave her a furtive glance and then picked up the pace to catch up with Jeff.  He opened the door and held it for me, waiting patiently as I shuffled through.

As we entered the building, a rather large lady with disheveled brown hair and a sprinkle of freckles across her nose approached, clad in jeans and a large shirt, and casually pushing her unruly hair behind her shoulders.  Her focus was on me rather than Jeff, and she had a big welcoming smile on her face.

“Hi Emily, I’m Cheryl Watson.  I’m going to be your counselor.  You can call me Cheryl.”  She held out her hand to me, and I briefly shook it, trying my best to hide under my own skin.  "Glad you made it here safely," she added.  "This rain has been something, hasn't it?"

“Hi,” I said, glancing at her and then looking down at my shoes.  I was suddenly embarrassed by my crappy hand-me-down clothes and my sloppy ponytail.  I felt really awkward here.  I had hoped I was done with the foster care system.  I hadn’t expected to be back in this situation.  Having to deal with this woman and somehow pretend that I wanted to be here was awful, but I had to have some place to live.

She led us to her office where Jeff and I sat down in front of her desk, fully expecting Cheryl to sit behind it in the usual interview mode.  To my surprise, she turned her attention momentarily to Jeff and said, “I’m going to have one of the kids show you around for a bit, Jeff.  We have a new craft work shop that wasn't here last time you came.  Emily and I need to get to know one another.”  She ushered him out of the office and introduced him to a tall teenaged boy named Garrett.  They seemed to know each other, and Garrett led Jeff eagerly out the door while chattering away about the scroll saws and woodworking projects they were doing in the shop. With Jeff out of the way (as she had obviously intended), Cheryl turned her attention back to me.

“Would you like a coke?”

“Sure,” I said hesitantly.  She pulled one out of the tiny refrigerator behind her desk, and I took the offered drink, popped it open, and took a deep swig, desperate for something to do.  My stomach was quaking, and I could feel my guard come up majorly now that she and I were alone.  

"Tell me about yourself, Emily," she began as she pulled a coke out of the refrigerator for herself.  Her expression was all smiles and friendly nods.  Those sorts of people were the ones you had to be careful about.  They could bite you in the butt later.

Oh God. Here we go, I thought to myself.  I hated this whole routine, but I had to get it over with.

"Well," I said slowly.  I knew I needed to tell her what she wanted to hear and not much more.  "I've been to a lot of different foster homes.  Then my brother and I got adopted a few months ago."

"What happened then?" she asked.

"I just didn't fit in, so I had to leave.  My brother is still there though."  I looked down at my hands in my lap and a sigh escaped.

Cheryl looked thoughtful.  "Do you want to continue to see him?"

“Of course, I want to see him!  That is if they let me.  He’s always been like my kid.”  I was indignant, mad at this lady for asking such a stupid question.  I felt miserable again thinking about it.  I was also furious at Tom and Linda.  What kind of parent would prevent their kid from seeing his own sister?

"I'm sure you are a wonderful sister," Cheryl said reassuringly.  She seemed unperturbed at my outburst.  "We will definitely help you set up a visit when everyone is ready for that.”  I looked up at her, wondering if she really meant that.  I didn't want to get my hopes up only to have them dashed.  You could never trust adults to do what they say they are going to do.

"Now I want to know something about YOU.  What do you like to do best?" she said changing the subject.

I was a little taken aback.  A counselor had never asked me this kind of question.  She was getting way too personal.

"Well,” I started hesitantly, “I like school.  I guess that's what I'm good at.  And I like to read."  

"Wonderful!" she said sounding pleased.  "I wish I heard that more often from my kids.  We usually have to beg and prod them to do their school work," she added laughing.  "What's your favorite subject?"

"Umm, I like them all," I mumbled, "but maybe my favorite is English because I love to read."  I knew she was trying to get me to let my guard down.  This woman was good.  I would have to be careful.  

"What kind of books do you like to read?"

"I like young adult books like The Hunger Games, The Maze Runner, and Divergent.  I could read books like that all day."

"I've read those", Cheryl said.  "They were really good."  I was a little taken aback in surprise.

"What kind of activities have you participated in?"

"Activities?” I didn’t really know what she meant.

“You know, school things like band, art, drama.  That kind of thing,” she explained.

“I never really have," I confessed, "because I always had to look after my brother, so there was never time for that."

"Well, now you can just concentrate on you," Cheryl said with a smile.  "It's time you got to enjoy being a kid and having some fun.  I'm sure your brother is doing that with his new family, and now you need to do that too.  I want you to pick out at least one thing you want to be involved in this school year.  It's time to have some new experiences."

I hardly knew how to react to this as it was a whole new line of thought for me.  I felt conflicted.  I felt fearful of the whole idea, and yet also felt a tiny spark of curiosity. The very notion of being a kid, having fun, being happy, and just concentrating on ME was not something I’d ever even contemplated.

I was honestly a little terrified at the way things seemed to work here.  I was used to having adults talk about me to each other like I wasn’t even in the room.  It was easier to keep up my guard that way, to hide and not really be noticed.  The adults usually decided things for me like I was a non-person who couldn’t make decisions for herself.  This lady scared me.  She was skilled.

My general plan of action had always been to stick to myself and concern myself with Joey, so that I would never have to share my thoughts or feelings with anyone else.  People who don’t know you can’t hurt you or find out your secrets, I reasoned.  I had had foster moms who tried to pull me out of myself, but I couldn't let them into my world.  I might start to care about them, and then they would figure out what a weirdo I was, and I'd get dumped.  I didn't need to feel that again.  It was going to be harder to keep my guard up and protect my secret here, but I felt I had to try.  I had to have a place to live, and where else could I go?  I had pretty well burned all of my bridges, and frankly, I was sick of moving.
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"Let me show you around,” Cheryl said with a smile.

She led the way out of her office and into an enormous dining room.  This was not your institutional type dining room.  It was gorgeous!  It had rock walls, large windows on each side that you could look out of and see the rolling hills beyond, and the most ginormous fireplace I'd ever seen.

“This, of course, is the dining room,” Cheryl said with a flourish.  “It also serves as a meeting room, party room, big family gathering room, or whatever else we need it for.”  I nodded as we made our way over towards the large kitchen.

A large, fluffy looking lady with white hair was scurrying around mixing something up in a huge bowl.

“Let me introduce you to the best cook in the whole world,” Cheryl said as she led us toward the kitchen.  “June, this is Emily.”

“Hi, sweetie,” June said to me with a big smile.  “I’m glad to meet you.  Come taste this batter for me and see if you think it needs more chocolate chips.”

“Hi,” I said shyly, reluctantly taking the offered spoonful of cookie dough.  I took a bite, my tongue relishing the sweetness as she watched me expectantly.  “Good!” I mumbled with a full mouth.  It was amazing!

June smiled and gave me a nod, seemingly satisfied with her concoction.  “You planning on staying with us?” she asked.

Her question left me a little baffled.  She made it sound like I was the one making the decision about my staying, instead of the adults.  I glanced up at Cheryl and then replied, “I don't know.  I suppose so.”

“Great!  Maybe you can help me do some cooking sometime.  You just missed supper, sweetie but don't you worry.  I'll fix you up with something to eat, along with some of these fresh hot cookies, and bring it to your room.”  Then she went back to her chores, humming a song as she went.  She was warm and friendly, reminding me a lot of my late great-grandmother that Joey and I had lived with for a short while.  I felt a pang of sadness from the memory.  My great-grandmother was the one adult in my life that I had loved and trusted.

"Thanks, June.  That would be nice," I said.

Cheryl then gestured with her arm toward one of the two wings.  “This is the girls’ wing.  The other is for the boys.”  We walked down the long hallway of the girls’ wing, which had eight rooms.  Most of the doors were open, and it appeared that each room came equipped with furniture for two girls.  I guessed that meant I would have a roommate.  Not my favorite scenario, but I guessed I could deal with it.

There were teenagers in the first three rooms we passed.  They looked up at us as we passed, but I didn't pay much attention.  Midway down the hall, we came to a closed room, and Cheryl opened the door wide as I glanced inside.  This will be your room, if you decide to stay,” she said with a smile.

I looked around with hesitant interest.  There were twin beds on opposite sides of the room, and each had soft pink comforters on them with a ton of soft pillows in varying shades of pinks and purples.  Each side had its own dresser and desk, and there were large bulletin boards over each bed.  One was blank, and I assumed that would be my side.  The other bulletin board was full of photos, ribbons, old corsages, and other keepsakes.  I noticed a picture of the pretty, tall, black girl I had seen outside.  My new roommate, I guessed.

After I had had some time to look around, we left, and Cheryl closed the door behind us.  As we made our way to the end of the hall, we passed four rooms with younger girls in them.  A little girl ran out of her room, grabbing Cheryl around the waist.  “Cheryl!” she exclaimed, looking up at her with big, brown, trusting doe eyes, and a smattering of freckles across her cheeks and nose.  She was an adorable little girl version of Joey, which was a little like a kick in the gut and made me really miss my little guy.
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