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Emma stepped off the bus and took a deep breath of sweet hay

and warm dirt. Her yellow rain boots squelched in the soft

mud as she ran toward the red barn. Aunt Rosie waited by the

gate, her green headscarf fluttering in the breeze. "Welcome to

the farm, Emma!" she called, waving a strong brown hand.

Emma grinned so wide her gap-toothed smile showed all the

way to the fence.
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Then a furry blur came bounding around the corner. It was a

shaggy dog with rust-orange and white fur, floppy ears, and

the wiggliest tail Emma had ever seen. One eye was brown

and one was blue, and a brass bone-shaped tag jingled on his

red collar. "This is Rusty," Aunt Rosie said. "He's been waiting

all morning for you." Rusty gave a happy bark and licked

Emma's hand.
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Emma wanted to help right away, but she did not know where

to start. Rusty sniffed her canvas satchel and wagged his tail

in wide, sweeping circles. His pink tongue lolled out in a silly

grin. "What does he want?" Emma asked, laughing. Aunt Rosie

smiled. "Watch him closely. Dogs talk with their tails and ears

and barks. You just have to pay attention." Emma nodded and

knelt beside Rusty.
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First came feeding time, and Aunt Rosie let Emma carry the

bowl. Rusty raced to his spot beside the barn and sat perfectly

still, though his whole body wiggled with excitement. His ears

perked up and his blue-and-brown eyes stayed glued to the

bowl. Emma set it down gently. "Good boy, Rusty!" she said,

and his tail thumped the ground like a happy drum.
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Next was the morning walk along the fence line. Rusty trotted

ahead, nose to the ground, then stopped and looked back at

Emma with bright eyes. "That's his signal," Aunt Rosie said.

"He's checking if you're coming." Emma hurried to catch up,

and Rusty bounced forward again, tail waving like a flag. They

walked past the chickens and the sleepy old tractor together.
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After lunch, Rusty flopped down in a patch of sunshine and let

out a long, happy sigh. His floppy ears drooped and his eyes

grew soft. Emma did not know that signal yet. She clapped her

hands and called, "Rusty, come play!" But he only blinked

slowly. "Look at him," Aunt Rosie said gently. "When his ears

droop like that, he's telling you he needs a rest."
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Emma sat down beside Rusty and waited quietly. After a little

while, Rusty stretched his front legs and yawned, then nudged

her hand with his wet nose. His tail gave a small, hopeful wag.

"He's ready now!" Emma laughed, and they played fetch with

an old rope toy until the sun slid lower. Aunt Rosie watched

from the porch, her crinkly smile warm and proud.
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The next morning, Emma remembered the routines all by

herself. She filled Rusty's water bowl before breakfast, and he

barked a quick, bright thank-you. She held the gate open for

their walk, and he trotted through with his tail held high.

"You're learning his signals," Aunt Rosie said, nodding. "And

he's learning yours." Emma felt a warm bubble of pride in her

chest.
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One afternoon a thundercloud rolled over the farm, and Rusty

grew nervous. He paced in small circles, his tail tucked low

and his ears pressed flat. Emma remembered what Aunt Rosie

had taught her. She sat on the barn floor and patted her lap

softly. Rusty crept closer, step by step, until his shaggy head

rested on her knee as the rain drummed.
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When the storm passed, Emma noticed something new. Rusty

followed her everywhere now, from the chicken coop to the

garden gate. He waited by her boots in the morning and

walked beside her at night. Aunt Rosie smiled. "He trusts you,"

she said. "Trust grows when you pay attention and understand

each other." Emma scratched behind his floppy ears and felt

very lucky.
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On Emma's last day, she made a plan. She wanted to show

Aunt Rosie everything she and Rusty had learned together.

She fed him, walked him, rested with him, and played fetch, all

in the right order. Rusty's tail never stopped wagging, and his

happy barks rang across the farm. Aunt Rosie clapped her

hands. "You two make a wonderful team!"
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Emma knelt down and held Rusty's furry face in her hands. "I'll

miss your wagging tail," she whispered. "And your happy bark.

And your floppy ears." Rusty licked her cheek and pressed his

warm head against her shoulder. His brass tag jingled softly. It

was his own special signal, and Emma understood it perfectly.

It meant: you are my friend.
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On the bus ride home, Emma thought about everything she

had learned. Signals could be a wagging tail or a droopy ear.

Routines could be feeding time or an evening walk.

Understanding each other took patience and watching and

care. She opened her notebook and drew a picture of Rusty,

one brown eye and one blue, with a big heart above his head.
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Weeks later, a letter arrived from Aunt Rosie. Inside was a

photo of Rusty sitting by the barn, tail mid-wag, tongue out in

a silly grin. Scrawled on the back were the words: "He waits

by your boots every morning." Emma laughed out loud and

taped the photo above her bed. She missed the farm, but she

knew her friendship with Rusty would never fade.
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When summer came again, Emma raced off the bus in her

yellow rain boots. Rusty came bounding around the corner,

shaggy and orange and wiggly as ever. He barked once, twice,

three times, and his tail swept wide arcs through the air.

Emma dropped to her knees. "I remember your signals!" she

laughed, and Rusty licked her face all over.
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That evening, Emma and Rusty sat together on the porch

steps, watching fireflies blink over the fields. Aunt Rosie

brought out lemonade and sat beside them. "You know," she

said, "communication is like a bridge. You built one together,

one signal and one routine at a time." Emma leaned against

Rusty's warm fur, and Rusty rested his head on her knee, and

their friendship felt as strong and steady as the old red barn.
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