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Praise for The Beautiful Game


			“Méndez weaves Magic into this brilliant book. Middle-grade writing at its best!” 

			—Donna Barba Higuera, Newbery Medalist and Pura Belpré Award–winning author of The Last Cuentista

			“The Beautiful Game will have you cheering. The perfect story for anyone who has ever felt scared of showing up as their full selves.”

			—Andrea Beatriz Arango, Newbery Honor author of Iveliz Explains It All

			“Fun, relatable, and genuine. Méndez laces up her cleats and brilliantly captures the emotional roller coaster that is adolescence. This gem of a book will have you cheering from start to finish—a true game-changer.”

			—Ernesto Cisneros, Pura Belpré Award–winning author of Efrén Divided

			“The Beautiful Game is a beautiful coming-of-age story. I couldn’t put it down.”

			—Aisha Saeed, New York Times bestselling author of Amal Unbound and Omar Rising

			“This is a story of girl power from the inside out.”

			—Kirby Larson, Newbery Honor author of Hattie Big Sky

			“Fútbol fans, rejoice! Yamile Saied Méndez scores the winning goal with this heartfelt story of a young girl learning about herself, her family, and her friends. Lace up your cleats and get ready to cheer for Valeria!”

			—Adrianna Cuevas, Pura Belpré Honor author of The Total Eclipse of Nestor Lopez 

			“The Beautiful Game is pitch-perfect! In this heartwarming tale, fútbol isn’t just a game—it’s a way of life.” 

			—Angela Cervantes, Pura Belpré Honor author of Lety Out Loud

			“Tender and true, this story has all the sparkle and shine of a modern classic.”

			—Corey Ann Haydu, author of The Widely Unknown Myth of Apple and Dorothy

			“A story like the best of fútbol games—full of surprising turns, well-earned triumphs, and people you can’t help rooting for. Yamile Méndez writes the same way that Valeria plays her sport: with her whole, huge heart.”

			—Jennifer Ziegler, author of Worser

			“Spunky and spirited, Valeria ‘Magic’ Salomón will win your heart when she discovers the beauty of trusting her team, her family, and, most importantly, herself!”

			—Guadalupe García McCall, Pura Belpré Award–winning author of Under the Mesquite

			“For fans of the beautiful game and beautiful family stories, readers will root for Magic. An absolute winner!”

			—Joy McCullough, award-winning author of Code Red 

			“A lovely tale about different kinds of love: love for a sport, love between friends, and love, however complicated, within families.”

			—Padma Venkatraman, Walter Award–winning author of The Bridge Home
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1

			Futbol’ nyy. 

			Futebol. 

			Calcio. 

			Fußball. 

			Soccer. 

			Fútbol.

			Beautiful in all languages. 

			But also brutal and unfair. 

			Brutal like the Utah Elites’ number five tackling me to the ground, making me taste dirt mixed with blood, my blood.

			Unfair, like him calling me names because he couldn’t keep up with me, the only girl in the league. 

			I was ready for the physicality of it, the ugliness. I really was. A State Cup game, even in the group stage, isn’t for delicate flowers. And a flower, I was not.  

			But if he was going to use his extra twenty pounds on me to his advantage, I was going to use a few tricks of my own. We were tied at zero and had only two minutes left. We needed to win. 

			Holding my shin that, luckily, he had not touched, I rolled on the ground, on the bare spot where no grass grew. I tried not to laugh as I groaned in pretend pain. My teammates and their parents on the sidelines screamed, demanding justice and fair play.  

			The ref blew the whistle. A free kick, an opportunity for me to put my team where it belonged, on the very top. 

			Pretend pain miraculously forgotten, I jumped to my feet and shook the dust off my jersey, number ten.  

			Simon grabbed the ball and placed it right on the spot the ref marked with a spray. For me.  

			Now, here was where fútbol or soccer or whatever you want to call it turned beautiful, poetic, elegant. Suddenly, I had a clean view of the upper left corner. The goalie would expect a lefty to send the ball there. He could block it if he jumped high and far enough—and sure, a boy full of adrenaline could fly. At least our goalie, Benny, a giant among thirteen-year-olds, could. 

			Coach had another idea, though. He signaled for me to do the trick move, the one in which the wall of players jump because they expect the ball to go high, but I make it kiss the ground and sail under their feet. 

			A brilliant idea, really, especially because the Elites hadn’t had a “lizard” lie down behind the wall to prevent that kind of move. Hadn’t they watched Ronaldinho’s free kicks? 

			Still, I hesitated. 

			I had a trick of my own. But could I pull it off?  I’d never tried it before.  

			The game is called many things in different countries and languages, but its seventeen rules are the same everywhere. 

			Plus the unwritten one: The coach is always right. 

			Today I wore the captain armband, but Coach called the plays. He couldn’t see what I was seeing, though. He was on the sidelines, not on the field. 

			Coach’s plan was good. 

			Mine was even better. 

			If I messed it up, we might end in a tie and risk not qualifying on top for the next round. Then we’d have to face the strongest team in the next bracket, and who knew what might happen? If we lost that game, Coach might bench me next season, or even worse, kick me off the team. I’d die. 

			But if my plan worked and I scored?

			Glory. I could taste it already, as sweet and cool as the blue Gatorade I’d gulped at halftime.

			I stomped my foot, pulverizing Coach’s order under the spikes of my pink cleats.  

			Simon whispered, “You got it, Magic.”

			I thanked him with a nod, but I moved the ball just a milli­meter to the side, where I wanted it. 

			Simon and I stepped back, taking some distance. When the whistle blew, we both sprinted. At the last second, he moved out of the way for me to take the shot. 

			With my right foot, the weak one. 

			Later, I saw a picture of the shot. Benny’s mom posted it on the team app, SquadChat. 

			I looked like a ballerina. My foot pointed, my arm swinging back for balance, my eyes on my target. Instead of keeping the ball on the ground like Coach wanted me to, I shot it toward the center of the goal. 

			Everyone held their breath. 

			The goalie jumped to the corner, the wall stayed put, and the net waved with the impact that had the force of a cannonball. 

			I laughed. I knew the ball would go in. Call it player’s intuition.

			My bench screamed, “GOOOOALLLLL!!!!!!!”

			I ran and ran and ran, fighting the impulse to take my jersey off and swing it in the air like the boys did. The ref would card me if I showed my sports bra, even if it was mainly for decoration right now. There were some rules even I wasn’t willing to break. 

			I ran, my feet barely touching the scorched grass and the bare dirt patches, into the arms of my team. 

			“You did it, Magic!”

			“Bien hecho, nena!” 

			“You saved us!”

			I couldn’t tell who said what. 

			As a reply to all, I kissed my bracelet made of soccer tape. On it, I’d written in Sharpie the names of the people I was dedicating this Cup to: Lita and Papá. Lita, my grandma, never came to the group stage games, and my dad lived in New York. But they’d both be here next week for the final round. They’d promised.  

			All the boys on the team kissed their own bracelets. 

			Through a gap in the group hug, I glimpsed at Coach standing by the sideline. His face was filled with pride. He shook a finger at me, smiled, and kissed his bracelet, too. I didn’t know for sure whose name he’d written on it, but I suspected it was his daughter’s, Antonella, who lived in Argentina and was battling cancer. 

			I shook my boys off and ran to his side, angling for a hug. 

			He stopped me with a hand. “Next time do as I say, or I’ll take you out.” 

			“But you let Benny improvise.”

			“It’s different. You must set the example. Goal or no goal, I’ll take you out.”

			The boys on the bench laughed, but I knew he meant business. Why couldn’t he be happy for now? Was a simple thank-you too hard for him to say? 

			After all, I was the one on the pitch. 

			When he asked, “Entendiste?” I humbly said, “Sí, señor.” I understood. I just didn’t agree. 

			He gave me a heavy pat on the shoulder and sent me back in for the final minute. 

			I was hungry for goals, for seeing that net sail again. The State Cup was mine, the first trophy on the way to the National Championship that I’d hand over to Coach, my grandfather.     
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			After the game, we gathered around Coach for the instructions. He cleared his throat and said, “I want you all to go home, have a protein-rich dinner, and go to bed early. We’ll have a regenerative practice tomorrow.”

			“Shower first, please,” I said, because I had to say something. The toxic mixture of victory, heat, the collective sweat of fifteen boys, two grown men, and—I accept it—even me, was making me loopy. 

			Benny bit his lips so he wouldn’t laugh, but his brown eyes sparkled, and my blood got bubbly. His reaction was worth Coach’s furious glare. 

			“Please shower,” Coach continued as if I hadn’t spoken, “and get a good night’s sleep. I don’t want any junk for snacks. You need to be focused on the rest of the tournament, and—”

			“Pero, Felipe,” José, the assistant coach, interrupted. “With rivals like this, the Cup is already ours.”

			Coach stared at him, and José curled up like a dead spider. 

			Coach turned back to us. “The Cup is almost ours. Don’t do anything stupid and ruin our summer. Now, those of you riding with me, hop in the van. I want absolute silence.” 

			We dropped off five boys on the way home. With no one allowed to speak, it felt like forever. 

			At every stop, Coach repeated the same words. “Shower, food, and rest.”

			When we arrived at our house, I chimed in, saying “Shower, food, and rest” exactly when he did.

			He didn’t laugh, and the smile dropped off my face. I felt the storm coming, and I braced myself for it. He left the engine rumbling for a few seconds before finally turning the key to silence it. 

			“Next time, do as I say, bueno? When the game’s that close, you can’t take any chances.”

			I opened my mouth to remind him that my goal had given our team an easier way to the final, but his phone rang, and he answered without giving me a chance to explain. 

			Without waiting for him, I got out of the van. The scent of milanesas and garlic fries wafted through the open kitchen window and grabbed me by the throat. But when I hopped down, my big toe throbbed with pain. It was always like this: Once the adrenaline left me and my body cooled down, I felt every bruise, scrape, or muscle twitch. I slammed the door harder than I had intended. 

			Abuelo glared at me through the tinted windows. 

			I mouthed, “Sorry,” but I didn’t feel sorry at all. 

			Before he asked me to unload the equipment or wash the Gatorade cooler, I dropped my backpack at the back kitchen door and hobbled inside the house for Lita and food. 

			“Lita!” I found her setting the table for dinner. “We won. I scored!” I hugged her, burying my face in her chest. She was still a little taller than me, but I was stronger than her now. 

			“Ay!” She laughed, holding on to the edge of the table for balance. “My little earthquake is finally home! I was about to start eating dinner by myself!”

			“No way,” I said, glancing at the rooster clock on the wall. His outstretched wings pointed to eight o’clock. “You always say that, and you always wait for me.”

			Lita chuckled and set a glass pitcher of lemon water on the table. 

			“Valeria,” Abuelo called loudly, although I was, like, three feet away from him. “Help unload the van.” 

			He was such a grumpy old troll sometimes. 

			I sent Lita a puppy-eyed plea. 

			“Felipe, let her eat dinner first. This child must be so hungry.”

			“Starving,” I added, clasping my hands in front of me. 

			Abuelo rolled his eyes, but he had no say in Lita’s kitchen. 

			Hoping my smile wasn’t too gloating, I pulled out a chair, but Lita stopped me.

			“Not so fast. You smell like a pig.” She pointed to the ceiling. “You know the rules. Shower quickly, so we can all eat in peace.”

			I slumped. “But I’m famished! The food’s going to get cold!”

			Now Abuelo was the one gloating, and it was my turn to glare at him. He laughed.  

			Lita gently shoved me away from my chair. “It won’t. Shower quickly while I fry your eggs.”

			My mouth watered. 

			“Okay, but don’t tell her anything while I’m gone,” I said, pointing at Abuelo. “I want to give her the play by play.”

			Abuelo got a soft look in his eyes. He enjoyed these back-and-forth pretend arguments as much as I did. He couldn’t deny it. 

			“Don’t point at people, my love.” Lita shook her head. “How many times am I going to say the same things?” 

			She had told me that a million times. I just forgot. 

			“Sorry.” I kissed her on the cheek and headed upstairs. 

			Abuelo sighed, exhausted, and headed to the kitchen sink to wash his hands. 

			“You should send him to shower, too, Lita. I’m sure fifty percent of the stink is his!”

			The sound of her muffled chuckle sent a wave of joy all over me. An imaginary stadium full of people cheered.  

			Making Lita laugh sometimes felt even better than scoring the winning goal. 
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			For my sixth birthday, my dad, Gustavo, sent me a book that explained that families come in all shapes and sizes. Even at that age, I knew the book had been Lita’s idea. My dad wasn’t that big of a reader. But seven months earlier when he’d visited for Christmas, I’d asked him why I didn’t live with him. How come I didn’t have a mom. Why my grandparents were the ones going to parent/teacher conferences, taking me to the doctor, and doing all the things other people’s parents did. 

			He’d been speechless. 

			To be fair, he was, like, twenty-two. In little Magic’s eyes, he’d seemed like a full grown-up. At twelve, though, seventeen seemed horribly young to become a father. My birth mother had wanted to give me up for adoption. But my dad wanted to keep me, and Lita had insisted she and Abuelo could raise me as their own. 

			I’d only ever seen pictures of my birth mother, a young blondish girl with a heart-shaped face named Lori. Lita said I had her voice, but that I looked just like Tía Antonella. 

			Genetics, I guess. 

			The book was my dad’s attempt to explain, but it didn’t answer my questions. 

			I knew some families had a lot of kids, and others had one. Some had two moms or two dads or were a blend of previously divorced people or parents who’d never been married. Some kids were adopted as babies or older children. Some, like me, were raised by their grandparents. I knew it happened, but I wanted to know why. If he loved me, why wasn’t he by my side for all the important events in my life? 

			Now, with my tummy full after a delicious dinner, relieved that my team was undefeated and on its way to another State Cup trophy, I watched my dad on video chat eating cold leftover pizza in his tiny, lonely apartment while I gave him the summary of the whole game. He was the perfect audience. 

			When I told him I’d ignored Coach’s instructions and still scored, he laughed, Lita did too. But Abuelo said, “I don’t know why you two encourage her horrible behavior.” 

			He said “you two” but he looked at my dad, or rather, the computer screen.

			Lita waved a hand in front of her face, as if trying to shoo away a fly.

			My dad’s cheeks got a little pink under the beard he was trying to grow. He bit the corner of his slice of pizza and chewed so hard, I could almost feel it. 

			“What did you do today?” I asked, hugging my knees to my chest and leaning back on the couch. 

			“I went to an F.C. Gotham game,” he said.

			“Gotham? Like in the comics?” Lita asked. I tried not to explode with jealousy that he’d been watching soccer, just not me.

			My dad didn’t seem to notice the stink eye I gave him. “It’s the New York City professional women’s soccer team. They’re amazing.” 

			“Soccer?” Abuelo barked. 

			“Bueno, fútbol, Pa,” my dad added, blushing like “soccer” was a swear word. 

			Luckily the teakettle started whistling, beckoning Abuelo into the kitchen and taking his attention from my dad, who seemed to become smaller and smaller with every sneer Abuelo sent his way. “Gotham City,” Abuelo added under his breath.

			After a few heartbeats, my dad cleared his throat and said, “Anyway, they have a girl from Argentina. Bueh, her parents are from Argentina. She’s fifteen. Can you believe it? Youngest signing in the NWSL ever. She reminds me of you, Magic.”

			This time, the blood froze in my veins. 

			A fifteen-year-old signed to the National Women’s Soccer League? I wanted to talk to her and learn all her secrets. I knew teenaged boys sometimes signed with professional teams, but girls? This was news to me. 

			“Were you taking pictures of the team?” 

			My dad was a photographer, and sometimes he got hired to shoot sporting events. Sometimes he even got to talk to the athletes. Once, he’d gone to dinner with the Leo Messi in Miami. 

			This time he shook his head and bit his lip as if the words that would follow were spicy. “No. I was there with some friends.” 

			“I’ll see you upstairs, Margo,” Abuelo’s abrupt voice interrupted my dad. He had mate in hand, thermos tucked under his arm. 

			Lita’s name was Margarita, but Abuelo called her Margo. When I was little, I couldn’t pronounce soft Rs and called her Malgalita, which became Lita, which she liked better than Abuela, anyway.   

			“Don’t stay up late, Valeria.” Abuelo headed to the stairs. “I want you to get a good night’s sleep.”

			“Goodnight, Viejo,” my dad called. 

			Abuelo took the stairs two at a time as if to prove to my dad he wasn’t that old. When he reached the top, he added, “Goodnight, hijo,” but I doubted my dad could hear him.

			Lita finished putting the clean dishes away, and then came up to the screen. “I love you, Gus. See you in a couple of days, mi amor.” 

			They blew kisses at each other, and she, too, headed upstairs. 

			My dad scratched his hair. His curls got even messier. He yawned. “I probably should turn in soon.”

			“Already?” We’d only talked for, like, fifteen minutes.  

			“I’ll see you Wednesday. What do you want me to bring you from the Big Apple?” 

			He was so corny. But I could be worse.

			“Just you,” I said in an angelic voice, posing with my hands clasped under my chin. He laughed on cue, but doubt punctured my happiness. I was missing one vital piece of information. “How long are you staying?” I asked, trying not to pick at a scab on my knee that was almost healed. 

			“A month. I have to be in Spain at the beginning of July. I’m trying to set things up so I can head back to Utah after that job for someone’s special birthday. We’ll see.” 

			I smiled then. The scab hung by a literal thread of skin. 

			“We’ll see,” I repeated, hopeful. 

			A month might be long enough to convince him to stay here forever. It’s not like he lived in NYC full time anyway. He traveled all over the world taking pictures. He could travel from Utah, too. My best friend Sasha’s dad said the Salt Lake City airport was a big hub now. 

			“Now, goodnight, Magic.”

			“Goodnight . . .” I hesitated and left the sentence open-ended. 

			In my twelve years, I’d called him Gustavo, Gus, Papá, Papi, and Dad. Nothing really stuck. He smiled, understanding.

			Maybe if we spent more time together, something would.

			Maybe. 
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			The next morning, I woke up well rested and, except for my toe, fully recovered—unlike some of my teammates. Usually by the second round of burpees everyone was alert, but not today. At the end of practice, several boys collapsed on the grass as soon as Coach blew the whistle.

			When Matheo, one of the few besides me who’d tried his best, yawned, Coach barked at him, “What were you doing last night that you’re so tired now?”

			Matheo gulped loudly before he replied, “We . . . we had my sister’s piano recital. I didn’t go to bed until midnight.”

			“Piano recital?” 

			“It’s an end-of-the-year event, boss,” José explained to him. “And since we’re on the subject, tomorrow is high school graduation. Simon and Benny won’t be able to come to practice.”

			“They’re not graduating,” Coach said. 

			Simon and Benny exchanged a panicked look. 

			“No, but Simon’s cousin and Benny’s sister are. A graduation’s a family event . . .”

			Coach clicked his tongue like graduation was the worst inconvenience ever. But he threw his hands up in the air and said, “Okay, take tomorrow off.”

			A ripple of excitement ran through the team. A free day! And on the day my dad arrived! 

			With the final round of the State Cup looming over the weekend, tryouts for next season right after, and summer tournaments, we wouldn’t have many free days in the future. 

			As soon as Coach dismissed the team, his phone started ringing. When he wasn’t training us, he was a consultant for a software company. He was always on call, but even they knew not to interrupt practice. 

			“Hola,” he answered, loud and abrupt.  

			Everyone, including José, scattered. José was supposed to “assist putting things away,” but he always pretended he was too important for chores. I sent him a poisonous look that he ignored.

			A team of girls around my age started trickling onto the field we’d just vacated, and their coach, an older woman with the whitest hair I’d ever seen in my life, waved at Abuelo. He waved, but turned his back to her and continued his phone call. 

			I started gathering the equipment (flags, cones, rubber bands, massage rollers, and balls) to load them into the van.   

			Benny carried the Gatorade cooler. I couldn’t tell if he noticed that a few of the girls were checking him out, but I did, and I didn’t like it.  

			“Wanna go to the pool this afternoon?” he asked me.  “Everyone from school is going.” 

			I wasn’t summer-ready. Nothing from last year fit.   

			“I . . . I haven’t gone shopping for a swimsuit yet.” 

			“You can just wear shorts and a T-shirt.” He licked his lips, and I handed him a water bottle. He took a long gulp and then added, “So?”

			“Benny!” his mom called from the car parked by the curb. “Let’s go!”

			“Yes, Benny, let’s go!” someone from the girls’ team said. She and her friends giggled. 

			Blushing, Benny smiled as he drank the last drop of water, and then shot the empty plastic bottle into the recycling bin on the sidewalk. 

			Show-off. 

			“You have a fan club,” I teased him. “Are you going to start signing autographs soon?” 

			He stuck out his tongue and shoved me playfully. The skin that he’d touched on my shoulder tingled. 

			“Loser,” I said.

			“I’ll pick you up at five! Okay?” He ran toward his mom’s car before I could reply. 

			By then, Coach had ended his call and walked up to the van. His face looked like he’d swallowed a lemon. 

			“What is he picking you up for?” he asked as I buckled my seat belt. 

			The temperature was hellish and a half, and at the sound of his voice, it went up three degrees. 

			“We’re going to the pool.” 

			He clicked his tongue but didn’t say anything. 

			I wanted to ask what the problem was, but I knew not to push him when he was in one of his rotten moods. 

			I should’ve walked home. Anything was better than dealing with Abuelo’s sulking silence.

			But the silence would have been better than what he said next: “I don’t want you hanging out with Benny and the other boys outside of practice.”

			I felt like he’d slapped me. 

			“What? Why?” 

			Every summer for as long as I’d known Benny, we’d gone to the pool together. 

			Abuelo took a big breath as if he intended all his words to come out in a single gust. Just then, his phone vibrated in the middle console. An incoming text message. Abuelo made a gesture as if to grab it, but now it was my turn to click my tongue. Lita asked me to snitch if Abuelo looked at his phone while driving, and he knew I would. 

			“Read that for me,” he ordered. I waited until he added, “Please.”

			I grabbed the phone. “It’s from Lita. She says, ‘Got ticket. Leaving tonight at midnight.’”

			Abuelo clicked his tongue and huffed, frustrated. 

			Silence bloomed heavy between us. 	

			“What’s happening?” I asked when his hands started shaking on the steering wheel.

			“Nothing,” he said, but when his eyes flitted in my direction, I saw something in them I’d never seen before. Fear.   
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			Lita was sitting in the living room when we got home. She still held her phone in her hand as if no time had passed since she’d texted Abuelo. Her brown eyes had been washed out by tears.

			“What happened?” I asked her this time. Lita would tell me. 

			But she looked past me at Abuelo. Abuelo sat in front of her, on the edge of the coffee table.

			I sat next to Lita. She didn’t tell me off for tracking mud into the house, or for stinking like a pig. The cold tension in the air dried the sweat on my skin. Goosebumps prickled on my arms and legs. 

			“I’m leaving for Rosario,” she said, looking at Abuelo. “Gustavo will meet me in Houston. He already changed his flight.”

			In the back of my mind, I’d been keeping track of an imaginary plane that would bring my dad to me. At her words, it looped in a giant detour and veered to South America. 

			“What do you mean you’re leaving?” I asked, taking her hand in mine. Her fingers were so cold, but across from us, it was Abuelo who trembled. 

			“Are you coming with us, Felipe?” she asked in an even tone that sounded all the alarms in my mind.

			Come to Argentina now? During State Cup?

			I’d always bugged Lita to take me to Argentina so I could meet my Tía Antonella and her son, Maxwell, my cousin who was a year or so younger than me. But something always came up. Lately, the main excuse was money. My dad had once said that flights to Argentina were more expensive than a week in an all-inclusive resort in the Maldives. 

			Abuelo shook his head.

			Lita stared at him until he lowered his eyes.

			“I can’t leave the team now,” he said. “They need me.” 

			“Your daughter needs you.” Lita’s words were meant to break through whatever walls Abuelo had put around his heart, and they reverberated in my ears. 

			Abuelo swallowed and he leaned over to take Lita’s hands in his.

			Sometimes I wondered how my grandparents could look at each other and have a whole conversation without words. It might have a lot to do with the fact they’d been together since they were teenagers. Now they were in their fifties. Whatever Lita wanted him to understand this time wasn’t going through, though. Or was it Lita who didn’t understand him? 

			“Let’s do this instead. You and Gustavo go now. Valeria and I will join you in a few days. The money might be more useful to Anto. What we save in ticket prices will stretch a long way there.”

			Lita seemed to weigh his words and all he left unsaid, and finally sighed. “Okay.”

			“Maybe it’s a false alarm,” Abuelo said when she didn’t add anything else. “You know how doctors are; they make a catastrophe out of nothing. Besides, Anto is strong. She’ll make it through this. She always pulls through.”

			This wasn’t Tía Anto’s first health crisis. She first got breast cancer three years ago or so. Lita traveled to be with her, but Abuelo didn’t. My aunt was in and out of the hospital for a while, but she’d been in remission until a couple of months ago. 

			Every once in a while, people talked about how one day the Big One, the earthquake that could destroy the whole West Coast, including Utah, would hit out of the blue. 

			It had been kind of the same with Tía Anto. The doctors had warned that one day the cancer could come back. Abuelo had said she’d pull through, but Lita looked like someone had just told her the Big One was today.

			My aunt was five years older than my dad, and they were best friends, but I didn’t really know her. I slept in her childhood bedroom and listened to stories about her like she was a character in a movie. Now I felt a connection with her I never had before. We were both “Lita’s girls.” 

			What happened to my aunt would affect the rest of my life, and I wanted to help her. Abuelo should go. He should be with Lita and my dad, but especially with my cousin and Tía Anto. If money was an issue, I could stay behind with our neighbors, the Pedersens.

			But I didn’t say anything. Finally, my grandma stood up and smoothed out the long sleeves of her shirt. “Anto’s strong. I hope . . .” Her voice trailed off as if she didn’t dare finish the sentence.

			“What?” My pulse hammered in my mouth as I pushed the question out. “You hope for what, Lita?” 

			Abuelo looked like her words were the air he couldn’t squeeze into his lungs. 

			“I hope you’re right, Felipe. Come, Vale. Help me pack.” 
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			Lita’s sudden departure erased all thoughts about going to the pool with Benny and, for now, practice. Abuelo canceled again, and gave us two days off. Without Lita and soccer, I felt like a kite without a line. Even the house felt too big. 

			On Thursday, after I was done with the list of chores he’d given me, I found Abuelo in the kitchen, where Lita’s presence was strongest. With a nod, he pointed at the plate he’d made me, and I sat down next to him. 

			I sighed. 

			Cold milanesa sandwiches. Again. 

			I love milanesas, but I would’ve loved to eat something different. Something fresh. Not that I was going to complain about food right now. I had a feeling Abuelo felt the same way. He ate all his potato chips first even though they were barbecue, his least favorite flavor.

			“Did you finish your laundry?” he asked out of the blue.

			“Yes.”

			“Did you clean your room?” 

			“Yes.”

			I’d done both in the morning before attacking the weeds in the backyard.

			“Did you wash the cooler?” 

			I made a show of swallowing the tough bite of milanesa stuck in my throat, and then took a swig of lemon water. “I forgot. Sorry.”

			He smirked like he’d won something. But he wasn’t done. “Did you watch the marked-up video I sent in the group chat?” 

			“I don’t have my tablet. You took it away last week even though Lita had given me permission to use it.” 

			He sent me one of his looks. The kind like a laser. 

			I didn’t let myself return it. Lita made us promise to get along. I wasn’t going to be the one to start a fight. 

			“You got a letter in the mail,” he said, switching the subject so suddenly, I got whiplash. 

			“A letter?”

			“It got here a couple of days ago, but with . . . everything, I forgot to tell you.” He tilted his head toward the little table by the front door that was our official catchall and kept eating. 

			I never got any letters, not even junk mail. With trepidation, and a little bit of excitement, I searched through the stack of advertisements and catalogs. 

			Finally, I found the small, pink envelope addressed to Magic Salomón. Even before I opened it, I knew it was from Kylie Pedersen, my next-door neighbor and my best friend Sasha’s little sister. She was so cute, but also so extra! She could’ve handed it to me before her family left for Disneyland. But when I opened the envelope and saw the handwritten note she’d added to the very sparkly invitation to her seventh birthday party, my heart melted. 

			Magic, you’ve been selected as my special guest and piñata buster. Don’t miss, please! 

			XOXO, Kylie

			“What is it?” Abuelo asked from the kitchen sink where he was washing his plate. He must have given up on his sandwich and thrown it away. 

			“An invitation to Kylie’s party.” 

			“Kylie?”

			“The little girl next door? Sasha’s sister?”

			He rolled his eyes. Sasha had been an Overlord until a couple of years ago when she decided to start playing with a girls’ rec team. Abuelo never forgave her betrayal. 

			“When’s this party?”

			“Tomorrow.”

			“The quarterfinal is tomorrow. You can’t go.” 

			My first impulse was to argue. The party would be at noon, hours before the game. Popping in to bust the piñata wouldn’t affect me at all. Besides, I missed Sasha and her sister. I wanted to hear about Disneyland. I needed to talk to people that weren’t Abuelo. But what was the point? He’d never let me go.

			He’d paused washing as if he expected me to push back, but I just said, “Okay,” and grabbed my plate to throw the milanesa away even though I was still a little hungry. 

			Abuelo wasn’t going to let me have the small victory of being the bigger person. He stopped me with his hand up. “Absolutely not, señorita.”

			“But—”

			“Finish your dinner and watch the videos. The tablet is in the junk drawer.” 

			“The junk drawer?” I asked, pleasantly surprised.

			Abuelo winked at me.

			Just like that, I forgave him his bad mood. But before I could thank him, his phone chimed. 
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