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To Bri and Gonz for being such great companions on so many childhood adventures
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[image: Chapter 1] Home of the Penguins


“This is taking forever!” Martín grumbled to Emma.

“Shhh,” his sister whispered back. She smiled at the secretary, but Martín knew Emma shared his sense of urgency. After all, they had big plans for the day.

Plans they had been hatching for weeks!

Plans which were unexpectedly delayed when Mami announced, out of nowhere, that she would be taking them to register for their new school. Today!

“No!” Martín and Emma had cried. In unison.

“Since when do you two agree on anything?” Mami had asked.

Since Abuela gave us the magic book, Martín thought.

Martín and Emma had a history of disagreeing. They had totally different tastes in clothes, food, and hobbies. They didn’t even look like siblings. Martín took after Mami. He was short and round with dark skin and brown curls. Emma looked more like their gringo father: tall and skinny, with almost his exact shade of blond hair.

But their disagreements had been happening less and less often, ever since they’d moved from Mexico to the US. More precisely, since the book of legends had come into their life. And that morning Martín and Emma were 100 percent in agreement about their plans.

Unfortunately, Mami also had plans, and she seemed to think her plans were more important. Which was why the twins were presently sitting next to Jeanette Brewster, the secretary at the main office, while Mami met with their new school principal.

The school was Lincoln Elementary, home of the Penguins.

“You have penguins here?” Martín asked Ms. Brewster. He loved animals, and even though cats were his favorite, penguins were a close second.

She winked. “Not real penguins, of course. It’s our school mascot, the Penguins. We have T-shirts and everything.” Ms. Brewster showed them a pile of blue T-shirts. On the front was the school name and a group of penguins huddled on a chunk of floating ice.

“What does a school mascot do?” Emma asked. Back home in Mexico there were no school mascots.

“Well, they don’t really do anything,” said Ms. Brewster. “It’s just a symbol. They help us build team spirit, show school pride.”

She showed them her own T-shirt: Lincoln Elementary Penguins.
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Now Martín was staring at a poster announcing a fall book fair. Little penguins sat around a table reading books. They were pretty cute.

A flyer next to the penguins reading books was announcing a builder’s fair: Design and Build Your Own Creations. Prizes for the Most Creative Designs!

That definitely got Martín’s attention. He loved building things from scratch. He would often just begin with something simple, like some clay or a piece of cardboard. Then he would start molding and cutting and gluing things together until the build took on the shape of something that made sense. Then Martín would finish it up. His creations always turned out pretty cool—even Emma agreed.

For a moment Martín lost himself in his thoughts, imagining his next amazing creation and all the prizes he would receive. But then his daydream ended, and he realized he was still sitting in the office at his new elementary school.

What was taking so long? He sighed and leaned his head back against the wall.

“Don’t worry,” said Ms. Brewster. “They’ll be out shortly.”

She said it nicely and smiled at him, so Martín knew she wasn’t upset. Still, he was a little embarrassed. After all, Dad was probably having the exact same conversations with all the new families that were starting at Greenwood Middle School, and it made Martín feel bad to think that kids might be complaining about having to meet with his parent.

Dad was the middle school’s new principal. That was the reason they had recently moved to the US. Dad had grown up in a city near Chicago but had moved to Mexico after college. He always told people that he’d gone to practice his Spanish but then had fallen in love with the country, and Mami, of course. After that, he knew he could never leave.

Apparently, however, he could leave, and that’s exactly what had happened when he’d gotten his “dream job.”

Martín had no idea how being the principal of Greenwood Middle School could be anyone’s dream job. But here they were.

Speaking of principals…

The door opened and Principal Keys walked out with Mami.

“Well, kids, you’re all set up.” She smiled at Martín and Emma. “Would you like a tour of the school?”

Martín was already shaking his head, but Mami was the boss, and she said, “Yes, please. That would be wonderful.”

It would not be wonderful, but Martín knew there was no point in resisting. He stood up to follow Principal Keys.
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Of course the first thing Martín did was trip on his untied shoelace. Emma rolled her eyes. He was always forgetting to tie his shoes.

They waited for him to lace up, and then Principal Keys showed them around.

“This is the cafeteria.”

It was a big room with long tables and chairs alongside them. At their school in Mexico, they didn’t have a cafeteria. The kids all brought their lunches from home and ate on the playground.

They looked at the gym and bathrooms.

“And this is our arts and media room.”

Tables were splattered with paint, and the walls were covered in artwork. Art had been Emma’s favorite class back home, and she was glad to see some of the same supplies she loved from her class in Mexico.

“Here’s our music room.”

Emma noticed Martín eyeing the drum set in the corner. There were guitars leaning along the wall and an old piano. She was pretty sure this was going to be her brother’s favorite room.

So far, so good. But then Principal Keys pointed at another room.

“Martín’s homeroom will be with Ms. Barnes, and Emma will be with Mr. Schultz.” Principal Keys moved aside so Martín could look into his new classroom.

In Mexico, Emma and Martín had been in the same class. But Principal Keys had explained that they preferred to put siblings in different classes to give them a chance to make new friends.

“Twins tend to be pretty close,” Principal Keys had said. She’d winked at Martín and Emma when she’d said that. “It’s good for them to branch out.”

Emma knew everyone thought she would have no problem “branching out.” She liked meeting new people and was usually pretty good at making new friends. But that was way different from plopping her in a new country, at a brand-new school, where she didn’t know anyone other than the one person they were not going to let her be with.

Emma looked over at Martín. She knew he was probably feeling the same way, times one hundred. At least she was friendly and social. Martín was the shiest person she knew. He only had one friend, Arturo, and they’d been friends since they were in diapers.

“What do you think?” Principal Keys asked Martín. “Do you like your new classroom?”

Emma liked the big windows and the fact that they let in a lot of sunlight. Little pots on the windowsill had tiny plants growing in them. There was a cage in one corner. Martín had spotted the cage too.

“What goes in there?” he asked.

“The class pet,” Principal Keys replied.

“A penguin?” Martín’s eyes were wide.

Okay, thought Emma, that would make up for not knowing anyone or having friends in his class!

But Principal Keys smiled and shook her head. “A rabbit. It spends the summer with Ms. Barnes, but as soon as school starts up again, Mr. Hatty will be back in the classroom.”

“That’s awesome!” Martín smiled.

Next they visited Emma’s homeroom. “Mr. Schultz’s room.”

It looked pretty much the same as Martín’s class, except they didn’t have a rabbit cage, though Emma spotted a terrarium.

“That’s for Iggy the Iguana,” Principal Keys explained. “Iguanas are pretty cool,” she added. Which, of course, Emma already knew because they had a ton of iguanas in Mexico. And not even in cages.

“I’ll walk you out to the playground,” Principal Keys said. She pointed out the soccer field and brand-new playground equipment. It all looked nice and shiny.

When the tour was over, she asked, “Do you have any questions?”

Nobody did. “Well, in that case, I’ll see you at the start of school!”

The principal shook hands with everyone.

“Oh! Before I forget, these are for you.”

She pulled out two T-shirts from her purse and handed one to Emma and one to Martín. They were Lincoln Elementary T-shirts, like the one Ms. Brewster had been wearing.

“It’s a tradition to wear these on the first day of school.”
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They thanked the principal and walked back to their car.

“She seems nice,” Mami said. “And I like your classrooms.”

“Yeah.” Emma tried to ignore her nerves.

“Can we go home now?” asked Martín.

“Yes. I just have to pick up a few things on the way,” Mami said as soon as they were in the car.

Martín groaned.

“Mom!” Emma cried. “You promised.”

“Oh… it won’t be that bad,” Mami said. “And besides, what urgent business do you have to take care of?”

“Nothing,” the twins replied at the same time.

“You did it again.” Mami frowned. “What is happening with you two? I have to say, I was not at all suspicious before. But now I don’t know.”

Martín and Emma said nothing else as they went with Mami to the dry cleaners (where the owner gave them each a lollipop) and made a quick stop at the bakery (where they placed an order for a pastel de tres leches, Martín’s favorite).

“If I didn’t know better,” the baker said as she took down their order, “I would have to say this cake has become a staple in your diet.”

Mami laughed, but Martín seemed confused.

“A stapler?” he asked.

“A staple,” Mami explained. “It means this is one of the foods you eat most often, a food you depend on.”

“Well, that’s definitely true!” he replied. “I depend on pastel de tres leches for my survival.”

He was rewarded with a mini chocolate cupcake.
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