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For Edite, who was right. Onward!

—G. D.

To Mom, Dad, Aislinn, Soleille, Mielo, and Antone.

—E. C.
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“Sparrow!”

“Back in a sec,” Sparrow told her dad without stopping.

“Sparrow!” called her mom.

“I’ll be right back,” she said. “Promise!”

“Sparrow!” roared her mom and dad in unison. “Stop!”

Sparrow didn’t get why grown-ups could tell you to hurry up all they wanted, but if you were in a hurry, it was always No running or Stop! Which Sparrow really didn’t want to do right now.

Because she and Paloma had been up in her room, playing with the kittens, when they heard a noise. Thwack! Just once. Then silence. There was something about that thwack that was just… wrong. It was a not-supposed-to-happen noise.

Sparrow didn’t know what had made it, but she knew where it had come from. She scooped up her kitten, Gracie, and hurried over to the window. Paloma was at her side in a second, holding her own kitten, Qwerty. Together they scanned the backyard of Sparrow’s house. There was nothing out there except the bare brown branches of a tree crisscrossing a dove-gray sky. Except—

“Look!” cried Sparrow. “There!”

Down below, something lay on the frozen ground.

That was when she and Paloma, kittens in their arms, took off running. They clattered down the stairs. Set down the kittens long enough to tug on boots and jackets and their matching hats—purple fleece with cat ears. Sparrow was just about to go investigate when her parents’ “Sparrow! Sparrow! Sparrow!” stopped her.
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“What?” asked Sparrow.

“Where are you going in such a hurry?” asked her dad.

“Dan!” said her mom. “Not. Now.”

“Sorry!” said her dad. “Right, of course not. Sit down, Sparrow. You too, Paloma.”

Sparrow (holding Gracie) took a seat at the kitchen table, and Paloma (holding Qwerty) took another. Right away Gracie tried to climb up onto the table. Sparrow could tell exactly what Gracie was wondering: What’s up there? I never get to go up there! But Gracie was not allowed on the kitchen table, so Sparrow held on tight, stroking the kitten’s soft fur. She could never decide if Gracie was black with white splotches, or white with black splotches. She was kind of like Sparrow’s favorite cookie at the bakery, the black-and-white, except those cookies had a straight line down the middle, and Gracie’s splotches were all jumbled up. Qwerty, who was Gracie’s littermate, was just the same.

“Sparrow, are you listening?” asked her dad.

“Listening,” agreed Sparrow, nodding. She wanted to get this conversation over with so she could go find out what had made that noise.

“It’s time for us to go,” said her dad.

“Go where?” asked Sparrow.

“The hospital,” he said. “You remember the plan, right?”

“Wait—what?” Maybe she should have been listening.

“Sparrow, can you get your head out of the clouds? We’ve been over this.”

“It’s time,” said her mom, pointing to her stomach.

“The baby!” cried Paloma, clapping her hands together.

Oops. The baby. Sparrow’s mom gave Paloma a big smile, so Sparrow knew that “Wait—what?” had not been the right thing to say. “The baby!” had been the right thing to say.

Paloma was Sparrow’s best friend. They both loved cats, and now they both had kittens from the same litter. They both wore cat hats outside (matching, because Sparrow’s mom had sewn them) or kitty-cat headbands inside (though Sparrow’s was always slipping around in her thin, straight hair, while the band in Paloma’s thick brown hair always looked as regal as a tiara).

Both of them got super excited, too, about whatever they were doing or playing. But Paloma seemed to know when to come back to reality. Unlike Sparrow, whose parents were always reminding her she didn’t need to get so “carried away.” Sometimes—meaning whenever they said so—they needed her to dial it back. Take a breath. Return to earth.

“Let’s hear the plan, Sparrow,” said her dad.

“Uncle Chris and Uncle Marko will be here. I’ll be a cooperator. You’ll call when you can, and they’ll bring me to the hospital.”

“If… ?” prompted her mom and dad in unison.

“If they can. No promises. Be a cooperator.”

Sparrow’s dad gave her a thumbs-up, and her mom gave her a little kiss on the top of her head.

“And a visit wouldn’t happen until tomorrow,” added Sparrow’s mom. “So I called your mom, Paloma, and she said you can still sleep over tonight.”

“Thanks, Mrs. Robinson,” said Paloma. Her kitten had fallen sound asleep in her lap.

Sparrow’s kitten was not asleep. Gracie was wide awake and standing up, her claws going right through Sparrow’s pants into her legs—ouch!—as she tried to keep her balance. Sparrow knew how the kitten felt. Gracie still wanted to see what was on the table, the same as Sparrow wanted to go see what had made that noise.

Just then a knock sounded on the door and in rushed Sparrow’s uncles.

“Brrr!” said Uncle Chris. “Somebody is picking a cold day to be born! And kind of early, right? I thought you had a couple more weeks?”

“I thought so too,” said Sparrow’s mom. “But looks like it’s Ready or not, here I come!”

“Well, we’re ready to do our job!” said Uncle Marko. “Lucky we didn’t have far to go.”

The uncles didn’t have far to travel because they were living in the other half of Sparrow’s house. All they had to do was walk out their front door, across the porch, and in the Robinsons’ front door.

Sparrow missed Mrs. LaRose, the lady who used to live next door with her seven cats. But she liked having her uncles around now. They were staying there while they helped Sparrow’s parents renovate the unit, which hadn’t been touched in fifty years. And they were going to help with the new baby. Plus, Uncle Chris could always make her mom laugh. He was her mom’s brother, and the two of them looked alike, which meant just like Sparrow. Cinnamon-brown freckles sprinkled on white skin. Light brown hair. Brown eyes.

“May I?” asked Uncle Chris, reaching for Gracie. He held her on top of his head. “Wear a hat!” he said in a pretendmom voice. “It’s cold! You lose all your body heat through your head!”

Everyone laughed, then Sparrow’s mom held her arms wide open. “Time to go. Family hug?”

Hugging her mom wasn’t easy anymore. Sparrow’s arms barely reached around her mom’s middle.

“Love you, Little Bird,” murmured her mom.
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“Me too,” added her dad, wrapping his longer arms around the two of them.

“Love you too,” said Sparrow. She did love her mom and dad. But she liked only short hugs—not long ones—because she didn’t like feeling trapped. Her mom knew that and usually she didn’t hold on too tight or too long. But this time her mom kept holding on.

“Mom,” she said. “Squished.”

“Sorry,” said her mom, giving her one last squeeze, then letting go. Then everyone began rushing around. Uncle Chris handed Gracie back to Sparrow, and Uncle Marko handed coats to her parents. A blast of cold air swept through the open door as the grown-ups hurried outside—her parents to get in the car and her uncles to wave goodbye.

Sparrow saw her chance. “Come on!” she said to Paloma.
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Holding on to the kittens, Sparrow and Paloma ran outside. Dashed around the corner of the house. Raced toward the dark spot on the ground below Sparrow’s bedroom window.

Suddenly Sparrow pulled up short. Paloma did too. Because they were finally close enough to the spot to see exactly what it was.

“It’s a bird!” said Sparrow.

“A pigeon,” added Paloma, and the two of them cried, “Una paloma!”

Sparrow didn’t speak Spanish, like Paloma, but she knew that Paloma’s name meant “pigeon” in Spanish. It was the very first thing Paloma had told her, way back on the first day of fourth grade.

For a bit they stood there, staring down at the bird. The pigeon’s head and wings were light gray. Its tail feathers were dark gray. Around its throat was a wide band of green that sparkled like a dragonfly, and a thinner necklace of pink.

Luckily, the kittens weren’t staring at the bird. Nestled in Sparrow’s arms, Gracie was curled up tight, her face under her paws, trying to stay warm. Qwerty was doing the same in Paloma’s arms.

“Do you think it’s alive?” asked Sparrow.

Just then the bird blinked its bright orange eye.
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“It’s alive!” cried Paloma.

A spot of white landed on the bird’s body. Then another. And another. All around, white flakes were drifting down from the gray sky. It was snowing.

Questions began falling thick and fast in Sparrow’s head, too. Was the bird just stunned from crashing into the window? Would it be okay in a little while? But what if its wing was broken?

Sparrow didn’t know. All she knew was that the bird wasn’t moving. And the snow was falling faster and faster. If they didn’t do something, the bird would be buried in snow.
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“We have to save it,” said Sparrow.

“We need a box or something,” agreed Paloma.

“And we need to put the kittens somewhere,” added Sparrow.

Neither of them wanted to leave the bird all alone, so they took turns bringing the kittens inside. Paloma went first, running off with Qwerty. As soon as she came back, Sparrow sprinted away. Racing around the corner of the house, she crashed into Uncle Marko.

“Whoa!” he said. “What’s the hurry?”

Uncle Marko wasn’t a kitten-on-his-head kind of uncle, like Uncle Chris, but Sparrow liked him. He had a dark brown mustache like her dad, but he grew his long enough to twirl the ends into curlicues. Sparrow didn’t want to lie to Uncle Marko, but she had the feeling that rescuing an injured bird might not count as “being a cooperator.”

“Gracie’s cold,” she said. “I’m putting her in the house.” Which was true. Just not the whole truth.

“Okay, listen, if you need anything, Uncle Chris is in our side of the house, packing up a few things. We’ll be staying in your parents’ room tonight. And I’ll be right back.”

“Where are you going?”

“I’ve gotta make a run to the store for candles and batteries. This isn’t just a little snow—they’re predicting a major storm. And look at all these trees! Drop a foot of snow on those branches, and some ice, and crack—down they go, and there goes the power.”

Uncle Marko got in the car and drove off, and Sparrow got back on track. She ran into the house and up the stairs and plunked Gracie onto her bed with Qwerty. The bed was too high for the kittens to jump down by themselves, and they perched at the edge, mewing, as Sparrow began looking around for something to put the pigeon in.

Sparrow’s room had a bed, a round rug in the middle of the floor, and wicker baskets in different sizes for clothes and toys. She grabbed one of the baskets, pulled off the lid, and dumped the contents—socks, who cared?—out onto the rug.

Meanwhile, Gracie was still mewing. It sounded like Me, me, me, pay attention to me. Sparrow stopped and sat on the bed for a second, stroking the kitten. Gracie’s mom, Mrs. Moon, had been soft, and so was Gracie. Whenever Sparrow patted her, she felt better.

And she almost always felt like she knew what Gracie was feeling. Like when the kitten had tried to get onto the kitchen table: curious. Or when she purred: happy. Or right now: afraid of being left out.

“Sorry, Gracie,” she said. “Your job is to stay on the bed. You and Qwerty can cuddle up and take a little nap, okay? It’s warm in here and you’ll be happier.”

That didn’t feel right—talking to the kitten the way grown-ups talked to kids. Telling you what you should be feeling. Or even what you were feeling; how could they know? Sometimes they said things like “You’re okay” when you were not okay!

The first time Sparrow heard about the new baby, her mom and dad had tried to make her feel like it was some sort of fun group project. They wanted her to be happy. Sparrow did not feel happy, at first, mostly because she didn’t like being told how she was supposed to feel.

But then her mom had taken her to one of her doctor’s appointments. Sparrow got to see the baby inside her mom and hear its heart beating, glub-glub, glub-glub. That was cool! And the doctor said it was a boy, and her mom said Sparrow could be the one to tell her dad. Sparrow had started to get excited about the baby, and even went back with her mom for a couple more visits to the doctor.

But she was definitely not invited to the hospital. She was definitely left out of that. Her job was to stay at the house and be the person who welcomed the baby home. Sparrow didn’t even want to go, but she still didn’t like being left out.

It was so confusing! Like the group hug. Sparrow wanted to be included. But then she always had to slip out, because of the too-squished, trapped feeling. But she wouldn’t want to be left out! She wanted to be the one to leave.

Except sometimes she wondered: Why couldn’t she just stay in the hug?

She wondered if her parents wondered that too. She knew they loved her. But she also knew that sometimes they felt like they didn’t understand her. They had actually taken a class on how to be parents. And then they had started reading books! Sparrow had seen one of them: When Your Kid Is Different.

Now her dad didn’t call her a drama queen anymore, like he used to. Instead he said things like “Can you take a breath?” or “Let’s do a check-in.” But it still felt like they wished she would be a little less “different.” A little less Sparrow-who-got-carried-away and a little more Sparrow-the-easygoing. And that hurt Sparrow’s feelings. She couldn’t help it if she got carried away!

And she couldn’t help wondering about the new baby—if he was going to be the kind of kid who wasn’t so “different.”

Sparrow got up from the bed, and Gracie mewed again. No matter what, nobody liked being left out.

“I take it back,” she said to Gracie. “I’m sorry I have to go, and I know it’s super sad, and I don’t blame you for being sad. I’ll come back as soon as I can.”
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