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The brush makes a scratchy sound as I paint the brown paper bag on my desk.

Next to me, my cousin Eli is drawing a rabbit on his bag. On my other side, Pedro is covering his with clippings from sports magazines.

I set down the brush and use my fingers to blend the rainbow stripes. The bag looks like my tie-dyed hoodie now—the one I gave Sofía right before she moved away. A lot of things make me think of her, like her cleaned-out cubby or the empty seat next to mine at lunch. It’s like there’s a hole everywhere I look, the exact size and shape of Sofía.

I glance at her empty spot across our pod of desks. I wonder what she’d be making if she were here. I bet she’d paint a portrait of her cat. Or maybe she’d draw a picture of the two of us, smiling together under a rainbow, the words Best Friends Forever printed underneath. That makes me smile. It makes my chest ache, too. I feel happy-sad—a mix of both, like yellow and blue turning green.

Then Lin plops down in Sofía’s place.

“Can I use those?” she asks, pointing at Pedro’s magazines. “Mine just have pictures of golf.” She grabs one without waiting for an answer and starts flipping through it.

I sit up straighter. “That’s Sofía’s desk.”

She looks up. “So?”

“So you can’t sit there. It still has her name tag on it.”

Lin frowns. Then she rips the tag off Sofía’s desk and tosses it onto mine. “Not anymore.”

I suck in a breath and wave my hand in the air. “Mrs. D! Lin is trying to take Sofía’s place!”
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Our teacher stops shuffling papers in the corner. “It’s okay, Meena. I don’t think Sofía would mind.”

When Mrs. D turns away, Lin sticks out her tongue at me.

I grit my teeth and go back to blending, but the paint doesn’t seem as bright and cheery as before. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Lin tear a page out of the magazine, paste it onto her bag, and push it away.

“That’s all you’re doing?” I ask.

She shrugs. “It’s not graded.”

I scowl at the sloppy bag. She might be at Sofía’s desk, but Lin is nothing like her. Sofía is nice, for starters. And she actually cares about art.

It seems like all Lin cares about is sports. She wears a different team jersey almost every day. Her creative writing stories are all about winning some championship. She always wants to play kickball at recess, too. She’s bouncing her knees right now, watching the clock, waiting for the bell so we can get back to our game. The clip starts to fall out of her short, black hair. She unfastens it and pins her swoop of bangs to the side again.

“If your bags are finished,” Mrs. D says to the class, “you can come and get the rest of your art to take home. I thought we’d get a head start on our end-of-the-year cleaning.”

Lin springs up, heads over, and stuffs her art into her bag. Then she walks straight across the room and dumps the whole thing in the trash!

Mrs. D gasps. “Lin!”

“What? I don’t want it.”

“I’m sure your family would like to see it. Please take it home.”

Lin groans and pulls it back out of the wastebasket.

I smirk. I wouldn’t want that stuff either if I were her. None of Lin’s art is any good. Her president portrait was nothing but a stick figure. When we did panda bear paintings, hers looked more like a hippo. And she didn’t even try to make a nice take-home bag!

The recess bell rings. “Walk,” Mrs. D calls as we all rush for the door.

We hurry down the hall and tumble onto the playground. The grass is bright green, and the sky is my favorite shade of blue. I’m itching to get back to the kickball field. My team fell behind at morning recess, but after lunch, we tied it up five to five. I bet this recess—

I stop short.

Eli pauses beside me. “Are you coming?” he asks.

I finger the friendship bracelet around my wrist and look across the playground at the orange tube slide.

Eli follows my gaze. His shoulders sag a little. Then he gives me a nod and heads to the field without me.

I scuffle across the blacktop, checking the ground for cool trash to add to my collection. I spot a silver gum wrapper and a pink paper clip that’s bent out of shape. I pick them up and stuff them into my pocket.

When I get to the bottom of the slide, I look back. Lin is heading to the pitcher’s mound. Aiden stays behind to catch. The rest of our team scatters onto the field while Pedro steps up to the plate. I feel a twinge of jealousy, but I take a big breath and climb into the slide.

It’s roomy in here by myself—another Sofía-size hole. Before she moved away, we always spent at least one recess together. We played four square or looked for interesting trash or just sat in the slide and talked. Every day, I still spend one recess in here for her.

At least I’ll see her tomorrow. We do a video chat every Saturday for our Finders Keepers Club. I’ve been saving things to tell her all week! I can feel them piled inside of me, like colorful trash filling up a bin. Talking to her last Saturday felt like dumping everything out to show her. Afterward, I felt light and clean as a whistle.

But right after our call, I saw a blue jay swoop into one of our bird feeders, and there it was: the next thing I wanted to tell her. I could almost feel it landing—thump—at the bottom of me. Right away, I started filling up again—with the SOLD sign I spotted in our neighbor’s yard and the new haircut I gave my stuffed zebra. I’ve saved so many things to tell her since then that it feels like they’re piled right up to my throat.

I lie back in the slide and try not to think of anything new. I stare at the inside of the tube and remember old things instead, like the way Sofía moved her jaw back and forth when she was thinking and how her laugh reminded me of bubbles rising into the air. I press my hands against the smooth plastic of the tube, like I’m giving it a hug from the inside.

“Meena!”

I sit up and see Lin poking her head into the foot of the slide.

“Why aren’t you playing?” she asks. “We need a catcher.”

“I thought Aiden was catching.”

“He went in for an ice pack.”

“Well, I’m busy.”

She raises her eyebrows at me. “You aren’t doing anything. Come on, please? Pedro’s gonna score!”

I lace my hands behind my head and lie back down.

Lin lets out a huffy breath. “Fine. But if we lose, it’ll be your fault.”

When she’s gone, I scoot forward and watch her stomp back to the pitcher’s mound.

I could go with her. I kind of want to. It’s not like Sofía would know if I missed a recess.

But here’s the thing I’m not saving up to tell her—that I don’t even want to admit.

Sometimes I forget she’s gone.

Sometimes, for a few minutes, I get busy and stop missing her. It happened when Lin started the kickball game this morning. I ran off to play, even though I always spend first recess in the slide. I told myself I’d make up for it at lunch, but I forgot. And just now, I almost forgot again.

I give myself a little shake. No. I can’t play. Not this recess.

Nora is up to kick now. Pedro is leading off of third base, but there’s no one to cover home. When Lin pitches, Nora kicks it right back and takes off for first. Pedro tears toward the plate. The infielders shout as Lin scoops up the ball and throws, but at the last second, Pedro pulls up short and lets it whip right by!

His team lines up to give him high fives. Lin lets out an angry howl and kicks the ground. Then she turns around and glares right at me. I shrink back into the slide, feeling a new mix of emotions.

I’m glad I stayed put.

But I’m a little bit sorry, too.
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When I head out with Eli after school, I don’t get the same burst of excitement as usual. Sofía and I always had playdates on Friday afternoons, but now the week sort of ends with a dud.

Maybe I can hang out with Eli. A cousin your age is kind of like a built-in friend. “You wanna come over?” I ask, swinging my rainbow bag of art.

“I can’t,” he says. “Mom’s taking me to pick up my new rabbit.”

“Can I come?”

He looks at me, surprised. “You hate the animal shelter.”

“Only because it smells bad.” I shrug. “But I don’t have anything else to do.”

He doesn’t look too sure. “How about you just meet him at club tomorrow? I’ll see you then.” He waves and turns down the sidewalk to his house.

I stand for a minute, watching him go. What am I supposed to do now? I wish the walkie-talkie in my backpack reached all the way to California. Maybe it would still feel like a Friday playdate if I could at least talk to Sofía.

Hang on. Why can’t I?

I run all the way home and bang through the kitchen door. “Mom!”

She flinches at her laptop. “Jeepers, Meena! You startled me.”

“Sorry.” I shove Rosie’s plastic ponies to the side and slam my rainbow bag on the table. “Can I call Sofía? It’s Friday, so maybe we can play a game or work on a project or—”

“She’s still in school, honey,” Mom says.

My shoulders slump. I keep forgetting it’s a different time in California. “It’s not fair,” I say. “When I get up, Sofía’s sleeping. When I get home, she’s still in school. And by the time she’s done with dinner, I’m in bed!”

“You want to send her a message?” Mom asks.

“It’s not the same,” I mutter.

She tucks my hair behind my ear. “How about you invite another friend over? Someone from your class, maybe?”

I scowl. “They’re play-at-recess friends, not come-over friends.”

Just then, my little sister comes in from the backyard holding her pink plastic pony by the mane. She only has kindergarten in the morning, so she always beats me home.

“Gosh.” Mom rubs her chin. “There must be someone here who’d like to play.”

Rosie brightens. “Me! I’d like to play!”

“I don’t know, squirt,” I say. If Sofía were here, we’d make projects or put on a play or climb a tree. I like Rosie and all, but she can’t cut straight. She doesn’t remember her lines. She can’t even get onto the first branch without a boost.

She’s also obsessed with her ponies.

“Let’s play Ponytown in the sand tire,” Rosie says.

See what I mean?

“Nuh-uh,” I say. “No ponies. It’s boring.”

Her face falls. “But I want them to have a picnic on the beach.”

That gives me an idea. “They can go to the beach,” I say, “but let’s pretend they’re trapped on a desert island. Or they have to flee from a giant tidal wave. Ooo! Or how about they get attacked by a mutant sand lizard?”

Rosie doesn’t answer right away.

I grab a purple pony and dangle it by the tail. “Take it or leave it.”

She sighs. “I’ll take it.”

We scoop up the rest of the ponies and head outside. It’s not as good as a playdate with Sofía, but it’s better than nothing.



“Anybody home?”

When I peek into Eli’s room on Saturday morning, he’s lying on his stomach in front of one of his cages. His All About Rabbits book is open next to him.

He grins at me. “Come meet Stanley.”

The smell of hay and wood shavings gets stronger as I step into the room. It’s chock full of tanks and pens and habitats. Sofía knows all Eli’s pets by name, but there are so many that I just remember things like “the green one” and “the snake.”

Hang on. Does he even have a snake? I better not give him any ideas.

At least I can tell the rabbits apart. Vernon is snowy white with pink ears. The new bunny is in a cage next to him. He’s white too, but with brown splotches that look like someone dribbled chocolate milk on him.

“Why aren’t they in the big hutch?” I ask.

“I have to bond them before I put them in a new space together,” Eli says.

“Bond them? Like with glue?”

He laughs. “It means they need to get to know each other. Some rabbits like each other right away, but usually they need a little time.”

I plop down on the floor. “How are they supposed to bond if you keep them apart?”

“It’s better if they have their own space. That way they know they’re safe, but they can still check each other out. Tonight, I’ll have them swap cages so they start getting used to the smell of another rabbit.”

I crinkle my nose at that. “How long before they can be in the same place?”

“A week maybe. But it’ll just be for a few minutes at first.”

I peek at Vernon. He’s been on his own for a while now, so you’d think he’d be overjoyed to see another bunny, but he’s facing the other way like he couldn’t care less. “I don’t think it’s going so great,” I say. “They’re just ignoring each other.”

“Actually, that’s a good sign. It means they aren’t scared.” Eli’s face lights up. “And this morning I put their food bowls pretty close together, and they ate at the same time!”

I can tell I’m supposed to be impressed, so I say, “Wow,” just to be nice.

“You wanna hold him?” Eli asks.

Before I can think of a way to say no, he dumps Stanley into my arms. I give him a few pats. Fur sticks to my fingers, but I try not to make a face. When I stop petting him, Stanley nudges my hand with his head, like he wants me to keep going.

“Whoa.” Eli sits back on his heels. “I guess he likes you.”

He reaches out his hand, but Stanley turns his face away. Eli frowns. Then he lifts Stanley out of my arms and settles him back into the cage. For a while, we watch Vernon and Stanley eat lettuce leaves and twitch.

It’s about as exciting as it sounds.

When it’s finally time for our meeting, we get Aunt Kathy’s tablet and head outside. I feel a pinch of sadness as we walk by the new rabbit hutch on the back porch. It’s across from the chicken coop, right where our milk jug igloo used to be. Since we don’t have a clubhouse anymore, we throw a blanket over the clothesline instead. We’re settling down in the grass underneath it when we hear an electronic ringing sound. Eli taps the screen and Sofía appears!

I squeal. She’s wearing my rainbow hoodie. The sight of my best friend in my favorite shirt floods me with happiness.
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“Hey, you two!” Sofía is waving both hands. For a minute we all sit there, laughing and waving, then someone starts making faces, and pretty soon we’re all doing it, and the next thing I know, Eli is doing sound effects with his mouth, and Sofía is giggling, and I’m bouncing on my knees like I’m jumping for joy.

When we start to settle down, I grab a bucket from the back porch and prop the tablet on top so Sofía is the same height as us. I make a hugging motion. She makes one back, and even though it’s my own arms around me, it feels like we’re hugging for real.

I take a closer look at her then. Her hair is in low pigtails, and she isn’t wearing a flower headband like usual. “Hey, I like your hair,” I say.

“Thanks! My cousin Elena did it for me.”

“Where are you?” Eli asks. “All I see is a railing behind you.”

“On the balcony of our apartment. Wanna see?” She picks up her phone and turns in a circle to show us the tiny patio. I get another jolt of happiness when I spot the milk jug bird feeder I made, hanging from the ceiling. There’s a tumble of movement on the screen while she plops back down.

“It’s your turn to be president,” Eli tells her.

“Okay.” She must hit something against the railing then, because I hear a clanging as she calls out, “Order, order! The Finders Keepers Club is now in session! Did you bring snacks?”

I dig out my baggie of Rainbow Pop cereal. Eli holds up a packet of gummy worms. Sofía shows us a blurry handful of the rainbow candies she used to share with me at lunch.

“Who’s treasurer this week?” she asks as we all shovel in a handful.

Eli checks the milk jug we use for a bank. “We’re down to eight cents, because I threw one of our pennies into a fountain.”

“What for?” Sofía asks.

“You said you lost your stuffed animals when you moved. I made a wish that you’d find them.”

“I did! The box got mixed in with the kitchen stuff.” She smiles. “That was so nice of you.”

The tips of his ears turn pink. “Collections next?”

I sit up straighter. This is when we show off the cool things we found during the week. It’s the best part of our club!

“Let’s each show one thing,” Sofía says, “then we’ll go around again if there’s time.”

I blink. If there’s time?

“Meena, you go first.”

Yes! I reach for the front pocket of my hoodie before I remember that Sofía is the one wearing it. I dig into my back pocket then and hold up a circle of foil, red on one side and silver on the other. “They served these little yogurts at lunch the other day, and I went around collecting the lids. This one was strawberry, but I got a whole bunch of colors!”

“What are you gonna make with them?” Sofía asks.

“I don’t know. I’m still waiting for Inspiration.”

“What’d you bring, Eli?” she asks.

He grins. “Only the coolest thing ever.”

We take the tablet to his room so he can show off Stanley. Eli usually brings nature stuff to club, like leaves or walnuts, but I guess rabbits are a part of nature too. Sofía gasps and coos and pretends to pet him through the screen.

“How about you?” I ask when we settle under the blanket again. “Did you spot any new birds this week?” That’s usually Sofía’s thing.

“Yeah,” she says, “but I want to show you something I learned instead.”

“Oh!” Technically, that’s against the rules, since she didn’t find or collect it, but I guess I don’t mind, as long as we’re together. “Okay, what?”

Sofía backs away from the phone. She’s a little crooked now, but I see her set down a soccer ball and put one foot on top of it. “These are called toe taps,” she says. She does a little jump and switches feet. She jumps and switches a few more times, tapping the ball with one foot, then the other—left, right, left.

“Nice,” Eli says when she sits back down.

She smiles. “It’s harder than it looks. You have to move your feet the whole time but keep the ball still.”

“Did you learn it in gym class?” I ask.

“No, Elena is teaching me. I missed part of the soccer season here, but if I catch up a little, they might still let me play on her team.”

“I thought you hated sports,” I say.

Sofía blinks at me. “I haven’t tried out for any. That doesn’t mean I hate them.”

“Oh.” I scratch the front of my neck. “I guess not.”

Just then, someone calls to her in Spanish. She answers and looks back at the phone.

“You want to see my second thing?” I ask, reaching into my pocket again.

“Actually, I have to go. We’re leaving for Elena’s game.”

My eyes widen. “But it’s club day.”

“I know. I’m sorry. It’s game day, too.” She gets up. “I’ll see you next week, okay? Tell Rosie hi, and give Stanley another pet for me. Bye!”

“Bye,” Eli says. They smile and wave, but I’m too stunned to join in. Then the screen goes dark, and the call timer in the corner stops.

Twelve minutes, it says.

That’s all I got to spend with Sofía this week.
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I push my bike all the way home. I can’t ride it. I’m too heavy with all the things I didn’t get to tell Sofía.

How am I supposed to hold onto everything until next week? How can I save up anything new when it’s so crowded inside me already?

You know what happens when you try to cram too much cool trash into a wagon? Some of it falls out!

What if I start forgetting things? What if I keep forgetting her?

Dad is trimming bushes in front of the house when I dump my bike in the grass. “You’re back early,” he says.

I slump onto the front step. “Sofía was busy with her cousin.”

“Oh, good for her.”

“What’s good about it?”

He wipes the back of his hand across his forehead. “Moving is hard. I’m glad she has someone to hang out with.”


OEBPS/e9781665903943/images/f0002-01.jpg





OEBPS/e9781665903943/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Chapter 1


		Chapter 2


		Chapter 3


		Chapter 4


		Chapter 5


		Chapter 6


		Chapter 7


		Chapter 8


		Chapter 9


		Chapter 10


		Chapter 11


		Chapter 12


		Chapter 13


		Chapter 14


		Chapter 15


		Chapter 16


		Chapter 17


		Chapter 18


		Chapter 19


		Chapter 20


		Chapter 21


		Chapter 22


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author and Illustrator


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author and Illustrator


		Copyright








		III


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188








OEBPS/e9781665903943/fonts/ZillaSlab-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781665903943/images/9781665903943.jpg





OEBPS/e9781665903943/images/f0013-01.jpg





OEBPS/e9781665903943/images/title.jpg
The Meena Zee Books

TEAM

By.Kanla Manternach
(ltustrated by Mina, Phice

Simon & Schusten Books fon Young Readens

NewYork London Toronto Sydney New Delhi





OEBPS/e9781665903943/fonts/ZillaSlab-Italic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781665903943/fonts/LeckerliOne-Regular.ttf


