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For Brian, Amelia, and Mara—I’d be lost without you
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Our milk jug igloo is the perfect spot for club meetings.

I drop to my knees and crawl inside. It’s cool and wet today, but it’s cozy and dry in here. Milk lids dot the walls in rainbow colors—blue for skim, green for low fat, and red for whole. We even have orange, which you can only get if you buy those milk jugs full of juice!

The only color that’s missing is pink for strawberry milk. I feel a twinge in my stomach every time I notice. Sofía would have brought those jugs, but we were in a fight when we built the igloo, so I didn’t invite her.

At least she’s part of the club now. I call through the doorway, “Are you two coming?”

My cousin Eli crawls in and sits across from me, his muddy knees the same color as his freckles. “She’s checking for eggs again,” he says with a grin.

I groan. Eli’s chicken coop is on the back porch too, and Sofía can’t stay away from it. She’s always watching the chickens peck at their feathers or opening the little drawers to look for eggs. I’m about to call her again when I stop.
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Give her a minute, I tell myself.

I’ve been Sofía’s best friend since kindergarten, but… well, I haven’t always been very good at it. Sometimes I forget to give her a turn or listen to her ideas. A few times I’ve stopped talking to her because I was mad or hurt. I do listen when she moans about getting a word wrong on her spelling test. I put up with the way she smooths out the blankets after I sit on her bed. She also has a thing about wearing black socks with her blue sneakers, and I’ve never once said anything about it.

But Sofía has been a much better friend to me. She helps me collect beautiful trash. She trades lunch food with me to make sure I get every color of the rainbow. And this year, when I started having seizures, and none of the other kids would come near me, Sofía stayed right by my side.

I spin the friendship bracelet around my wrist and make myself wait. It’s her club too, even if it is my turn to be president.

When she finally crawls in, I scooch back against the wall, pick up our big metal spoon, and clang it against the floor. “Order! Order! The Finders Keepers Club is now in session! Vice President Eli, what’s first on our agenda?”

“Snacks. I brought popcorn.” He rattles the bag in his hand and empties it onto the floorboards in the middle of our circle.

“I brought chicles,” Sofía says, reaching into her pocket. The little rectangles click as she drops them into the pile. Technically, they aren’t a snack, since you aren’t supposed to swallow gum, but they come in cool flavors like cough drop and black jelly bean.

I reach into the front pocket of my tie-dyed hoodie. “I brought animal crackers.” I open the little box, dump it onto the floor, and scoop up a handful.

“Next is savings,” Eli says.

I crunch on my snack and turn to Sofía. “Madam Treasurer, how much money have we found?”

She peeks inside the spare jug we use for a bank. “Nine cents since we started the club. Four pennies and a nickel.”

We nod at each other, impressed. Eli was the one who spotted the nickel two weeks ago, but I found three of the pennies myself, which is the most coins, even if it isn’t worth the most.

Not that it’s a contest or anything.

I swallow and pick up two cinnamon chicles. My mouth turns spicy as I chew.

“Treasures next,” Eli says. “I’ll go first.” He opens the little baggie in his lap and holds up a limp yellow leaf.

“It looks like a fan,” Sofía says.

“That’s because it’s from a gingko tree.” He passes it around then holds up an acorn.

“What’s so great about that?” I ask. “They’re all over the place.”

“But the top of this one is still attached,” he says. “Usually they come apart before you find them.”

I nod. “Okay, cool. What’s your third thing?”

He reaches into his bag again and pulls out a pinecone. Only when I look closer, I see that it’s actually a double pinecone, fused together like a monster with two heads!

“Nice,” Sofía says, tracing it with her finger.

“Your turn,” he says to her when we’ve both had a chance to look. “What’d you find this week?”

Sofía lights up and opens her worn-out bird book. She doesn’t like finding treasures the way Eli and I do, but she’s always looking for the birds that are listed in her book, so we decided that could count as her collection. “I saw a blue jay this morning,” she says, holding up a picture.

I try to seem excited, but I’m not gonna lie. I was kind of hoping for an ostrich.

“What was it doing?” Eli asks sharply.

Sofía blinks. “Just sitting there.”

He crosses his arms. “Blue jays are mean, you know. They attack other birds.”

“They’re so pretty, though.” She fingers the edge of the page. “Their tail feathers look like stained-glass windows.”

Eli’s face softens. “What else did you see?”

“A lot more robins this week,” she says, turning pages. “And I didn’t see it, but I heard a red-winged blackbird.”

“I saw a junco yesterday,” Eli says.

“Really?”

“The squirrels scared him off, though. They haven’t gotten into my feeder, but they chase away the birds that eat from the ground.” He brightens. “Wanna hear me do a squirrel?”

Oh, no. If Eli gets started with his sound effects, I might never get a turn. He stretches his mouth wide and makes a scratchy sound in the back of this throat. “Ack-ack-ack!”

Sofía beams at him. “You sound just like one!”

Eli smiles, his ears going pink.

I sigh and start twisting the strings of my hoodie.

I think Sofía notices, though, because she bumps her shoulder against mine and says, “What did you find this week?”

Finally!

I sit up straighter. Not to brag, but I’d say my trash collection is the highlight of our meetings. I reach into my pocket and pull out a scraped-up doll head with rainbow streaks in her hair. “I found this in a parking lot,” I say, “but I added the highlights myself. And check this out!” I open my hand to show them an oval sunglass lens that looks like a mirror. Last but not least, I pull out my favorite find of the week: a red plastic comb with so many missing teeth that—

“It looks like the letter E!” Sofía says.

I hand it to Eli. “Just two more letters, and I’ll be able to write your name in trash.”

He laughs.

“I have something else for the agenda too,” I say.

He passes the comb to Sofía. “What?”

“Our club needs a project.”

Sofía tilts her head at me. “We already have a project. We collect treasures.”

“But we need something else. Something bigger. I was thinking…” I lean in closer. “You know how you see some stores and restaurants all over, no matter how far you go from home?”

They nod.

“I think our club should be like that.”

“Like a chain?” Eli asks.

“Why not?” I ask. “This would still be our main headquarters, but we could open clubhouses all over town—all over the world, even. And when people land on Mars, we could be the first kids in the whole human race to build a clubhouse there!”

Eli raises his eyebrows at me. “You want to expand to other planets?”

“We can start with a new location in town.”

“Where?” Sofía asks.

“At your place.” I loop my pinky through her friendship bracelet. “You should get the next clubhouse since you didn’t get to help build this one. All those in favor?” I put my hand in the air.

They shrug at each other and raise their hands.

“Yes!” I’m so happy that I throw my arms out, lean back against the wall, and—

Oh! I’m falling!

The jugs squeak as the wall shifts behind me. Sofía grabs my arm and pulls me up as the roof caves in. “Don’t let it break,” I cry, pushing against the dome. Eli and Sofía use their hands to brace the jugs in place.

The squeaking stops. I hold my breath. We stare at one another with big eyes.

“What do we do?” Sofía asks.

Slowly, I ease my hands away. The ceiling sags a little more. “Wait here,” I say, scrambling out the door.

In a minute, I crawl back in with an umbrella from the hall closet.

“What are you gonna do with that?” Eli asks.

“Open it. But I don’t want it to smack you in the face. On the count of three, you hit the floor. Ready? One, two, three!”

Eli and Sofía duck. I press the release. The ceiling starts to droop, but the umbrella opens, catches it, and lifts it away from us.

We all let out a big breath.

“That was close,” I say. It looks like a circus tent in here now with the striped umbrella above us.

“But you can’t hold it forever,” Sofía says.

“I’ll get something to prop it up,” Eli says. He scurries out and comes back with a big white bucket. He sets it in the middle of the igloo, and I carefully rest the handle of the umbrella on the lid. When I’m pretty sure it’s steady, I let go. The umbrella tips a little, but it stays balanced on the bucket and holds up the dome. We crawl out to check for damage.

The igloo is lopsided now, and the wall has a big bulge where I fell against it. But at least it’s still in one piece. I grin at them. “Good as new!”

Eli stares at me. “Are you serious?”

“Yeah! If you tilt your head, you can’t even tell how crooked it is. Try it.”

He does, but he still says, “I don’t think that’ll last.”

“Sure it will.”

There’s a gust of wind, and the dome of jugs sways. I jump forward and throw out my arms, like maybe hugging the whole igloo would help. The wind dies down and the igloo goes still again.

I cringe. “It’ll be okay, right?”

Eli and Sofía glance at each other.

I give the igloo a worried look. “Why don’t we—”

Ack-ack-ack!

Eli holds up a hand. “Shhh,” he says, turning toward the yard.

Sofía and I freeze. For a minute, I don’t hear anything except the soft clucking of the chickens in the coop behind us. Then the sound comes again.

Ack-ack-ack!

“A squirrel!” Eli clambers down the porch steps with a loud bellow, waving his arms over his head. Sofía and I chase after him in time to see birds scattering into the air and something zipping away from the feeder. Sofía gasps as it streaks through the yard and disappears into the brush.

“What was that?” I ask. It didn’t look like a squirrel. It was white with colored spots.

“I don’t know,” Eli says. “Maybe a rabbit?”

Sofía starts moving toward the brush and stops.

I trail after her. “What’s the matter?” I ask, following her gaze. “What are you looking at?”

“That wasn’t a rabbit,” she says. She turns to us then, her eyes wide. “I think it was Oriol.”
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Oriol?” I ask. “What would he be doing here?”

Sofía hurries toward the brush and starts calling him in a singsong. “Oriol! Oriol!”

We fan out to look. Eli makes a clicking sound with his mouth. I try calling, “Here, kitty, kitty!” Sofía’s cat has never come to me before, and I don’t know why he’d start now, but I feel like I should do something to help.

After a few minutes, we still haven’t found him. “Are you sure it was him?” Eli asks. “I’ve never seen him here before.”

“Maybe not,” Sofía says. She sounds doubtful.

“Even if it was,” I say, “he’s probably on his way back home.”

I don’t see what the big deal is. Oriol is always wandering around Sofía’s yard. Who cares if he’s gone a few blocks farther?

I glance back at the porch. “We should check on the igloo,” I say. “Maybe we could fill it up with balloons so it won’t collapse. Or we could build some kind of frame for it inside, like a skeleton. Or what if we hung something from the porch ceiling to hold it up?”

Nobody answers.

I shift from one foot to the other. It took months to pull enough jugs out of the neighborhood recycling bins to build our igloo. And it was worth it! It turned out even better than I imagined! We can’t let anything happen to it now.

But Sofía just keeps squinting into the brush. She almost always goes along with whatever I want. For a long time, I figured it was because I have the best ideas.

Now I think sometimes I forget to ask what she wants.

I guess the igloo will be okay for a while. I hope.

“Would you rather go to your house?” I ask. “Make sure Oriol is there?”

Sofía looks at me. “You don’t mind?”

I stuff my hands into my front pocket and cross my fingers. Technically, I’m about to tell a tiny lie, and I don’t want it to count. “I don’t mind.”

She takes a big breath and nods.

I reach under my hoodie, unclip the walkie-talkie from the waistband of my pants, and press the talk button. “Big Zee to Zee Money. Come in, Zee Money, over.”

There’s a pause, then my dad’s voice crackles through the speaker. “Zee Money here. Go ahead, over.”

“Zookeeper and I are headed to the Flamingo’s. Do you copy, over?”

“I copy, Big Zee. Stick together, and holler when you get there, over.”

“Roger that, Zee Money. Over and out.”

I hook the walkie-talkie back onto my pants. I get to go a lot more places on my own since I started using it. I got the idea from those CB radio things that truck drivers use in old movies. Mom and Dad won’t let me have my own phone, but at least this makes me feel like a trucker!

Eli calls through the back door to tell Aunt Kathy where we’re going, then we pocket our treasures and head for Sofía’s. The world’s a lot more colorful now that it’s spring. The grass is turning green, and the tulips are blooming—red and purple and yellow. It rained this morning, and it’s still cold enough that I pull the sleeves of my sweatshirt over my hands as we walk.

Eli runs ahead to rescue earthworms that are stranded on the sidewalk. Sofía trails behind, looking for birds. I stoop to pick up a worm that Eli missed then check the curb for interesting trash.

I find most of my treasures after the garbage truck comes by on Wednesdays. It has mechanical arms that lift the bins to dump them into the back. Sometimes the wind catches little bits of trash as they’re falling. It sends them flying around the streets until somebody picks them up again.

Usually that somebody is me. I’m not exactly a tidy-up-after-myself kind of a kid, but I do keep this neighborhood pretty clean.

We’re still a few houses from Sofía’s when I stop.

Someone put a ton of cool stuff on the curb. It’s a trash jackpot! There’s a big flowerpot with a crack in it, a rake with a broken handle, and a lawn chair that’s turned inside out. There’s even a rusty old wagon. It’s all just sitting here with a sign that says free, the best word in the world.

“Look at this,” I say when Sofía catches up to me. “Why are people getting rid of so much great stuff lately?”

She shrugs. “Spring cleaning?”

I give her a funny look. Why would anybody clean when it’s finally nice outside? Or ever?

I turn back to the wonderful pile of trash. If I had a pickup truck, I’d take it all. I could drive around every month on bulk trash day, talking to other truckers on my CB radio and hauling away the cool stuff people chuck onto the curb.

Hang on.

My eyes zoom in on the wagon. The metal bottom is flaky with rust, and when I pull it out of the pile, one of the wheels screeches. But it’s big enough for me to load up the whole pile of trash. It’s all mine now!
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“What are you gonna do with that?” Sofía asks as I haul my wagon down the sidewalk.

“Something awesome.” My brain sparks with ideas. “Maybe we’ll use it for our new clubhouse!”

She looks at me. “Don’t you want to build it out of milk jugs?”

“We can use whatever we want. Every location can be one of a kind!” I get a zillion Inspirations thinking about it—walls made of lawn chair webbing, pillars made of old garden tools, upside-down flowerpots turned into seats!

Then I catch myself. Sofía should get to pick. We don’t exactly have the same style. When she showed me how to make cascarones for Easter, her confetti eggs turned out pretty and pastel. Mine were covered in so many little globs of tissue paper that they were a wrinkly, colorful mess. But Sofía has good ideas too. “What do you think the new clubhouse should look like?” I ask.

She blinks. “Me?”

“Sure,” I say. “You should decide this time, and I’ll collect the supplies.”

“¡Michi, michi, michi!”

Sofía straightens at the sound of a voice coming from up ahead. Her mom is in their front yard, rummaging through the tulips along the house. Her dad is nearby, checking under some bushes.

“¿Mamá?” Sofía runs up to her. For a minute, they talk together in Spanish while I catch up with Eli and park the wagon by the front steps. Then Sofía looks over her shoulder at us. “Oriol’s gone,” she says.

Her dad pats her on the back. “Don’t worry, mija. He’s never missing for long.”

It’s funny to see Sofía’s dad during the day. Usually, he’s asleep when I’m here, because he works overnight at a dairy farm. But the family he worked for had to sell their farm a little while ago, and he’s been looking for another job.

“We’ll go ask the neighbors to keep an eye out for him,” her dad says.

Sofía sighs. “Okay.”

He and her mom head next door.

“What happened?” Eli asks.

Sofía rolls her eyes. “Oriol ran after a rabbit.”

Eli looks worried, but I bet he’s thinking about the rabbit, not Oriol. “Don’t you keep him in the house?” he asks.

“We used to, but he always wanted to go out, so my dad put a flap on the door. Oriol usually stays in the yard, though.” She sighs again.

“He used to be a stray, right?” Eli asks. “Maybe he misses hunting.”

She laughs. “Well, he shouldn’t. He isn’t any good at it. He’s always chasing the birds, but he never catches any.”

Eli looks relieved at that. “Then he’ll probably come back when he’s hungry.”

Sofía frowns. “I hate it when he runs off.”

“I’m sure he’s fine,” I say.

She bites her lip and looks away.

I glance at Eli.

Here’s the thing Sofía doesn’t know about Oriol.

I’m not exactly his biggest fan.

I mean, he’s handsome and all—sort of sleek and kingly, snowy white with black and orange spots all over. But he isn’t even soft. He’s actually kind of bristly. He’s got this pinchy-looking face too, and all he does is chase the birds and lie around licking himself clean. Every time I pet him, I think about all that licking and feel like I’ve got cat spit on my hands.

I don’t know what Sofía sees in him.

But I know she loves him. A lot. So I don’t really have to ask what she wants to do now, because I already know.

“You want us to help you look for him?”

She perks up at that, then lets her shoulders slump. “That’s okay. I’m sure he’s fine.”

I nudge her with my elbow. “Come on, it’ll be fun. We’ll make it into a game!”

“What kind of game?” asks Eli.

“A contest.” I grin. “The first one to find Oriol wins.”
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Oriol might not be my favorite person in the world, but looking for him feels like an adventure.

My wagon creaks and wobbles behind me as we march around the block, checking under bushes and behind trees while Sofía calls for him in Spanish. “¡Michi, michi, michi! ¡Aquí, gatito!” I feel important helping her look. I feel like a good friend.
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