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• CHAPTER 1 • ATTENTION TO DETAIL
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The picture on the puzzle box shows three gray kittens peeking out of a picnic basket.

Kittens. Of course.

If Mami and Papi didn’t give me a kitten puzzle for my birthday, they would give me a kitten sticker collection. And if they didn’t give me a kitten sticker collection, they would give me a kitten coloring book. Even though they know I am getting too old for all this kitten stuff. And even though I have told them to quit calling me “Kitty-Cat” and start using my real name, Catalina.

Everyone in my family—Mami and Papi; Baby Carlos in his high chair; my big sister, Coco; and Tía Abuela—is sitting around the kitchen table. They all lean forward, watching me.

“Well, Kitty-Cat,” Papi asks, “what do you think?”

The first thing I think is, Quit calling me “Kitty-Cat.”

But that’s not what I say, because the second thing I think is that even though I don’t love kittens as much as I used to, I still love puzzles. You get to figure out exactly where each piece belongs, and when you’re finished, you know you haven’t made any mistakes.

“It’s perfect,” I say.

“Maybe we can work on it together,” Mami suggests.
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Carlos claps. A droplet of drool drips off his lip and onto the high chair tray. I picture it landing on my puzzle. I fold my arms over the box to protect it from even the idea of Carlos’s baby slobber.

“Hmm,” I reply. Not quite a yes, and not exactly a no.

Luckily, Coco slides her gift across the table before I have to give a real answer.

She has wrapped it in this morning’s newspaper. And lots and lots of tape. I don’t have to open it to know what’s inside—her old skateboard helmet.

“I’ll even let you borrow my board,” Coco says. She pulls the brim of her baseball cap lower down on her forehead. It hides her eyes, but not her smirk. “Unless you’re still too scared after what happened the first time.”

“I am not scared,” I say, but my cheeks go warm as I remember last summer’s wipeout.

Papi slaps his hands on the table. “Bravo, Coco!” he says. “Did you hear that, Kitty-Cat? Your sister is going to teach you to skateboard.”

I don’t need Coco to teach me, I think. This year I am ready. This year I will be perfect.

“Thank you, Consuelo,” I say. I make my voice as sweet as a sip of horchata on a sunny afternoon. “You are too generous.”

At last it is time to open Tía Abuela’s gift. Tía Abuela’s gifts are always the best.

Tía Abuela is Papi’s aunt—my great-aunt—and her name is Catalina Castañeda too.

Only, most people know her as “La Chispa,” the spark, one of the rottenest villains in telenovela history. Before she retired, the characters she played on TV were awfully, monstrously, fabulously bad. The rich but cruel stepmother. The beautiful but wicked duchess. The evil twin. Fans say her acting was so amazing, it was as if she transformed into every character.

Tía Abuela doesn’t visit our house on the hill in Valle Grande very often. She’s too busy traveling the world. But she always sends souvenirs home to my brother and sister and me.

Tía Abuela is only in town for the grand opening of the Catalina Castañeda Children’s Room at the Valle Grande Central Library. The library was her favorite place to visit when she was growing up. It’s where she first learned all about heroes and villains and adventures.

She’s also here to celebrate my birthday, of course.

She has just returned from exploring the ancient Mayan city of Palenque in Mexico. Her gift comes in a box, wrapped in shimmering gold paper and a purple ribbon. I try to imagine what’s inside. “An archaeologist’s hand shovel?” I guess. “Ooh! I know, a map of the jungle!”

But when I untie the ribbon, tear apart the paper, and open the box, I don’t find either of those things.

What I find instead is a red velvet pouch. It isn’t new. Not even almost new. In fact, the pouch is so ancient, the cloth is worn bald in places.

It reminds me a little of an old dog with patchy fur. I try not to wrinkle my nose.
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I know I should smile.

I know I should say “Thank you.”

I know I should say something.

But I worry that if I so much as twitch, the groan I am trying to swallow will come tumbling out of my mouth before I can stop it.

“Not what you were expecting?” Tía Abuela says with a snort.

Not even close.

But it would be rude to just say so. So I don’t.

I open the pouch and peer inside. There is a little brass thimble, a spool of silver thread, and a needle poking out of a strawberry-shaped pincushion.

Nope. Definitely not what I was expecting.

“Catalina…” Mami nudges me with her voice. It’s my name, but it is also a warning.

I try to think of something polite to say. “Thank you, Tía Abuela. It is so… so… so different.”

Tía Abuela cackles. “Do you even know what it is, Kitty-Cat?”

I shake my head.

“It is a sewing kit. I’ve had it since I was your age. I thought it was the perfect gift for someone with your… How shall I put this?” She pauses. She taps a flamingo-pink fingernail against her lips as she thinks of the right thing to say. “Someone with your attention to detail. Attention to detail is very important when it comes to sewing.”

“Hmm” is all I say.




• CHAPTER 2 • YOU MIGHT BE SURPRISED
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Carlos whines and squirms until Papi lifts him out of the high chair and plops him onto the floor. Then Carlos crawls toward the living room—and straight for Tía Abuela’s giant purse.

“Not so fast, señor.” Tía Abuela yanks the bag away just as Carlos is about to tip it upside down. She carries it upstairs, her long pink fingernails clicking on the handrail as she climbs.

In the kitchen Papi fills the sink with sudsy water. Coco and I help Mami stack the dirty dishes until we hear a rrrrrrrooooolllSMACK on the sidewalk outside.

Our heads snap up. Skateboards.

“Go ahead—” Mami starts to say. That’s all Coco needs to hear. She races out the door before Mami can finish her sentence. Unfortunately, I am not as quick as Coco.

“But make sure you bring a sweatshirt,” Mami continues.

A sweatshirt. Of course.

“But it’s still summer vacation,” I protest, even though I know it doesn’t matter. Mami always makes us take a sweatshirt when we go outside after dinner. Even if it’s August.

“It never hurts to be prepared,” she says.

Ordinarily I’d agree. But not today. “I can’t wear my sweatshirt,” I say. “It’s ruined.”

Mami turns to me and puts her hands on her hips. “Kitty-Cat, don’t be so quisquillosa.”

“Kee-skee-YO-sah,” Papi repeats slowly. As if I haven’t heard the word about a million times before.

“That means ‘persnickety,’ ” he adds. “And ‘persnickety’ means ‘picky.’ ” As if I didn’t already know.

“Your sweatshirt is not ruined,” Mami continues. “The pocket is torn, that’s all. It is still perfectly wearable. Now, you’d better go get it before you waste any more daylight arguing with me.”

I stomp upstairs. I am not quisquillosa. Or persnickety. And that sweatshirt is definitely not perfect.

Not like my books, I think as I gaze at the shelves on my side of the bedroom. They are organized by color and by author.

Coco doesn’t organize her books. They don’t even face the same direction. Some stand upright. Some lie on their sides.

Some are missing their covers.

“They don’t give trophies for neatest bookshelf, you know,” Coco said once when I tried to give her some helpful tips.
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Well, maybe they should. Because maybe then I’d get one. Carlos might be the cutest, and Coco might be the most courageous. But I’m definitely the most perfectly put together in the family.

Not that anyone gives me any credit for it.

I open my closet. Everything is right where it belongs.

Except my gray sweatshirt.

Its hanger, right between my sundress and my swimsuit (I like to keep my clothes alphabetical too), is empty.

I check the floor—spotless, as usual.

I peek behind the shoe rack. The sweatshirt’s not there either.

I take a deep breath. I hold my nose. I prepare to search inside Coco’s closet. I am about to fling open the door when Tía Abuela calls out from the guest room, “Kitty-Cat? Is that you?”

I let out my breath. “Coming, Tía Abuela.”

I find her sitting in the rocking chair by the window. My gray sweatshirt is folded on her lap. The velvet sewing pouch she gave me rests on the nightstand. I didn’t even notice her taking it upstairs.

Tía Abuela might not be on television anymore, but she still sparkles. She always wears cat-eye sunglasses with crystals on the frames, even indoors. Her lips are cherry red, and she has silver hair that falls in gentle waves.

“It’s time for a sewing lesson,” she says. “Estás lista?”

Am I ready? Outside the window the sun is sinking fast. Already the clouds are pinky-orange. “Hmm. I was going to skate with Coco,” I try to explain. “But then Mami said I needed—”

“Tu chamarra?” Tía Abuela pats my sweatshirt. “I saw it was torn and thought you might like to fix it. Almost finished. Ven acá.”

I do what she says and come closer, then kneel on the rug at her feet.

Tía Abuela lifts her sunglasses to her forehead, and I yelp. “AAAH!”
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