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Dedication

To Mabel Hsu, for your sense of magic, mystery, wonder, and fun.

To all the people in our lives who help us remember those things matter.
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Better Than a Gnome

-Del-

On Saturday, the Curious Cousins Secondhand Shoppe was so busy that Del, Alma, and Evie could hardly take a breath. There was a family of five who all wanted purple winter coats, a teenage boy looking for a record player, and of course the woman with the tall red boots and long blue hair, who came every weekend and stayed for hours, picking up and putting down objects, only to ever buy something tiny and random—a thimble, a unicorn figurine, a handful of silver buttons.

Del was in charge of asking customers if they needed any help. One customer was looking for a cuckoo clock, but she cared very much about what sort of cuckoo noise the clock made. Del spent part of the morning helping her test the cuckoos. Another customer wanted to know if they had any hats. Of course, the Curious Cousins Secondhand Shoppe had a great many hats, so Del searched high and low for every last one. After trying on dozens of hats, the customer decided on a pair of mittens instead. Del enjoyed helping with every strange and impossible request, and she thought she had the best job.

Alma was in charge of making change when a customer paid with cash. She was getting very good at math. Evie was in charge of greeting customers. She did it so loudly that Del either cringed or laughed every time a new person came through the door.

Right before lunch, Evie startled a man in a flowered shirt by saying her loudest hello ever. He almost ran right out the door until Abuelita asked what he was looking for.

“A tea set,” he said.

“Oh,” Abuelita said. She blinked too many times and took too long a pause. “A tea set. I’m sure we have some. I don’t care for them much myself. Del, go look for some tea sets for our customer, okay?” Del had never heard Abuelita comment on a customer’s request before. In fact, she’d always told Del that wasn’t their job. That’s why Del just smiled and said, “Sure, let me look!” when someone asked for things she didn’t like—itchy sweaters and uncomfortable couches and scary books.

“Tea sets coming right up!” Del said, just like Abuelita had taught her. She knew there was a pink tea set on the shelf by a box of old postcards and a yellow tea set with some broken parts over by the rocking horse. Del walked the aisles looking for more hidden tea sets. There weren’t any by the collection of fancy coats, and there weren’t any in the furniture section either. Del knelt to the ground in the jewelry section. It was one of her favorite places to spend time—with glittering stones and heavy chains and elaborate brooches featuring every imaginable animal and flower.

Del moved a few jewelry boxes aside. When she moved the heaviest, fanciest jewelry box, she found it. A very beautiful tea set. This, she was sure, would be the one the man picked. It looked delicate and sweet, with green-and-blue designs on it. She was a little sad, actually, that she’d have to say goodbye to this tea set only moments after discovering it.

She brought all the tea sets to the front of the store, where the man was enjoying some of Abuelita’s homemade gofio. He poured the sugary-sweet powdered candy right into his mouth, and a little bit of it dusted his face.
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“I found three tea sets,” Del said, placing each one gingerly in front of the man.

“Bien hecho, Del,” Abuelita said. She was always complimenting Del on her object-finding abilities. There was never a disappointed customer at Curious Cousins.

The man and his powdery gofio fingers picked up pieces of each tea set. And to Del’s delight, he shook his head when he picked up the beautiful blue-and-green teapot of Del’s favorite set. “My kids really prefer pink,” he said. “I’ll take the pink one.”

Del thought the pink one was sort of boring compared to the blue-and-green one, but she happily carried it to the counter for him anyway.

“BIENVENIDOS!” Evie said, way too loudly, welcoming a family of four who had just walked through the door. “Everything in the store is ten percent off this week, so you should get way more than you planned, okay? We have a very nice collection of garden gnomes today. And there’s even a chandelier in the back! Want me to show you?”

“Oh, um, we’re okay!” one of the new customers said, clearly flustered by Evie’s excitement. “We’re not really looking for gnomes. Or a chandelier.”

Del and Alma exchanged a glance. No matter how many times Abuelita told Evie what to say to customers—exactly what to say to them—Evie always found a way to make it her own.

“Gnomes, huh?” the man with the pink tea set said before handing his money over to Alma. “Maybe I’d be interested in some gnomes. I’ll leave this here and be right back, okay?”

“No problem,” Alma said. She and Del were having trouble holding in their laughter. Evie was absolutely beaming.

“Let’s go!” Evie said, bouncing up and down a little. “There are big gnomes and little gnomes and a few in-between ones too, but big or little is probably better, don’t you think?”

“I guess so,” the man said, following now-galloping Evie to the gnome section of the store.

Finally, Del and Alma could collapse into giggles. “She’s going to sell every gnome in the store by the end of the day,” Del said.

“And a chandelier!” Alma exclaimed. She looked at the tea set the man had set down. “This is pretty.”

“Don’t worry—he didn’t choose the really cool tea set,” Del said. “I’ll show you after he leaves, okay?”

Alma nodded. The man came back with three gnomes, one tiny one and two truly enormous ones. Evie helped him carry them all, plus his pink tea set, to his car outside.

“Enjoy the gnomes!” Evie said.

“Enjoy the tea set!” Del said.

“Enjoy your day!” Alma said.

Finally, it was lunchtime.

But better than lunchtime, it was very nearly time for Del to show Alma her new favorite object in the Curious Cousins Secondhand Shoppe. Del could hardly wait.
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A Little Lost, a Little Broken

-Alma-

After about ten minutes of tidying up, Alma caught sight of her friend June and June’s abuela outside the window. June had very curly brown hair and a very big smile and always carried her favorite doll around the neighborhood. The doll had at least a dozen fancy outfits that Alma just loved.

Alma waved her hand excitedly. June had a huge imagination, so it was always fun to play with her and her doll. One time they pretended they were astronauts going to Pluto to have a birthday party with aliens. Another time they pretended that June’s doll was going to the White House to have a very important meeting with the president about making summer vacation longer.
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“June! Come have lunch with us!” Alma called out through the open window.

“Oh! Fun!” June said. But June’s abuela shook her head.

“Not today, June,” she said. Her voice was quiet and a little sad. Alma noticed she was wearing a sparkly headband and shimmery eye shadow. She wondered if maybe June’s abuela was as magical as her own.

“But Abuelita’s going to make sandwiches!” Alma said. “Right, Abuelita?”

Abuelita looked up from the counter she was wiping off to see June and her abuela and Alma’s eager face.

“Oh. Well. I’m not sure I have enough turkey for everyone, actually. Or bread. We’re low on bread, Alma.” Abuelita was mumbling. Abuelita never mumbled.
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“We are?” Alma asked, puzzled. Outside the window, June looked puzzled too.

“Well then, it’s settled. Hasta luego, Alma,” June’s abuela said, though it didn’t seem like she wanted to see them later. In fact, she mostly looked relieved. She fluttered her fingers in a very pretty, ballerina-like goodbye.

“See ya,” June said. The girls waved goodbye, too, not quite as gracefully, both shrugging their shoulders with confusion.

“Abuelita, I’m sure we could have figured out a way to make lunch for June.”

“Ah, well, next time,” Abuelita said. “I’ll be right back with our sandwiches, bueno?”

“Okay,” Alma said. She didn’t have time to dwell on the funny exchange, because as soon as Abuelita was gone, Del pulled Alma and Evie over to the blue-and-green tea set.

“Look!” she said. “Isn’t it gorgeous?”

Alma picked up the teapot. Evie picked up the saucer. “It’s pretty,” Alma said, a little confused, “but where are the cups?” There were eight little plates but only one tiny chipped cup. Alma knew that when Del got excited, it was possible for her to miss almost anything. When Del found an orange sweater with llamas on it at the store last week, she was so excited she didn’t notice it was three sizes too big. When she got excited about the cake she was baking for Abuelita’s birthday, she forgot to put in the sugar. And when she tried to tell Alma about a book she loved, she forgot the names of all the characters.

“Oh,” Del said. “That’s strange.”

“Very strange,” Alma said.

“Mysterious,” Evie said, because Evie had just learned the word mysterious and liked to say it while wiggling her eyebrows.

Alma leaned in. “Still, it’s really pretty,” she said. “What’s painted on it?” She leaned in even closer. She blinked. “Wait. Del. Is that . . .”

Del looked closer too. “It’s a tree,” she said.

“Doesn’t it look sort of like—” Alma began.

“The sobbing willow!” Evie interrupted so loudly Alma was sure the glass kitten figurines behind them almost shattered.

“Our sobbing willow?” Del asked.

“No way,” Alma said, shaking her head. But it was very clear that the thing painted on each piece of the tea set was their favorite neighborhood tree.

The tree that was planted right down the street, that they could see from their very own window. The tree they called the sobbing willow, for how far down its branches drooped.
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“I can’t believe it!” Alma said.

“Can’t believe what, mi cielo?” Abuelita asked, coming back into the store with four sandwiches.

“Our sobbing willow is on this tea set!” Alma said. “Do you know where it came from? Or why it’s here? Or why it’s missing most of its cups?”

“Someone from the neighborhood must have made it, right?” Del asked. “Was it Cassie’s mom? She’s really artsy. Or maybe Felix painted it? He loves that tree.”

“Can we make tea?” Evie
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