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To my neighborhood,
which is a little like Alma and Del’s,
with its own brand of magic,
bravery, and beauty
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1

Stripes and Flowers and Polka Dots and Plaids

-Alma-

When Cassie came into the Curious Cousins Secondhand Shoppe, Alma could tell she knew exactly what she wanted.

“That,” Cassie said. She pointed at the purse that had been hanging in the window all month. It was a patchwork bag, made from at least thirty different fabrics. It was yellow and silver and blue and purple. It had stripes and flowers and polka dots and plaids. Parts of it sparkled. Parts of it shined.

It was beautiful. It was special. It was strange. And it was supposed to be Alma’s.

“Oh,” Alma said sadly. “Are you sure?”

“Totally sure!” Cassie replied. “I’ve been saving up for the entire school year to buy something special. And this is it. This is my something special.”

Alma nodded. Cassie had talked for months about coming into the store to buy her something special. And Alma had been excited to see what she would pick! But she never imagined Cassie would pick the perfect patchwork purse. Alma wasn’t sure if she believed in magic, but that purse looked magical. It looked like maybe, maybe, it might be the kind of magic Alma could finally understand.

And Alma didn’t know how to say that to Cassie.

“Great pick!” Alma’s cousin and best friend, Del, said. “That purse is really special.”

Alma’s littlest cousin, Evie, ran to get the ladder so she could be the one to climb up to get the purse. Their family cat, Fraidycat, bounded behind her. Fraidycat was always curious, and Evie was always doing something that made her extra curious. Maybe Evie was Fraidycat’s something special.

Alma had been thinking the purse was her something special. She had been the first person to see the purse. She’d been helping Abuelita go through bags of donations, and the purse had been at the very bottom of one. At first, Alma had thought it was weird. Maybe even ugly. But the longer the purse hung in the window, the more beautiful it became.

Alma loved having the purse in the window. It reminded her that even though she didn’t believe in magic the way Del did or the way Abuelita did—which was a whole lot—she believed things were not always what they seemed. She believed that something ordinary could become something special. And she believed that maybe, someday, she’d be the kind of person who could use a magical-looking purse like that.

Alma was thinking all of that, but it sounded too silly to say out loud.

“Maybe you’d like this purse more?” Alma said to Cassie, holding up another beautiful purse that customers were always admiring.

“No, I like this one!” Cassie said. “It’s going to be perfect for all the end-of-the-school-year stuff—the parade and the picnic and everything else. I can put my sunglasses in it. And books. And a hat.”

Evie came back with the ladder. She was grunting and gasping, pulling the ladder through the store all by herself. Fraidycat swung her tail around, as if she was helping too. “I’ll get the purse for you!” Evie said excitedly. Fraidycat meowed in agreement.

“We should ask Abuelita if the purse is really for sale,” Alma said. She knew she sounded silly. The purse was hanging in the window! Of course it was for sale!

It was too late, anyway. Evie was scrambling up the ladder, and Cassie was counting out her money, and Del was heading to the back to get Abuelita to ring it up.

Alma kept trying to think of a way to explain why she wanted that purse to stay put. She wanted to be able to say loving that purse made her feel more like the rest of her family at 86 ½ Twenty-Third Avenue. She wanted to tell them all how special she’d felt when she’d been the one who found it. And how when it glittered a certain way, it made her think maybe Abuelita was right, that magic was everywhere.

“¡Qué maravillosa!” Abuelita said when she saw the purse on Cassie’s shoulder. And Abuelita was right; the purse was truly marvelous. It was just what Abuelita had said when Alma had first shown it to her. “It really suits you.”
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Alma thought she might cry.

She wanted Abuelita to tell her that the purse suited her. She wanted someone to think she should have a sparkly and plaid and flowery and stripy and polka-dotted purse.

Alma wiped away a tear. She swallowed hard. She tried one more time to think of the right words to say to explain to everyone why she was so upset about a purse. But she couldn’t find the words to tell them all how it felt to know she had to say goodbye to that little bit of maybe-magic. How she had hoped it might belong to her someday.

Cassie was happy looking at her brand-new purse. Del and Abuelita and Evie were busy admiring how the purse looked on Cassie.

As usual, Alma was quiet.

She watched as Cassie skipped out of the Curious Cousins Secondhand Shoppe.

    “I thought maybe it was meant for me,” Alma said. But no one heard.
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2

The Family’s Corazón

-Del-

It took three whole days for Del to find out what was making Alma so sad. At first, Del figured it was the end of the school year. When Alma said that wasn’t it, Del thought maybe it had to do with missing her old home by the lake. But Alma said no, she was excited for summer in the city this year.

Finally, late one night, Del snuck into Alma’s bedroom.

“You have to tell me why you’re so sad,” Del said. “I can’t stop worrying about it.”

“Blahgoobaddazzzzzzzzzz,” Alma said, because Alma took a really long time to make any sense when someone woke her up in the middle of the night.

“You’ve been in a bad mood for days,” Del said. “Did I do something? Did someone say something mean? Do you have a tummyache? Did you lose something you love?”

“Yes,” Alma said. She rubbed her eyes.

“Which one?” Del said.

“I lost something I love,” Alma said. “Or I know where it is. But it’s not with me anymore.”

Del raised her eyebrows. Maybe Alma was still half-asleep. She wasn’t making much sense.

“The purse. The one Cassie bought. I wanted it for myself. At least to look at in the store! I just—I guess I miss it.”

“That old patchwork purse?” Del said. She didn’t think of the purse as something Alma would want. Alma had a navy blue backpack and she didn’t like to put pins on it or anything. She had a navy blue notebook and she didn’t like to put stickers on it. Alma’s room was very neat, and her outfits always matched, and she never wore more than three colors or one pattern at a time.

But Alma’s eyes were welling up with tears, so Del was pretty sure she was telling the truth. Alma must really love that patchwork purse.

Luckily, Del was pretty sure she knew how to help!

The next morning, she was happy to find Evie at Abuelita’s kitchen counter, eating cremita and planning her Saturday.

“Cancel all your plans!” Del said. “We have a project to do!”

“I love projects. Can I be in charge?” Evie asked, before she even knew what the project was.

“No,” Del said. “I’m in charge.”

“Can I be second-in-command?” Evie asked.

Del thought about it. “Maybe third,” she said.

“Who’s second?”

“There is no second-in-command,” Del said. She didn’t have time to discuss these things with Evie. They had work to do. They needed to gather up all the fabric they could find in all of 86 ½ Twenty-Third Avenue. And then they needed to turn all that fabric into the best patchwork purse anyone had ever seen. Del told Evie to find the prettiest and strangest and funnest fabrics she could. And Del did the same.

When they came back together, they had quite the collection. An old apron of Abuelita’s with birds on it, pieces from Evie’s polar bear Halloween costume and Del’s Wonder Woman costume, fabric samples from Alma’s parents, who still hadn’t decided on what kind of curtains to put up in their living room, a patch of denim from a jean jacket Del’s father was getting rid of, and some scraps of leftover fabric from a dress Titi Rosa was making for their cousin in Puerto Rico who was getting married this summer. Even Fraidycat helped. She dragged her favorite ball of yarn over to the girls and swatted at it. Maybe she wanted them to use it for their project!

“One last thing,” Abuelita said when she found out what the girls were up to. “A bit of our family’s corazón.”

[image: image]

Del couldn’t wait to see what part of her family’s heart Abuelita would give them.

She brought out a placemat that Evie sometimes used. It was a map of the world. Abuelita found a pair of scissors and made a few quick cuts. She handed the little bit of placemat-map to Del.

It was a cutout of Puerto Rico.

[image: image]

It wouldn’t be easy, but Del was sure they had everything they needed to make the best patchwork purse Alma had ever seen.




3

A Personalized Purse

-Alma-

“Ta-da!” Del exclaimed Monday morning.

All weekend long, Del and Evie had been up to something. Alma was sure of it. Because Del and Evie kept whispering and disappearing into their rooms and hiding things behind their backs. They even ran up and down the stairs of the building, visiting everyone in the family, and giggling when they left.

And finally here it was, the mysterious project that had been keeping them so busy.

It was in Del’s hands. It was very large. It was a hundred different colors. And it was . . . weird.

“It’s . . . a . . . purse?” Alma said. It looked sort of like a purse and sort of like a circus tent and sort of like the garbage the day after someone’s birthday party, when the garbage can was filled with streamers and bows and wrapping paper. An explosion of colors and textures.
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“A patchwork purse!” Del said.

“A personalized patchwork purse!” Evie said. “That means we made it just for you, so it’s really special.” She looked proud of the word and the purse and herself.

“Oh,” Alma said. “Wow. You—you know how to sew?”

“Abuelita helped us,” Del said. “So did your mom. Did you know your mom knows how to sew?”

Alma did. Her mother had sewn dresses for her dolls and hems in her pants and, once, even a huge Santa Claus pillow that Alma loved seeing in their living room during the holidays.

Alma had tried to learn how
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