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PARA MI PALOMA LETICIA,

TE QUIERO CON EL ALMA

—E. O.
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1. PUNISHED

Camila was crying. This was not exactly unusual for sensitive Camila. What was unusual was that Camila was crying about school. As far as her cousin Jorge could tell, quiet, straight-A Camila was an academic whiz.

But there sat Camila, cross-legged in the prickly grass, crying about how much trouble she was in. Jorge was kneeling in front of her, trying and failing to be comforting.

“What’s the big deal?” Jorge said. It was hard to understand Camila between sobs, but apparently it was all about some books she had brought to school. “So your teacher told you to bring the books back home. Who cares?”

Camila burst into an even more hysterical sob. She was clutching a piece of paper, which she held out to Jorge. “That’s not all. The principal sent this letter to the whole school. The principal, Jorge! I can never go back there now.”

Jorge took the paper. It was on very official-looking Sunshine Middle School stationary. But for a change, the letter wasn’t about Camila’s latest honor roll achievement. In fact, without ever mentioning her name, the letter made Camila sound like some kind of criminal. Jorge mouthed the words quietly as he read:


Dear Parents, Students, and Faculty,

Yesterday it came to my attention that a student brought several inappropriate books to school with the intention of distributing them to other students. The books were confiscated in a timely manner, and I wish to reassure you that Sunshine Middle School prohibits the circulation of unapproved books within our school.

Sincerely,

Principal Santos



“Geez, Cami,” Jorge said. “What kinds of books were these, anyway?”

“They were for my friend Marisol.” Camila sniffled.

It was news to Jorge that Camila had friends that weren’t household pets, but he decided to play it cool. “The girl who just moved into that house on Glades Street?”

Camila nodded miserably.

“Sooo… what were the books?” Jorge grinned. “Come on, you can tell me.” It was fun to imagine well-behaved Camila sneaking racy romances into school. He always thought the books she read were about puppies and kittens and that sort of thing, but apparently he had been wrong.

“It’s not like that!” Camila shrieked. “I swear, they were just normal books. In Spanish!”

“Oh, right,” Jorge said. “Marisol doesn’t speak much English yet.” Marisol was one of the immigrant kids who had started at their school recently. Jorge and Camila’s aunt Xía had been going to visit the new families as much as possible, which was probably how Camila and Marisol had gotten to be friends in the first place. It helped that the cousins were bilingual—talking to Marisol in Spanish wasn’t a problem.

“So the books were in Spanish,” Jorge prompted. He tried to think of how Cami could have gotten in so much trouble if the books weren’t about anything scandalous. “Were you using them to pass notes in class?”

“No!” Camila wailed. “Principal Santos said it’s because we shouldn’t read books about race in school!”

“Oh.” Jorge paused. “Were they books about race? How did Principal Santos know what the books were about—does she even speak Spanish?”

“She doesn’t! And they weren’t!” Camila said. “I just brought Marisol a couple of my favorite books in Spanish. You know, about Latino kids. Like us.”

Jorge frowned. It sure seemed to him like Camila had been framed. She hadn’t done anything wrong.

“The worst part,” Camila said sadly, “is that now Marisol probably hates me. She got in trouble too—and she didn’t even get to read the books.”

Suddenly Jorge had a brilliant idea. He knew exactly how he would cheer up his cousin. “Wait here, Cami. I have a great idea.”

He stood up and ran inside the house. It was a Monday, which meant that Jorge, Camila, and their other cousin Siggy were all at their aunt Xía’s house after school. As usual, Siggy was busy recording videos, and Tía Xía was working in her bedroom. Neither of them noticed Jorge beelining it for the kitchen.

In the kitchen, Jorge scrambled up to the counter and stood on it to reach the highest cabinet. This was where Tía Xía stored her prime snacks and desserts, like dulce de leche–filled alfajores from her trips to South America. Jorge spent a lot of time perusing this cabinet, which was how he had found the treasures he was about to bring Camila.

Jorge reached into the back of the cabinet and pulled down an old book and two ratty hand puppets. One of the puppets looked like a mouse, and the other like a cockroach—but both of the animals were dressed in fancy, though now faded, clothing. He jammed the book and puppets under his arm and jumped down from the counter. In a second he was out the front door.

“Cami!” Jorge shouted. “Look! Tía Xía has this cool old book. You could show it to Marisol. It’s in English but it has a lot of Spanish words and it’s pretty easy. Here.”

Camila, who had finally stopped crying, took the book curiously. “Perez and Martina,” she said, reading the title aloud. “Oh! It’s a story about the Cucaracha Martina and the Ratoncito Perez.” Her mom was always telling the famous folktale about a cockroach named Martina and a mouse named Perez. She thumbed through the book, admiring the illustrations and the heavy old paper.

“Let’s bike over to Marisol’s house and show it to her,” Jorge urged. “It’s so cool. She can’t be mad at you if you bring her a peace offering.”

Camila turned the book over. “I don’t know,” she said thoughtfully. “It’s not ours. Do you think Tía Xía would mind?”

Jorge raised an eyebrow. In his best imitation of their aunt, he said, “¡Mi cielo! What’s yours is mine! You never have to ask your tía!”

For the first time since she was called into the principal’s office that afternoon, Camila burst out laughing. “You’re right,” she said. “Tía Xía always tells us to take whatever we’d like, especially her books.”

“Let’s go see Marisol,” Jorge said, relieved that Camila had finally stopped crying.

Camila scrambled to her feet. “Hey, what are those?” She pointed to the puppets, still tucked under Jorge’s arm.

Jorge loaded a puppet onto each hand. “Perez and Martina, at your service!” he squeaked, making the mouse puppet’s mouth move up and down.

“Whoa,” Camila said. “I wonder where those came from?”

“You know Tía Xía.” Jorge shrugged. “She’s always collecting old stuff from thrift stores.” He led the way toward the garage, where there was a jumble of sort-of working bikes for the cousins to use.

But before they got to the garage, a boy stepped in their way, casting a long shadow down the driveway. Jorge groaned. Cooper Tumbor lived in the house behind Tía Xía’s. He was rich, and he was a bully.

“What do you want, Cooper?” Jorge really didn’t need Cooper’s energy in his life right now.

“Got yourself some new gloves?” Cooper smirked.

Jorge looked down at his arms. He hadn’t taken off the hand puppets. Camila stood next to him, clutching the book.

In a flash, Cooper grabbed the book out of Camila’s hands. “More illegal books, Camila? Geez, I never thought a Goody Two-shoes like you would get in this much trouble.”

“You heard?” Camila gasped.

Cooper chuckled. “The entire school heard.”

Camila gaped at him. Cooper was a year ahead of her, in Siggy’s grade. Today had been bad enough, but it was even worse if even the eighth graders had heard about it.

“Give that back,” Jorge snapped. He reached for the book, but with the puppets on his hands, he fumbled, giving Cooper enough time to snatch it away. Angrily, Jorge ripped the puppets off his hands and let them fall to the ground. “I mean it!” he snapped. “That’s our book!”

Jorge lunged forward, but Cooper was too quick. He ducked under Jorge’s outstretched arm and plucked the Martina the cockroach puppet off the ground. “Gosh, what a dirty old rag,” he said with a sneer. “Is this what your aunt uses to clean her house? No wonder the place is filthy.”

Camila’s back straightened. “It is not!” she yelled. Tía Xía, whatever her faults, was never happier than when she was bleaching everything in sight. Her house wasn’t new and fancy like Cooper’s, but it was definitely clean.

But Cooper just grinned. “Guess no one will mind if I drop these in the dumpster where they belong, then.”

By this point, Jorge had thrown his entire body at Cooper, trying to knock him off his feet, but Cooper was a lot bigger and taller than Jorge, and he was holding the book and the puppet high in the air.

“I think it’s my responsibility to make sure your delinquent cousin doesn’t spread around more delinquent literature,” Cooper said with a cruel laugh.

Now Camila threw herself at Cooper too. “There’s nothing wrong with that book!” she shouted at him. “You’re the one who’s a bully!”

Finally, Jorge managed to knock the book out of Cooper’s hands. “Got it!” he shouted triumphantly, racing across the yard and away from Cooper.

Cooper whirled around; the Martina puppet flew off his hand. Camila scooped it up, grabbed the Perez puppet too, and took off after her cousin.

They only had a half-second head start, and Cooper’s legs were a lot longer. “Jorge!” Camila called. “What are we going to do? He’s gaining on us!”

Jorge looked over his shoulder. Cooper was just a few feet behind them. Jorge scanned the yard, searching for something he could climb up, dive behind, or kick in Cooper’s way. They needed to stash this stuff somewhere Cooper couldn’t follow them.

Which was when Jorge thought of it.

The perfect plan.

Jorge knew exactly the place. It was the most secret and hidden place he had ever encountered, and he was pretty sure Cooper wouldn’t be able to follow them. In fact, Cooper probably wouldn’t even try to follow them.

Because while Tía Xía’s yard might have looked just like every other yard in Miami, it was anything but. Tucked away in the far corner of the front yard was an old clay pot called a tinajón. In the olden days, these clay pots had been used to collect rainwater. Now they decorated front yards. But Tía Xía’s tinajón wasn’t just decoration.

It was magic.

And Jorge was running in that direction. “Come on, Cami,” he grunted, picking a fallen coconut off the ground and throwing it over his shoulder.

[image: Jorge runs, holding the book Perez and Martina, as Camila follows behind with puppets, while Cooper Tumbor chases them across a lawn.]
The coconut landed at Cooper’s feet. He tripped, lost his footing, and fell down hard.

Those thirty seconds were all Jorge needed. He grabbed his cousin’s wrist, tucked the book safely under his arm, and dove into the mouth of the tinajón. For a moment, the cousins were plunged into darkness. They smelled humid earth and briny air. Then an invisible force yanked them forward, and they tumbled down through the tinajón into a world they thought Cooper Tumbor would never find.
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2. MISSING PUPPETS

Siggy, the oldest of the cousins, prided himself on knowing what to do, but when he saw his aunt Xía crying on her living room couch, he was flummoxed.

“Tía! What happened?” His mind raced through a thousand scary scenarios—his tía Xía was secretly a magical time traveler, and she could have easily gotten herself wrapped up in a war or some other awful event.

But Tía Xía’s reply had nothing to do with war. “It’s the puppets!” she cried. “Pura’s puppets!”

“Um—puppets?” This was definitely less exciting than Siggy had been thinking.

“¡Sí!” Tía Xía wailed.

Tía Xía was crying too hard to explain properly, so Siggy went to the kitchen to make her a café con leche. In Miami, if you were sad, sick, or sleepy, café con leche was the answer. Siggy kept one eye on Tía Xía, who was staring at her phone and wailing as he grabbed the milk from the refrigerator. He scooted Teo and Robincito, her Havanese dogs, out of the way to get the Nescafé and the big Tupperware of sugar from the cabinet. Out the window, he could see his cousins Camila and Jorge fighting with Cooper Tumbor, again.

Siggy stirred the two café con leches and brought them over to the couch. He handed one to Tía Xía and started drinking from his own mug. After a few sips, Tía Xía calmed down.

“Gracias, Siggy. You are sweet.”

“What’s all of this about?” he asked again. Siggy had a special bond with his aunt. Sure, she loved all her nieces and nephews, but when they came over on Monday afternoons Camila spent most of the time reading, and Jorge liked to be outdoors. Only Siggy could match Tía Xía for sociability and love of a good chisme—gossip so juicy you had to stop what you were doing right away to talk about it.

Tía Xía sighed. “The New York Public Library is reporting that Pura Belpré’s puppets have been stolen, along with a very important copy of her book. Here, look.” She showed Siggy the headline on her phone.

Siggy glanced down at the phone. There was a photo of an impressive library on Forty-Second Street in New York City, with wide stone steps framed by two lion statues. Siggy read the first few lines of the article below the photo, which described the theft.

Stolen puppets and a book didn’t seem like that big of a deal, but apparently these were historical artifacts or something. “Did you, um, know this Pura person?” he asked.

His aunt gave him a distinctly disdainful look.

“Oh,” Siggy said with a laugh. “She’s famous, isn’t she?”

“Only one of the most well-known librarians in history. Her story times and puppet shows at her library branch in Harlem—that’s a neighborhood in New York City—were legendary, and she wrote the first version of ‘La Cucaracha Martina’ to be published in the United States.”

Siggy nodded. “Wow, that is impressive.”

“More than impressive. Bold. Radical. Just look what happened to Camila when she brought books about Latinos into school.”

Siggy grimaced. It had been pretty shocking when he saw the letter Principal Santos was sending home to the parents—about bookish Camila, of all people!

“And Pura was doing it a century ago. She sewed those puppets herself, Siggy! The book was a first edition, signed by her—for the Nobel laureate Gabriela Mistral, no less!”

History was really important to Tía Xía—she worked at the Latin History Museum in Miami—so Siggy could see why she was upset about historical artifacts like puppets and a book being stolen. Pura Belpré must have died a long time ago, so it wasn’t like she was coming back to make new puppets. Still, he didn’t see why Tía Xía was so upset.

“I’m sure they’ll find the person who took them, Tía. I bet they have great detectives in New York.”

“No they won’t!” Tía Xía wailed. “Because I’m the person who took them!”

Siggy sputtered, almost choking on his café con leche. “I’m sorry—you took those things?”

“Basically! I”—she lowered her voice—“I found them.”

“Where?”

“In the supply closet at the museum—it was the same place I found the sword.”

A shiver ran up Siggy’s spine. Last year, Tía Xía had found a famous historical sword in her museum’s supply closet, and he and his cousins had gone on a dangerous time-traveling mission to return the sword to the past. Who was leaving all these artifacts in Tía Xía’s work closet, and why?

“Well then you didn’t take the puppets and the book, Tía, you found them. Let’s call the New York Public Library and tell them we have them! They’ll be so happy; I bet you’ll be like their favorite person ever after this.”

Tía Xía shrank back. “That’s the thing,” she said in a small voice. “I don’t have them anymore.”

Siggy raised an eyebrow.

With a sigh, Tía Xía broke the news in a rush. “I brought everything home with me, because I thought the artifacts might be magical—wouldn’t it be amazing if I could communicate with Pura Belpré herself through the puppets?”

Siggy groaned. One of Tía Xía’s quirks was that she didn’t just keep up a steady stream of conversations with her friends in real life—she also talked magically to people in history through letters, telegrams, and, apparently, puppets.

“Did it work?”

Tía Xía hung her head. “No. And the worst part is now I can’t find the puppets or the book! I had them in that cabinet, but they disappeared!” She pointed to the upper cabinet where she kept her best snacks. Definitely no historical artifacts hanging out in there.

Siggy stared at the cabinet. So someone had planted the puppets and book on Tía Xía—and then taken them away, just as the newspapers broke the headline that the items had been stolen? It sure seemed like someone was trying to frame his aunt. “Do you have any idea who could have planted the stuff in the first place?” Siggy asked. “Then maybe we can figure out who took them!”

A far-off look came over Tía Xía. “I don’t think it was a bad person. I have this feeling… I can’t explain it, but it’s like the feeling I had when I was building the time-travel boats—a tingly, alive kind of feeling—that the person who left me these things is good. That they want me to have them.”

“Alternatively, the person wants to frame you for stealing—or get you killed traveling in time,” Siggy added, thinking of the sword.

Tía Xía shook her head. “I don’t think so. It can’t be a coincidence that these items disappeared on the exact day Camila gets in trouble for sharing Latino books. I think whoever it was wanted me to remember all of our people’s efforts to publish books and tell our stories even when it was difficult. They sent me the book and the puppets because they want me to do something with them. I just wish I knew what.”

At that moment, the cell phone in Tía Xía’s hands rang. She picked it up. “Hello?”

Siggy leaned forward to hear the conversation. It was Tía Xía’s boss, and the news wasn’t good: the New York Public Library’s insurance company was launching an investigation into the stolen items. Tía Xía might be convinced that the person planting these objects was good, but Siggy didn’t want to trust a mysterious stranger when there were insurance companies involved.

“Tía Xía,” he hissed, as soon as she hung up the phone. “Does anyone else know you had the book and puppets? You didn’t tell anyone, did you?”

“No, thank goodness,” Tía Xía said. “I won’t get in trouble, although of course what matters is getting them back to the library.”

Setting aside his frustration that Tía Xía had been naive enough to bring the things home, Siggy got to his feet. “Then you have nothing to worry about. We’ll keep an eye out for the book and the puppets, but if they don’t turn up…” He shrugged. He understood that they were important and all, but right now he cared more about his aunt’s safety and reputation than about some old artifacts.

Tía Xía’s eyes started to fill with tears again, so Siggy added, “I’ll look around and see if I find anything. You know how I’m good at finding things—my parents are such neatniks.”

Tía Xía smiled gratefully, and Siggy hurried outside, grabbing his backpack on the way out the door in case he found the missing items. He wanted to ask Camila and Jorge if they had seen anything and warn them to keep quiet. After Camila, they didn’t need any more family members getting in trouble. He searched the backyard, but they weren’t there. Rounding the corner toward the front yard, he spotted them—coming out of the tinajón.

[image: Camila stands beside the tinajón in the garden while Jorge crawls out through its opening.]
Siggy froze. The large clay pot was turned on its side and filled with moss and overgrown grass. Probably mold too. It was also the portal to the secret cove where Tía Xía kept her magical time-travel boats. No one was supposed to go in there, ever.

“What are you guys doing?” Siggy hissed.

Camila and Jorge shouted over themselves, telling the story of how they had gone through the tinajón to get away from Cooper and hidden the book and the puppets in the secret cove.

“Wait,” Siggy interrupted, “you took the puppets and the book from Tía Xía’s cabinet?” He groaned. “You aren’t going to believe this.” He told them about Tía Xía crying, about the newspaper headline and the insurance investigation.

Camila’s eyes widened. She felt just awful. First her, now Tía Xía. Why did everyone want to make the two of them seem bad—like thieves, or like they were sneaking around contraband—when they were perfectly nice people who would never hurt anyone?

“Cooper saw you with the book and the puppets?” Siggy pressed. “Where is he now?”

Jorge wriggled in place. Hot, bubbly guilt churned inside of him. He was the one who had convinced Camila to take the book! He had gotten into the fight with Cooper. And it had been his idea to bring the stuff to the Mar del Tiempo, the secret cove, to hide it. “Cooper went home after I lobbed that coconut at him,” he said. “Sore loser.”

“Let’s go get the things from the Mar del Tiempo, then Tía Xía can return them, and…” Siggy despaired. If Cooper Tumbor had seen the missing items, and news of the theft was already on the internet, he didn’t think Cooper would agree to keep a secret. Hunching his shoulders, he strode to the side fence and looked over at the Tumbors’ pool deck. Cooper was lounging in a pool chair, scrolling on his phone. There was a sparkle in his eye that Siggy didn’t like.

“I have an idea!” Jorge said suddenly. “Why don’t we”—he paused dramatically—“take everything back to the New York Public Library?”

“You mean time travel again?” Camila asked.

“Absolutely not
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