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It was a full moon the night they took my papi. We had been working on a drone all afternoon. We’d found it in a dumpster, and it looked like junk to me at first, but not to Papi. No matter how messed up something was, he always saw the good in it.

“Are you sure we can repair that thing?” I asked.

“With a little heart, you can fix anything.” He held the broken drone up, inspecting it carefully before flashing me one of his big smiles that seemed to light up the whole world. I knew he was right: My dad could fix anything. I cleared my throat, shifting as I got ready to ask Papi about the party I had been dreaming about all month. He was in such a good mood—it was now or never.

“Jada is going to Moonlight Rollerway to celebrate her birthday. Can I go?”

“Did your cousin pick a school night to celebrate her birthday?” he replied.

“Uh…yes, I guess so.” I chuckled, and my face went hot. I had planned to pretend I hadn’t noticed the whole school-night thing, but of course it was the first thing he mentioned.

I really hoped he’d let me go to Jada’s party. Jada wasn’t just my cousin; she was one of my best friends. Jada, Benny, Los, and I were an inseparable crew. And I couldn’t miss Los’s first time on roller skates. That boy is so clumsy, it was bound to be hilarious.

“Okay, but you do all your homework first. And you’re not going to stay late at this party. Promise?”

“Promise.”

That night, Papi was at his desk near the window, and I remember there was a small picture of me as a baby next to him. In the picture, my hair was all curly and big, my cheeks looked like two shiny apples, and I beamed like the happiest kid in the world. “La foto me ayuda a trabajar,” he used to say.

My mami came into the office, her face pale like she had seen El Cuco. “José, they’re here.”

My dad looked out the window and closed his eyes for just a second, all the color leaving his face, before looking at me, his face transforming from fear to calm. He was always really good at that, making himself brave for me. But I could still tell there was something wrong.

“Everything is fine. Mimi, we can work on the drone later. Can you help your mom with something?”

I was confused but just nodded, putting the drone down right as my dad pulled me in for a hug. It would be the last one he got to give me.

“Stay with your mom—don’t make a sound, no matter what happens,” he said.

“Papi, what’s going on?” I asked, fear crawling over me like a million gross bugs.

“¿Me lo prometes?” He held out a pinkie and I wrapped my own pinkie around his.

“Promise,” I said.

My parents had pulled a piece of the wall aside, and there was a hidden closet I had never seen before. I crammed into the small space with my mom. It was like something from a movie, a magic portal—and in a way, that’s exactly what it was. Because when I came out from that hidden space later, my whole life had changed, just…not in a magical way. It had changed in the worst way possible.

“Mami, where is Papi going? What’s happening?” I asked inside our hiding space, but my mami simply held one finger to her mouth.

Hush.

My insides felt all jumbled up like they did whenever something scared me. I felt like I was gonna be sick. If I could have screamed, I would have. But I’d promised Papi.

A commotion erupted outside, loud knocking, then voices like thunder. Papi spoke softly: “Yes, sir…I understand, sir…Please, sir.” But the voices still boomed. “Get down! Hands behind your head!”

Then there were a lot of confusing noises, like fighting. My dad was struggling with the voices outside. Mami held her hand over my mouth to keep me quiet. Lights flashed into the closet, red, blue, more sounds of struggling.

“Who’s out there?” I asked my mami. “What are they doing to Papi?”

“Mimi, please.” My mom’s eyes got really big, the way they did when we watched a scary movie together.

I couldn’t take it anymore, and I reached for the doorknob. But my mom stopped me.

“I wanna get out! Let me out!”

I tried so hard to break free, to help my dad, but my mom held on to me really tightly. So tightly, it hurt. It felt like I was drowning, suffocating—the voices outside, the heat of the closet, Mami’s tears against my skin. Finally, after what felt like an eternity of torture, of not being able to breathe, of fear at what was happening on the other side of the wall, Mami let us out of the crawl space.

But it was too late. Everything moved in slow motion, even the sound of my own heavy breathing and my mom calling out to me from somewhere in the office. Out the window, I watched as five men in dark uniforms and big boots held my dad and ushered him into a waiting van. I looked at my papi’s face as long as I could, as hard as I could, afraid that if I took my eyes off him for just one second, I would lose him. My gentle, kind dad, who helped everyone, had been pushed around and thrown into a big white van with no windows in the back.

I remember thinking at the time, stupidly, about how dark it would be in that van and wondering if my papi would be scared. I slammed my hands against the glass, screaming and crying for them to let my dad go, pleading with them, telling them he was a good person. My mom tried to pull me away from the window, but I refused to budge. And then he was just…gone. I wondered if, maybe for the first time, my dad wouldn’t be able to make things right.
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Something being broken doesn’t make the parts any less beautiful. Mimi had heard that somewhere once, probably from her mom, and it was true.

Mimi knew how to fix broken things. Phones, tablets, radios—pretty much anything you could think of Mimi could put back together. Mimi sat in their only closet, the light bulb swinging on its chain above her as she replaced a phone screen. The only sounds were the soft clicks of her tools putting everything in place and her mom’s snoring from the other side of the closet door. She’d be up soon, and Mimi would have to stop working and get ready for school. Or at least pretend she was getting ready for school.

Mimi smiled as she turned the phone back on and the bright blue light glowed. It looked good as new. She gave herself a congratulatory fist bump and moved on to the next job, but not before crossing Silver iPhone, neighbor in 5B off her list of electronics to fix.

“Mimi, pero bueno. What are you doing in there again?” Her mom’s groggy voice startled her. She opened the closet door a crack so the light wouldn’t hurt her mom’s eyes.

“Working, Mami,” Mimi said.

“Homework?” Her mom arched an eyebrow like she did whenever Mimi was about to get in trouble.

“Um…define homework.” Mimi smiled.

“Mira, niña, don’t get smart with me. Are you fixing phones again? How many times do I have to tell you? You don’t need to work. Taking care of things is my job. De mi niña un beso, de la vieja un consejo.”

Mimi’s mother was always speaking in dichos, old sayings, and half of the time Mimi wasn’t completely sure she understood what they meant.

“I want to help,” Mimi said. “I can’t just sit around doing nothing.”

Ramona opened the closet door. Her hair was a mess, and she had dark circles under her eyes that seemed to get darker every day. Mimi’s stomach dropped. Her mother hadn’t always looked like this, but as hard as she tried, Mimi couldn’t seem to make things go back to the way they were. Ramona crouched down and put her hand under Mimi’s chin, lifting her face so their gazes met. “You can help by listening to me. By doing well in school so all this”—she gestured around their cramped room behind her—“isn’t for nothing. Okay?”

Mimi nodded, but the truth was, she couldn’t stop working and fixing things. Her mom was barely scraping by with her cleaning job, and at this rate they would never get him back. Her dad.

Ramona ruffled Mimi’s curls and stood up, yawning. “Okay, time to get ready. Have you heard Paco get up?”

“Nope, he’s still asleep, I think.”

“Good, I need to get out before he comes knocking.”

They were behind on rent—three months, by Mimi’s calculations. So every morning her mom snuck out down their fire escape to get to her cleaning job downtown, and Mimi had to lie to their landlord and say she’d left super early. At first it made her nervous, but now she guessed she was getting used to lying. And she was pretty good at it. Her mom slipped into the hallway and quietly made her way to the shared bathroom for a shower.

Mimi got out from the closet and readied her next job: a Bluetooth speaker. Mimi’s workstation was the only clear surface in their room, aside from their bed. Every other inch was covered with boxes and boxes of stuff from their old place. It had been much bigger. They’d had their own living room and kitchen and, best of all, their own bathroom. Mimi didn’t even remember what that felt like anymore, not to wait a million years to wash her hair on wash day or make mangú con queso frito. Now everything that had fit in their old place—all the memories—it was stuffed inside this tiny room, the only place her mom could afford. This room felt too small, like it was caving in on them, but it was all they had. This room in apartment 3B was home, even if it didn’t always feel like it.

At least Mimi’s mom had let her put some of her posters and figurines around. Her collection of Gundams formed a battalion on her desk. A glowing red-and-pink poster of Kenichi from Metropolis and another of Winry from Fullmetal Alchemist hung over her workstation. Whenever Mimi felt hopeless, she looked up and thought about Winry working on something alongside her. Just like her father, José, used to.

If she looked out the window, she could see E-Perez Repair, her dad’s old shop. The place where everything changed. The shopwindows were boarded up now, and the front gate was locked with chains. The once-bustling business was empty, devoid of any life.

Mimi got to work on the speaker, but she was having a hard time making it work.

“I bet it’s the amplifier, and I need another part to fix that…” she muttered.

“You’re gonna need a lot of new parts if you don’t get your butt ready for school,” her mother said as she came back into their room.

“I’ve got time. School is only two blocks away.”

Ramona shot her a look that meant no talking back. Mimi sighed.

“Sí, señora.” She put the speaker aside and went through the motions of getting ready for school. Stuffing her backpack with homework she hadn’t finished. Picking out dark jeans, high-top sneakers, a striped black-and-white sweater—an outfit that none of her friends would see. Mostly because she didn’t really have any friends anymore.

After what had happened to her dad, Mimi pushed everyone away. She stopped talking to people at school and even avoided Jada, Benny, and Los. What was the point of having friends if someone could just come take them from you one day?

Ramona was ready in a few minutes, right as they heard Paco start his morning. The smell of coffee wafted into their room, and they heard the pan sizzling as Paco made scrambled eggs for his family. Like he did every day. A familiar wave of jealousy washed over Mimi, and she shook her head as if that would make it stop. It wasn’t Paco’s fault his family was still whole and hers wasn’t. Mimi’s mom kissed her forehead as Mimi handed over her purse.

“Be good. Don’t be late for school. I’ll be home after ten again, but I left money for dinner.”

“Okay, ‘cion Mami.” Even though everything else in her life had changed, at least Mimi could count on this moment with her mom every time they said goodbye or hello.

Ramona hurriedly did the sign of the cross over Mimi’s head, right as Paco knocked softly on their door.

“Oh, and don’t forget your jacket,” Ramona whispered. “It’s supposed to be cold today.”

Mimi nodded, gesturing for her mom to hurry.

“Morning! I hear voices, are you up?” Paco asked.

Ramona’s eyes widened, and she tiptoed dramatically to the window like a cartoon character. Mimi put her hand over her mouth to keep from laughing as her mom climbed out the window and down to the sidewalk. Mimi watched her disappear around the corner before opening the door.

“Hi, Mimi.” Their landlord looked past her into the room. Searching for her mom, no doubt. Too late, bud.

“I thought I heard you talking to someone in here,” Paco said.

“Watching anime on my phone.” Mimi shrugged, with her best smile. At twelve, Mimi was still young enough to charm her way out of trouble. She milked it any chance she got.

“Ah, okay. Well…um, when your mom gets back, can you tell her I need to talk to her?”

“Sure thing,” she said.

“Oh, what you got there?” Paco pointed to the speaker on the desk.

“A speaker,” Mimi said.

“I remember when a speaker was the size of a house. One time I got invited to the party where they created hip-hop, and one of those bigfoot speakers landed on my feet. They had to call the mechanic so they could bring the tow truck….”

“Okay, cool, Paco. I’ll let my mom know, bye!” Mimi closed the door in his face as gently as possible. If it were up to Paco, they’d be there talking till midnight. But she didn’t have time for that. Mimi had things to do, people to make money off, and she couldn’t stand there talking about old-timey speakers or whatever.

“Have a good day at school!” Paco said from the other side of the door.

Mimi sat back down and tried her hand at the speaker again, but after a few minutes it was clear this was gonna be harder than she thought. She bit her lip, searching through videos online to try and figure out what she was doing wrong. Eventually, Mimi concluded she needed another part, but this speaker could wait. She had about ten other jobs she could complete and make money from right now.

One day, Mimi would make enough to fix the thing she wanted to fix most of all. The broken thing made up of different, beautiful parts. Her family.
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By the time Mimi left her apartment, her neighborhood was bustling with people going to work and school and talking to one another in big, excited voices. Her block was always loud, no matter what time of day it was. The abuelitas were already set up on their stoops, ready for a day filled with watching their neighbors, cafecito, and chisme. The guerilla car wash guys had their jet sprays going. The corner bodegas started their battle for music dominance of the block—a bachata song mixed with the rumbling bass of a dembow song, rattling all the windows. It was never not loud, but she liked it that way. It helped her keep the sad thoughts out of her head. Once, Mimi had stayed at a cousin’s house upstate and it was so quiet she couldn’t sleep. When it was too quiet, she couldn’t stop thinking about that day. The really bad one.

Yeah, loud was definitely better.

A crisp fall breeze touched Mimi’s cheeks and ruffled her curls as leaves from the handful of trees on her block floated and twirled through the air. Mimi zipped up her jacket with a shiver, glad she’d listened to her mom about one thing. The jacket belonged to her dad: a brown corduroy work coat with big pockets and her dad’s initials on the front: JP, for José Perez.

Mimi passed a grocer as he wheeled boxes of bananas and oranges to his store. People in suits hustled toward the train, and greasy-looking dudes with tattoos opened up their coffee shops or walked their cute dogs. Merengue music blared from the salons and barbershops she passed, the hairdressers and barbers getting ready for a day of straightening, trimming, and shaping up.

“Hey, Mimi!” Ali, the bodegero from the corner store, called out from under his giant salt-and-pepper mustache. He was inside his store, wiping down the glass displays filled with pictures of breakfast sandwiches above rows of cleaning products.

“Hey, Ali. What’s good?” Mimi smiled.

“Did you hear they took down the last pay phone in the neighborhood?” Ali informed her. She could always count on her neighbors to clue her in on just about anything. They were constantly volunteering the latest news happening on the block. Everything was discussed—nothing was off-limits if the info was out. The neighborhood had a news delivery system that the New York Times would envy. If Mimi needed any kind of information, all she had to do was step outside.

“Hopefully, they’ll convert that pay phone into a free Wi-Fi spot,” Mimi said.

“Pfft. You know they’d never do that. I’m just saying if someone runs over your toe, you better have a cell phone,” Ali added. “You got that speaker ready?”

“Sorry, it’s gonna take me a couple more days. I need a replacement part. But don’t worry, it’s going to sound better than ever.”

“Don’t sweat it, you hear how loud it is outside. Couldn’t hear my music even if I tried. Have a good day at school, kid, keep getting those good grades!” Ali said.

Mimi walked away smiling and waving at Ali but stopped in her tracks when she heard a group of kids laughing as they approached. She would know those sounds anywhere. Carlos “Los” Diaz’s big belly laugh, Benny Morales’s snorts, and the motorized whirr of Jada Perez’s fancy one-wheel electric skateboard.

Mimi’s ex–best friends were the same age as her, and they were always scheming ways to make money. Even if they hadn’t spoken in forever, that was something Mimi could relate to. They had even started something called the Get Money Marketing Crew—Benny’s idea to make them money by promoting stuff on ClipTok using dances and fifteen-second commercials. They had a bunch of followers, and (at least when Mimi was still friends with them) it was everything to Benny and Los.

Mimi scrambled to duck behind a car, but she was pretty sure they’d already seen her. Still, there were too many reasons she couldn’t face them. At first, after Papi was taken, they were awkward. No one knew what to say or do, and it made Mimi feel pathetic. But then they started asking too many questions. They wanted to know how she was handling her dad’s absence, how she was doing at home with her mom, and how she was feeling inside. But Mimi didn’t want to talk about that. She felt embarrassed and alone. No one could help her, and talking about her feelings wasn’t going to bring her dad back. She didn’t need anybody feeling sorry for her. In the end, it was just easier to be alone.

So what if she no longer spent every day after school with them working on homework, talking all things anime, playing video games? That stuff was for kids whose lives were still normal. How could she spend time doing that when she could be making money to bring her dad back instead?

The three kids got closer, and Mimi panicked, trying to make herself as small as possible. Okay, maybe they hadn’t seen her. Maybe if she stayed very still, they’d just roll past her and she could get to work.

“Who you hiding from, prima?” Jada yelled.

Mimi closed her eyes. Dang. Her cousin could always sense when Mimi was up to no good. She got up slowly and forced a smile. “Nobody, I was tying my shoe. I gotta get to school, see you later!” Mimi spun around and started speeding down the middle of the street.

“Did she just leave?” asked Los loudly. “She knows we’re going to the same school, right?”

“Yo! We got something to tell you!” called Benny to a galloping Mimi. “Fool doesn’t want this money, I guess!” he added. But Mimi was already too far away to respond.
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The hallways at Mimi’s school were rowdier than usual that morning, and she couldn’t figure out why. Older students chatted excitedly on their way to class, and even the teachers seemed perkier than usual. What was going on?

Mimi kept her head down and weaved through the students as if she wore an invisibility cloak. A couple of months ago, her walk down the hallway would be accompanied by murmurs and hushed voices. News of her dad got around fast, just like news always did around here, and everyone seemed entitled to some sort of opinion. Mimi wanted none of it, so ever since then she kept her head down and did her best to keep up appearances at school while picking up repair work. She avoided any extra conversations or teamwork. Mimi rolls solo was her motto.

Her first two classes passed uneventfully. But in coding class—her favorite—she felt as if someone was looking at her. She turned back and saw Jada, Benny, and Los staring expectantly.

“We need to talk to you!” said Jada.

“Are you even in this class?” answered Mimi.

“Shhh,” said Ms. Wright, the coding teacher.

Benny drew a dollar sign in the air, but Mimi ignored him and turned back to her favorite teacher.

“I have an exciting announcement for y’all. Our school has been accepted—thanks to a strongly worded email by yours truly—into the Asimov Robotics Competition.” Ms. Wright looked around her class. “This is a new initiative by the brightest minds in robotic engineering to find the next generation of engineers.”

It sounded cool, but Mimi didn’t have time for extracurriculars. She had to make money and bring her dad home.

“The winner,” Ms. Wright continued, “will receive a fifty-thousand-dollar prize.”

Mimi nearly fell back in her chair. Fifty thousand bucks! This was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. Mimi could hire the best lawyer and get her dad back. Everything would go back to normal. She couldn’t hold back the smile forming on her face. And she couldn’t focus on anything else. Mimi counted the seconds until the end of the class, when she could run straight to Ms. Wright’s sign-up sheet and start her journey toward big money. Real money. Papi-saving money.

Mimi dreamed of all kinds of robot designs. A robot that could translate anything for you, a robot that would help you skip rope if you don’t have a partner, or a robot to teach you how to dance salsa!

Maybe if this worked out, she could finally get her dad back, and people would see he wasn’t some weirdo. He was a great guy who had just gotten caught up in a broken immigration system. That’s what Ramona always called it, and maybe Mimi didn’t 100 percent understand everything about it, but broken felt like the right word. That’s what it had done to her family, right?

The money from this contest could be her family’s ticket to finally get Papi back, open their shop back up, and move back to their old place.

When the bell rang, Mimi was the first one to the sign-up sheet. She wrote her information down and returned the clipboard to her teacher. Ms. Wright stared at her for a few seconds. Mimi stared back, eyes brimming with determination. She wasn’t sure if this was some sort of initiation test, but she hoped she was passing it.

“You need three more people,” Ms. Wright said as she clicked her blue nails on the fine print. “I said it during class, but I noticed you were astral-projecting yourself somewhere else.”

Behind her, Mimi once again felt a disturbance in the force. Her cousin Jada cleared her throat. Her old friends were standing behind her.

“We’ve been trying to tell you about this all day!” said Benny.

“No way. I’m gonna end up doing all the work myself,” said Mimi.

“Who else are you gonna do it with? We’re the only people who still kind of like you. You kicked everyone else to the curb,” Jada said.

Mimi was silent, angry at her cousin for being right.

“Just…hear us out,” Benny said. “This could be a big opportunity for us. Aside from the money, think of how good it’ll look on our record to win—or even be part of—something like this.”

Mimi bit her lip. Benny knew how much success mattered to Mimi. Before the past few months, she’d always been at the top of their class. But right now, all her problems felt so big, so important, that the future felt too far away to worry about. It wouldn’t always be like that, though…right?

“And I know you stopped caring about us, or whatever, but we need this, too,” Jada said. “Winning could really help Benny and Los get a new setup for our ClipTok profile.”

“The GMMC is how his mom can even afford groceries lately.” Los’s voice was low in a rare moment of seriousness. “And I need the money to save up for college, if I have any chance of going.”

“He’s going to clown college,” Jada added with a smile. Los held in a laugh.

It did tug at her heartstrings to see her old friends like this, but Mimi had worked hard at building a wall around her heart, and it wasn’t going to come down so easily.

“I’ll think about it,” Mimi said. “See you guys later.” She handed the clipboard to Los and started walking away.

“Mimi, wait up!” she heard behind her when she was almost out the door. It was Los, who had followed her with the clipboard.

Mimi sighed. “What now?”

“I just wanted to tell you two more things. One: The reason we asked you is because you’re good at this stuff, yeah, but we also used to be friends, and honestly…” He looked back at Jada and Benny, who were standing by the sign-up table, then turned back to Mimi. “Jada misses you. She talks about you all the time, and I think this is her way of spending more time with you.”

Mimi’s cheeks went hot with embarrassment. She missed her cousin, too, but she didn’t know how to fix things between them. She guessed this contest was Jada’s attempt.

“And two: This would mean a lot to Benny. You know how much he likes Jada, and he thinks if we win, he could impress her enough that she’ll finally notice him.” Los shook his head. “He’s a fool. I told him to just tell her, but you know how he is.”

Mimi wanted to help them, and this might be a good thing for her, too, but…she was scared of letting people in again. What if they left like her dad? But then, if she continued like this, would she spend her whole life alone? Wouldn’t that be worse?

Los’s voice interrupted the thoughts swirling around her head. “I don’t know crap about computers, but where you gonna find a group as swaggy as this?” He pointed back at the GMMC, and as much as Mimi hated to admit it, he was right—she needed them just as much as they needed her. And she was sick of being on her own.

She took the clipboard from him and added their names below hers, then handed it back to a smiling Los as Jada and Benny cheered in the distance. Like it or not, Mimi and her old, used-to-be friends were a team.
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By the time Mimi walked home that day, the sun had already gone down, painting the buildings and businesses with soft pink and orange hues. A few big black trucks passed, and Mimi’s heart nearly stopped. Her mom was always telling her to avoid those, and the white vans like the ones from the night they took her dad. Mimi held her breath, waiting for something terrible to happen, but thankfully the vans just whizzed past her. Still, Mimi worried that one day they would stop, and her life would be turned upside down all over again. It made her feel like she was never safe, no matter where she was. Bad things seemed to be lurking around every corner.

After school, Mimi ran back to her block to finish up her day’s work. If they won this competition, she was going to get her dad back, but in the meantime, she’d take any extra income she could get. Only two people paid her all day, one of them in quarters, but Mimi didn’t mind. “De chin a chin se llega,” her mom would always say. Every little bit counts.

Back at her apartment, Mimi picked up her phone as she popped her head out the window. She looked at E-Perez Repair just down the street. All of her dad’s tools—and, more importantly, his supplies—were still inside. Locked behind boarded-up windows and a chained-up gate was an amplifier she could use.

Mimi texted her mom: Can I go over to the shop real quick? The piece I need for Ali’s speaker is there.

Ramona responded with a voice note. That meant not only was she going to say no, but it would take her a couple of minutes to get there. Sure enough, when Mimi listened to the message, there was a story about Ramona growing up, a comment on the “times these days,” some interruption where she said hi to someone (because there is always someone that her mom knows around). And finally, Mimi’s mom delivered a rejection in Spanish.

“¡Claro que no!” Ramona said.

Mimi put her phone aside and bit her lip. If she was fast, she could get to the shop, get the part, and be home before her mom even knew she was missing. It might get her in major trouble, but she had to try at least. Every dollar she earned put her closer to getting her dad back. That’s what mattered. As if she had conjured him with her thoughts, she heard a familiar ringtone. It was her dad calling. Mimi smiled and picked up immediately.

“Papi! Hi!”

His face filled Mimi’s screen. He was a bit darker than he was when he was here, because of the sun in the Dominican Republic and because he had to work outside now. He still had a cool mustache, dark with a couple of grays here and there, and a kind face. Her dad’s smile always made her feel better.

“Mi hija, what you doin’?” Her dad’s voice sounded a bit robotic and choppy. Mimi held her phone higher in the air like she watched her mom do sometimes, though she wasn’t so sure it did anything. The connection still unstable, she started to make her way out the window and onto the fire escape like she always did when her dad called. Once she was on the roof, she’d be able to hear him. It was where she could have the clearest conversations with her dad.

“Mimi? Where are you?” her dad tried, his voice still garbled.

“I’m at—” A high-pitched sound exploded far away, and the call froze. Probably a transformer or something. Her dad had bad reception and Mimi’s Wi-Fi was really spotty since they shared it with Paco, who also gave his password to the neighbor downstairs, who gave it to three other people in their building.

“Shoot.” Mimi stood on her fire escape and tried calling him back, but the call failed. Then the high-pitched sound got louder, almost like it was right above her. Mimi looked up and saw a glowing purple light in the sky, hurtling toward the ground. Mimi jumped back. The light seemed close enough that it was going to crash right into her building, and just as Mimi was about to scramble back into her room, the light shot out and went deeper into the city until she lost sight of it.

“What the heck…” Mimi wiped sweat from her forehead, her heart beating a mile a minute.

Something CRACKED loudly above her and a bright green light filled the sky. It flashed red, then green, over and over like the world’s biggest holiday light show. With each flash, the light got brighter and brighter, until it was so intense Mimi could barely see. The world spun in nauseating loops. She froze in place, holding on tight to the railing and being careful not to tumble down the skinny iron stairs beneath her. Through the haze of the light and noise she could just make out her neighbors pouring into the street, or coming to their windows, their concerned voices barely audible above the echoing ring of sound.

“Ahh!” Mimi screamed, as all at once, the streetlights went out around her. The buildings nearby went dark, too.

“Everybody, get back in your buildings!” someone yelled from their window.

“Get inside now!” others yelled, but Mimi couldn’t seem to get her legs to work at all.

Finally, a bright blue circle of light shone in the sky. It washed over all of Brooklyn before fading into a soft purple and going out. Then something that sounded like one note of the saddest song Mimi had ever heard rang out from the direction of the lights. All of it, the lights, the sound, the eerie darkness of her block, was strangely beautiful.

Equal parts terrified and excited, Mimi tried to call her dad again. He was the one person who would appreciate this meteor shower or whatever it was. But the call failed each time—it didn’t even ring. What about her mom? She knew she’d probably get yelled at for being outside, but she called her anyway. Only for those calls to fail, too. What was going on?

The high-pitched sound came back, even louder now—so loud she had to cover her ears with both hands.

A streak of light blasted onto her block and headed straight for her dad’s old shop.

“No!” Mimi cried out, but it was too late. The light tore a hole straight through the roof of E-Perez Repair, and Mimi’s eyes filled with tears.

“Oh my God…” Mimi murmured, shaking her head. The last piece she had of her old life, the only place that still felt like home…destroyed.

Wait… what was that? A strange orange light shone from inside her dad’s old shop. This was the weirdest night ever. Mimi cocked her head to the side, lost in thought, when her phone rang, shaking her out of her daze. It was her mom.

“Are you okay, Mimi?” Ramona asked, panic in her voice.

“Yeah, I’m good, Mom. Did you see that?” Mimi asked.

“Oh my God, yes. ¿Qué locura, verdad?”

The orange light was still glowing inside E-Perez Repair. Mimi was only half listening to her mom. Her eyes were locked on the glowing orange light, her mind racing with ideas of what could be inside. Maybe it was a piece of satellite. Or maybe a full-on meteor.

“You’re not listening, hija mia. Whatever you do, do not go outside. ¿Me oiste? Stay in, lock the doors, and wait for me to come home,” Ramona said.

“Okay, Mami. I will.” But that was a lie. Mimi knew the moment she hung up, she would do just the opposite.
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Mimi took a deep breath and squeezed through the fence of the abandoned property. Technically, she wasn’t breaking in. Technically because it used to belong to her family. It even still had their name on it.

Her dad’s old shop was filled with memories. The happy kind, but they still made her feel bad, because those things were gone. Maybe forever. Mimi stood motionless, staring at the E-PEREZ REPAIR sign. It used to light up, cheerfully welcoming customers in to have their electronics fixed, and with them pieces of their lives. Now it dangled off the side of the small one-story shop, just as dark and dusty as the rest of this place. Cold. Abandoned. It made something in her chest hurt as the memories of her dad came tumbling back. The vans, the men with black boots, the secret closet, her screams, her mother’s tears. All of it hurt too much to think about.

The ground outside the store was coated in some sort of blue-and-orange dust. That was definitely not here last time. The orange dust was the same shade as the light coming from inside. Mimi’s nose touched the window of the store as she looked in from the cold autumn night outside. The shop looked nothing like the pristine place her dad used to run. From what she could see through gaps in the window boards, it looked like a hurricane had hit it.

But there was something even stranger: At the center of her dad’s old shop stood a small creature. Mimi slapped her hand over her mouth to keep from screaming. It was made completely of metal, with a round body and a head with one big blinking eye. Images of Jaegers and Gundams swam in her mind’s eye as Mimi tried to keep calm. Its body glowed a faint orange color. What was this? A robot? Did it fall from the sky? It didn’t look like any robot she had ever seen. It looked almost…alive. But despite her heart pounding loudly in her chest, she couldn’t look away.

Mimi took her cell phone out and tried to steady her shaking hands enough to snap pictures of it. Suddenly, the robot jumped up and made a high-pitched beep.

Oh no! Mimi ducked down, careful to keep her eye on the robot.

A beam of red light filled the room. It looked like it was being projected from the robot’s head. The robot jittered, its head whipping back and forth. Almost like it was…nervous? The robot zoomed into the closet. The same closet Mimi and Ramona hid in that horrible night.

Stay with your mom. Don’t make a sound, no matter what happens.

Mimi stood up and, hesitantly, walked toward the door. She put her hand on the knob and took a deep breath.

“You’re either being really stupid, or you’re about to discover something,” she told herself. “Be brave.”

She took a deep breath. One of her mom’s many dichos popped into her head: La que no se lanza no cruza el mar.

Mimi opened the door. She crept toward the closet, freezing when a sound echoed through the dead silence.

Beeeep boooop.

It was coming from the closet! Mimi’s heart raced as she took one step, then another. Despite how frightened she was, the robot—creature—thing—whatever it was—sounded like it needed help. And Mimi knew how horrible it was to be all alone.

Beeeep boooop.

The sad tone again. Mimi stood directly in front of the open closet now, and she could see the robot standing there. She inched forward, and the robot retreated a few feet, hitting itself on the back of the closet.

“Oh, be careful. It’s a tight squeeze,” Mimi said. Could this thing even understand her?

They stared at each other, eyes wide, and Mimi wasn’t sure what to say or do. What if she said the wrong thing and it exploded or beamed her into space or something? But as Mimi looked at the strange creature closely, she realized how small it really was, how scared it seemed. It was trembling, all alone. If it wanted to hurt Mimi, it would’ve by now.

No, this thing wasn’t dangerous. Mimi would bet it was in trouble. She opened her mouth to speak, and the robot whipped its head to the side as if it heard something.

“What?” Mimi asked, looking around, too. But there was nobody there.

The robot surveyed the area, then the lights it had been emitting went dark, its head tucked inside its body, and it transformed into a smooth metal sphere. The robot fell, motionless, to the ground with a soft clank. Mimi looked around, worried someone was coming. When did it get so dark? And so late? The night had crept up on her, and she was all alone in her family’s old shop. She could already hear the lecture she was going to get from her mom.

Still, she couldn’t just leave this robot creature all alone. She moved closer to the sphere and leaned down.

“It’s okay,” Mimi whispered. “I won’t hurt you. I promise.”

Nothing.

“You shouldn’t stay here. Bad stuff has gone down in this place.”

Still, the robot stayed in its orb form.

“I’m a friend. I’m a big fan of science and robots—if that’s what you are, I mean….”

Suddenly, an idea occurred to Mimi. There had been lots of different colors in the sky tonight, and the orange she’d seen was probably from this robot thing falling from the sky. Maybe colors were how it communicated? Only one way to find out.

She took her phone out and searched for a video of swirling orange light, something close to what the robot had been projecting in the store. She closed her eyes and said a little prayer that orange wasn’t the color of, like, destruction or something. She pressed play and turned the phone toward the robot. A few seconds passed in silence. Mimi was about to give up, but then its little round head popped up from its body, and the big black circle Mimi figured was its eye blinked open.

Mimi smiled. It worked!

Beeeep? The robot made a tone that sounded like a question, lilting up at the end.

Mimi kept the orange light on and held one hand out.

“I’m a friend. You can trust me.”

The little robot blinked a few more times, then its arm popped out and it reached for Mimi.

Oh my gosh, oh my gosh, oh my gosh. I’m touching a robot alien! She felt butterflies in her stomach as the robot hovered toward her faster than she was ready for.

“Whoa, whoa.” Mimi put the phone down and prepared to catch it. It projected a soft purple color, then it became a sphere once more, falling into Mimi’s waiting hands. It was surprisingly heavy—she almost dropped it, but she managed to bring the sphere to a counter and place it down gently. Mimi grabbed her dad’s old cart, the one they used to gather parts in, and put the robot inside. Was she really going to bring this thing home? Her mom was going to kill her.

Mimi covered the orb with an empty box and pushed the cart outside. The fence around her dad’s old shop had a gap big enough for a twelve-year-old but too small for a cart carrying an extraterrestrial. They’d have to go through the gate. Mimi pulled with all of her might, straining against the chain and lock. There was a small five-inch gap that she was determined to widen to squeeze the cart through. She tried using the cart to pry the gate open, throwing her body weight behind it.

The cart rattled, the small robot still a motionless orb. What was it thinking? Or maybe it wasn’t thinking—could it be powered down? But this didn’t seem like a normal machine; this thing felt alive.

Mimi gave another big push and got the cart halfway through the opening. Her hands were slick with nervous sweat. This was taking too long, and she had a sinking feeling in her stomach. She needed to get home, and fast.

Then the cart started moving all by itself. Inside, the box was vibrating, as if the orb was moving.

“Whoa, whoa!” Mimi said, realizing it was almost through the gate. All on its own. “Wow.” Mimi laughed, when a voice from the darkness startled her.

“Is that you, prima?” Jada appeared on the other side of the fence riding her one-wheeled skateboard, Benny and Los by her side. How did they always show up at the worst time? Mimi quickly pushed the cart through the rest of the way, then wedged herself out before they could peer in.

“Bro, did you see the lights in the sky? That was wild, right?” asked Los.

“We came over to Tio’s cuz we thought one of the lights came in this direction,” said Jada.

Mimi pulled the cart toward her. Her eyes went to the box hiding her secret.

“What were you doing in there?” Benny asked.

“What’s in the box?” added Los.

Always with the questions, nonstop. Mimi’s mind raced to think of a lie, but Los didn’t wait for an answer. Before she could stop him, he picked the box up, revealing the shiny sphere underneath.

“Leave it alone!” Mimi tried, but Los was not listening. As usual.

“Oh cool!” Los grabbed the orb and went into basketball mode. He did a shoulder shimmy, then faked a lay-up with the orb. “Knicks!”

Mimi felt her heart jump out of her chest as she took the creature out of Los’s hands.

“Gimme that,” Mimi said, trying to play it cool.

Jada quirked an eyebrow. “What did you say you were doing here again?”

“She didn’t,” Benny said, crossing his arms in front of him.

Mimi hoped they couldn’t see the sweat forming on her forehead. “I…was getting supplies for our robot from the shop. Then all that craziness went down,” Mimi said, placing the orb back into the cart. All true so far.

“Guess what? We shot a ClipTok while the lights were going down! Got the content out. It’s definitely gonna get a million views, right, Jada?” Benny looked expectantly at Mimi’s cousin, and Jada smiled sweetly at him as Benny’s cheeks went red. Gross.

“Cool, cool, guys, all right, well—see you at school tomorrow for robot time,” said Mimi as she tried to speed away from them. She was halfway down the block by the time they caught up to her.

“You good, cuz?” asked Jada.

The sound of screeching tires saved Mimi from answering as three black cars sped past them and stopped abruptly in front of the shop.

“Get down,” Mimi said.

They ducked behind a car, watching a bunch of men dressed in all black as they burst through the front gate of E-Perez Repair.

Mimi, Jada, Los, and Benny exchanged curious looks, and without a word, they crept closer to the gate, watching from behind a mailbox as the men inspected the front yard.

“I got something, Agent Gallo,” said one of the men in black. A car door opened, and Mimi saw the shiniest shoes step out onto the sidewalk. They belonged to a tall, balding man with dark circles under his eyes. One thing was clear: He was the boss of whoever these similarly dressed agents were.

A flash of Mimi’s worst day popped in her head—the day her dad was taken. She tried to suppress the memory and focus on these suspicious men with their sleek black cars.

A crowd of onlookers began forming, and Mimi figured it was safe to stand up. She pushed herself through the crowd to blend in. Meanwhile, Jada, Benny, and Los took a different approach: They were openly questioning the men in black.

“What you guys looking for?” asked Benny.

“Look at my man trying to keep his shoes clean.” Los pointed at Agent Gallo. The agent was tiptoeing around the yard, avoiding the blue-and-orange dust on the ground. No one had said anything about what they were looking for, but as Mimi watched, a certainty came over her. She would bet anything they wanted the robot orb hidden in her cart. Mimi chanced getting a bit closer, inching toward two agents picking up samples from the ground.

“This is the same substance as the other crash site,” whispered one agent to the other, his voice growing louder in excitement. “The one with the bigger…uh, specimen.”

“Quiet,” the other agent snapped. “If Gallo hears you talking about that, it’ll mean your job.”

The first agent clamped his mouth shut, and they got back to work.

Other crash site? Specimen?

Mimi backed away from the crowd, pushing her cart as quietly as she could. When she looked back, she saw Jada perk up and look around, probably searching for her, but Mimi was already too far away. Her mind raced as she hurried to her apartment, wondering what those agents were doing, what she really had in her cart, and what she had just gotten herself into.
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Thankfully, when Mimi got home, both Paco and her mom were still out and she was able to hide the thing—robot—whatever—inside a cardboard box in her closet. Hopefully, it stayed still and quiet, or her mom would end her. It had been a long day, and after the quickest shower of her life, Mimi crawled into bed and started scrolling social media.

Jada’s profile popped up on ClipTok, and Mimi stopped to watch. A hip-hop song played as the same lights from the crashes earlier that night blazed in the sky. Her friends performed a commercial, hyping up their Get Money Marketing Crew, until a loud boom went off in the video.

“Yo! What was that?” screamed Los over the commotion. The lights continued to flash in the sky, then the video ended. Mimi watched it a few more times. She couldn’t believe all of this actually happened. Before she knew it, she’d drifted off to sleep, dreaming of lights in the sky and black trucks coming after her.



TOP-SECRET REPORT 1001

(UNOFFICIAL)
CLASSIFICATION LEVEL 99

REPORTING SCIENTIST: AGENT GALLO
LOCATION: BROOKLYN NAVY YARD
TIME: 23:00

A base camp has been set up at the site of one of two suspected UAP crashes in the New York City metro area. A fleet of twenty military vehicles, accompanied by personnel and a team of ten scientists with top-level clearance, are working in tandem to recover and identify the wreckage.

At approximately 21:00, an unidentified anomalous phenomenon made impact, creating a fifteen-by-fifteen-foot crater at the crash site. We observed purple, blue, and orange lights in the sky, as well as a musical tone, before the crash. It is possible, though not likely, the UAP uses color and sound to communicate. Infrared scans from the space station reveal the object is robotic in nature.

Another impact site has been discovered as well. We have collected meteorite samples and satellite parts from both locations. Thanks to a dedicated team of scientists (led by yours truly), we were able to anticipate the crash sites and times within the minute and mile. This prediction took massive amounts of careful research and calculations. Locating the UAPs will be the culmination of (my! Delete this later) many years of hard work and dedication.

Tonight’s events are nothing short of historic. I appreciate your trust in me, sir, and I will not make the same mistakes as my former superior. As an emergency consultant from the Department of Defense Research and Development, I have the tools to understand this technology. But more importantly, I understand how crucial it is to capture and contain the UAPs, and assess if they pose a threat. And it seems extremely likely, in my expert opinion, that they do.

END REPORT
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The next morning, Mimi shot up in bed, covered in sweat. Everything felt unfamiliar for a moment before she remembered: They had moved months ago; this was their new home. And, oh yeah, there was a literal alien in her closet.

It was seven o’clock, which meant her mom was gone, and if Mimi didn’t hurry, she’d be late for school. She must’ve slept through her alarm. Mimi threw off her blankets and ran to the closet, panicked that something had happened to the robot thing overnight. Or that maybe it had escaped and melted the rest of Brooklyn with a laser beam.

But when Mimi opened the door and checked the cardboard box, one big glossy eye blinked at her.

“Beep boop,” said the robot cutely.

“Yeah, beep boop right back at you.” Mimi smiled. “I’m gonna get ready for school real quick, then we’ll go. Don’t leave and don’t make any noise, okay?”

The robot just blinked, and Mimi shook her head. She hoped it understood her.

On the way back from the bathroom, Mimi heard the TV blaring something about bright lights in the sky. She tiptoed to the entrance of the living room.

Paco was sitting on a floral print sofa with his wife, Julia, a sweet older woman with gray curls and an easy smile. Paco was leaning so close to the television that Mimi almost missed what was on the screen. Big white tents, people in hazmat suits, cops, tanks, and reporters swarming around the edges of the barricaded area. On the other side of the barricade were people wearing suits, dark glasses, and little earpieces—just like the ones from last night.

“The feds,” Mimi whispered to herself.

“A once-in-a-lifetime aurora borealis was the cause of the power outages. It is unclear why government officials are present on the scene…” said the news anchor. Mimi scoffed. Aurora borealis, my butt.

“Mimi, you see this?” Paco asked without turning around.

“Yeah, lots of fuss for lights in the sky, right?” Mimi answered.

“Are you hungry, niña? I made mangú,” Julia said. Mimi felt bad. Julia was always nice to her, even though she and her mom were always brushing Julia and Paco off. But they always owed Paco money. It was kind of embarrassing.

“I’m okay, thanks.” Mangú con huevo sounded so nice. Mimi willed her stomach not to growl. The truth was, she would love a hot breakfast, but she couldn’t. The last thing she wanted was to owe Paco and Julia even more than they already did.

“¿Segura?” Julia smiled warmly.

“I already ate. Thanks, though.” Mimi rubbed her empty stomach. “I have to get to school.”

A vaguely familiar face flashed across the TV. Bald head, shiny shoes, an expression like he’d just smelled a fart—was that Agent Gallo from last night? Note to self: Avoid that guy.

“You were saying about getting to school, Mimi?” Paco asked. “You need your education. You know, I once learned all the capitals in the world because I was in the process of applying to Jeopardy!” Paco rambled, still looking at the television, “but it turns out they shoot in California, so I booked a Greyhound bus, cuz you know I can’t fly, and that’s how I ended up in Canada for the first time….”

“Go,” Julia mouthed at Mimi, rolling her eyes in Paco’s direction.

Mimi nodded, holding in a laugh, and slowly backed away from a still-talking Paco.

Today she would finish all the work she couldn’t get to yesterday, and then she’d have to decide what to do about the robot. As she finished getting ready, her phone vibrated with a text from her mom. Mimi’s stomach churned with worry, like it did so often these days.

Have a good day at school, mi niña. I’m sorry I’ve been so busy. Trying to pick up as many shifts as I can so we can get out of Paco’s. Thank you for being so responsible with school and chores, you’re a great kid, Mimi, and I promise things are gonna get better.

Mimi stared at the message for a few seconds, a combination of anger and sadness churning inside of her. She wished her mom didn’t have to work so hard. She wished they had enough money to help her dad. She wished so many things could be different.

Mimi’s phone rang with her you’re-gonna-be-really-late emergency alarm, and she gasped. At this rate, she’d miss first period entirely! She quickly finished getting ready and opened the closet door.

“You mind coming to school with me?” she asked the robot. “I don’t think I can leave you here with Paco. He might try to turn you into a speaker or something.” Mimi gestured toward her open backpack.

The robot looked back at her with its one big eye. It blinked twice and shrunk down into sphere form.

“It’s gonna be a few hours, but I think it’s better than this closet. I’ll make sure nobody messes with you.”

Mimi put the sphere into her backpack, leaving a little opening in case it needed to breathe or something, and took off for school. On every corner, Mimi checked on the robot. It was still hiding itself as a sphere, jammed in with school supplies, a scrunchie, and broken cell phones from Mimi’s side hustle. It somehow slept through the loud music coming from pretty much everywhere…if it was sleeping. Could robots sleep? Mimi had no idea.

“Fireballs! I’m telling you, man! I saw them with my own two eyes!” Although she was running late, Mimi slowed down in front of Ali’s bodega. She couldn’t resist a bit of chisme, especially if it was about what she thought it was.

“You’re buggin’,” said a guy around Ali’s age. Mimi recognized him—he was always in the store, sitting on a stool and doing bad card tricks. “You heard the lady on the TV, it was an ariel bogus, man.”

“Aurora borealis, fool.” Ali shook his head. “And if that’s true, what were the feds doing crawling up and down the block, huh? Tell me the answer to that one, smart guy.”

Ali’s friend just shrugged. When they started arguing about the best three rappers of all time, Mimi picked up her pace, running all the way to school.

Ali saw everything that happened on their block, and if he said there were feds, Mimi knew it had to be true. And if he thought there was something fishy going on, she believed him. She had all the evidence she needed right in her backpack.

Thankfully, Mimi’s first two classes passed without incident. She almost forgot the robot in her backpack. That didn’t mean she wasn’t sweating, though. Any moment, it could shift forms, and her backpack would tear because it for sure didn’t fit when it was full size. And then? She’d really be in trouble.

Mimi kept her head down all morning, walking quickly from class to class as if that would somehow keep the robot from coming to life. But soon, she started to worry about how still and quiet it was being. What if something had happened to it in the night? Did robot aliens need to eat? She hadn’t fed it, or charged it, or anything. What if it was…dead?

Mimi grabbed a sandwich and milk from the cafeteria and rushed out. She was headed to the janitor’s closet, which doubled as the school’s tech supply room. It was big, and she’d be able to hide in there even if anyone else came in.

Mimi walked down the hall, trying to look like she belonged there. A teacher passed by with a stack of books in her arms, but she didn’t notice Mimi. Besides the one teacher, the hallways were mercifully empty. At least that was what Mimi thought, until she felt an arm slip around her shoulders.

“Ah!” Mimi put her fists up instinctively and spun around…only to find Los, Benny, and Jada.

“Whoa, whoa, chill!” Benny said.

Mimi put her hand on her chest, her breathing shaky. Her nerves were so messed up. She had to get herself under control.

“Sorry, sorry, you just startled me,” Mimi said.

“Don’t say sorry, he shouldn’t have pulled up on you like that.” Jada narrowed her eyes at Benny.

“You going to lunch?” Los asked. “You know it’s that way, right?” He pointed back toward the cafeteria. Which was, of course, in the opposite direction.

“Uh, yeah, I know, I’m just…trying to get my steps in!” Mimi said. That was believable, right? Paco said it all the time.

Her three ex–best friends mercifully chose to let the excuse slide.

“Check it out: We have ideas about the competition.” Benny wiggled his eyebrows and unfurled a piece of paper with a badly drawn robot on it.

“Just know, for the record, that Jada and I had nothing to do with the design.” Los cringed.

Mimi held in a laugh. Benny had drawn a squat robot made of one metal square stacked on top of a bigger one. It wore a baseball cap, a sparkling chain, and the latest basketball sneakers. It clutched a cell phone in its clawlike hand.

“I see,” said Mimi, trying to look serious. “And what does it do, exactly?”

“I haven’t gotten that far, but doesn’t it look good?” Benny asked.

“It’s definitely something,” Jada said.

Los burst out laughing.

Mimi smiled at Benny. “I think it looks cool, Benny. Definitely unique, and that will help us stand out. Let’s file it away to look at once we figure out what the robot is gonna do. I think that should be our priority right now.”

“Bet,” Benny said, a proud smile across his face. He reached out to give Mimi a pound, and when they bumped fists, Mimi’s backpack suddenly began to shake.

Mimi’s eyes went wide. “Um, I have to go.”

“You okay?” Jada looked at Mimi…and, more importantly, past her. Right at her shaking backpack.

“Yup! I have to meet my science teacher for something—I forgot,” Mimi said, trying to back away discreetly. If the robot decided to pop out now, she’d be done for.

“Let’s get to the cafeteria before they run out of fruit cups!” Benny said, already walking away from them.

“Oh my gosh, I almost forgot! It’s peach fruit cup day!” Los ran after Benny.

But Jada lingered, curiosity in her eyes as she watched a super-sweaty Mimi.

“You sure everything is okay, prima?”

The backpack was shaking even more now. Mimi started jumping up and down to mask the movement.

“Yup! Just pumped about our robot!” Mimi was sweating buckets—she had to get away.

“We’re gonna meet after school to start working on the robot, okay?” Jada asked, a worried look on her face.

“Yep, sure, great. Gonna go talk to Mr. Cho now. See ya!” Mimi kept jumping till she turned around and broke into a sprint. She chanced a look back, and thankfully Jada was already walking away.

When she finally reached the janitor’s closet, Mimi’s cheeks were bright red—both from running and embarrassment.

“I can’t believe I started jumping,” she mumbled to herself. Her backpack had finally stopped shaking, but now she was even more worried that the robot had gotten hurt or something.

Mimi opened the creaky door to the closet, holding up her cell phone for light as she peaked inside just in case the janitor, Miss Reed, was in there, but the coast was clear.

“Sweet,” Mimi said, turning the light on as she closed the door. Miss Reed kept this room as clean as possible, but it was bursting with stuff and Mimi had to tiptoe around to find a clear spot to sit down.

She carefully placed the backpack down and opened it, craning her neck to look inside. Still, she kept her distance. This thing could have, like, a rage mode that was activated by school lunches or something. She didn’t know what the robot was capable of! Or what it was doing here in the first place.

Mimi poked it, but nothing happened. Just as she reached inside her backpack again, the robot burst out and almost hit Mimi in the face. Mimi toppled over, narrowly missing a shelf filled with computer monitors. The robot transformed into its humanoid shape: round body, rectangular arms, and oval head with one big, blinking eye. It looked around, and its body sort of hovered over the ground.

“Cool,” Mimi said. The robot spun toward her quickly, as if it had been startled. It beeped and booped as it hovered rapidly from one side of the room to the other, low, sad notes coming from it like crying.

“Shhhh, please! We don’t wanna get caught!” Mimi urged. She kept her distance. It looked upset, and Mimi didn’t wanna make it worse.

The robot stopped moving, blinked at her, then shook as a little antenna like a bubble blower sprouted from its head.

“What the…”

And then it emitted a red laser and started sparking and smoking. This was it—it was going to blow Mimi up. She dove behind a metal cart, holding in a scream. Mimi covered her ears, expecting a loud boom, but instead there was only a soft humming noise coming from the other side of the room. Slowly, carefully, Mimi peeked out. Instead of trying to blow her up, the robot was…scanning the area? The laser expanded like a wave of red light, passing over the entire closet.

Suddenly, everything started turning on at once. Computer monitors, old towers, dusty projectors, smart boards, and other spare or discarded tech all lit up. And they were making way too much noise. Please, not this!

“Hey, hey, careful!” Mimi said in a panicked whisper, holding her hands up as she ran out from behind the cart. She had to stop the robot or someone would find them in there. Then they would definitely call the feds and the robot would be taken away and experimented on—and worse, they would call Mimi’s mom.

“Please, little buddy, please be quiet.” Mimi got closer to the robot, hands outstretched.

The robot stared up at Mimi, its one big eye wide with fear. “BEEEEP!” it screeched. Faster than Mimi could even move, it was through the door and in the hallway.

“Oh my gosh, no!” Mimi cried, running after it.

The robot zigged and zagged through the mercifully empty halls. Mimi chased after it, but the robot was just too fast. If it went into any of the occupied offices or classrooms, Mimi would just have to pretend it was a toy or something. Although she’d never seen a toy like that in her life, some rich kid somewhere must have a robot like this, right?

The robot bounced around the hallway, Mimi in pursuit. She ducked her head at every room, avoiding the windows so the teachers wouldn’t spot her. The robot took a sharp left into a classroom with an open door, leaving a trail of orange mist hanging in the air.

“Not the science lab!” Mimi dove into the classroom. At least it hadn’t gone into the teachers’ lounge or something. There was always someone in there crying or grading papers.

Where did it go? Mimi scanned the classroom, hands on her hips.

She walked around carefully, moving as slow and nonthreatening as she could.

“Robot…um, I don’t know your name, but, little buddy, please, please come out? I won’t hurt you. I’m twelve,” Mimi pleaded.

Mimi saw a small, trembling metal bubble blower in a corner, behind a bunch of stacked chairs. Gotcha. She approached it, both hands up, her face soft. The robot noticed her and began shaking so violently, its little metal body clinked and clanked against the chairs.

“Hey, I’m a friend, okay? I won’t hurt you. I want to help.”

The robot kept shaking and Mimi wracked her brain for how to make it stop freaking out.

“Think, Mimi, think.” She tapped her chin, before an idea sparked in her brain.

Hurriedly, Mimi opened her backpack and pulled out a giant orange scrunchie she used for gym class, holding it up like a peace offering.

“See? I’m nice. Promise.”

The robot looked at the scrunchie. Slowly, very slowly, the shaking stopped. It hovered a little closer. Mimi took one step forward, too, but the robot let out one BEEP and darted back behind the chairs, shivering with fear again.

“Okay, okay.” Mimi held both hands up again, then sat down, holding the scrunchie in one hand.

“I won’t come closer if you don’t want me to,” she said. “I just want to help.” Mimi held the orange scrunchie up again, and the robot slowly emerged from behind the chairs. It looked at Mimi, and with its bubble blower antenna, it projected the color orange. The antenna emitted a bit of smoke again, and Mimi cocked her head to the side. Was there something wrong with it?

The robot came closer, and Mimi smiled big and warm, holding up the scrunchie above her head. Wait. She tied her curls up with it so the orange was on her head—the same as the robot’s.

“See? Friend,” said Mimi triumphantly.

The robot made a tone that sounded like the word friend. Mimi giggled.

“I don’t even know if you can understand me, but I’ll try and help you. Well, I’m just a kid…but I think I know someone who can help. I’m Mimi, by the way,” Mimi said. “Mee-mee,” she repeated slowly, one hand on her chest. She hoped this worked. It was what they always did in the movies when trying to explain their names to aliens.

“Mee-mee,” the robot intoned, imitating Mimi perfectly.

“Right!”

The robot held one hand to its little chest. “Dot-E,” it beeped happily, emitting a small purple light from its radar.

Mimi smiled. “Dot-E,” she said. “I like that.”

The robot came a bit closer. It was making soft noises, and Mimi wished she could understand what it was saying. She wasn’t sure, but it seemed almost like…a kid. Maybe that’s what the agent had meant by bigger specimen last night. Maybe Dot-E wasn’t the only one. Maybe it had a family.

The robot sat next to Mimi as she ate her sandwich, Mimi saying words slowly and Dot-E repeating them in her exact voice. Mimi had to hold in her laughter so they wouldn’t get caught. As weird as this all was, she had to admit that she was having fun.

For the first time in months, she wasn’t spending her lunchtime alone.
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After the near disaster at school, Mimi skipped out early to get some of her backed up repair orders done. She’d only made fifty bucks from the two cell phone screen repairs and the super-old music-player thing she was fixing, but it was better than nothing. The robotics competition wasn’t a sure thing, and she had to keep working to get her dad back—win or no win.

Mimi worked at the makeshift cinder-block table on her roof until the sun started going down. It was chilly, and she was bundled up in her dad’s old jacket, scarf, and hat. Her hands in fingerless wool gloves, Mimi worked nimbly as she replaced the plastic case of one of her neighbor’s phones.

“Last one,” she said, looking over to Dot-E. It was in its orb form, sticking slightly out of her backpack. Mimi bit her lip. She was worried about it, and she hoped it was okay. She still had to figure out what she was actually going to do with it. It wasn’t like she could just keep an alien robot forever, right?

A cold burst of air hit her right in the face, and Mimi pulled her hat down tight. It was way too cold to be on the roof this late. She’d have to finish her work inside. Plus, she still had a mountain of homework to do, and who knows what she missed from her classes in the second half of the day. If her mom knew what she’d been doing, she’d be toast. But it would all be worth it to bring her dad back. Mimi had to focus on that. As she packed up her stuff for the day, Mimi’s phone pinged. It was Jada.

Yo are we meeting up today for our robot?

Mimi stared at her phone and cringed. She had completely forgotten about her promise to meet with her team after school.

“File that under top-ten embarrassing Mimi moments, Dot-E,” she said to the still-hibernating robot.

Sorry, Mom needed me home early. Maybe tomorrow, she wrote back. Then she slung her backpack on and climbed down into her room.

After showering and having a toasted cheese sandwich for dinner (for the third time that week), Mimi sat on her bed and attempted to do her homework. She was only one page into a chapter on Egyptian irrigation when her eyelids started to flutter.

“Focus, Mimi,” she told herself, lightly slapping her cheeks to keep awake. But she was exhausted. Her mind was racing with a million problems: her dad, the robotics competition, the actual robot in her closet. And, like every night, her mom. The clock already said ten p.m.; her mom had been gone since before seven that morning. If Mimi was tired, how must Ramona feel?

Well, that’s why I need to get Papi back, she thought. When Papi was here, her mom didn’t have to work so hard. They had a better life. Mimi’s stomach rumbled. When Papi was here, she had nice hot dinners every night. She missed those days so much, it made her chest physically ache. She didn’t want to—no, couldn’t—think about it for too long, or she’d cry. And she was determined not to let her mom see her red eyes and know Mimi had been crying. She had to be strong for her. For them.

She was just turning back to her history homework when a voice outside the door startled her.

“Mimi Altagracia,” said her mom, rolling the r in her middle name in a way that meant war was coming. Ramona walked into the room and closed the door.

“How was school?” Ramona asked as she calmly folded her arms. But Mimi knew her mom was anything but calm. Mami looked capital-M mad.

OMG. Did someone at school see the robot? Did one of the neighbors rat me out for being on the roof again after dark? Mimi opened her mouth, but Ramona cut her off.

“Me llamaron de la escuela, and they told me you left early today. What is going on with you? Where were you all day?”

Mimi thought about her options: She could lie to her mom, or she could tell her the truth—that she was hiding a space creature in her backpack all day, had left school early because of how anxious she was since it escaped and they almost got caught, and she spent the last nine hours repairing electronics instead of being in class so she could get her dad back because their life was a big pile of poo. Lie it is.

“I had a real bad stomachache, Mami,” Mimi said, scrunching her face up. “You know that fake chicken you talk about. They got it at school, and it is poisonous. You were right. Just going to stay here.” Mimi lay back on her pillow and prayed to every santo who was still awake that her lie had worked.

Ramona’s raised eyebrow said it all—she was only half convinced. “Hmm,” she said with her whole body.

“I almost threw up,” Mimi continued, one eye just barely open to see her mom’s reaction.

“Why didn’t you go to the nurse?” Ramona asked.

Mimi sat up. “Because you always say don’t go around people you don’t know. I’ve never met the nurse. She’s new.” Mimi felt a pang in her stomach for real now. Punishment for being such a bad daughter, probably.

“Still, Mimi! You can’t just leave school like that. Why didn’t you call me?” Ramona asked. She was softening. The lie was working, but Mimi still felt miserable.

“I didn’t want to bother you at work. I know you got Mrs. Miller today and she doesn’t like phone calls.” Another lie. Her dad would be so mad if he knew Mimi was acting like this. She knew better, but she didn’t have a choice.

Ramona put her hand on Mimi’s forehead. “No temperature. That’s good.” She sat next to her on their tiny bed. “Echa pa allá, let me sit. You want me to make you some food? ¿Una sopita?”

“No gracias,” said Mimi, wracked with guilt.

Ramona kept looking at Mimi like she could see right through her, like she was still trying to figure something out.

“How wild were those lights, right?” Ramona asked, changing the subject.

“Oh, um, yeah, I saw a little bit of them,” Mimi said. And I saw the alien robots that caused the crash and one of them is in our closet! she wished she could say but didn’t.

“They said in the news it was weather stuff that happens up in the North Pole, pero no. I don’t believe that.”

Mimi quirked an eyebrow.

Her mom kept going. “I walked by Mirta’s Salon today and heard some stuff.”

“Ali thinks it’s fireballs.” Mimi snorted, and Ramona laughed.

Her mom leaned in closer, whispering conspiratorially, “Paula told Miguelina that she saw all this science gear going in the shop. Drills and metal detectors. The shop isn’t ours anymore—nothing we can do. But still, it’s weird. Why do weather scientists need this? ¿A mi me van a venir con eso?”

“I saw on the news this morning!” Mimi continued the conversation, not wanting to let on too much.

“There’s more to this, Mimi. There always is. Haven’t you seen all the black cars on the block? That’s the feds.” Ramona paused, took a deep breath, and let it out. Chasing a memory away, Mimi would bet. She found herself doing the same thing lately.

“And that’s exactly why you can’t leave school like you did today,” Ramona warned. “You have to be careful. I don’t want you leaving the house after school. We don’t know how this whole thing is going to play out. Hay que recogerse. They are too close.”

Mimi wished she could share all the wild things that had happened in the past twenty-four hours, but her mom would never understand. Her dad might.

“Just promise me you’ll be careful. And that you won’t play hooky anymore, even if you’re sick. Next time I won’t be so easy on you.” Ramona quirked an eyebrow.

“I promise.” Mimi smiled.

Ramona kissed her forehead, then went to get ready for bed while Mimi fought sleep and finished her history homework.

Not long after, her mom came back, hair in a bonnet, wearing soft floral pajamas and smelling like green mint face wash. It was the one nice thing she let herself get every month.

“Que duermas,” Ramona said. She put her sleeping mask on and lay down.

Once her head hit the pillow, it was only a matter of time before she was knocked out. Mimi waited a few minutes before declaring her mother dead asleep and went into the closet.

“We’re good. She’s out like a rock,” Mimi whispered to Dot-E.

It was a tight squeeze in there with the two of them. Dot-E popped out of its sphere mode and greeted Mimi with a few happy-sounding beeps. Mimi cringed at the noise, but since she could already hear her mom snoring loudly on the other side of the door, they were probably safe.

Mimi’s heart lurched with guilt and sadness. Her mom worked all day long for them, so tired she could barely talk to Mimi for a few minutes before falling asleep. Just like at lunch that afternoon, being with Dot-E tonight made Mimi realize something: She was really lonely. She barely talked to anyone all day unless it was her teachers…or Paco with another story about the ancient times when he was a teen. Or the few precious moments she got with her mom every day. At most fifteen minutes in the morning and another fifteen at night—if she was lucky. Mimi would try to wake up extra early tomorrow to spend a bit of time with her mom before work. Maybe it would help her have a good morning. Maybe…they could talk a little more, too.

The small radar popped out of Dot-E’s head, taking Mimi out of her thoughts. It began scanning inside the closet. Mimi took her phone out to look at pictures of her dad, the way she did every night. The robot’s radar fell on the phone lock screen: a picture of Mimi and José at the shop, smiling big.

Dot-E looked up quickly from the picture and tilted its head, holding up a peace sign. It was the same exact pose Mimi had made in the picture. Mimi covered her mouth to stifle a laugh. The little antenna on Dot-E’s head emitted a small spark. Mimi frowned. She was close enough to take a look, and, yep, the robot definitely had some sort of broken piece on its head. There were tiny frayed wires and a dark streak like a burn near the antenna, probably from the crash. She’d have to try and fix it—if Dot-E would let her. And if she knew how. Something told Mimi fixing a sky robot was nothing like fixing a toaster.

The robot scanned her phone, and Mimi watched as it went through her thousands of texts in rapid fire.

“Hey, those are private,” she whispered.

“Ru-ude,” said Dot-E, projecting the eye roll emoji.

Mimi almost screamed. “So cool,” she said breathlessly. “Do you want to take a selfie?”

“Bel-beee.” Dot-E made a soft tone that sounded like selfie. Mimi smiled and angled herself next to Dot-E, holding her phone up to capture them both, before snapping a picture.

They looked at the picture together, Dot-E holding up a peace sign and Mimi giving a big, toothy grin. Mimi’s eyes fluttered as she looked at the picture. Between barely eating today and chasing after a robot all afternoon, exhaustion was taking over.

“Tomorrow, we’ll see what else you can do, Dot-E,” Mimi said, leaning her head against the robot and closing her eyes. Soon, Mimi had drifted to sleep.

In her dreams, she flew through a night sky filled with brilliant colors, Dot-E, Mami, and Papi flying right beside her.
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Paco’s kitchen wasn’t huge or anything, but it was nice. There was a stove with giant spoons hanging on the wall above it, a fridge with plastic magnets shaped like food, soft hand towels with chickens on them. Mimi tried not to spend too much time outside their room—it made her feel uncomfortable to use Paco’s family’s stuff even if they never made her feel bad about it themselves. It was more Mimi’s own embarrassment. She felt like she was a burden here, and it was her job to make herself as small as she could and get out as fast as she could, too.

But today, she would risk feeling icky and make her mom some coffee and eggs. Julia and Paco sometimes made coffee for her mom. Otherwise Ramona would go to the corner store and pick up one of those little brown cups and a roll with butter. Not exactly the best breakfast, but it was the cheapest.

This morning, Mimi wanted to make her mom something special: eggs, toast, fresh coffee, and fruit. She had dug into her funds and snuck out before anyone else had even woken up. When she got back with the food she needed, she got to work in the cozy kitchen. By the time her mom started stirring, Mimi was standing over her with a cup of hot cafecito in hand. The smell made her mom smile before her eyes had even opened, and she reached out toward Mimi.

“Mi niña, what are you doing up?” Ramona sat up in bed, looking at her work clothes lying beside her, already ironed.

“Here.” Mimi handed her mother the coffee, and Ramona took a long sip with her eyes closed as if it were the best coffee she’d ever had. Mimi stepped aside to reveal the plate of food she’d made for her mom arranged on their little folding table. Ramona cocked her head to the side and smiled.

“You made all this?” Ramona asked, eyebrows up in that impressed expression adults gave Mimi sometimes.

Mimi nodded. “I wanted you to have a hot breakfast at home, and a slower morning for once. You’re always rushing and stuff. It’s gotta be bad for your blood pressure or something.”

Ramona threw her head back and laughed. “Thank you.” She put the cup down on the nightstand and gestured for Mimi to come closer. She gave her a kiss before picking at Mimi’s curls.

“I have the day off today, actually. The dental office is doing renovations or something. Wanna go to the salon with me? Tú tienes un pajón.” Ramona wiggled her eyebrows.

“I like my hair how it is. Also, Mirta always burns my scalp. That lady is evil.” Mimi scowled.

Ramona made the face she made whenever she was trying not to laugh. “Be nice. Mirta is practically your tía. You’re right about your hair, though. I’m sorry. Just want to make sure you don’t attract any unwanted attention.”

Mimi let out a deep sigh. She wondered if Mami would ever stop worrying about immigration coming back for them. She handed her mom the plate of food, and Ramona began to eat, nodding at Mimi like everything was delicious each time she took a bite.

“I don’t think my curly hair is gonna tip them off, Mami,” Mimi said.

“Hmm, you never know! Anyway, you can’t miss school again after yesterday, so no salon.” Ramona finished her food, then headed toward the closet. Mimi jumped in front of her.

“What do you need? I’ll get it!”

“I’m getting the laundry?” Ramona gave Mimi a confused look.

Before Mimi could stop her, Ramona was opening the closet door. This was it. Ramona was gonna find the tiny robot, and she was gonna let Mimi have it for real this time. Mimi dove between her mom’s legs, desperately trying to cover the spot where she knew the robot was last night.

“Mimi! ¿Qué te pasa? You almost knocked me over!”

Mimi looked around, but aside from their usual stuff, the closet was empty.

“Excuse me,” Ramona said, shaking her head. She took out a bunch of clothes and put them in the hamper. “Sometimes, you act a little too much like your dad when he was younger. He was kind of weird out of nowhere sometimes, too.” Ramona chuckled.

Mimi sat at the entrance of the closet, stunned. The robot really wasn’t in there. All the blood drained from Mimi’s face.

“You good?” Ramona asked. “You look pale. Maybe you do have a stomach flu. You should get back in bed.”

“Oh, no, I’m good. Yeah, yup.” Mimi laughed nervously.

Where could the robot be? Maybe it rolled into another corner of the closet? What if it had made its way to Paco and he was trying to tell it one of his famously long stories? Oh gosh, he might kill it.

Ramona squinted. She was using her mom radar, scanning Mimi for something off. “You’re acting funny.”

Be cool, Mimi. “I’m a little tired. Stomach is still fighting those fake nuggets like you said.”

“Why don’t you go back to bed for a bit before school?” Ramona put one hand on Mimi’s cheek. Her brow was furrowed. She looked really worried, and Mimi’s guilt spiked again knowing there were no fake nuggets. Just a missing alien robot she might have to ditch school to go find.

“I’m good, Mami. Don’t worry about me,” Mimi said.

Ramona threw her hands up. “That’s like telling me not to eat or breathe. I’m always gonna worry.” Ramona took the cart and headed to the basement laundry room.

“Dot-E?” Mimi whispered as soon as she heard the front door close. She looked around their room, but no robot.

“Don’t panic,” she told herself. But her heart drummed faster and faster as she searched for Dot-E. She checked under the bed, under a pile of clothes in the corner, behind their boxes. Nothing. The room spun around her, her forehead slick with sweat, her mouth dry. Dot-E was gone.

Mimi ran into the living room. She didn’t even care that she was still in her Pokémon pajama T-shirt. Maybe Dot-E had gone exploring in the apartment. Paco’s family was having breakfast and loudly getting ready for the day while Mimi crept around, looking in their closets and shelves—anywhere she could—for the robot.

Mimi tried to sneak past the small dining area unseen, but Paco noticed her immediately. Of course.

“You’re still in your pajamas? You’re gonna be late for school,” Paco said between bites of farina.

“I’m looking for my…science project. Have you seen a metal sphere, or like a robot-looking thing?”

Paco shook his head. “Not this morning, but you know, robots are everywhere. How do you think your phone knows if there’s traffic? Robots. One time I was cybersurfing—”

“Cool story, Paco!” Mimi ran back to her room, fully freaking out now.

“If I were a sky robot, where would I go?” Mimi muttered.

A chill ran over her then, and she wrapped her arms around herself. Was she getting sick for real? Another cold breeze wafted through the room, and Mimi’s eyes flew to the window. It was open! She ran over and looked up: There was a faint red light moving across the sky, then disappearing, only to reappear after a few seconds.

“The radar,” Mimi said, climbing out of the window and onto the fire escape. They lived on the third floor of a six-story building. Mimi climbed up to the roof and found Dot-E there scanning with its radar and…floating! Not just hovering a few inches from the ground like yesterday at school, but fully floating, like, five feet in the air.

“How did you get out here?” Mimi asked as she ran to Dot-E. “And you can fly? When were you gonna tell me you can fly?” Mimi thought about that for a moment. “Okay, I guess I should’ve figured that out since you literally fell from the sky, but still. You can’t be up here like this. We need to get you back inside before someone notices you.”

Dot-E didn’t budge. Instead, it kept scanning the sky for something.

“Come on, Dot-E. Someone is gonna see you!” Mimi jumped, trying to grab at the robot, but it swerved out of the way. It was much too high up for her to reach, anyway. In fact, it was so high in the air Mimi was nervous someone would be able to notice it up there. Like maybe some spying feds across the street, for instance. The robot continued to scan, looking desperately in every direction. Maybe if Mimi knew what it was doing, she could help.

“You okay?” Mimi asked.

It made the sad tone again. “Aa-Mee.”

Dot-E projected a hologram of a larger robot.

“That’s Aa-Mee?”

Dot-E nodded slowly. “Dot-E.”

“Is Aa-Mee your family?”

Dot-E just blinked at her.

Mimi grabbed her cell from her pajama pocket. “Family, like this.” She pointed to her lock screen, the picture of Mimi and her dad. She hoped Dot-E understood what she meant.

Dot-E’s one big eye looked shaky, like it would be filled with tears if it could cry. Instead it blinked quickly and intoned sadly, “Faaaam-leeee.”

Mimi’s heart lurched. She wondered if Aa-Mee had been hurt like Dot-E was. If so, maybe Mimi could help fix them. Jada, Los, and Benny said there were tons of scientists and government people around the crash site, and they would definitely know how to fix the robots, but…then what would they do? All the stories she’d ever heard always pointed to the same thing: scientific experiments. She pictured Dot-E on a table, being taken apart and examined and maybe broken. They would probably just see the robots as something different to experiment on, but they were a family.

Mimi knew how hard it could be to be different, from another place. Not to belong or to be unwanted and separated from your loved one because you weren’t seen as a full person. Reduced to a label: alien. She didn’t want the same thing to happen to Dot-E.

Mimi pointed at the robot in the hologram.

“Do you know where Aa-Mee is?”

Dot-E projected a topographic hologram of the neighborhood, its edges expanding ever so slightly as the robot’s radar scanned the city.

“Are you scanning for a signal from Aa-Mee?”

Dot-E projected blue light. That has to mean yes. Mimi wasn’t sure how, but she knew she had to help Dot-E. But first, she had to get it off this roof before someone saw them.

“Come on.” Mimi gestured for Dot-E to follow her, but just then, someone shouted “AYE YOOO” somewhere on the street, cars began honking loudly, and Dot-E dove behind a concrete half wall.

“It’s okay, Dot-E,” Mimi reassured it. But Mimi guessed if she were on a whole other planet—away from her family, away from everything she knew—she’d be scared, too. She’d try to be patient.

Mimi got out the orange scrunchie, showing it to Dot-E and smiling gently.

“Friends, remember? Mimi and Dot-E, friends,” she tried. “My block is loud sometimes, I’m sorry. But they’re all real nice, I promise.”

Dot-E was shivering when it came out, but it followed closely behind Mimi as they went down the fire escape and back into Mimi’s room. Mimi really hoped her mom had taken off for the salon already, or she’d really be in for it.

“You cannot disappear on me like that,” Mimi told Dot-E. “I almost passed out!” She looked around the room. The laundry cart was there, filled with damp clothing. Phew. Her mom was gone. Mimi opened up their little drying rack, setting it up next to the window and hanging the few T-shirts and underwear her mom had washed.

Dot-E was exploring the room, still hovering slightly above the floor. It bumped into Mimi’s workstation, and Ali’s Bluetooth speaker fell to the ground.

“Careful, I’m trying to fix that,” Mimi said.

Dot-E scanned the speaker with its radar, and a hologram appeared showing the components of the broken speaker.

“No way,” Mimi said, staring at the hologram in awe.

In the hologram, the speaker’s amplifier flashed red, and Dot-E’s arm popped out of its body, taking the speaker apart so quickly Mimi barely had a chance to react.

“Oh my gosh!” Mimi ran over to the robot.

Mimi reached for the speaker, but Dot-E put it back together as quickly as it had disassembled it.

Dot-E looked at Mimi, then at the speaker. “Dot-E!” the robot intoned proudly before nudging the speaker.

Mimi grabbed her phone, connected the speaker, and hit play on one of her favorite songs. Familiar notes filled the room. Mimi’s mouth opened in shock.

“How did you even do that? You’re amazing! Was it the amplifier? I knew it was the amplifier!” Mimi spun around in excitement.

Dot-E scanned the room again and, after a few minutes, noticed the drone on a shelf. The drone Mimi had found with her dad. She grabbed it before the robot could fix it.

“Nope. Not that one.” Mimi chuckled nervously. “That’s special. My dad is gonna help me fix it when he gets back.” Mimi placed the drone on a lower shelf, behind some books.

Dot-E shuffled back and scanned Mimi’s phone.

“You’re like my tía Milagros’s toddler,” Mimi said. “You don’t quit!”

Dot-E projected the contents of Mimi’s phone, first scrolling through her photos. There were so many of Mimi with her mom and dad. Mimi looked away so she wouldn’t tear up like she did sometimes. Dot-E switched to Google Maps, and a display bar on its chest filled up green, like it was downloading something.

Dot-E opened up maps for Brooklyn, then the whole US, then the world—before moving on to the language settings on Mimi’s phone. With every new app or setting Dot-E opened, the bar on the robot’s chest went from empty to full, repeating the cycle again and again. It even opened the emoji keyboard.

“Are you downloading the literal internet?” Mimi asked curiously.

Next, the robot began downloading random pictures, memes, and old TV shows and movies, the posters and pictures all projecting overhead as it did.

Dot-E stopped scanning, then projected the color blue into the air. The word hello popped up in the hologram display, a smiley face emoji beside it.

Mimi shook her head, realization setting in. “Hello…you can understand me now?”

Dot-E nodded.

“Oh, heck yeah! First thing’s first: Don’t ever leave this room without telling me, okay? Nobody can see you. It could get you in a bunch of trouble—well, both of us….”

Dot-E turned and scanned out the window again.

“Are you even listening to me, bud? Not this again! I’m supposed to be at school. We have to be quiet. And you can’t scan outside—someone might see!”

The robot stopped but made a sad tone. Mimi could guess what it wanted because it was the same thing she wanted: to put her family back together again.

She put her hand on Dot-E’s back, and Dot-E turned its head, appearing to observe the gesture carefully. “I can help you.” Mimi smiled.

Dot-E projected a smiley face and thumbs-up emoji. Mimi giggled.

“You got the hang of that quick.”

Dot-E projected the 100 emoji and the hands up emoji. Mimi covered her mouth so she wouldn’t burst out laughing and alert Paco she was home and definitely not at school.

She felt a familiar pang of guilt thinking about getting to school late. How disappointed her mom would be if she knew how far behind Mimi was falling in just about every class…but there were things that mattered more than school. There were things that mattered more than anything. Mimi looked at the picture of her family again, then back at Dot-E, who was now projecting the hologram of its own family.

The robot’s antenna sparked, startling them both.

“Hmm.” Mimi inspected it carefully again. Without the frayed nerves of having just chased an alien robot through the hallways of her school, she was able to really see how bad the damage was this time. “This looks like a complicated fix. Too bad there’s not another Dot-E to fix you…Hold on.”

The gears in her mind whirred as her plan came together. There was a way she could finally bring her dad home and help Dot-E at the same time. If she could pull this off—and that was a big if—maybe she could help reunite two families. But she was gonna need some help to do it. Thankfully, Mimi already had just the team.



[image: Chapter 8]


At school, Mimi and her sort-of friends met up during lunch to talk about the robotics competition.

“I’ve got it,” Los said. “A robot that cleans your house. It could be circular maybe and get into all the little corners and under the sofa!”

“Isn’t that just a Roomba?” Jada asked, looking up from taking notes.

Benny sucked his teeth and shoved Los’s arm. “Told you, bro!”

Los smiled sheepishly. “I knew it sounded familiar.”

Jada crossed out Los’s idea from the list and turned to Benny. “You got anything?”

“Um.” Benny turned bright pink (the way he did almost any time Jada spoke directly to him). “The only thing I could think of was a robot that would help increase the Wi-Fi signal on the block. It’s always bad here, and I bet it’s like that in a lot of neighborhoods like ours. What if there was a robot you could get to roam around a building sending Wi-Fi signal around or something?”

“Hmm…I don’t know if it would be reliable if it’s moving around, but I think the focus on community is kinda brilliant,” Jada said.

Benny’s eyes opened wide. “Really?”

“Stop drooling, bro,” Los mouthed at Benny as Jada took more notes and Mimi tried to keep from laughing.

“How about you, Mimi? Please tell me you have something we can use,” Jada said.

“As a matter of fact…” Mimi opened up her Kingdom Hearts folder and spread out the drawings, printouts, and schematics she’d worked on all morning.

Los picked up one of the diagrams, a confused look on his face. Meanwhile, Benny’s eyes lit up as he read through her notes.

“Wait, a robot that can fix electronics?”

“A Mimi-bot, then.” Jada smiled.

“Kind of.” Mimi shrugged. “Think about it. Every day, I get more clients than I can help because there aren’t any repair shops on our block, and the closest one is so expensive most of our neighbors couldn’t afford it anyway. There’s mad stuff I can’t even do because it’s above my skill level. But if every building like mine had just one robot that could help fix all their electronics, then we could keep our communities connected and modern.”

“I like the idea, but how does it work?” Jada asked.

“Okay, so I haven’t gotten the exact science worked out, but I was thinking—the thing that takes me the longest to figure out is what is wrong. Once I know, the solution is pretty straightforward, and if it’s not, I can find a fix online. What do you think of a robot that can scan electronics to find exposed wiring, faulty buttons, and missing parts? Like an x-ray for broken electronic parts?”

“Wouldn’t that take jobs away from people like you and your dad?” Benny asked.

“No, it would just make the process more efficient. And it would be easier for more people to take up repair. The robot would figure out what to fix, but it would still be a person’s job to fix it. That could cut the time in half, at the very least—and cut down on mistakes, too.”

“Boom. That’s money,” said Benny as he high-fived Los.

“You’re scary smart, you know that, Mimi?” Jada asked.

Mimi blushed and looked over at her backpack. It wasn’t exactly her idea, but she couldn’t tell her friends about Dot-E. They’d freak out.

“How do we get a robot to do that, though, fam?” Los asked.

“Well, that part I’m not sure about yet. But I’m thinking a mixture of x-rays and AI tech,” Mimi said. Too bad Dot-E hadn’t come with an instruction manual.

“I’m sure we can figure it out,” Jada said. “How can we help?”

Mimi was taken aback. She had gotten used to doing everything herself; for a second, she forgot that they were working on this together. But she was glad to have a team. This was going to be a tough assignment, and Mimi could use all the help she could get.

“First up is getting an x-ray scanner. Luckily, I know where we can get a busted one,” Mimi said.

“Let’s gooooo!” Los yelled. Mimi was filled with warmth as they all laughed and finished their lunch together. She was afraid to give in to this feeling, because she was scared it would get taken away again, but having her friends back, even if it was just for a little while, made her happier than she’d been in a long time.
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After school Mimi, Jada, Benny, and Los headed to E-Perez. It had been a long time since they walked down the street from school together. But Mimi fell right back into the groove of things, laughing at Los’s clumsy ClipTok dances and Benny’s wild-brained moneymaking ideas. They made their way through the chilly Brooklyn afternoon, and when they reached her dad’s old shop, the gate was still swinging wide open. Mimi snuck off to the side of the shop as her friends walked into the store. She opened up her backpack and peeked inside.

“How you doing in there?” Mimi whispered.

“Dot-E,” said the robot in an annoyed tone. The robot had been in her bag for hours now. Mimi felt a rush of guilt. Dot-E deserved better than to be shoved in next to Mimi’s pan con salami. She wasn’t surprised that Dot-E was annoyed. Plus, Dot-E was probably desperate to get back to scanning for Aa-Mee.

“We’re gonna get this piece we need real quick and then we’ll get back home and you can keep searching for Aa-Mee. I promise,” Mimi said.

Dot-E looked at her with one big eye. Mimi could practically hear the words If you say so.

Mimi closed her backpack and ran inside. Her friends were looking around aimlessly.

“What exactly does this thing look like?” Los asked.

“There’s an x-ray tube somewhere in here. Looks kinda like this.” Mimi took her phone out and AirDropped the picture of their target: a small metal housing, about the size of a football. Her dad had found the tube in a junkyard once and was determined to learn how it worked. José liked to be prepared for any kind of equipment repair ask.

“I have no idea where it could be, so just look everywhere. But be careful not to break anything.”

“Um, no offense, but everything here is already broken,” Los said.

“Don’t break it more.”

They began their search. There were piles upon piles of machine parts. Some were stacked neatly on surfaces, but most had ended up on the floor after Dot-E’s crash landing. For the next hour, Mimi and her old friends searched everywhere for any part that looked like it came from an x-ray machine. Los spent most of that time doing fake dunks with a broken alarm clock, a broken coffee bean grinder, and a broken lamp. “Knicks point guard Los Diaz is on fire!” he announced. Mimi completely forgot about their mission when Benny started recording a ClipTok of Los, pretending to be Godzilla, running into a scrap pile like it was a giant building. Jada and Mimi shared a belly laugh, applauding as Benny and Los took exaggerated bows.

“It’s nice to hang with you again, cuz,” Jada said.

Mimi smiled. It was nice to see her cousin and laugh with Benny and Los. It was nice to not worry so much about everything else going on in her life and just…be a kid.

“Is this it?” asked Benny. He held the x-ray piece in his hands. It had been hiding deep in one of the scrap piles Los knocked over.

Mimi’s backpack began to vibrate, but before she could react, a loud noise came from inside.

“Dot-E!” yelled the robot.

Uh-oh. Mimi’s eyes went wide as she tried to play it off, whistling as she picked up a random metal part.

“What was that?” Jada asked.

“What was what? I didn’t hear anything,” Mimi said. She felt Dot-E getting angsty in the bag. The robot was jerking around, trying to find an exit. Mimi felt drops of sweat on her forehead, her chest tight with anxiety.

“Why is your backpack dancing again?” asked Benny.

The robot shot up inside Mimi’s backpack, jerking her backward.

“Yo, is she possessed?” Los asked.

Then the point of no escape: Dot-E pulled against the confines of the backpack, the straps digging into Mimi’s armpits. Her feet dangled a few feet off the ground as the backpack carried her toward the center of the room. She was levitating! There was no covering this up.

A green light burst out of every seam in Mimi’s backpack. Just for a moment, Jada, Benny, and Los were frozen in place. But then they sprang into action, running after Mimi and trying to get her down any way they could. Grabbing at her shoes, attempting to pass her something to hold on to.

“What’s happening?” Jada yelled.

“Mimi is Iron Man!” Los said.

“Should I be recording this for ClipTok?” Benny asked.

“NO!” Mimi yelled. “Dot-E, you made your point. Put. Me. Down!”

“Who is Dot-E?” asked Los as Mimi finally floated back to the ground.

Dot-E was still shivering inside, and it might take Mimi on another ride if she wasn’t careful. Or worse, burst out of the backpack altogether.

“We’re gonna have to start a FundMeFriend for an exorcism.” Los shook his head.

Jada sucked her teeth and threw Los an annoyed look.

“You okay, Mimi?” Benny asked softly.

Mimi wasn’t sure how they were gonna react. Maybe they’d be so freaked out, they’d stop wanting to work with her altogether, and things would go back to how they were just a few days ago: lonely, miserable, hopeless. But there was no way out of this one. Mimi took a deep breath, then took her backpack off.

“Promise me you won’t freak out?” Mimi said as she opened the zipper to her backpack.

The robot’s big eye popped out of the bag.

A collective “Yooooooooo!” echoed in the shop.

“Give me one sec and I’ll explain everything,” Mimi said, and opened her backpack all the way. The robot looked up at her, its one eye narrowed in annoyance.

“I know, I know. I kept you in there too long. I’m sorry! I have a plan to help you, I promise, and this is all part of it. But I have…another favor to ask?” Mimi cringed.

Dot-E beeped low and menacing.

Mimi put both hands up. “Don’t melt me,” she said.

“What is that?” asked Los behind her.

Mimi turned around and saw all three of them trying to get a peek. “Can you guys back up? Trust me, it’s for your own good.”

Los, Jada, and Benny exchanged looks and took two big steps back. Mimi turned back to the robot. “They’re friends—like me.” Mimi pointed at her orange scrunchie, still around her wrist. “And I’m gonna have to tell them about you since I just went flying through the room. But they’re gonna help you, too, okay? One of them is even family.”

“Fam-leeee,” Dot-E said softly.

Mimi nodded. The robot hovered over slowly as Mimi stood up. Dot-E hid behind her leg and stared at the three kids.

“Guys, this is Dot-E. Dot-E, this is Jada, Los, and Benny.”

“Dot-E!” the robot responded.

Los put his fists up in a fighting stance. Benny’s jaw dropped. And Jada looked at Dot-E curiously.

“Whoa,” Jada said. “What is that?”

“An alien—robot—thingy. I think.”

They sat on the cold shop floor together as Mimi told them how she’d found the robot, Dot-E close by her side. She told them about the crash, sneaking around at school.

“So that whole explosion they’re saying was a storm or whatever was really an alien crash?” Benny’s voice squeaked, his voice getting louder with each word.

“Tell the whole neighborhood, why don’t you!” Los hissed. “You know people are always listening.”

Mimi nodded. “It’s true, though, this whole thing is a massive cover-up.”

“No wonder our commercial has so many views—the Pentagon has probably seen it by now!” Benny threw his hands up.

Jada shook her head. “We should take it down. Why in the world would you come back here, Mimi? If you know they were looking for Dot-E, that means they probably have this place under surveillance.”

“The video’s monetized—take it down? Are you serious?” Los asked.

“That’s your concern? Did you hear what I just said?” Jada asked.

Los shrugged.

Benny scooted closer to get a good look at Dot-E. “What if we submit this thing to the competition? Game over, it’s a wrap.”

Mimi put both hands up, her face serious like her mom’s when she was about to get in trouble. “Absolutely out of the question. We can’t tell anyone about Dot-E. We don’t know what those agents want to do. They might hurt it or tear it apart. You guys have to promise.”

Her friends nodded in agreement.

“Do you think they found the other robot?” Jada asked Mimi.

“I doubt it. Aa-Mee is hiding right now. Dot-E is scanning the city trying to find it. I think it might be, like, this robot’s parent or something. We have to try to help it,” Mimi said.

“The chances of us finding it before the feds are not good,” Jada said. “But we’ll try.”

“We will?” Benny asked. Jada and Los both shoved him at once, so he fell backward.

The sound of tires hitting gravel came from outside, and all five of them froze. Mimi peered through a gap in the boarded-up windows. A black car was pulling up out front.

Mimi turned to the robot. “Dot-E, hide!”



[image: Chapter 9]


There was a corner of the shop, tucked in shadows, with a small slot for people to drop off their electronics through a metal flap. Mimi used to open it and watch for her mom, just two little eyes peeking out from the rectangular hole.

Now, as the sleek black car pulled up, Mimi made sure Dot-E was well hidden in its sphere form before she put it in a box under a pile of stuff, where it looked like one more broken electronic device. She watched from her old hiding place, the GMMC crowded in behind her.

“What’s happening?” Benny asked in a heated whisper.

“Is it Fart Face?” asked Los, referring to Agent Gallo.

“Yeah, it’s him. Now keep it down before they find us,” Mimi said. She turned back to watch the fed in the front yard of the repair shop.

Agent Gallo removed one of his gloves and pulled out his phone. He walked carefully around the front yard, his shoes wrapped in plastic. He looked down at the blue-and-orange dust collected outside the store.

“I do not trust the team with this delicate investigation,” Agent Gallo said into his phone. “Something was missed. It is in their human nature to arrive at the job methodically but never ask themselves what is not seen. That takes a true leader, like myself.”

He went on like that for at least ten more minutes. Mimi’s legs started cramping.

“This guy really likes to hear himself talk,” said Jada.

“What do we do? I gotta get out of here. I’m claustrophobic, yo. You guys know that, right?” said Los.

“There’s no other way out except the front entrance,” Mimi whispered. “We can’t risk moving—he’ll see us and catch Dot-E. Los, just close your eyes and pretend you’re on City Island.”

“Good call,” said Los, eyes already closed. Benny and Jada shook their heads.

Outside, Agent Gallo took pictures from every angle. He sifted the dust through his hands, creating a colorful tiny cloud when the wind picked up.

“If the creature does communicate with colors, then why is this particular site the only one with a blue-and-orange pattern?” Agent Gallo logged. “Could there be more than the two creatures unaccounted for in Brooklyn? Could this be an invasion?”

Agent Gallo turned toward the shop.

Mimi looked at her friends. “He’s coming this way!” she whispered in a panic.

Los’s eyes flew open. “What are we gonna do?”

“Come on, I know a place where we can hide. Hurry!” Mimi led her friends, all crouched down in a row like ducklings, as quickly as she could. They made their way toward the place where she’d hidden on the worst night of her life, a place she had hoped never to go back to again. The place she’d been when her dad was taken away.

Before they could get to the hiding spot, something tumbled from the corner and they all turned toward the door, waiting for Gallo to walk through—but he didn’t. Instead, Mimi saw Dot-E rolling right toward the door.

“Why is it going toward Fart Face?” asked Benny in a panic.

“Dot-E,” tried Mimi. But the robot just continued toward the door (and Agent Gallo), its antenna sparking.

“Do something,” Jada said.

“We’re done, we’re done,” Benny said.

“Dot-E, please!” Mimi called.

The robot turned, doing a little jump of surprise as if it hadn’t realized they were there. Mimi wondered if its antenna was affecting its senses somehow. Dot-E’s radar scanned the room, furniture and every broken piece lying around, just as the door handle started to jiggle.

Benny was right: They were done.

Mimi scrambled toward Dot-E on all fours. But Dot-E didn’t seem scared. Instead, it projected a scene around its own small metallic body and was invisible. No, not invisible, thought Mimi, but camouflaged. The door handle jiggled again. If she squinted, Mimi could see the wavering lines of the hologram re-creating the environment around Dot-E, but if you weren’t looking for one very small figure, it would be as good as invisible.

“Sick,” said Mimi, her eyes wide with excitement. Dot-E came closer to Mimi and did a little hop in front of her.

“Uh…” Mimi didn’t know what the robot wanted, so she did a sad little crouched-down hop in response.

Agent Gallo tried the door handle one more time.

“Bro, we don’t have time to be doing invisible jump rope,” Los whispered.

Dot-E rolled into Mimi.

“Come on,” Mimi said. She started moving toward the closet.

But Dot-E zoomed in front of her and crashed into her again. And again. It kept rushing around Mimi, keeping her away from the closet. They were all in the middle of the shop, and Gallo would get in any minute if he continued to force the doorknob.

“I don’t understand what you want!”

“Mimi, let’s go!” Jada said.

Dot-E tried again, hopping up three times, kind of like Paco’s grandkids did when they wanted him to pick them up.

“Oh! You want me to pick you up?” She reached out, and Dot-E cooed “Dot-E” as Mimi scooped it into her arms.

Mimi felt a warm breeze all around her, and the same wavy lines from Dot-E’s hologram surrounded them. When she looked at the window of the store, expecting to see her own reflection, she saw nothing. Mimi and her friends were all invisible. Dot-E had hidden them.

Agent Gallo kicked the door open, dust and splinters flying everywhere.

Mimi and her friends froze. She really hoped this camouflage thing worked. The agent walked around the store slowly. Mimi, Jada, Benny, and Los stood still as statues in the middle of the room. Please, please don’t notice us.

Agent Gallo paced closer and closer. Their hearts almost stopped, and they didn’t dare breathe—he was standing less than a foot from them. They could reach out and touch him.

Mimi watched, horrified, as Gallo took another step toward them. Just as he was about to walk into her, a pile of junk collapsed across the store. Gallo’s head whipped toward the sound. While he was distracted, Mimi and her friends silently inched away.

Agent Gallo held his phone up to his mouth. “I told the team to approach the site carefully, but they rushed in like animals in hopes of being the first one to spot an extraterrestrial creature.”

Mimi held on to Dot-E even tighter.

Agent Gallo made his way toward the wall and moved a big piece of wood aside, revealing the store’s hidden closet.

“Secret compartment—another item not cataloged in the initial search. Could this be connected to the invasion?” Agent Gallo recorded.

CREAK. Agent Gallo snapped his head toward the sound. He pulled his gun out, aiming it at every corner of the shop. Mimi’s heart felt like it was going to pop out of her chest. She felt her friends tense up behind her. She thought of her mom and dad. Why did she come back here?

Slowly, after what felt like decades, Agent Gallo lowered his gun. Mimi closed her eyes in relief.

“Reminder to set up a base camp at E-Perez Repair and monitor local chatter. My gut senses something. And my gut is never wrong,” Agent Gallo said into his phone.

He picked an item up off her father’s old desk, something even Mimi had forgotten about. The picture José always kept beside him of her as a baby, the one he said helped him work.

Agent Gallo sneered as he looked. He brushed some of the dust off and put it in his jacket pocket. Mimi took a step forward inadvertently, panic filling her heart. He couldn’t have that! That was hers—her memory. From behind her, Jada put her hand on Mimi’s arm reassuringly.

Before Mimi could stop him, Agent Gallo took one last disgusted look around what used to be her family’s pride and joy, then left.
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2. Identify and question any local civilians with information. The neighborhood has pushed back on our approach so far. We must gain their trust and infiltrate their rumor mill.
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A hidden compartment was located in the facility. With two unknown creatures yet to be found, we must exhaust every opportunity available. A further request for surveillance will also be submitted.

I have made myself available to my on-site superior, but I have been marginalized as part of “the science group.” I implore you, sir, to take my formal requests seriously.
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Night had fallen over Brooklyn, and Mimi was on the roof with Dot-E.

Ramona wouldn’t be home for a few more hours, so it was the perfect chance to search for Aa-Mee. As Dot-E scanned the sky, Mimi built them a fort. She had brought up an old laundry basket, two pillows, and a blue tarp. The fort would help them stay warm, and if Gallo found them, they could use it to hide.

Not that Dot-E needed help hiding. Agent Gallo’s surprise appearance at the shop was still stuck in Mimi’s head, playing on a loop like a nightmare ClipTok. Maybe her mom was right: The neighborhood was crawling with bad people—the feds—and she had to be careful. After tightening the rope holding the tarp taut, Mimi turned to Dot-E to show off her creation.

Dot-E looked, blinked, projected a thumbs-up emoji in the air, then turned back to its search. Mimi could tell it wasn’t too happy with her, but she was sure the search was also frustrating. Dot-E’s map of Brooklyn had grown inch by inch, but from what Mimi could see, Dot-E was running out of places to scan from here. Maybe her roof wasn’t high enough. And there was still no Aa-Mee.

Mimi had been messing up lately. She’d been keeping Dot-E away from her search, despite knowing how important it was. It wasn’t fair to keep the robot in her backpack all day. Even if Mimi’s plan did include Dot-E, she had to let the robot do things on its own terms.

“I’m so sorry, Dot-E. I haven’t been a very good friend. I keep losing track of time, and I know it’s not comfy being in my backpack. It probably smells foul in there, and I—” Mimi cut herself off. The right words for an apology were not coming.

After a few moments without a response, Mimi dropped her head, taking deep breaths to keep from crying. She wasn’t good at this. After all, the reason she’d pushed away Jada, Benny, and Los in the first place was because she didn’t want to talk about her feelings. She didn’t know how to fix a friendship, and she wasn’t always the best at thinking of others and their points of view. She realized that now.

Something gently nudged Mimi’s shoulder, and she looked up to see Dot-E hovering beside her.

“Can we start over? I promise I’ll try to do better,” Mimi said. “I can’t promise I’ll be perfect, because I am only twelve after all, and my teachers always say if I’m not careful I can really be a menace sometimes, but…I’ll try.” Mimi smiled hopefully at Dot-E.

The robot’s hologram projected a happy face emoji, turning Mimi’s smile into relieved laughter.

“We’ll get Aa-Mee back, don’t worry. My dad and your family.”

Dot-E beeped happily and nestled closer to Mimi.

“You would like him a lot. He can fix anything. Taught me everything I know,” Mimi said, her eyes lighting up as she talked about Papi. “He was so funny, too. Look.”

Mimi pulled her phone out and went to an album labeled Pa’s Greatest Hits and surrounded by heart emojis. She opened a video of her dad in a T-shirt with a large tiger face on it. They watched together as José puffed his belly in and out to make it look like the tiger was alive. Mimi’s and Ramona’s giggles came from off camera as José made a fearsome face that somehow looked more funny than scary.

“It’s like…corny-dad-jokes funny,” said Mimi bashfully as Dot-E looked at her, its head cocked to the side in confusion. “But they were funny to me.”

Dot-E scanned the phone, and a hologram of José appeared beside them, doing the same thing he was doing in the video.

Mimi jumped up, her hands on her head as she circled her dad’s hologram. “Whoa! This looks real!”

It felt like he was right there with them, and Mimi wanted so badly to wrap her arms around him. To hug him so tight, never to let anyone or anything take her dad away again. It was just a hologram, but it was the closest she’d felt to Papi in months. She wiped a tear away from her cheeks and laughed.

“Dot-E, you’re incredible, you know that?”

Mimi’s phone pinged just then; it was her mom.

Did you have a nice day at school today? Ramona had texted.

“Uh-oh,” Mimi said.

“Uh-oh,” mimicked Dot-E.

Claro que sí, Mami. Had a great day, Mimi wrote back, cringing the entire time as she did. She’d gotten the hang of lying, but she still wasn’t used to the guilt.

I’ll be home soon. Make sure the window is closed, it’s cold out tonight, Ramona said.

Mimi shivered. It sure was. See you soon, Mimi sent back. She waited a few moments, and when her mom didn’t text again, she slipped her phone into her jacket pocket and shook her whole body to get the icky feeling off her skin.

Dot-E projected a sad face emoji in the air and tilted its head to the side. Mimi nodded, sniffling as she did.

“Yeah, I’m sad.” She shrugged.

Dot-E scanned Mimi’s phone, going through her music and selecting a playlist labeled Happy Music. A merengue song floated out of the phone’s tinny speakers. Mimi got up and started dancing, the way she’d learned to in her living room with her mom and dad. They’d laughed and taken turns showing her how to spin and shake her hips to the music just right.

Dot-E began mimicking Mimi’s moves perfectly, and soon, they were having a full-on dance party. Mimi couldn’t stop laughing as Dot-E spun and shook, a determined dance face painted on. They danced and danced, as the first snow began to fall around them, covering Brooklyn in a soft blanket of white.
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“I’m telling you, there’s some Men in Black–type stuff happening,” Ali said to the stool guy before school the next morning.

“I thought one of them was in my bathroom this morning,” Stool Guy said as he took a bite of his bacon-egg-and-cheese.

“What was it?” Mimi asked, alarmed.

“Oh, just my reflection in the mirror again,” Stool Guy replied between bites.

Ali narrowed his eyes at him and turned back to Mimi. “Listen, they set up a camp at your pops’s old place. And they took over the empty lot on Twelfth Street, too. There’s a guy with wicked witch eyes who keeps stopping everyone and asking questions.”

Agent Gallo is everywhere.

It was all anyone was talking about this morning. Mimi had stopped to get some breakfast Takis before class, and she got sucked into the whirlwind of neighborhood gossip. Apparently, the men in black were convinced there were answers to be found on her block.

“They’re looking for something, and it ain’t weather related or whatever they said on the news,” Ali declared. “They got all kinds of machines reading the ground, testing blue dust. The guy, wicked witch eyes? He looks mad. It gives me a bad feeling—he looks like the type to set everything on fire if it doesn’t go his way.”

Mimi looked at the clock: already 7:10. “Shoot, I’ve gotta go or I’m gonna be late again. See ya!” Mimi took her Takis and ran to school, thinking of Ali’s words about Gallo being the type to burn everything down. She had a bad feeling he was right.

A black car drove past Mimi, and she pulled her winter hat down lower, trying to make herself as invisible as she could.

At the middle school’s gate, two black cars were parked outside. Mimi instinctively reached for her backpack. She felt her school stuff, but no metallic sphere. Her heart plunged, until she remembered Dot-E was safe in its rooftop shelter back home.

Mimi melted into the crowd walking into the school, trying not to draw attention. She glanced at the black cars and was relieved to see they were both Ubers. Some of the wealthier kids got dropped off in those extra-large black cars. At least Mimi was safe at school; there was no way the feds were interested in kids. For now, she thought.

During lunch, she met up with her robotics team to figure out what they would be presenting for the first round of the competition. But she couldn’t stop thinking about Dot-E. Was it okay? What if it left? Or someone noticed? What if Agent Gallo saw it? Maybe leaving it on the roof was a mistake.

“Hey. You with us, cuz?” Jada asked.

“Huh?” Mimi responded.

“You’ve been pacing around for the last fifteen minutes,” Jada said.

“It’s…nothing,” Mimi lied.

Jada went back to the laptop. She was the fastest at typing and had been preparing their report. The first round of the robotics competition was a written proposal of what their robot would do, how it worked, and how it would benefit society.

“We’re missing your part, Mimi,” Benny said. “You’re the wizard who can speak to how it works. We wrote everything else—added the photos and even included some links for reference. It looks good, we just need the actual science stuff.”

Mimi slumped into a chair. The robotics competition was important, but Dot-E had to find its family as fast as possible. If the robot didn’t, it would be Mimi’s fault. It was just too hard to focus right now.

“What’s going on, cuz?” Jada asked.

Mimi thought about answering. Maybe she didn’t have to bear the weight of this all by herself…but she didn’t want to be a burden. She didn’t want to scare them away again. She could handle this on her own. “Nothing. It’s okay,” Mimi said.

Jada crossed her arms. She stared down her cousin for a few excruciating seconds.

“Benny, do you remember when we ran away from a United States federal agent?” Jada asked.

“For sure,” Benny responded. “Fart Face and the shiniest shoes I’ve ever seen.”

“Los, do you remember being made invisible by a tiny, adorable cyclops robot?” Jada arched an eyebrow.

“I do. It was wild. Top-five moment of my life,” Los added.

“And yet here we are,” Jada said with a smile.

“You can’t. Get. Rid. Of. Us.” Los emphasized each syllable with exaggerated poses.

“But…I just…don’t want to be annoying, you know? The whole Dot-E thing is already a lot on top of everything from before,” Mimi mumbled. She couldn’t meet their eyes.

Los, Benny, and Jada exchanged looks.

Benny took a deep breath. “We know we might’ve been kinda weird when everything happened with your dad,” he began.

“Sorry about that,” Jada continued.

“But it was just because we didn’t know what to say. It was mad awkward,” Los finished.

“I get that,” Mimi said. And she did, she guessed. Sometimes she didn’t even know what to say about it, so she couldn’t imagine someone else trying to. Maybe she’d been too hard on her friends. Maybe she had misunderstood them.

“So. Stop thinking we’re gonna run away. We’re not, just trust us.” Jada looked solemnly into her eyes.

Mimi took a deep breath. “Okay, I’ll try.”

The four friends shared small smiles.

“You can start by telling us why you’re in zombie mode,” Jada said.

Mimi sighed. “Fine, I’m worried about Dot-E. It’s scanning for Aa-Mee on my roof every night, but I’m worried it’s not high enough to get a full scan or something. It seems stuck. Plus, with Gallo sniffing around, it’s too risky for Dot-E to be shooting its laser all the time.”

“I know!” Los snapped his fingers. “Let’s go to Battle Hill! It’s the highest natural point in Brooklyn.”

“What? Nah,” Benny said.

“Look it up!” Los crossed his arms.

The whole time Mimi had known him, Los had proudly collected random Brooklyn facts in his brain. He knew that the hot dog was probably invented here, the first credit card was used in Flatbush, the teddy bear was a local toy invention, and the Brooklyn Bridge actually moves in the winter.

“Did you know that twenty-one elephants once crossed the Brooklyn Bridge to show that the bridge was safe?” Los said.

“Bro, how is that going to help us right now?” asked Benny.

That particular fact wasn’t going to help them at all. But that didn’t stop Los from launching into a full-on monologue about it. Mimi had to make sure Los and Paco never met.

“Guys! Let’s just go to Battle Hill,” Mimi interrupted. “It’s worth a shot.”

“What, right now?” Jada asked. “There’s still three more classes to go.”

“By the time we get Dot-E, get there, and set up, it’ll be pretty much nightfall. And I only have so much time before my mom gets home,” Mimi said. “So I guess we’re ditching school.”

“Yes!” Los said.

Now they just needed a plan.
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Mimi had left school early more than a few times in the past few months. It was kind of her new (not-very-good) thing. A four-person sneak-out operation presented different challenges, though.

“Too bad we don’t have Dot-E to hide us,” said Los.

“We just have to hide in the bathrooms near the gym exit till the warning bell rings. Then we can walk right out,” said Mimi.

“Assuming nobody sees us,” said Jada.

“Trust me, nobody will be at that exit.”

“You know a lot about cutting school for a straight-A student,” Benny pointed out.

Mimi shrugged, but inside, she felt sick. She was so far behind she probably wouldn’t be getting straight As this term. Not even close.

“Just stick by me, and we’ll get out easy,” Mimi said.

They tiptoed past Coach Martin and slipped into the bathrooms near the gym exit. Just like Mimi had said. Easy.

“Don’t tell my mom,” Mimi told Jada as they snuck into the girls’ room.

“Yeah, because you’re way too good at this.” Jada shook her head.

They waited for the warning bell, and when it rang, they peeked out of the doors to make sure the coast was clear. The first thing Mimi saw was their guidance counselor Ms. Gutierrez’s frizzy red hair. Mimi scrambled back, almost knocking Jada over.

“What, what?” she asked.

“The coast is not clear,” Mimi said. Her phone vibrated.

There’s mad teachers outside the bathroom! Los said in their group chat.

So much for you being an escape expert, Benny wrote.

“Shoot, now what?” Jada whispered.

Mimi chanced another look outside. Benny was right: Ms. Gutierrez, Mr. Baez, and a few other teachers had gathered around chatting.

I have a plan, Los wrote. Wait for my signal.

“Uh-oh,” Mimi said, looking at Jada.

“Should we really be leaving this up to Los of all people?” Jada asked.

Mimi thought for a second. As much of a clown as Los was, he was also smart. And he deserved a chance to prove he could do it. “Let’s trust him,” Mimi said.

Jada just shook her head. She and Mimi stood in silence, listening intently. Waiting.

Finally, someone screamed outside.

“Is that the signal?” Jada asked, right as an even louder “AYE YO!” rang through the halls.

“No—that is. Let’s go!”

Mimi grabbed her cousin’s hand, and they dashed out into pure chaos. The sprinklers had gone off overhead, teachers were running for cover, and Los and Benny were holding the door open, signaling for them to hurry. Mimi and Jada almost slipped a few times, laughing hysterically as they made their escape from school. The moment they were through the exit, Los threw something inside and firmly closed the door.

“What was that?” Benny asked.

“Stink bomb,” Los said with a smirk.

“But won’t that make them leave the building?” Mimi asked.

Crap. They were about to make a run for it just as the double doors they’d escaped through burst open.

Standing right in front of them—tall, bald, and with the look of someone who had definitely just smelled a stink bomb—was Agent Gallo. He held a handkerchief up to his nose and coughed. He hadn’t noticed the four kids on the landing with him, who were all shocked into silence.

“It’s the fed,” Los whispered, his voice cracking.

“Shut up!” Benny said, elbowing him in the side.

Agent Gallo looked down slowly and sneered. “Shouldn’t you be inside?”

“Ummm,” Jada said, scrambling for an excuse. But Agent Gallo wasn’t looking at her. His eyes were pinned on Mimi.

“You wouldn’t have anything to do with the prank in there, would you?” he asked.

“Us? No way. We were just trying to get to class. In fact, we’re late!” Benny said, pulling Los and gesturing for the others to follow him.

“You’re going the wrong way,” Agent Gallo called.

But Mimi and her friends didn’t answer. They kept running toward their block, not looking back. Even so, the whole time, Mimi felt Agent Gallo’s eyes burning on them. What was he doing at school?

After picking up Dot-E, the friends headed over to Battle Hill. As Mimi had predicted, by the time they got the robot, stopped for snacks for Los, took a pee break for Jada, and rode the always-late train to Battle Hill, the sun was already setting. They found a secluded spot that overlooked the city, surrounded by trees.

Once they were sure it was safe, Mimi took Dot-E out of her backpack and gently set it down.

Dot-E transformed from its sphere form and looked around.

“Dot-E!” the robot exclaimed.

The view from the park was perfect. The robot’s antenna popped out, and the hologram scan of the city started growing in all directions almost immediately.

“If you could sell this hologram stuff, we’d be millionaires,” Benny said. He turned to Dot-E. “I bet it’s pretty normal where you’re from, though…. Where are you from, anyway?”

Dot-E stopped scanning and looked at Benny, head tilted.

“Yeah, where exactly are you from, Dot-E?” Mimi asked.

Jada, Benny, and Mimi were sitting on a thick blanket with a Knicks logo on it, snacks spread out, hot chocolate in their hands. “Watch the blanket with those drinks, it’s vintage,” Los said while he stood next to the robot, watching its every move. Dot-E projected a hologram of a green planet. It zoomed in closer, and Mimi saw that the planet was lush with greenery and crystal clear waters. Silver rockets raced through the forests and birds of every color swirled in the sky.

“Where is this place?” Mimi asked in awe. She stood up to get a closer look.

The hologram expanded to include nearby galaxies and the solar system. Mimi walked through it, and it was as if she were floating in space. Everything felt so real. Her friends got up, too, joining Mimi in this other reality.

“Why did you come here? Your home seems really cool,” Los said.

Dot-E emitted a low, sad beep.

“Did someone make you leave?” Mimi asked.

Dot-E shifted the hologram, and suddenly the galaxies were gone. Instead, the surface of the lush green planet was back. Mimi walked through it as if she were there. She could feel a warm breeze around her, smell the flowers; she could hear animals in the trees all around her. The change in atmosphere so stark from Brooklyn; Mimi had never felt anything like it.

“If you could sell this hologram stuff, we’d be millionaires,” Benny said as he took some selfies in front of the hologram.

And evil people would probably do anything to get their hands on it, Mimi thought, visions of the crash-site scientists flooding her mind.

A shadow covered Mimi suddenly, and she looked up. There was a giant alien spacecraft above her, a red light glowing with hostility. Then a laser shot straight at her. A large BOOM resounded, something exploding behind her.

“Ahh!” Los screamed, jumping out of the way as if forgetting none of it was real.

“Yikes, Dot-E that was so scary,” Mimi said.

Dot-E nodded and pointed at the hologram. “Dot-E.”

The vision changed to Dot-E zooming through rocky terrain, along with a yellow robot that looked just like it. The big spacecraft shot again. Boom! The yellow robot exploded into thousands of colorful particles.

Mimi’s hands flew to her mouth. In the hologram, Dot-E sped up as more robots exploded all around it. It looked like…like a war zone. Two more robots appeared.

“Aa-Mee.” Dot-E pointed. “Ee-Paa.”

“Ee-Paa?” Mimi asked.

Dot-E nodded. Aa-Mee and Ee-Paa must be its parents. Dot-E had lost its whole family escaping its home planet. What happened to Ee-Paa?

The hologram showed Dot-E reach its family. Aa-Mee activated what looked like a force field around all three of them as they kept fleeing. For a few moments, they seemed like they were going to be safe. But the onslaught of fire began to break the force field down, and all three robots were hit.

Mimi realized she wasn’t breathing. She took a slow, deliberate breath.

Dot-E had been through so much. This entire scene was awful, and Mimi had a bad feeling it was about to get worse. The three robots reached a clearing, their metal-like bodies interlocking until they became a single unit. It reminded Mimi of a Transformer, but smaller. Thrusters at either side of the super robot ignited, and they lifted off, making it off the planet.

When Dot-E got to that part of the vision, Mimi saw the energy gauge on its chest fill to a neon green, its whole body glowing with the serene light. Almost like the memory filled Dot-E with power.

“Oh, thank goodness,” Mimi said, even though she knew that Dot-E was clearly okay. But reliving their escape felt too real. Too painful. And even a bit familiar.

The next scene showed the robots approaching the moon at top speed, and suddenly they crashed violently into a satellite.

“No!” Mimi said, with her hands on her head. The robots were separated. Dot-E and Aa-Mee headed toward Earth while Ee-Paa floated farther into space. The hologram shut off. Dot-E looked at Mimi.

“Aa-Mee, Ee-Paa,” Dot-E said. The robot projected heart emojis like the ones Mimi had for her own papi in her phone.

Mimi wasn’t usually this much of a crier, but once again, she wiped tears away, before throwing her arms around Dot-E. She heard Benny, Jada, and Los sniffling beside her.

“I’m so sorry, Dot-E,” Mimi said as the robot hovered there awkwardly. She wasn’t sure if they had hugs where Dot-E was from, but it was all she could think to do after seeing the robot’s story.

Mimi felt other arms around her. She opened her eyes and saw that Jada, Benny, and Los had also joined the hug. Mimi didn’t realize until that moment just how much she had really missed the feeling of being held by the people she loved and trusted. They all pulled back and looked at the robot.

“When we do find Aa-Mee, will you have enough power to go back home if you don’t have Ee-Paa, too?” Mimi asked.

Dot-E looked down, then shook its head no. It displayed a new hologram with a super robot made from just Aa-Mee and Dot-E. The hologram showed the super bot sputtering as it tried to fly. With only two sets of thrusters, they only had enough power to leave Earth. Once it passed the moon, the super robot spun out of control, floating aimlessly off into space.

Mimi was silent, her mind racing for a solution.

“We have to figure out a way to get you home,” she told Dot-E. “It’s not safe here. I wish you could all stay with me, but this is the only way.”

Though she’d known all along that Dot-E had to leave, the reality of it made her heart ache. She didn’t want to say goodbye. Not again. Dot-E replied with a sad tone, and Mimi hugged it tight once more.

“It’s going to be okay, Dot-E,” she whispered. “I promise. We’re gonna find your family if it’s the last thing we do.”

“Find your pa-piiiii, too,” Dot-E struggled to intone, and Mimi laughed.

As the light of the moon shone bright above them, Dot-E’s hologram map of the city continued to grow. After canvassing several square miles with no sign of Aa-Mee, the robot took a break.

Dot-E looked around at Mimi and her friends and projected a smiley face emoji before putting on a small light show for them. Los added music to the festivities, and Benny kept taking selfies in front of the lights, reminding everyone how much money they were leaving on the table, as Jada and Mimi laughed and danced. They still hadn’t found Aa-Mee or hatched a plan for the robotics competition, but they were together. And they had the best night.
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Mimi had bad news. She had spent the entire night in her closet with Dot-E refining their presentation, and she found something the crew had missed: just how much money it would take to make the B-Kay Bot they had come up with for the robotics competition. Even with the used parts they could scrape together from her dad’s old shop, it would cost well over two thousand dollars. She thought about using the money she’d saved up to help her dad, but…it wouldn’t even cover half.

On their way to school the next morning, she broke it down for her team. But so far, they were fresh out of ideas.

“Why is everyone looking at us?” Mimi asked.

Two of the most popular girls, Jessica Fuentes and Katy Sohn, were pointing at them and whispering as they entered the school.

“Maybe they’ve finally come to their senses and want to ask us to sit with them at lunch!” said Los.

“Doubtful,” said Benny. “Did you see Jessica hit a hundred thousand followers on ClipTok? She doesn’t even know we exist.”

As they got closer to the whispering girls, Jessica approached them.

“Oh God, it’s happening,” squeaked Los.

Jada and Mimi rolled their eyes in unison.

“I saw those pictures you put up last night, with the planets or whatever,” Jessica said, looking at Benny. “They were cool. Is that, like, a filter?”

“It’s proprietary software,” Benny replied. “I can’t really get into it. We might have some buyers in Silicon Valley.”

“Uh, okay,” said Jessica. “But can we try it out after?”

Pictures? What pictures? Mimi pulled up Benny’s feed. He had uploaded selfies posed in front of Dot-E’s city and planet holograms. He couldn’t be serious. Mimi interrupted the popular girls and took Benny off to the side.

“I could kill you, Benny!” Mimi whispered fiercely. “This is a really bad idea. Do you remember Mr. Fart Face is creeping around the block?”

“Chill. I cut you-know-who out of the pics.” Benny was way too relaxed about this.

“That’s not the point!”

Mimi quieted as Quinton James, the guy who was voted Most Likely to Run for Congress in the last yearbook, walked up to Benny.

“Bro, how did you shoot those flicks with the space stuff in the back? It looked like you were there.”

Mimi shot Benny a death stare, but he just shrugged. “It was a…filter?”

“Yeah, it’s a beta testing thing, we aren’t allowed to talk about it,” Mimi said, dragging him away. If she ever figured out how to send Dot-E home, she might just send Benny to space, too.
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Later that day in the science lab, the crew presented their robot proposal to Ms. Wright, but Mimi still felt unsure about the whole thing. If they couldn’t afford the parts to build it, how were they supposed to make this work? Not to mention, something always broke when you were working on a new project. You never got things right on the first try. Which meant they’d need replacements, for sure. The odds of them winning were getting more hopeless by the second. At this rate, she’d never get her dad back.

“The B-Kay Bot?” Ms. Wright asked. She held their report in her hands and had skimmed it twice now.

“B-K, as in Brooklyn!” Los beamed. “I named it.”

Ms. Wright read the report one more time. “Pretty ambitious undertaking, I have to say.”

“We’re an ambitious group,” Benny said.

“The board will look these over, and we’ll let everyone know who made it to the second round by this afternoon,” Ms. Wright said.

“Dang, so we’re not a shoo-in?” Los said.

“Everyone finds out at the same time, Carlos. And just so you’re aware, y’all are facing some of the brightest minds in the city. Not to mention, building this kind of robot will require quite an investment. You better be ready for the challenge.” Ms. Wright gave them a serious look. “That being said, this is an idea that could really help people.” She smiled at them.

“Oh, we are ready. We got the brightest mind in New York City in our squad!” Benny squeezed Mimi in a bear hug.

One look at this scene and Mimi’s mom would say Este huevo quiere sal. Mimi knew Benny was trying to gas her up. And the reason was clear the moment they left the lab.

“I have an idea—and before you yell, just hear me out,” Benny said.

They were headed to the supply closet. Lately, the GMMC had been having lunch there with Mimi and Dot-E, which was nice. Mimi felt less lonely, and she wouldn’t be getting in trouble alone if she got caught.

“I already have a bad feeling about this, but what is it?” Mimi sighed.

“You saw how many kids asked about the pics with Dot-E’s hologram earlier, right?”

“It was at least ten,” Los said, holding up both hands.

“A few people asked me during art class, too,” Jada said.

“And me during math,” Mimi admitted.

“See? If we charged each of those kids, like, twenty bucks to take hologram Dot-E pics, we’d have enough money to pay for the equipment we need to make the B-Kay Bot!”

“Absolutely not, Benny!” Mimi said.

“Why not? It’ll only take, like, one, maybe two hours, max!”

“We could even double the price if it’s a video,” Jada added.

“I can’t believe you’re going along with this!” Mimi was frustrated. “Do you guys not see how scared Dot-E was before it knew you? How do you think it’ll act around a bunch of kids it’s never met?”

“Maybe it doesn’t have to actually meet them?” Los suggested. “We can hide it in a big box or something—cut a hole in it?”

“I’m not putting Dot-E in a box. It’s bad enough it was in my backpack all morning and its only break is lunch in the supply closet!”

“What if I promise you it won’t be a small space, it’ll be safe, and we can make all the money we need for the competition?” Benny asked. “Just…give me one hour. That’s all.”

Mimi let out a breath. On the one hand, she didn’t want to do anything to put Dot-E in danger. But on the other hand…they needed the money. And if she was going to enter—if she was going to find her dad or help repair Dot-E once they found Aa-Mee—they’d need even more.

They reached the supply closet, and Mimi let Dot-E out. It immediately transformed and began zooming around the room. Mimi and Jada sat down to eat their corner-store sandwiches while Los began to play with Dot-E.

The robot projected a hologram of every wild idea that Los shared. “A cat surfing on a subway train!” Los exclaimed.

An image of a furry cat above an elevated train materialized behind him, and he cackled. “While eating a pizza!” he added.

Dot-E scrunched its face and projected the scene, the sound of Los’s applause echoing in the closet.

“Don’t make too much noise, Los. We’re trying to hide out, remember?” Jada reminded him.

“My bad,” he said. He lowered his voice and kept thinking up progressively weirder scenes for Dot-E to depict.

Dot-E hopped back and forth as it created a castle made of doughnuts for Los. Benny took a photo and showed Mimi.

“Please don’t post that,” she said.

“With this, we can get the money we need. Guaranteed,” Benny said. “The people want it. Look at my DMs. Everybody wants the GMMC shine.”

Mimi looked at Benny’s phone, and indeed, everyone in their grade—and even some older kids—had asked Benny where he got that “cool new filter.”

“Fine. Just our lunch hour. But that’s it. And Dot-E better be well hidden, or you can say goodbye to your new PlayStation dreams.”

“Hey, I never said I was gonna get a new PlayStation with the contest money!” Benny protested.

“But you didn’t not say that, either,” Los pointed out.

“Whose side are you on, anyway?”

Benny and Los spent the next fifteen minutes setting up. A thick theater curtain for Dot-E to hide behind, a small opening to project through, a big white backdrop made of paper, and a sign that said: SELFIES $40, VIDEOS $60.

“I’ve texted everyone who DMed us,” Jada announced.

“Dot-E is in place,” Mimi said from behind the curtain.

“Okay.” Benny nodded. “Open the doors!”

Within seconds, a line formed outside the closet. They let in kid after kid, Jada collecting cold, hard cash from each one. Dot-E created selfies with realistic-looking dragons, transformed braids to Medusa snakes, and even made life-like re-creations of some famous people.

“Bad Bunny!”

“Beyoncé!”

The kids screamed at their idols come to life, and Los and Benny had to remind them that as real as they looked, it was just a hologram.

“This is better than any hologram I’ve ever seen,” said one kid.

Benny ran a tight ship. He had instructed Jada to let in one kid at a time, but not before taking their money. Then Benny snapped a picture or took a video quickly once the scene was set up. Then they exited, and the next kid was ushered in. They went through twenty students in just half an hour.

The whole time, Mimi made sure Dot-E was okay and didn’t get too tired—and wasn’t seen. But the robot seemed to be enjoying itself, hopping cutely with each whispered request from Mimi and softly cooing “Dot-E” every time a kid got a new selfie and started laughing (or in some cases, crying) from happiness. As long as Dot-E was happy and safe, that’s all Mimi cared about. She smiled as the little robot did its thing, and soon, the line had fizzled.

And they had a huge box of cash.

Jada closed the door as Mimi uncovered Dot-E. They all sat down to count, and when they were done, the friends looked at one another.

“Twenty-three hundred dollars?” Mimi was incredulous.

“Benny, man, you’re a genius!” Los cried.

Benny looked proudly at Jada, waiting for her reaction.

“Pretty impressive,” she said. He almost passed out.

“Now we can make a B-Kay Bot worthy of Dot-E,” Benny said.

“And we’re gonna win this thing.” Mimi held her fist out, and Benny gave her a pound before the friends gathered in a chaotic hug, laughing and excited to make their mark.
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In an attempt to investigate the prime suspect, I was forced to install the application named ClipTok on my work phone. The terms and conditions one must accept rival any data collection attempt from the bureau. The length of the document was astounding. I must admit I did not finish reading it, because time is pressing and I nearly fell asleep and slid off my chair.

One ClipTok from user the GMMC (moniker for one Get Money Marketing Crew) has one clip (duration fifty-seven seconds) utilizing advanced hologram topography. The colors pulsating in the back match the frequency recorded in the recent crash.

The suspects identified are as follows:

@Los_Los: After several hours studying his extensive posts, I have come back with an unnecessary amount of Brooklyn trivia. He is the most uncoordinated and the most noticeable in the considerable submissions of dance videos. What form of communication is this? Further investigation requested.

@Benny-GetsMoney: The entrepreneurial mind of the so-called crew. Everything out of his mouth, and, sir, it is a lot, circles back to a capitalist undertaking. Repeats the words get money constantly. Further investigation requested.

@Jada_Boss: Apparent leader of the group. She has the final answer to whatever bizarre idea the other members of the GMMC enterprise suggest. Rides a one-wheel electric skateboard. First cousin of the prime suspect.

@Mimi_Perez: Prime suspect. Daughter of José Perez, previous owner of E-Perez Repair, confirmed crash site of second UAP. Less information is gleaned from the videos about this young woman. She is in the background. Protective look at all times. Concerned with the angle of the video recording. Further investigation requested.

Advancing a request for further investigation of this group of minors.

END REPORT





[image: Chapter 13]


Two weeks had passed since the successful Dot-E photo shoot, and Mimi and the GMMC had spent their time divided between getting ready for the second round of the robotics competition and helping Dot-E try to find Aa-Mee. As extensive as its scan of Brooklyn had become—going so far as mapping out entire subway systems—there was still no sign of its family. Mimi was beginning to fear Aa-Mee wasn’t in Brooklyn at all.

The second round of the competition was in two days. The group had to bring in a working skeleton of their robot. A bare-bones version that showed their progress. More teams would be eliminated in this round, so it was important that they got the B-Kay Bot right.

They were cramped in Mimi and Ramona’s room, working on their robot. It was too cold to work on the roof, and as usual, Ramona wasn’t home.

“You think Agent Gallo is gonna be at school again tomorrow?” Mimi asked.

They still hadn’t been able to figure out what he was doing there, but Mimi knew it couldn’t be anything good.

“No idea. But if we don’t finish this tonight, we’re done. And you keep getting off track,” said Benny. Sharp, metallic smells wafted into the air as he soldered an arm onto the B-Kay Bot.

“Bro, move your leg,” said Los.

Benny was right. Mimi had been having a hard time focusing since the Agent Gallo encounter. She was always worried about what Dot-E would do when left alone, but she couldn’t keep the robot in her backpack all the time. And carrying a metal sphere out in the open was too suspicious. Mimi looked over at the robot. It was hovering next to Los, who, at some point, had become its favorite. After Mimi, of course. Thankfully, Dot-E hadn’t escaped to the roof again or burned the building down or anything. So that was good.

What wasn’t so good was Agent Gallo being everywhere.

Ali had mentioned him again: That guy who constantly cleans his shoes asked about your dad.

Paco told Mimi, Some guy with a face only a mother could love was asking questions like the last time a chupacabra was loose in New York.

Gallo was getting closer and closer, and it was only a matter of time before he got to her. Or her mom.

A knock on the door startled them. Dot-E went into orb form immediately. Mimi couldn’t help but think the men in black were right outside the door, ready to burst in. Her heart began to beat against her chest, fast and hard like it did whenever she thought about the night they took her dad away. Would these horrible feelings ever stop?

“Mimi, can you come out for a sec?” Paco said from the other side of the door.

Phew. It was only Paco.

“We’re really busy, Paco!” Mimi shouted back.

“Just for a second. I promise,” Paco said.

Mimi and the GMMC trio stepped out of the room hesitantly. They were sure they were about to get stuck in a Paco vortex of long stories. Instead, Paco led them to a spot that was usually filled with some enormous speakers. Paco had moved them, and now there was a spacious alcove.

“We thought you guys could use a new workspace,” Paco said. The alcove had a small bench, some seats, and a little table. It wasn’t huge, but it was still way roomier than where they had been working. Mimi and Ramona’s room was so filled with boxes, it was hard to breathe when it was just her in there, never mind her three friends and a robot in progress. It was also…kind of embarrassing if Mimi was being honest with herself. She hated living in that small room. She felt trapped, like she never had enough room for anything. This gift from Paco and Julia meant a lot to her.

“Thank you,” Mimi said, tears in her eyes. “I really appreciate this.”

“You need space to change the world,” said Julia with a smile as she placed a few snacks on the table. “Ramona told us what you are working on.”

Mom was actually listening?

“I got to tell you, Mimi, we were so impressed. We always knew you were smart, but you are a genius, niña.”

Mimi blushed, and her heart swelled as she noticed for the first time how warmly Paco and Julia spoke to her. She was always so paranoid about Paco asking for the rent, but when she really thought about it, most of the time he just wanted to tell one of his stories or check on Mimi and Ramona or offer them food. They really seemed to care about her, and Mimi was glad to have them. She might not love their room, but it wasn’t because of Paco and Julia.

The crew worked well into the night, Paco telling his long-winded stories and Julia refilling their drinks and snacks. They heard about Paco’s audition for the movie Maid in Manhattan (“I shook JLo’s hand!”), about how he almost threw the opening pitch at a Mets game (“I hit my funny bone that morning and couldn’t do it”), and about his refusal to close both his eyes when he sleeps. That last story made everyone laugh as Paco reached the ultimate heights of ridiculousness.

A tinge of sadness struck Mimi at that moment. She wished she could bring Dot-E into the room, bring her mom home from her long work hours, and bring her dad home to enjoy Paco’s wild tales.

Still, she was happy that for once she wasn’t trying to figure it all out on her own.
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“Mimi!” José’s voice crackled through her phone’s speakers. It had been weeks since their last video call, and Mimi missed her dad so much it hurt.

“Papi, hi! How have you been? I have so much to tell you.”

Mimi caught her dad up on her life. (Well, most of it. Obviously, anything about Dot-E was still a secret.) Mimi spoke so fast that her dad kept having to tell her to slow down. It was just that Mimi wanted to get everything out now because communicating with him was so hard. Who knew when they’d get this chance again?

She told him about the robotics competition. And how she was working with Jada, Los, and Benny, which he seemed really happy about.

“You need friends, Mimi. And they’re good ones. I’m glad you’re all together again. That’s how it should be,” José said with a soft smile.

She told him all about the B-Kay Bot and how they’d made it to the second round of the competition out of hundreds of entries.

“Round two is tomorrow,” she said. “Here’s our bare-bones robot.”

“Hmm, bring it closer to the screen.” José proceeded to inspect the B-Kay Bot with an expert eye. He suggested two small but brilliant fixes before the signal went out. She couldn’t wait to try them. Mimi was glad she got to speak to him, but she really wished he could be here now.
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Today was the day. It was officially round two of the Asimov Robotics Competition. For this round, entries were being assessed at many schools in the city. Mimi’s school was one of three in Brooklyn where judges were observing the works in progress. At least one team would be eliminated from each site, so the stakes were high. Mimi’s stomach wouldn’t stop churning.

Mimi and the GMMC crew were gathered in their usual spot in the supply closet, paying Dot-E a visit before their presentation. They were all pale and so nervous they could barely speak. Even Los—who almost never shut up—was just pacing around, a worried look on his face.

Dot-E made a disapproving noise, then flashed a yellow light in the air. The robot gently pushed Los, who was investigating an old fax machine, toward Benny and Jada. Dot-E then hovered over to Mimi and nudged her closer to her friends, away from the corner where she had been fretting about all the mistakes they probably made that would get them eliminated. Dot-E wanted an audience; the robot had something to say.

Dot-E’s hologram projector popped out of its round body. Every nook and cranny of the supply closet started to glow. The abandoned old tech cluttered about turned orange. Mimi waved her arms in the air, and a trail of orange dust caught the light. Dot-E’s performance was beautiful.

The words B-Kay Bot were projected into the middle of the room. It looked like a huge neon sign, like the ones in Times Square. Then a flurry of emojis popped in the air. The strong arm and 100 sign emoji filled the air above the group of friends.

“I think Dot-E is giving us a pep talk,” Jada said.

“I think you’re right.” Mimi laughed.

Dot-E played an upbeat hip-hop song from Mimi’s Get Pumped playlist, bopping around the room to the beat. Nervous as they were, the kids couldn’t help but join in.

A hologram of a familiar picture appeared in front of them just then. It was a photo of Mimi on her dad’s lap as he fixed a remote control. Mimi’s heart swelled. The whole reason she loved to fix things was because of him. She knew he’d be proud of her for trying, for giving this her best shot. The memories of her dad filled her with a renewed confidence. Dot-E had known just what to do.

“Thanks, Dot-E,” Mimi said as the music faded.

“We’re gonna crush this!” Benny reached his hand into the middle of the group. “On three…”

They all put their hands in.

“Get! Money! Crew!” they all shouted, throwing their hands in the air.

Soon it was time for them to go up to the gym for their presentation. Mimi walked out first, head up in the air. After the pep talk from Dot-E, she felt unstoppable.
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Inside the gym, a judge’s table was set up, and two more teams from different Brooklyn schools were sitting in the bleachers with their respective robots. Mimi and her friends sat down.

The Fort Greene kids had a flat, Roomba-looking robot. Mimi couldn’t tell what kind of magic it performed, but it looked expensive. The finishing and all the buttons were shiny and polished. It looked way more complete than theirs, and Mimi’s heart sank. Mimi’s confidence took another small hit when she looked over at the Park Slope students. A group of four confident boys stood in front of their Excelsior machine. They looked as if they knew they had something special in store for the competition. Their smug faces couldn’t hide it.

“What the heck does the Excelsior do? Sounds fancy as hell.” Benny stared at the competition.

“Bet it’s a jet pack, bro,” Los said.

Ms. Wright strode through the gym’s double doors and approached the table of judges, which included a local scientist, a local news anchor, and two important people from the Liberty Science Center. She whispered something to them, and the local scientist nodded and…grabbed another chair?

“What’s going on?” asked Jada.

“Looks like maybe there’s one more judge,” said Mimi. Even with Ms. Wright in her seat, there was still an empty spot.

The click-clack of purposeful steps echoed through the hallway. Each one rang louder and louder. Mimi saw his shiny shoes first, his sneering expression second, and his bald head third. It was Agent Gallo.

Mimi’s heart lurched, and she immediately thought of Dot-E. What if Agent Gallo found her? What if he had heard them in the closet and already knew Dot-E was here? Mimi tried not to let the panic show on her face as a million thoughts ran through her head.

“Why is he here?” Los sounded freaked out.

“You know why. Just chill, act normal,” Jada said.

Mimi’s eyes went toward the gymnasium doors. Could she make an exit once Agent Gallo turned away from them? Doubtful—his eyes hadn’t left the four friends since he walked in.

No, the only move was to get through their presentation and not raise any suspicion.

“Hello, everyone, thank you for being here today,” Ms. Wright said. “Before we begin, an exciting announcement: We are pleased to have Agent Gallo as a special guest judge! He comes from the Department of Defense Research and Development division. He has a master’s in…you know what? It’s a long intro, and we don’t have all day. Kids, here’s Agent Gallo. New judge.”

There was polite applause from the two other teams, but Mimi, Jada, Los, and Benny just stared.

“Thank you, Ms. Wright. I agree that time is of the essence. Why don’t we start with the B-Kay Bot?” Agent Gallo said.

He smiled at Mimi, but it didn’t look genuine. It looked forced, like a smile your parents pressure you to do when you’re in a family photo. Behind the smile, Mimi could see anger in the agent’s eyes.

She turned toward her friends. Benny had a frozen grin on his face, and Los looked like he’d seen a ghost. But Jada wasn’t squirming at all. She was confident, and she looked her cousin straight in the eyes. “You got this.”

Mimi walked up to the judges’ table with the B-Kay Bot prototype. It was rough-looking, she could admit, and she caught the Park Slope team snorting at it. She placed the B-Kay Bot on a small table next to her, hands shaking, and cleared her throat. She had practiced their presentation a ton of times with her friends, with Ramona, and even three times in a row with poor Paco.

Still, Mimi was visibly nervous and rushed through her opening statements. “Using a mixture of x-ray technology and AI, the B-Kay Bot will be able to identify the problems in any electronic device,” Mimi began. “This would make it easier for—”

Agent Gallo interrupted her. “This x-ray technology that you’re using. Is it safe? Are there any possibilities of radiation when you come in contact with…” He looked down at the GMMC presentation. “The B-Kay Bot. Whatever that means.”

Of all the questions they had prepared for, this was not one of them. Mimi wracked her brain for a possible answer, but she hated the fact that he was right. They had not checked on the safety of this x-ray tube they had found lying around. Shoot. Agent Gallo was going to eliminate them in the second round.

Just when Mimi thought they were done for, Jada, Benny, and Los were suddenly by her side.

“Once manufactured, the B-Kay Bot would go through the proper health and safety checks,” Jada said. “This prototype is meant to demonstrate its function but would never be released to the public.”

“Yeah, what she said,” Benny added.

Mimi breathed a sigh of relief. She smiled at her friends. She was grateful they were here.

“Ms. Wright, can we go on with the presentation?” Mimi asked.

“Yes,” Ms. Wright said. “Let’s hold off all questions until the end.”

Agent Gallo bristled, and Mimi couldn’t help the smirk on her face. Mimi placed a beat-up digital alarm clock on the table. She gestured toward Jada, who turned on the B-Kay Bot. Benny pointed the x-ray tube at the alarm clock, and Los fired up the code on his laptop. On the screen, a burnt diode inside the clock glowed red.

“As you can see, the B-Kay Bot has identified the problem, and the digital alarm clock has started its journey to full health,” Mimi said with a smile. It was rehearsed to land like a joke, but Agent Gallo had sucked all the fun out of the room.

“Any questions?” Mimi asked.

“Impressive technology,” Agent Gallo said. He got up and circled the B-Kay Bot, leaning in for a closer look. “This was worked on by only you four students?”

“Like the rules say, sir,” Mimi replied.

“With no help? From an adult. Or maybe something else?” Agent Gallo asked.

Mimi felt her shoulders tense up. Something else. What does Agent Gallo know?

“Just our big ol’ brains,” said Los.

Agent Gallo went back and picked up their written report. He had circled a paragraph with his red pen and began to read aloud. “‘The B-Kay Bot will be able to identify the problems in any electronic device, making it easier and more cost-efficient for local repair people, or even the average person, to fix their devices.’”

Mimi nodded.

“Seems like you are giving people the tools to repair a device themselves. Which means you are putting what you call mom-and-pop stores in danger. Stores that hugely benefit the community. Stores like E-Perez Repair.”

The room fell silent. The line of questioning had changed from science to a personal attack on Mimi.

The mention of her dad’s shop brought back the image of her on his lap. The image Dot-E had projected in the room to fill her with strength. Her mom and dad had always told her not to back down from bullies. Agent Gallo was trying to intimidate her, but Mimi had a newfound strength in her, and three friends by her side. She knew just what to say.

“Sir, if you keep reading, you’ll see that we have taken that into account. The big companies that take over our neighborhood are a bigger problem. Any small repair businesses left aren’t on blocks like ours, anyway. One repair person could take care of the needs of one neighborhood for fifty percent less than these big companies charge. This would especially help the elderly, who sometimes have a hard time scheduling with larger companies that do everything online and have no human interaction, and adults who work long hours and can’t spare time off to repair something more than once,” Mimi said, thinking of her own clients and especially of her mother. She had one day a week to get errands done, if that, and rescheduling was close to impossible.

“You don’t want to throw away your perfectly fine sewing machine because of a broken motor? The B-Kay Bot got your back,” Benny said.

“With the B-Kay Bot, we could help families save money, time, and unnecessary headaches,” said Jada.

Ms. Wright stood up and gave the group a quick applause. She wanted to congratulate them, but also, it seemed to Mimi, to stop the awkward line of questioning. It must have been clear to everyone in the room that Agent Gallo had something against the GMMC.

“Excellent work. Park Slope, you’re up next,” Ms Wright said.

When the presentations were done, Mimi made sure Agent Gallo had left before she went to get Dot-E. He was becoming too much of a problem to ignore, and they had to move faster if they were going to save Dot-E from him. They had to find Aa-Mee.
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Mimi and her friends ran through the streets of Brooklyn, their backpacks bouncing as they dodged people on the crowded streets. After they’d successfully retrieved Dot-E, they left school and headed straight for the park. Mimi couldn’t shake the feeling that they were being watched by Agent Gallo, and she kept looking back every few feet.

“How did he know?” Los asked in a panic.

“He’s a fed man, he knows everything!” Benny said. “Are you sure going to the park’s the smart thing to do right now?” His eyes were wide with fear.

“Do you have a better plan?” Mimi asked.

“Benny’s right, Mimi. Maybe we should lay low for a while,” Jada said.

“Where? Agent Gallo probably knows where you all live by now, and he definitely knows where I live, where we all go to school, my dad’s old shop. There’s nowhere we can go that he can’t find us, so we might as well give Dot-E its best shot at finding Aa-Mee now and getting out of here,” Mimi said.

They finally reached Battle Hill, panting and out of breath. It was freezing, and not many people were around. They quickly hid by an underpass, checking to make sure Agent Gallo hadn’t followed them. When they were sure the coast was clear, they made their way up to the same hill as the other night. Mimi wasn’t sure if it was the cold or her fear, but she couldn’t stop shivering. She didn’t want her friends to get hurt, or Dot-E to get caught, and she hoped she was doing the right thing.

Dot-E went to work using its hologram technology to map the city, looking for Aa-Mee. The park was quiet, and the kids could hear the whirring of the robot’s motors as it worked.

“If this Agent Gallo knows so much, if he’s keeping such a close eye on us, I don’t think we can keep coming back here, cuz,” Jada said.

Mimi knew her cousin was right. They were exposed in the park—at any moment, someone could see the lights and alert Gallo. But then something miraculous happened. A pink dot briefly appeared on the hologram, and the kids all whooped in excitement.

“Is that Aa-Mee?” Mimi asked.

“Aa-Mee,” shouted Dot-E. They’d found it!

Los recognized the spot right away. “That’s Red Hook!” he said, pointing to the dot on the map.

The signal faded before they could get a clear fix on Aa-Mee’s location, but they finally had a direction to go in. They needed to come up with a plan to get to Red Hook and find Aa-Mee. A really good plan that did not include any Agent Gallo surprises.

“We’ll need to be careful,” Mimi said, her voice serious. “We have to make sure we don’t get spotted.”

The others nodded, their determination growing. They had come too far to give up now. They would do whatever it took to reunite Dot-E with its family.

With a renewed sense of purpose, the kids set off for Red Hook, their eyes fixed on the hologram and their hearts set on finding Aa-Mee.
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Snow fell all around them as they made their way to Red Hook. The whole way there, Mimi fought the urge to call her mom. If Ramona knew what Mimi was up to, she would send the National Guard, SWAT, and Channel One News to get her back home, so it was out of the question to call her, but still. Mimi was afraid. And she wished she could have her mother there with her.

“Are you guys seeing what I’m seeing?” Jada asked, stopping on her skateboard as the light changed and cars zoomed down the boulevard.

“Good call, that pizza shop looks good,” Los said.

“No, not pizza,” Mimi said, noticing a man across the street with dark shades who was staring right at them. There was a woman at the entrance of a dentist’s office wearing an earpiece and throwing subtle glances in their direction. Another person farther down the block, pacing and pretending to read a paper, was also communicating via earpiece.

They were being followed.

“It’s Gallo’s people,” Mimi said, looking around and trying to think fast. “Quick, get in the bodega and act natural.”

Her friends followed her into the corner store and to the fridge, where Mimi grabbed waters for them. She felt sick, like she might faint, but she couldn’t let her nerves get the best of her. Dot-E needed her right now. Her friends needed her.

“We’re being followed?” Los’s voice squeaked. Mimi handed them the cold water bottles.

She nodded at Los. “We need to split up. If we take different routes to Aa-Mee, hopefully we can lose them. Or at least spread them so thin they have to scramble. If anything happens, put it in the group chat.”

The others agreed. They figured out their escape routes. Mimi would take the subway, Jada would ride her skateboard, Benny would use the GMMC funds to rent an e-bike, and Los would take the bus.

“Mimi, are you sure you’ll be okay on your own with Dot-E?” Jada whispered.

“Yeah, I don’t like the idea of splitting up,” Benny said.

“They always split up in Scooby-Doo,” Los pointed out.

“But in pairs!” Benny said.

“We don’t have time to argue about Scooby-Doo, guys.” Mimi sighed. “I know the plan might not be perfect, but it’s the only one I’ve got.” She looked around at her friends. “Totally open to doing something else if you’ve got another idea, though.”

Benny, Los, and Jada exchanged looks.

“I’ve got nothing,” Los said.

“Same,” Jada said.

Benny shrugged.

“Don’t worry about me, I’ve got Dot-E and its invisibility powers if things get too sticky. And I’ve been through worse,” she said, thinking of her dad. “I’ll be all right.”

The four friends hugged.

“Be careful, prima,” Jada whispered as they left the store.

They all walked two blocks, then set off in different directions. From the corner of her eye, Mimi saw at least two adults scrambling to follow the kids, just like she thought they would. Hopefully, this caused enough confusion to give them some breathing room.

As she made her way to the train, Mimi pictured Jada flying over the uneven sidewalks, her heart racing as she weaved expertly through a sea of pedestrians all around her. And Benny cycling through the traffic on the clunky electric bike he had rented. She imagined him dodging cars, scooters, and even an angry dog as he went. He was probably scared, but he was also determined. He was not going to let the agents catch him. And Los…well, he had taken the bus. It wasn’t the most exciting way to escape, but it was the safest, and Mimi knew he was grateful for it. She tried to picture her friends being safe, escaping, and losing the agents, so that her knees would stop shaking. They had to be okay. She’d just gotten them back.

Mimi checked her surroundings as she got on the crowded subway. No agents that she could notice, but they could be hiding in plain sight. She had to stay vigilant.

As she switched trains for the third time, hoping to lose anyone on her tail, she squeezed by a guy holding a python, someone dressed as the Grinch, and a woman with a raven. Even if Dot-E came out from her backpack, the robot wouldn’t crack the top-five-weirdest-things-on-the-train list.

Finally, they reached their stop. Mimi’s heart pounded in her chest as she climbed the stairs of the Carroll Street station. There was nobody suspicious around her. Mimi kept walking toward Red Hook, and when she was sure nobody had followed her, she sprinted down the street. She imagined Agent Gallo behind her, that sour look on his face as he reached for her backpack, and she knew she had to be quick. She ducked into a small café, stomping the snow from her sneakers as she walked in. They had a bathroom—perfect.

“One small hot chocolate, please,” she ordered, then grabbed the bathroom key from the barista and went into the small restroom. It was, thankfully, clean. Pink tiles and the smell of cotton all around her, Mimi opened her backpack and let Dot-E out.

“Pal, we’ve got some bad guys after us,” Mimi explained.

“Dot-E,” the robot said, low and worried.

“It’s gonna be okay, I promise, but I need your help if we’re gonna find Aa-Mee. Is there any way you can, like…share Aa-Mee’s location with me? From your map?” Mimi asked. It was a long shot, but she wasn’t the best at directions. Right now, she was going off memory and a blurry picture on her phone, since Dot-E’s map was too big to photograph easily.

“Dot-E,” the robot said, and above its head, it sifted through what looked like thousands of Google pages until it landed on one: Bluetooth sharing. Mimi almost burst out laughing. Dot-E then made several small beeping noises in the direction of Mimi’s phone. Like magic, its map, with the glowing pink dot indicating Aa-Mee’s last known location, was right on her screen.

“Thank goodness for Bluetooth.” Mimi sagged with relief.

“Dot-E?” the robot intoned sadly. Above its head, it projected a frowning emoji and a question mark.

“I’m not sad, just…a little nervous.” Mimi tried to put on a brave face for Dot-E. She didn’t want to worry it even more. “We’re gonna find Aa-Mee and get you home. Okay? You won’t have to be in my backpack much longer.” Mimi smiled softly at her new friend. If they managed to pull this off, she was really gonna miss Dot-E. Mimi checked in with the group chat—her friends were still safe. She shared her location with them and told them she was okay, too.

Almost there, she texted them.

Then she put Dot-E back in her backpack and exited the bathroom.

Mimi grabbed her hot chocolate and left the warm, cozy café. Where before there had been heavy foot traffic, this part of Brooklyn felt eerily isolated. Snow continued to fall in thick sheets all around them, making the city look like a wonderland. It was quiet—way too quiet. Mimi swore she could hear her heart thumping through her coat.

Walking deeper into Red Hook, they passed huge industrial sites of buildings that had been demolished or converted into expensive stores, much like the ones creeping into Mimi’s neighborhood. It was funny how a place could feel so familiar and yet so different. Here, Mimi didn’t know anyone, but on her block, she knew everyone’s name, and they knew hers. She guessed that’s what made it home.

After twenty minutes of walking through the snow without incident, Mimi stood outside a four-story turn-of-the-century warehouse. Most of the windows were boarded up and tagged. The place did not look inviting at all. Mimi was on high alert. This place was one big red flag.

But the map seemed to indicate this was where Aa-Mee was, so Mimi had no choice. She checked in quickly with her friends.

All good here, Benny said. I had two fools trailing me, but I lost them a couple blocks back. I’ll be at the spot soon.

I had a close call with one agent, Jada sent, and Mimi’s heart sank. But I’m okay. Had to hide out at a clothing store for a minute but on my way, too.

Los didn’t answer, but that’s because buses made him sleepy. He had probably conked out. Mimi hoped he was okay.

I’m at the building. Will keep you posted, Mimi wrote.

Be careful, prima, Jada responded.

If it feels weird, get out of there, Benny added.

Mimi sent a smiley face, then put her phone away. It felt weird, all right, but she was going in anyway.

“Here goes nothing.” Reluctantly, she opened the rusty metal doors and went inside. It was dark and damp and didn’t smell great. Dust particles danced in the streams of light coming through the gaps in the boarded-up windows.

Mimi had an awful feeling, but she couldn’t turn back now—not when they were so close.

“Aa-Meeee,” Dot-E said softly, and it pushed Mimi on, into the shadows.

They walked through the silent hallways of the abandoned building, toward the top floor, where Aa-Mee’s signal had been coming from. Mimi had never been so scared in her life.

Dot-E pushed open doors as it scanned for Aa-Mee. A red light washed over the entire hallway, making it an eerie neon color all around them.

“Aa-Mee!” the robot called out, and Mimi’s heart broke into a billion pieces. Flashes of that night—of Mimi wanting to run for her father, her mother holding her in the closet—and the familiar sick feeling that came with that awful memory washed over her as Dot-E threw open another door.

“Aa-Mee!” the robot cried, and rushed into an empty, dilapidated kitchen.

A breathless Mimi followed as Dot-E raced toward Aa-Mee, who was lying on the faded tile floor.

Aa-Mee was bigger than Dot-E and had a slender elliptical shape. Mimi was horrified to see that the robot was badly hurt. Its metal body was twisted and bent. The colors swirling in its body flickered from purple to red. Mimi’s chest felt tight with anxiety and worry.

Once face-to-face, Aa-Mee and Dot-E shone their respective colored lights and made a beautiful beam of purple and blue intertwining like some sort of alien vines. Mimi wasn’t sure how she knew, but it seemed like a hug.

Dot-E’s hologram scanner popped out of its body and began to diagnose Aa-Mee’s injuries. The hologram showed Aa-Mee’s parts—a lot of them were blinking red. Aa-Mee’s landing had hurt several of its operating parts. No wonder it had been so hard to find.

“Hello?” a voice echoed from deep within the building.

Mimi panicked. She turned toward the door, arms out to protect the robots. Not that there was much she could do against Gallo and his team, but she would try. She wouldn’t go down without a fight.

Mimi’s phone vibrated. It was Benny. Yo, I made it to the building. Where you at?

“Oh, thank God,” Mimi whispered. She had been holding her breath for what felt like minutes.

Fourth floor, Mimi wrote back. Fourth door to the left, ugly kitchen. Found Aa-Mee.

After a few minutes, Benny made it to the kitchen. He ran to hug Mimi. “You okay?” he asked.

“Yeah, just shaken up. You?”

“Well, my butt’s never hurt more. Those bikes need some serious cushioning.” Benny rubbed his tailbone, and Mimi laughed. “Besides that, good.”

Dot-E had wasted no time and had already started fixing Aa-Mee’s hologram projector.

“Where’s everyone else?” Benny asked.

Mimi checked her phone—no messages from Los or Jada yet. But just a few minutes later, Los strolled into the kitchen, too.

“Thank goodness,” Benny said.

“Did you find Aa-Mee?” Los asked as he looked around at the cobwebs. He narrowly missed stepping on a rat’s tail. “This is spooky, fam.”

“I know, and we found Aa-Mee—look.” Benny pointed at the two robots.

Mimi was trying to call Jada, but no luck. She texted, called again, but her cousin wasn’t answering. She should be close by now…. What if someone had gotten her?

“We should go soon, but Jada’s not answering,” Mimi said, phone still against her ear.

“Oh no.” Benny’s face paled. “What are we going to do?”

“I’m sure Jada is fine—probably just ducked into the subway and has no service or something.” Mimi tried to calm him down, even though she was also worried. They paced back and forth, texting or calling her repeatedly.

Mimi’s phone lit up their corner of the warehouse. It was Jada.

“Where are you?” Mimi watched as her cousin’s face filled her screen. She was outside, it was still snowing, and she was zooming past a row of trees. How Jada video called and rode her skateboard Mimi would never know.

“They’re following me. I don’t know how, but they found me a couple of blocks away from the building,” Jada said. A black car was a few feet behind her. “They think they’re slick, but I know they’ve been tailing me for the last twenty minutes.”

Dot-E hovered over to Mimi. “Jaaa-Da?” it asked in a worried tone.

“She might be in trouble, bud,” Mimi said.

Dot-E’s radar popped up. It quickly scanned the surroundings, producing an impressive hologram around them. An image of Agent Gallo materialized. Even in hologram form, he looked annoyed.

A red dot popped up on the hologram. “There he is,” said Mimi. The hologram showed the agent and his team were parked two blocks away.

Los went pale as a ghost. “It’s over. We’re dead. At least it’s all ending in Brooklyn, you know what I mean?” He was so dramatic.

“We have to help Jada. And we have to get them out of here.” Mimi pointed at the robots. “Dot-E, can Aa-Mee get into a sphere like you do?”

Dot-E flashed a mixture of cyan and brown into the air, communicating with Aa-Mee in their language. Aa-Mee glowed purple and began contracting. The robot was struggling to fold its body, but its parts were broken and twisted, making it difficult for it to move. It creaked and groaned, but Aa-Mee could not make itself smaller. Its shape was now close to that of an ironing board.

Mimi took out a hoodie from her backpack. She opened it up and wrapped Aa-Mee in it. She hoped the bigger robot would be okay. It was in really bad shape, but at least they had found Aa-Mee. Now they had to help Jada.

Mimi watched Dot-E’s hologram scene. Gallo and his agents were circling the surrounding blocks. Jada was zipping through the streets avoiding them, but they would find her soon. There were just too many of them.

“We can’t leave Jada out there on her own, but I’m fresh out of plans,” Mimi said.

“I think I got an idea,” Benny said as he bent down to get close to Dot-E. “You think we could do a few holograms quick?”

“Dot-Eeeee,” the robot replied enthusiastically.

“What are we doing?” asked Mimi.

“I’m going to walk up right to their faces.” Benny squared his shoulders.

“That sounds bad. Like really, really bad,” said Los.

“It won’t when I explain it to you,” Benny said. He broke down his plan for his friends.
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It was getting colder as the setting sun illuminated Red Hook. From their hiding spot, Mimi and Los watched a near-perfect projection of Benny on Dot-E’s hologram. Hologram-Benny took a deep breath and stepped out into the street with a confident stride. There were people walking home from work on the snowy sidewalks, a family building a snowman on their stoop, and teens taking pics with the serene backdrop of the storm.

Benny walked down the block, to where the agents were tailing Jada. The first agent he encountered was dressed as a mail carrier, but this guy had an earpiece and wire running down his collar. An obvious disguise.

Benny approached the mail carrier and flashed him his signature Benny-is-about-to-sell-you-something smile. “Can I have just a second of your time? I have some info that might be helpful.”

The not-mail-carrier perked up.

“I see you’re working hard, but you wouldn’t have to with our help. The GMMC is your way to reach the right people at the right time.”

“Jada, how’s it looking?” Los said, holding up his phone.

“Looks like they’re distracted by…Benny? I’m in the bodega—they let me go in the back because I told them I had to call my parents,” she said.

“Is there a side exit or anything?” Mimi asked.

“Yup, I can try to make it to you guys,” Jada said.

“No, no, meet us at the address I’m about to text you—but only on my signal, okay?” Mimi said.

“Got it.”

Los hung up, and they turned back to the hologram. The mail carrier was signaling at a man in a Yankees cap down the street. He also had an earpiece. The man shrugged, then walked briskly across the street, toward a woman in athletic wear and a big bubble coat. Another agent in disguise. It looked like she was pressing an earpiece, then they watched her say something. They couldn’t hear what because Dot-E’s scanner couldn’t pick up the sound from here.

Benny continued his speech. “Are you gonna sit around and read about it, or be about it? Get Money Time!”

The mail carrier, Yankees cap guy, and bubble-coat woman looked thoroughly confused. Down the street, the door to a white van opened. Agent Gallo stepped out, no reason to hide anymore.

Hologram-Benny darted down a nearby alleyway and sprinted as fast as he could.

“Why are you standing there? Follow him!” Agent Gallo shouted.

The agents in disguise ran after Benny, but he was too quick, and it was hard to catch someone who knew every turn, every alleyway, and every shortcut Brooklyn had to offer.

Agent Gallo picked up his walkie-talkie. “Get everyone on him. He’s fast and knows the neighborhood, he—”

CLANK. His walkie-talkie fell to the ground. Agent Gallo dropped it as what looked and sounded like another Benny walking toward him appeared. Agent Gallo looked down the street and saw the first Benny being chased by three agents.

“The GMMC is your way to reach the right people at the right time,” the new Benny said.

Agent Gallo scratched his head, a bewildered look on his face.

Benny turned around and ran back, in the direction of the waterfront.

“Hey, kid! Stop right there!” Agent Gallo shouted as he ran after him.

“Okay, now,” Mimi said to Los.

Mimi texted Jada and called the cab like they’d planned. Then together, with Aa-Mee and Dot-E in a beat-up cart they’d found on another floor, they made a run for it. Thankfully most of the snow had turned into slush, and they could easily push the cart through, though Mimi’s sneakers were done for. They could still see the surveillance hologram right inside the cart, and they kept their eyes on Benny the whole time.

Benny ran until he reached the waterfront, where he stopped to catch his breath.

Agent Gallo caught up to Benny. “We need to talk, Benjamin.”

“It’s not short for that. It’s Benny. Straight up,” Benny corrected him.

Agent Gallo rolled his eyes, then lunged for Benny, but he vanished. Gallo was left grasping at colorful blue-and-orange particles left floating in the air.

“What the…” he gasped.

With the agents successfully separated and far enough away to avoid, Mimi, Los, Jada, the real Benny, and the robots got into a green cab a few blocks over. Mimi watched on the hologram as Gallo searched desperately for the kids, but it was too late. They had gotten away. Mimi felt her phone vibrate as a text popped up on the screen. She knew who it was before reading it.

Where are you?! read a text from her mom.
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Mimi hustled toward her apartment. The cab had dropped her and the GMMC off two blocks away at Jada’s, and Mimi ran the whole way there. She knew her mom was mad, and she’d be even more upset if Mimi didn’t hurry. Finding Aa-Mee and getting away from Agent Gallo had taken way longer than she realized, and Mimi had been so distracted, she didn’t notice the close to fifty missed texts and calls from her mom.

She opened the door as quietly as possible. The entire apartment was dark except for the light coming from their room. Ramona was waiting for her. Mimi walked into the room. Her mother stood up from a chair behind a stack of boxes, bags under her eyes, her pink night robe on, and wearing an angry look like Mimi had never seen.

“Where were you?” Ramona demanded.

“Um, I was at an after-school thing for robotics….”

Ramona rubbed the bridge of her nose, exasperated. “I’ve had a long day, and I will not tolerate you lying to me. The truth. Now.”

Mimi thought of what to say. The truth was too strange—Ramona would never believe her. And if she did, she would never let Mimi continue helping Dot-E and Aa-Mee. Thankfully, the robots were safely with Los for the night.

“I’m sorry, Mami. I’ve been really busy with the competition on top of repairing stuff around the block. Ali needed help with this printer, and I just lost track of time—”

“Funny. Then why did Ms. Wright tell me you’ve been leaving school early? And why did Ali, whose printer you say you were fixing, call here asking when you’d be able to come by to fix it?”

Busted.

“Not only have you been sneaking out of school, but you’ve been spending all your time fixing trash for our neighbors as if I don’t work hard enough to feed you and keep us off the street.”

“It’s not trash,” Mimi said defiantly. “And I have been working on our robotics competition. And you saw our presentation, Mami, we have a good shot at winning. If we do, we’d be able to afford a lawyer and bring Papi home.”

“Mimi! I know there’s something you’re not telling me. And that competition is a gamble!” She threw her hands in the air. “Even if you win, it won’t be enough to cover lawyer costs.”

“I researched, and that’s not true! You always give up so easily. At least I’m trying to do something. It’s like you don’t even care if he comes back!” Mimi’s heart was racing. She hadn’t been the best daughter lately, but she’d only been trying to help. All she wanted was to have her family back together. To help her friends. To help Dot-E go home. Was that really all that bad?

Ramona shook her head. “You know that’s not true. I just want you to focus on school and not get your hopes up about this. You don’t realize how much it all costs.”

“If you care, then why won’t you let me help?”

“Mija, I do care. You and your father are the loves of my life—”

“Then why don’t you ever tell me what’s happening? Either you’re trying to get him back or you’re not, but you never tell me what you’re doing or what the plan is. You just treat me like some clueless kid!”

“You aren’t clueless, I know that. But you are a kid. You’re my kid, and it’s up to me to decide what’s best for you. And I thought I was making the right decision by not telling you….”

“Not telling me what?”

“That I have tried, but your dad, he…he doesn’t want us to try and help anymore.”

Anger was boiling inside Mimi now, hot and dangerous like a poison. “You’re lying.”

“I would never lie about this, Mimi. We decided together, your father and I, that we don’t want to get lawyers involved for now, because it could get us into the same kind of trouble he’s in.”

Mimi shook her head, tears streaming down her face. “No, it won’t. We just have to get a good lawyer. Papi belongs here with us. If we could just get someone to listen, to meet him, they’d agree with me!”

“That’s not how it works, baby. You were born here—you’d be okay.” Ramona took a deep breath, running her hands over her face. “But I wasn’t. That makes the rules different for me.”

“You’re not even trying. You won’t even give it a chance.” Mimi was sobbing now.

“I told you, we did try.”

“Why didn’t you tell me the truth?”

“We did what was best for you. We want you to continue focusing on school like always and leave the rest to us.”

“No,” Mimi said, her stomach dropping. She’d never talked back to her mom this way, but it was like she couldn’t help the words that were spilling out of her. Like all the anger and anxiety and loneliness had formed this ugly monster inside, and it was unleashing now, whether Mimi liked it or not. “I’m gonna get Papi back. I don’t care if you don’t think I can do it.”

Ramona took another deep breath. “Listen to me, Mimi. The neighbors told me there was a strange man in a black car parked outside our building today. That he’s been going all around like he’s looking for someone. This is serious. If it’s the same people who took Papi, they could be looking for me, too, and if you’re not in school, doing what you’re supposed to, then it makes it even more dangerous for us.”

“Why should I believe anything you say now?” Mimi asked.

Ramona reached out to Mimi, but she pulled away.

“You don’t care what I feel!”

“¡Mimi Altagracia! ¡No me hables así!”

In the past, when Ramona had used Mimi’s middle name—if she had said Don’t speak to me that way—Mimi would’ve listened immediately. But this time was different. This time, Mimi couldn’t feel anything but anger.

“You don’t care about me, you don’t care about Papi—you only care about yourself and your pointless jobs that don’t even make enough money to get us a real house! The robotics competition is important to me, but you wouldn’t get it because you don’t get me! Papi was the only one who ever did, and sometimes…I wish he were still here instead of you!”

Ramona stepped back like she’d been slapped. Mimi instantly regretted her words, but she was too upset, too hurt to take it back. Instead, she went into the closet and slammed the door.

Mimi stifled her sobs as she thought about what a mess her life had become. The money she’d worked so hard for wasn’t enough to help her dad, and winning the robotics competition was looking less and less likely because of the two robots they were hiding. Mimi had yelled at her mom, saying the meanest things she’d ever said, and her stomach hurt from the guilt. She hoped her mother could forgive her. But Mimi was also still mad at her for not telling her the truth.

The tears wouldn’t stop falling. Ramona didn’t open the door or try to comfort Mimi, either. She was alone. There was only silence now, and the soft sobs Mimi tried to hold in as she cried herself to sleep.
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Mimi opened the closet door the next morning and instantly felt sick. Her neck was cramped, and her eyes were puffy from crying, but nothing felt worse than the memory of the fight she’d had with her mom. Had she really said all those awful things? What had gotten into her? A mixture of guilt, sadness, and exhaustion weighed down on her as she thought of how to fix the mess she’d made.

Her mom wasn’t in the room, but today was supposed to be her day off. Maybe she’s doing laundry, Mimi thought as she trudged to the bathroom to wash her face and brush her teeth.

When she emerged, with way better breath but no less heavy of a heart, voices were coming from the kitchen. The delicious aroma of coffee brewing hit her nose, and Mimi made her way to the kitchen. She heard her mom talking. She was probably in there with Paco, which would hopefully make it easier to talk to her. Mimi had never felt worse in her life, and she knew she had to show her mom she was sorry—no matter what.

She took a deep breath and braced herself to see her mom. But when she entered the kitchen, it wasn’t just her mom and Paco.

Agent Gallo sat at the modest kitchen table, his legs crossed, a cup of coffee in his hands. Gallo and her mom were chatting happily. Laughing, even! Paco looked a lot less cozy with the situation—he looked uneasy. His smile didn’t crinkle the crow’s-feet at his eyes like it usually did, and he wasn’t launching into one of his signature long-winded stories.

When they heard her approach, the adults all turned to look at Mimi, who was frozen with fear.

“Good morning, Mimi,” Agent Gallo said, a giant fake smile plastered across his face. “Your mom and I were just talking about the robotics competition. Come join us.”

Mimi glared at him, her stomach turning with distrust. “What are you doing here?”

“Mimi Altagracia, por favor. Ven, siéntate,” Ramona said, gesturing at the empty seat next to her.

Agent Gallo chuckled, looking around the cozy kitchen. “Your mom was just telling me about you. She is so proud of you, Mimi. Straight As. Honor student every year, and a huge interest in robots.”

Mimi was freaking out. Was Gallo here to rat her out about Dot-E? To take her mom away? Whatever it was, they weren’t safe—Mimi had to figure out a way to get him out of her apartment and away from her family. She was grateful that at least the robots were safe at Los’s place.

“I was an honor student once, but for only one day,” Paco said. “I feel compelled to tell you this, sir…. I stole some candy the same day I got recognized as an honor student. I was nine years old. I went right back to the teachers and said, I have no honor. I must return this.”

“Thanks for that story, Mr…. Paco,” Agent Gallo said.

“You can just call me Paco. Or Peanut Butter, cuz I get sticky. That’s what my sister used to call me. Pac-Man, too—”

Agent Gallo shifted in his seat uncomfortably. “Okay. Great.” He turned his attention back to Mimi. “As I was telling your mom before you joined us, I work down in Washington, DC. I am a scientist with the Department of Defense. We develop technology that keeps us safe.”

Mimi couldn’t believe Agent Gallo did anything to keep people safe. The way he’d been acting the past few weeks proved that was the last thing on his mind. He’d been terrorizing Mimi and her friends looking for Dot-E, who was harmless.

“That’s how I ended up here. I was invited to judge your robotics competition. Where I met your extraordinary daughter,” Agent Gallo said, turning to Ramona.

Mimi seethed with anger, wanting nothing more than to call out Agent Gallo for the liar he was. She wanted to scream that Agent Gallo had barged his way into the robotics competition, all for the sake of getting his hands on Dot-E. But Mimi couldn’t risk revealing any information about the robots, which was probably what Agent Gallo was hoping for.

Agent Gallo paused. “Paco, would you be able to give us a moment?”

“Of course. You can take as many moments as you need.” Paco got up and went to the living room. Leaving Gallo with Ramona and Mimi.

Gallo continued. “I’m sure you’ve noticed the extra activity in your neighborhood lately?”

“Yeah, the meteorological event,” Ramona said.

“Indeed! And since your daughter is such an incredible student, I was hoping she could help me with some internship work. That’s what I came by to talk to you about today.”

Ramona looked a bit unsure. “What kind of internship work?”

“Just help with logging some reports—all in the neighborhood, of course, and you’d get final approval of everything she’s assigned to. It could do wonders for her future to have that kind of thing on her résumé,” Gallo said. “Could even help with any troubles you might have with the government.” Gallo took a sip of his coffee and smiled.

Ramona leaned closer, lowering her voice. “Are we…in some sort of trouble now?”

“No, no! I just mean, there was one family whose son interned for me a few years ago, and they were hoping to become citizens. We very easily fast-tracked them. It’s a Gallo perk, as I like to call them.”

Gallo perk, my foot.

Ramona’s face lit up. She looked at Mimi hopefully and squeezed her hand under the table.

“Do you have one of Mimi’s report cards? It’s all I’d need to submit her for consideration,” Agent Gallo said.

“Of course!” Ramona was up and out of the kitchen before Mimi could stop her.

Mimi narrowed her eyes at the agent. “Okay, now why are you really here?”

Gallo craned his neck toward the kitchen entrance to make sure nobody was there, then turned back to Mimi, all semblance of a smile gone. The familiar scowl was back instead.

“I know you have the robot, and I am here to collect it.”

“The B-Kay Bot?” Mimi asked innocently.

“Don’t play games with me. The other robot. You know exactly what I’m talking about. And if you don’t bring it to the final round of the robotics competition, you and your mom are done for. I know all about your parents’ immigration status. She’s here illegally, isn’t she?”

Mimi blanched, and Gallo smirked.

“I’ll take your expression as a yes. Here are your choices: You bring the robot to the finals, or your mom joins your dad in the DR and you serve a hefty sentence for conspiracy against the US government. Think of what that will do to your precious permanent record.”

“You can’t do that.” Mimi was seething, but she was also terrified. She didn’t want Ramona taken away. She didn’t want to be all alone; she didn’t want to go to jail. But…she couldn’t turn Dot-E over to this monster, either.

Gallo laughed. “I can do anything I want here. I’m the one with all the power, and you’ve got nothing. Not even enough money for your own place.”

Mimi’s eyes watered, her pride pierced by his words.

“You have until the competition. That’s my offer. After that, all bets are off.”

A few seconds later, Ramona was back, her cheeks red, a report card in hand.

“Sorry it took so long. We’re in a bit of a transitional period, and we’ve got boxes everywhere. I had to go digging, but I found it. Here.” Ramona held the report card out to Agent Gallo, and Mimi mustered all the strength she had not to snatch it from her.

She wanted to tell her mom that Gallo was a liar and a bully, but she’d have to wait till he was gone to do that. Gallo took the report card and folded it carefully, putting it in his jacket pocket.

“Thanks for this. I’ll be in touch about the internship and all the other things we were talking about,” he said, looking at Mimi pointedly. “Thank you for the delicious coffee.”

Ramona shook his hand as he got up and walked him to the door. For the second time that morning, Mimi thought she might be sick.

Back in their room, Mimi fumed as Ramona gushed about Agent Gallo and the “opportunity” he’d just given them.

“Mom, it’s not an opportunity. That guy’s a jerk. He’s not being serious,” Mimi said.

“What makes you say that?” Ramona asked.

All the proof Mimi had—all the answers about Gallo—it was all tied to Dot-E. And if she told her mom about the robot, Ramona would probably bring it to Gallo herself to avoid any trouble. Gallo probably knew that, too; he probably realized that doing this would put Mimi in the worst possible position. Her mom was on his side.

“He just is! You have to trust me.”

“Instead of struggling, chasing a long-shot dream of bringing your dad back, we’re being given a real chance, mija! You heard him—if you take the internship, it can help fast-track your dad’s paperwork to come home. Isn’t this what you wanted more than anything? Your father?”

The words Mimi had flung at her mom last night came flooding back, and Mimi’s heart sank. “Ma, about what I said last night…I’m really sorry. I didn’t mean it.”

Ramona smiled sadly. “It really hurt me, you know that? But I know that lately everything’s been hard, and I just hope you really didn’t mean those words. But you’re still in trouble. For all the lying and the back talk and the sneaking around. You are grounded this weekend.”

“But, Mami!”

Ramona held her hands up. “That is the minimum punishment you deserve.”

As unhappy as it made her, Mimi knew her mom was right.

“Fine, you’re right. I’m sorry.”

Ramona nodded. She gathered their laundry and went to the basement. Mimi took advantage of the moment to text her friends for an update.

All okay? she asked in the group chat.

Cousin Daria and Grandma Amy are all okay, Los said. They had decided to be a little less obvious in their messages, just in case they were being monitored or something. They had come up with code names: Cousin Daria for Dot-E and Grandma Amy for Aa-Mee.

Grandma Amy is almost 100 percent better, actually, Jada added with a smiley face. That was the first bit of good news Mimi had gotten all day. Cousin Daria has been nursing her back to health all night, read the next text.
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That weekend, Mimi stayed home and worked on the B-Kay Bot every moment she wasn’t catching up on her homework. She woke up at six and went to sleep well past midnight, working in the small area Paco and Julia had organized for them. She was getting a surprising amount of work done, throwing all her frustration and pain into digging herself out of the backlog of unfinished assignments and finishing the B-Kay Bot.

How on earth was she going to avoid Gallo now? How would she help Dot-E get home without Ee-Paa’s power? She had no idea. Right now, the only thing in her control—the only thing she could do—was work on her project. And she was going to give it her all.

Late Sunday night, Mimi felt her phone buzz. It was her dad.

Te quiero mucho.

As she read the text, a wave of emotion overtook her. Those three simple words from her dad felt like warm sunshine piercing through a stormy cloud.

Mimi stopped fighting it, letting the tears roll down her face. She wished she knew what to do. She wished she could ask her mom or dad for help right now, but once again she found herself alone and almost out of time.

Still, the message from her dad had energized her, and Mimi worked through the night. She’d never been so focused, sending updates and getting help via FaceTime from her team (since they weren’t allowed to come over). By the next morning, they had done the impossible: The B-Kay Bot was done.



TOP-SECRET REPORT 1004

(UNOFFICIAL)
CLASSIFICATION LEVEL 99

LOCATION: BROOKLYN, NEW YORK
REPORTING SCIENTIST: AGENT GALLO

If you’re reading this, please note that this may be my final report. I have been demoted for my recent “reckless behavior.” Now, I realize that posing as a judge in a robotics competition for minors, using department resources to follow four children, and entering a suspect’s home without a warrant may not sound great, but I stand by my belief that it was a necessary step in the pursuit of justice.

But apparently, protocol is more important than results. Or at least, that’s what I gathered from the stern reprimand I received from a couple of four-star generals. I will continue to push forward and strive for greatness, even if it means sacrificing my job title and salary. It’s not like those things actually matter when you’re out there catching the bad guys, right?

I want to assure you that my demotion will not hinder my determination to complete the work I have started. I am convinced that these UAPs we have been tracking are consorting with children, who are really just small adults using technology they do not understand—dangerous technology—for their own benefit. I will not rest until I have uncovered the truth and made sure that the security of our country—and the planet—is not compromised.

I understand that my actions have consequences, and I accept full responsibility for them. I express my disappointment and frustration at the decision to demote me, as I have always taken my job very seriously and worked tirelessly to serve and protect the community. I hope that one day I will be able to regain your trust and earn back my former position. In fact, I will not rest until I do.

END REPORT
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There were still two days until the final round of the robotics competition, and Mimi and her friends only had one thing on their minds: getting Dot-E and Aa-Mee home.

With the B-Kay Bot ready to go, they could focus on helping the robots figure out how to get into space successfully—and, most importantly, how to escape the clutches of Agent Gallo. There were rumors floating around the neighborhood that he’d been fired or something. But they couldn’t let their guard down.

“I’m telling you, some of those supposed scientists were in here getting Twinkies and iced tea, and they were gossiping about their ‘former boss,’” Ali told her a few days after Gallo had come to Mimi’s house. “One of them said she was glad she wouldn’t have to deal with his dirty looks anymore, and the other said he got in trouble for harassing a local family or something.”

Dirty looks? Harassing a local family? It had to be Gallo. But how had his superiors found out about the visit to her house? From the looks of the neighborhood and school, it seemed Ali was right: There were no scientists or agents in sight. Maybe they’d gotten rid of their Fart Face problem after all.

But they should still get the robots out as soon as possible.

Mimi had reunited with Dot-E after her weekend of punishment, and it was scary how much she’d missed the robot. They had been hard at work since Monday, trying to build a third engine to take the robots home. But it hadn’t been easy.

“We’ve only got old stuff to work with since we spent all our money on the B-Kay Bot and Gallo’s agents took almost everything from my dad’s old shop,” Mimi lamented.

“How can they even do that?” Jada asked. “Just take stuff?”

Mimi shrugged. “They called it evidence and packed it up. But I was able to get enough to build the engine. I think.”

“Well, we have plenty of time, don’t we? No more Gallo!” Los said.

“I wouldn’t be so sure. Just because Gallo might be gone doesn’t mean the government is gonna give up searching for the robots. It’s only a matter of time before a new Gallo appears. Maybe someone even worse,” Benny said.

“Benny’s right. We have to stay on our toes,” Mimi said.

Everywhere she went, Mimi couldn’t help but look back over her shoulder. Despite Agent Gallo’s absence from the school and neighborhood, she couldn’t shake the feeling that he was still lurking around, ready to pounce. The thought of him sent shivers down her spine. She desperately hoped that he was gone for good, but deep down she knew that she needed to stay vigilant in case he returned.

Things were looking up, though. Aa-Mee was almost good as new, even if its energy gauge wasn’t full like Dot-E’s. Dot-E was also helping Mimi build the extra engine. Projecting a stop sign emoji when she was on the wrong track, helping her identify broken pieces. But even with Dot-E’s help, every time they attempted to test the engine with Aa-Mee, it failed.

“We built the engine to be identical to Dot-E’s and Aa-Mee’s—with their help,” Benny said. “So what’s missing?”

“Maybe Ee-Paa’s had something special in it?” Jada asked.

“Why would Ee-Paa’s engine be different if these two robots have the exact same one? There’s something we’re missing, something doesn’t quite fit. But what is it?” Mimi asked.

That week, they spent every lunch hour in their usual supply closet hiding room. Today, Aa-Mee hovered close to Mimi.

“Aa-Mee!” the robot said in greeting.

“Whoa, Aa-Mee, you are looking great!” Mimi said. “Are you feeling okay?”

Aa-Mee made a hologram of a 100 emoji appear in the air. Mimi thought it was funny how fast Aa-Mee was learning new things.

As she smiled, something came over Mimi that she couldn’t quite explain. She felt a sudden rush of affection for the large robot, and before she knew it, she was running over to give it a big hug. Aa-Mee seemed surprised at first, but then it wrapped its metal arms around Mimi in a gentle embrace. Mimi closed her eyes and let out a happy sigh, feeling grateful to have her robot friends safe from harm.

“I’m glad you’re okay,” said Mimi. As she held on to Aa-Mee, she felt a tiny metal arm on her back. Dot-E had hovered over and joined the embrace.

What if the robots could stay in Brooklyn for a little longer?

Mimi really didn’t want to say goodbye to them. They had fooled the feds successfully, and it seemed like Agent Gallo was no longer looking for them. Maybe there was a chance Mimi could find a way for the robots to live on Earth. But even as she had the thought, she knew it wouldn’t be right. Aa-Mee and Dot-E might’ve been reunited, but there was also Ee-Paa out there somewhere, and maybe a community they were missing, a home. In the past few weeks, she’d learned that family was more than just your mom and dad and stuff like that. It was more. Your neighbor, a friend, the corner store owner. Family was what you made it.

“Dot-E, can you show me how you combined with Ee-Paa and Aa-Mee one more time?”

Dot-E nodded and projected the vision of its family combining. They latched together so quickly, it was hard to see how it worked. Mimi needed more info.

“Can you slow it down?” she asked Dot-E, who nodded once again.

“There, stop!” Mimi said. She noticed something new. Before the robots transformed into a bigger robot, the first thing that happened—so quickly it was almost impossible to notice—was a different type of connection. As they closed their eyes, a serene expression came over their faces. They formed a circle, chests facing one another, a beam coming from their holograms down to where their hearts would be. When they did that, the gauges on their chests filled to the brim. Then a purple light shone in the middle, and only at that point could they charge up enough to combine and launch themselves into space.

Mimi wasn’t sure how this would help her, but she had to study it more and figure it out.

“One more time, Dot-E,” Mimi said. “One more time.”
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The final round of the competition had finally come. The presentation was in a nearby high school’s gymnasium, which doubled as an auditorium. Mimi, Jada, Benny, and Los were going to come face-to-face with the five other teams who made the final round. Ms. Wright and a panel of science teachers and professionals from the tristate area would be judging the B-Kay Bot carefully, and it would have to stand out from the competition if they were gonna win the big prize. As much as Mimi wanted to win, her mind kept trying to solve the puzzle of the robot’s engine.

She was sitting in the locker room area with the other teams, going over the notes she’d put together about the third robot engine. She kept imagining the vision of the robots fusing together, eyes closed, expressions serene, facing one another. The answer was right there, she knew it; she just couldn’t figure it out.

Beside her, Benny was bouncing his leg up and down as Los gave Jada a pep talk.

“As long as none of us farts or falls, we’re good,” Los said.

“New fear unlocked!” Benny said.

Papi, I’m going into the presentation now, Mimi texted her dad.

Mimi, you’ve got this, he wrote, adding, like, a million strong arm emojis and 100 emojis just like Dot-E and Aa-Mee did.

Mimi laughed, even as her eyes teared up. She wished he could be here now, but she had to make him proud either way. She was going to bring him home.

“You think the robots are okay in the supply closet?” Benny whispered.

“Yeah, there’s no more Gallo, remember? Nothing to worry about,” Los said.

Benny shot him a doubtful glance.

“How are you feeling about the presentation, Mimi?” Jada asked.

Mimi shrugged. “Honestly? I’m having a hard time focusing on it.” She took in the panicked looks on their faces. “I know what to say, don’t worry! I just feel like the solution to getting you-know-who home is right there, and I can’t seem to figure out the last part.”

“Hmmm.” Jada tapped her chin. “I know you’ve asked Dot-E to show you the vision of them transforming, but have you ever asked Aa-Mee?”

“What?” Mimi asked, confused.

“Well, you said Aa-Mee was older, right?”

“I think so?”

“So maybe Aa-Mee knows something Dot-E doesn’t. Has memories Dot-E doesn’t have access to that might help you figure it out,” Jada offered.

Before Mimi could think about it further, they were being called onstage.

“Up next is the, um, B-Kay Bot?” a voice said over the auditorium speaker.

“Let’s go crush this,” Mimi said.

They entered the auditorium, and the room erupted in applause. The spotlight was blinding, but Mimi was surprised to see her mom in the audience. She had a fresh blowout, which meant she had spent a lot of money, and time, at Mirta’s Salon. She only did that for the most special of occasions. Her mom was definitely still mad at her, so it meant a lot to Mimi that she came. Beside her was Paco and Julia and a bunch of people from the block, including Ali from the bodega, Stool Guy, and Benny’s and Los’s families. Mimi’s tía Tanya and her tío Pito (Jada’s parents) were both there cheering loudly as well. Mimi hadn’t seen them in months, she realized, and it was hard to hold back the tears at just how many people had come to support them.

Los ran up to the stage and went into ring-announcer mode. “Brooklyn! We got a robot for you!”

Everyone clapped and cheered until Benny dimmed the lights, and the crowd went quiet. Benny raised the volume on the reggaeton song and cued Jada, who kicked off the first part of the presentation.

“Every day, there are at least ten separate people on our block alone with electronics issues,” Jada said.

“From broken cell phones to faulty internet connections, these issues can be disruptive to work and home life, not to mention students’ productivity,” Los said.

“Our robot, the B-Kay Bot, would help people in communities like ours in Brooklyn, where people don’t have the means to replace their electronics. Using a mixture of x-ray technology and AI, the B-Kay Bot will be able to identify the problems in any electronic device, making it easier and more cost-efficient for local repair people—and even the average person—to fix their devices,” Mimi said.

The crowd murmured, nodding their heads and chatting excitedly. Behind Mimi, Los and Jada were lightly dancing to the reggaeton music as they pretended to have broken phones. A “robot” Benny, who had made a last-minute costume from aluminum foil and a bunch of boxes, pretended to scan their phones with a laser pointer. Jada and Los overacted to demonstrate they were now fixed. The crowd cheered and laughed as the trio brought their usual energy to the science world. It was somehow working, and even Ms. Wright seemed charmed and intrigued.

“One repair person could take care of the needs of one neighborhood for fifty percent less than these big companies,” Mimi said, repeating her speech from the second round.

“You don’t want to throw away your perfectly fine sewing machine because of a broken motor? The B-Kay Bot got your back,” Benny said.

“With the B-Kay Bot, we could help families save money, time, and unnecessary headaches,” said Jada.

“With the B-Kay Bot, we could keep small repair businesses from our community from being run out by the bigger, corporate-run stores,” Benny said.

The crowd was into it now. Mimi’s confidence about their chances of winning was through the roof. They could really pull this off. Maybe by this time next year, her family would be together again.

“With the B-Kay Bot—” Mimi began, but then she froze. The auditorium doors had opened, and someone walked in that she wasn’t expecting. Agent Gallo looked haggard and disheveled, as if he had not slept for days. His suit was wrinkly and dirty, and his shoes were missing their signature shine. He had a wild look in his eyes, like he had seen a ghost or something. But when he locked eyes with Mimi, that familiar disdain crept in again, and Mimi’s heart felt like it was about to stop.

“Mimi, keep going,” whispered Benny.

“Um…with the B-Kay Bot…most importantly…”

Gallo was walking through the crowd, his hand in his pocket in a way that scared Mimi—like he had something in there. And he was walking straight toward her mom.

Near the entrance, two more people appeared, two of the undercover agents they’d seen in Red Hook. Were they here to stop Gallo? Or to help him?

The crowd looked around in confusion, murmuring among themselves. Mimi had to compose herself. Nothing had happened. Yet. She couldn’t exactly run off the stage to the closet; it would expose the robots’ location. She just had to get through this, and then she would figure it out. She was shaking, on the verge of tears, but she thought of the thing that always made her feel stronger: her family and friends. Her mom, her dad, Jada, Benny, and Los—they were counting on her. They needed her more than ever, and Mimi had to be brave.

Suddenly, the answer that had been eluding her materialized, clear as crystal, in her mind. She knew how to send the robots home. She had solved it!

“And most importantly,” she said, keeping her eyes on Gallo, who was walking toward the front row, where her family was, “the B-Kay Bot will ensure that neighborhoods like ours aren’t disenfranchised and disconnected from the outside world. Connectivity to online spaces and access to the internet are essential for our communities to continue to grow and prosper.” Mimi gestured toward the stage. “And now for the demonstration.”

The crowd buzzed with anticipation. Mimi saw her mom beaming with pride as she held up her phone so Mimi could see her dad watching the whole thing via video chat. There was a big, happy smile on his face, and Mimi held back tears as they prepared to bring the actual B-Kay Bot out. But before they could, the lights went off and the auditorium was plunged into darkness. The crowd screamed. Mimi scrambled for her phone flashlight, to run to her mom and make sure she wasn’t hurt. Through the chaos, she heard one voice loud and clear.

“Bring them to the basement!” Gallo yelled. “Or you’ll never see her again!”

“Mom!” Mimi yelled, looking for a way off the stage that wouldn’t break her ankles. But she couldn’t see a thing.

“Mimi, what’s happening?!” screamed Jada.

Los and Benny were beside her as the lights suddenly turned back on, revealing half the crowd rushing out of the room. Some people on the floor were in danger of being trampled, but thankfully everyone seemed to calm down once they could see. But there were two people Mimi couldn’t see: Ramona was gone, and so was Agent Gallo.
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“Gallo took my mom,” Mimi explained to her team as they ran toward the supply closet.

“What?” Jada screamed.

“They’re in the school basement, and he’s holding her hostage till we bring the robots. But I have a plan. Come on!”

The school had turned into pure chaos. People were leaving in droves, teachers trying to keep people calm as they ushered them out of the building and into the Brooklyn night. Mimi and her friends made it to the supply closet, and relief washed over her as she saw Dot-E and Aa-Mee still there. They were okay.

“Dot-Eee,” Dot-E said, bumping Mimi’s leg gently.

“Hey, pal.” Mimi bent down and hugged the robot. “We’re gonna send you home.” Mimi turned to Aa-Mee. “Aa-Mee, can you show us other visions of you transforming? Was there ever a time you traveled with Ee-Paa without Dot-E?”

Aa-Mee tilted its head, confused, until Dot-E communicated something in colors and Aa-Mee cooed. Mimi had forgotten that Aa-Mee hadn’t spent as much time with her as Dot-E and couldn’t understand her as well. Aa-Mee nodded, closed its eye, and projected a vision above them.

The three robots fusing and transforming together, over and over throughout many different scenes. A reverse time lapse played out as Dot-E got younger and younger until suddenly, it wasn’t there. Aa-Mee and Ee-Paa were able to transform with just the two of them! The issue wasn’t the power of the engine, Mimi was pretty sure. It was something else.

“Dot-E, when you close your eye, what happens?” Mimi asked.

Dot-E projected a thought bubble emoji and then softly said, “Aa-Meeee, Ee-Paaaa.”

Mimi nodded.

“What’s going on?” Benny asked.

Jada looked at Mimi knowingly. She had gotten it, too.

“And Aa-Mee?” Mimi asked.

Once again, Dot-E translated and Aa-Mee responded. “Dot-Eeee, Eee-Paaa.”

It wasn’t only their engines powering them—it was one another. Just the thought, the memory of the other robots, was what fueled them. The love they had for one another. The same way Mimi’s family and friends gave her strength, these robots operated on some sort of emotion tech she couldn’t understand. But maybe this was the missing piece that would get them home.

“Benny, Los, I’m gonna need you two to load the holograms of Aa-Mee’s memories we just saw onto this USB and plug it into the extra robot engine we made,” Mimi instructed.

“How do we do that?” Los’s voice squeaked.

“The robots have Bluetooth,” she said nonchalantly.

“Dot-Eee he-lps,” Dot-E said, nodding furiously.

“Once you’ve got it, come to the roof. And hurry,” Mimi said, already running out of the room. Jada was by her side. They had to save Mimi’s mom.
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Mimi and Jada ran through the hallways as Mimi explained her plan.

“We lure him to the roof, trick him into thinking we’re turning in the robots, then back him into a corner,” Mimi said.

“What if he hurts your mom?” Jada asked.

“We have to make sure she’s safe first. It’ll be risky, but I think we can do it.”

They turned a corner, and there, running right at them, were the two other agents who had come with Gallo.

“Stop right there!” they yelled.

“Run!” Jada said. They made a sharp U-turn.

“We’ve got them, sir!” they heard one of them yell.

They were probably communicating with Gallo. Mimi wished she could hear his response, but all she heard was “Copy!” from the agent.

Mimi and Jada kept running until they lost the agents and ducked into a bathroom, when Los called.

“We did it, I think,” he said.

“We’re in the third-floor girls’ bathroom,” Mimi said.

“Wait there, we’re on our way. Robots secured in our backpacks.”

“Hurry, please!”

After a few minutes, the boys knocked on the door. “We’re here!”

“Let’s go!” The crew ran.

“Gallo, come get your robots!” Los yelled into his phone, which was connected to the Bluetooth speaker strapped to his backpack. It was loud—loud enough that, almost immediately, the kids heard the shouts of the agents down the hall.

“We found them again, sir. They seem to be going toward the roof!”

Got‘ em.

They ran, faster than they had all day, pulling strength from their fear…or maybe from one another. They had to get to the roof. Mimi knew they’d be trapped up there, but she had a plan, and the faster they got up there, the more of a chance they had at making it work.

The crew burst out into the night sky. Thinking fast, Mimi pointed at a giant dumpster filled with broken concrete.

“Use that to block the door and buy us time!” she instructed.

Benny and Los pushed the dumpster in front of the door.

Mimi turned toward Jada and handed over her cell phone. “I need you to record everything. No matter what happens, you keep filming.”

Jada smirked. “Okay, boss, you got it.”

Agents pounded on the door, and Mimi knew they only had a few moments left. She ran around looking for a fire escape—anything to help her mom get out once Gallo brought her through that door.

The door flew open, the dumpster pushed aside easily. Mimi and her friends stood by one another at the center of the roof.

“There’s nowhere to go,” Gallo said coolly. He held Ramona roughly by the arm.

“Mom!” Mimi cried out.

“Mi niña! Run, get out of here!” Ramona screamed, tears running down her face. She turned to Gallo. “Let go of me!” she yelled. But that only made him squeeze her arm tighter.

“You might as well give up.”

The other two agents were on either side of Gallo and Ramona, weapons up and pointed at the kids.

“They’re just kids,” Ramona said. “This is inhumane!”

“What’s inhumane is the false hope the world gives kids like them. The idea they can do anything, with a little heart. It’s foolish.”

“It’s not,” Mimi said.

“Mimi!” Ramona tried to reach out, but Gallo pulled her back hard.

“It’s not Dot-E’s or Aa-Mee’s fault they’re here. They landed on this planet because of…bad luck. It stinks here for anyone different—because of people like you.”

Two more agents were on either side of Gallo now, their guns up and ready as Gallo looked at Mimi smugly.

“I’m just doing my job to keep my country safe,” he said.

“Safe from robots who use colored lights? Some big hero you are,” Mimi scoffed.

“Ramona, if you know what’s best, you’ll tell your daughter to stand down,” Gallo warned. “Speaking of which…where are the robots? You better hand them over, or your mom is done for.”

Mimi looked at Los and Benny, and nodded. They opened their backpacks, and the robots emerged. They hovered there, emitting their red light of warning, and the agents tensed up and stepped forward, their guns pointed at the robots now.

Mimi stepped in front of Aa-Mee and Dot-E, her arms outstretched. “No! If you take them, you take me, too. I won’t let you do this to me again!”

At those words, Ramona screamed wildly and elbowed Gallo in the stomach, knocking the wind out of him. She ran to Mimi.

“Sir!” the agents yelled out. One of them cocked his gun at Ramona.

“No. Stand down. Not yet.”

Ramona’s expression changed from one of terror to one of anger, and she stood next to Mimi, blocking the robots, too. She squeezed Mimi’s hand.

“You take them, you take all of us,” Ramona said.

“We didn’t say anything about all of us, now,” Benny said.

Jada and Los elbowed him, and they linked arms, shielding the robots alongside Mimi and Ramona.

“No more separating families. No more hurting those you’re afraid of for no reason,” Mimi said.

“They are dangerous. It’s not for no reason!” Gallo spat. “They could create a war on Earth, and I’m trying to stop them!”

“That’s not true! They were running from war. They don’t want to create one. You only think that because you don’t know them! Dot-E is kind, funny, and smart! They both deserve to be free, not to be hurt in some experiment.”

“This is your last warning,” Gallo said.

“Sir, I can take a shot,” said an agent to his left.

“Stand down,” Gallo ordered.

“Please, if you just let them go back home, they won’t hurt anyone. We promise,” Mimi tried. “Haven’t you ever been far away from home? Haven’t you ever felt lost and lonely and confused? It’s not their fault!”

Suddenly, Aa-Mee rolled forward, passing the line of humans and making a pretty blue light.

“Aa-Mee,” it said happily, as if it were saying hello.

Right in that moment, Gallo gave the signal, and the agent to his left shot his gun right at them.



[image: Chapter 23]


The shot rang out, and way too many things happened all at once. Mimi screamed. Jada, Los, and Benny yelled “Hit the deck!” in unison. Ramona tried to cover Mimi.

And then Aa-Mee and Dot-E glowed bright like a star in the sky, projecting a purple orb that surrounded them all.

The first thing Mimi registered was the shocked look on all the agents’ faces. The second thing she noticed was the bullet, suspended in midair as if the robot orb had frozen it in time.

“CEASE FIRE!” Gallo yelled angrily.

The agent who had shot at them looked sheepish as Mimi took her backpack off. They only had a few moments.

“Now, I am going to need you to hand the robots over,” Gallo said.

“I don’t think so,” Mimi said. She stood firm, the light of the orb still protecting them even though the agents seemed too afraid to approach them now.

“Give it up, Gallo,” Los said. Gallo narrowed his eyes. “Didn’t you get fired or something?”

“Demoted! But I will prove to my superiors it was a mistake. Once I hand them the robots.”

“So, you just shot at a bunch of kids for a promotion?” Benny asked.

Agent Gallo looked just like a spoiled kid right then, his face up in the air, his nostrils flared. “I do what must be done for my country. Because I’m a true patriot.”

“Yeah, some patriot. Only out for yourself,” Mimi said.

“This charade ends now,” said Agent Gallo. “You will hand over the robots. Ramona will, of course, need to leave, and I will see to it that the rest of you only get short prison sentences.”

“I don’t think so,” Ramona said, shielding Mimi.

“It’s either that, or I command my agents to shoot and we have a tragedy on our hands. After all, these aliens are dangerous! They could’ve hurt all of you! I could be the hero that stopped them before it was too late.” Agent Gallo smiled maliciously. “It’s an agent’s word against a bunch of kids and a cleaning lady. Who are they gonna believe?”

The agents at his side, guns still up, exchanged confused looks.

As Gallo spoke, Los and Benny worked behind the rest of them, getting ready for their next step.

“But you know that’s not true,” Mimi said. “Aa-Mee and Dot-E are peaceful.”

“I know that,” Gallo said. “But nobody out there does. And if I’m the only one who leaves this rooftop, they never will.”

“Oh, I don’t know about that,” Mimi said. “See that girl over there?” Mimi pointed at Jada, who pulled her hoodie up and revealed a cell phone attached to her shirt. It had been recording through a small hole in her sweatshirt the whole time. Jada waved at Gallo smugly.

“She recorded that whole thing. Including when you shot at me. And I’m twelve. What will your big boss and, oh, everyone on the internet think of that?”

Gallo’s face went as white as snow. “That video won’t do anything!”

“You’re gonna lose your job at minimum,” Los said.

“Be a social outcast for sure,” Ramona said.

“And you’re probably gonna catch a case over this,” Benny added.

“I’ll confiscate the phone once you’re in jail,” Gallo said.

“Oops, and I just sent the video to Paco, who is going to post it everywhere unless we give him the signal not to. In person,” Jada said as she typed away on her phone.

“Sorry, Gallo. We didn’t sign up for this,” one of the agents said, holstering her gun.

“What? No! Trust me, I’ve got this under control!” Gallo sounded desperate.

The other agents followed suit. “We thought these people were actually dangerous, and that we’d get some sort of bonus from this. But now it looks like we’re gonna get plastered all over the internet and be fired. We’re done,” said another agent. They all exited the roof.

Now it was just Gallo, Mimi, her friends and family, and the robots. He was outnumbered and outplayed. Gallo looked like his head was going to explode. “The robots cannot leave!”

“Fine, then we’re uploading it in three…two…one…” Mimi said.

“No, no!” Gallo looked like he might cry.

Benny snorted.

“Fine. You have exactly five minutes to send them back to space or—or…” Gallo’s lip quivered.

But Mimi knew he was out of tricks. He was alone, unarmed, and with absolutely no credibility left.

“I’m done…” he kept repeating. He looked disoriented as he took several steps back. “I’m finished! All that work, all that studying, and for what?”

Gallo kept stepping back, one step after another, until finally he was on the edge of the roof.

“Look out!” Ramona shouted, but it was too late. Agent Gallo lost his footing, and he stumbled backward, his arms flailing as he fought to regain his balance. Just as he fell over the side of the roof, Dot-E zoomed past Mimi and her friends and caught Gallo using a beam of light from its projector. The agent was floating through the air, a shocked look on his face, and Dot-E settled him back on the roof gently.

“You…saved me?” he asked.

Mimi and Ramona exchanged looks and then Gallo fainted.

“Hurry!” Mimi said as Aa-Mee disengaged the protective shield, and they finished setting up the third engine. Los and Benny inserted the USB with the memories of Ee-Paa on it, and Mimi helped the robots position themselves in the same circle they did when they had Ee-Paa.

“Dot-E,” the robot intoned sadly.

“I’m going to miss you, pal. You were my first friend. Well,” Mimi amended, looking at the people around her who had risked it all for her and her robots, “my first friend from outer space, anyway. You’re going to be okay. You’re going to find a new home and be happy with Aa-Mee.”

“Ee-Paa,” said Dot-E in a low tone.

“Ee-Paa is in your heart, just like my dad is. And I just know you’ll be able to find him. But if not, maybe when you look up into the night sky at the moon, Ee-Paa will be there in the stars. And I’ll be looking up at the moon with you, so you can think of me, too.”

Mimi threw her arms around Dot-E as tears streamed down her face. “I’m gonna miss you so much, little buddy,” she whispered.

“Mee-mee,” the robot responded, and all around them, red heart emojis projected onto the air.

Mimi opened her eyes wide. She laughed and hugged Dot-E once more as Aa-Mee rolled to her side.

“Aa-Mee, Dot-E,” said the bigger robot.

Aa-Mee and Dot-E held hands, and Mimi stood up. Ramona draped her arms over Mimi as they watched the robots. As if it had remembered something, Dot-E looked at Aa-Mee, then rolled over to Mimi and placed what looked like a metal bubble blower—the thing that normally sat atop its head—in Mimi’s hand and closed it.

“Pa-pi,” Dot-E said. Mimi was confused. Why was Dot-E giving her its hologram projector?

But before she could ask, the robot returned to Aa-Mee’s side. Mimi took the piece and put it in her pocket, her heart aching at the thought of saying goodbye to Dot-E for good.

Aa-Mee and Dot-E linked arms and held on to the third engine.

“Now,” Mimi said, and Benny pushed a button on the engine and stepped back.

There, projected over the robots, was Ee-Paa: Ee-Paa hovering with Dot-E through meadows in space, hugging Aa-Mee, the three of them combining to form the big robot and launching into space. Ee-Paa projecting beautiful colors as they intertwined with Aa-Mee’s, Ee-Paa hugging Dot-E, both of them intoning a low, happy sound.

Suddenly, the energy gauge on the two robots’ chests filled all the way up, and a purple light projected from their hearts. Their parts combined like a jigsaw puzzle, along with the third engine, to make a bigger robot.

The engine roared to life, and the robots lifted into the air. Then, with one final wave, they took off and shot into space, brilliant blues and purples dancing behind them like ribbons made of light. They had done it. They were going home.

“Bye, Dot-E,” Mimi whispered. And as she looked at her friends and family around her, Mimi realized something. She had found her home, too.
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Ramona dropped to her knees and pulled her daughter into a fierce embrace, tears streaming down both of their faces.

“Mami, I’m so sorry for everything I did, and all the mean things I said. I didn’t mean it,” Mimi said between sobs. “I love you so much, and I’m so grateful for all you do for me.”

“I know, I know,” Ramona said, stroking Mimi’s hair softly.

“Uh…what are we gonna do about this guy?” Jada asked, looking down at a still-unconscious Agent (or former agent) Gallo.

“I…think I know someone who can help,” Ramona said knowingly.

Mimi quirked an eyebrow, and her mom held out her hand for Mimi’s cell phone, then dialed a number.

“Hey, Paco? We need your help.”
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As it turned out, not all of Paco’s wild stories were made up. He had really had a dance battle against a guy who just so happened to work for the Department of Defense now. He had befriended the guy, a director named Zissook, who ranked way higher than Gallo and not only got him demoted when Paco called him to tell him about Gallo’s visit to their apartment but had sent guards to take him away now, too.

Los nudged the unconscious Agent Gallo. “Hey, bro, there’s no loitering here.”

The agent woke up, wiped the drool from the corner of his mouth, and rose to his feet. He smoothed out his shirt and fixed his pants, trying to regain his composure. “Did they leave?”

Mimi nodded. She stood tall and proud. She had helped the robots escape from people like Agent Gallo. They couldn’t hurt the robots anymore.

Benny pointed toward the sky. “It was dope, bro. Mad colors shooting up in the sky.” He looked back at Gallo. “We were going to wake you up but figured you might get scared again.”

It wasn’t until that moment that Gallo noticed the ten soldiers standing all around him.

“What…what is this?” he asked, stepping back.

“Agent Gallo? Please remain calm. We’re taking you in for questioning. We don’t want this to get messier than it needs to,” said one soldier.

Clearly outnumbered, Gallo went peacefully with the soldiers. As they escorted him off the roof, he looked back at Mimi one last time. His scowl seemed to say they had won this battle but he had something else up his suit sleeves. For now, though, he had lost, and Mimi hoped she’d never have to see his sour face again.
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The robotics competition had been rescheduled for a week later, and Mimi and her friends were relieved they would finally get their chance to show the judges what their creation could do.

Mimi, Jada, Los, and Benny took the extra time to perfect the B-Kay Bot. On the big day, they took the stage once more. Mimi pulled a remote from her jacket pocket, and the B-Kay Bot came rolling out from behind the stage. One of their final improvements had been adding wheels to make it move, kind of like Dot-E had. It couldn’t hover yet, of course, but that was on Mimi’s to-do list. The crowd murmured excitedly at the impressive-looking robot as Mimi cleared her throat and stepped up to the mic.

“Allow me to introduce you to the B-Kay Bot. The first robot of its kind. To understand the importance of the B-Kay Bot, you have to understand how important my dad, José Perez, was to our block.”

From the stage, Mimi could see her mom in the audience, eyes filled with tears, as Paco and Julia held her hands in support. She nodded at Mimi encouragingly.

“My dad, José Perez, ran E-Perez Repair for twenty years in our neighborhood in Brooklyn. Throughout that time, he helped families fix their television sets so they could watch their favorite shows together. He fixed sewing machines for senior residents who relied on those machines to mend their clothing because they couldn’t afford new garments. He fixed cell phones and radios and speakers and computers. He fixed the things we use to live our lives, things that some people might see as a luxury or as something unnecessary for people who live in a neighborhood like mine. But those items bring us joy, they keep us connected to the outside world, they help us work and study and play and learn. We deserve those things just as much as anyone else, and with the B-Kay Bot, we can bring affordable and efficient repair to neighborhoods like ours around the world.”

Mimi took a big breath, then summoned the B-Kay Bot forward.

Jada, Los, and Benny rolled out a broken television set and stood to one side of it.

“This set is broken, but figuring out what’s wrong with it would take a repair person a lot of time—and therefore cost the client more money.” Jada turned the television set on, but the picture went in and out before turning off altogether.

“With our invention, you’d be able to scan and identify the issue in one easy step. Making it easier to fix at home, or allowing your local technician to spend less time, effort, and resources fixing it. They could get to more clients, and charge less for each job,” said Los.

“But enough talking—let’s show you how it’s done!” Benny said.

After the B-Kay Bot successfully diagnosed the faulty television, the crowd broke into applause. Shouts of amazement and praise echoed as the crew hugged onstage. From the judges’ panel, Ms. Wright clapped and flashed Mimi a huge smile. Ramona, Paco, Julia, and Ali stood up, cheering loudly.

“Papi would be very proud!” screamed Ramona, and Mimi made a heart with her hands, her own heart full of so much love and so much hope.

“Thanks for watching our presentation, and we hope you’ll vote for the B-Kay Bot!” Benny said as they walked offstage.

After ten minutes, each of the six teams was called back onstage. Los, Benny, Jada, and Mimi held hands as the winners were announced.

“Our second runner-up: from the Bronx, the Boogie Down Mech!”

Everyone cheered as the group went to collect their prize and trophy. Mimi felt sick. Her stomach was doing flips, and she was scared she’d throw up right onstage.

“Our first runner-up: from Yonkers, YonksTech.”

Again, everyone applauded as the team went up to collect their prizes.

“And now, the moment we’ve all been waiting for! The winner of this year’s Asimov Robotics Competition is…”

Mimi looked at Ramona, and her mom smiled at her and nodded. No matter who won, Mimi had learned a lot. Most of all, she knew now that even though her dad was far away, she had her mom. Her mom loved her and worked hard for her every day. They were a team—one couldn’t soar without the help or love of the other, just like Dot-E and its family. Mimi would never forget that again.

“THE B-KAY BOT! Congrats to our winners!”

Mimi’s whole body went hot and cold at once.

“We won?” she screamed.

“WE WON, FAM!” Benny hollered, and the friends hugged and jumped all the way to the announcer to accept their prize.

Mimi’s face was wet with happy tears as confetti shot into the air, covering the stage and everyone on it. They had won. Together, they had done it. Mimi couldn’t wait to hug her mom. Letting Los, Benny, and Jada collect their huge check, she ran offstage and right into Ramona’s arms, holding her as tightly as she ever had.
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My mom squeezed through the bedroom door with two monstera plants in her arms, Paco right behind her talking a mile a minute. I tried not to laugh as I sat at my desk finishing the last of my homework. My mom shot me a look that meant save me, but she still smiled as she placed the plants in different corners of the room. It was less messy now—we got a storage unit for all our boxes, and I didn’t feel so suffocated anymore. Mami seemed happier, too.

“Paco, finish your story.” Mami motioned for Paco to go on.

“That was the end of it. The passport was under the bed the whole time. But I was this close to wrestling in the Barcelona Olympics.” He paused. “Is this the box you need me to take to storage?” he asked, pointing at a box labeled MIMI’S TOOLS.

“Please. Thanks so much, Paco.”

Paco and Ali had been helping us take our stuff over to storage on the weekends. We were finally saving up to get a place of our own. I couldn’t help smiling as I looked at the jar on my desk stuffed with money and labeled HOME. It was almost full again, thanks to the office job Ms. Wright helped my mom get—and, of course, part of the competition prize money. My income had been seriously cut into, since I was focused on school again, but that didn’t mean I had completely quit doing repairs.

With the help of my friends, we had kind of relaunched E-Perez Repair. It was much smaller, of course, but it was a start. I made a deal with my mom that I was only allowed to work on weekends, and only after all my homework was done. It was a pain, but it was better than nothing, and it was nice to get good grades again. The whole not-having-to-lie thing was pretty cool, too. I was a mobile fixer now, but with the GMMC doing our marketing, we actually had to turn clients away! My friends had even gotten us trending on ClipTok with a stop-motion video. The important thing was, we were getting our own place, and I was grateful for all of it. Even the annoying parts like my mom watching me like a hawk again since she had more time off.

We also started the process of trying to get my mom’s permanent residency. Our neighbors really came through and found an inexpensive but really good lawyer, who was helping us with our case. Sorting out my mom’s situation would be complicated, but the lawyer said it would all work out. Then we could turn to my dad. It would take a while, but in time, getting my dad back was definitely a possibility. I hoped the lawyer was right.

Paco lifted the box of my tools with a grunt. “Dios mío, this is heavy.”

“Those are the tools she doesn’t need. Can you believe that?” said my mom. “That’s all for right now. Thank you for helping me put some of this in storage. We are going to get out of your hair soon, I promise.”

“Ay, por favor. You can stay as long as you want. You’re family,” said Paco.

“Mami, did you know that in ancient times people would communicate through tiny transmitters in their pockets called pagers?” I asked as I looked at my textbook.

“I used to have a pager.” Paco hitched up the waist of his pants, resetting himself before launching into one of his famous stories. “But before I forget—” Paco took out a twenty-dollar bill and handed it to me. “Ms. Suarez said she owed you for fixing her Kindle.”

“Oh sweet!” I took the money and put it in our savings jar.

“I’m gonna take this box before my back gives out. Again.” Paco shuffled out of the room.

“Almost there,” my mom said, pointing at the jar.

“It’s gonna be so exciting to get our own place, but I admit it, I’m gonna miss Paco.” I perked up the way I always did when thinking about our new place. “You know, I’ve been reading up about solar panels. Maybe I can hook us up—”

“Let’s talk about that after homework,” said Ramona.

“You’re right. I got a ton of things to fix tonight.”

The end of the school year was almost here, and I had bounced back to the honor roll. Piece of cake. Things had been different ever since Dot-E left. I started getting involved in more school activities, and of course, I was hanging out with Los, Benny, and Jada again. It was different but good. Different didn’t always have to be bad, after all.

“Mami, I’m done, can I go upstairs?” I asked as I closed my textbook.

“¿Terminaste todo?” asked Ramona. “Even history?”

“¡Sí!” I responded.

“Okay, but don’t stay out there too late,” Ramona said.

“¡Gracias, Mami!” I hugged my mom and rushed to the window, opening it and stepping out onto the fire escape.

I climbed to the rooftop and looked at my new favorite place in the world. String lights led toward a small shack with a zinc roof. A worktable sat underneath covered with my tools. A sign right above read E-PEREZ REPAIR, the new location of the family business.

I rustled through a box full of cables until I found the right one and connected my phone to Dot-E’s holoprojector. I had finally figured out how it worked. I looked up at the night sky, excited about how clear it was. I dialed a number on my phone and a familiar voice greeted me.

“Hola, mija,” said my dad.

“Hola, Papi. You at 19.29 degrees north?” I asked, getting right to the point.

“Sí, Dios mío, and I’m at 69.55 west. I remember the days when I didn’t have to worry about my latitude and longitude.”

“Okay, here we go,” I said.

Blue and orange lights flashed on the rooftop. An image formed in the projector, and the lights faded to reveal a hologram of my dad projected across from me. It looked real, as if he were standing right there with me.

“What do we have today?” asked my dad.

I placed a busted-up drone on my worktable. Its wings were twisted, its wires spilling out. A survivor of a bad impact.

“Uepa, pero that has seen better days. Did Paco sit on it?”

I laughed. My heart felt full, working with my dad again. Just like old times. We had been meeting up in hologram for the last couple of weeks thanks to Dot-E’s technology. Almost every night, we would fix things and I would hear about my family back on the island. My papi would tell me about my little cousin who just lost her first tooth and my tío who was telling everyone I would end up at MIT one day. I loved how big our family was and how many people I still had to meet in the world.

“This hologram stuff is amazing,” said my dad. “I really appreciate Dot-E for lending you this technology.”

“Me too.” I smiled, even if my heart hurt to think of Dot-E. I missed the robot a lot. “They’re family now.”

“Yes, they are,” said my dad. “Family helps you get by. Poquito a poquito. Are they okay?”

I nodded, then took my phone out and scrolled through my photos. I displayed an image on the projector for my dad.

“This was the last image I got from Dot-E. They had just passed Saturn.”

The picture was of Dot-E and Aa-Mee, floating through the rings of Saturn.

“That’s amazing. I’m sure they’ll find the right spot in no time,” said my dad. “You did a wonderful thing in helping them out. If Dot-E hadn’t found you, who knows what could’ve happened?”

“I wouldn’t have been on the FBI’s most-wanted list,” I said with a chuckle. “I actually still might be. But yeah, if we hadn’t found each other, a lot of things wouldn’t have changed maybe. Maybe you and I wouldn’t be fixing this drone right now. We wouldn’t be together.”

“We’ve always been together, Mimi. Even when we can’t be side by side.” My dad looked up. “The sky is clear tonight, you can see all the stars.”

“Here, too,” I said, looking up. I knew somewhere up there, Dot-E was looking at the same stars as me and my dad. Somewhere up there, Dot-E was finally home.


The Girl and the Robot Discussion Questions

1. In the opening sentences of The Girl and the Robot, the author writes, “Something being broken doesn’t make the parts any less beautiful.” Imagine walking in your city or town and noticing a shiny, colorful piece of broken glass from a bottle or broken flower pot on the ground. They were once a part of a larger, beautiful item. Why might the author say these broken pieces are still beautiful? Give your interpretation of what the author might mean.

2. Imagine that you are a school counselor. One of Mimi’s teachers has come to you for help. The teacher tells you that Mimi has withdrawn from friends after Mimi’s father was taken and that the other students feel awkward and don’t know what to say. She also says that Mimi “doesn’t want people’s pity.” The teacher thinks it would be beneficial for you to reach out and talk to Mimi. As the counselor, what would you tell Mimi to help her feel better?

3. When Mimi sees a creature in her dad’s shop, she tells herself, “You’re either being really stupid, or you’re about to discover something. Be brave.” Think about a scary creature from a movie you have seen. Then think about the creature in the shop. Is it better to call for help, or is it better to be brave and approach the creature? Write a rule for everyone to follow in these uncertain situations. Below your new rule, write three advantages to following it. Present your new rule to your class.

4. Mimi lies to her friends about the light they have seen in the shop. We are all taught at home and school that we should not lie. What are Mimi’s reasons for lying? Was Mimi justified in lying to her friends? Are there any times when someone should not tell the truth? Defend your answer with reasons.

5. In Chapter 5, we see Mimi facing adult issues, such as her attitude toward authority and her responsibility for another being. Mimi does not trust the government about the power outage, yet she wants Dot-E to trust her. Is it wrong for Mimi to refuse to trust in one situation while asking that she be trusted in another? What are the motives that justify Mimi’s actions in these two situations?

6. By chance, Mimi and Dot-E cross each other’s paths. How might this meeting between the two be good for each of them?

7. In Chapter 10, Mimi says she doesn’t know how to fix a friendship because she doesn’t want to discuss her feelings. We also learn that Dot-E may have feelings. Do you believe robots can have feelings? As a robot, does Dot-E have the ability to truly be a friend to Mimi, to build a true friendship with her, and to help Mimi discuss her feelings? Explain your thoughts.

8. Paco and Julia surprise Mimi and her friends with a new space for them to work on their robot. Julia tells Mimi, “You need space to change the world.” What is your interpretation of Julia’s statement?

9. In Chapter 17, Mimi is upset and tells her mom, Ramona, that she only cares about herself and “pointless jobs that don’t even make enough money to get us a real house.” Mimi’s mom felt like she had been slapped. If you were a friend of Mimi’s, how would you help Mimi repair her relationship with her mom?

10. We learn Agent Gallo has been demoted from his job because of “reckless behavior.” What responsibilities do law enforcement officers have to the people who live in the community? What characteristics should a law enforcement officer have to hold the job? Do members of the community have responsibilities to law enforcement officers, too? Persuade other students with your opinion.

11. Explain how Bluetooth, a twenty-first-century technology, was able to help launch Aa-Mee and Dot-E back into space. Where does the term Bluetooth come from? Use classroom or library resources to research your answer.

12. Agent Gallo believes that the world gives false hope to kids by telling them that they can do anything. Do students at your school feel hopeful for the future, or do they agree with Agent Gallo? Have a group discussion in class and ask others in your group if they feel hopeful for the future. Write down their answers and reasons, but don’t use the students’ names. Present what you discovered to your class and give your conclusion on whether or not students are hopeful for the future.

13. We learn that Mimi’s father, José, teaches her several skills that prove to be very useful. List these skills and explain how Mimi applies each to successfully reunite Dot-E with Aa-Mee and get them home.

14. The last chapter of the book is titled “Six Months Later.” What happens to Mimi after she and her team win the competition? Will the prize money fix her family? Now, create your own book chapter entitled “One Year Later.” Write two to three paragraphs hypothesizing what effect the money from the prize has on Mimi’s family. Provide evidence from the book to support your new “chapter.”

This guide was written by MARIBEL CASTRO, a former school and academic librarian, currently serving as the director of technology and information services at Louise S. McGehee School in New Orleans, Louisiana. Castro has served on several reading list committees, served as president of the Texas Library Association, and was a member of the executive board of the American Association of School Librarians. She is the child of migrant workers from Mexico who did not have much in terms of wealth but got her a library card, opening up a rich world of words and thoughts. Castro believes that children of diverse backgrounds deserve to be reflected in the pages of the books they read.
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