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ONE

One Small Thing

One small thing. I was only asking for one small 

thing. A pet.

I didn’t even care what kind. A llama. An iguana. 

A potbellied pig. Actually, a baby pygmy goat 

would probably make me the most popular kid in 

the entire town. Not that I wanted to be the most 

popular kid, since I wouldn’t like being noticed 

that much. I just wanted to know that I could be 

the most popular kid—you know, if I wanted to.
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The real reason I wanted a pet had nothing to 

do with being popular, but I couldn’t tell anyone 

since I wasn’t supposed to know.

“Any ideas for pet names yet?” asked Laini, 

making a free throw in my driveway without even 

trying. Laini Shanahan is my very best friend. 

Actually, she’s my onlyy only best friend, but if I had more  only best friend, but if I had more 

than one best friend, she would still be my very 

best.

“Maybe Frederica,” I answered.

“Uh, I’m pretty sure that’s your name,” said 

Laini.

“Yeah, but everybody calls me Rica,” I said. “I 

could say to all the world, ‘I, Frederica Baptista, 

hereby bestow the name Frederica onto my pet 

pygmy goat or maybe a baby chimp—I don’t know 

yet—but, whatever, I, myself, will hereby forth 

forever be known as just Rica.’”

“What did your mom say about a pet?” asked 

Laini.

“She said no almost faster than her mouth 

could open,” I answered. My shot hit the back-

board and bounced off.
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“What about your dad?” asked Laini as she 

caught the basketball and passed it back to me.

“He said no as quickly as my mother did. If I’d 

asked them together, they would have said no in 

perfect harmony.” I dribbled the basketball a few 

times and then passed it back to Laini.

“Maybe they will change their minds,” said 

Laini as she tried to make a backward free throw. 

She missed, but that didn’t stop her from trying 

again.

“Are you kidding? When I asked again—because 

it’s always worth trying again—they wrote out a list 

of reasons why I shouldn’t get a pet. They actually 

wrote it down. On paper! In pen! They can’t even 

erase any of it!”

“What’s on the list?” she asked.

I took a folded-up piece of paper out of my 

pocket. We sat on the porch steps as I read the list 

to Laini.

1.  How can we be sure you will clean up after a 

pet when you don’t even keep your own room 

clean?
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“They’ve got a point,” said Laini, tossing the ball 

from one hand to another.

“Whose side are you on?” I asked. “Besides, my 

room is clean enough. It’s just a little messy. The 

messiness helps me to be creative. What do they 

call it? A creative muse?”

“Well, unless your muse is going to get you a 

pet,” said Laini, “you might want to straighten up 

your room a bit.”

“I guess that one would be pretty easy to take 

care of,” I said.

“Okay, so moving on,” said Laini. “What’s 

number two?”

2.  A pet would be a distraction from your 

homework.

“That one’s not fair. I always do my homework. 

Just maybe not right away,” I said. “And school 

doesn’t start again until September. That means I’ll 

have to wait until then to even try to show them 

that I’ll do my homework as soon as I get home. It 

will take forever to get a pet.”
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“Start doing some homeworky kind of things 

now. Read a lot, and maybe write some stuff. That’ll 

make you look homework-ready.”

It’s good to have a best friend who knows how 

to strategize.

“Okay, then, next one,” I said.

3.  Getting a pet is a long-term decision, and 

we’re not sure you’re ready to make that kind 

of commitment.

“I’ve kept them as my parents all of my life. 

That’s a huge commitment,” I said.

“I don’t know if they would see it that way,” said 

Laini.

“Okay, so how about the fact that I’ve kept 

you as a friend since kindergarten? That’s com-

mitment.”

“That could work,” said Laini as she tried to spin 

the basketball on her fi nger. “What’s next?”

4.  Pets cost money. You don’t have any.
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Laini nodded and pointed at me. “They got you 

there.”

“They kinda do,” I said. “But I could start saving 

my allowance. And maybe I could earn some 

money.”

“I could help you earn some,” said Laini. “After 

all, it would kind of be like my pet, too. Except it 

would live here and you would take care of it. But I 

would come over and play with it.”

“Sounds fair enough” is what I said out loud. 

Inside my head, I said, I wish that’s how it was going 

to happen. A secret I had overheard told me things 

were going to be different.

I made myself focus on the last item on the 

list.

5.  You need to show you can be responsible fi rst.

“If I can take care of the fi rst four items, then 

that means I’m responsible, right?” I said to Laini.

“Very responsible.”

“But this is going to be hard.”
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“Well, maybe you could come up with your own 

list instead,” said Laini.

“My own list of reasons I shouldn’t get a pet?” I 

asked. That was a bizarre idea.

“Come on, Rica, get your head in the game. You 

need a list of reasons why you should get a pet—but 

a list written from their point of view.”

Like I said, it’s good to have a friend who knows 

how to strategize.

“It’s time for us to get to work,” said Laini. “This 

is going to be fun.”

“Sure will” is what I said out loud.

It better be is what I said in my head since it 

could be the last thing Laini and I would ever get to 

do together.

Earlier in the week, I had heard Laini’s mom 

talking—kind of whispering actually—on the 

phone. I had just gotten to their house and was still 

in the driveway when she walked out onto their 

side porch. I heard her say that she was glad they 

had fi nally found a house in Florida, just down 

the street from Grandma Shanahan’s new condo. I 

peeked around the corner of the house and saw that 
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she had a big smile on her face. She said that Laini 

and her brother, Quinn, were going to be thrilled 

and that she and their dad were trying to decide the 

perfect time to tell them.

My best friend was moving. Moving! And I 

couldn’t tell her because I wasn’t supposed to know.

I’m not very good at making new friends, and 

until then I hadn’t needed to be. I had Laini. Being 

friends with her was easy-breezy, but now she was 

moving, and I had an icky-sicky feeling way down 

in the pit of my stomach. It felt like a giant knot of 

loneliness, and Laini hadn’t even moved yet.

So, Laini moving to a whole other state was the 

real reason I wanted a pet. Actually, I didn’t just 

want a pet. I needed a pet.



I was glad to catch Dad before he went to work. I 

only had two things on my Why I Should Get a Pet 

list, but I fi gured I could start trying them out.

“So, I’ve been thinking,” I said. “I need to learn 

to be more responsible. Having a pet would teach 

me responsibility.”

Dad gave me one of his big, wide smiles and 

said, “I hate to shoot your idea down, but that’s 

putting the cart before the horse, so I think you’re 

back to square one.”

I wasn’t exactly sure what he was saying, but it 

sounded like no.

TWO

Plan A and Plan B
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“How does my bow tie look?” asked Dad as he 

straightened it in the hallway mirror.

“Like a bow tie,” I answered.

“Good,” he said. “That’s what I was shooting 

for. I’m going to audition for this fall’s community 

theater production after work and I want to look 

my best.” He kissed me on the forehead and then, 

waving as he ran out the door, called out “Te logu!”

“Sure,” I said. “See you later.”

That didn’t work out so well, so I moved on to 

Plan B: Momma.

I went down to the kitchen and poured myself 



some cereal before my mother made me something 

I didn’t want to eat for breakfast.

“So, I’ve been thinking,” I told my mother. “I 

should get a pet because you really need one.”

“I think I’m missing your logic,” my mother said 

as she put a pot on the stove. She’s a nutritionist. 

She writes cookbooks, makes recipe videos, and 

visits schools to talk about healthy eating. And she 

makes Dad and me eat healthy food that neither of 
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“Dad’s at work all day, and when summer’s over, 

I go back to school. Since you work from home a 

lot, you’ll be here by yourself.” I crossed my fi ngers, 

hoping that this would work. “A pet would keep 

you company. It would be good for you.”

“Sorry, that’s not going to work, honey. I’m just 

fi ne by myself.”

I tried again: “But I don’t want you to be lonely.”

“I’ve got too much work to do to be lonely.” She 

gave me a smile. “But nice try.”

I wasn’t ready to give up.

“You don’t even have to think of a name for it. I 

already have one picked out,” I said. “Frederica. I’m 

giving away my name, so I can just be Rica.”

“Don’t you remember why you’re named 

Frederica?” asked Momma.

“Because of some guy I never met,” I answered.

“What do you mean ‘some guy’?” asked 

Momma. “You’re named after your great-great-

grandfather Frederico. Don’t you remember that 

all of your great-great-grandparents left Cape 

Verde for America because of all of the droughts? 

No rain meant no food, so people were starving. 
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Great-Great-Grandpa Frederico didn’t forget Cape 

Verde after he left. He collected food and clothes 

to send back to the islands many times. A lot of 

people depended on those shipments. Always be 

proud of your name and your heritage.”

I wasn’t sure what heritage meant, but I fi gured 

it had something to do with Great-Great-Grandpa 

Frederico. I’m sure he was a terrifi c guy, but didn’t 

I have a great-great-grandmother they could have 

named me after?

Momma took a box of brown rice out of the 

cabinet and told me she was going to make canja, 

a Cape Verdean chicken soup. “This version will be 

little healthier than the traditional recipe,” she said. 

“I’m going to do a series of videos on African foods, 

so why not start with Cabo Verde?”

I liked canja the plain, old regular way, but I 

decided to keep that opinion to myself.

“Why do you call it Cape Verde sometimes and 

Cabo Verde other times?” I asked Momma.

“I grew up calling it Cape Verde, but then the 

country changed its name,” answered Momma.

“So, I guess we’re Cape Cabo Verdean.”
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Momma laughed. “Well, we’re American, but I 

guess you could say we have Cape Cabo Verdean 

love in our blood.”

“Cabo might be a cute pet name,” I said.

Momma ignored my comment. “By the way, Tia 

Camille will be here in a little while to help me 

with a video. Serenity will be here, too.”

“Oh, garbanzo beans!” I said.

“First of all,” said Momma, “why do you always 

say ‘garbanzo beans’ when you’re not happy with 

something? Garbanzo beans are just chickpeas. 

They’re used to make hummus, and you like 

hummus.”

Inside my head, I said, I eat hummus, but I never eat hummus, but I never 

said I like hummus.

“Second of all,” said Momma, “what is the 

problem you have lately with Serenity? She’s your 

cousin, and you know you love her.”

Inside my head, I said, She’s my cousin, so I 

probably do love her, but that doesn’t mean I have to 

like her.

“I think it would be good for you and Serenity 

to spend more time together,” said Momma.
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Out loud I repeated, “Oh, garbanzo beans!”

Momma gave me a warning look, so I started 

backing out of the kitchen. “Um, I think I’ll go 

clean my room.”

I’ve always been happy to see Momma’s sister, 

Tia Camille, but lately Serenity had become the 

worst cousin in the world. Maybe fourteen is 

just the worst age, because, for some reason, she 

decided it was her job to tell me what to do and 

how to do it. People should wait until their kids are 

older before they name them because she defi nitely 

should not have been named Serenity. I wondered 

if I was going to be like her when I turned fourteen.



THREE

Serenity (Not)

Cleaning my room turned out to be a lot harder 

than it looked. First of all, where was I supposed 

to start? After staring at my room for about fi ve 

minutes, I walked over to my desk and picked up 

my microscope. It was a little kid toy microscope 

and I hadn’t used it in a while . . . but it looked 

kind of homeworky, so I put it back.

I picked up a collection of little yarn dolls from 

my dresser. I could get rid of them, but I made them 

when I was fi ve and that was three years ago. Maybe 

keeping them showed commitment, so I put them 

back.


