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        For Robert Arrington, as you recover from your stroke. Like you said on a recent video while holding our books: “We live this life.”

        May you, just like Avery, find peace and healing. And may you soon be out there again, enjoying your own apex adventures!

      

        

      
        “What time I am afraid, I will trust in thee.”

        Psalms 56:3
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            A MYSTERY ENVELOPE

          

        

      

    

    
      The summer sun beat mercilessly on Avery’s burning shoulders. Her mouth felt parched, and the cold blue water beckoned.

      “Incomingggggg!” Enrique yelled, his voice carrying as he swooped across the yard.

      Avery swiveled her head and watched in envy as 12-year-old Enrique flew along the zipline, released his grip, made an impressive arc, and splashed into the waiting pool.

      Marisa cheered, and Avery smiled at her sister. Marisa was almost exactly the same age as Enrique. They had already decided to have a joint party for their next birthday.

      “My turn!” 11-year-old Zeke called from the tree fort.

      Avery lifted her gaze to the zipline, recalling with a wistful smile the feeling of the wind whipping through her hair. If only.

      Jasmine, Zeke’s twin, plopped down beside Avery. “You gonna go too?”

      Avery cleared her throat. “Not today. You?” Always deflect. If everyone got too nosy, they’d figure out her secret. At 10, she was the youngest of their crew, but not by much.

      “Never!” Jasmine laughed. She was unashamed of her fear of the water. She pressed her deep brown arm against Avery’s. “Girl, you need some sunscreen.”

      Avery grimaced and shoved back. “Or a rashguard.”

      “IN…COM…INGGGG!” Zeke called.

      Everyone said “incoming,” but they all had different inflections. It was such fun—or it used to be.

      Before.

      Avery and Jasmine’s heads turned to follow his whoosh and rapid flight. Only this past weekend, Dad had adjusted the zipline to go over Enrique’s pool and hung the other end higher—that way if they missed the pool, their momentum would slow them before they hit the tree on the other side. Nobody wanted a trip to the ER because of a zipline.

      Avery and Marisa were canal neighbors to Enrique, and they called themselves the Kids of Coral Canal. Both of their parents had decided landing on the grass was more dangerous than in the pool. Marisa, Zeke, and Enrique had been ecstatic. But not Avery. She had just pretended so they wouldn’t notice her deep disappointment. She had loved the zipline.

      Before.

      Just as Zeke released, he tucked his legs and attempted a back somersault. A splat sounded, and the water splashed outward.

      “Ouch!” Marisa laughed.

      Zeke came up sputtering. “My back.”

      “Serves you right!” Jasmine yelled, kicking her legs to splash him.

      Zeke splashed back, and the water hit Avery, cooling her skin. She frowned, wishing for the relief of plunging into refreshing water. If only she could jump in.

      “Ave, you OK?” Marisa swam over toward her.

      Uh oh. Marisa was too smart. Intuitive, her mom called it.

      “Osprey to Crow’s Nest!” The walkie-talkie chirped from the nearby grass.

      Avery jumped up. Saved! She grabbed the device from the grass, brushed her sweaty palms against her side, and pressed the button. “Crow’s Nest here.” Her voice sounded wobbly and upset, so she cleared it. “Over.” This time, it came out firmer, and she exhaled, a small smile tugging at her lips.

      “There’s been a delivery.” Her mom’s voice was sing-songy, like she was excited.

      Avery spun to connect with Marisa, her eyes wide. A delivery? She glanced at Enrique, who had frozen in place, and then toward Zeke and Jasmine, who watched in interest.

      “Do you think—” Enrique started.

      “It’s another—” Marisa continued.

      “Blue Envelope?” Zeke and Jasmine finished in unison, raising their arms above their heads.

      There was a beat of silence, and then Avery dropped the walkie-talkie and ran for the  ladder that spanned the fence between the two yards. Even though Enrique was canal neighbors with Avery and Marisa, the only ways to get to his house used to be via kayak or walking up their road, out onto a busy road, and then down his road. So Dad had installed the ladder to make it easy for them to come and go.

      Marisa and Enrique beat her to it. They were both super fast, plus Enrique played soccer. Not only could he run fast, but he could also dart and spin and make his movements into an intricate dance. She followed them over the ladder, pausing at the top and looking back at the twins.  “Come on, guys! You’ll miss it!” She waved her arms like a cheerleader, making Marisa laugh.

      “Nice moves, Ave,” Marisa said.

      Avery smiled and watched as Zeke and Jasmine glanced at each other, did their unspoken twin thing, and then ran toward the ladder.

      What would it be like to know somebody so well that you could understand them without speaking? Maybe you had to be a twin to do that; she wasn’t sure. But lately, it felt like everyone had a special talent except her.

      “Hurry, Avery!” Marisa jumped up and down at the base of the ladder.

      Avery scrambled down, relieved Marisa had waited. Marisa grabbed her arm and pulled her toward the house. They were almost as close as twins, and Avery’s heart lifted.

      Mom stood at the back door with towels. “No wet feet on the tile,” she admonished, her face shining with excitement.

      There had to be a blue envelope! It had been nearly three weeks since the last one, and they were starting to worry that the riddle days had ended with their adventure to Abaco, The Bahamas. Avery toweled off in a frenzy and then ran into the house, hot on Marisa and Enrique’s heels. They barreled past Grandpa, who sat in the living room with a strange look.

      “Hello, kids!” His gravelly voice came out like a loudspeaker.

      Marisa halted, Enrique plowed into her, and they fell to the floor in a tangle.

      Avery stopped just in time, a laugh bubbling up at the scene.

      “Oh my,” Grandpa said. “What’s got you young’uns in such a state?”

      “Is there another envelope, Grandpa?” Marisa twisted away from Enrique and jumped to her feet.

      “Envelope, shmenvelope, I’m just waiting for dessert,” Grandpa said.

      Keeping her eyes on him, Marisa continued her sideways walk toward the kitchen. Avery watched and, with a quick pivot, darted into the kitchen. If Grandpa was focused on Marisa, walking away while he was talking wouldn't be rude.

      Avery’s eyes landed on the table and she gasped.

      There it sat.

      A Blue Envelope.

      The midday sun reflected off the surface, and it seemed to glow.

      She paused right above it. “Marisa?” her voice came out quavery.

      In a moment, Marisa stood beside her, followed by Enrique, their mouths agape.

      Avery reached out, touched the surface, and then drew her hand back in a flash.

      “I can’t believe it,” Marisa whispered.

      “Que linda,” Enrique breathed.

      Avery wasn’t sure who Linda was, but in a moment of decision, she gripped the envelope.

      "To the Kids of Coral Canal," she read and then shot a look at Marisa. It was just like the other three: a blue envelope, addressed specifically to them! Would it also contain a riddle?

      “What are you holding?” Grandpa’s voice rasped behind them.

      Avery jumped and dropped the envelope. Enrique scooted to the other side of the table, his eyes wary.

      “Grandpa, you scared us!” Marisa gave a shaky laugh. Then she scrunched her eyebrows, picked up the envelope, and turned toward him. “Have you seen this before?”

      Avery tracked Marisa’s gaze and studied Grandpa’s expression. Was he The Riddle Maker?

      “Where’s the pie?” He didn’t even acknowledge the envelope.

      Marisa squinted at the return address. “This one is from Nai-Nairobi?” She spoke loudly, still staring at Grandpa. “You ever been to Nairobi, Grandpa?”

      “Yeah, sure.”

      Avery and Enrique sucked in air as Zeke and Jasmine finally entered the kitchen. Marisa kept her eyes fixed on Grandpa, and Avery followed suit.

      Was Grandpa about to admit he was their Riddle Maker?  Avery’s mind went back to their other riddles. There hadn’t been much that pointed to Grandpa, but there were so few possibilities. Who else knew them so well? But Grandpa was so confused by technology, she couldn’t imagine him planning these riddles.

      He pointed his cane at Zeke. “Did you hide the pie?”

      Jasmine let out a nervous giggle.

      “When did you go to Nairobi, Grandpa?” Marisa would not be deterred.

      Grandpa started opening cabinets. “When I was in Alabama,” he muttered, slamming each cabinet door. “Abigail!”

      Avery felt like she would faint. Was there a Nairobi in Alabama?

      “Isn’t it in Africa?” Zeke whispered.

      Marisa nodded quickly, her lips turned down in disappointment, her eyes still on Grandpa.

      Mom hurried into the kitchen, stopping as if to take in the scene.

      “Abigail, where’d you hide my pie?” Now Grandpa sounded like an upset child.

      Mom took two steps and touched his arm. “It’s right here, Dad,” her voice soothed. She pulled out a chair and motioned for him to sit. “I’ll cut you all a slice, but please sit down.”

      Avery watched as if in a stupor as everyone sat in slow motion. She wished she could read their minds. Thoughts seemed to ping about the table like it was noisy, yet nobody said a word.

      “Turn it over, Marisa,” Avery insisted.

      Marisa obeyed.

      Enrique leaned sideways to read the block letters. "YOUR ADVENTURE AWAITS!" He slammed his hand to the table, and Grandpa jumped.

      “Calm down, son, it’s just a letter.” Grandpa’s eyes tracked the generous slice of apple pie Mom had placed before him. With trembling hand, he took the fork she offered and dug into the confection.

      Avery could tell it was still hot, and the aroma made her mouth water.

      “Anyone else want some?” Mom asked.

      “Yes, please,” Zeke and Jasmine said together.

      Enrique bobbed his head, but Avery and Marisa stared at the envelope.

      “Open it,” Avery whispered.

      Marisa slid her finger under the glued flap and pulled out two sheets of paper. She smoothed the pages and took a breath as if to read but hesitated before sliding it over to Avery. “You read it, Ave.”

      Mom continued to quietly place pie in front of each of them, and Avery moistened her lips and began to read:

      
      “To the kids of Coral Canal. 

      These are your instructions:

      
        
          	
        Solve the riddle 
      

      	
        Take TWO pictures of the answers – one of tracks and one in the water
      

      	
        Email it to the address on this page.
      

      

      

      Rule 1 – no adult can help solve the riddle

      Rule 2 – the answer must be in the wild

      Rule 3 – DO NOT email questions to this address; only your final picture!”

      
      She stopped and stared at each of them. Enrique’s hand paused midair, his forkful of apple suspended in space. Marisa’s sat untouched. Zeke and Jasmine took bites in tandem. Grandpa ignored them all, his plate almost empty.

      “So it walks,” Marisa said.

      “Who walks?” Jasmine asked.

      “They want pictures of tracks, so it must walk on land.” Marisa pointed to the instructions.

      “And it also swims,” Jasmine added.

      “What creature do we know that swims and walks?” Zeke asked.

      "Just read the riddle, Avery," Enrique finally said.

      Avery repositioned the second sheet and stared at it. Like the other times, it was written in a fancy script, printed on a page resembling a map. Once more, she cleared her throat.

      
      
        
        “1776, my first description,

        My presence proves fit ecosystem.

        Playful, ferocious, yet also sensitive,

        Dressed in my best, a velvet representative.

      

        
      
        Expecting moms hide in dens,

        Displacing tenants – amphibious friends?

        Males ramble wide though travel broken,

        Webbed feet roam through riparian zone.

      

        
      
        A mesopredator with fantastic skills,

        Nocturnal jaunts for crayfish and beetles,

        Nictitating membranes like goggles clean,

        Vibrissae guide through murky stream.

      

        
      
        Solve who I am, then map your way,

        Two-picture proof by Independence Day.

        Footprints on land, plus found in water,

        Enjoy the journey, adventurous explorer!”

      

      

      “So many hard words.” Enrique buried his face in his hands.

      “We can look them all up, easy-peasy.” Jasmine reached for the riddle, knocking her plate of pie over, the warm pie steaming the glass tabletop.

      Marisa grabbed Jasmine’s arm. “Hands in your lap, Jas. We
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