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            A MYSTERY ENVELOPE

          

        

      

    

    
      Marisa’s finger wound in her hair tightly, and she felt the sharp tug at her scalp as she remained at her desk after school had let out. One more question. She was guaranteed a perfect score if only she could decide whether the units were grams or kilograms. She stared out the window at the after-care kids who were climbing on the nearby playground. The noise grated on her nerves.

      Grams or kilograms? She pulled and twisted her hair again until her scalp hurt.

      She disliked taking tests after school, but they would miss the next two days, leaving early for the Labor Day weekend because Dad had a conference in the Florida Keys. But missing school meant you got behind. And getting behind meant you couldn’t do as well. And so far, she’d earned a perfect score on everything.

      She rubbed her sweaty palms on her shirt and stared at the rumpled test paper, rereading the question.

      She knew she had the correct numbers, but this science teacher was adamant about the right units. Grams or kilograms? A gram was the size of a paper clip; a kilogram was 1000 paper clips. But the question was talking about sand. A small bucket of sand. She closed her eyes, trying to picture herself and Avery filling a bucket of beach sand and hefting the bucket over to dump the packed sand into the start of a sandcastle. The beach sand was wet; so, it would be heavier. This didn’t say if the sand was wet or dry.

      The classroom door creaked open, and Marisa spotted movement out of the corner of her eye.

      Avery.

      Marisa stared, flicking her eyes to the side, trying to tell her to leave.

      But Avery gestured, pointing to an imaginary watch. “Hurry up!” she mouthed.

      Enrique, directly behind her, jumped up and down, making silly faces.

      Marisa snorted and then covered her hand with her mouth.

      Her teacher, Mrs. Kelvin, was about her mom’s age and she gave Marisa one of those ‘teacher’ looks.

      “Excuse me.” Marisa cleared her throat and waved her hand side to side, and Mrs. Kelvin went back to grading.

      Marisa ducked her head toward the door. “Go away.” She mouthed.

      The door clicked shut. Of course, they wanted to hurry home. She did too. They had a trip coming up! So weird that this trip didn’t have a riddle attached to it. Since the springtime, every trip always had a riddle. Had the riddles stopped?

      “Marisa? You almost finished?” Mrs. Kelvin asked.

      “Oh, um, yes.” Marisa grimaced. “But do you know if the sand in the last question is wet or dry?”

      Mrs. Kelvin’s eyebrows drew together. “Just answer the question; it shouldn’t matter.”

      Marisa glanced down. It did matter. If wet, it would be heavier, and kilograms might be the right answer.

      Fine. Kilograms. She circled the answer with kilograms and stood, her chair falling back and clattering to the floor. She crouched, picked it up, then walked to the front of the room and placed her test on the desk. “Thank you,” she mumbled. “I know it’s a lot of work to have us miss school. I told my parents I didn’t want to miss but…” Marisa rubbed at the sore spot on her head. Mom said she needed to stop pulling at her hair because she’d get a bald spot.

      Mrs. Kelvin’s eyes softened. “That’s OK. I’m sure they don’t want you staying home alone.” She winked.

      Marisa blew out a breath in relief. She didn’t want to get on her teacher’s bad side at the beginning of the school year. Especially her science teacher. Science was her favorite subject.

      “Nope.” Marisa gave a longing glance at the paper. She should’ve put grams. She was dying to know, but Mrs. Kelvin was jamming papers into her tote bag and had already pushed away from her desk.

      “You have a good time, and I’ll see you after Labor Day.” Mrs. Kelvin smiled.

      Marisa backed up. “OK,” she mumbled. It was grams. No kid could lift a bucket of sand that was 26.5 kg unless they were super strong. But did the people who wrote these tests even think of such things? If she were a teacher, she would make sure all the questions and answers made sense in real life.

      “Marisa?” Her teacher was at the door now, her hand on the lights.

      “Oh, um, sorry!” Marisa scrambled to load her jammed backpack, all her textbooks plus the astronaut test study books crammed in for the ride to the Keys. She’d study on the drive.
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        * * *

      

      As soon as Marisa stepped into the hallway, Avery stopped doodling over the front of her covered textbook, and Enrique quit kicking at his rubber band ball.

      “What took you so long?” Avery huffed, dropping her textbook into her bag.

      “Why’d you tell Mrs. Kelvin we would be gone?” Enrique asked. “Did she want me to take the test early too?”

      Marisa shrugged. “I dunno.” Had she really been so illogical as to put kilograms? There went her perfect scores on everything.

      Avery tugged at her arm. “Let’s go!”

      Enrique’s phone buzzed, and he glanced down. “My mom’s waiting.”

      They usually took the bus but missed it for Marisa’s test.

      Hurrying outside into the bright Florida sunshine, Marisa and Avery clambered into the backseat of Enrique’s mom’s car.

      “Hey, mijos! How was your day? She reached over and ruffled Enrique’s hair as he slid into the front seat.

      Marisa loved Enrique’s mom. She was super smart. A patent attorney. Maybe she had gotten perfect scores in school too.

      “Your mother says there is a surprise waiting at home.” Enrique’s mom spoke with a slight accent, her Hispanic heritage coming through. Marisa thought it sounded beautiful.

      “Really?” Avery sat up straight.

      Enrique looked wide-eyed between them. “For us?”

      “You think it’s—” Avery started.

      “—a blue envelope?” Enrique finished.

      Marisa looked between Avery and Enrique, their words penetrating her worry over the test. A riddle? Just in time for their trip! It had been July 4 when they last got one. If their surprise was a blue envelope, it would be their fifth riddle.

      Each riddle was mailed from a different place and led to an epic adventure. And nobody knew who was sending the riddles, nor how the Riddle Maker always matched a riddle with what was happening in their lives.

      The drive home seemed to take ages, and as soon as they stopped, Marisa scrambled out of the car along with Enrique and Avery.

      Enrique was the fastest and was over the wall ladder that separated their two canal homes before Marisa could even heft the second strap of her backpack over her shoulder.

      “That’s a lot of books, Marisa,” Enrique’s mom said.

      Marisa loved how Enrique’s mom said Marisa; it sounded like a song. Marisa turned and gave a crooked smile.

      “Hurry!” Enrique’s one leg was over the wall, and he looked like a sentry standing guard between their houses. “Let’s go!”

      His mom waved her on, and Marisa trudged across Enrique’s yard, around the pool and their epic zipline, and to the ladder.

      Avery scrambled up to meet him and motioned with her hand for him to keep moving, and Marisa came up behind them, her backpack digging into the skin at her shoulders.

      Enrique and Avery danced at the ladder's base and took off running the minute Marisa hit the ground.

      “Kids!” A deep voice bellowed.

      Marisa, Avery, and Enrique skidded to a halt.

      Grandpa.

      He stood before them, a shovel in his hand, surrounded by plants.

      “Whatcha doing, Grandpa?” Avery managed, glancing at Marisa.

      “Where are your shoes, Grandpa?” Enrique side-eyed Marisa. Enrique had taken to calling him Grandpa too.

      “Snapper hid them.” Grandpa shrugged. “That crazy dog.”

      Snapper was Grandpa’s dog.

      Marisa stared at Grandpa’s shoeless feet and then through the sliding door, wishing she could see inside.

      Enrique had started that sideways walking thing, as if he could get away without being rude.

      “Young man!” Grandpa’s gruff voice brought Enrique to a quick halt, and Avery stifled a laugh behind her hand.

      Marisa bit her lip so she wouldn’t laugh. “What are you planting, Grandpa?” Marisa tried to make her voice sound even.

      “This here is called a gray nickerbean.” Grandpa gestured to some spindly plants, their rows of green leaves on narrow fronds bent over in the heat.

      Enrique clapped a hand over his mouth and looked wide-eyed at Avery.

      Avery giggled. “A nicker-bean?” she asked.

      “Yes! NICKERBEAN.” He said it so loud that Avery took a step back. “Help me plant them; they are thirsty in this heat.” He gestured around him.

      Hurriedly, Marisa dumped her backpack and took the shovel from him. A riddle waited inside, but now they needed to garden with Grandpa? She swatted at a mosquito and used her forearm to wipe stray hairs sticking to her forehead.

      “Young man!” Grandpa pointed at Enrique.

      “Yes, sir!” Enrique looked like he was about to salute.

      “Grab the hose!”

      Enrique gave one last longing look toward the patio door and then ran for the hose.

      “Why are you planting these, Grandpa?” Marisa grabbed a shovel and started digging.

      “These plants can treat fevers, but the seeds are poisonous if you eat them raw.”

      “Are you getting sick, Grandpa?” Avery picked up one of the plants, ready to plop it into one of the holes.

      “Sick? Why would I be sick?” He stomped his bare foot around the plant.

      Marisa avoided eye contact with Avery. Because then they’d giggle. And that would seem rude.

      “Aren’t you scared Snapper will eat them?” Marisa asked.

      “Snapper is too smart to eat something poisonous.” Grandpa pointed to where he wanted the next hole. “But if you crush and roast the beans, you can use them for coffee.” He stood, put a hand to his lower back, and then wiped his face with the back of his arm, smudging dirt across it. “Wonder how many people got sick before they figured that one out.”

      A full-blown laugh burst from Avery, and Marisa started laughing too. Grandpa was hilarious. Also, why was he out here digging in the evening heat? Where was Mom?

      She stared up at him. “Grandpa, does Mom know you’re out here?”

      “Of course she does, sweetie.” He patted her head. Bits of dirt from his hand trickled down Marisa’s forehead. “She said this was the perfect spot for my new hosts.”

      Hosts? What did that even mean? Marisa stuck her lower lip out and blew up at her face, trying to clear the dirt. She dug another hole as Enrique came around the corner with the hose.

      Like an assembly line, Avery plopped little plants into the holes, and Marisa filled in the dirt and patted it down. Then Enrique sprinkled water while Grandpa pointed. Soon, all fifteen nickerbeans were planted and watered, and Grandpa stepped back.

      “They look good, Grandpa.” Marisa reached for Grandpa’s arm. He needed to come inside.

      “Never mind them.” Grandpa swatted her hand away. “You have to hurry because Abigail says there’s another one of those envelope things waiting for you.”

      Abigail was their mom and Grandpa’s daughter. Marisa sucked in a breath, grabbed her backpack, and took off running. Avery’s and Enrique’s footsteps pounded behind her. They stood impatiently at the patio door, cleaning remnants of dirt off, and then, gasping for breath, burst into the house.

      “Where is it?” Avery called, glancing around.

      “Hello to you too,” Mom laughed, pointing her chin toward the dining room table.

      They all came to a halt at the same time, Marisa dropping her bag from her shoulders onto the floor, feeling instant relief.
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