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FOR TRACY GRAUDIN AND PHILIP KAUFMAN.

WE REMEMBER OUR ADVENTURES WITH YOU EVERY DAY.
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THE WORLD BETWEEN BLINKS IS ALWAYS THERE.

It is everywhere and it is nowhere.

It is in every wreck, every abandoned lot, every city block, every scraggly patch of woods. It’s the place you glimpse out of the corner of your eye, reflected in rain puddles and car windows. Blink. There and gone. Shoved just out of the streetlight’s reach.

People see it every day, but they rarely pay attention. The grown-ups are too busy doing grown-up things—like ordering coffee or picking up dry cleaning—to stop and look, really look. Most kids are too distracted to examine it for long. They see the boarded windows and the DANGER: KEEP OUT sign posted by the entrance, and they shrug and go on with their lives.

Most kids.

But there are those who pause a little longer. The daydreamers—kids with burrs on their socks, who name sticks after legendary swords and call out the names of lost cities in their sleep.

They stare into the dark places: blink, blink.

They see.





[image: image] 1 [image: image]

Marisol

MARISOL LOVED THE AIR AROUND THE OCEAN.

It smelled mostly of salt, yes, but there were so many other things happening inside it too. Sunscreen and crying seagulls and driftwood discoveries and waves washing castles back into sand. One breath held all of this.

When Marisol was younger, she used to think that’s why her lungs felt so crowded whenever her family traveled to South Carolina, but now she knew the reason was more scientific. Something to do with altitude. La Paz, her home city in Bolivia, was surrounded by mountains, and Folly Beach was, well—a beach.

Every summer when Marisol Contreras Beruna went to her grandmother’s house, her body had to adjust. This summer, the very first one after Nana’s death, her heart was a big part of that equation.

“We’re almost there!” Her mother’s accent changed too, shifting to fit the southern Lowcountry around them. It always did, as soon as the drive from the airport became green marshes stretching forever. “Are y’all excited?”

Victor, her thirteen-year-old brother, grunted.

“¡Contesta! Tu madre no está pintada,” their father chastised from the driver’s seat.

Victor’s second grunt at least sounded like a word. “No.”

“No?” Dad protested.

“I’m creeped out,” Victor replied. “Do you think the beach house is haunted now?”

Her mother’s lip trembled in the rental car’s side mirror, just above its printed words: OBJECTS IN MIRROR ARE CLOSER THAN THEY APPEAR.

There were almost tears in her eyes, which Marisol hadn’t seen since the funeral last winter. Victor, looking out of the opposite window, had no idea.

Brothers are treasures—that’s what Nana always told Marisol whenever she got mad at hers—though some days you have to hunt a little harder to see the gold.

Marisol had to hunt a lot when it came to Victor.

“If Nana were a ghost, she wouldn’t stay in the beach house,” she pointed out. “She’d be off having more adventures! Diving with sea monsters! Having a picnic on top of Mount Everest! Flying to the moon!”

“Ghosts can’t fly to the moon.”

“How do you know?”

“Because—” Victor caught himself, remembering like he always did that he was too important to argue with his little sister about ridiculous things. “Never mind. Do we really have to pack up all of Nana’s stuff? It’s going to take forever.”

“Only the personal items,” said their father.

“But . . . ,” her brother faltered. “That’s everything.”

Mom’s almost-tears turned into a laugh—though it was sad still. “You’re right, but the realtor told us the house will be easier to sell if someone else can see themselves living in it.”

The marsh outside the window had changed into ocean. Blue, blue, blue and a glitter of sun. It looked larger than Marisol remembered. Nana’s house, on the other hand, seemed smaller. There was no FOR SALE sign yet, but that didn’t stop Marisol’s teeth from tightening. She didn’t want to imagine a name besides Beruna on the mailbox, couldn’t think of some strangers nailing a HOME SWEET HOME sign over the screen-porch door.

“Looks like we’re the first to arrive!” Their father announced as he pulled their car into the driveway. “You have the keys, right, amor?”

“I did,” Mom said, frowning in confusion as she dug through her purse. “I thought I did.”

“Marisol?”

Both parents turned in their seats, not to blame her for the missing keys but to ask for help. Marisol was good at finding things. Keys, socks gobbled by the washing machine, even once a friend’s escaped guinea pig.

It wasn’t that she looked harder than other people. In fact, she barely had to search at all. It was almost as though lost stuff had a way of finding her. . . .

Marisol closed her eyes and felt for the tug that often prickled her fingertips. Sometimes the sensation was so strong it seemed as if her hand was pulled, though she’d never admitted this to anyone. She knew how it would sound. This time the force made Marisol reach for her mother’s purse. “They’re in the side pocket, with the zipper.”

“So they are! Thank you, reina.”

The porch looked the same as it did last year—lined with conch shells and sharks’ teeth, wind chimes singing in the corner. Sunlight flashed through their strung sea glass, speckling the wood with blues and greens. This pattern had always made Marisol think of a fairyland, which had often led to Nana telling a story about the time she stumbled across Icelandic elf folk inside a cave on a beach much stranger than Folly, with black sands and icy tides.

Victor never believed the tale, but it wasn’t much more outlandish than any of the other things their grandmother did. To Nana, life had been one big adventure. There was photographic evidence all over the beach house, which Marisol studied as soon as she followed her parents inside. The oldest pictures—black and white—dated from Nana’s days as a nurse during World War II. Her smile was young and brave, matching her friends’ who wore the same khaki uniforms. Grandpapa was there too, saluting alongside Nana’s brother, who’d been lost in the war.

As the hallways wound and stretched, so did the years. Nana’s library held the adventures she’d shared with Grandpapa: riding camels through the Sahara, dog-sledding in Alaska, canoeing on the Amazon.

The photos often had maps framed next to them—yellowed with age, filled with Nana’s travel notes. Sometimes she marked spots with an elaborate curling [image: image]. Other times she recorded the sights: Pink dolphins. Aurora borealis. Sandstorm.

Every time Marisol studied the landscapes—using a magnifying glass her grandmother had bartered off a Parisian bric-a-brac vendor—she found something new.

Today, it was White reindeer, written on a map of Sweden that was hanging in the kitchen. Marisol had been in here hundreds of times, chatting with Nana over glasses of sweet tea, but she’d never heard about that adventure.

Maybe she never would. . . .

“Mom?”

Her mother, who was already packing some silverware into a KITCHEN-FRAGILE box, paused. “Yes, reina?”

“Do you know when Nana saw a white reindeer?” Marisol pointed to the map and its adjoining photo, where her grandparents stood in knee-deep snowdrifts—bouncing a two-year-old between them.

“Well, let’s see. . . .” Mom squinted at the photo. “Your uncle Matt’s in this picture, so . . . 1956. Maybe?”

Marisol’s chest ached, until even the ocean air couldn’t fill her lungs. It wasn’t the when she was asking for, so much as the story Nana would’ve told.

Nana would have said something about how the reindeer moved like a ghost, and maybe it was one, for all she really saw was the outline of horns scraping the snow-spun air, and eyes trapped like coal in the white of everything.

For a moment, Marisol could almost hear her grandmother’s voice speaking the words. Imagining the scene was better than nothing, but it was worse too, because it reminded her that the true story was now lost. Too lost for even a girl who could find things others couldn’t.

“You should ask Uncle Matt when he gets here,” her mother went on. “He’d have a better idea.”

Marisol rescued a sugar spoon when she passed the KITCHEN-FRAGILE box, sneaking it into her pocket. She kept following the photos up the beach house’s main staircase, toward the bedrooms. More and more people appeared with Nana in each picture. By the time color film rolled around, turning Nana’s hair auburn, she had five children—Marisol’s mother the youngest by a minute—and they were all adventurers.

Mom’s adventures had taken her to Bolivia, where she’d met Dad at the nonprofit where they both still worked. Her twin sister, Kate, traveled the world as a diplomat, constantly moving to new cities.

Then the adventurers had more adventurers: Marisol had plenty of cousins on the Beruna side, most of them much older. Their family portrait—taken last summer, before Nana got sick for the last time—sat in the living room, alongside pictures of their ninety-one-year-old grandmother hot-air ballooning in France.

Here Marisol paused, listening to the nearby wind chimes and Victor’s heavy footsteps as he hauled luggage up to the porch. The beach house didn’t feel haunted . . . but it did feel strange. Full of Nana’s life, empty of her.

It made Marisol want to cry.

It also didn’t help that all of her grandmother’s things were about to be packed into a storage unit none of them would ever visit. The suitcases her brother wrestled down the hall were big enough to make him complain, but they couldn’t fit Nana’s shadowbox collection. Or the giant piece of driftwood she’d converted into a coffee table.

Marisol took a wobbly breath and walked to the nearest bookshelf. It held lots of knickknacks—a paperweight with a four-leaf clover, a white peacock feather, sand dollar doves—smaller things that fit neatly next to the sugar spoon.

She stuffed what she could into her pockets.

Her fingers started to tingle.

Qué raro. She wasn’t looking for anything lost, but the buzz grew stronger when Marisol picked up a picture frame covered in macaroni. Maybe she was hungry? That didn’t seem right. Besides, the pasta wasn’t very appetizing, uncooked and coated in gold spray paint.

“Hi, Mari.”

That voice didn’t belong to her brother! Marisol turned to see a different boy in the doorway, with a shock of blond hair and a shy smile. “Jake! I thought you weren’t coming until tomorrow.”

“The embassy let Mom off work early. We caught the first flight we could out of Madrid. Didn’t want to miss a day here.” Her cousin’s smile rearranged his freckles. “You’re taller.”

“So are you.” It’d been six months since the cemetery—where the Spanish moss spilling off the oak branches matched the winter sky. Jake’s hair was much brighter now that it was June. “You’re blonder too!”

“Y más inteligente,” he said.

It was Marisol’s turn to grin. “¿Estás aprendiendo español, primo Jake?”

“Poco a poco. Slowly,” her favorite primo emphasized in English. “I figured, you know, what with some of the family speaking Spanish, and us being posted to Spain this year—they said maybe even for a couple of years—it’s about time I tried to learn some, don’t you think?”

“¡Sí!”

Marisol was still holding the frame when she gave Jake a hug. He let go, studying the picture inside. It showed Nana standing with the two of them at the far end of Folly Beach, where dead trees twisted from the sand and a lighthouse jutted straight out of the water and the wind tangled their hair like seaweed.

“It’s weird, being here without her,” he whispered.

“I know.” Marisol cradled the frame with both hands. Its macaroni suddenly felt extra brittle. “I hate it. But I hate selling this place even more. Mom’s already packing up stuff in the kitchen. . . .”

Jake cleared his throat. “We have to, Mari. Beach houses cost a lot of money to keep, and Mom says this one needs a new roof, plus, like, a hundred other repairs.”

Marisol’s parents had offered the same explanation. Now that Nana no longer lived here, it didn’t make sense to pay so many bills for a place the family only visited once a year. Marisol knew they were right, but this didn’t make her any less sad. If only the macaroni elbows were made of real gold . . .

One of the noodles snapped under Marisol’s buzzing thumb as she offered the frame to Jake. Those were his initials on the back, after all. “Do you want this?”

He shook his head. “I don’t have room to take it back to Spain.”

No room? Marisol knew this was just an excuse. Her primo liked to travel light. After a day at the beach, when she was lugging buckets of broken shells back to the house, he’d race ahead empty-handed.

“It’s nothing special,” he continued with a shrug. “Just a bunch of pasta and paint. A six-year-old could make it.”

“A six-year-old did make it!” She pointed out his shaky signature. “Nana told you it was the best Christmas gift anyone could ever give her.”

Jake’s face went very still at the edges.

“I can’t,” he said.

Marisol’s fingers felt like fireworks as they popped open the back of the frame. “What about the photograph? There has to be room in your suitcase for—”

A folded sheet of paper fell to the floor by Jake’s feet. He blinked with surprise and knelt down to pick it up.

“What is that?” she asked.

“It’s a map!”

But this one wasn’t as old as the others; the creases didn’t tear when Jake unfolded it. Nana’s handwriting still smelled like ink when Marisol leaned in to read. As usual, their grandmother had written what she’d found on the map: message in a bottle, pod of dolphins, home.

“Not just any map!” Marisol breathed excitedly. “Jake, it’s a map of Folly Beach!”

“Looks like there’s gold nearby!” Her cousin was mostly joking. Nana had drawn [image: image]s all over her maps, but whenever they’d asked about them, she’d always had a tease in return. Treasure, she’d said, eyes twinkling. They lead to treasure!

Marisol had never been sure whether she meant the same kind of treasure that was allegedly hiding inside Victor or real treasure.

“Can I see it?” Her hand stopped humming as soon as Jake handed her the map. Her stomach flipped instead. Maybe . . . just maybe, this frame did hold gold. Marisol had never been close enough to explore any of Nana’s [image: image]s before.

“It’s right in the middle of the ocean!” Jake pointed to the mark: so deep it tore the blue paper. “The treasure must be some sort of shipwreck.”

“No.” Marisol squinted to read Nana’s curly handwriting beside it: Morris Island Light. Door. “It’s the lighthouse! Nana must have taken the fishing boat out there. Mom said it’s all closed up now, because they don’t use it anymore. I wonder if she got in through the door?” She stopped as the strangeness of Nana’s absence washed over her again. “I’m going to miss her adventures.”

“Me too.” She could hear her own sadness echoed in Jake’s voice, but his expression was calm. Jake didn’t give away a lot on the outside, except for smiling, but Marisol had had practice over the years at understanding the things he didn’t show.

He studied the map, and she studied him, wondering if she should say something. “Jake?”

“Yeah?”

“I think we should search for Nana’s treasure.” Marisol tapped the [image: image]. “Let’s go on an adventure of our own!”
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Jake

JAKE LOVED GOING ON ADVENTURES.

You kind of had to, when your mother was a diplomat and your passport was so full of stamps it couldn’t close and you knew how to say thank you in seven different languages. He wasn’t sure what to say now, though. Something jingled in Marisol’s pocket as she bounced on her heels, talking in the same excited tempo.

“Uncle Todd taught you how to steer the boat last summer, right? We should take it out to the lighthouse! What if Nana actually left something there for us to find? Like gold? What if it’s enough to keep our parents from selling the house?”

Jake bit his lip. If Nana had buried anything, it probably wasn’t gold. And it definitely wasn’t enough gold to keep up something as costly as a beach house. Besides, he’d only ever taken the Berunas’ dinghy on tidal creeks, and the Morris Island Light was almost out in the ocean. Dangerously blue.

“I don’t know, Mari.”

“Well, I do.” Marisol’s fist tightened. The map’s edge began to crumple, and so did her lower lip. “Trust me, Jake. We need to go.”

Still, he hesitated. Couldn’t they just enjoy the time they had left, before they had to go? Head down to the beach, dig their toes into the sand, run along the edge of the water as the waves chased their feet?

Then tears started rolling down Marisol’s cheeks, gathering onto her chin.

Jake grabbed the map before any of them could pitter-patter down and ruin Nana’s handwriting.

[image: image]. Morris Island Light. Door.

Why would their grandmother write that? He wished he could sit down and ask her, wished so hard it made his chest feel achy.

“The lighthouse is pretty far away.”

He pointed at the photograph in Marisol’s hand, where Morris Island Light jutted out of the waves. For a while, he’d saved pictures of all the places he’d been, recording details on the back just like Nana did. But he’d never had her gift for telling stories about them afterward, and it had ended up feeling like a collection of lost things, a reminder that the people and places in his life would be taken away. Replaced. Lost again.

Eyes ahead, don’t look back. This was the best thing Jake could do. The only thing, really, which was why he threw away his photographs during the move to Madrid. It was one less box to lug.

“Por favor,” Marisol sniffed. “I think Nana would want us to go, and this will be our last chance before . . .”

She trailed off just as Jake’s mom appeared in the doorway.

Aunt Cara hovered behind her. Their mothers looked like the identical twins they were—their brown hair pulled back in ponytails, their noses dusted with freckles like his. Marisol got her warm brown skin and her black hair from her dad—Uncle Mache—and Jake got his blond from his dad, though he only knew that from photos. His father had been gone since before Jake remembered, and he’d long ago decided not to care.

When his mom saw them gathered around the picture of Nana, her expression softened. “You miss her, don’t you?”

“Yeah,” said Marisol.

Jake slipped the map into his pocket and shrugged, then immediately felt like a jerk. He just preferred not to talk about people and things that were gone.

And then Uncle Matt and Aunt Jayla’s car pulled up, and that was the end of the peace and quiet. Soon there was a flood of uncles and aunts and cousins hauling luggage and exchanging Hey Y’all!s, stampeding up the stairs, causing so many floorboards to creak that the house felt on the verge of either collapsing or waking up from a long slumber.

Mom and Aunt Cara and the rest of the grown-ups convinced Uncle Todd and Uncle Pierre to sleep in Nana’s room.

“She wouldn’t mind!” Aunt Cara insisted. “And look at the twins. Veronica and Angeline must be a foot taller than last year! Give them their own room, and you take Nana’s.” The girls agreed, even looking up from their phones to join the debate.

And then there was a cookout in the backyard as dusk drew the golden sky into velvet blue. Burgers sizzled and cicadas serenaded the Beruna clan from the surrounding marsh. The family made almost as much noise, exchanging stories both old and new. Tales of their recent adventures—hikes in the Andes and scuba diving with sharks in the Bay of Biscay—soon migrated into memories of Nana. Jake found Marisol beside him again, and the two of them sat in silence as smoke drifted up toward budding stars.

Eventually Mom caught him yawning—the flight from Madrid had been a long one, all the way to Dallas, and then to Charleston—and he got sent to bed. He shared a little room with his mom off the rambling, winding passageways of the beach house.

As he lay awake, listening to bugs bat against the window screens, his narrow bed tucked underneath a bookshelf crowded with old encyclopedias, he thought of his clean, white bedroom in Madrid. The apartment the American embassy had given them was airy and neat—exactly like the apartments all the other diplomats had. Someone who worked at the embassy had lived there before them, and someone else who did just the same would live there after them. The beach house, though—every inch of the place, from its dusty knickknacks to the rickety crab dock, was undeniably Beruna.

It was the closest thing he’d ever felt to home.

Jake woke to discover a ticklish gray light coming in through the windows—it was probably somewhere a little after six in the morning. A breeze whispered through the screen, and outside the window it caught at the frayed edge of the sunshade so it fluttered back and forth.

Ticka-ticka-ticka-tick.

Perhaps the sound was what had woken him. He glanced over at his mom’s bed, but the only thing waiting for him there was a set of rumpled sheets. She was up already. He decided he’d shower later—he’d only get sandy and salty today anyway—and climbed out of his own bed to grab the clothes he’d dumped on top of their suitcase.

He pulled on the same pair of blue shorts he’d worn yesterday, and found a white T-shirt that said International School of Paris on the front and L’École Internationale de Paris on the back. It was from Mom’s posting in France a few years ago, and it was starting to get snug. He should probably throw it out. He shoved his feet into his sneakers and turned for the door.

He met Marisol on the landing, and she offered him a huge yawn and a sleepy grin by way of good morning. One of the things he liked best about Marisol was that she didn’t try to fill silences that didn’t need filling.

They made their way down the stairs in one of their companionable silences, past Nana’s many pictures and maps, all jostling for space, only ever allowing glimpses of the splashy wallpaper behind them. Jake could see more flowers now, since Aunt Jayla had started unhooking frames from their nails, revealing squares of unfaded wallpaper beneath.

“Morning!” she greeted them at the bottom of the stairwell. “Watch your step! I think these boxes multiplied in the middle of the night. The study is a maze, and I can’t even remember how to get to the kitchen from here!”

“We can find it,” Jake assured his aunt. “All we have to do is follow the smell of Uncle Pierre’s famous biscuits!”

Aunt Jayla inhaled, her face lighting up at the golden-bready-butter scent. “Ah, yes! Bring one back for me, will you? I’m going to need some serious fuel to start stripping this wallpaper.”

“You’re tearing down the wallpaper?” asked Marisol.

“It’s too bright for most people’s tastes.” A sad sigh left their aunt’s lips. “But that was Nana for you. . . .”

Marisol’s lip quivered as she looked down at the pile of photographs. Jake grabbed her hand before she could start distributing frames again.

“Come on, Mari,” he said softly. “Let’s hunt down some breakfast.”

Aunt Jayla was right—there were so many boxes. Too many. Piled so high they looked straight out of a page in a Dr. Seuss book.

Jake walked past these towers on tiptoe, waiting, just waiting for one of them to fall. His heart felt so heavy. His throat cluttered. He rounded his shoulders, pushing his hands down into his pockets . . . where the fingers on his right hand brushed something unexpected. Paper. Huh?

He pulled whatever it was out and turned it over.

Oh. Jake hadn’t thought twice about his grandmother’s map since stuffing it into his pocket—out of sight, out of mind—but now that it was here in his hand again, Marisol’s words from the day before returned.

I think we should search for Nana’s treasure. Let’s go on an adventure of our own.

Suddenly being on the open ocean didn’t seem like such a bad idea.

In fact, it seemed a lot better than tearing up Nana’s wallpaper or watching Marisol’s eyes get misty.

He paused by the door to the kitchen.

“¿Qué?” Marisol tilted her head. “What is it, Jake?”

“I think we should take Uncle Pierre’s biscuits to go.”

Fortunately, the family dinghy was already tied to the crab dock. Uncle Todd and Uncle Pierre had rescued the boat from its off-season tarp in the yard last night, and it now floated in the creek’s muddy waters. All around marsh grass swayed, a vivid green Jake never saw anywhere else. Between that and the fingers of rust streaking the dinghy’s battered tin, he felt as though they were about to set off into the unknown, instead of across the water they’d swum in all their lives. The orange life jackets he and Marisol strapped on only strengthened this feeling, wrapping around their chests in tight hugs, filling their nostrils with the faint, musty scent that came with years of being put away damp.

The sky was a clear blue, without even a hint of a cloud, and the morning air was almost still, save for that same breeze that had set the blinds outside his window fluttering.

He tossed a shovel and a bag of biscuits into the dinghy first, then hopped in himself, one hand on a piling for balance, another offered to help Marisol, who instead chose to sit and wiggle her way off the dock. If she got any splinters she didn’t show it.

“Untie the mooring line, will you?” Jake asked, because she was closest. “I’ll get the engine ready.”

Marisol worked the knot free, and Jake turned toward the heavy black engine strapped to the stern, currently raised so the propellers sat above the creek. He unclipped the motor, lowered the blades into the water, and nodded to his cousin. Marisol gave a tug on the rope, and it slithered off the horn cleat just as the boat nosed out into the water.

They were loose.

Jake couldn’t help feeling nervous, even though he’d taken out the boat with Uncle Todd countless times last summer. He knew how to push the catch into place. He knew where to grip the ignition cord. He also knew that none of the adults would be happy he was doing these things by himself.

Well, he wasn’t happy they were selling Nana’s house. . . .

Jake shoved these thoughts aside and grabbed the cord. The trick was to pull as quickly as possible, like starting a lawnmower—not that he’d done that many times, moving from place to place, mostly apartments.

He grit his teeth and counted down: Three, two, one, pull!

The engine coughed twice, spluttered, then fell silent.

“That was close!” Marisol sat on the edge of her seat, staring toward the house. “Do you think the grown-ups heard?”

No, Jake thought, his frustration finding a voice inside him. They won’t notice we’re gone either. They’re too caught up wrapping Nana’s dishes in newspaper and stuffing them in boxes. His jaw clenched again. He squeezed the starter handle. Three, two, one . . .

This time his pull was enough. The engine coughed hard, then roared to life with a throaty spluttering, before it settled into its usual soft putt-putt-putt.

“¡Vamos!” Marisol squeaked.

Jake pushed the lever to move the engine into first gear, steering carefully along the banks of thick pluff mud, where fiddler crabs waved uneven hellos. These creeks were a maze, weaving in and out and through the bright grass, but he’d navigated them enough with Uncle Todd that he could find his way to the ocean without thinking twice.

The waterways grew larger and larger, until they reached the inlet. Bleached ghost trees—the same ones from Nana’s photograph—twisted out of the sand behind them, and the abandoned lighthouse lay dead ahead. Murky waves lapped around the little dinghy as the cousins motored toward it.

Long ago, according to Nana, the structure had stood watch over an island much like Folly.

“Morris Island went all the way out there,” she’d said. “And you could walk straight to the lighthouse. That’s what it was for, of course—shining a light to make sure ships didn’t hit the beach.”

“But what happened?” Marisol had asked. “Now it’s all the way out to sea, just sticking up out of the water.”

“The currents shifted. The shoreline moved,” Nana had said. “The sand slowly washed away. But the lighthouse was made of stronger stuff, and it held firm. It’s guarding a lost land now, if you like, a place that used to be there.”

The idea had sent a delightful shiver down Jake’s spine, as so many of Nana’s stories did. Now, he looked ahead to the lighthouse, which stood tall above the sea. It was a deep red brick, and about halfway up he could see a faded white band, where once it had been painted, and another above that. At the very top was the light itself, like a giant iron lamp, a guardrail around the edge.

“Any guess on what the treasure might be?” His cousin leaned into the breeze, her curls blowing everywhere. “Pearls? Bolivianos? Rubies? Chocolate?”

“Chocolate! Definitely!” Jake hoped she wouldn’t be too disappointed when they unearthed nothing. Otherwise he’d have to figure out how to distract her from this distraction. “There’s some back at the house for later. You know, just in case . . .”

Marisol’s expression reminded Jake of a feeling he’d tried so hard not to feel at Nana’s funeral—like his heart was a soda can inside a fist. Every drop squeezed out, every side crushed.

“I know this is silly,” she said softly, “but it feels like something Nana would do. And if she were going to bury treasure, it would be somewhere near the house.”

The wind was picking up, he realized, the waves choppier beneath the boat than they had been before. But the cousins weren’t far from the Morris Island Light now, and Jake carefully steered into the lee of it, the waters a little calmer where the lighthouse’s bulk protected them from wind.

Marisol grabbed the rope tucked into the bow, holding it in one hand with a big loop at the ready. The base of the lighthouse was shored up with a rusty wall designed to keep sand in and curious people out. In fact, there were two red-and-white signs above the lighthouse entrance, each reading DANGER: NO TRESPASSING. The door itself was a forbidding metal grate.

This wasn’t enough to deter some previous visitors, who’d left large hooks hammered into the wall. Marisol stretched out to loop their rope over one.

Jake cut the engine, and the boat bobbed in the sudden silence. The cousins both tilted their heads back, taking in the crooked bricks and streaked iron above them.

Above and above and above.

The sun made Jake’s eyes smart as he craned his neck back, and suddenly reaching the lighthouse felt more dangerous than exciting. The hooks leading up to its base looked slick with salt water. How were they supposed to climb without hurting themselves? And even if they reached the door, what would they see? Rust? It had probably been very different when Nana had visited all those years ago.

Even if she had left chocolate it would’ve melted by now, Jake mused.

Abruptly the boat pitched, and he almost fell backward off his bench. Marisol grabbed his arm to keep him steady, and he felt his cheeks redden. But the little dinghy was rocking properly now, the waves gathering in speed and size.

The sky above was still a clear blue, but the wind had picked up much, much more than either of them had expected. Jake’s stomach twisted uneasily, but it had nothing to do with the rocking of the boat. If the waves kept growing like this—their tops starting to break, shivers of wind wrinkling them as they rose and fell—he and Marisol would be in real trouble.

Marisol’s hair had turned into a snarl of knots tangling across her face.

“Maybe we should come back when it’s calmer,” she said uncertainly.

Jake was already scrambling for the engine.

“Be ready to cast off the mooring line as soon as I get it started,” he called over his shoulder. He could see the whitecaps chopping across the inlet, and he was beginning to wonder how he was going to steer the little boat safely through the surf.

And what their parents were going to say if they found out he and Marisol had taken the boat out on their own.

He pushed that question aside, grabbing for the engine cord and giving it a quick, clean yank as a burst of spray hit the back of his neck with a cold splash.

The engine coughed and fell silent.

He yanked a second time, and it felt like pulling the cord through molasses. His muscles strained and his shoulder ached, but the engine didn’t make a single noise.

The boat rocked again, and Marisol gasped behind him. Then: “Jake, hold on!”

He grabbed for the bench at the back of the boat, just as the bow surged in against the rusty iron barrier with a loud, echoing clang.

“Mari! Are you okay?”

“I’m okay!” But her voice had a shake to it, and he was pretty sure his had as well. He grabbed for the cord and tried again, and then again, ignoring the burn in his arm, the sharp line across his palm where the cord dug into it. But the engine wouldn’t so much as cough, let alone sputter to life.

The boat rocked dangerously. He’d never gotten seasick before, but his stomach lurched again as he turned to Marisol. “Mari, I can’t start it, and I think it’s going to flip over if the waves get much bigger.”

As one, they turned their gazes to the towering wall above them.

There was nothing for it.

They had to climb.
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Marisol

TREASURE HUNTS WERE SUPPOSED TO BE ADVENTUROUS, RIGHT?

Already this felt like something out of Nana’s stories. The stolen boat, the lashing waves, the lighthouse windows gaping with shadows too dark for daytime. Marisol shivered when she stared at them, but that could’ve had something to do with the wind that was whipping her hair around her face, splashing waves against the boat with loud slops.

“We have to climb.” Jake sounded shaky. She couldn’t blame him. There were seven hooks between the mooring and the top—a bad fall, if either of them slipped.

Marisol didn’t mind heights. Rock climbing with Dad in La Paz was one of her favorite weekend activities. She loved swimming too, but the combination of water and footholds was no good.

She stretched to grab the second rung, which was as slippery as she feared, slimy with green algae beneath her fingers. But the soles of her outdoor sandals held firm when she pulled herself up.

One hook, two, three.

When Jake left the dinghy to follow she could hear the boat colliding with the barrier. Tin on iron: BANG. Saltwater mist stung Marisol’s eyelids, urging her to hurry to the top, and she might have but for her father’s constant climbing advice: Tranquilo con la ruta.

She passed the English version down to Jake. “Just be calm on the route.”

“Eyes ahead, don’t look back!” he yelled in reply.

Marisol wasn’t sure this meant the same thing.

She pushed forward anyway.

By the final hook, she could no longer hear the crash-crash of metal. A glance below revealed Jake’s face, pale enough for her to count every freckle. Their boat—along with their picnic and their shovel—was half under the waves, which kept growing angrier, spitting foam higher and higher.

She pulled herself over the barrier, landing in silky sand. Jake clambered up after her, and Marisol used his life jacket to tug him over, grabbing at the straps and throwing her weight back to heave. Both cousins were breathing hard: inhale, exhale, terror, relief.

They were safe.

They were shipwrecked.

“Oh, Jake . . .” Back at the dock she’d been afraid of getting caught, but that was nothing compared to what Marisol felt now. “What did we do?”

He didn’t answer, going wordless the way he always did when something was too hard to talk about.

“We’re trapped.” As far as Marisol could tell, they were stuck in the middle of the blue, no treasure in sight. She could see Folly Beach across the inlet. What was left of Morris Island was closer, but it was still too far to swim. “¡Vamos a estar trancados aquí para siempre!”

“Not forever.” Jake walked toward the lighthouse door. It was nothing more than a gate, really, with bars and a lock that belonged in an old-fashioned prison cell. “Maybe we could climb up to the light and find a way to shine it
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