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Praise for New York Times bestselling author JAMES PONTI


“A cinematic and well-crafted start to a new spy series for middle grades.” —SLJ, on City Spies

“Ponti writes a well-paced story laced with suspense, wit, and entertaining dialogue. Events unfold within colorful Parisian settings that include the Eiffel Tower, the Catacombs, and a deceptively shabby-looking hotel run by British Intelligence.” —Booklist, on City Spies

“Plotted with an enjoyable amount of suspense, Ponti’s story features a well-drawn cast of kids from around the world forming a chosen family with sibling-like dynamics. A page-turner suited to even the most reluctant readers.” —Publishers Weekly, on City Spies

“Like any good spy thriller, this second adventure with MI6’s young secret agents begins in the middle of a perilous mission…. The thriller is well paced, the characters animated, and the adventure engaging. A winner.” —Kirkus Reviews, on Golden Gate

“An appealing mixture of espionage, action, and personalities in a contemporary setting.” —Booklist, on Forbidden City

“A smashing success.” —Kirkus Reviews, on Forbidden City
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FOR CHRISTINA DIAZ GONZALEZ: A GREAT WRITER, A BETTER FRIEND, AND A WONDERFUL GUIDE FOR ALL THINGS MIAMI




1 Biscayne Bay

MAYBE IF OUR LAST NAME was Baker, we would’ve sold cupcakes. Or if it was Walker, we might’ve taken care of people’s dogs while they were on vacation. But it’s Sherlock, so starting a detective agency just seemed like the thing to do. Especially compared to more traditional middle school moneymaking schemes like babysitting (boring), lawn mowing (sweaty), or cleaning out the attic (boring and sweaty).

My name is Alex Sherlock. I’m twelve years old, and my sister, Zoe, is thirteen. We’d had enough of bratty kids and weed-filled yards and wanted something new and exciting for summer. Tempted by the lure of adventure, we jumped at the chance to become detectives.

Then, three weeks later, we had to jump into Biscayne Bay. That’s because we were passengers on a yacht that exploded. (Okay, maybe we were more like “stowaways” than “passengers,” but let’s not focus on that part yet.) Just know that while Sweet Caroline was sinking to the ocean floor, we were clinging to floating debris and trying to figure out how to make it back to land. In every way imaginable, we were in over our heads. And as we treaded water with the acrid stench of burning fiberglass in the air, boring and sweaty suddenly didn’t sound so bad.

“We should’ve mowed lawns,” I said, looking up at the plume of black smoke spiraling into the sky.

“Ya think?” Zoe responded, giving me the stink eye as she tried to wrap her arms around a cooler that was bobbing up and down in the water. “What gave it away? The explosion? Or the sinking ship?”

“Technically, it’s a ‘boat,’ not a ‘ship,’ ” I replied, instantly regretting my words.

“Are you seriously correcting my vocabulary out here in the ocean?” she exclaimed. “Who are you trying to impress?”

Even in this stressful situation, I couldn’t help myself. “Whom.”

Her face scrunched up like she was trying to stop her head from exploding, and I thought she might drown me right then and there. “Do you know what your problem is? You don’t know when to—”

Plonk.

She was interrupted by a bright orange life vest that bopped her on the head. Another one landed right in front of me, splashing my face.

“Stop arguing and put these on,” our grandfather said as he dog-paddled toward us. “You’re wasting energy, and we’ve got real problems to solve.”

“Problems, plural?” Zoe asked. “You mean there’s something more to worry about than making it to shore without becoming shark bait?”

“Sharks aren’t a concern. If you run into one, all you’ve got to do is punch it in the snout and gouge out its eyes,” he said, as if that was no big thing. “The apex predator that worries me here is your mother. She’s going to blame me for this.”

He had a point. Even though it had been our idea to sneak onto the yacht, as the responsible adult in the room where the plan was hatched, he probably should’ve at least tried to talk us out of it.

According to the business cards Zoe insisted we have professionally printed, Grandpa was Director of Transportation and Logistics for the Sherlock Society. This was a fancy way of saying he drove us around in his old-school Cadillac convertible. But Grandpa being Grandpa, he did more than just drive. He was great at problem-solving in the field (he figured out where to hide on the yacht) and often noticed things Zoe and I overlooked (hello, life preservers).

“What about you?” I asked, while trying to wriggle into mine. “There’re only two vests but three of us. Why don’t Zoe and I share one so you can have the other?”

“I don’t need a life preserver,” he scoffed, his pride wounded. “I’m like a fish. I’ve told you I swam the four-hundred individual medley in college. They called me the Barracuda.”

“We know,” I said, because he mentioned it at least once a month. “But it’s a lot farther than four hundred yards to the shore.”

“Besides,” Zoe added, “that was, like, nine presidents ago.”

He shot her an indignant look and was no doubt about to make his oft-repeated claim of being the healthiest seventy-three-year-old in Coconut Grove when we heard the shrill sound of an approaching siren.

“And the hits just keep on coming,” Grandpa moaned. “Now we’ve got cops.”

Zoe and I turned to see a Marine Patrol boat racing to the rescue. We were elated, but Grandpa seemed dismayed.

“You two get your vests buckled and wave them over,” he said, his voice quickening. “They’ll pluck you out of the water and get you back to safety.”

“Don’t you mean pluck us out and get us back?” I asked, confused.

“You’re minors, they’ll go easy on you,” he replied. “But I’ve got something of a checkered history with the Miami Police Department. I’m going to swim for it.”

“Swim for it?” Zoe asked incredulous. “You think you can outrace a Marine Patrol boat?”

“Four minutes, thirty-seven point two seconds,” Grandpa replied, proudly reciting his best time from college. “This stretch of water is the old boat racecourse. I’m going to speed through it just like those powerboats did when I was a kid.”

Before we could try to reason with him, he began swimming toward a hulking concrete grandstand known as Miami Marine Stadium. Long abandoned and covered with graffiti, it was where fans had once come out to watch boat races.

“Powerboat?” Zoe called out to him. “More like pedal boat!”

He gurgled back an unintelligible retort and kept on swimming.

As the police neared the wreckage, we got their attention by waving our arms and blowing on whistles attached to the life vests. There were two officers onboard, Sanchez and Del Castillo. (I know their names because our mother made us send each of them thank-you notes for saving our lives, as well as handwritten three-hundred-word essays titled “I Promise Not to Be Stupid Around the Water Again.”)

Sanchez was driving. As they got close, she put the engine on idle as Del Castillo leaned over the side and reached out to us with a long pole called a boat hook.

“Are either of you hurt?” he asked.

“No,” Zoe answered as we grabbed it, and he pulled us in. “We’re fine. No injuries.”

Sanchez came over to help. “What about the others? Is anyone still onboard?”

“They escaped on Jet Skis right before the explosion,” I answered. “It’s just us.”

The officers shared a confused look, and Del Castillo asked, “Why’d they leave you?”

“Uh, they may not have realized we were onboard,” I admitted sheepishly, not wanting to delve too deeply into the Pandora’s box of our stowaway status. “It’s complicated.”

“What about him?” Sanchez motioned toward Grandpa, who was moving through the water at a very un-barracuda-like speed. “Is he complicated too?”

“More than you can possibly imagine,” Zoe replied.

Once we were onboard, they ran us through a quick battery of tests to make sure we weren’t in shock and didn’t have concussions. Then they began what was undoubtedly the slowest chase in the history of the Miami Police Department. We puttered alongside Grandpa until he finally gave up his swim for freedom and raised his hands in surrender. He’d only made it about 150 yards, not even half the distance he swam in college and nowhere close to reaching the stadium.

After receiving some emergency oxygen and chugging a bottle of Gatorade, he managed to catch his breath long enough to proclaim, “We answer no questions without our attorney present.” He started to say something else, but instead decided to lie down on a padded bench and stay quiet.




2 The Lawyer of Lost Causes

OFFICER SANCHEZ DROVE FAST ENOUGH that we had to hold on to a metal railing to keep our balance, and the sounds of the wind and engines were too loud for us to talk without raising our voices. Not that we needed to speak. As Zoe and I looked back at the smoldering wreckage, our anxious expressions said it all: How did we get caught up in this mess?

It took about fifteen minutes to reach the police marina. We zipped past the skyscrapers of downtown Miami and between semiprivate islands with mansions belonging to movie stars and billionaires. Through it all, Grandpa lay on the bench with his eyes closed, and Officer Del Castillo never took his eyes off us. I couldn’t tell if it was because he was concerned for our well-being or if he was looking for any hint that we might be guilty of something.

Zoe and I exchanged nervous glances when we slowed down and approached the Sabal Palm Yacht Club. This was where we’d snuck onto Sweet Caroline a few hours earlier, and it seemed like we were returning to the scene of the crime to be confronted. I felt a wave of panic and was about to blurt out a full confession before I realized that Marine Patrol was headquartered right next door.

“Are we under arrest?” Grandpa asked as the officers led us into a two-story stucco building with dingy white paint and police-blue trim.

“Not yet,” Sanchez answered in a tone that managed to be humorous, threatening, and teasing all at once. “But you’ll need to answer some questions so we can figure out what happened.”

“You can call your lawyer from my desk,” said Del Castillo. “Then a squad car will pick you up and take you downtown for the interview.”

The inside of the building looked like a cross between a police station and a dive shop. The office was on the second floor, and we climbed a narrow flight of stairs lined with life vests hanging from hooks and scuba tanks neatly lined up, one per step. I gulped when we reached the top, and I spied a pair of handcuffs dangling from the end of the railing. Instinctively, I rubbed my wrists, the words “not yet” fresh in my ears.

Grandpa handled the call to our attorney, who also happened to be our mother. Even standing a few feet away, we could hear her as she ran through all the emotions, from shocked to worried to furious to relieved that we weren’t hurt. There was plenty of yelling, and Grandpa even flinched a few times. Fortunately, by the time it was our turn to talk, Mom had shifted into take-charge mode and was on her way to the police station for our interview.

“Are you both okay?” she asked as Zoe and I leaned together so we could share the phone.

“Yes,” we assured her. “We’re fine.”

“Good.” She took a deep breath and transformed from concerned mother into all-business attorney. “Now listen closely. Don’t say a word to the police until I get there. Understand?”

“Yes,” we replied.

“I mean it. Don’t antagonize them. Don’t be rude. Just tell them that you can’t answer any questions without me in the room. That’s vitally important.”

“We understand,” Zoe assured her.

“Have they read you your rights?”

“No,” I answered.

“Good. Let me know if that changes.”

Since our clothes were still soaking wet, Sanchez offered us some used Police Athletic League sweats and T-shirts. There was no way of knowing what assortment of cops, criminals, and detainees might have worn them before us, so Zoe and I passed. Grandpa, however, jumped at the opportunity.

“Never turn down free,” he advised. “Or dry, for that matter.”

“They’re free for a reason,” Zoe said. “Besides, it doesn’t matter if the clothes are dry if your underwear’s still wet.”

“Underwear?” he said with a raised eyebrow.

“Ew,” we both replied, and quickly dropped the subject.

Since we weren’t under arrest, they didn’t put us in a holding cell. Instead, they had us wait in the break room with the door locked. There was a table, stackable plastic chairs, and a counter full of small appliances, including a microwave that looked older than Grandpa. There was also an air-conditioning window unit, whining and straining but doing little to actually cool the air.

“How much trouble are we in?” I asked once we were alone and could talk openly.

“With whom?” Zoe replied, stressing the word so I wouldn’t correct her again. “The cops or Mom and Dad?”

“Both, I guess.”

“We should be fine with the police,” Grandpa said. “We haven’t broken any laws.”

Zoe gave him a disbelieving look and started counting off our transgressions on her fingers. “Breaking and entering, trespassing, unlawful recording of a private conversation—”

“Stop counting like that,” Grandpa said as he made a hushing motion with his hands. “There are eyes and ears everywhere. I’m just saying we haven’t done anything that a lawyer of your mother’s caliber shouldn’t be able to take care of.”

A profile in the Miami Herald once dubbed our mom the “Lawyer of Lost Causes,” because she regularly took on seemingly unwinnable cases, far more concerned with right and wrong than dollars and cents. She’d represented migrant workers who faced deportation, fought to save a senior center that was about to be demolished to make way for condominiums, and filed a lawsuit against a golf club that wouldn’t admit women as members.

Each case seemed impossible to win, except that was exactly what she did. Oftentimes her clients couldn’t afford to pay her, so they showed their gratitude by coming to our house with delicious homecooked meals ranging from country fried chicken to beef empanadas to oxtail soup.

This, however, was the first time she’d be representing stowaways in relation to the sinking of a luxury yacht. We hoped she could keep her winning streak alive.

“Okay, say Mom gets us out of here,” I offered. “How much trouble do you think we’re in when we get home?”

“That depends,” Grandpa said. “When does your father get back from Honduras?”

“Late tomorrow night,” Zoe answered.

“Then we’re doomed,” he said.

Our father was a marine biologist at the University of Miami. He’d taken a team of students to Central America to collect coral samples. As you might expect from someone who spent much of his time on a beach, Dad had a “no shoes, no shirt, no problem” view of the world. He was a pushover when it came to discipline, but this time he wouldn’t be there to argue on our behalf.

“Your mother may be a compassionate attorney,” Grandpa continued. “But when we get home, she’ll be judge and jury, and her justice will be swift and unforgiving. We are going to be grounded for a very long time.”

“ ‘We’?” I asked. “She can’t ground you. You’re her father.”

“I live in her house. I live on a limited fixed income. And I nearly got her children blown up at sea. She can absolutely ground me.”

He looked out the window toward the yacht club parking lot.

“You know, Roberta’s right over there,” he said, referring to his car. “Maybe it’s not too late to make a run for it.”

“How do you propose we do that?” Zoe asked. “Crawl through the window and climb down the wall like Spider-Man? Let me guess, in addition to being on the swim team, you were also once a cat burglar?”

Grandpa gave her a stern look and said, “You know, if you weren’t so negative, you might have more friends.”

“I barely like the friends I’ve got,” Zoe said. “The last thing I want is more of them.”

We waited nearly two hours with no sign of the police officer who was supposed to pick us up. Twice we heard muffled voices in the hall, but both times the people walked away without coming in. When the door finally opened, we were surprised to see who it was.

“Mom?” Zoe exclaimed. “What are you doing here?”

“We thought you were meeting us at the police station,” I said.

“So did I,” she answered. “But when I got there, they told me to come here instead.”

We both stood up, and she enveloped us in a huge hug.

“You’re sure you’re okay?” she asked.

“Positive,” I answered as I squeezed extra tight.

“Yeah,” Zoe said. “Just a little wet.”

“Well, now so am I.” Mom flashed a reassuring smile as she looked at the two kid-shaped water stains on her suit.

Even though she made a point of not looking at him, Grandpa chimed in, “I’m okay too, if you’re interested.”

Rather than answer, she just made a hmm noise.

We started to fill her in on the basics of what had happened, but before we could provide many details, a bald man in a black suit came into the room. His cheeks were flushed, and there was a sweat stain forming below his collar. His wardrobe definitely wasn’t Miami-friendly, which made me think he was from out of town. He had a New York accent, and I recognized his voice as belonging to one of the people who’d been speaking outside the door.

“Are you the mom-slash-attorney?” he asked in an unsuccessful attempt to sound hip.

“Yes, I am,” she answered in an assertive professional tone. “Melinda Lassiter.”

He smiled. “They tell me that you’re the one who takes on all the unwinnable cases?”

“Then they tell you wrong,” Grandpa interrupted. “She’s the one who wins all the unwinnable cases.” Cold shoulder or not, his daughter was his pride and joy.

“Nice to meet you,” said the man. “Why don’t we sit down and get started?”

“Actually, why don’t you tell me who you are first,” Mom replied.

“Of course,” he said. “I’m Special Agent Dale Tyree.”

“Special agent?” she asked, surprised. “You’re FBI?”

“Secret Service,” he answered. “I’m down from Washington.” He said this as if it would intimidate her. It didn’t.

“The Secret Service investigating a yacht sinking in Biscayne Bay seems unusual,” Mom said. “So does holding an interview in a break room at Marine Patrol instead of the police station. What’s going on here, Special Agent Tyree?”

“If we sit down, I’ll tell you what I can,” he said. “I’ve just got a few questions for your son and daughter about Morris Kane.”

Kane was a multimillionaire, and Sweet Caroline was his yacht.

“We can sit down,” Mom said. “But my children aren’t answering anything unless you can guarantee them immunity.”

“That should be no problem,” he said without hesitation.

“ ‘Should be no problem’ and ‘guarantee’ aren’t quite the same thing now, are they?” Mom replied.

Tyree sighed. Despite his urgency, it was evident that she wasn’t going to budge. “Why don’t I step out and place a few calls so we can make it official?”

“Sounds like a plan,” Mom answered. “Blanket immunity for both of them.”

Grandpa cleared his throat, and Mom gave him a disapproving look.

“The senior citizen, too,” she said reluctantly.

“Thank you, darling,” said Grandpa.

Agent Tyree forced a smile and said, “This may take a while.”

“We’re in no hurry,” Mom answered.

Once he left the room, her demeanor changed from confident to confused. “None of this makes any sense,” she said as we sat down around the table.

“Yeah,” I replied. “I thought the Secret Service’s job was to protect the president.”

“Not to mention the fact that the boat just sank a couple hours ago,” Zoe added. “How could he get down here from Washington so quickly?”

“He couldn’t,” Mom answered. “Which means he was already in Miami investigating.” She shook her head as she considered this. “What have you gotten yourselves into?”

I started to answer, but Zoe put up her hand to stop me.

“We don’t talk without immunity,” she said.

“Exactly,” Mom replied. “That’s why he’s calling the US Attorney right now. He’s getting you immunity.”

“Not from the government,” Zoe said. “From you and Dad. We’ll tell you everything, but you have to promise not to punish us for it. We know we’ve made mistakes, but it was because we were trying to live up to what you’re always telling us: ‘Do what’s right, not what’s easy.’ ”

“Zoe, do you understand how serious this is?” Mom asked, perturbed. “We don’t have time to play games.”

“I’m not playing any games. I’m doing exactly what you’d do for your clients. What you just did with that agent.” Zoe paused before adding, “I’m acting like you.”

“Why does that not sound like a compliment?”

“I don’t know,” Zoe replied. “Because it is.”

“Fine,” Mom said. “I’ll give you both immunity.”

Zoe gave her a look and nodded toward Grandpa.

Mom rolled her eyes. “Okay. I’ll give all three of you immunity.”

Zoe smiled. “We’ll take your word on that. No paperwork necessary.” She turned to me and said, “Go ahead. Tell her.”

In truth, I was excited to share the story, especially since I could do it without getting in trouble.

“Okay, it all started when I was locked in the school library.”




3 The Sherlock Society

Three Weeks Earlier

ON THE SECOND-TO-LAST DAY OF school, the final two hours were set aside so each club could have a year-end celebration. The student council held a yearbook-signing party in the gym. The band, chorus, and orchestra threw a dance in the music room. And the Spanish and French clubs turned the cafeteria into an international food fair.

Meanwhile, I was in the library with all the other members of the Sherlock Society. And by “all,” I mean Yadi and Lina. That’s it. There were only three of us. In fact, for the first half of the year there’d just been two; but Lina joined in January after moving here from Wyoming.

Yadi and I had been best friends since second grade, when we were the two worst players on our Little League baseball team. In a game when I struck out twice and committed three errors in the same inning, he sat next to me on the lonely end of the bench and called me his mejor amigo. We’d been inseparable ever since. So much so that people often confused us for each other even though we looked nothing alike.

Lina was the first girl to ever hang out with us. (Apparently, she had zero concern about her social standing.) She was an intriguing blend of quiet and bold. Although shy by nature, she dyed her hair electric blue. And while she didn’t talk much, she was laugh-out-loud funny. She was also supersmart and a huge reader. That love of reading is what led her to us.

She liked to help Ms. Campos after school in the library, which was where we held our meetings. We got together every other Thursday to discuss books, movies, puzzles, or anything else we deemed mysterious. We were, by far, the nerdiest club at Carver Middle, which was why we were so surprised to see Zoe come into the library.

“Finally,” she said, exasperated. “I’ve been looking everywhere for you. No one I asked had even heard of the Sherlock Society.” She shook her head. “By the way, I can’t believe you named a club after yourself.”

“It’s not named after me,” I said defensively. “It’s named after Sherlock Holmes. It’s a mystery club.”

Zoe laughed. “Well, it sure is a mystery to the rest of the student body. So, well done.”

“What are you doing here?” I asked. “Are you interested in joining?”

“Hardly. I just need your house key.”

“Why?”

“Because I forgot mine and I’m going home.”

“School’s not out for another two hours,” I replied.

“It’s early release if you’re not in a club, which means I’m done for the day.”

“But you’re in a ton of clubs,” Yadi said. “You’re vice president of student council.”

“Not today I’m not.”

That was when it dawned on me. “This is about summer camp, isn’t it?”

Recently there’d been trouble in popular girl paradise. Zoe and her two best friends were the cool kids of the seventh grade. Yadi and I called them the Cerberus, after the three-headed dog monster who guarded the gates of the underworld. (Our frequent use of Greek mythology references was a solid indicator of our nerditude.)

The trouble was that Brooke and Chelsea were headed to a trendy summer camp in Maine, and my parents wouldn’t let Zoe go. This had led to weeks of arguments and countless slamming doors at home. Things only got worse when another girl in their class signed up for camp and began angling for Zoe’s spot in the squad.

“It doesn’t matter what it’s about,” she replied. “I just want the key.”

“I can give it to you, but you still can’t go home,” I said.

“I have no intention of spending two hours listening to them talk about color war.”

“What’s color war?” Yadi asked.

“I don’t know,” Zoe said. “But apparently, it’s a big deal at camp.”

“Well, you can’t do that, either,” I answered. “You’re stuck in here with us.”

“What do you mean?”

“For our year-end party, Ms. Campos turned the library into an escape room,” I explained. “The doors are all locked.”

Suddenly Zoe looked dismayed. “Then unlock one.”

“I can’t. The key’s hidden. That’s the whole point of the game. We have to find it.”

“She just locked you in?” she said, disbelieving. “What if there’s a fire or something?”

“Then we use the emergency door,” I said.

“I guess you can use that if you like,” Lina suggested. “Although it would set off alarms and interrupt all the parties. Not sure you want to be that person.”

Zoe considered this. “Fine,” she said. “Let’s just solve the puzzle. Where is it?”

“First we have to bring things to order,” I explained.

“Whatever.”

We gathered around a table and everyone (except Zoe) recited the lines we said at the start of every meeting. “We are the Sherlock Society. It is our business to know what others do not.”

“What’s with that?” Zoe asked.

“It’s from a Holmes mystery called ‘The Adventure of the Blue Carbuncle,’ ” I explained. “It’s our official society motto.”

“Don’t you think it’s a bit of an overreach for a club with only three members to call itself a ‘society’?”

“It’s… aspirational,” I replied.

“I think the word you’re looking for is ‘delusional.’ ”

“Do you want to find the key? Or do you want to keep making fun of us?”

“Can’t I do both?”

I ignored her and turned to the others. “Ms. Campos left us two envelopes.” I handed one each to Lina and Yadi.

Lina opened the one marked WELCOME and read it to us. “ ‘Greetings from Professor Moriarty! You’ve been locked inside the royal library and have only sixty minutes to escape. In order to do that, you’ll have to solve a series of clues and riddles to find the key. When you’re ready to play, start the stopwatch and open the first clue.’ ”

I held up a stopwatch that Ms. Campos had left us and dramatically pressed the button. “The game is afoot!”

Zoe rolled her eyes, but I didn’t care.

“Here we go!” Yadi tore open his envelope and read clue number one.


Dear Sherlock,

I’ve hidden clues for you to find

So take off the jacket and loosen the spine

The very first place that you need to look

Is inside my all-time favorite book:

In Lime Water Ink by Anna Graham



“That’s her favorite book?” Lina said. “I’ve never even heard of it.”

“Me neither,” added Yadi.

“Is lime water some kind of invisible ink that disappears until you put it over heat or something?” I asked.

“Don’t overthink things,” Zoe said as she walked across the room. “All we’ve got to do is find it and get the next clue. It should be in fiction under Graham.”

Although the rest of us were trying to enjoy the nuances of the game, Zoe just wanted to get through it and find the key so she could leave. She reached the Gs and started listing off the authors. “Gerber, Gibbs, Glaser, Gonzalez, Grabenstein, Graff, Gratz.” She looked up, annoyed. “There’s no Graham.”

“Maybe it’s in nonfiction,” I suggested.

“I’ll look it up in Destiny.” Yadi headed toward a computer terminal.

“You won’t find it there,” Lina said.

It was only then that I noticed she hadn’t followed the rest of us over to the fiction section. Instead, she’d gone to the game cabinet next to Ms. Campos’s desk.

“Why not?” Yadi asked. “All the books are listed in Destiny.”

“In Lime Water Ink is not a book,” Lina answered. “Listen to the name of the author.”

“Anna Graham?” I said, and this time when I heard it, I knew what she meant. “How did I miss that? It’s an anagram. The letters are out of order.”

“That’s right,” she said as she took the Scrabble game from the cabinet. She opened it and dumped the tiles onto a table and pulled out the ones that spelled In Lime Water Ink.

We huddled together and tried rearranging them to find a title. We came up with Kim Went Airline, Male Kiwi Intern, and (my personal favorite) Am I Erin Twinkle? Surprisingly, Zoe was the one who solved it.

“A Wrinkle in Time,” she blurted out without even touching the tiles.

Lina excitedly double-checked it by arranging the letters and said, “That’s it!”

“Who’s the author?” Yadi asked.

Lina gave him a disappointed look. “You don’t know?”

“No, Ms. Readathon, I don’t,” he replied. “But I can list every third baseman to ever play for the Marlins. We all have things we know and things we don’t.”

“Madeleine L’Engle,” Lina answered as we headed back to the fiction section.

I pulled the book from the shelf and started flipping through the pages but didn’t find any clues. “Maybe this isn’t it,” I said, disappointed.

“It has to be it,” Zoe replied. “It fits too perfectly.”

“What else does the clue say?” Zoe asked.

Yadi read it to us again. “I’ve hidden the clues for you to find, so take off the jacket and loosen the spine.”

“The,” Lina said, as though that were a revelation.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“The clue says the jacket and the spine, not your jacket and your spine,” she answered. “It’s not referring to Holmes, it’s talking about the book.”

“Clever.” I took off the jacket and then opened the book all the way to loosen the spine. A folded piece of paper slipped out from within it.

“Nice one,” Yadi said as he gave Lina a fist bump.

I handed the clue to Zoe to read.

“Clue number two,” she said, getting into it despite herself. “ ‘Dear Sherlock. I admit you are the greatest fictional detective of all time, but your next answer depends on how well these young literary sleuths stack up.’ ” She held up the list for us to see.


Petra Andalee

Harriet Welsch

Aven Green

Leroy Brown

Claudia Kincaid



“These must all be characters in kids’ mystery books,” I said. “Do you recognize them?”

“Harriet Welsch is Harriet the Spy,” Lina said. “And I think Claudia’s the main character in From the Mixed-Up Files of Mrs. Basil E. Frankweiler.”

“Get those and I’ll look up the others on my phone,” Zoe said.

The library was genrefied, so all the mystery books were together in one section, which made it quick work. We pulled them from the shelves and brought them back to the table.

“So, now what?” I asked. “We’re supposed to see how they stack up. Does that mean we compare the mysteries? The detectives?”

“No,” Yadi said with a grin. “I bet we’re literally supposed to stack the books.”

We put them on top of each other in the same order the detectives’ names were listed.


Chasing Vermeer

Harriet the Spy

Insignificant Events in the Life of a Cactus

Encyclopedia Brown, Boy Detective

From the Mixed-Up Files of Mrs. Basil E. Frankweiler



We were stumped. We stared at them for a while, with no idea how this helped us. Then Zoe spoke up.

“It’s the first letters,” she said.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

Lina couldn’t believe she hadn’t seen it first. “Of course, like an acrostic.”

“I don’t know what that is,” Zoe replied. “But the first letters are C-H-I-E-F. The clue is ‘chief.’ ”

This one wasn’t hard to solve at all. One wall was decorated with pictures of famous Floridians. Right in the middle was a portrait of Chief Osceola of the Seminole tribe.

“It’s behind the picture,” Zoe said.

She started to get up, but I put a hand on her shoulder to stop her. “Wait a second. We need to pause the game.”

“Why?” Zoe asked.

I took a deep breath. “Because I lied to you. The doors aren’t really locked.”

“What?” she exclaimed angrily. “Are you serious?”

“We asked Ms. Campos to lock them, but she said it wasn’t safe.”

“So you all lied to me,” she replied, looking at the others.

“I was the only one who lied,” I insisted. “They just didn’t rat me out.”

“Why would you do that?”

“Because you came in here and insulted my friends and me,” I answered. “I was annoyed. Besides, I thought if you played along, you might like it. It might be something we could do together. Anyway, here’s the key to the house.”

There was a time when Zoe and I used to do a lot together. I missed those days, but she obviously did not. She didn’t reply. She just shoved the key into her pocket and stormed out of the library.

“You better sleep with your door locked,” Yadi warned me once she was gone. “She’s going to want revenge.”

“I don’t care,” I said. “Let’s go check behind Osceola.”

We found an envelope taped to the back of the picture, and Lina was about to open it when Zoe came back into the library and beelined straight for us. I thought she was going to explode at me, but instead of yelling, she asked, “What does it say?”

I was confused for a moment before I realized she was talking about the clue. She wanted to keep playing. I smiled and was about to comment, but she signaled me to stop.

“Don’t speak and make me regret this. Let’s just solve this thing.”




4 The Final Problem

IF ZOE WAS MAD AT me for lying to her, she didn’t show it as we raced around the library, solving riddles. She was absolutely in it to win it and was even the one who figured out where the last clue was hidden. She didn’t hesitate to plunge her hand into the aquarium and pluck it out of the miniature treasure chest, despite the fact that doing so splashed fish water all over her favorite shirt.

“What does it say?” I asked excitedly.

She took the clue out of the plastic baggie it was sealed in and unfolded it. “ ‘The Final Problem.’ ”

“That’s ominous,” Lina said.

“Why?” Yadi asked. “It means we’re almost done.”

“Arthur Conan Doyle wrote a short story called ‘The Final Problem,’ in which Sherlock Holmes plunges to his death from the Reichenbach Falls. It was so controversial it created a huge backlash, and the magazine that published it almost went bankrupt as a result.”

“Let’s hope this one has a happier ending,” I said.

Zoe resumed reading. “ ‘Dear Sherlock, playing this was so much fun, but the challenge now is nearly done. You’ve been clever, I suppose, but you can’t take a bow if the case is closed.’ ”

We stared at each other for a moment before Yadi said what the rest of us were thinking. “This is the hardest one yet.”

“No kidding,” Lina replied. “It doesn’t make sense. Why can’t you take a bow if the case is closed? That’s exactly when you should take one.”

“It must have a double meaning,” I suggested. “Let’s break it down.”

“We’ve only got three minutes to go,” Yadi announced, checking the stopwatch.

“Then let’s break it down quickly,” I countered.

“Look at the nouns and pronouns,” Lina said, taking charge. “They’re the most likely to have multiple meanings.” She used a red pen to circle the words “this,” “bow,” and “case.” “What else could these words mean?”

“ ‘This’ refers to the game we’ve been playing, right?” Zoe asked.

“It seems to,” I replied. “But we should try to think of other things you can play.”

“Let’s see,” Zoe said. “You can play a sport.”

“You can play music,” suggested Yadi.

“But the clue’s past tense,” Lina replied. “ ‘Playing this was so much fun.’ We haven’t played any of those things. We’ve only played the game.”

“Yes,” I said, feeling like I was on the verge of figuring it out. “But the clue’s not addressed to us. It’s addressed to Sherlock Holmes. What did he play?”

“He loved to play chess,” Lina answered.

“I think he may have played cricket,” I said.

“Two minutes,” Yadi announced.

Zoe gave him a look. “You’re not helping. We know we’re running out of time.”

“Professor Moriarty indeed!” Lina squealed when she solved it. “Ms. Campos is an evil genius.”

“How do you mean?” I asked.

“Because she purposely wrote the clue so that whoever read it would mispronounce the most important word,” Lina said. “It’s not the ‘bow’ that rhymes with ‘wow’; it’s ‘bow’ like ‘snow.’ ”

“Take a bow?” Yadi asked, confused, pronouncing it the new way. “Like when you wrap a present?”

“Like with a violin!” I said, getting it. “Sherlock always played the violin, and you play it with a bow.”

“Which means the word ‘case’ doesn’t refer to the mystery,” Lina replied. “It’s talking about an instrument case. You can’t take the bow out of the case if it’s closed.”

“That’s brilliant!” Zoe exclaimed.

The library had a room with musical instruments that students could check out. We raced into it and found three violin cases. The key was tied to a bow in the second one we checked.

“Got it!” I said.

“One minute to go,” Yadi called out.

I didn’t want to waste time untying it, so I left them connected and rushed to the door. I opened it to find Ms. Campos waiting on the other side.

“Great job!” she said, beaming. “How much time do you have left?”

“Thirty-seven seconds,” Yadi answered, checking the stopwatch.

“Plenty to spare,” she said with a wink. “Now, who wants cake?”

She’d made blood-orange cake because she said it “sounded like something Mr. Holmes would enjoy.” It was delicious, and we sat around devouring it and reliving the escape room until the bell rang.

I was happy that Zoe had gotten into it, but I noticed that once the game was over, she started getting a bit moody. This continued during the car ride home.

“How was your day?” Mom asked when she picked us up.

Zoe barely managed a curt “Fine,” before she put in her earbuds and slid into the back seat.

That was the one benefit from the ongoing war between Mom and Zoe. It’s easier to sulk in the back, so I always got to ride up front. “I had a great day,” I said as I got into the passenger seat. “Ms. Campos turned the library into an escape room, and it was amazing.”

Mom and I talked about the game the whole way home. She let Zoe be, but I noticed she kept checking on her in the rearview mirror. After weeks of butting heads, they’d seemingly come to an agreement to stop arguing and quietly coexist. Although Mom gave it one last chance when we got home and she asked if we wanted to help bake chocolate chip cookies as a year-end gift for our teachers.

“I’ll ignore all the government health warnings and let you lick the spoon,” she offered.

“Can’t,” Zoe responded tersely. “I’ve got a project to work on.”

For Mom, this was nearly the last straw. “Tomorrow’s the last day of school. What project could you possibly have?”

Zoe mumbled a response as she climbed the stairs and disappeared into her room. Mom looked up after her and stood quietly for a moment.

“I’m sorry,” I said.

“Don’t be. It’s got nothing to do with you.” She forced a smile. “Plus, it’s better than having her screaming and sobbing.”

“You know, for about forty-five minutes while we were doing the escape room, it felt like the old Zo was back.”

“Really?” Mom looked envious. “If you see her again, tell her I said hi.”




5 The Agency

IT WAS THE LAST DAY of school, so the cafeteria was particularly unruly. Because Carver had a special language program with classes taught in Spanish, French, Italian, and German, the lunchroom was officially called the International Café. A globe was painted on the door, and flags from around the world hung from the ceiling. Unfortunately, none of this did anything to improve the quality of the food.

In fact, the lousy food was the subject of Yadi’s latest conspiracy theory.

“It’s all been kept on the down-low, but the school board mismanaged the cafeteria budget and ran out of money last month,” he informed us in a hushed tone. “So, for the last three weeks the USDA has been delivering giant containers of goop labeled ‘alternative food substance,’ which they pour into molds shaped like actual food. They can make it look like drumsticks, Tater Tots, you name it.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. “And you heard this where?”

“I read about it online,” he replied.

“Well, if it’s online, it has to be true,” Lina joked.

“What? You think Channel Six is going to report it?” he protested. “They’re licensed by the government and rely on the school district for advertising dollars. Open your eyes. The local media is part of the cover-up.”

Fortunately, we’d each brown-bagged it, so we didn’t have to put any of this to a taste test. Although when I saw a kid carrying a tray with a perfectly puck-shaped Salisbury steak swimming in purplish gravy, I had to admit it wasn’t Yadi’s most far-fetched theory.

He was about to tell us more when we were interrupted by an unexpected voice. “What’s up?”

It was Zoe sitting down to join us. This was a total shocker because, in the time we’d both gone to Carver, she’d never once so much as acknowledged my existence in the cafeteria.

“What are you doing here?” I asked.

“It’s lunch and this is the lunchroom. Seems pretty self-explanatory.”

“I mean at this table.”

“What’s the matter?” she asked. “You worried I’ll ruin your nerd cred?”

“A little bit,” I answered.

“I had a big idea for the Sherlock Society and wanted to run it by everyone.”

Now we were really confused.

“Okay,” I said warily. “What is it?”

“Not now. Too many people could overhear. I’ll tell you after school at home.” She looked at the others. “Can you both make it?”

“I’m not doing anything,” Lina answered, “so… I guess so.”

“I was planning to come hang out with Alex anyway,” Yadi said.

“Perfect,” Zoe answered. “Four thirty. Don’t be late.”

She left, and the others instantly turned to me, suspicious.

“Do you know what this is about?” Lina asked.

I shook my head. “No idea.”

“I do,” Yadi said. “It’s revenge time. She’s going to pull a prank to get back at us for lying to her about the doors being locked.”

Lina nodded. “She was pretty mad when you told her. Did she say anything about it when you got home?”

“She hardly spoke,” I replied. “She stayed in her room all night, working on a project.”

“That’s it, then,” Yadi said. “She was probably plotting some elaborate revenge that will embarrass us on an epic scale. I bet the rest of the Cerberus is in on it.”

Unlike Yadi’s food goop theory, this hypothesis seemed entirely plausible. Likely, even.

The threat of retribution put a damper on the otherwise joyous occasion that is the impending start of summer vacation. I spent all of math and social studies trying to figure out her scheme, but no luck. When the final bell rang, rather than excitement, I felt a twinge of dread.

Our house was about ten blocks from school, and we passed Yadi’s around the halfway point. “I was the one who lied, not you two,” I said, trying to let them off the hook. “Why don’t you wait here and I’ll take this on my own? I can call you when it’s over.”

“We are the Sherlock Society,” Yadi said. “It is our business to know what others do not. Even if the thing we know is that we’re all going to get humiliated.”

I turned to Lina. “What about you?”

“Her friends call me Grover because of my hair,” she replied. “At this point, I’m fairly immune to them.”

“Really? That’s awful,” I said. “Has Zoe ever called you that?”

“No,” she said. “But she doesn’t stop them when they do it.”

We walked quietly for a while before Yadi said, “Maybe we’re looking at this all wrong. We should ask ourselves, what would Holmes do if Moriarty was setting a trap for him?”

“You’ve read most of the books,” I said to Lina. “How did Sherlock handle it?”

“Let’s see, Moriarty first appeared in ‘The Final Problem,’ ” Lina answered. “During it, Holmes avoided three separate murder attempts before finally deciding his best plan of action was to confront Moriarty head-on at the Reichenbach Falls.”

“But didn’t you say Holmes died at the Reichenbach Falls?” Yadi asked.

“Yes, but so did Moriarty,” Lina replied. “They both fell to their deaths. Maybe if we confront Zoe head-on, we can bring her down with us, metaphorically speaking.”

“I guess we’re about to find out,” I said as we turned the corner on my block. I checked my watch. “Five minutes until we’re supposed to meet.”

We lived in a two-story Spanish-style house that was nearly one hundred years old. It had green-and-red-striped awnings over the windows and a red tile roof. It was Lina’s first time visiting, and she said, “Dude, your house is really nice.”

“Thanks,” I answered sheepishly. I always felt a little self-conscious about it, because our family couldn’t have afforded to move into it now. “My grandpa bought it nearly fifty years ago, before the neighborhood went all bougie. My mom grew up here.”

“Maybe we should go around back to catch Zoe off guard,” Yadi suggested.

“Good idea,” I said.

The brick driveway ran alongside the house to a backyard garage, which had been converted into an apartment for my grandfather. We went that way and entered the family room through a sliding glass door. We had the element of surprise, but ultimately Zoe surprised us. Rather than pranks, she’d set up snacks. A pitcher of lemonade and a plate of the cookies Mom had baked the night before were arranged on the kitchen table.

“Thank you for coming,” she said with a friendly smile. “Please, have a seat.”

Her politeness was unnerving. The three of us exchanged baffled looks and sat down.

“So, we finally made it to summer.” Zoe added an exaggerated “Whew,” trying to kick-start a little chitchat. “What are your plans? Anyone going out of town?”

Lina offered hesitantly, “My mom and I might take a trip to Washington, DC, in July.”

“We went a few years ago,” Zoe said. “Loved it. The Smithsonians are amazing. What about you, Yadier? Any plans?” (Her calling him by his full name made me doubly suspicious.)

“This summer, I’m going to make a documentary as part of a young filmmakers’ competition,” he said. “We’ll also probably visit my abuela in Tampa.”

“Our family’s going to go down to the Keys for a week at the end of summer,” Zoe replied. “We go every year. In fact, Alex is trying to save enough money to buy a new stand-up paddleboard for the trip.” She paused and looked at me. “How much money have you saved so far, Alex?”

“Fifty-seven dollars,” I answered, still trying to make sense of the scene.

“And how much will it cost?”

“A lot more than that,” I said.

“Interesting,” she replied. “I might be able to—”

“Stop it,” I interrupted. “Just get it over with.”

“Get what over with?” she asked.

“The prank to get back at us for lying about the doors being locked?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said. “There’s no prank.”

“Then why are you being nice? Why are you acting interested in us? Why are you being so… not you?”

She started to answer, but instead held out a flyer and handed it to me. “Take a look.”

“ ‘The Sherlock Society Detective Agency,’ ” I said, reading from it. “ ‘Reasonable rates. Rapid results. Completely confidential.’ What is this?”

“It’s called alliteration,” Zoe answered. “It’s when consecutive words start with the same letter.”

“I know what alliteration is. I was referring to the part about the detective agency.”

“Oh, that’s what we’re going to do this summer. The four of us. It’s how you’re going to earn enough money to buy the stand-up paddleboard and the wet suit you want too.”

“Detectives?” The idea was so out of the blue I didn’t know what to say. “Let me guess, the rest of the Cerberus is hiding in the other room laughing at us, right?”

“I’m totally serious,” Zoe answered. “My social standing has been threatened. Why? Because Mom and Dad won’t let me go to camp. And, since they control the money, they have that power. This will put the money in our hands. This will give us power.”

“You’ve completely lost it,” I said. “We can’t be detectives.”

“Why not?” she asked. “Whenever we watch mysteries, you always solve them before the characters do.”

“And you always punch me in the shoulder for ruining the show,” I pointed out.

“Because when we’re watching television, it’s annoying,” she explained. “But if we were solving an actual case, it would be amazing. Think about it. Yesterday, those clues were super hard, but we got them all. Everyone solved some of them. We were a team. An effective team. You said the Sherlock Society’s name was aspirational. Well, this is aspirational.”

“And you said it was delusional, which seems much more accurate with regard to what you’re suggesting,” I retorted.

“Ignore him,” she said to the others. “What do you think? Doesn’t it sound like fun?”

“I don’t know,” Yadi answered. “I usually make money mowing lawns.”

“I babysit,” Lina said.

Zoe gave her a raised eyebrow. “Do you like it?”

“Not particularly,” Lina admitted. “It’s just a way to get money.”

“An appropriate way to make money,” I interjected. “Yadi and I are twelve. You and Lina are thirteen. Lawn mowing and babysitting are kind of in our wheelhouse.”

“Which means they’re clichés,” Zoe offered. “If you want to succeed in business, you have to stand out from the competition. Middle schoolers who babysit or do yard work are so common you don’t even notice them. But middle schoolers who solve mysteries, that’s buzzworthy.”

“And you learned this where?” I asked. “During your many years in corporate America?”

“Watching TED Talks,” Zoe answered. “You know, those online lecture things. They’re funny and inspirational, and they last just as long as it takes for me to do my nails.”

“And one of those talks was about how to open a detective agency?”

“No,” she answered. “It was about standing out instead of fitting in. Being bold and breaking new ground. That’s what we’d be doing.”

We looked at her blankly, trying to make sense of this. Lina was the first to respond.

“Actually, it’s kind of a genius idea,” she said, warming to it.

“Unbelievable,” I replied. “You’re buying into this?”

“We just need to solve a few cases, and then we can let word of mouth take care of the rest,” Zoe said.

“How would we even get one case?” Yadi asked.

“I’ve got it all worked out. We’ll start with flyers and social media in phase one. Then we’ll grow the business with a blog that highlights our work and maybe even add a podcast.”

“Buzzworthy? Phase one? Grow the business?” I asked. “How many TED Talks did you watch?”

“A lot,” she said. “It sounds good, doesn’t it?”

“If you think about it, that’s basically the same thing Watson did for Holmes,” Lina said. “He wrote about the cases, which expanded Holmes’s reputation and attracted more business.”

“You see?” Zoe said. “Just like the real Sherlock Holmes.”

“Except there is no real Sherlock Holmes,” I pointed out. “He’s fictional.”

“Wait until you see the business cards I designed,” Zoe added. “They look great.”

“Why do we need business cards?” I wondered.

“To make us look professional so that people know we’re serious,” Zoe said. “I already checked with the print shop. Each set of one hundred cards costs ten bucks. That means your fifty-seven dollars will cover all five sets.”

“Wait, why am I paying for the business cards?”

“First of all, because you have money and I don’t,” she said. “Secondly, that’s your payback for lying to me about the doors being locked.”

“Wow. This agency isn’t even five minutes old, and I’m already going broke. Why are we getting five sets of cards? There are only four of us.”

“We’re adding Grandpa,” she answered. “We need someone to drive us around.”

“Did I hear my name?” Grandpa said, entering the kitchen wearing board shorts and a faded Florida Gators T-shirt. He lit up when he noticed the snacks on the table. “Ooh, cookies.”

“Can you talk sense into her?” I asked. “Zoe wants us to start a detective agency.”

“Is that so?”

“And she wants you to be our driver.”

“You’d get your own business cards,” Zoe said. “Embossed.”

“Hmm,” he replied. “Tempting, but I think I’ll pass.”

“Told you,” I said.

Grandpa took a bite of cookie and added, “However, if you make me Director of Transportation and Logistics, you’ve got a deal.”

And just like that, the Sherlock Society was in business.




6 Magic City

HAVING GRANDPA ON BOARD MEANT the Sherlock Society traveled in style, cruising the Grove in a mint-condition 1964 Cadillac Coupe de Ville convertible named Roberta. Aquamarine with a white interior, it was not only our mode of transportation, but also a mobile classroom, where he gave us lessons about how to be detectives. For decades, he’d been a reporter with the Miami Herald, a job he said had a lot in common with being a private investigator.

“As someone who spent more than forty years asking questions people didn’t want answered, I think it’s essential you understand that this city is defined by contradictions,” he said as we drove to the print shop. “Let’s start at the beginning. Who can tell me Miami’s nickname?”

“That’s easy,” I said. “Magic City.”

“Very good,” Grandpa responded. “Now here’s a harder one. Why?”

No one responded for a moment until Zoe asked, “What do you mean?”

“A fact by itself is trivia,” Grandpa explained. “Information only goes from trivial to significant when you understand the meaning behind it. So, why is it called the Magic City?”

“Because it has magical ocean views?” Zoe guessed.

“Because it’s a tropical paradise that seems too good to be true?” I added.

“Because this is where cold weather… disappears?” Lina offered with a flourish like a magician performing an illusion.

“No, no, and no,” Grandpa said. “Although the people at the visitors’ bureau would be thrilled with your answers. What about you, Yadi? What do you think?”

“You know me, Mr. Lassiter,” Yadi said. “I always think everything’s a conspiracy.”

We all laughed, but Grandpa said, “Well, in this instance, you’d be right.”

“I would?” Yadi asked, pleasantly surprised.

“Miami began calling itself Magic City before it even was a city,” Grandpa answered. “It was 1897, and it had virtually no roads, a hotel that was only open three months a year, and a population of just three hundred people. That’s fewer than the number of sixth graders you’ve got at Carver.”

“And you gave me grief about calling a three-person club a society,” I joked to Zoe.

“If that’s the case, why’d they call it that?” Lina asked.

“Developers and journalists conspired with railroad magnate Henry Flagler to trick unknowing northerners into buying land sight unseen among the swamps, marshes, and beaches of South Florida. Mind you, this was decades before in-home air-conditioning made year-round living down here even remotely reasonable.”

“How do you know all this?” Lina asked.

“My grandfather was one of those unknowing northerners who fell for the scam,” he replied. “He moved down here from Boston and opened a hardware store on Brickell Avenue.”

“That’s interesting,” Zoe said, “but what’s it have to do with us being detectives now?”

“Because it’s essential to understand that from its inception, this city has been built on deceit and mistruths. They’re baked into its DNA. For well over a century, it’s been a haven for swindlers, speculators, and criminals, which brings us to contradiction number one: Do not for one second forget that Miami is a sunny place filled with shady people.”

“I like that,” Yadi replied. “They should put it on all the welcome signs.”

“It’s actually a good thing for us,” Zoe said. “Shady people have secrets. Secrets lead to mysteries. Mysteries need detectives. That shadiness is where we’re going to get our business.”

“Maybe,” Grandpa replied. “Just make sure you can tell the good guys from the bad.”

Moments later, we pulled into the parking lot at Vizcaya Print and Copy, where my fifty-seven dollars (along with a twelve-dollar “investment” from Grandpa) was enough to buy us five sets of business cards and twenty-seven turquoise flyers.

We posted them at strategic locations throughout Coconut Grove and waited for the customers to start calling. And then we kept waiting. And waiting. And waiting. After four days, the number of prospective clients who’d responded to the flyers was identical to the amount of money left in my wallet.

Zero.

Apparently, it took more than a few hours of watching internet videos to learn how to successfully launch a business.

“No calls or texts at all?” Yadi asked, when we gathered for a strategy meeting.

“Not one,” Zoe admitted.

Grandpa had a doctor’s appointment, so it was just the four of us at the Coconut Grove Branch Library. The building was surrounded by palms and had a tropical vibe with a tall, slanted roof and a wraparound verandah. We were downstairs in the kids’ room.

“I didn’t see the TED Talks,” I said snarkily. “Is this the part where our business is growing through word of mouth? Or is it when we’re becoming buzzworthy?”

“You have to be patient,” Zoe replied. “It’s going to take some time.”

“Patient? At this rate I will earn my fifty-seven dollars back in… let me do the math… oh yeah, NEVER.”

“Which is why we’re holding this strategy meeting,” she replied. “We need to generate some cash flow.”

“Let me guess, ‘generate cash flow’ is a term from another TED Talk,” I said.

She ignored me and asked, “Does anyone have any ideas for how we can get any business?”

“I do,” Lina said. “I took these pictures while I was putting up flyers.”

She unlocked her phone and showed us four photos.

“They’re signs for missing pets,” she continued. “Two dogs, a cat, and an iguana. All in Coconut Grove. All with cash rewards. We can make these our first cases. Basically, they’re mysteries waiting to be solved. We don’t need to be hired. We just need to solve them.”

“That’s brilliant,” Yadi said. “If we find the pets, we’ll make some money.”

“Not only that,” added Zoe, “but we could use it to build buzz.”

“Again with the buzz,” I said, shaking my head. “How would finding a pet create ‘buzz’?”

“Imagine social media posts of dogs being reunited with their owners. You see tearful kids, adorable puppies licking their faces, and our logo. People will eat that up.”

I hated to admit it, but this actually sounded like a good idea. “Okay. That might work.”

“And, if we search for all of them at once, it quadruples our chances of finding one,” Lina added.

“I like this idea,” Yadi said. “But how are we supposed to tell one iguana from another?”

“Good point,” Lina replied. “I g-wanna know that too.”

“You seriously did not just drop an iguana pun in the middle of our financial crisis,” I replied, chuckling despite myself.

“Wait a second. Hold everything,” Zoe said excitedly as she looked at her phone. “I think I just got a text from our first client.”

“Really?” I asked. “What’s it say?”

“ ‘Is this the number for the Sherlock Society?’ ” she answered, reading it.

“Tell them it is,” Yadi said enthusiastically. “Tell them it is.”

“Yeah, I get that,” she replied. She typed a response, and another text came instantly.

“ ‘I need help finding a missing person,’ ” she read aloud. “ ‘Can we meet right away?’ ”

“A missing person, that’s so awesome,” Yadi said, practically giggling with excitement. Then he caught himself and added, “I mean, unless you’re the missing person… or the missing person’s family. For them it’s not awesome, but we’re going to help those people.”

Zoe looked up from her phone. “Where should we arrange to meet them?”

“How about here at the library?” I suggested.

“I don’t know if the Captain Underpants posters project the image we’re looking for,” Zoe responded. “We want to seem professional.”

“We could always have him come to our office,” I said sarcastically. “Oh, wait, that’s right. We don’t have one because we’re kids.”

“Don’t forget what your grandfather told us,” Lina said. “Miami’s a sunny place filled with shady people. We don’t know who this guy is, so we need to be careful. It should be somewhere public and out in the open.”

“How about a restaurant? Or a coffee shop?” Zoe offered.

“That would work except we don’t have any money,” I replied. “We can’t just sit at a table without ordering something.”

“I got it!” Yadi said, loud enough for the librarian to give us a look. “We can meet at a ventanita.”

“What’s a ventanita?” asked Lina.

“It means ‘little window,’ ” Yadi answered. “It’s a type of Cuban café where you walk up and order from the sidewalk. It’s a total Miami thing. We’ve got them all over.”

“It’s ideal, because we can stand outside without ordering, so we don’t need money,” Zoe said. “But it’s out in the open with plenty of people, so it should be safe.”

“Tell him we’ll meet at Esperanza’s,” Yadi said.

“Perfect,” Zoe responded as she sent a text. Moments later she got a reply. “He says he’ll meet us there in thirty minutes.”

“That gives us enough time to get there first, so we can be ready when he arrives,” I said.

“What’s his name?” Lina asked.

“He signed the text ‘Desperate Dan.’ ”

“That makes sense,” I replied. “You need to be desperate if you’re going to hire us.”




7 Esperanza’s

ALTHOUGH IT WAS TECHNICALLY PART of Miami, Coconut Grove had once been a separate town and still felt more like a village than a city. It was filled with tree-lined neighborhoods, and there were parks everywhere, especially along the bayfront. It was small enough that we could make it anywhere in twenty minutes on our bikes. That got us to Esperanza’s with enough time to scope out the scene before Desperate Dan’s arrival.

“I thought it was a café,” Lina said, confused, when we parked our bikes in a rack behind a building marked ESPERANZA’S COIN LAUNDRY—WASH AND FOLD.

“It’s both,” Yadi explained. “It started as a laundromat that offered coffee for its customers. Then people started coming just for the coffee, so they knocked a hole in the wall and turned it into a ventanita too. Now it has a full café menu.”

We entered through the back, alongside a wall filled with silver dryers and a long yellow countertop for folding clothes. There were two rows of washing machines directly in front of us, and the kitchen and prep tables for the ventanita occupied the far corner of the room. Electric fans were mounted everywhere to keep the air moving, and they created a swirling aroma that blended the fragrant scent of detergent with the sweet smell of fresh-baked pastries.

“How would Holmes handle meeting a client he was unsure of?” I asked.

“He’d probably get some help from the Baker Street Irregulars,” Lina asked.

“Who are they?” Zoe asked.

“A group of street kids who spied for him,” Lina answered. “In this instance, I think he’d have them serve as lookouts.”

“Then we should do that,” Yadi said. “Dangerous Dan doesn’t know how many of us there are or what we look like. Maybe two of us should split off and keep an eye on things. That way, if something goes wrong, they can get help.”

“That’s a good idea,” Zoe replied. “Alex and I can meet Dan out front, and you two can watch for trouble.”

“Okay,” Yadi said. “I’ll stay here in the laundromat. I’ve got a view of the parking lot and can see you two through the window.”

“And I’ll take the sidewalk,” Lina added.

“That’s good,” Zoe said.

They got into position, while Zoe and I went outside. In addition to the window counter, there were three circular cement tables with curved benches and a large plastic water cooler covered in stickers for various skateboard brands and soccer teams.

The quality of the food and coffee was evident by the long line of people waiting to order. There was a lawn crew, a woman in a business suit, a dad with a stroller, and a police officer.

“It’s good that there’s a cop here,” Zoe whispered.

I nodded in agreement and grabbed a cone-shaped paper cup to get some water.

“What are you doing?” Zoe asked. “That’s for customers.”

“Water’s free,” I protested. “Besides, I’m nervous and my mouth’s dry.”

“Come to think of it, mine is too,” she admitted as she got a cup for herself.

I chugged mine in a single motion but almost spit it out when I saw who was heading our way. “Oh no, this is not good,” I said, panicked.

“No, it’s fine,” she replied. “Like you said, the water’s free. They don’t mind.”

“No. Look who stopped by to get some coffee.” I motioned across the street to where our mother had just gotten out of her car and was now walking our way.

“We need to hide,” Zoe said. “Right now.”

There weren’t many options, so we hurried into the laundromat with Lina following right behind.

“What’s the matter?” Yadi asked.

“Our mom’s here,” I answered.

From inside we could look through the window and see her arriving on the scene.

“Where should we hide?” Zoe asked.

“Down there,” Lina said, pointing beneath the folding counter.

We got down on the floor and squeezed under it together. Zoe pulled over a laundry cart to shield us from view.

“What’s she doing here?” Yadi asked.

I answered, “Getting coffee, I guess.”

“The good thing is that we know she hasn’t come to do laundry,” Zoe said. “So we should be safe right here.”

“Did she see you?” asked Lina.

“I don’t think so,” I answered.

Zoe was more emphatic. “No way. She definitely didn’t see us.”

“Actually, she did.” It was our mother’s voice, but we couldn’t see her until she moved the cart out of the way and leaned over to look at us beneath the counter.

“Hi, Mom,” I said sheepishly.

“It’s funny,” she replied. “In all the years you’ve lived at our house, you’ve never shown an interest in laundry. I wasn’t even sure if you knew we had a laundry room.”

She studied us, and then her gaze stopped on Lina. “I’m sorry, who are you?”

“Lina, ma’am,” she answered. “I’m a friend from school.”

“Nice to meet you. I’m Alex and Zoe’s mother, but you probably know me better as Desperate Dan.” She dangled a turquoise Sherlock Society flyer in front of us. “Why don’t you all come out from down there so we can discuss your new business venture?”

As we climbed out from beneath the counter, I tried (and failed) to brush off the blobs of laundry lint that clung to every part of my clothes and hair. Nearby, a woman waiting for one of the dryers to finish did a bad job of acting like she wasn’t watching our little drama unfold, while Mom did her best to keep her temper in check.

“Want to tell me who the mastermind is behind this colossally bad idea?” she demanded. “Although I think I have a pretty good idea already.” She stared daggers at Zoe.

“Can you at least let me explain before you blow up in front of my friends?” Zoe asked.

It’s funny, because I noticed that despite the intensity of the situation, both Lina and Yadi smiled at the fact that she’d called them her friends.

“Let me guess,” Mom said. “This is somehow related to the fact that your father and I won’t let you go to some overpriced summer camp.”

“Why is it that you think anything that costs money is bad?” Zoe asked. “A premium experience comes with a premium price tag.”

Mom laughed. “Who are you repeating there, Brooke or Chelsea?”

Zoe didn’t answer, but it was obvious by her expression that she’d first heard it from one of them.

“I hate to break it to you, but you have a premium life,” Mom said. “You live in a nice house, go to a great school, and have everything you could possibly need. But it’s still not enough. Nothing’s ever enough for you. Why is that?”

Zoe looked like she was about to cry, when Lina came to her rescue.

“Actually, ma’am, it was my idea, not Zoe’s,” Lina said. “I’m new to the school and don’t know many people. I became friends with Alex and Yadi in our Sherlock Society meetings and thought it would be fun if we continued solving mysteries during the summer. We thought we might be able to make a little money. I guess things got out of hand. I’m really sorry.”

This caught Mom off guard and completely defused the situation. Lina even looked like she might start to cry too. I could tell Mom felt guilty.

“Thank you, Lina. I’m sorry too. I was concerned about safety and got a bit too worked up.” Mom took a calming breath. “I shouldn’t have used that tone.” She looked to me. “Have you all eaten?”

“No,” I answered. “We spent all our money on the flyers.” (I thought it was best to leave out the business cards at this point.)

“Let’s get lunch and discuss this.” Mom looked at Zoe. “I promise not to blow up.”

We ordered at the ventanita and sat around one of the tables.

“What if we only take on certain types of cases?” Zoe asked, trying to salvage some kind of victory from the situation. “Super-safe ones?”

“Let’s forget the inherent danger for a moment,” Mom said. “And that’s huge. But beyond that, if you want to call yourself a detective agency and take money from people, you need to file articles of incorporation with the state, get liability insurance, and qualify for a private investigator’s license. Those all take time, cost money, and cannot be done by people your age.”

This was the problem with having a trial attorney as a parent. They tended to convincingly use evidence to win arguments.

“Okay,” I said, defeated. “We’ll take down all the flyers this afternoon.”

“Good.” Mom took a bite of her sandwich and added, “I’ll tell you, I’m surprised that your grandfather’s not part of this. This sounds exactly like something he’d be caught up in.”

I’m proud to say none of us gave him up.




8 The Vault

AFTER LUNCH, WE TOOK DOWN the flyers and went back to the house. My parents were out and Grandpa was watching baseball in the family room, so we raided the kitchen and found some ice cream.

“Thanks for coming to my rescue with our mom,” Zoe said to Lina. “I would’ve gotten in a lot more trouble if you hadn’t.”

“No problem,” Lina replied after swallowing a spoonful of rocky road. “That’s what friends are for.”

I noticed that when she used the word “friends,” she seemed a bit hesitant. Like she was testing it out to see how Zoe reacted.

“Your idea about the pets totally would’ve worked,” Yadi said. “You should still do that if you want to make some money.”

“Maybe.” Zoe shrugged. “Mostly, I just thought it would be fun for us to do together.”

Grandpa came into the kitchen. “What’s this? Are you all holding a staff meeting without your director of transportation and logistics?”

“About that,” Zoe said. “I’m afraid you’re out of work. Our company is no longer.”

Grandpa looked at his watch. “Made it nearly five days. What happened?”

“Mom closed us down,” I said. “That means no mystery, no excitement, and no money.”

“Hmm.” Grandpa thought about this for a moment. “It’s not exactly exciting, but I’ll pay you twenty dollars to wash my car. You can think of it as ‘solving the mystery of what’s underneath the dirt.’ ”

It was easy money, because his car was practically spotless. Grandpa pampered it too much to ever let it get dirty. We were in the backyard, next to his garage apartment, using his special assortment of cleaning products, which included brushes, sponges, and a pair of deluxe car-wash mittens he’d ordered from a late-night infomercial. Zoe and Yadi were scrubbing the tires, while I rinsed the hood. Lina was drying off the trunk when she asked, “What can you tell us about Roberta?”

Grandpa grinned. “Everything.”

“Okay then,” she said with a hint of challenge. “Tell us everything.”

“Roberta was born at the Detroit Assembly plant in the third week of March, 1964. She has a three-hundred-forty-horsepower V8 engine, is painted firemist aquamarine, stretches two hundred twenty-three and a half inches from bumper to bumper, and has a wheelbase of one hundred twenty-nine and a half inches. I even know her weight, but it would be impolite for me to share such personal information.”

“How do you know all that?” Yadi asked.

“The basics can be found on the body plate attached to the fire wall in the engine compartment,” he said. “The rest I learned over fifty years of maintenance and repair.”

“Hmm,” Lina replied, playfully unimpressed. “Numbers like length, width, horsepower, and dates are just facts. Someone once told me that information only goes from trivial to significant when you add the meaning behind those facts.”

Grandpa laughed. “I see what you did there. Throwing my own words right back at me. So, you want to know the meaning behind Roberta?”

“You’ve pampered her for over fifty years. There’s got to be a reason.”

He smiled at the memory. “It was love at first sight. I found her at a used car lot in Hialeah. I’d gone to buy something practical in good condition, but all that went right out the window when I saw Roberta parked there. She had rust, a couple of panels that were the wrong color, and a big dent in the passenger door. It didn’t matter. I was hooked. My buddies couldn’t believe it. They said that it would take forever just to fix her up, and they were right. I worked on her nearly every weekend for eighteen months just to get her looking good again.”

“If it was so much work, why’d you buy it?” asked Zoe.

“For the same reason you got business cards.”

“Because you wanted to put the car in your desk drawer and have no one ever ask to see it?” I said, which actually caused Lina to snort.

“Because I wanted to look professional,” he answered. “I had just been hired at the Herald, and all the other young reporters drove VW Beetles or Mercury Bobcats. I didn’t want to be like them. I wanted to…”

“Stand out and not blend in,” Zoe said with satisfaction.

“Exactly,” replied Grandpa. “I wanted people to say, ‘Pete Lassiter? He’s the one with that sweet ride.’ ”

“Did it work?” I asked.

“No.” He laughed. “At least, not the way I thought it would. One day I was in the newsroom, and my editor pulled me aside. She said she wanted to talk to me about a special project, and I was so excited. I thought my time had come.”

“What was the project?” asked Zoe.

“She asked me if I owned the Cadillac convertible in the parking lot. When I told her I did, she offered to pay me to drive her son and his girlfriend to their senior prom.”

We all laughed.

“I thought I was a journalist, and she saw me as a chauffeur,” he said. “But it gave me an idea that forever changed my career.”

By this point, we’d stopped washing the car and were hanging on his every word.

“One of the biggest music stars of the day was Roberta Flack. She had an amazing voice, and her song ‘The First Time Ever I Saw Your Face’ was your grandmother’s all-time favorite. She was scheduled to have a concert in Miami Beach, and I was determined to write a story about her. I knew she’d just done a show in New York City the night before, so I drove my car to the Miami International Airport and greeted every plane that arrived from New York, holding a sign that said ‘Miss Roberta Flack.’ ”

“Like a chauffeur,” I said.

“Exactly,” he responded. “I even wore a black suit and one of those caps. The problem was, I didn’t know which flight she was on. I spent the entire morning running through the terminal going from gate to gate.”

“And it worked?” Zoe said, excited.

“It took a few hours, but yes,” he answered. “I greeted her, gathered her luggage, loaded it into the trunk, and acted like her chauffeur until we were halfway to Miami Beach. Then, when we were on the causeway and she couldn’t get out, I told her the truth.”

“What did you say?” Lina asked.

“I explained that I was a reporter at the Herald and was trying to impress my boss,” he said. “Then I asked her for an interview.”

“I cannot believe you did that!” Yadi exclaimed.

“Yeah, because I’m pretty sure that’s kidnapping,” Zoe commented.

“I needed to do something,” he said. “She thought it was funny, and not only did I get the interview, but she also gave me two tickets so I could take your grandmother to the show.”

“What happened with the interview?”

“Two days later, it ran on the front page of the Style section, and my career took off. No more proms for me.”

“That’s why you call the car Roberta,” Lina said.

“So, there’s your meaning,” Grandpa said. “I realized that a story wasn’t just going to come and find me. And it wasn’t going to be assigned to me because I had a nice car. I had to go out and get it. Which is exactly what you need to do if you want to solve a mystery.”

“You’re forgetting the part about Mom closing us down,” I said.

“She said that you couldn’t have a detective agency and solicit clients,” he replied. “But that doesn’t mean you can’t solve mysteries.”

“How else would we get one to solve?” Zoe asked.

He had that twinkle in his eye. “Let’s take Roberta out for a drive.”

Twenty-five minutes later, we pulled into the parking lot of South Florida Self Storage. It was a bright yellow building, five stories tall, and the lot was surrounded by a razor-wire security fence. After we checked in with a guard at the front desk, we went up to the second floor and found unit number 221.

“Look, 221,” Lina said. “Just like Sherlock Holmes.”

“What do you mean?” asked Zoe.

“His address is 221B Baker Street,” Lina explained.

“That’s why I picked it,” Grandpa said. “You have a nice eye for detail, Lina.”

“How long have you had this?” I asked.

“Since before you were born,” he said as he dialed the combination on the padlock.

I ran my fingers along the blue metal roll-up door and asked, “What’s in here?”

“Forty-six years as a journalist,” he said. “I call it the vault.”

He pulled up the door to reveal a rectangular cinder-block space a little bigger than my bedroom. There were two rows of shelving units that held everything from photographs and trophies to an autographed Miami Dolphins helmet. All of it was neatly organized, and the unit was spotlessly clean. He walked over to where a row of seven file cabinets lined a wall.

“These cabinets hold every notebook, interview transcript, cassette tape, pad of paper, whatever, from four and a half decades of writing for the Herald,” he said.

“You kept it all?” asked Zoe.

“Every scrap,” he said.

Yadi was trying on the football helmet, but it was two sizes too large and made him look like a giant bobblehead doll. “Why?”

“Because you never know what seemingly insignificant bit of information might turn out to be important down the road.”

“How’s it organized?” asked Lina.

“The first five cabinets are arranged by date of publication and include everything I did as a reporter, columnist, and investigative journalist.”

“And the last two?”

“Those are the stories that never got published,” he said with a wistful smile. “The ones I couldn’t quite pull together and solve.”

Now I understood why we were there. I grinned and said, “They’re the mysteries.”




9 Choose Your Own Adventure

FOR ONE OF OUR LAST Sherlock Society meetings, we had a slideshow party. The idea was that each of us would give a presentation on any Sherlock-related subject we wanted. Mine ranked the different actors who portrayed Holmes in film and television. Yadi did one in which he created the SWIM test to determine whether each of our teachers was a Sherlock (brilliant), a Watson (helpful), an Inspector Lestrade (clueless), or a Moriarty (evil). My favorite was Lina’s, which she called the Hounds of the Baskervilles. It featured funny pictures of dogs dressed like the detectives. (It’s amazing how many she found online.)

We decided to do the same thing with Grandpa’s unsolved case files. Each of us took home a favorite and turned it into a slideshow. The next day we got together to present them so we could decide which case to take on.

“Mom’s in the office, so we have to use my computer,” I explained as I led them upstairs.

Zoe turned to Lina and said, “This is your first time in Alex’s room so, spoiler alert, you’re about to discover that he has a certain unhealthy obsession.”

“With what?” Lina asked, intrigued. “Action figures? Video games? Baseball cards?”

“LEGOs,” I said, opening the door to a room featuring an Eiffel Tower, a Statue of Liberty, and a mid-construction Millennium Falcon. There was also a large cabinet with plastic drawers, originally designed to hold nails and screws, which I used to sort pieces by size and color.

“You’re not kidding,” Lina replied, taking it all in. “Although any self-respecting builder knows that you don’t put an s at the end of the word. ‘LEGO’ is both singular and plural, like ‘fish’ and ‘sheep.’ ”

“Oh no,” Yadi said to Zoe. “She’s one too.”

“Maybe so, but I like that someone is correcting his grammar for a change,” Zoe replied.

I ignored them and asked Lina, “You’re a LEGO fan?”

“Big-time.” She studied the Millennium Falcon I’d been building on my desk. “Is this a set? Or a MOC?” (Pronounced mock.)

“A MOC,” I said proudly. “The set’s too expensive. Besides, I’m more of a purist.”

“I can’t believe I’m asking this, but what’s a MOC?” Zoe asked.

“It stands for ‘my own creation,’ ” I answered. “It means I’m scavenging parts from other sets to make something of my own without instructions.”

“It’s super impressive,” Lina said. “You’re quite the parts monkey.”

“Funny, that sounds like an insult, but you say it like it’s a compliment,” Zoe commented. “However, as much as I love learning new nerd words, we’ve got work to do.”

“She’s right,” said Yadi. “We’ve got to decide which case to take on.”

“Okay, I’ll go first,” Lina offered.

She pulled up her presentation on my computer, and a 1960s surf-spy guitar riff started playing. The first slide was a black-and-white photo of a man holding a surfboard. “Meet Murf the Surf: Miami beach bum, international jewel thief.”

“Seriously?” I asked, surprised.

“His real name was Jack Roland Murphy, and in the sixties, he and his friends liked to break into hotels along Miami Beach and rob tourists.” She showed photos of Murf and his gang as she talked about their crime spree. “Next, they started robbing waterfront mansions and escaping in a speedboat. Murf’s special skill was jumping off the boat during high-speed chases and secretly swimming to shore with the loot. He became a celebrity when his gang pulled off one of the biggest jewel heists in history. They even made a movie about him and a documentary.”

The next slide showed a clip from the documentary, with Murf, dressed in a black suit and dark sunglasses, being led into a police car.

“Was the heist in Miami?” Zoe asked.

“New York,” Lina replied. “They broke into the Museum of Natural History and stole a dozen gems, including the Star of India, the DeLong Star Ruby, and the Eagle Diamond.”

She showed crime scene photos of NYPD detectives examining broken windows and damaged display cases at the museum.

“The police tracked them back to Miami two days later but couldn’t locate the jewels,” she continued. “It turned out they were hidden in a waterproof pouch attached to the bottom of a boat. Eventually, Murf returned most of them in exchange for a lighter sentence.”

“Most?” I asked.

Her final slide showed multiple angles of a huge sixteen-carat diamond.

“The Eagle Diamond has never been recovered. That’s the mystery your grandfather was trying to solve. He had a few leads and even interviewed Murf himself, but they all turned out to be dead ends.”

“How valuable is it?” Zoe asked.

“It’s worth hundreds of thousands of dollars.”

“Wow,” Yadi responded. “That’s a lot of money.”

“We’d have to give it back to the museum,” Lina explained. “But there’s still a reward.”

“I like the sound of that,” Zoe commented.

Yadi went next. His presentation was more multimedia experience than slideshow. He even closed the blinds and turned off the lights before he started. It began with eerie music and video of a ship moving across the horizon. “One of the world’s greatest unsolved mysteries is the Bermuda Triangle,” he intoned. There was a crackling sound effect, and the ship vanished, leaving only the empty ocean. “A vortex of unexplained phenomena off the coast of Florida.”

His next clip was a rapid-fire montage of airplanes and ships intercut with newspaper headlines announcing their unexplained disappearances.

“Stop right there,” Zoe said, flipping on the lights. “We want to solve a real mystery, not chase after some alien conspiracy theory.”

“First of all, I don’t care for the dismissive tone when you say ‘alien.’ But this is a real mystery. I’m just setting the mood. If you let me continue, you’ll see that a big part of how the legend of the Bermuda Triangle grew was the disappearance of the Lost Patrol.”

He advanced to the next slide, which had photos of five military planes. “In December of 1945, these planes took off from the navy base in Fort Lauderdale and were never seen again. The rescue plane that went looking for them disappeared too. In all, six planes and twenty-seven people vanished.”

“Did Grandpa’s story involve Martians and UFOs?” Zoe asked.

“No. The navy said the planes crashed into the Atlantic, but he came across some people who thought they went down in the Everglades. He tried to find the wreckage but had trouble getting around in there. However, with a drone like mine…”

“We could cover a lot more ground than he could back in the day,” I said.

“Exactly right.”

“Who were the people who thought the planes crashed there?” Lina asked.

“Three members of the Seminole tribe heard a series of explosions that night in the Big Cypress Reservation. They reported it, but the navy was convinced the planes went down in the ocean and didn’t follow up on it.” He gave Zoe a look. “So, no aliens. Although you’re kidding yourself if you think there aren’t any other life-forms out there somewhere.”

“Okay, Zoe,” Lina said. “Let’s see your presentation.”

“I don’t have a slideshow, because mine’s just a theory,” Zoe answered. (I’m pretty sure she did have one but didn’t want to show it because it wasn’t tricked out like Lina’s and Yadi’s.) “Grandpa talked to two insurance experts who think an art theft ring has been active in South Florida for decades. They use the cover of hurricanes to swap masterpieces with fakes.”

“How?” asked Yadi.

“Over the last thirty years or so, Miami has become a huge fine art center,” she said. “Every time there’s a hurricane, there’s a scramble to protect the works of art. Most of them end up in high-tech stormproof storage centers. There are only about six or seven of them.”

“Like the one where Grandpa keeps his files?” I asked.

“Far more advanced. These have museum-level storage, with climate control and extra security.”

“How do forgeries fit in?” Yadi asked.

“The first one was discovered about fifteen years ago,” she replied. “The insurance company was appraising a painting and realized it had been replaced by a fake. They couldn’t be certain when it was swapped, but they think it probably happened years earlier during one of the storms. So, they looked at a few more and found the same thing.”

“Had they all used the same storage facility?” I asked.

“No, they’d been at different ones.”

“How come nobody was arrested?” Yadi asked.

“They think that’s what happened, but they don’t have proof,” Zoe answered. “It’s hard because they didn’t know there’d been a crime until years later, which means no evidence was collected at the time. Besides, the insurance companies didn’t want to pay out, and art collectors didn’t want to admit they’d been fooled. That’s why the story died. Too many people were embarrassed and wouldn’t go on the record or let their paintings be examined. But there’s enough there for us to dig deeper. And who knows, maybe after all this time, they’d be less embarrassed.”

“So, we’ve got a massive diamond, missing airplanes, and forged art,” Lina said. “These are all more interesting than looking for an iguana or babysitting. What’s your mystery, Alex? Was there a LEGO robbery? And if so, were you the robber?”

“Mine involves one of the most notorious criminals in American history,” I said as a mug shot appeared on the screen. “This is Al Capone, also known as Scarface.”

“The mobster?” asked Yadi. “I thought he lived in Chicago.”

“He did,” I answered. “But he spent the last part of his life in Miami in a mansion on Palm Island.”

The next slide showed off his waterfront estate.

“What’s the mystery?” Lina asked.

“He left a million dollars buried somewhere in South Florida.”

“A million?” Yadi repeated, his eyes open wide with amazement.

“Any idea where in South Florida?” Zoe asked.

“That’s where it gets interesting,” I answered. “Grandpa had two sources. One had been a gardener on the Capone estate, and the other was a waiter at a restaurant owned by the family. Neither knew where it was, but both had different pieces to the puzzle.”

“And if we can put those together, we might find a million dollars?” Yadi said, excited. “I don’t need to see any more slides. I know which mystery I want to solve.”

I looked at the others, who both nodded in agreement.

“I like the sound of a million dollars,” said Lina.

Zoe humorously held up her hand. “Yes, please.”

“Then it’s settled.” I flashed a huge grin. “The game is afoot.”




10 The Five Ws

WE WERE ANXIOUS TO GET started but had to wait for Grandpa to finish his daily exercise routine. He’d gotten into yoga a few months earlier and had turned half his apartment into a stretch studio. When he was done, we told him that we wanted to find Al Capone’s treasure.

“Good choice,” he said. “I figured it would either be him or Murf the Surf. Let’s get to work.”

We drove back to his storage unit and crowded around a desk in the corner. Zoe snagged the only chair, so the rest of us either stood or sat on boxes.

“I want you each to take one of these,” Grandpa said, handing us narrow reporter’s notebooks with the Miami Herald logo on their covers. “Welcome to journalism boot camp. We’ll start off with the five Ws.”

“Wait, what?” I said, confused.

“Good guesses, Alex,” he said. “ ‘Wait’ isn’t on the list, but ‘what’ is.”

“I wasn’t trying to guess the five Ws. I was trying to figure out why we’re suddenly in journalism boot camp. We’re the Sherlock Society. We’re detectives, not journalists.”

“A journalist and a detective are the same thing. A mystery is nothing more than a story missing its ending. The best way to solve the mystery of Al Capone’s hidden treasure is to figure out all the parts of the story that lead up to it.”

“Why do we need these notebooks?” Zoe asked.

“The answer’s kind of hidden in the name,” Grandpa said. “To take notes.”

“Yes, but we can do that on our phones.”

“The reason we have access to decades of notes is because I took them with pen on paper,” he said. “I’ve got no problem with technology, but there’s value to something you can hold in your hand.”

Zoe gave him the side-eye and muttered, “I can hold my phone in my hand.”

“Humor me,” he replied. “You’ll have plenty of opportunities to use your devices later.”

Lina raised her hand.

“Yes, Lina,” Grandpa said.

“The five Ws: who, what, when, where, why.”

Grandpa beamed. “Excellent. Where’d you learn that?”

“I don’t remember exactly,” she answered. “I read a lot of books.”

“That’s good to know.” Grandpa grinned. “We’re going to work on this as a team. But I want everyone to be responsible for a different W.”

“What do you mean by that?” Zoe asked.

“For example, you’re going to take ‘when,’ ” he answered. “That means you’re in charge of the timeline. We’ll all help come up with it, but you’re going to memorize it and know it inside and out. When we’re in the field and need a date, we won’t have to look it up, because you’ll know it instantly. If there’s a discrepancy, you’ll spot it.”

“Got it,” Zoe said, pleased with her assignment.

“Lina, lover of books, have you ever read one about Al Capone?” Grandpa asked.

“I read Al Capone Does My Shirts. It’s great. He’s not the main character, but he’s in it.”

“That means you already have a head start. You’re going to be responsible for ‘who.’ ”

“Hey, that’s not fair,” Yadi protested. “We already know who. It’s Al Capone.”

Grandpa gave him a raised eyebrow. “Do you think Al Capone put a million dollars in a treasure chest, went out with a shovel, dug a hole, and buried it by himself?”

“Oh,” Yadi said. “I hadn’t thought of that.”

“The ‘who’ is more than one person. He had a crew, and his family, not to mention all the people he bribed in Miami. In order to figure out the story, there are a lot of names and aliases to keep track of.”

“I’m on it,” Lina said.

“Okay, then what’s my assignment?” Yadi asked.

“That’s exactly right,” Grandpa answered.

Yadi looked confused. “What’s exactly right?”

“Yes,” said Grandpa.

Yadi’s head was spinning. “I feel like you think I understand something I absolutely do not understand.”

“What is your assignment,” Grandpa explained.

“That’s what I want to know,” Yadi said, baffled.

Grandpa pointed at Zoe and said, “When.” He pointed at Lina and said, “Who.” Then he pointed at Yadi and said, “What. You are ‘what.’ ”

“Ohhhhh, now I get it,” Yadi said, a bit embarrassed. “That’s confusing.”

“I think you’re perfect for it,” Grandpa said. “We need to figure out exactly what this treasure was. Where did it come from? Was it cash? Gold? This is a conspiracy, so you can use that conspiratorial mindset of yours to put the pieces together.”

“Which leaves me with either ‘where’ or ‘why,’ ” I said.

“You’re definitely ‘where,’ ” Grandpa replied. “That’s the ultimate question. When we solve the ‘where,’ we find the treasure. I’ll take care of the ‘why’ and help out everyone else.”

“When do we go out and start digging?” Yadi asked.

“Not yet,” Grandpa answered. “Make yourselves comfortable, because today we’re working in here. You’re not effective in the field until you’ve done your homework.”

“But it’s summer vacation,” Yadi protested. “That’s a no-homework zone.”

“I think you’ll find this homework to be quite interesting,” Grandpa said. “I want each of you to take some time and dig deep into your question. You can use the Capone file that Alex had last night, and I’ll help you find others that may offer clues and enlightenment. I want you to be the experts of the who, what, when, and where of Al Capone in Florida.”

We started poring over everything and writing information in our notebooks. Grandpa moved a few boxes to clear up some space around the desk, and he got out a bulletin board and some colored index cards. He also turned on a pair of fans that helped cool the room.

We spent three hours going through all the relevant files. When we were finished, Grandpa said, “Let’s see what we’ve got. Zoe, when did Capone arrive in Miami Beach?”

“December 1927,” she answered. “He called it ‘the garden of America, the sunny Italy of the New World.’ ”

“And where did he settle?”

“The penthouse of the Ponce de Leon Hotel,” I answered. “Suite 804.”

“Where he registered under the alias ‘A. Costa,’ ” Lina added.

“Perfect,” Grandpa said, and he wrote down the information on cards and pinned them to the board. “You’ve got your roles down pat. Keep going.”

“Next, he bought a house on Palm Island and began doing major renovations,” I said.

Zoe flipped through her notebook. “That was March of 1928.”

“Although he couldn’t buy it under his name, so he had the manager of the Ponce de Leon buy it and then paid him under the table,” Lina said. “That man’s name was Parker Henderson Jr.”

“Why’d he need someone to buy it for him?” Yadi asked.

“Because most of the politicians and business leaders in the city wanted to run him out of town,” Grandpa answered. “They tried to block him from settling here.”

“They could do that?” Zoe asked.

“He was public enemy number one, the most notorious criminal in the country,” Grandpa said. “And like I told you about this sunny place, there were shady characters everywhere. Some of these men said that they were fighting the bad guys when they were really just trying to protect criminal interests of their own.”

“Public enemy number one,” Lina said. “I wonder if that’s what he had on his business cards.”

“Actually,” Grandpa said, chuckling, “I believe his cards identified him as a secondhand furniture dealer.”

“He must not have seen any of Zoe’s TED Talks,” I joked.

“When was he locked up?” Grandpa asked.

“It happened twice,” Zoe said. “He was in jail from the middle of 1929 until March of 1930. Then came the big trial, and he was sent to prison from 1931 to 1939. Most of that time was spent at Alcatraz.”

As Grandpa wrote bullet points on a card, I asked, “What was he convicted of? Murder? Bootlegging?”

“Tax evasion,” answered Zoe.

“Are you serious?” Yadi asked. “Of all the crimes he committed, he was sent to prison for not paying his taxes?”

“That’s right,” Grandpa said. “He bribed so many politicians, police officers, and judges that he was never punished for his violent activities. But the Treasury Department put Eliot Ness and the Untouchables on the case, and they brought him down.”

“The Untouchables?” I asked.

“It was the team of Treasury agents,” Lina said. “They were called that because they couldn’t be bought off. They refused all bribes and resisted any and all threats of intimidation.”

“It turned out there was one thing Capone couldn’t buy,” Grandpa said. “Character.”

“I like that,” Zoe said.

“When did he return to Miami?” asked Grandpa.

“In 1940,” Zoe replied. “He moved back into the house on Palm Island and lived there until he died seven years later.”

“You guys are doing a great job of this,” Grandpa said. “You’ve given us a sense of when, where, and who. Now let’s move on to the what. Yadi, tell us about the treasure.”

“Capone buried a little over one million dollars in cash right before the trial for tax evasion,” Yadi said. “We have partial clues about the treasure’s location from two different sources: Tom Jackson and Domenico DiMauro.”

“Give me a second,” Lina interjected as she wrote in her notebook. “Jackson is the gardener, and DiMauro…”

“Was a waiter at Ted’s Grotto,” Grandpa answered. “That was the restaurant owned by Capone’s wife and son after he died. Domenico was a colorful character, lots of big stories. I met him at a retirement home, where I was interviewing people about Miami Beach’s one hundredth anniversary.”

“Got it,” she replied.

“What are the clues?” I asked.

“Jackson said that Capone was very involved with the landscaping at the estate and kept a detailed map of all the plants,” Yadi replied. “Could be because he didn’t want any of them to disturb where he buried the treasure. He also said that Capone once joked that his money was safe because it was protected by wild animals.”

“And DiMauro?” Zoe asked.

“He never knew Capone directly, but he worked at the restaurant where some of his old crew liked to come and eat,” Yadi went on. “Apparently, Mama Capone was an excellent cook. At various times, DiMauro said he overheard conversations about the buried treasure. According to him, it was buried on an island that was on an island.”

“What does that even mean?” Zoe asked.

“I’m not sure,” Yadi answered. “And he also said you didn’t need a boat to get there.”

“What kind of island can you get to without a boat?” Zoe asked.

“One with a bridge,” Lina suggested.

“Or one surrounded by water that’s shallow enough to walk or drive across,” I added.

“So, as you can see, these are tantalizing bits of information,” Grandpa said. “But they’re too vague to start digging anywhere.”

“Here’s what I don’t get,” Zoe said. “If these guys knew where it was, why didn’t they go dig it up themselves?”

“No one dared touch Capone’s money while he was still alive,” Grandpa answered. “And most of his close associates were either dead or in prison by the time he died. The guys who hung around Ted’s Grotto were underlings. They knew bits and pieces, but none of them knew the whole story. They wouldn’t be trusted with all the information.”

“Which means we’re chasing after stories told by someone who overheard people who had overheard other people,” Zoe said. “It’s like a huge game of telephone.”

“True,” I replied. “But a game of telephone with a million dollars on the line.”




11 Getting in the Door

THE NEXT MORNING GRANDPA PUT three shovels and a metal detector in Roberta’s trunk, and we left to scout possible locations for buried treasure. Lina was in the front passenger seat, and as we headed into downtown, she marveled at Miami’s skyline. “I still can’t get over the fact that I live in a city with all these massive skyscrapers.”

“In social studies, we had a unit on Miami geography and learned that it has the third highest skyline in the country,” Yadi said. “I think there are sixty buildings taller than five hundred feet.”

Lina laughed. “Where I grew up, in Evanston, Wyoming, there’s only one building taller than sixty feet. It’s the Wells Fargo bank building, and it’s sixty-four feet, four inches.”

“That’s an oddly specific piece of information to know,” I said.

“That also happens to be the precise height from which it takes something exactly two seconds to fall to the ground,” Lina added.

“And you know this why?” Zoe asked.

“The egg drop,” Lina said. “It’s called Two Seconds of Glory. Every March all the fifth graders in Evanston compete in a contest where you build a container out of a shoebox and see how high you can drop an egg from without breaking it.”

“How’d you do?” Yadi asked.

“Egg-cellent,” she replied. “We started on the second floor and went up a level every time our eggs survived. I was one of only three kids to make it to the roof and win a buckle.”

“A buckle?” Zoe asked.

“In some places they give trophies, in Evanston they give belt buckles,” Lina answered. “It’s kind of a rodeo thing. It has an engraving of an egg and a cowboy on a bucking horse.”

“Wyoming sounds very different from Miami,” Zoe said.

“No kidding,” Lina replied. “The music, the people, the clothes. All of it’s different. In Wyoming, I lived near the Uinta Mountains, and we had tons of snow. Now I live where everything is flat, hot, and humid. We moved here in December, and on New Year’s Day my mom and I went swimming. Unbelievable.”

“Do you like Miami?” I asked.

“A lot. But it still doesn’t feel like home. At least not yet. There wasn’t much in Evanston, but I knew every inch. Here I feel like there’s something unexpected around every corner. I mean, did you know there’s a park just for playing dominos?”

We all laughed, because we were all very familiar with Domino Park.

“Yeah, we know,” I said. “It’s kind of a landmark.”

“If it makes you feel better, I’ve lived my entire life here, and this city still surprises me every day,” Grandpa said.

“You’ll get to know it,” Yadi promised as we began driving across Biscayne Bay. “We’ll show you around so it feels like home.”

“That would be great, because I wasn’t here for that geography unit, and I get lost easily,” Lina replied. “For example, I have no idea what bridge we’re on or where it goes.”

“It’s called MacArthur Causeway, and it connects Miami with Miami Beach,” I answered.

“So it’s not a bridge? It’s a causeway? What’s the difference?”

I thought about it for a moment. “You know, I have no idea.”

“Neither do I,” Zoe said sheepishly. “I just know we’ve got four of them.”

“A bridge connects two points and arches up and over something, like a river,” Grandpa said. “While a causeway is long and flatter and goes across something, like a bay. It’s usually low and close to the water, and much of it is built on reclaimed land.”

“My whole life living here and I never knew that,” Yadi said.

“Like I said, in this city you learn something new every day,” Grandpa commented as he turned left onto a small bridge that connected the causeway to one of the islands nearby. “This oversized sandbar ahead of us is Palm Island, where Capone lived the last years of his life. It’s entirely man-made, nothing natural about it, including the costs of the homes, which run in the neighborhood of fifteen to twenty million dollars.”

Lina could hardly believe it. “Yeah, we’re definitely not in Wyoming anymore.”

“What are you going to do about the guards?” I asked as we approached the yellow gatehouse protecting the entrance to the island.

“Journalism boot camp is back in session,” Grandpa answered. “An essential skill for any reporter is known as ‘getting in the door.’ There’s always at least one person standing between you and the story. It’s your job to get past them.”

“How?” Lina asked.

“Confidence, luck, and what the theater critic of my college newspaper described as ‘the irresistible charm of a young Paul Newman.’ ”

“But you wrote for your college newspaper,” Zoe said. “Tell me you didn’t review your own performance and compare yourself to a movie star.”

“That would be unethical,” he said with righteous indignation. Then, after a pause, he added, “Your grandmother wrote it, but it was before we started dating.”

We stopped at the gate, and out stepped a guard wearing a dark blue uniform. He had a wispy mustache, and the name embroidered above his pocket identified him as Officer Jensen.

“Can I help you?” Jensen asked.

“Pete Lassiter, Sherlock Society Detective Agency,” Grandpa said as he handed the man his business card. “I have an appointment with one of your residents.”

The man looked at the card suspiciously. “Which one?”

“I’m afraid I can’t tell you that,” Grandpa answered. “Our firm guarantees complete privacy and discretion. This client is involved in a contentious divorce, and I have some important documents to give her. It’s essential she get these today.”

“If you’re a detective, then who are the kids?” he asked skeptically.

“A key element of my cover story,” Grandpa replied, as if it were obvious. “I can’t pull up to the house she shares with the man she’s divorcing without betraying her confidentiality. We’re meeting near the playground. The kids are to help me blend in.”

The guard hesitated for a moment. “Why don’t you just give the papers to me so that I can pass them along?”

“First of all, that would disclose her identity, which I’ve already explained I cannot do. Secondly, if I did, you might be required to testify in court to establish chain of custody. Do you really want that? There’s no telling which of them will be awarded the house. If you testify against the wrong person, it might affect your future employment.”

The man’s face turned pale.

“We’ll just be ten minutes,” Grandpa said, closing the deal.

Officer Jensen pushed a button, and the gate rose. “Drive carefully, and make it quick.”

“Thank you,” Grandpa said with a polite nod.

The moment we were out of earshot, Zoe exclaimed, “I told you those business cards would come in handy.”

Although we’d driven past it our whole lives, this was actually the first time I’d been on Palm Island. (Apparently, I didn’t really hang out with many movie stars and record producers.) I couldn’t believe how luxurious it was. It was an elongated oval, with sprawling mansions on both sides and a beautifully landscaped road separating them down the middle.

“What’s the address again?” Grandpa asked.

“It’s 93 Palm Avenue,” I said.

When we reached it, we were surprised to discover that Capone’s house was no longer there. It had been torn down and the lot turned into a construction site. Grandpa parked and we got out to take a closer look.

“What happened?” I asked.

“A large, overpriced waterfront mansion has been torn down to make space for an even larger, more overpriced waterfront mansion,” Grandpa said. “It’s a Florida tradition.”

There were stacks of building materials, wooden stakes, and string marking the outline of a massive new home, and a giant excavator sitting in the corner of the property. The only way we knew we were in the right place was the number ninety-three on the side of a cheap metal mailbox put up by the work crew.

“It’s been here for a hundred years, and right when we want to look at it, it gets torn down,” Yadi said in disbelief.

“The house doesn’t matter,” Zoe said. “If the money’s here, it’s buried in the yard.”

“Yes,” Yadi said. “But the new house might cover the spot where it’s hidden. Not to mention the fact that the crew might discover it when they’re digging with that excavator.”

“How likely do we think this is the place?” Lina asked.

“It’s a logical choice,” I answered. “Capone would want it close by so his crew could keep an eye on it. It also fits the first clue. It’s on an island that you can reach without a boat.”

“And it fits the timeline,” Zoe said. “The swimming pool was installed around the time he was closing down operations in Chicago and moving his money down to Florida. With all that digging, it would’ve been easy to hide the treasure without attracting attention.”

The swimming pool was all that remained of the original house and sat at the far end of the property next to a pair of tall palm trees.

“This might actually be a lucky break, if you think about it,” Yadi said. “With the house gone and no one living here, we might be able to sneak onto the property at night and do some digging.”

“Thinking of busting out your old Pizza Impossible ninja skills?” I joked.

Lina laughed. “I remember that commercial. The one where the kid has to break into the pizza place like he’s some sort of superspy. It was funny.”

The rest of us gave her a look, not sure if she was joking.

“What?” she said, confused. Then she looked at Yadi. “Wait! You look a lot like the kid in the commercial. That wasn’t you, was it?”

He tried to act humble, but his grin gave him away. “That was back in my acting days.”

“Acting?” Zoe scoffed. “You don’t need acting skills to look like you’re enjoying a slice of pizza. All it takes are teeth and taste buds.”

“I had to wear a harness and dangle in the air for two hours,” he said defensively.

“That’s so cool,” Lina said. “I saw that commercial all the way out in Wyoming. I didn’t know you were famous!”

“I hate to break it to you all, but Yadi’s ninja skills don’t matter,” Grandpa said. “If the money’s buried here, we’re out of luck. It’s one thing to dig in the woods or on an undeveloped portion of a barrier island. But this is someone’s private property, and anything here belongs to them. We’re trying to solve a mystery, not wind up in jail.”

“Then why are we here?” Yadi asked.

“In order to figure out the end of the story, it helps to see where it started,” he answered. “The house may be gone, but this is where Capone lived. He went swimming in that pool and fished off that dock. Get a sense of the place, because you never know what insignificant detail might be important later on.”

We stood on the side of the road and surveyed the property for a few minutes. It was odd to think someone so notorious had once lived there. I could almost picture him sitting on the dock with a fishing pole in his hand, which seemed very unlike public enemy number one.

“What’s the next stop?” Yadi asked as he shot a few photos of the construction site.

“We’re going to interview Virginia Jackson,” Grandpa said.

“Is she related to the gardener?” Lina asked.

“His granddaughter,” Grandpa answered.

“Did she know Capone too?” Yadi asked.

“No. She’s the same age as me. We came along after Capone died.”

“Then how can she help us?” I asked.

“I’m not sure,” he replied. “That’s the whole point of an interview. To find out information you don’t already know.”

Virginia Jackson lived in a pale blue bungalow-style house on the southern edge of Coconut Grove. She had a big porch and a beautifully landscaped yard. She was an African American woman with gray streaks in her hair.

“Can I help you?” she said pleasantly when she opened the door.

“Hello, Ms. Jackson. I’m Pete Lassiter,” Grandpa said. “We spoke on the phone earlier.”

“From the Herald, right?”

“That’s right. Although I’ve been retired for a while now.”

“Too bad,” she replied. “I always enjoyed reading your column. Are these your grandchildren?”

“Two are, and the other two are their friends.”

“Let’s have a seat.” She motioned to a swing and some chairs on the porch. “You said you wanted to talk about my grandfather.”

“That’s right,” he replied as we sat down. It was interesting watching him work. He’d done countless interviews during his career and had an easy way talking with people.

“Are you the granddaughter who went to Florida State and became an English teacher?” he asked.

She lit up the same way that he did when she mentioned his column. “That’s right. How’d you know that?”

“Mr. Thomas loved bragging about his family,” Grandpa said. “Especially his grandkids.”

“ ‘Mr. Thomas,’ ” she replied, tickled. “That’s what everyone called him. I haven’t heard that name in years. How’d you know him?”

“One of my great reporter tricks was hanging out at Domino Park,” Grandpa said. “I went there once or twice a week to hear what people were talking about while they played. He was a regular and used to beat me at five dollars a game. That was a bargain, because he was an amazing storyteller. I was so sorry when he passed.”

“Were you at the funeral?” she asked.

“I was,” he answered. “At Greater Bethel in Overtown. Then the wake back here at the house. There were people everywhere. What a testament to a life well lived.”

“It was such a very sad and solemn event,” she said quietly.

Grandpa gave her a sly look. “It was no such thing. It was loud and filled with music and laughter. A celebration of life, just like Mr. Thomas would have wanted. If I remember correctly, your grandmother said that if she caught anyone crying, they were instantly uninvited.”

Ms. Jackson beamed. “I hoped you’d pass the test.”

“What test?”

“The test to see if you really knew my grandfather, or if you just came across his name somewhere. You’re not the first to come knocking on my door, Mr. Lassiter. Nor the first to sit on this porch and smile.” She laughed. “Although you are the first to bring your grandchildren.”

“I’m confused,” he said. “Why have others come?”

“I don’t know for certain, because none of the others made it through the door,” she said slyly. “But I imagine they were looking for treasure.”




12 The Plantsman

MS. JACKSON’S HOUSE WAS BRIGHT and welcoming. We sat in the living room, where bookcases lined the wall, just as you’d expect for an English teacher. She served us sweet tea, which was a first for Lina. (Apparently, that’s not a thing in Wyoming.)

“Before we get started,” she said, “here are my terms. If my assistance proves essential to you finding the treasure, I get a one-quarter share.”

That seemed like a lot to me, but Grandpa didn’t hesitate. “That’s more than fair. Would you like that in writing?”

“No need. A handshake will do. My share will all be donated to a literacy program run by the Miami-Dade Public Library. I’m a volunteer there. You don’t seem like the kind of people who would cheat an organization helping people learn to read.”

“We most certainly are not,” Grandpa said.

“Great. Now that we’ve got that settled, where do you want to begin?”

“Actually, this is sort of a summer project for the kids,” Grandpa said. “So, if you don’t mind, I’d like them to handle the interview.”

“Delighted.”

“I’ll go first,” Lina said, opening her notebook. “Your grandfather was the gardener for the Capones, right?”

“Yes, although he preferred the term ‘plantsman.’ ”

Lina looked up, curious. “What’s the difference?”

“He told me that being a gardener was a job, but being a plantsman was a deeper calling. It was almost like a religion for him. Beyond his family, plants were his greatest love. He talked to them and even claimed they sometimes spoke back. He was self-taught and brilliant. When I was around your age, a botanist from the University of Miami interviewed him in this very room for three hours and recorded the entire conversation.”

“What did the botanist want to know?” I asked.

“Everything,” Ms. Jackson said. “My grandfather had knowledge you couldn’t find in books. For example, he refused to use poisons or fertilizer you buy at the store. No chemicals at all. He wanted natural solutions. He used banana peels, coffee grounds, seaweed, even fish guts.”

“Fish guts?!” Zoe exclaimed in disgust.

“He learned that one growing up in the Bahamas. He kept them in a bucket to ferment.” She motioned toward the backyard, her nose upturned at the memory. “I’ve never smelled anything so wretched in my life. But it worked like a dream.”

“How did he meet the Capones?” Lina asked.

“He was part of a landscaping crew hired to plant palms on the estate,” she said. “Mr. Capone saw how hard he worked and offered him a permanent job. My grandfather was torn. He knew what kind of man Capone was. But it was the cusp of the Great Depression. A good job was hard to find. Especially for a Black man.”

“Do you think he had a problem working for a notorious criminal?” I asked.

“We talked about that. He always stressed that he only took care of the plants, never did or saw anything illegal. But he also said something I’ll never forget. The good people and civic leaders of Miami wanted Capone out. But those same people wouldn’t let my grandfather eat in their restaurants or shop at their stores because of the color of his skin. Meanwhile, the Capones were more than happy to share their dinner table with him.” She shook her head as she thought about this contradiction.

“Did he ever talk about the treasure?” Yadi asked.

“All the time,” she replied. “Like your grandfather said, he was a great storyteller. When I was little, we’d talk about finding it and how we’d spend the money.”

“Did he mention anything about wild animals?” I asked. “Something about them protecting the treasure?”

She laughed. “Yes indeed. The animals changed in every telling. Sometimes they were tigers and bears. Next, they were monkeys and panthers. Like I said, a wonderful storyteller.”

“Did he think the money was buried somewhere on the Palm Island estate?” I asked.

“No. He said that was the one place he was certain it wasn’t buried.”

“How could he be sure?” I asked.

“Mr. Capone had a niece, who wrote a book about him,” she said. “I can’t recall her name or the name of the book.”

As she tried to remember it, Zoe quickly brought up the info on her phone. “Uncle Al Capone: The Untold Story from Inside His Family by Deirdre Capone?”

“That’s it. Deirdre.”

“Nicely done,” Grandpa said to Zoe.

She gave him a look. “It’s amazing what we can accomplish when we use our phones.”

“Point taken.”

“Deirdre spent a lot of time with her uncle after he was released from prison,” Ms. Jackson continued. “You have to understand, he came out of Alcatraz a different man. Disease had destroyed his brain, and he couldn’t remember much, including where he’d hidden the treasure. She tried to help. She even had him hypnotized. When that didn’t work, she had my grandfather dig up the entire estate bit by bit, but they didn’t find a thing.”

“If it wasn’t there, did he have any idea where it might be buried?” Yadi asked.

“I think he had a few notions, but nothing certain,” she replied. “Of course, I’m not so sure he would’ve wanted to find the money even if he did know.”

“Who wouldn’t want to find a million dollars?” asked Yadi.

“It’s one thing to imagine how we’d spend it, but quite another to suddenly become a millionaire. People would want to know how he got rich. There’d be questions, accusations, and assumptions. Especially considering his connection to Capone. He built a good life and provided for his family. He didn’t want to tarnish that. He was able to send my daddy to college. My sister and I went too. Our family’s done well without any buried treasure.”

“You certainly have,” said my grandfather.

She got up and walked to a bookcase. “If there’s any hint to that money’s location tucked away in this house, my guess is it would be somewhere in here.” She pulled a tall book down from the shelf.

“What’s that?” Yadi asked.

“My grandfather’s plant diary. He kept detailed records of every plant on that estate. It includes names, descriptions, and locations—where he got them and where he put them.”

“Why’d he track all that data?” I asked.

“To keep the gardens at their best,” she said as she handed it to me. “If one plant did particularly well, he knew exactly where to go back to get another. If one struggled, he found a different source.”

I opened the diary, which was filled with meticulous handwriting, and read an entry aloud. “ ‘April 8, 1932. Philodendron, philodendron giganteum. Taken from KB seventy-eight paces from beach, planted at PI along northeast edge of guesthouse.’ ”

Lina took the book and studied it. “What are KB and PI?”

“I bet PI is Palm Island,” I said. “Not sure about KB.”

“Probably Key Biscayne,” said Ms. Jackson. “Mr. Capone owned property all around South Florida. At some places he built illegal casinos or nightclubs. Others were undeveloped, and he let my grandfather use them as nurseries. Grandpa grew plants there and moved them to the estate when they were ready. One of those was on Key Biscayne.”

“Here’s something I don’t understand,” Lina said, looking at the entry in the diary. “What’s philodendron giganteum?”

“The Latin name for the plant,” Grandpa said. “Botanists use Latin names to keep them consistent across all languages.”

“That’s what I figured,” she said. “But if he was self-taught, how did he know the Latin names? And look, at first he didn’t use them. He didn’t start using them until late 1931.”

Grandpa thought about this for a moment and nodded. “That’s an excellent question.”

“I think I may have the answer,” said Ms. Jackson.

She pulled a thick leather-bound book from the middle shelf and handed it to Grandpa.

“Elements of Botany: Key and Flora, Southern United States Edition,” he said, reading the gold-embossed writing on the cover. “It’s an encyclopedia of southern plants.”

“Now read the inscription on the title page,” she said.

“ ‘For Thomas. To help protect all we’ve put into the ground. Alphonse Capone.’ He also wrote down a Bible verse: Matthew six, verse twenty-one, and the date, September 28, 1931.”

This caught Zoe’s attention. “The date! That’s the week before he went on trial. He didn’t come home for nearly nine years after that.”

“That’s odd,” I said. “He’s heading for the trial of his life, and he takes the time to inscribe a book on botany as a gift for one of his employees. You’d think he’d have bigger things to worry about.”

“What’s the Bible verse again?” Lina asked.

“Matthew six, verse twenty-one,” Grandpa said.

“I don’t think Al Capone was a particularly religious man,” Lina replied. “Ms. Jackson, do you have a Bible I could use?”

“Top shelf on the right,” she said, pointing to one of her many bookcases.

Lina pulled it down and flipped through it until she found the verse. “Wow.”

“What is it?” we all asked excitedly.

“ ‘For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.’ ” She looked up at us. “I think this might be a coded message about the treasure.”




13 Elements of Botany

EVERYONE MOVED INTO THE DINING room and crowded around the table so we could look at the book and try to figure out if it held some clue from Al Capone.

“Did your grandfather ever talk about the inscription?” I asked Ms. Jackson.

“Just to show me the signature,” she replied.

“What about the Bible verse?” Lina questioned.

Ms. Jackson shook her head. “Not that I remember.”

“Let’s break it down, bit by bit,” Zoe suggested. “It’s the week before his trial, and Al Capone is getting things in order in case he can’t come home for a while. In the middle of all that, he gives this book to Mr. Thomas. Why?”

“According to the inscription, it was ‘to help protect all we’ve put in the ground,’ ” I said. “ ‘All we’ve put in the ground’ could be a reference to the gardens and to buried treasure.”

“Yes, but how could Mr. Thomas protect it, if he didn’t know where it was?” Zoe asked.

“Lina, would you read the Bible verse again?” Grandpa asked.

“ ‘For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.’ ”

“So the treasure and heart are in the same place,” I reasoned. “Mr. Thomas’s heart was his garden.”

“But his garden was on the estate, and we know it’s not buried there,” Zoe countered.

“He loved all his gardens,” Ms. Jackson pointed out. “The one on Palm Island, the one here at the house, and the ones he grew on Mr. Capone’s other properties.”

“We need to use the diary to figure out where those other properties were,” I said. “Maybe after Mr. Thomas dug something up, Capone’s crew hid the treasure in the hole.”

“Maybe,” Lina said. “But having this book doesn’t help him with that. He already had the plant log. The key is Elements of Botany. Why did Capone give it to him?”

Zoe’s eyes lit up. “What if the book is what he was supposed to protect?”

“You’ve lost me,” Yadi said.

“If plants were his heart, then he must’ve loved this book,” Zoe said.

“He adored it,” Ms. Jackson replied. “It was his most prized possession.”

“Exactly,” Zoe said. “Capone would need to give him something that he would be certain to cherish and hold on to. Something he loved. The estate wasn’t a safe place to hide anything. The police raided it multiple times while Capone was in prison. But no one would’ve thought to look for anything here.”

“Look for what?” I asked. “I’m so confused.”

“I bet something in this book points to the treasure’s location,” Zoe said. “It was safe and sound on Mr. Thomas’s shelf for as long as Capone was away. It was brilliant except for one mistake. Capone didn’t plan on losing his memory. When he returned to Florida, he couldn’t remember where he’d put it, and Mr. Thomas didn’t realize he had it.”

“That’s a clever idea,” Ms. Jackson said. “But my grandfather read that book cover to cover countless times. He studied every page and definitely would’ve noticed any sort of map or directions.”

“That’s a good point,” Zoe conceded. “He would’ve seen it.”

“There must be some wrinkle to this that we’re missing,” I said.

Lina flashed a huge grin. “Alex, you’re a genius.”

“I am? How?”

“The wrinkle,” she said. “A Wrinkle in Time!”

It took me a second, but then I knew what she meant. “Just like the escape room.”

Grandpa gave me a confused look. “Am I missing something?”

“We had an escape room at school, and one of the clues was hidden in the spine of a copy of A Wrinkle in Time,” I explained.

Lina carefully opened Elements of Botany so that the cover loosened along the spine. She peeked into the opening and smiled. “Would you look at that?” She poked at something with her pencil, and a folded piece of paper fell onto the table.

“On our bookshelf all those years,” Ms. Jackson said, amazed. “Imagine that.”

Lina carefully unfolded it to reveal a map drawn in thick pencil on onionskin paper.

“It’s a bona fide treasure map,” Yadi said breathlessly.

The map was neatly drawn and showed a piece of land (an island?) shaped like a thick index finger with slight bends at each knuckle. A line (probably a road) ran through the middle of the finger, and an X was marked near the top knuckle. There were also words written around the X.

“What does it say?” I asked.

“I don’t know,” Lina said. “I think it’s Italian. But look at the C in this first word, Chiave. Notice how it has that distinct loop at the top?”

“What about it?” Yadi asked.

“Check it out.” Lina opened the book again to the inscription in front. The C was identical in Capone’s name. “It’s the same. Al Capone wrote this.”

“And to think I thought this was going to be a boring day,” Ms. Jackson said, grinning.

“Unlike Capone, I don’t speak Italian,” Grandpa said. “I don’t suppose any of you do.”

“Oh no, what could we possibly do?” Zoe said sarcastically. “If only we had some way to access the internet and translate it.”

Grandpa laughed. “Zoe, darling, do you think you could look that up on your phone?”

“You want me to use an electronic device instead of some old notebook?” she replied in mock surprise. “What is the world coming to?”

“It would be great if you could do it with less commentary,” he replied.

She typed into her phone and said, “Chiave means ‘key.’ ” Then she typed in the words written around the X. “Orsi, scimmie, pantere, and alligatori mean ‘bears,’ ‘monkeys,’ ‘panthers,’ and ‘alligators.’ ”

“The wild animals!” Yadi said.

It was as if an electric charge had gone through the room.

“What’s that word at the bottom of the page?” Lina asked.

“Fron-te-spi-zi-o,” Zoe said, trying to sound it out as she typed. “According to this, it means ‘title page.’ ”

“Which is where Capone wrote the inscription to Mr. Thomas,” I said. “It definitively connects the map with the coded message about treasure and his heart.”

“Okay, that connects the map to the title page, and the animals are what’s protecting the treasure,” Zoe said. “But why’d he write chiave? Is it the key that unlocks the treasure chest? Maybe it’s hidden in the book too.”

I picked the book up and tried to see if there was anything else tucked into the spine.

“It could be ‘key’ like an island,” Yadi suggested. “Like Key West or Key Biscayne.”

“That’s good!” Grandpa exclaimed. “We know that Capone owned property on Key Biscayne. Come to think of it, that map kind of looks like Key Biscayne.”

While we were getting excited, Lina was focused on looking up something on her phone. When she found it, she let out a whoop. “Yes!”

“What?” Grandpa asked.

“Frontespizio means ‘title page,’ ” she said. “But it can also mean ‘frontispiece.’ ”

“What’s a frontispiece?” asked Yadi.

“It’s an illustration on the page opposite the title page,” Grandpa said. He looked at Lina. “Why does that matter?”

“This is onionskin paper,” Lina said, holding up the map in the light. “You can see through it.” She opened the book to the frontispiece, which was a detailed drawing of a grove of palm trees. “What happens when we do this?” She lined up the drawing with the page and overlayed it so that the two images morphed into one. Now the X was marked at the base of a pair of trees. “The paper could be the key, as in ‘answer key.’ ”

I couldn’t believe it. “Wow! Just wow!”

Everyone was quiet for a moment while we tried to process all this information.

“So we’ve got two possible solutions,” Zoe said. “ ‘Key’ could refer to an island like Key Biscayne. Or it could refer to the paper like an answer key.”

“Or it could be both,” Ms. Jackson suggested.

“How?” I asked.

“The map gets you to the island,” she replied. “And when you get there, the picture shows you where to dig.”

“That makes a lot of sense,” I answered.

“What type of palm trees are those?” Yadi asked.

“Royal palms,” said Ms. Jackson. “My grandfather’s favorites. Mr. Capone’s, too.”

“They’re the same as these, right?” Yadi asked. On his phone was a picture he’d taken earlier at Capone’s property. There were two royal palms next to the swimming pool.

“That’s them,” Grandpa said.

Yadi smiled. “We should look in the plant diary and see where Mr. Thomas dug up these trees.”

The pieces were coming together at lightning speed, and it was hard to keep from being overwhelmed by excitement. I started looking through the diary for any mention of the palms being transplanted to the estate.

“I’m still not seeing the wild animals,” Zoe said. “Alligators and panthers are one thing; they’re native to the area. But bears and monkeys? Do they have those in South Florida?”

“They do at the zoo,” Lina joked. “My mom and I visited the first month we were in town. It’s nice. Too bad it’s not on an island, or that might be the answer.”

Ms. Jackson and Grandpa both started laughing and looked at each other.

“What’s so funny?” Zoe asked.

“The zoo’s not on an island,” Grandpa answered. “But it was when we were kids.”

“They moved it?” I asked. “Where was it before?”

Grandpa grinned ear to ear. “Key Biscayne.”




14 The Zoo

IT TOOK ONLY TWENTY MINUTES to get from Ms. Jackson’s house in Coconut Grove to Crandon Park on Key Biscayne. As we drove across the Rickenbacker Causeway, Lina jokingly asked, “Is this one of those ‘dominos only’ parks, or can you actually do stuff there?”

“You can do a lot,” Grandpa answered. “It’s almost as big as Central Park in New York. It has nature trails, a beach, a golf course, a tennis stadium, you name it. For the longest time, it was home to the zoo. My mom liked to take me there on Sunday afternoons.”

“I wonder why they moved it,” Yadi said.

“You can blame Betsy for that,” he answered.

“Betsy who?” I asked.

“Betsy, the category four hurricane. The storm surge flooded the island and killed a lot of the animals. It was heartbreaking. After that, there was a push to move the zoo inland, which they finally did in 1980. I covered the grand opening for the Herald.”

“Animals died? That’s so sad,” I said. “I had no idea a zoo had ever been out here.”

“Me neither,” Yadi added.

“Really?” Grandpa said, surprised. “I’d have thought you would’ve been there before.”

“How could we?” Zoe asked. “It moved decades before we were born.”

“The animals moved,” said Grandpa. “But they left some of the buildings and enclosures.”

Crandon Park was so big it took up half of Key Biscayne. Usually, when we went, it was to visit the beach or take a field trip to the nature center, but there was a lot of it we’d never seen. It turned out this included the remnants of the old zoo, which were tucked away on the southern edge of the park and had been turned into a peacock preserve and public gardens.

“ ‘Crandon Park Gardens,’ ” Lina said, reading from a brochure she plucked from an information kiosk next to the parking lot. “ ‘Connecting people and parks for life.’ ” She looked up at us. “This should help. It has a map that shows where the animals used to be.”

“Don’t need it,” Grandpa said, tapping a finger to his temple. “I can picture it all like it was yesterday.”

Zoe whispered to Lina, “Keep it handy just in case.”

“I heard that!” Grandpa said without turning around as he led us down the old zoo path. It was lined with palms and lush green plants. There were also peacocks. Lots and lots of peacocks.

“The lions and tigers were right up here,” he said as we approached a pair of connecting concrete exhibits. “The lion’s name was Mushi. He was my favorite.”

The bars were gone, but the walls and roof of the structure still remained, as did the small doorways the zookeepers used to move the animals in and out of their cages. I couldn’t believe the size of the exhibit. “Looks small for a lion.”

“It was,” Grandpa admitted. “I didn’t realize it as a kid, but it was way too small. Zoos do a much better job now of taking care of the animals.”

“Speaking of animals,” Lina said as we continued walking, “is it my imagination, or does it seem like we’re about to be attacked by a herd of iguanas?”

Off to our right, nearly a dozen iguanas were poking their heads up from the tall grass and eyeing us.

“It’s not a herd,” Grandpa said. “A group of iguanas is called a mess. As in ‘Wow, that’s a mess of scary-looking iguanas.’ ”

“I’m guessing you didn’t see many of those in Wyoming,” I said to Lina.

“I did not.” She motioned to others on our left. “And now there are more. Is it just me? Or does this feel like something out of a Jurassic Park movie?”

“Yeah, you better be careful,” Yadi said wryly. “Their teeth are sharp as razors.”

“They bite? Are you guys being serious, or is this just another round of ‘tease the mountain girl’?”

I let her sweat it for a moment. “Don’t worry. They don’t attack. At least not usually. But their teeth are sharp, so try not to provoke them.”

We approached an arched roof that was about twenty feet high and provided shade for a couple of picnic tables.

“This is where the gibbons lived,” Grandpa said. “They were unbelievably loud.”

“I appreciate your walk down memory lane, Grandpa, but lions, tigers, and gibbons aren’t what we’re looking for,” Zoe said. “The map listed bears, monkeys, panthers, and alligators. Where were they?”

“I don’t know that we need to read it that literally,” Grandpa said. “All those animals were at the zoo, but they weren’t next to each other like on the map. It could just be a way of expressing that wild animals were all around. That said, the monkeys were right up here.”

Grandpa pointed toward an old enclosure directly ahead of us. It was circular, with several concrete walls and a ceiling of iron bars. A brightly colored mural was painted on the walls.

“Now we’re getting somewhere,” Zoe said. “Let’s walk through the clues.”

“We know the treasure is on an island you can get to without a boat and that it is surrounded by wild animals,” I said.

“Check and check,” replied Zoe.

“If the key was the illustration in the book, it should be buried at the base of some palm trees,” Lina said.

“And don’t forget,” Yadi added. “The waiter at Capone’s restaurant said that it was an island on an island.”

“I still don’t get what that means,” I said.

“Me neither,” he replied.

“I think I just might,” Zoe said, a stunned tone to her voice. “Look at that.”

She pointed to a small lake next to the monkey exhibit. In the middle was a small island about half the size of our backyard, with a pair of palm trees growing on it.

“An island on an island!” Yadi said excited. “With palms like in the illustration.”

I turned to Grandpa, and he looked equally spellbound by the possibility.

“Could it be?” I asked.

No words came at first, but he finally managed to utter, “It really could.”

“How deep is that water?” Zoe asked. “Shallow enough for us to wade across?”

“What do you mean? Just go over there and start digging?” Yadi asked.

“Why not?” she answered. “There are three shovels in the trunk of the car.”

“What do you think, Grandpa?” I asked.

“I’m currently torn,” he admitted. “Part of me is a mature, seventy-three-year-old man who thinks the proper thing to do is step back, analyze the situation, and review the appropriate legalities before proceeding.”

“And the other part?” Zoe asked.

“Is going to get those shovels,” he answered as he started back toward the car.

“I’m with that part,” Zoe said.

I couldn’t believe it. We were actually about to dig for buried treasure.

“Wait,” Lina called out. “Don’t get them.”

“Why not?” Zoe asked. “If you’re scared of getting caught, you don’t have to dig. We’ve only got three shovels, and there are five of us.”

“I’m not scared,” she said.

“Then what is it?” Yadi asked.

“The treasure isn’t here,” she said. “It’s not on that island, and it’s not in this park.”

“What makes you say that?” I asked.

“Look at the mural.”

The painting was a tropical scene, with trees, flamingos, peacocks, and iguanas. On one wall was painted Crandon Park 75th Jubilee Celebration.

“Now do the math,” she continued.

“She’s right,” Grandpa said with a moan. “If the park just celebrated its seventy-fifth birthday, it’s not old enough to be on Capone’s map. I didn’t think of that, because it was always here when I was growing up.”

“How could I miss that? The timeline is my responsibility,” Zoe groaned as she checked her phone. “The zoo wasn’t built until 1948, more than a year after Capone died and seventeen years after the money was hidden.”

The realization was heartbreaking. We’d thought we were so close, and just like that we were back at square one.




15 Paella

AFTER OUR DISAPPOINTMENT AT THE old zoo, we returned home, grabbed some drinks out of the fridge, and headed into the living room to regroup and plot our next move. Yadi opened a can of soda and the carbonation made a loud pffft noise.

“Pffft,” Zoe said, mimicking it. “That sounds exactly how I feel. Like the air’s been knocked out of me.”

“Me too,” Yadi replied. “I was sure we had it.” He took a sip of his drink and placed it on the table.

Lina looked at the can, and her eyes opened wide. “Yadi?! What do you think you’re doing?”

“What?” he asked defensively. “I put it on a coaster.”

“Not that. You’re drinking Iron Beer?”

We all laughed.

“It’s not what you think,” Yadi said. “It’s one word, Ee-ron-behr. It’s Cuban soda. Kind of like Dr Pepper, but sweeter. Want to try it?” He offered the can to her.

“Yeah, Yadi, because she really wants to drink your backwash,” Zoe answered. “Besides, Ironbeer’s too sweet. You should try Materva instead.”

“Agreed,” Grandpa said. “I’ve been drinking Materva since I was a kid. It’s the unofficial official beverage of Miami.”

“Ironbeer? Materva?” Lina shook her head. “Even your pop is different here.”

“Pop?” I asked.

Lina sagged. “You don’t call it ‘pop’?”

“We say ‘soft drink’ or ‘soda,’ ” I replied.

“Great, so I don’t fit in and I dashed everyone’s dreams at the zoo. Let’s see what else I can get wrong today.”

“First of all, you totally fit in,” Zoe replied. “Secondly, you didn’t get it wrong at the zoo. You were the only one who got it right.”

“It was our fault for thinking we could solve it in a single day,” I said.

“But we came so close,” Yadi countered. “We’re still close. We’ve got the map and the plant diary. A million dollars is out there waiting to be found. That’s enough money to buy every new sneaker or gaming system for as long as we want.”

“Yes, but does it bother anyone else that the money all came from criminal activity?” I asked. “I hadn’t really thought about that until Ms. Jackson said she was going to give her share to charity. I wonder if she’s doing it because the money’s dirty.”

“Murf the Surf was a criminal,” Yadi said. “How is that different?”

“If we found the Eagle Diamond, we’d give it back to the museum for a reward,” Lina said. “We’d be righting the wrong.”

“You’d have to return the million dollars, too.”

We turned and saw that our mother had entered the room.

Zoe was suddenly on edge. “W-w-what million dollars?”

“Don’t even bother,” Mom said. “I know all about Capone’s buried treasure.”

Zoe shot me an angry look. “You told her?”

“I didn’t know it was a secret. Did you think she wouldn’t notice that her children had suddenly become rich?”

“Let me guess, you’re swooping in to stop us,” Zoe snarked. “Just like you to stop me from doing anything else that is remotely cool or fun.”

Mom let the attitude slide. “Not at all. My issues with your detective agency had to do with you meeting up with strangers, breaking the law, and taking money for services you couldn’t deliver. If you want to try solving an old mystery, I’m fine with that.”

“And, don’t forget, I’m supervising,” Grandpa offered.

“Well, that part worries me,” Mom replied. “But I’m trying not to think about it.”

Grandpa flashed her a smile.

“Why would we have to return the money?” Yadi asked. “Al Capone and everyone involved have been dead for a long time.”

“Florida’s treasure-hunting laws are restrictive,” Mom said. “They’re set up to protect archeological sites and marine habitats around sunken ships, but they would apply to this, too.”

“If you knew we’d have to give it back, then why’d you let us look?” Zoe asked. “Just so you could get our hopes up and dash them?”

“Let me get this straight. Now you’re upset because I didn’t stop you from doing something?” Mom shook her head, exasperated. “I let you look because, if by some miracle, you actually find Al Capone’s buried treasure, your grandfather has been instructed to leave it undisturbed. Then, as your attorney, I’ll negotiate a finder’s fee with either the state or federal government, depending on where it’s located.”

“Leave it undisturbed?” I said, sneaking Grandpa a look. “What about those shovels?”

Grandpa put his finger to his lips and whispered, “I told you I was torn.”

“How much would the finder’s fee be?” Yadi asked.

“There’d be negotiations, but probably between ten and fifteen percent, so about one hundred fifty thousand dollars. After you split that between yourselves and pay taxes, you’d walk away with roughly ten to fifteen thousand dollars each.”

“Wow, that dwindled quickly,” Yadi said, disappointed.

“It could still pay for a lot of sneakers and game consoles,” Mom replied.

“Or summer camp tuition,” Zoe said pointedly.

Mom gave her a look. “Barely.” She went to say something else, but stopped.

“What? Want to yell at me in front of my friends again? It’s been two days.”

There was a tense silence, but luckily, Dad walked in before it escalated. “Dinner’s ready.” He looked at Yadi and Lina. “You’re welcome to join us if you’d like. I made paella.”

“Yes, please!” Yadi said.

Lina nodded. “Sounds good… but what’s paella?”

“It’s a Spanish dish with a lot of Latin and Caribbean variations,” Dad said. “My version is basically yellow rice, vegetables, seafood, and spices.”

“It’s delicious,” I promised.

Lina smiled. “I’d love that.”

As we walked toward the dining room, I whispered to Zoe. “You know, you don’t have to push every one of Mom’s buttons. Maybe you could try to get along. At least during dinner.”

I expected her to snap back at me, but instead she nodded and softly said, “Okay.”

We had to squeeze in to fit more people at the table, and I was happy to see Zoe sit next to Mom. Neither said anything about it, but Mom definitely noticed. She shared a look with Dad, and they smiled. My parents were good like that, communicating with little looks and reactions.

At first glance, they might not seem like a natural match. Mom ran half marathons, and Dad loved cheeseburgers. She always looked polished and went to work in a business suit. He had shaggy hair and went to work in a wet suit. But they made a great team. They filled each other’s gaps. For example, she hated cooking and he loved it. Paella was just one of his many specialties, as Lina quickly discovered.

“Okay, I have been missing out,” she said after savoring her first bite. “This is delicious.”

“I like her!” Dad joked. “We haven’t officially met yet. What’s your name?”

“Lina, with an I.”

“Nice to meet you, Lina with an I. You have excellent taste in food. Where are you from that you’ve never been exposed to paella?”

“Or sweet tea, Ironbeer, or Materva,” I added.

Lina blushed, and I couldn’t tell if she was embarrassed by the attention or enjoyed it. “Evanston, Wyoming. We moved here in December.”

“Wyoming to Miami, that must be quite a culture shock,” Mom said.

“You’re not kidding,” Lina replied.

“Apparently, Wyoming culture involves belt buckles,” Zoe said.

“Why’d you move?” asked Yadi.

“My parents got divorced, and my mom wanted to get as far from Evanston as she possibly could. I guess it was either Maine or Miami.”

“I hope we’re not keeping you away from dinner with her,” Dad said.

“No, she works nights,” Lina said. “She’s a shift nurse at Mercy Hospital.”

“Zoe and Alex were both born at Mercy,” Mom said. “It’s a great hospital.”

“I once had my left pinky toe reattached at Mercy,” Grandpa said. “They did a heck of a job. It still wiggles and everything.” When he saw our reactions, he added, “Probably not best discussed while eating, though.”

There was an awkward pause, then Dad turned to Lina and said, “My parents got divorced when I was about your age. I didn’t handle it great. I was… ‘rebellious,’ I guess would be the word.”

Lina chuckled. “Did you dye your hair blue like I did?”

“I gave myself a Mohawk,” he replied. “I also started acting up at school, getting in trouble. Eventually, my mom had enough and sent me to live with my father. He was no fun-loving teddy bear like this guy.” Dad nodded toward Grandpa. “But he was fair. Probably what I needed. He worked on a fishing boat, and when I wasn’t in school, I was either fishing or surfing. Somehow, my rebellion turned into passion, and I got my act together. Saved by the ocean.”

“And now you’re a marine biologist?” she said.

He smiled. “And now I’m a marine biologist.”

“Well, I’ve done the hair thing and moved,” she joked. “Maybe next I’ll find my passion.”

“It could be mysteries,” Yadi suggested. “You could become a finder of lost treasure.”

“Speaking of which, what should we do next to find ours?” Zoe asked.

“I think we should look for other locations in the plant diary,” I said. “And maybe compare the treasure map to maps of islands along the Florida coast.”

“What treasure map?” Mom asked.

“We found a treasure map drawn by Al Capone,” Zoe said, unable to keep a hint of smugness out of her voice. “It was hidden in the spine of a botany book at the home of his gardener. Look.”

Zoe pulled up a picture of the map on her phone and handed it to Mom. I did the same for Dad.

“Al Capone really drew this?” Mom asked, stunned.

“We matched his handwriting,” Lina said.

“And we know that the treasure is hidden on an island and protected by wild animals,” Yadi said. “We thought it might be out on Key Biscayne, where the old zoo used to be. But the dates don’t line up.”

“That’s so cool.” Mom handed the phone back to Zoe, and it almost looked like they smiled at each other. “Really impressive.”

“The old zoo was a good thought,” Dad said. “Did you consider the Lost City?”

“What’s the Lost City?” Yadi asked.

“Capone’s hideout in the Everglades,” Dad answered. “I read an article about it years ago. It’s where he made illegal liquor for his bootlegging operation.”

“That sounds like something we should definitely consider,” Yadi said.

Zoe quickly typed a search into her phone and found something. “ ‘Deep in the Everglades is the Lost City, a place where mobster Al Capone produced moonshine.’ ”

“There you go,” Yadi said.

“What else does it say?” I asked.

Zoe scanned the article and passed along some of the details. “The site began as either a Seminole or Miccosukee village. During the Civil War, Confederate soldiers used it as a hideout. Capone chose it because it was difficult to reach, which made it safe from the police.”

“Which would also make it an excellent place to hide a million dollars,” Yadi offered.

“Except the treasure we’re looking for is hidden on an island, not in a swamp,” I said.

“Swamp?” Dad gave me a disappointed-teacher look. “You know that the Everglades is much more than that. It’s also made up of marsh, pineland, prairies, hummocks, sloughs, wetlands, and lowlands.”

“It also has islands!” Zoe interjected. “Listen to this. ‘Capone’s operation was on an island of higher ground, and the alcohol could have been hauled out on wagons.’ ”

“An island you can reach without a boat,” Lina said.

“In the wilderness,” Yadi added with a grin. “Surrounded by wild animals.”




16 The River of Grass

GRANDPA HAD ONE HARD-AND-FAST RULE for the Sherlock Society. We couldn’t go into the field until we’d done our homework. So the next morning I met up with Zoe, Yadi, and Lina, and we began researching whatever we could find about the Lost City.

“Just to put this in perspective, the Everglades is bigger than Rhode Island and Delaware combined,” I said, spreading a large map of South Florida across the dining room table. “It has one point five million acres of wilderness, and according to that article, only three of them make up the Lost City.”

“So we’re talking tiny needle, giant haystack,” Lina said.

“Don’t be so negative,” Zoe replied. “All we have to do is eliminate the other one million, four hundred ninety-nine thousand, nine hundred ninety-seven acres and we’ve found it.”

Yadi laughed. “Well, when you put it that way, it sounds like a piece of cake.” His eyes lit up. “Ooh, cake sounds good.”

“At nine in the morning?” Zoe asked.

“With baked goods, I’m like 7-Eleven,” he replied. “I’m always open for business.”

“How should we go about this?” Lina asked.

“I think we should stick with our Ws,” I said. “Who, what, when, where.”

“I agree,” Zoe replied.

Yadi flashed a confused look. “At this point, aren’t we only interested in where?”

“Yes, but there are different ways to find it,” I answered. “I’ll go through any articles we can find and look for geographic details. Then I’ll mark those on this map to try to narrow the search.”

“Then what’s my ‘what’?” Yadi asked.

“The plant diary,” Zoe answered. “We took photos of every page. Look through the entries and try to figure out which ones might have been from the Everglades. See if that can point us in the right direction.”

“I like this approach,” Lina said. “I’ve got ‘who.’ I’ll start with the reporter who wrote the article your father mentioned. If he’s at all like your grandfather, he might have saved his notes. Then I’ll look for the people he quoted. The story’s only ten years old. I should be able to find them.”

“Which leaves me with ‘when,’ ” Zoe said. “I’ll try to work out a timeline. We know the Lost City was originally either a Miccosukee or Seminole village. Then it was a hideout in the Civil War. There have also been several archeological digs there. Knowing all this might lead us to other people who could shed some light on where it is.”

“Good, then,” Lina said. “We all know what to do.”

“But before we get started, there’s one more thing I want to say.” I put my hand out. “We are the Sherlock Society….”

The others (including Zoe!) smiled and each put a hand on top of mine and said, “It is our business to know what others do not.”

I found nine articles referencing the Lost City. One mentioned that it was close to Alligator Alley, the interstate that ran across the Everglades. Another said it was located in western Broward County. I took out a Sharpie and marked these boundaries on the map.

Across the table from me, Yadi was making up a chart.

“How’s it going?” I asked.

Instead of answering, he just grr-ed.

“That bad?”

“Mr. Thomas mostly used initials,” he said. “PI. KB. MR. All very complicated. In two places I’ve found the notation EG, which I’m guessing is Everglades. But even if it is, there’s no indication of where in the Everglades it might be.”

“That sounds super frustrating,” I said. “If you want, I’ll trade Ws with you.”

He shook his head. “No way. I’m going to figure this out.”

I looked over at Lina, who was cradling her phone between her shoulder and ear. “What about you? What are you doing?”

“Listening to really bad music while I wait on hold with the Florida Fish and Wildlife Commission. It’s a clever ploy, when you think about it. I’m sure the music makes most people hang up before they get helped. It must cut down on their workload a ton.”

Yadi looked up from his chart. “Why are you calling them?”

“I’m trying to track down a game manager who was quoted in the article,” she answered. “He’s the one who actually took the reporter to the Lost City.”

“Speaking of the reporter, any luck finding him?” Zoe asked.

“Not yet. He wrote for the Sun Sentinel in Fort Lauderdale, but he’s retired. Unfortunately, his name is John Cooper, and there are more than one hundred John Coopers in the state.”

“Did you look on Facebook?” Zoe asked. “Old people love Facebook.”

Lina nodded. “A lot of John Coopers there, too.”

It was slow going, but we kept at it for two solid days. Every time someone learned something new, no matter how small, we marked it on the map. On the third morning, we had Grandpa come check our progress.

“What have you learned so far?” he asked.

“That tracking people down is harder than they make it look in movies,” Lina joked.

Grandpa laughed. “That’s a struggle I know well. It’s the most difficult part of being a reporter. Eventually you develop a knack for it.”

“We also know that the Lost City is located in Broward County and close to Alligator Alley,” I said.

“I talked to a woman who works at the Miccosukee archives,” Zoe said. “She has records that indicate it’s on their reservation.”

“Does she know where?”

Zoe shook her head. “No. The paperwork she had was from before her time. It’s vague, but since we know the boundaries of the reservation, that helps some.”

“I finally located John Cooper, the journalist,” Lina said. “He’s not quite the saver you are, so he didn’t still have his notes. Although he does remember that they had to drive along dirt roads for about ten to fifteen minutes once they got off the highway.”

“When we learned that, we studied aerial pictures on Google Maps and found some dirt roads that fit the profile,” Yadi added.

“And it all comes down to this,” I said, pointing at the map. We’d marked an area that formed a rectangle two miles across and four miles high. “We think that the Lost City has to be somewhere in there.”

Grandpa studied it for a moment. “That’s great work. But it’s still a large area. It may not look like it on a map, but on the ground, that’s huge.”

“It is,” Yadi said. “But remember what you told us about looking for the wreckage of the Lost Patrol? You broke down a map of the Everglades into grids and searched it methodically. We made grids so we could do that too.”

Yadi showed him a smaller map that highlighted the search area. We’d drawn a grid over it and separated it into smaller sections numbered one through eight, each one roughly one square mile.

“I searched for the Lost Patrol for two weeks and found absolutely nothing except for snakes, alligators, and a really bad rash,” Grandpa replied.

“But that’s because you had to slog through it on foot,” Yadi said.

“Are you suggesting that we fly?”

“Not us, my drone. It shoots amazing video and has great range. We can use your technique but modernize it.”

Grandpa considered this for a long moment, his expression impossible to read as he made mental calculations.

“What do you think?” I asked.

“I think you should fill a cooler with ice and bottles of water.” He flashed a grin. “Zoe, gather up all the bug spray and sunscreen you can find. Lina, Yadi, check with your parents and make sure it’s okay for you to go on a little road trip. I know it’s hot, but I strongly recommend that everyone wear long sleeves, pants, and hats.”

“Why?” Lina asked.

“Mozzies,” Grandpa answered. “Mosquitos bigger than you can imagine.”

We made four quick stops on our way out of town. First we went to Yadi’s and Lina’s so they could change and we could pick up the drone. Then we visited Esperanza’s ventanita so Grandpa could get a Cuban coffee and a box of pastries known as pastelitos. Finally, we parked momentarily in front of a cottage on Stewart Avenue. It looked about a hundred years old and partially hidden behind a densely landscaped yard.

“What are we getting here?” Yadi asked.

“Inspiration,” answered Grandpa. “This is where Marjory Stoneman Douglas lived.”

“Who’s she?” Lina asked.

“She was the single greatest advocate for protecting the Everglades,” he answered. “She was also a reporter, an author, an activist, a suffragette, a World War I soldier, and many other things. She lived to be one hundred eight and filled each of those years to the max. Her father was the founder and original editor of the Herald, and on more than one occasion when I was a young reporter, she kindly let me stop by for advice on writing and life.”

“I did a report on her in fifth grade,” Zoe said. “She’s the one who came up with the name ‘River of Grass’ to describe the Everglades.”

“Yes, she did,” Grandpa replied. “It’s only right that we stop by to pay our respects before heading there on an adventure.”

The word “adventure” sent a tingle up my spine.




17 Alligator Alley

THE EVERGLADES STRETCHED ONE HUNDRED miles from Lake Okeechobee down to Florida Bay. Miami was alongside the southern part, most of which made up a gigantic national park. In order to search for the Lost City, we had to drive north for an hour before reaching Alligator Alley, the highway that cut across the state from Fort Lauderdale to Naples.

The ride felt especially long for me because I’d lost a series of rock-paper-scissors battles and had to sit on the hump in the back seat between Yadi and Lina. He was trying to eat a guava and cream cheese pastelito without getting any crumbs in Grandpa’s car, and she was staring out at the endless expanse of wilderness.

“What do you think?” I asked Lina.

“It’s not what I expected,” she answered. “I thought it was going to be swamp and jungle, but this reminds me of the prairie back in Wyoming. Except it’s green instead of brown.”

“It is prairie,” Grandpa said. “The Everglades is a combination of habitats like nowhere else on earth. Now we’re driving through sawgrass plains and marl prairie. Next we’ll reach pinewoods and sloughs. It’s extremely diverse, with the common themes of green and wet.”

“What are sloughs?” asked Lina.

“Channels of water about three or four feet deep,” he answered. “Judging by the area you marked on the map and the pictures in the newspaper article, the Lost City should be in a slough on a raised piece of land called a tree island.”

“Are the fences along the road to protect us from the alligators or to protect the alligators from us?” Lina asked.

“A bit of both,” Grandpa answered.

“At least, that’s what the government wants you to believe,” Yadi scoffed.

Lina leaned forward so she could look him in the face. “You think there’s a government conspiracy… about a fence?”

“Yadi thinks there’s a government conspiracy about everything,” I joked.

“Just look at it,” he replied. “It’s at least seven feet tall. Alligators are long, not tall. It would only take a four-foot fence to keep them off the road. The state will never admit it, but that was designed to confine a much taller creature.”

“Here we go again,” Zoe said.

“What?” Lina asked.

“The skunk ape!” Yadi said.

“What’s a skunk ape?”

“Florida’s version of Bigfoot,” he answered. “Except it’s totally real. Seven feet tall, with thick, matted fur and a pronounced ridge above its brow. It takes long, loping strides and stinks so bad you can smell it up to a quarter mile away.”

“Which is funny, because you’d think that would make him easy to track,” Zoe said snidely. “Yet nobody has ever been able to do that.”

“Ignore her,” Yadi responded. “Not only have there been countless sightings, but one of the camera operators on my Pizza Impossible commercial shot three minutes of skunk ape footage for a National Geographic documentary.”

“Footage that has amazingly never been seen by the public?” Zoe asked.

“I’ve told you that’s because the government confiscated it.” He turned to Lina. “They’re worried it will scare away the tourists.”

“I don’t know,” Lina said skeptically. “That doesn’t sound completely believable to me. What do you think about the skunk ape, Mr. Lassiter?”

“I think Florida has plenty of smelly, terrifying creatures,” he said. “Unfortunately, many of them have been elected to public office. However, I don’t believe there are any out here roaming the Glades.”

“Sheep,” Yadi exclaimed. “You’re all sheep!”

We exited the highway into a recreation area with a bait shop, fishing pier, and boat ramp. “There aren’t a lot of places to pit-stop out here, so we better take advantage of this one,” Grandpa said. “The restrooms are for customers only, so make sure to grab a snack.”

“What kind of snacks do they have in a bait shop?” Lina asked.

“Worms, bugs, that sort of thing.” Grandpa laughed. “But I’d skip the wiggly stuff. They’ve also got chips, candy, and most of the junk food pyramid.”

“You’ve been here before?” Yadi asked.

“There are people who know all the fancy restaurants and people who know all the bait shops,” Grandpa joked. “And I don’t know any fancy restaurants.”

Grandpa was an avid fisherman and took me along sometimes. He said the pace of it let him clear his mind. He always kept a rod and reel in his trunk in case he came across an unexpected fishing hole.

Bailey’s Bait & Tackle Shop was a no-nonsense white block building with a mildewed aluminum awning over the doorway. A hand-painted sign by the entrance proclaimed LIVE FIDDLER CRABS!

“Check it out, padlocks on the ice coolers and security cameras all around the exterior of the store,” Yadi said. “Whoever Bailey is, he must be paranoid.”

“He’s probably worried about the skunk ape stealing his stuff,” I joked.

I don’t know if was just because Yadi said he was paranoid, but I did feel like the man behind the counter was suspicious of us as we looked through the shop. He eyed us the whole time we were there.

The shelves were stacked high with buckets, nets, and assorted fishing gear. One wall was covered with a rack showcasing endless types of lures. I grabbed a can of grape soda from the cooler, and Lina picked out a Materva.

“Thought I’d give it a try,” she said.

“You’ll be a native in no time,” I replied.

We put our items on the counter, and when Grandpa paid, the man held both bills up to the light to check if they were fake.

“Get a lot of counterfeits out here?” Zoe asked.

“I got this one yesterday,” he sneered, tapping a twenty-dollar bill taped to the wall next to the register. The word ‘fake’ was scrawled across it in red marker.

“Sir, have you lived in this area long?” Yadi asked.

“Born and raised a Gladesman. I’m Bailey, and this is my shop.”

“Perfect. We were just having a debate, and I’m wondering if you could help settle it,” Yadi said. “Do you think the skunk ape is real?”

The man gave Yadi a look like he’d just asked the most ridiculous question in the world. “No, I do not think the skunk ape is real.”

Yadi slumped.

“I know that he is,” the man continued. “I’ve seen him twice. Once near mile marker thirty-seven and once out by Shark River.”

Yadi puffed back up and smiled. “Thank you, sir.” He strutted confidently as we walked back to the car, and as soon as we were clear of the store, he said, “Told you.”

“You think that’s proof?” Zoe asked.

“Eye-wit-ness testimony,” Yadi replied.

“Let my mom cross-examine him for three minutes and see how he holds up,” Zoe replied.

A few miles later we drove past a sign that read ENTERING MICCOSUKEE INDIAN RESERVATION. Soon after that, we pulled off Alligator Alley onto a small service road the police used to make U-turns under the highway. It was only paved for the U-turn section, but a dirt trail continued north and south alongside a canal.

We got out of the car while Grandpa put the roof up to protect against bugs. The convertible top was motorized, and as it whirred back into position, I spread a map out on the hood. I was responsible for “where.” It was my time to lead.

“This canal is called L-28,” I said, pointing it out on the map. “It runs right through the middle of the reservation and marks the eastern edge of our search zone.”

“L-28? What a creative name,” Zoe joked as she used some bug spray. “I’m guessing Ls one through twenty-seven were already taken.”

“The search zone stretches two miles north and two miles south,” I continued. “It’s bounded on the west by Snake Road. Our first step is to check the areas along the canal.”

Lina noticed Zoe tucking her jeans into her socks. “Why are you doing that?”

“Trying to keep the bugs from flying up my pants and chewing my legs,” Zoe answered.

“Really?” Lina replied, a worried look on her face. “They’re that bad?”

“That’s overkill,” I whispered to her. “Zoe’s dramatic.”

Zoe heard me and smirked. “Not as dramatic as you’re going to be tonight when you’re trying to fall asleep and you can’t stop scratching your ankles.”

Grandpa finished the roof and latched it into place. “Hand me that bug spray,” he said, and took it from Zoe. “Roberta’s ready to rock and roll. Which way are we headed?”

All eyes looked to me. “South,” I said, trying to sound decisive. “Let’s start south.”

“South it is,” Grandpa replied.

We drove along the dirt road, with the canal to our left and pinewoods to our right.

“If the Everglades is all wetlands and marsh, what is the road built on?” Lina asked.

I thought about it for a moment. “That’s a good question.”

“They dug the canal to try to control water flow and used the dirt they scooped out to build the road,” Grandpa explained. “That’s why there are two giant canals alongside Alligator Alley. They needed the dirt to make the highway. It’s also why you have to be careful. You never know when a road’s just going to end suddenly.”

We’d gone nearly a half mile when we came to a narrower path that branched off through a break in the trees. We turned and followed it for a few minutes until we reached a dead end, with scattered pine trees and thick vegetation.

“This is as deep as we can drive,” Grandpa said. “Let’s put the drone to work and see what’s on the other side of these trees.”

When we got out of the car, Zoe took a long, exaggerated whiff.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

“Checking for skunk apes.”

Everyone laughed except Yadi. “Laugh all you want now, because if we cross paths with one, you won’t be able to outrun it.”

“That’s okay,” Zoe replied. “I don’t have to outrun it. I just have to outrun you.”

Yadi kept the drone in a special case, and while he set it up, we peered into the palmetto brush, looking for any wildlife.

“Anything I need to watch out for other than alligators and skunk apes?” Lina asked.

“Burmese pythons,” I answered. “They can grow to be twenty feet long.”

Lina laughed. “Very funny.”

“I hate to break this to you,” Grandpa said, “but unlike the skunk ape, the Burmese pythons are a legitimate concern.”

Lina stopped cold. “Wait, shouldn’t Burmese pythons be in, like, Burma?”

“Actually, the country that used to be called Burma is now known as Myanmar,” I said.

“Well, that’s a super-helpful nugget of information,” Zoe remarked. “I especially like how it applies to our current situation in no way whatsoever.”

“Can we get back to the part about what they’re doing here?” Lina asked.

“Hurricane Andrew, 1992,” said Grandpa. “One of the strongest storms to ever hit the country. Among the countless buildings it destroyed was a Burmese python breeding facility just outside Miami. Thousands of the snakes were let loose into the wild and now infest the Everglades. There used to be tons of foxes and raccoons out here, but now they’ve mostly been gobbled up.”

“What kind of genius builds a Burmese python breeding facility in a place that’s already overflowing with snakes?” she asked.

Grandpa gave her a raised eyebrow. “I believe the term ‘Florida Man’ comes to mind.”

“Makes me start to miss Wyoming.”

“Okay, I’m ready,” Yadi announced.

Yadi loved showing off his drone. It worked off an app on his phone, which clicked into a handheld device with two joysticks he could operate with his thumbs.

“The left one makes it go up and down,” he continued. “The right one lets me control the direction.”

The rotors started spinning and the drone lifted straight up into the air. His phone displayed the video feed, which allowed him to navigate.

“That’s amazing,” Grandpa said, looking at the images. “The picture’s crystal clear.”

“And the readout tells me exactly how high it is, what speed it’s traveling, and how much life is left in the battery.” Yadi turned to me. “Alex, you ready with the map?”

I nodded. “Let’s give it a go.”

My job was to update the map while we searched. The feed was coming to my phone too, and as Yadi piloted the drone over an area, I shaded that area in on the map. That way we could keep track of where we had looked and continue to shrink our search area. (At least that was the theory.)

Beyond the trees, there was a marshy area and then a waterway filled with water lilies.

“That’s a slough,” Grandpa said.

“Remember we’re looking for an island,” Zoe said. “Slow down if you see any of the tree islands Grandpa was talking about.”

All our preparation and hard work were coming together. We were out in the wilderness searching for treasure, and it was incredibly exciting.

For about seven minutes.

After that, it was pretty much miserable. The first problem was the heat. It was scorching hot and humid. Secondly, despite the fact that I was doused in bug spray and wearing long sleeves and pants, I was getting eaten alive by mosquitos. They went after my neck and hands. They also flew up my pant legs, just like Zoe warned they would, and feasted on my calves and ankles. But worst of all, I was struggling to keep up with the map. Our theory didn’t play out like I had hoped it would.

“I’m going to need some help,” I admitted. “Without any roads or buildings to go by, it’s hard to make sure I’m shading in the right area. It all kind of looks the same on the map.”

“Let me help,” Zoe offered.

She came over and tried to make sense of it but didn’t have any more luck than I’d had. We didn’t do any better when Lina pitched in either.

We struggled like this for twenty minutes until Grandpa told Yadi, “You better bring it back in so we can rethink our approach.”

We piled back into the car to get some relief from the mosquitos and have a cold drink, and decided to start searching smaller areas. Our hope was that this would help us keep track of our progress (or more accurately, lack of progress) better. We drove back to the canal and followed the dirt road for a quarter mile. Then Yadi flew the drone for fifteen minutes and we moved again.

We did that over and over again all day long.

And then the next day.

And then the day after that.

After three days, we had nothing to show for our search except for bug bites and a map on which we’d shaded most of our search zone but were unsure if that was even remotely accurate.

“Why was it again that we didn’t want to make money mowing lawns?” Yadi asked as we started piling back into the car.

“Too hot and sweaty,” I said sarcastically as I smacked a mosquito on my ear.

Lina swatted one too and said, “Not to mention that this is so much more fun.”

After our last failed search, we were driving along Snake Road, a two-lane blacktop that was the main thoroughfare on the reservation. It marked the western edge of the search zone.

“I think we need to pick another case,” Zoe said, her voice downbeat. “If you count the time researching and the time out here, we’ve spent five days trying to find the Lost City, and we don’t even know if that’s where Capone buried his money. Maybe we should look into Murf the Surf instead. At least that’s all in Miami.”

“Not to mention the fact that jewelry stores are air-conditioned,” Lina joked.

“I hate to admit it, but I feel the same way,” Yadi said. “As much as I want to dig up a million dollars, this feels like it’s going nowhere.”

“Then it’s agreed,” I said.

The car was quiet as we headed back toward Alligator Alley to go home.

Lina was up front in the passenger seat, and she noticed a path off the road up ahead. It wasn’t much, just two strips in the tall grass that had been worn down by tires. “What’s that? A driveway?”

“I don’t see a house,” Grandpa replied as he slowed down so we could look.

“Check the map,” Lina said. “Have we driven down this one before?”

“At this point, I don’t think the map really tells us anything,” I said. “But it doesn’t look familiar to me.”

“It’s not,” Zoe said. “We haven’t taken this road yet. I’m sure of it.”

Lina turned back to look at us. “So, what do you say? One last try?”




18 The Discovery

WE FOLLOWED THE PATH FOR Nearly a Mile across flat, grassy land without a building in sight. “This makes no sense,” Zoe said. “It’s obvious that people have driven out here because there are tire tracks. But where were they going?”

“Maybe it’s a shortcut of some sort,” I offered.

“Feels more like a long cut,” she said. “Like we’re going out of the way to somewhere.”

A few minutes later we reached a wooded area, and the grass gave way to dirt and muck. The tire tracks continued, but Grandpa stopped the car.

“I think this is as far as Roberta can go,” he said. “I’m guessing those were made by a truck with four-wheel drive. We do not want to get stuck in there.”

“Definitely not,” said Lina.

We got out and looked into the woods.

“Want me to fire up the drone?” Yadi asked. “I’ve got one more battery with a full charge.”

“Why don’t we take a look first?” Zoe suggested. “You can see a clearing right there through the woods. Maybe it’s a slough.”

The ground was squishy beneath our feet as we trudged through the muck, and the tree canopy shaded us from the sun. The woods were alive with the sounds of birds and frogs.

“Tell me that’s not the sound of a Burmese python looking for dinner,” Lina said.

“Don’t worry, it’s not,” I reassured her.

“He can identify animal sounds from his extensive Cub Scout experience,” Zoe said. “How long were the two of you members?”

“Three weeks,” I answered.

“The longest three weeks of my life,” Yadi added. “If there was a badge for getting picked on, we would’ve earned it.”

From our research we knew that the Lost City occupied a three-acre island surrounded by water shallow enough that Capone was able to haul his liquor out by horse and wagon. As we continued through the woods, we saw some water ahead and picked up the pace ever so slightly.

“That’s definitely a slough up ahead,” Grandpa said.

“And it definitely reeks,” Zoe commented as we caught a whiff of some foul stench. “If there is such a thing as a skunk ape, we may have just found it.”

Beyond the tree line, there was about twelve feet of muck and then an expanse of water and sawgrass. Twenty feet across the water was an island covered in trees and dense undergrowth.

“Would you say that island’s three acres?” I asked.

“I’d say that’s a good estimate,” Grandpa answered.

Yadi marveled at it. “I don’t want to get my hopes up too much, but this looks promising.”

“Very promising,” I replied.

“We need to verify before we get our hopes up,” Zoe said.

“How?” asked Yadi. “Is there going to be a sign saying ‘Welcome to Al Capone’s Secret Hideout’?”

“There should be the remnants of some old rotted shacks,” Zoe answered. “They were discovered during one of the archeological digs and left as they were.”

“That’s great,” Lina said. “But how do we get onto the island to check? Roberta can’t make it through the muck, and we don’t have a horse and wagon handy.”

“I think we can just take off our shoes and wade across,” I said.

“Wade across water that’s infested with fifteen-foot Burmese pythons?” Lina asked.

“Twenty-foot,” Yadi corrected.

“Excuse me, twenty.”

“I’ll go first,” I offered.

I popped off my shoes and was taking off a sock when my grandfather said, “Hold it! Everybody stay perfectly still.”

“What is it?” asked Zoe.

“Gator,” he said in a quiet yet firm voice. “In the reeds, over there.”

He motioned to an area thirty feet from us, and I saw the gator sticking out from the reeds. I held my breath and could hear Lina let out a little gasp. Curiously, the gator was on its back.

“Is that how they sleep?” Lina asked. “On their backs?”

“No,” Grandpa said. “I think that one must be dead.”

Although that meant we were safe, it made me sad. Especially when we looked around and saw that the gator wasn’t the only animal corpse.

“Those fish are dead too,” Yadi said, pointing to several floating on the surface.

“Oh no!” Zoe said, distraught. “Is that a heron?”

The carcass of a large white bird lay crumpled on the bank of the island.

“I think it’s a wood stork,” said Grandpa.

“What happened here?” she asked.

“Something must’ve poisoned the water,” Grandpa answered.

“Think it was an algae bloom?” I asked.

“What’s that?” asked Lina.

“Fertilizer from farms gets into the water, which causes algae to grow,” Zoe answered. “When the algae dies and decomposes, it uses up all the oxygen, which starves the fish.”

“And you know this how?” Lina asked.

“Remember that goofy marine biologist who made paella?” Zoe said. “He’s also a big fan of giving his kids detailed lectures about the environmental threats facing the world’s oceans and waterways.”

“An algae bloom would explain the fish,” Grandpa said. “But I don’t know that it’d be enough to kill the gator and the stork.”

“I think the problem is right over there,” Lina said, pointing to our right. “Someone used this as a dump.”

The bank of the slough was thick with reeds and tall sawgrass, so it had been obscured from our vantage point at first, but there was a pile of junk, including three metal drums and other industrial waste. Around it was a disgusting slurry of gray, cloudy water.

“Who would do that?” Zoe asked, her tone a mixture of sadness and anger.

“Let’s check it out,” I said.

“Absolutely not,” Grandpa said. “Everyone back to the car. Today’s adventure is over. That sludge worries me a lot more than any alligator or python.”

As we walked back, I looked at the tire tracks in the muck off the side of the road.

“Look at this,” I said, pointing them out.

Grandpa squatted down to inspect them. “It hasn’t been raining much lately, so they could be a few days old, but no more than that.” He pointed at some fainter tracks. “Two sets.”

“Two trucks?” Zoe asked.

“The second set of wheels are too narrow,” he said. “It was probably a truck and a trailer.”

“So they haul all this junk out here on a trailer?” I said. “Turn it around, back it up to the water, and dump it?”

“Looks like it,” he answered.

“That’s awful,” I said.

“Should we report this to someone?” Zoe asked.

“Definitely,” Grandpa replied. “I saw a police station when we got off the highway. We’ll tell them.”

We got in the car and were about to leave when Yadi said, “Wait, let’s get some proof.”

Grandpa gave him a stern look. “You’re not getting near that water, Yadi.”

Yadi grinned and said, “I don’t have to.”

Minutes later, he was carefully shooting footage of the scene with his drone. First he flew just a few feet above the junk heap, trying to get it all recorded. Next he flew around the island, making sure to get images of all the dead animals.

“Nicely done,” Grandpa said, patting Yadi on the shoulder. “Very clever.”

“What about a water sample?” I asked. “We could fill up one of our empty bottles and take it to Dad’s lab.”

Grandpa looked at Yadi. “Does your drone have a way of carrying a plastic bottle and dipping it into the water?”

“No,” he said. “There aren’t any hooks or claws, just a camera.”

“What if we tied the bottle to the drone and you just lowered it?” Zoe suggested.

“That would throw off the balance, and I wouldn’t be able to pilot it.”

“I think you’re onto something, Zo,” I said. “We need to tie it to something and dip it into the water.”

“I just said that wouldn’t work,” Yadi said firmly. “The drone can’t handle it.”

“No, but I know what can!” I claimed.

I went into the trunk of Grandpa’s car and pulled out the long tube that held the parts of his fishing pole.

“Brilliant,” said Grandpa.

He tied a water bottle to the end of his fishing line and had everyone get into the car except me. We got close to the pile of junk, and I held on to his belt as he leaned out and dropped the bottle into the milky mess. He had to bob it up and down a few times to get it started, but soon it was filling up.



The Alligator Alley Precinct of the Miccosukee Police Department was small. The front desk was manned by Officer Gonzalez, who looked to be in his early thirties. He had broad shoulders and a buzz cut, and he wore a tactical vest over his tan uniform shirt. We must’ve been an unusual-looking group, with Grandpa and the four of us all dirty and sweating from a day of tromping around the Everglades. Despite this, he didn’t bat an eye.

“Good afternoon,” he said in a deep voice.

“We want to report some hazardous materials that have been dumped into a slough a few miles from here,” Grandpa said. “It’s killed quite a bit of wildlife.”

“Aw, man,” Gonzalez said. “How bad is it?”

“Awful,” I answered. “A dead alligator, a wood stork, a bunch of fish.”

“I’ve got footage,” Yadi said.

The officer gave him a curious look. “What type of footage?”

“I was shooting with a drone.”

Yadi showed it all to him, and when the officer saw the extent of the damage, he was even more frustrated. We spent thirty minutes filling out forms, and Yadi AirDropped him the video file.

“We’ve been getting this more often lately,” Gonzalez said. “People think they’re safe from prosecution because it’s on tribal land.”

“Are they right?” I asked.

“A little bit,” he admitted. “If we catch them in the act, we can throw the book at them. But it’s hard otherwise. We don’t have a big enough budget to investigate and chase down suspects in other jurisdictions.”

“What about the Environmental Protection Agency?” Grandpa asked.

“If we can build a solid enough case, the feds might get involved,” he said. “But they’re pretty swamped, if you’ll pardon the pun.”

“So there’s nothing you can do?” Zoe said, exasperated. “Really?”

“I’m sorry,” he replied. “I understand your frustration and appreciate you coming in. I’ve got your statements and the video. Maybe we’ll get lucky and run across them when they come back.”

“Thanks for your help, Officer,” Grandpa said.

“Of course,” he responded. “Can I ask what you were doing out there?”

Grandpa smiled. “We were on an epic quest to find the Lost City of the Everglades.”

The officer laughed. “Stay safe.”

When we got back to the car, Grandpa put the top back down so we could air ourselves out during the ride back to Miami.

“So, do we think that island is the Lost City?” Yadi asked.

“It doesn’t matter,” Grandpa said. “You’re not going near that for a long time. It’s not safe.”

“I guess that means we’re moving on to Murf the Surf,” I said.

“No,” Zoe said forcefully.

“You want to keep looking for Capone’s money elsewhere?” Lina asked.

“Not that, either,” Zoe answered. “Al Capone’s money has been buried for nearly a century. It’s not going anywhere. But this? This just happened, and we need to find who did it. The officer said that if they had enough evidence, they could get the federal government involved. So let’s get the evidence for them.”

Yadi gave her a curious look. “You think there’s a reward or something?”

“There’s definitely a reward.”

“How much?”

“It’s not money,” she said. “The reward is doing what’s right, not what’s easy.”

It was something our parents told us all the time. It’s how my mom picked her cases and what drove my dad’s research. It’s funny, because of all the exciting things that happened that summer, this moment excited me the most.

This was when I realized my sister was back.




19 Mimic Octopus

MY PARENTS MET WHEN THEY were students at the University of Miami, which everyone in the area simply called “the U.” Dad was getting his PhD in marine biology, and one day he stopped by the law school, looking for some legal advice. Mom was a second-year law student who was in between classes and happened to be studying in the lobby when he walked in. Literally the first words spoken between them were when he said, “Cruise ships are dumping an incredibly large amount of poop into the ocean, and someone has to stop them.”

Mom claimed it was love at first sight.

Twenty-two years later, he was still at the university, fighting to save the ocean. His focus as a professor was trying to help coral reefs withstand the effects of climate change. He and his students collected coral from around the world and tried to get it to crossbreed with samples from South Florida. They grew it on a little farm ten feet below the surface of Biscayne Bay and studied it in a hatchery and a pair of laboratories on campus.

I found Dad in the wet lab, which was filled with rows of metal saltwater tanks stacked from floor to ceiling. The room was kept hot and humid to maintain a tropical environment, and the lighting was currently dark blue to simulate the night sky.

Dad looked up from the specimen he was studying. “Hey, buddy, what a nice surprise. What brings you to campus?”

“We found something you should see,” I answered. “But we didn’t think it was a good idea to show you in here.”

“Because?”

“Let’s just say it might not be safe around the coral,” I replied.

“That sounds ominous,” he said. “Where is it?”

“Across the hall.”

Unlike the wet lab, the dry lab was spacious and well air-conditioned. It was filled with scientific equipment ranging from beakers and test tubes to microscopes and a centrifuge. Grandpa and Zoe were standing next to a long black lab table.

“Hello, Zoe, Pete. Alex says you brought me something.”

Zoe pointed to the bottle of the murky water that she’d placed on the table and said, “This.”

Dad studied it for a moment. “That looks disgusting. What is it?”

“It’s water from a slough in the Everglades,” she answered. “We came across it while we were looking for the Lost City.”

“The entire habitat was filled with dead animals poisoned by this sludge,” I said.

“That’s awful. How bad was the wildlife kill?” Dad asked.

“Terrible,” Zoe answered. “An alligator, a wood stork, lots of fish. It was a horror show.”

“Someone dumped three drums of hazardous waste in the slough,” Grandpa said.

“Out in the middle of nowhere?” Dad said, disappointed. “Did you report it to anyone?”

“Miccosukee Police,” Grandpa answered.

“They said they wouldn’t do anything about it,” Zoe added, frustrated.

“Actually, they said they had limited resources and that it would be hard to prosecute if they didn’t catch the perpetrators in the act,” Grandpa corrected her. “That’s why we’re here. Any chance you can run tests to see what’s in it? I get the feeling that if we could tell them exactly what was in the water, they might be able to convince the EPA to get involved.”

“Yeah, I’m guessing Miccosukee PD doesn’t have their own MC-ICPMS,” Dad said.

“What’s that?” I asked.

“A multicollector inductively coupled plasma mass spectrometer,” Dad answered, as if that was helpful. “It’s a very advanced machine that can test for metals, nitrate, TKN, long-chain hydrocarbons, you name it.”

“Do you have one here?” Zoe asked.

“Yes.”

“Great,” Zoe said. “Let’s go use it.”

“It’s not that easy,” Dad replied. “Time has to be reserved, the expenses have to be allocated to a specific grant or department, and there’s a waiting list.”

“What about the family motto?” Zoe asked.

Dad gave her a quizzical look. “Do we have a family motto?”

“Do what’s right, not what’s easy,” she said.

“Mom and I have both said that, but I don’t know that it’s officially a motto.”

“Dad,” Zoe implored him. “If we wait for all that, it’ll be too late. The police will have moved on to something else, and the EPA won’t get involved.”

Dad smirked. “You know, you’re just like her.”

“Who?” Zoe asked.

“Your mother. That’s how she argues in court.” He picked up the bottle. “I’ll see what I can do. I can’t jump to the head of the line, but I can call in some favors to move up it. It’ll take a couple days until we get results.”

Zoe wrapped Dad in a hug. “Thank you.”

“Of course,” he said, letting the hug linger as long as Zoe was willing.

“I have a second favor to ask,” Grandpa said. “Can the kids ride home with you? I’m taking a lady friend out to dinner, and I need to get several days’ worth of swamp stink out of my car.”

“Absolutely,” Dad said. He turned to us and said, “Mom’s working late, so the three of us can go out to dinner.”

Although the university was in Coral Gables, the school of marine, atmospheric, and earth science had a separate waterfront campus on Virginia Key. Dad took us to a nearby seafood restaurant with a deck overlooking the ocean. He had a mahi sandwich, I got fried shrimp, and Zoe ordered… chicken fingers. This wasn’t because she didn’t like seafood. She was just being difficult. If we’d gone to a fried chicken restaurant, she would’ve ordered fish. (It felt like a cancellation of the hug she’d given Dad in the lab. She wanted to make sure that he knew she was still officially in a bad mood.)

“This is perfect,” Dad said as he savored a bite of his sandwich. “Delicious food, an ocean breeze, amazing company. What more could you want?”

“My shrimp’s great,” I added.

“Maybe we should bring Yadi and your new friend Lina out here. We could order some ceviche. I bet she never had that in Wyoming.”

“You’d like that, wouldn’t you?” Zoe snapped.

Dad looked at her, perplexed. “Like what?”

“Me becoming friends with Lina.”

Dad and I traded confused looks. “I was under the impression that you already were friends,” he said.

“Well, we’re not!” she replied pointedly. “She’s Alex’s friend, not mine.”

Hearing her say that made me sad. At Esperanza’s, when she referred to Lina as her friend, Lina looked so pleased. Hearing Zoe now would’ve seriously hurt Lina’s feelings.

“She’s just someone I’m doing things with while my real friends are in Maine,” she continued. “Without me.”

Dad let out a sigh and put his sandwich back on the plate. His perfect moment was over. “Are we really going to have this conversation again? Well, at least your mom’s not here for it.”

“No, she isn’t. She’s working late, prepping for a trial. Which is great. I can’t wait to see how her client pays. Cookies? A casserole? Maybe she’s representing the guy who paid her by cleaning our carpets.”

“To be fair, he did an amazing job,” Dad said. “They looked brand-new. Even that spot in the dining room with the salsa-guacamole stain.”

“Yeah, except you can’t pay for summer camp with clean carpets,” Zoe said. “You need actual money for that.”

“Wait a second,” Dad said. “Is that what this has been about? Do you think you’re not at camp because we can’t afford it?”

“Isn’t that why?”

“No. The camp is ridiculously expensive, but we could’ve paid for it. Your mother and I decided not to.”

Zoe was stunned. “Why?”

“We didn’t want you to go,” he said. “Summer’s a chance for our family to be together. We didn’t want you gone for half of it.”

“You’re not even going to be here,” she replied. “You’re going to Honduras.”

“For five days, not seven weeks,” he said. “And you would’ve missed our family trip to the Keys. Key word ‘family.’ We’ve told you this countless times.”

“I thought it was because we couldn’t afford it and you were embarrassed.”

“Hardly. First of all, there would be nothing embarrassing about not being able to afford it. You’ve got distorted views of money if that’s how you see it. We just didn’t think it was a good idea.” He paused for a moment and added, “And, if I’m being completely honest, we didn’t want you falling deeper under the spell of Brooke and Chelsea. If you were around them twenty-four hours a day for seven weeks, who knows what you’d turn into?”

“Spell? I’m not under any kind of spell. They’re my best friends. What are you even talking about?”

“The mimic octopus.”

Virtually every one of Dad’s life lesson analogies involved the behaviors of sea creatures. At different times, we’d been compared to starfish (regenerative powers after a setback), sharks and remoras (the importance of symbiotic relationships, although that led to an argument about which one of us got to be the shark), and humpback whales, who protect sea lions from orcas (altruism). This, however, was the first-ever appearance of the mimic octopus. Judging by Zoe’s expression, it was not welcome.

“Are you really comparing me to a stupid octopus?” she complained.

“Quite the contrary. I’m comparing you to an incredibly intelligent octopus with other-level camouflage skills. Most animals hide from predators by blending in with their environment. They match the sea floor or a coral reef. But the mimic octopus protects itself by imitating other creatures. It can change colors and look just like a lionfish. It impersonates jellyfish by inflating its mantle and using its arms like tentacles. It can even hide six of its arms and stretch out the other two to embody a sea snake. It’s awesome.”

“Your point?”

“Kids are like the mimic octopus. They protect themselves by impersonating the creatures around them. They dress like them and act like them, and if you’re surrounded by the popular, shallow crowd, you start to imitate them. It’s a survival skill. But sometimes, the best survival technique is to swim in different waters.”

“So, you want me to blend in by dyeing my hair bright blue and dressing like I’m going to a hoedown?” she said acidly. “Maybe I can start a collection of stupid-looking belt buckles.”

Dad’s face turned red, and he had to pause to compose himself.

“I get it,” he said. “You’re going to pout for however long you’re going to pout. You’re going to order chicken fingers to be difficult. Find any chance you can to pick a fight with your mother. But you’re thirteen and we’re your parents, so that’s to be expected. But that was just cruel, and I never expected you could be cruel, Zo.”

Zoe looked like she might cry, and I could tell that she felt bad about what she’d said.




20 B-Roll

“WOW,” ZOE SAID THE NEXT morning when we entered Yadi’s room. “I thought the walls would be covered with photographs, maps, and newspaper clippings all connected with string to prove some convoluted conspiracy theory. But this almost looks normal.”

“You do realize you just described our workspace over at your grandfather’s storage area,” Lina said.

“Yeah, caught that as I was saying it,” Zoe replied. “Not sure what that says about us.”

Instead of conspiracy theories, Yadi’s walls were covered with movie posters and pictures of Lionel Messi. His shelves normally teemed with action figures and comic books, but those had been conspicuously hidden away. (Most likely crammed in the closet.)

In all the years that Yadi had been my best friend, this was the cleanest I’d ever seen his room. Not that it was spotless. There were still random stacks of unrelated objects scattered about, and, although technically made, his bed had several large lumps. But I could tell that he was either trying to impress the girls or at least not scare them away. His inexperience cleaning, however, was evident by the fact that it smelled like a Febreze factory.

Zoe, Lina, and I were there because he had a video editing system set up in one half of the room. We wanted to look through the drone footage for any clues that might help us figure out who’d dumped the waste into the slough.

“I transferred everything and sorted it into three separate folders,” he said as we sat in chairs we’d brought in from the kitchen. “There’s the hazardous waste pile, the dead animals, and the B-roll.”

“What’s a B-roll?” asked Lina.

“Anything extra,” he answered. “High shots of the slough. Coverage of the island and the road. Stuff like that. It’s called B-roll because when you edit, you use it to cut away from or cover your primary footage, which is called A-roll.”

“Wow,” Lina said, impressed. “Where’d you learn this stuff?”

“It all goes back to the Pizza Impossible commercial,” he said. “It was a two-day shoot. When it started, I really thought I wanted to be an actor. But by the time we wrapped, I knew I was meant to be behind the camera. I’ve been obsessed with filmmaking ever since. Most of the money I made from the commercial went into a college fund, but my parents have let me take out some to buy equipment, like this editing system and the drone. The rule is that I have to earn half the money separate from that, which is why I was so hot to find Al Capone’s treasure.”

“That’s cool,” said my sister.

Typically, she made snide remarks whenever Pizza Impossible came up. I wondered if she was subconsciously trying to be nice in response to Dad calling her cruel.

“All I have to do is click the file and we get a picture on the monitor with a timeline below,” Yadi explained as he opened the B-Roll folder. “We’ll play through it, and I can mark and label any points that we think might be helpful.”

“Sounds good,” I said.

“Let’s start with the highest angle,” he said as a shot played on the monitor. “From here you can see the whole area, including the island, the slough, and the road.” He turned to Lina. “In the business, this is called an establishing shot.”

I expected Zoe to make a crack about Yadi calling it “the business,” but she just said, “Can you freeze it?”

“Of course.” Yadi stopped it by pressing the space bar on the keyboard.

“Remember what Grandpa told us. We’re telling a story and need to figure out who, what, when, where, and why,” Zoe said. “This is the ‘where.’ It’s the scene of the crime. What do we know about it?”

“We know it’s located in the Everglades,” Yadi answered.

“And we know they drove up this path because there’s no other way to get there,” I said.

“Right, which means before and after that, they were on Snake Road,” Zoe added.

I opened my reporter’s notebook. “I’m supposed to take care of ‘where.’ So keep it paused long enough for me to draw a map of the area.”

“Look what I can do,” Yadi said. He pressed a button, which printed a screen grab of the image. “You can draw right on that.”

“Nice,” I said as I pulled it from the printer tray.

Lina asked, “Do you have a shot that’s closer to where the muck meets the water?”

“Yes,” Yadi answered, and scrolled through the footage. “Here you go.”

The image on the screen showed the water’s edge at the bottom of the frame, with the water and the tip of the island on the top. The pile of hazardous waste was to the right. He printed a copy of this for me too.

“Judging by the location of the junk and the tire tracks that we saw,” Lina said, using her finger to draw an imaginary line on the image, “we can deduce that they pulled up here, backed up the trailer this way, and then turned around to leave. Just like Alex pointed out yesterday.”

“Nice use of ‘deduce,’ ” I said.

“For the Sherlock Society, I thought it was appropriate.”

“But what we couldn’t see from our vantage point yesterday was how much the trailer pushed down the sawgrass along the water,” Zoe said. “It’s a real mess over there.”

“And look here,” Lina said, pointing. “There are two separate paths of bent sawgrass on the other side of the dirt road, where the truck would’ve been.”

“Why do you think that is?” Yadi asked. “Another vehicle, maybe?”

“I think it’s the same truck going through the grass multiple times,” Lina said. “It was a really tight fit, and depending on how long the trailer is, it probably took the truck a couple times going back and forth to get completely turned around.”

“Hmmm,” Zoe said, leaning in to get a closer look. “Can this zoom in?”

Yadi nodded confidently. “I can make it twice as large before the image starts to degrade.”

“There’s something shiny where the truck was in the sawgrass,” she said. “Get closer and see if we can tell what it is.”

We all focused on it, while Yadi enlarged the image.

“I think it’s a hubcap,” Lina said excitedly.

“We can go back and make sure, but that’s what I think it is too,” Zoe replied. “It must’ve gotten knocked off when the truck was going back and forth through the grass.”

“That’s my turf,” Lina said as she opened her reporter’s notebook.

“What do you mean?” asked Yadi.

“I’m in charge of ‘who,’ ” she said as she started taking down notes. “And whoever did this is now driving a truck that’s missing a hubcap.”

“That’s good,” said Zoe.

“Judging by where it is in relation to the bent sawgrass, I’d guess it’s missing from the right front wheel,” I pointed out.

Zoe smiled and said, “Okay, now we’re getting somewhere. Let’s keep looking.”

Even though there was only twenty-three minutes of footage, with all the stopping and going back and forth, it took over an hour and a half to watch it all.

We couldn’t identify what was in any of the metal drums or cans, but Yadi zoomed in and got a screen grab of each one so that we could try to do some reverse image searches. The footage of the dead animals was upsetting, but it yielded another clue of sorts.

“Look at the alligator,” Zoe said.

“I know, it’s heartbreaking,” I responded. “What about it?”

“Why’s it still intact?” she asked. “This is out in the middle of the Everglades. The law of the jungle says that it should be some vulture’s lunch.”

Since our dad always quizzed us about animal behavior, I knew exactly where she was headed. “The buzzards hadn’t noticed it yet.”

“Because it was hidden in the reeds?” Lina asked.

“No, they search by smell, not sight,” Zoe answered.

“And if they couldn’t smell it, that means it was a fresh kill,” I said. “The gator probably hadn’t been dead for a whole day yet. Although it’s hard to say how long the water had been poisoned before he drank it.”

“Still, it tightens the window of opportunity some,” Zoe said. “And since I’m in charge of ‘when,’ I’ll take whatever help I can get.”

She scribbled two days? in her notebook.

“Let’s take another look at the junk pile,” Lina said. “But without the stopping and going back and forth. I think I’m getting a little dizzy from it. Can you just play it at half-speed?”

Yadi typed on the keyboard, and a shot began to play on the screen. It was taken from about ten feet above the trash pile. There were three large blue metal drums lying on their sides, half-submerged in the slough, seeping black-brown plumes into the water, and there was a shiny residue on the surface. There were six other aluminum canisters with orange labels that were too faded to read. After hovering over each one, the drone began making circular motions as it climbed higher.

“Stop!” Lina said.

“I thought you didn’t want to stop and start because you were getting dizzy,” Yadi said.

“Well, now I want to stop and zoom in on that spot. Something down there is white with blue writing. It looks like a Styrofoam coffee cup.”

“You’re right, it does,” I said.

Yadi zoomed in as close as he could before the image started to pixelate. “That’s as close as I can get.”

“Can anyone make out the logo?” Zoe asked.

I looked closely, and when I recognized it, I actually hooted, which I had never done in my entire life.

“I haven’t heard a hoot like that since I left Wyoming,” Lina joked. “What is it?”

“The logo,” I said gleefully. “It’s Bailey’s Bait and Tackle!”




21 Ground Rules

ONCE WE’D FINISHED WATCHING THE footage, we moved into the kitchen so we could sit around the table and plot our next steps. It was brighter and roomier, and instead of artificial lavender, the room was filled with the mouthwatering aroma of mojo pork. Ms. Alvarez had left it simmering in the slow cooker, and it smelled amazing.

“It’s kind of hard to concentrate with that smell,” Zoe said as she took a big whiff. “But what does the coffee cup give us?”

“It tells us which of the three possible routes they took,” I replied.

“Three routes?” asked Yadi.

“The only ways to reach that location are to come south through the reservation on Snake Road, east from Naples on Alligator Alley, or west on the Alley from Fort Lauderdale and Miami. Since they stopped at the bait shop on the way, we know it was the last one.”

“Which narrows it down to the roughly six million people who live in this part of the state,” Lina pointed out. “That doesn’t really help so much with the ‘who.’ ”

“That’s your problem, not mine,” I joked.

“I think it will help us figure out who, if we can understand why,” Zoe said. “Why’d they dump all that junk?”

“Money’s always a good motivator,” I suggested. “Hazardous waste is supposed to be disposed of a certain way. Remember when we had to get rid of old paint? We couldn’t just throw it in the trash. Dad had to drive it out to a special dump by the airport. Businesses pay companies a lot of money to do that for them. Maybe it was too expensive. It’s a lot cheaper to just throw it off the side of the road.”

“They also might be trying to hide which chemicals they had,” Lina suggested. “You saw how deadly that stuff was. Maybe they didn’t hire a company to dispose of it because they weren’t supposed to have it.”

“That’s interesting,” Zoe said. “You’re really smart, Lina.”

Lina almost blushed. “Thanks.”

Although Lina was really smart, I wondered if Zoe was still being overly nice because she felt guilty about what she’d said.

“We’ll know which chemicals are involved when Dad gets the test back from the lab,” Zoe continued. “But that’s going to take a couple days.”

“What do we do until then?” I asked. “Take a break or start working on Murf the Surf?”

“Neither. We’ve got to stay on this,” Zoe insisted. “The longer we wait, the more chance the bad guys have of getting away with it.”

“Without the test results, there’s not much we can do,” I said. “Unless you want to start looking for any truck missing a hubcap in greater Miami.”

“We can go back to the bait shop,” Yadi said. “We know they went there.”

“Actually, we think they went there,” I corrected. “And even if they did, that happened in the past. What are we supposed to do now? Ask Mr. ‘I Believe in Skunk Apes’ if he remembers selling coffee to someone driving a truck missing a hubcap?”

“Actually, they would’ve still had the hubcap at the bait shop,” Lina said. “They didn’t lose it until they got to the dump site.”

“Even worse,” I said.

“First of all, his name is Mr. Bailey,” Yadi said. “There’s no reason to mock his personal beliefs. More importantly, he doesn’t have to remember anything. All he has to do is let us look at his surveillance footage. He has cameras on every corner of that building.”

“I totally forgot about that,” I said. “One of them definitely would’ve caught the truck.”

“Yeah, but how do we get him to show it to us?” Lina said.

“I’ve been thinking about that.” Yadi took down a flyer that had been on his refrigerator. “I think this might help.”

“The South Florida Student Film Festival?” I said, reading the headline. “How does this help?”

“If we’re kids asking a bunch of annoying questions, we’re going to look suspicious, and no one’s going to help us,” he said. “But if we’re kids making a documentary about the Everglades, we’ve got a reason to poke around, interview people, and shoot video.”

“That’s genius,” Zoe said.

“I was planning to enter the contest anyway,” he said. “I just didn’t know what I was going to make for it. I’ll make this.”

“Great,” Lina said. “Let’s go make a movie.”

We went back to my house and told Grandpa. He liked the idea but had some restrictions he wanted to go over first.

“First, we need to set some ground rules,” he said as we stood in a line next to his car. “I’ll admit that I got swept up in the excitement of finding buried treasure. It blinded me with regard to certain regulations and safeguards, but going forward, we’re going to have to be smarter and do things by the book.”

I braced myself for a lecture about safety and responsible behavior.

That wasn’t what we got.

“Rule number one, there will be no eating in or around Roberta. I’m not going to name any names”—he glared at Yadi—“but do you have any idea how difficult it is to get guava and cream cheese out of white upholstery?”

“ ‘In or around’?” asked Yadi. “Does that mean we can’t even eat if we’re standing next to the car?”

“Not within five feet of the vehicle,” Grandpa stressed. “I will absolutely leave you in a swamp, Yadi. And your parents will be completely on my side.”

Yadi gulped and nodded.

“Rule number two,” he said, now pacing like a drill instructor. “No more dirt roads. Roberta is only going to drive as God intended—on pavement.”

Zoe gave him a disbelieving look. “Then how do we get to the scene of the crime?”

“If you need to get back there, you can walk.”

“Through marshland infested with alligators, pythons, and skunk apes?” Zoe complained.

“I suggest you walk swiftly,” he said. “Which brings us to rule number three.”

Lina and I shared a nervous look. We had no idea what this one might be.

“If the soles of your shoes touch the natural wonder that is the Florida Everglades, they cannot touch the interior of the car.”

“What?” I protested. “How are we going to do that?”

“Before you get back in the car, you take off your shoes and put them in a box in the trunk.”

“You’re being serious?” Zoe said.

“One hundred percent,” he answered.

Suddenly I remembered something. “Grandpa, how’d your date go last night?”

“Not good,” he said. “Apparently, we smuggled a small frog back with us, and it jumped out at her from the dashboard. But she’s giving me another chance this weekend.”

He made us pinky swear before we headed back to the bait shop. (Luckily, the parking lot was paved, so we didn’t have to worry about our shoes yet.)

“This is your rodeo,” Grandpa said to Yadi. “How do you want to run it?”

“We’re going to set up to shoot an interview,” he responded. “Let’s do it where we know Mr. Bailey can see us.”

We got out and Yadi looked to make sure we were in full view of a security camera. “This is our spot. The camera goes where I’m standing, lights to the right, and the interview subject stands right there with the fishing pier in the background.” He pointed to a spot three feet in front of him.

“Who’s the interview subject?” I asked.

“At the moment, it’s your grandfather, but I’m hoping it’s going to be Mr. Bailey.” Yadi started unloading equipment from the trunk and handing it to us.

“Alex, this is the tripod for the camera.” He handed Lina a thick plastic tube about three inches thick. “This is the boom that holds the microphone up in the air and out of the shot. It telescopes out to whatever length you’d like.”

“Cool,” she said.

“Zoe, Mr. Lassiter, here’s a light panel and a stand.”

“What are we supposed to do?” Zoe asked.

“Act like we’re setting up for the interview,” Yadi said.

“And how does this help us?” she asked.

“People are fascinated by production,” he said. “They want to know what you’re shooting, and a lot of them want to be on camera. As paranoid as he is, Bailey will be out here as soon as he can put one of his employees on the register.”

Zoe shook her head. “I think maybe you’re overestimating—” She stopped talking when we saw Bailey walking out of the shop toward us. “I stand corrected.”

Grandpa laughed. “Nicely done, Yadi.”

Bailey was moving fast for a man of his age. “What do you think you’re doing? You got a permit for that?”

Yadi smiled. “Actually, you only need a permit for professional shooting. This is a student project for a festival sponsored by the arts councils of Dade and Broward Counties.”

I didn’t know if any of this was true, but it sure sounded official.

“As to what we’re doing, sir, we’re making a documentary about the Everglades. I’m about to interview this man here, with the fishing pier as a backdrop.” Yadi pointed at Grandpa, who quickly flashed a smile.

Bailey eyed him suspiciously. “Why you want to talk to him? What does he know about the Everglades?”

“Well, he’s lived in Miami his entire life,” Yadi said.

“City boy,” Bailey scoffed. “Figures. You need to interview a real Gladesman.”

Yadi smiled. “Perhaps I can interview you.”

Bailey gave him a sour look. “I don’t want to be on camera. It’s just—” He stopped for a moment and looked at Yadi as if he thought he recognized him but wasn’t sure.

“Wait a second. Why do I know you?”

“I was just in your store the other day,” Yadi replied. “We talked about the skunk ape.”

“That’s not it,” said the man. He studied Yadi a bit more and broke out in a smile. “You’re that pizza boy. The one hanging upside down in that commercial?”

Pizza Impossible to the rescue.

“Yes, I am,” Yadi said.

The man let out a long laugh. “I love that commercial. It’s hilarious.”

“Thank you, sir.”

From that moment on, Mr. Bailey was happy to help. He let Yadi interview him on camera, and he watched in amazement as Yadi shot footage of the canal with the drone. It was impressive, but I still had no idea how this was going to help us get the surveillance footage.

“Mr. Bailey,” Yadi said after he finished with the drone, “I was wondering if you could help me with one final shot. A special one.”

“Want to interview me inside the store?” he suggested.

“Maybe another time,” Yadi said. “But right now, I’d love to get a time-lapse shot to use as a transition.”

“What’s a time-lapse shot?”

“You shoot the same thing for hours and hours and then speed it up, so that the people and the cars all go by in a blur,” Yadi explained. “It helps show the passage of time.”

“I’ve seen that,” said Bailey. “That’s real artistic. How can I help?”

“I see you have security cameras pointing out to the parking lot,” Yadi said. “That footage would be perfect. It would show all the people coming and going and even give your bait shop some free advertising in the process. If I could copy some of your footage, I could speed it up in my computer. Of course, I’d have to thank you in the credits.”

Bailey lit up. “My name in the credits of a documentary?”

He was so happy to help, he even let us each get a free bag of chips while Yadi copied all the footage onto his laptop.

“But just the individual-sized chips,” he said, making sure we didn’t take advantage of his generosity.




22 Grainy Footage

IT TOOK FOREVER TO SEARCH through the surveillance footage from the bait shop. With a week’s worth of recordings from four different security cameras, there was so much to wade through that we decided to split it up when we got back to Yadi’s house. He and Lina watched on his editing system, I had his laptop, and Zoe used her phone. It was mind-numbing, and it didn’t help that the black-and-white images were blocky and nowhere near as clear as the high-def quality from the drone.

It had been a long day, and all we’d eaten were some peanut-butter-and-jelly sandwiches we had grabbed before we went to the bait shop. After about ninety minutes of looking through the footage, Zoe looked up bleary-eyed and asked, “Yadi, any chance there’s some leftover mojo pork in your refrigerator that we can have?”

Yadi smiled. “Let’s go check.”

They headed toward the kitchen, but Lina and I kept searching. I watched a car pull into frame, and after a moment realized I’d made a mistake and let out a groan.

“What’s wrong?” Lina asked.

“I’ve spent the last thirty minutes looking at footage from the wrong day!” I exclaimed.

“How can you tell?”

I turned the laptop so that she could see the screen. “Because we’re in the shot.”

Somehow I’d loaded footage from when we first visited the store, which was at least a day after the waste had been dumped. I was trying to figure out how I’d made the mistake when Lina called out, “Found it!”

Yadi and Zoe rushed back into the room, and we all watched her clip.

“Check out the top corner,” Lina said as she pressed the space bar, and the image came to life. Even though it was playing in real time, it felt excruciatingly slow.

“White truck with a trailer,” Zoe said when it appeared. “That’s it.”

The truck went to the far end of the parking lot and out of view of the camera.

“Why are they parking so far away? Yadi asked.

“Maybe they don’t want anyone looking at what’s on their trailer,” Lina suggested.

Forty seconds later, a man walked into frame from that direction, headed toward the bait shop.

“Gotcha!” Zoe said.

We couldn’t get a good look at his face, because he was wearing a baseball cap and sunglasses.

“According to the time code, it’s Wednesday at three twenty-seven,” Yadi said, reading from the display at the bottom of the image.

“That’s the day before we were there,” Lina pointed out.

“We can match that to the time on the indoor camera, where we should get a better look at him.” Yadi typed on the keyboard, and a second camera feed appeared on the screen next to the first one. “Let me sync them up.”

Now both files were playing simultaneously. We saw the man walk out of one frame and moments later step into the other. The indoor shot was much clearer. The man wore jeans and a tight black T-shirt. He had a sleeve of tattoos along his right arm.

“You want to print that?” Zoe asked.

“Let’s wait until he’s at the counter,” Yadi answered. “We might get a shot of his face.”

Sure enough, after a few minutes inside, the man took off his sunglasses and hung them from the front of his collar. He bought a cup of coffee and a package of beef jerky. At the checkout, he momentarily looked up at the camera, and Yadi froze the image. “I’ll print this.”

“We still don’t know for sure that he’s the one,” I cautioned everybody. “All we know is that he was in a truck with a trailer.”

“Keep playing,” Zoe said. “Let’s see if we get a better look at the truck on the way out of the parking lot.”

The footage ran for more than two minutes with no sign of the truck, and we worried there was another exit from the parking lot. But then it passed right in front of the camera. Yadi paused it when it filled the frame.

“Look at that,” Zoe said. “It’s a black-and-white image, but those drums in the trailer sure look like the ones we saw in the slough.”

I was trying not to jump to conclusions, but I agreed. “They really do.”

“All the hubcaps are on for now,” Lina added. “Any idea what kind of truck that is?”

“Ford F-150,” Yadi said. “My dad drives one just like it. Unfortunately, so do a lot of other people. It’s the most common pickup truck in the world.”

“What about the logo on the door?” Lina asked.

“It’s not clear enough to make out,” I answered. “K-something, but I’m not sure.”

“It’s the same as the one on his baseball cap,” Zoe said. “KC.”

She took the picture from the print tray and held it next to the image on the screen, and they matched.

“KC? Is that a team in Kansas City?” Lina asked.

“It looks kind of like it, but it’s different,” Yadi said. “But we can get a clearer picture.”

He scrolled the footage back to when the man was at the counter. Then he did something by dragging his mouse and copied the logo from the video.

“I’m going to turn this into a JPEG and clean it up a little.” Yadi was skilled with the photo-editing software and quickly had a perfect copy of the logo. “Now we run an image search.”

It took only a few seconds for the computer to find a match. Yadi clicked on it, and a website opened for a sugar company named Kane Crystals. The home page showed images of baked goods, a sugarcane field, and a photo of the company’s CEO standing in front of a giant mound of sugar, his arms crossed in a power pose.

“Hello, Morris Kane,” Zoe said, reading his name off the caption. “Are you the person we’re looking for?”
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THE NEXT MORNING, WE DID deep-dive searches for Kane Crystals and helped Grandpa rearrange the vault by moving the shelves out of the way and bringing in some folding chairs. Lina took a Sharpie and scrawled a B after 221 on the little sign outside the storage unit.

“221B,” she said proudly. “Now it’s official. Just like Sherlock.”

“Excellent!” Grandpa said as he stood at a dry-erase board. “Now tell me, what is it that we know?”

“We’ll start with the timeline,” Zoe said. “Three days ago, hazardous waste was dumped into the slough sometime after four in the afternoon.”

“We won’t know which chemicals were involved until we get the lab results back from the water quality lab,” Yadi said. “But we have pictures of barrels and canisters that we can hopefully connect to our culprit.”

“ ‘Who’ is someone involved with Kane Crystals,” Lina added. “Here’s his picture.” She held up the printout of the man inside the bait shop. “Although we don’t know if he did this on his own, or if he was instructed to do it by someone else. Maybe this man.” She held up the picture of Morris Kane.

She pinned both pictures to our bulletin board and Zoe cracked, “What was that you said about convoluted conspiracy theories spread across a wall?”

“By the end of the summer, I’m going to be just like Yadi,” Lina joked.

“Dream on,” Yadi said.

“What do we know about Kane Crystals?” Grandpa asked.

“It’s a sugar company with several farms and a refinery south of Lake Okeechobee near Belle Glade,” I replied.

“I don’t think you all have ever been to Belle Glade before,” Grandpa said. “It’s called Muck City.”

“I’m guessing that’s because Miami had already taken Magic City as a nickname,” Zoe said.

“I tell you, they’re proud of their muck,” Grandpa said. “It’s a dark, rich soil that is ideal for growing sugarcane. Half the sugarcane in the country comes from that area.”

“Kane Crystals has been run by the same family for five generations,” Lina said. “Morris Kane’s in charge now. He also oversees the family’s other business interests, which include a paper mill, a radio station, and three small weekly newspapers.”

“Excellent job,” Grandpa said. “The Kane family’s been a big deal for a long time, so they pop up in some of my files. We’ll look through those later, but first we’ve got an interview.”

“With whom?” I asked, surprised.

“Joe Moody,” Grandpa answered. “He was an editor who used to work with me at the Herald. He left to run one of the Kane family newspapers. I called him as soon as you told me of the connection.”

“Does he still work there?” Lina asked hopefully.

“No,” Grandpa said. “He left a few years ago.”

“Too bad,” Yadi replied.

“No, that’s good,” Grandpa said. “People are much more willing to give you dirt about their old boss than their current one.”

“You think he’ll talk to a bunch of kids?” I asked.

“I told him I was running you through a summerlong journalism boot camp,” Grandpa said. “He knows you’re interested in Kane and his company. He said he’s happy to help.”

As we drove over to meet him, Grandpa gave us a few interview tips. “I’ve told you it’s important to listen,” he said. “But it’s also crucial that you’re patient and let answers breathe.”

“What do you mean by that?” Lina asked.

“Don’t be in a hurry to ask a follow-up. People feel awkward when there’s silence. If you don’t fill it, they might. As a result, they could tell you more than they intended.”

We met Moody at an old diner on Biscayne Boulevard that smelled like thick bacon and strong coffee. We slid into a double long booth, and he sat directly opposite me. He was almost completely bald, wore wire-framed glasses, and laughed when we pulled out our reporter’s notebooks.

“You’re really taking them old-school,” he said. “Where’d you find those? A museum?”

“I rescued them from the trash when the Herald deemed them outdated,” Grandpa said. “I’ve got a box of them back at my place.”

“If you’re learning from Pete Lassiter, then you’re learning from the best,” Moody told us.

A server came by to take our orders, and when she was gone, Moody asked, “Which one of you is doing the interview?”

“I’m taking the lead,” Zoe said. “But we’re all going to have some questions.”

“Okay, fire away.”

“How long did you work for the Kane family?” she asked.

“Thirteen years,” Moody answered. “Makes me think there might be some truth to the concept of unlucky numbers.”

“It was that bad?” Zoe asked.

“The first eight years were pretty good,” he said. “That’s when the father was running the operation. He gave me freedom with the paper as long as I kept to my budget. But the instant Morris took over, it all went south pretty quickly.”

“Is that why you decided to retire?” Zoe asked.

Moody chuckled. “I decided to retire when I was told that if I didn’t, I would be fired and could lose my pension.”

She went to ask a follow-up, but Grandpa gave her a look and tapped his finger on his lips. She took the hint and paused, letting the answer breathe.

Moody realized this and smiled. “That’s a pro move. He told you to wait me out so that I might elaborate on my answer.”

Zoe gave a noncommittal shrug.

“I guess you’d like to know why they wanted to fire me.”

“It would help us get a fuller picture,” Zoe answered.

“Morris Kane is polite and charming,” he said. “But he’s also a crook and wanted to keep me from causing him trouble. That’s why I was fired.”

“A crook in what way?” Lina asked.

“He likes to live like a big shot,” Moody said. “I mean, the man has a yacht and a sailboat. And a mansion on Fisher Island. He’s rich, but he’s not that rich.”

“Then how does he pay for it all?” I asked.

“I think he steals from his businesses,” Moody answered. “Take the newspapers. The media world is almost completely digital, but there’s still a place for a small weekly newspaper that serves its community. I ran a tight ship but still had budget problems. I couldn’t figure out why. Then I discovered that he was billing the paper with phony expenses.”

“Like what?” Zoe asked.

“The Chronicle is printed in black and white on newsprint, but I found line items in the budget for specialized paper and colored ink. We didn’t use any of those things. Then one day I saw a bill for a brand-new, state-of-the-art printing press.”

“Did you get one?” I asked.

“Of course not,” Moody said. “They were all fake expenses so Kane could keep the money for himself but charge the paper. The printing press was the final straw. I confronted him about it, and he said he’d look into it. Two weeks later I found myself ‘retired.’ ”

“I’m really sorry about that, Joe,” Grandpa said. “You deserved better.”

He gave Grandpa a look. “You tried to warn me. You told me to stay at the Herald, and I should’ve listened.”

“Don’t beat yourself up,” Grandpa said. “It’s a hard time to be in the newspaper business. There’s no guarantee things would’ve turned out any better there.”

“Do you think he’s the type of person who would dump pesticides and chemicals into the Everglades?” Zoe asked.

“If he could make a buck off it?” Moody answered. “Absolutely.”

We weighed this for a moment.

“How do we find proof that connects him to the dumping?” I asked everyone. “I wonder if we could get him to talk to us.”

“No way,” Moody said. “Kane’s rarely willing to sit down with actual reporters, much less reporters in training. His ego’s too big. The only media he cares about is when his picture is taken next to someone famous. He’ll do anything that he thinks elevates his status.”

Up until that point, Yadi had been quiet as he listened and polished off a plate of French fries. But his eyes lit up, and I could tell he had an idea.

“I know how to get him to talk.”
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YADI FILLED US IN ON his plan when we got back to the car. The idea was to change the focus of the documentary so that it gave us a reason to visit and feature the Kane Crystals farm. While we were there, we could look for evidence linked to the dumping so that federal authorities would get involved.

“So, instead of the Everglades, the documentary is now going to be about Morris Kane?” Lina asked. “No offense, but I don’t think he’ll feel like a student documentary would elevate his status.”

“I completely agree,” he said. “If we write to him and say that we want to do a documentary about him, he might be flattered, but he’d definitely think we were too unimportant. We’re going to tell him that we’re doing a documentary about the legendary leaders of South Florida and let him know that we are also interviewing a group of people who are way more famous and powerful than he is. He won’t want to miss out on that.”

“That makes sense,” Zoe said. “But how do we convince him of that?”

“We use your TED Talks,” he said.

She gave him a confused look. “What do you mean?”

“It’s just like you wanted to do to build the reputation of the detective agency,” he replied. “We’re entering phase one and need to create some buzz.”

Over the next few days, we went around the city taking pictures of the team as if we were a film crew arriving at different locations around town, including a recording studio, city hall, and the headquarters for the Inter Miami soccer team. We also created social media accounts, a website, and a blog, all focused on the project and populated with the pictures we shot, as well as others of some of the most powerful and influential people in the region.

To anyone who looked it up online, it seemed as though we were part of a star-studded production. The best part was the promotional trailer Yadi made, cobbling together interviews and footage he found online. With fast-paced music and quick edits, there were shots of Little Havana, Miami Beach, and funky downtown buildings intercut with the mayor, a rapper, and the quarterback for the Dolphins.

“Even though I know it’s fake, I still want to see this movie,” I said.

Zoe nodded. “Let’s hope Morris Kane feels the same way.”

“No,” Yadi said. “Let’s hope he wants to be in it.”

We sent Kane a carefully crafted email explaining our project to spotlight the most influential people in South Florida and asked him if he’d like to be part of it. Yadi attached the file for the trailer with the warning, Please don’t show this to anyone else yet. It’s confidential and isn’t supposed to premiere until the film festival.

It took less than two hours for Kane to respond.

“ ‘I have an extremely busy schedule and rarely sit down for this type of project,’ ” Yadi said, reading from the email. “ ‘But as part of my continued support for the youth of South Florida, I can make an exception and squeeze you in later this week.’ ” Yadi looked up and grinned. “Translation: if you’re going to get those really famous people, then I want to be part of it too.”

“That’s fantastic,” Zoe said. “When and where?”

“He wants us at the farm on Friday morning,” Yadi said. “Which gives us two days for film school.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“Phase two,” Yadi answered. “We’ve built the buzz, but when we get there, we need to look like we know what we’re doing. That means you’ll have to know how to use the equipment.”

“That makes sense,” I said. “Who does what?”

Yadi thought for a moment. “Alex, you’re on lighting; Lina’s sound; and I’m directing and camera op.”

Zoe gave him a look. “So, that leaves me as what? Snack advisor?”

“Actually, the person in charge of snacks is called ‘crafty’ and is the most popular person on the set,” he answered. “But on this shoot, you’re the producer.”

Zoe grinned. “The producer gets to boss everyone around, right? I’d be good at that.”

“Your main job is that you’re going to do the interview, just like today with Moody,” Yadi said. “Except you’ll stand next to the camera while you ask the questions. You’ll also be responsible for the shooting schedule and permissions.”

“Permissions?”

“You have to get permission from anyone who appears on camera. I’ll make copies of the form they need to sign. You’ll also need to get their consent on camera. It’s a legal thing, but it’s important. I’ll work up the schedule, but you’ll carry it all around on a clipboard. It’ll seem more official.”

Zoe looked at him, impressed. “You really know a lot about all this, Yadi. Nice job.”

“Thank you.”

“I couldn’t help but notice there’s no role for me,” Grandpa said.

“That’s because you’re our secret weapon,” Yadi answered. “According to the rules of the film festival, adults can’t do any of the production work. You can drive us, but you can’t operate any gear or ask questions. That gives you the perfect excuse to stay out of the way.”

“So, while you’re interviewing Kane, I can do some snooping?”

“Exactly.”

“We’re looking for three things while we’re there,” Yadi continued. “The truck missing the hubcap, the man from the bait shop, and any barrels or canisters that match the ones we found in the slough. Each connects Kane Crystals to the dump site. When we see those things, we need to shoot pictures or video of them so we have proof.”

“What if I can get Morris Kane to confess on camera?” Zoe asked.

“That would be ideal,” Yadi said.

I know that Zoe was joking, but I also knew that part of her thought she might be able to do exactly that.



That night we had a family dinner, which meant no devices or distractions of any kind. It was the last night before Dad’s trip to Honduras, and Mom wanted us to spend some quality time together. We had spaghetti with homemade sauce and garlic bread. It was delicious.

“The lab results came back,” Dad said as we started eating.

“What lab results?” asked mom.

“When they were looking for Al Capone’s money in the Everglades, they found a slough that had been contaminated by industrial waste,” he said. “I ran a test on the water to see what was in it.”

Mom gave him a suspicious look. “Why did you do that?”

“Because the Miccosukee Police don’t have the equipment,” Zoe said, trying to keep Mom from asking too many questions. “We’re going to give them the test results so they can get the EPA involved.”

“That sounds overly complicated,” Mom said.

“Do what’s right, not what’s easy,” Zoe countered.

“With the caveat that you need to do what’s safe,” Mom replied. “I don’t want you near poisoned water.”

“We stayed in the car while Grandpa got the sample,” Zoe said, omitting the part where I kind of helped Grandpa. “And we’re not going back. We’re just going to give the results to the police.”

I think Mom would’ve normally pried deeper, but she was happy that we were having a meal in peace, so she let it slide. “Okay. Just be safe.”

“We will,” I said.

“What do the tests show?” Zoe asked.

Dad pulled out his phone to read the results, and Mom shot him a look.

“No devices,” she said. “You know the rule.”

“I’m just asking for a momentary exception, Your Honor,” Dad replied with a smile. “I can’t possibly get these chemicals right from memory.”

“I’ll give you a little leeway, but be careful,” she said.

He opened up the report on his phone and read from it. “The water sample has phosphorous and nitrogen like you’d expect from agricultural waste. But there were also extremely high concentrations of chromium, barium, and lead. Not to mention trichloroethylene, chlorobenzene, xylene, acetone, methanol, MEK, toluene, carbon disulfide, benzene, and waste ink.”

“What is all that stuff?” I asked.

“It’s all very bad for nature,” he answered. “And none of it is what you’d expect to find on a farm. It’s much more industrial than agricultural. It’s what you’d find at a print shop.”

Zoe and I shared a look, but neither of us said anything. We didn’t want to alert either Mom or Dad that we were looking into Morris Kane. It wasn’t until we were alone doing the dishes that we both said what was on our minds.

“The newspaper!”




25 The Interview

WE HAD TO GET UP early Friday Morning in order to make it to Belle Glade in time for our meeting with Morris Kane. Apparently, he wasn’t as worried about being late as we were, because he didn’t arrive for another thirty minutes. The main office for Kane Crystals was a two-story Victorian building that had once been a large family home. Rather than wait in the reception area, we told his assistant we’d go out to the parking lot so we could set up our equipment and get ready for the shoot.

“This is ideal,” Grandpa said as he pointed to the empty parking space marked with Kane’s name. “He’s not even here yet.”

“Why’s that ideal?” Yadi asked.

“We have a reason to be here, so no one’s going to bother us,” he explained. “But we have free time, which means we can poke around.”

In addition to the former house, there were two clusters of nondescript brick buildings and a maintenance yard with various vehicles bearing the Kane Crystals logo. Beyond that, sugarcane fields stretched far into the distance.

“Yadi, why don’t you put your drone together so it looks like we’re working?” Grandpa said.

“Good idea,” he replied.

“I want to check those trucks over there to see if any are missing a hubcap,” Zoe said.

“I’ll go with you,” Lina offered.

“Don’t forget to look for the barrels,” Yadi said. “If you see anything that looks like what we saw in the slough, take pictures.”

While they did that, Grandpa and I strolled over toward the building clusters. One was marked AGRICULTURE and seemed moderately busy. We could see some people through office windows and others coming and going. The ADMINISTRATION cluster, however, appeared to be vacant. Most of the blinds were closed and the offices seemed dark.

“Where is everyone?” I asked.

“Not sure,” said Grandpa. “It could be a sign that business is struggling, or it could just be a situation where those jobs can be done remotely, and people are working from home.”

“Why so much security on that one?” I pointed toward the last building in the cluster. It also seemed vacant but had cameras at every entry and security bars over the windows. The sign on the door said MARKETING.

Grandpa studied it. “Maybe that’s where they keep their corporate secrets.”

“Should we take a closer look?” I asked.

“No. We’re not going to be able to see anything from outside, and if they see us on those cameras, someone might get riled.”

We decided to head back before we attracted any attention. When we got to the parking lot, Yadi had the drone hovering a few feet off the ground.

“Are you shooting footage already?” I asked.

“Just about to.”

“When you do, why don’t you take a look at that building on the far right?” Grandpa said, pointing at the marketing office.

“What am I looking for?” Yadi asked.

“Don’t know,” Grandpa said. “There’s extra security, so don’t make it obvious. Go high and act like you’re just shooting B-roll of the property. I think you called it an establishing shot.”

“That’s right,” Yadi said. “You’re getting it.”

While Yadi was doing that, Zoe and Lina returned from the maintenance yard.

“Any luck?” I asked.

“The trucks are the same as the one in the security footage, but none of them are missing hubcaps,” Zoe answered.

“And we didn’t see any barrels or drums,” Lina said. “What about you? Did you find anything interesting?”

“Hard to tell,” I said. “There’s a building over there with a lot of security. We’re not sure why, so Yadi’s got the drone taking a look at it.”

Yadi had set the feed so that we could all see the footage on our phones as he flew over the marketing building. It had its own driveway and a pair of dumpsters, but there was nothing particularly interesting about it, and the dumpster lids were closed.

“You must be the film crew?” someone said from behind, startling us.

We turned and saw Morris Kane. We’d been so focused on the drone that we hadn’t heard him drive up. He had silver-white hair and looked younger than Grandpa and older than my parents. If he was troubled by what we were doing, he didn’t show it.

“I hope it’s okay that I started shooting,” Yadi said. “I was just trying to get some B-roll while we waited for you.”

“No problem,” Kane replied. “Sorry I’m late. I live in Miami, and the traffic on the way up was terrible this morning.”

None of us pointed out that we’d just driven from Miami and had been surprised by how little traffic there was. It was just a white lie, but a lie nonetheless. We each introduced ourselves while Yadi flew the drone back and landed it on the grass next to the parking lot.

“That’s pretty sweet,” Kane said, admiring it. “Can I give it a fly?”

Yadi looked panicked. The drone was his most prized possession. “It’s—”

“If I damage it in any way, I promise that I’ll replace it with a brand-new one that’s even sweeter,” Kane interrupted. (That was twice he’d used “sweet” to describe something cool. I wondered if it was the adjective of choice when you own a sugar company.)

“Okay,” Yadi said as he handed over the controller.

Within seconds, it was obvious that the drone was in safe hands. Kane piloted it up in the air and then in a sweeping motion over the cane fields.

“I like the way it handles,” he said. “Very smooth flight.”

“You’re good,” Yadi said. “Do you have a drone?”

“More like fifty,” Kane answered. “They’re a key part of my modernization plan for the company.”

“How so?” Zoe asked.

Kane motioned to the main building. “My great-grandfather built that house, and my grandfather and father grew up in it. There are a lot of old things around here, and that’s great, because tradition matters. But as much as we love muck around here, you can’t get stuck in it. You’ve got to modernize. We use drones and GPS-guided tractors so we can do a better job monitoring crops while using fewer resources. It’s more efficient and better for the environment. Just like our owls.”

I gave him a curious look. “Owls?”

“I brought in a thousand barn owls to work as pest control,” Kane answered. “It’s been a huge success. My grandfather and father used chemical pesticides, but those are terrible for the environment. Owls help control pests without that downside. It’s a win-win.”

“You care about the environment?” Zoe asked.

“Very much so,” he replied. “Any good farmer is also a good environmentalist. We have to be, because we rely on the land.”

With that, he brought the drone to a perfect landing, and we gathered our equipment. Grandpa stayed outside, while the rest of us followed Kane into the building. As we did, I turned to Lina and whispered, “I didn’t expect him to be like this.”

“Me neither,” she replied. “He’s, like, cool.”

“Don’t you mean ‘sweet’?” I replied with a chuckle.

Kane did seem like a good guy. He took us straight into his office and answered emails while we set up for the interview. Our two-day training course paid off, because we all knew just what to do. I arranged the light panels, while Lina hooked up a microphone that ran through an app on her phone. Yadi set the camera directly in front of Kane’s desk, and Zoe had Kane sign two release forms, one for him and one for the property.

“Light level looks good,” Yadi said, looking at a monitor. “How’s the sound?”

Lina put on a pair of headphones and asked Kane, “Can you talk for a second, so I can make sure that we hear you okay?”

“Testing, one, two, three,” Kane said. “Testing, one, two, three. It’s another lovely day in South Florida.”

“Perfect,” Lina said, giving the thumbs-up.

With everything set, Zoe began the interview. She asked him about the history of the company, and he spoke of the five generations that had run Kane Crystals. He talked at length about his modernization efforts.

“You mentioned your concerns about the environment,” Zoe said. “Is it okay if I ask you about that?”

“It’s not only okay, it’s essential,” Kane said. “We have to be stewards of the Everglades. A hundred years ago the muck in Belle Glade was ten feet deep. Now it’s only two. We have to be able to adapt and protect.”

“Hasn’t there been some bad history between environmentalists and the sugar companies?” Zoe asked.

“Without a doubt,” Kane replied. “And, I’ll be frank, my family hasn’t always been on the right side of that. That’s why I adopted what are known as Best Management Practices to ensure we do our part to protect the River of Grass. We just had a surprise inspection and got an A-plus rating. A perfect score.”

“Who did the inspection?” Zoe asked.

“Officials from the water management district scoured our facility to make sure we were clean. They checked for pesticides, herbicides, hazardous waste, you name it. They didn’t find anything out of order, because there wasn’t anything out of order. I’m proud of that.”

“You should be,” Zoe said. “That’s really impressive.”

“Thank you,” Kane replied. “I think so too.”

“What about your newspapers?” she asked.

“What about them?” he asked, surprised that she’d mentioned them. “I thought you wanted to talk about sugar.”

“The documentary is about great leaders of South Florida,” Zoe replied. “We want to know about all the facets of your work. How did you end up in that business too?”

“To be honest, I wish I wasn’t,” Kane replied. “My great-grandfather purchased those newspapers as a community service, and we’ve just kept them in the family ever since.”

“Do you have environmental concerns about them?” Zoe asked.

“Of course I do,” said Kane. “But they’re not our primary business. That’s why my office is here and not at one of the papers.”

Before she could ask another question, a man barged into the room and said, “Sorry to interrupt, but something important has come up.”

When I turned to see who it was, I recognized the face instantly. It was the man from the surveillance footage at the bait shop.




26 Trouble

UP UNTIL THAT POINT, WE’D only seen the charming, drone-flying, environmentalist side of Morris Kane. But his mood changed dramatically as soon as we were interrupted. First he lashed out at the man for coming into the room.

“Aaron, can’t you see that I’m in the middle of something?”

Then he seemed anxious when he noticed the urgency in Aaron’s voice.

“I wouldn’t have interrupted if it wasn’t vital.”

“What’s this about?”

Aaron looked at us. “I can’t say it with…”

We got the hint and Zoe offered, “Why don’t we step outside and shoot some more B-roll so you can have some privacy?”

“Yes, leave,” Kane said curtly.

Yadi grabbed the camera, and we headed toward the door. When we were halfway there, Lina hesitated and started to go back.

“Just leave!” Kane bellowed.

“Sorry,” she said meekly, and hurried out.

Grandpa was waiting for us the moment we got outside.

“Did you-know-who just barge in on your interview?” he asked.

“Yes,” Zoe answered. “And now we have a name: Aaron.”

“Look what he was driving,” Grandpa said.

He pointed to a white truck that was parked haphazardly next to the office building.

“It’s missing a hubcap!” Yadi said excitedly. “It’s definitely him.”

Suddenly the pieces were coming together, but we still couldn’t picture the entire puzzle. I noticed Lina was still shaken by how he’d barked at her.

“Are you okay?” I whispered. “He shouldn’t have yelled like that.”

She nodded and forced a smile, although I could tell she was still thinking about it.

“The truck connects Kane to the dumping,” Zoe said.

“It connects him to the person who dumped,” I countered. “But for all we know, Aaron did that on his own. Kane seems committed to protecting the environment.”

“He really does,” Yadi said. “I can’t picture that man being okay leaving hazardous waste in the Everglades.”

“That’s because you don’t hang around the same people I do,” Zoe remarked.

I gave her a confused look. “What does that mean?”

“You’re honest, so you expect others to be honest too,” she replied. “You’d be amazed at how phony people can be. He talks a good game, but he’s only concerned with himself.”

“What makes you say that?” Yadi asked.

“Lina, you researched his bio,” Zoe said. “What’s his family situation?”

“Married for over thirty years with three kids and two grandkids.”

“Yet every picture in his office is of him,” Zoe pointed out. “On his yacht, with the governor, and courtside at a Miami Heat game. Always about him.”

“I hadn’t noticed that,” I said.

“And I did a timeline of the company,” she continued. “He said he adopted the Best Management Practices, but it was actually his father who did that. Ten years before Morris took over the company.”

“That’s impressive,” Lina said. “You are really cut out for this.”

“Thanks,” Zoe replied with a sly smile.

“So, is the interview over?” Grandpa asked.

“Paused,” I said. “We’re supposed to shoot B-roll until they’re done with their conversation.”

“I would suggest a drone shot around the workshop beyond the maintenance yard,” Grandpa said. “I’ve looked around, but it’s fenced off and the best bet for where you might find steel drums like the ones that were dumped.”

“Okay, but I don’t know if we’ll find any,” Yadi said. “Kane told us that they just had an environmental inspection and were completely clean. Still, it’s worth a look.”

Yadi didn’t even have time to get the drone in the air before Kane’s assistant came out.

“I’m sorry, but Mr. Kane won’t be able to continue the interview,” she informed us. “Something has come up, and he needs you to collect the rest of your things and leave. Now.”

“What about the footage I was going to shoot of the fields?” Yadi asked.

“Perhaps some other time,” she replied.

When we went back into Kane’s office, he was gone. We heard a muffled conversation from a nearby conference room, but the door was closed and we couldn’t tell who was talking. The assistant watched us carefully as we gathered our gear and carried it outside.

Lina still seemed bothered, so I checked on her again. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

“Totally,” she replied.

As we loaded the car, Aaron exited the old house and hurried over to the marketing building.

“What is going on?” Zoe asked.

“I don’t know, but it seems significant,” Grandpa said. “We can try to figure it out over lunch. There’s a taco joint down the street that’s not to be missed.”



Never has a less impressive building served more delicious food. Tammy’s Tacos was just a small building with two walk-up windows and a few picnic tables outside, but it smelled delicious. The menu was limited and instead of fountain drinks, they had canned sodas in a pair of silver coolers. A hand-painted sign read CASH ONLY.

“Kids, we’re in a hurry, so I’m just going to order a bunch of tacos and let you divvy them up,” Grandpa said as he approached the window. “Everyone, grab a drink.”

“Why are we in a hurry?” I whispered to Zoe.

She shrugged. “No idea.”

“We’d like four al carbon, four carnitas, and four pollo asado,” Grandpa said to the woman at the window. “And five soft drinks.”

“Is that for here or to go?” asked the woman.

“To go,” he answered, and pulled two twenties from his wallet.

“To go?” I asked. “I thought we were going to eat and figure out what just happened.”

“Yes, but we’re doing that in the car,” Grandpa said.

Yadi gave him a suspicious look. “Is this some kind of trick? Because I distinctly remember you threatening to abandon me in the swamp if I ate in your car.”

“Desperate times.” Grandpa grabbed a stack of napkins and handed them to Yadi. “Just do your best.”

We really did try our best—Yadi even made a napkin blanket for his lap—but tacos are messy. These also happened to be incredibly delicious. Tammy knew what she was doing. The confusing part was that although we were in the car, we were still in the parking lot.

“These are amazing!” Zoe said with a crunch. “But why are we eating them here, when there are perfectly good picnic tables just a few feet away?”

Grandpa turned his head sideways to take a bite. “Because he’s going to drive by any moment, and we have to be ready.”

“Who?” asked Lina. “Kane?”

Grandpa’s eyes opened wide, and he rapidly devoured the rest of his taco. With his mouth full, he mumbled, “Him.”

Aaron’s truck approached from down the road, and once he passed us, Grandpa turned on the ignition and pulled out onto the street to follow him.

“Is this a chase?” Yadi asked excitedly, spilling some pico de gallo in the process.

“No,” Grandpa said. “And if you tell your parents that it was, I’m going to get in a lot of trouble. This is simply a situation of two cars heading in the same direction on the same road at the same time.”

Yadi turned to me and mouthed the words, “Feels like a chase.”

We were three cars behind Aaron as we drove along a divided highway that cut through miles of cane fields. Zoe was in the passenger seat, and in between bites she said, “We need to start over at the beginning. Who? What? When? Where? Why?”

“I have an idea about who,” Lina said. “I just searched the names ‘Aaron’ and ‘Kane Crystals.’ There’s an Aaron Pettigrew who’s listed as the company’s director of security. Unfortunately, there’s no picture, just a corporate email address.”

“Pettigrew?” Grandpa asked. “Years ago, I did a profile about the Kanes for the Herald. If I remember correctly, Morris had a younger sister whose married name is Pettigrew. Aaron could be her son.”

“I’ll try to find him on social media,” I said. “Maybe there are some family pictures.”

“We need to find out if he’s connected to the newspaper side of the business too,” Zoe said. “According to the lab results, the waste included ink and acids involved in printing. It wasn’t just agricultural.”

“When we get home, I’ll give Joe Moody a call and find out if he knows this Aaron,” Grandpa said. “If he doesn’t, maybe he knows someone who does.”

“Ding, ding, ding!” I said excitedly.

“What?” Yadi asked.

“Look what I just found on IG.” I held up my phone. “It’s a photo of Aaron Pettigrew with his uncle Morris in a luxury box at a Marlins game.”

“That’s great,” Zoe said. “They are related.”

Ahead of us, Pettigrew merged onto the interstate, and Grandpa did the same.

“It’s a little trickier following him up here,” he said. “There’s a lot more traffic.” He had to accelerate in order to keep up.

“I don’t think we’re really going to figure this out until we understand why,” I said. “If Kane is pro environment, why would he do it? Do we think he was being honest about that inspection?”

“It’s mentioned in this article,” Lina said, and read from her phone. “ ‘Officials from the South Florida Water Management District just completed a surprise inspection at Kane Crystals and gave the company a perfect score. According to district manager Connor Boone, ‘This is proof that the Best Management Practices plan is working to protect the Everglades.’ ”

“Sounds more like a press release than an article,” Grandpa said. “Which paper was that in?”

“The Chronicle,” she answered.

Grandpa chuckled. “A paper Kane owns.”

“So you think it’s a lie?” Zoe asked.

“I doubt they’d completely fabricate a story,” Grandpa said. “But you’ve got to wonder if they would’ve covered it if Kane wasn’t involved. It’s all part of his PR.”

“What if he dumped the waste because of the inspection?” Yadi asked. “What if it was supposed to be a surprise, but he found out they were coming? He’d have to get rid of everything fast.”

“That’s a good use of that conspiracy brain of yours,” I said after polishing off my second taco. “Especially because he’s not supposed to have any of those pesticides, so he couldn’t just have them hauled away. I bet waste disposal companies keep a record of what they pick up.”

“I agree with both of you,” Zoe said. “But it still doesn’t explain the chemicals from the printing press. They inspected the farm, not the newspaper.”

Aaron started driving faster and weaving through traffic. Grandpa quietly did the same, and I could feel a rush of adrenaline.

Yadi went to say something, but Grandpa cut him off and said, “Still not a chase.”

“Here’s something that confuses me,” I said. “Pettigrew burst into the office, talked to Kane, and sped away. You’d figure that wherever he’s going now has something to do with why he was so upset.”

“What’s confusing about that?” Lina asked.

“We’re almost back to Miami,” I said. “The farm, newspapers, and everything else to do with the company is north of here. He’s going in the wrong direction.”

“Maybe he lives in Miami,” Zoe suggested.

“Maybe he’s going to Kane’s house,” Yadi said.

“I think we’re about to find out,” Grandpa said.

Pettigrew exited off the interstate, and we followed him all the way until he pulled into the Sabal Palm Yacht Club.

“Are we going in there too?” Yadi asked.

“No,” Grandpa answered as we continued driving. “It’s private, and we don’t want to push our luck. We know where he went. Now let’s try to figure out why.”

“I may know a way we can do that,” Lina said, her voice uncertain. She went to say something, but instead let out a deep sigh.

“What’s wrong?” Zoe asked.

“She’s been upset ever since Kane snapped at her in the office,” I explained. “Totally understandable.”

“That’s not what’s bothering me,” Lina said.

“Then what is?” I asked.

“Me,” she answered. “I’m bothering me. I need to make a confession.”

“What is it, dear?” Grandpa said.

“Remember when we turned off our equipment and went outside so they could talk?” She gave me a look. “I didn’t turn the microphone off.”

It took a second for us to realize what this meant.

Zoe said excitedly, “Wait, that means…”

“I recorded their entire conversation.”




27 Special Master

I WAS COMPLETELY SURPRISED BY Lina’s revelation that she’d recorded the conversation between Kane and Pettigrew. “Why’d you do that?” I asked.

“It was an accident,” she answered. “I instantly recognized Aaron as the guy in the surveillance video. I was so surprised that I forgot to stop recording. When I realized that, I went to turn it off, but Kane yelled at me and told me to leave. So I left.”

“It doesn’t matter why,” Zoe said gleefully. “All that matters is that we’ve got the recording. That’s fantastic news. We can listen to it and figure out what’s going on.”

“Except it’s illegal to record someone without their permission,” I said. “The whole point of this was to collect evidence for the police. This recording would be inadmissible, as would anything we discover as a result of it.”

“Wow, you sure know a lot about the law,” Lina said.

“Dad talks about saving the ocean, and Mom talks about her cases,” I said. “She likes to work them out over dinner.”

“Except you’re forgetting one thing,” Zoe replied. “Kane gave us permission. He even signed a document that said we could record him in his office. There was nothing secretive or hidden about it. The microphone was right out in the open where he could see it.”

“I agree with Zoe,” Yadi said.

“Okay, technically speaking, it might be legal,” I admitted. “But does that make it right? We don’t know why Aaron burst in. He might have told Kane something personal about his family. It might be a medical issue. There are a million things we have no right to know.”

“Or, he might have told him something criminal that relates to dumping hazardous waste in the Everglades,” Zoe said.

“How do we find out which it is?” Lina asked. “If we listen, we can’t unhear it. And if we don’t listen, we’ll never know.”

We thought for a moment, and then Zoe had an idea. “We need a special master.”

“What’s a special master?” Lina asked.

“It’s when someone is brought in to examine evidence to see if it’s admissible or not,” Zoe said. “Our mom did it last year for a case in which a lawyer’s records were seized. She had to review them in order to protect files that the police shouldn’t see because it would’ve infringed on the rights of his clients.”

“So you want your mom to listen to it?” Yadi asked.

“Better we keep her out of this,” Grandpa said. “I’ll listen.”

“Should we go back to the vault?” I asked.

“Home’s closer,” he replied. “And with your mom prepping for a trial and your dad in Honduras, we have it all to ourselves.”

It was late afternoon when we got to our house and Lina AirDropped the recording to Grandpa’s phone. (Although Zoe had to help him figure out how to do it.) Then he went into the office to listen, while we waited anxiously in the kitchen.

Lina gave me a look and said, “I’m sorry.”

“About what?” I asked.

“Messing everything up,” she said. “I shouldn’t have recorded it.”

“It was an accident,” I replied. “You didn’t do anything wrong.”

It took Grandpa ten minutes to listen to the entire recording. When he came back into the kitchen, he seemed disappointed.

“That bad?” Zoe said.

He shook his head. “Nothing for us.”

It was as if the air was sucked out of the room. We’d been tingling with the hope that it was a big break, and it turned out to be nothing.

“It was just some family financial business that needed to be addressed,” he continued. “I listened the whole way through to be sure.”

We were all disappointed, but Lina looked almost embarrassed. “So I eavesdropped on their personal conversation.”

“You did no such thing,” Grandpa said. “You didn’t listen to any of it, and as far as you know, you only recorded static. Just erase it from your phone and act like it never happened.”

“Right,” she said as she deleted the recording.

“So, what do we do now?” Yadi asked.

“I think we should call it a day,” Grandpa said. “It’s been a roller coaster, and we could all use a break to reset and refresh. I’ll take the two of you home and run Roberta over to the car wash. With salsa, it’s best to get the stains out before they set.”

Yadi gave him a guilty look. “I tried my best.”

Grandpa smiled. “I know you did, and I appreciate it.”

Zoe stayed at the house, but I rode along to drop off the others and help at the car wash. We got to Yadi’s first, and before he got out of the car, Grandpa said, “Remember, Yadi, we did not chase anyone. We simply drove home the same way as someone else.”

“Got it,” he said with a smile.

When we got to Lina’s apartment, Grandpa didn’t just park. He turned off the engine and turned to talk to her.

“Lina, I know you feel bad about what happened, but you shouldn’t. You made a mistake, and he yelled at you. The only one who did anything wrong was him.”

“Thank you,” she said.

I moved up to the passenger seat for the drive to the car wash. Grandpa was quiet, thinking about something, so I didn’t interrupt him until we were almost home.

“Wait, I thought we were going to the car wash.”

“No time,” answered Grandpa. “Based on what I heard in that conversation, we’ve got less than twenty-four hours to solve this.”

“What are you talking about? I thought you said—”

“I lied,” Grandpa interrupted. “Their conversation had everything to do with what we’re looking into, and they’re planning something for tomorrow.”

“Then why didn’t you say that?”

“I wanted to protect Yadi and Lina from anything illegal,” he answered.

“I’ve been thinking about that,” I said. “I’m pretty sure we’re safe based on Kane giving us permission to record him. I don’t think we’ve broken any laws.”

“I’m not worried about illegal things that have already happened,” he said as we pulled into our driveway. “I’m concerned with the illegal things we’re about to do.”




28 The Recording

ZOE WAS WAITING FOR US just inside the door, where she gave Grandpa an angry glare and declared, “Liar, liar, pants on fire!”

He chuckled as he turned to me. “I think she knows.”

This only agitated her more. “What? You told Alex and not me?”

“I was going to tell you as soon as we got back,” he said. “How’d you figure it out?”

“When I was showing you how to use the AirDrop—which by the way could not be easier—I sent myself a copy.”

“Troubling that you didn’t trust me, but shrewd,” he admitted. “Have you listened to the whole thing?”

“Yes, and I took notes.” She held up her reporter’s notebook.

“Excellent. Fill your brother in while I call Joe Moody. I want to ask him if he knows anything about Kane’s nephew. We’re going to have to figure out our plan of action tonight.”

Plan of action. Wow.

Grandpa went into the office, while Zoe and I sat in the kitchen. She put her phone and notebook on the table and said, “This is bigger than we thought.”

“Really? What did they talk about?”

“Pettigrew apparently has connections in law enforcement, and he found out that federal agents are planning to raid the farm, newspapers, and all other Kane properties.”

“When?”

“Any day,” she replied. “They’re searching for evidence of something that could lead to serious jail time if they find it.”

“Did they mention what the crime is?” I asked.

“Not specifically, but listen to this.”

She pressed play on her phone and we heard Pettigrew talking. “We’ve got twenty-four, maybe forty-eight hours at the most. The instant the feds serve the warrant, they’ll seize everything and lock it tight to make sure nothing gets past them.”

“Why am I hearing about this so late?” Kane replied angrily. “What do I pay you for?”

“You pay me to take care of things, which is what I’m doing,” Pettigrew snapped back. “I can take it all out into the Glades and dump it tonight.”

“Too risky,” Kane replied. “If someone stumbled across it out in some swamp, they might be able to trace it back to us. We’ve got to get rid of this once and for all.”

“Then where? The ocean?”

“Do it tomorrow, while I’m giving my speech,” Kane said. “That’ll give me an alibi. I want it all on the ocean floor where no one will find it.”

She stopped the playback.

“That must be why Pettigrew went to the yacht club,” I said. “To move the evidence onto Kane’s boat so they can destroy it. Any idea what speech he’s talking about?”

“He’s talking at a fundraiser in Miami Beach.”

“What time?”

“Seven o’clock p.m.”

“Grandpa’s right. We need a plan of action tonight. What else did they say?”

“They mentioned two things that I didn’t understand,” she replied as she checked her notes. “At one point they talked about getting ‘help from the Thompsons’ and at another, ‘taking care of the plates.’ ” She handed me the phone. “Why don’t you give it a listen and see if you can figure it out?”

The entire conversation between Kane and Aaron lasted just under eight minutes. Other than the references to dumping something in the ocean, the mentions of “the Thompsons” and “the plates” seemed the most significant.

“Maybe the Thompsons work for Kane Crystals,” I suggested.

“And the plates?”

“License plates? Dishware? Who knows?”

Grandpa came into the room and joined us at the table. “Joe says that Aaron Pettigrew used to be a cop and now handles security for all Kane family business. At least, that’s the official title. More importantly, he’s Kane’s hatchet man. He takes care of whatever dirty work his uncle needs handled.”

“Including dumping industrial waste in the Everglades and the ocean,” Zoe said. “Do you have any idea who they’re talking about when they mention the Thompsons?”

“No,” he said. “I asked Joe, and he didn’t know either. But remember, it’s been a few years since he worked for them.”

“So, what do we do?” I asked. “Give the feds the recording, so they can stop them?”

“If federal agents are setting up simultaneous raids on multiple properties, they’re not going to jump the gun or risk doing something that could hurt them in court,” Grandpa said. “I don’t think the recording is enough. They sound guilty as can be, but they’re vague enough that you can’t tell for certain what they’re talking about. Not to mention the fact that we don’t even know which agency is planning the raids.”

“But if they’re not stopped, it’ll be too late by the time the raids happen,” I said.

“We need something better to hand over,” Zoe suggested. “Proof that’s too good to ignore.”

“The only way we can do that is if we sneak onto the boat and take pictures of whatever it is they’re planning to dump,” I said. “That combined with the recording should be enough.”

“Are you suggesting we do that?” she asked. “Sneak onto his boat?”

“Yes,” I said.

Zoe looked at me wide-eyed. “That’s what I think too, but I can’t believe you’re the one suggesting it. You’re the rule follower, and that’s… definitely against the rules.”

“Kane’s a bad guy, and maybe that means we have to bend the rules a little. Besides, all we’re going to do is take some pictures.”

“I agree,” Grandpa said. “We’ll go first thing in the morning. That should give us enough time to slip onboard, take the photos, and get them to somebody in power. So, if we’re going into the field tomorrow, what do we do tonight?”

“Homework,” we said in unison.

“Look how much you’ve learned,” he said proudly. “We’ve got to find out everything we can about Kane’s boat and the Sabal Palm Yacht Club.”

“Boats,” Zoe said, stressing the s. “Moody said he had a sailboat and a yacht.”

“That’s right, I forgot about that,” Grandpa said. “You take those. I’m going to reach out to some old law enforcement sources and try to find out which agency is planning the raid.”

I started searching on Mom’s laptop, and Zoe worked her phone. After about twenty minutes, I was struck with a realization. “You know, I didn’t believe it at the time, but you were absolutely right.”

“About what?”

“You sat at this table and said that we could be detectives.” I laughed. “I thought it was the most ridiculous thing I’d ever heard, but that’s exactly what we are. Detectives trying to solve a case.”

“I have good ideas. People forget that about me.”

“I promise to remember in the future,” I said. “Any luck on Kane’s boats?”

“Yes, actually,” she said. “Lucky for us, he’s an egomaniac.”

“What do you mean?”

“He loves to show off his expensive toys on social media. There are plenty of pictures of Sweet Caroline, which is his yacht, and Kane Sugar, which is his thirty-five-foot sailboat.”

“How do you know that length?” I asked.

“He mentions it in his posts. A lot.”

“What’s that you’re drawing?” I asked about a sketch she was making in her notebook.

“I’m trying to rough out diagrams of the two boats. I figure that will help us when we’re searching.”

“Nice. How’s it coming?”

“Sailboat’s pretty easy,” she said. “You can see it all in a couple pictures. The yacht’s harder. It’s bigger and there are a lot of different nooks and crannies. Most of his pictures are above deck, so I don’t know what it looks like below.”

“Any way to tell who manufactured the boat?” I asked.

“Why do you ask?”

“Because that company’s website will probably have a promotional video of the basic model. It won’t be exactly like his, but it’ll be close.”

“That’s a great idea,” she said. “First you’re the one who suggests we break into the yacht. Now you’re coming up with genius solutions. This detective thing has made you much more fun to hang out with.”

“Does that mean you’ll add me to your cool kids’ group?” I joked.

“You don’t want that,” she said. “You’ve already got better friends.”

I could tell by her tone that she meant that. This wasn’t some kind of joke or evasion.

“If you feel that way, then why’d you want to go to summer camp with them so badly?”

I worried that she might snap my head off, but she just let out a deep breath. “I’m not really sure. Camp’s not really my scene. I just know that it’s cutthroat in that crowd. You’re either in or you’re out; and if you’re out, they can be pretty ruthless.”

“Are they ruthless about me? Do they say mean things?” I asked, curious and a bit worried about what she might say.

“Not really,” she answered. “They know I wouldn’t put up with it. But they’ve said cruel things about Lina.”

“You mean about her blue hair and hoedown clothes?”

Zoe looked pained at the mention of what she’d said. She started to defend herself, but then didn’t. Finally, she admitted, “I guess Dad’s right. I’m like the mimic octopus. I impersonate the people I’m around until I become just like them.”

“So am I,” I said.

“How?”

“I’ve never been in trouble. Never done anything wrong. Now I spend a little time with you and I’m about to commit a major felony.”

She laughed.

“Breaking and entering on the high seas!”

Now we both were laughing.

“You’re so dramatic,” she said. “I want you to admit it. You’re glad we did this? Became detectives?”

“Yes, but…”

“What?”

“You still owe me fifty-seven dollars!”




29 The Yacht Club

THE SABAL PALM WAS THE state tree of Florida, and not surprisingly, a well-manicured cluster of them stood next to the entrance of the exclusive yacht club that bore its name. Just like when we’d wanted to visit Al Capone’s mansion, Grandpa had to “get in the door” by talking his way past a guard at a security gate. This one looked to be a disinterested college student with a summer job.

“Hi, I’m the grandfather,” Grandpa said in a tone that mixed friendly with flummoxed. “Please tell me that this is the place for the summer, sea, salt, camp thing?”

The guard gave him a confused look. “You mean the Sail and Sea Summer Camp?”

“That’s the one. I’ve been looking all over for it. My grandkids are signing up. I think it’s great. If you live in Miami, you really should be able to handle yourself on the water. Their mom was supposed to bring them; she and her husband are members here. But she’s got car trouble, and I stepped in to pinch-hit. You know, I told her not to get that car, but kids, they never listen. Am I right?”

“I wouldn’t know, sir,” the guard said. “I’m nineteen.”

“Well, trust me, they never listen. Now—”

Fearful that Grandpa might never stop talking, the guard cut him off and raised the gate. “Registration is in the clubhouse next to the shop.”

I’d discovered the camp the night before while on the club’s website. It was supposed to be for the children of members, but the guard forgot to ask for any identification. As we pulled into the parking lot, Grandpa was pleased with himself. “How’d you like that? I played the befuddled senior citizen to throw him off his game.”

“Were you playing a part?” Zoe replied. “You seemed like normal you to me.”

Grandpa gave her the side-eye but didn’t take the bait. Instead he drove down each lane, passing up multiple empty spaces in the process.

“Is aimless driving through the parking lot an element of your confused senior citizen routine?” Zoe asked. “Because I think you’ve convinced everyone by this point.”

“I’m making sure Aaron Pettigrew’s truck isn’t still parked here. He could’ve spent the night on the yacht, which would definitely complicate our plans.”

“Ooh, I hadn’t thought of that,” Zoe said. “That’s clever.”

“Thank you.”

“Especially for someone who can’t figure out how to AirDrop an audio file.”

I leaned forward from the back seat. “Would you knock it off? We’ve got a lot to do.”

“Just keeping things loose,” she said.

Zoe and I were familiar with boats because of Dad’s job. The university had a dock at the marine campus, with some dive boats and a research vessel. Zoe and I had even gotten our scuba certification the summer before. But the vibe here was totally different. Instead of flip-flops and T-shirts, everyone was wearing boat shoes and polos.

To blend in, Grandpa and I lugged a large ice chest, while Zoe carried a mask and flippers. We looked like any family heading out for a day on the water.

“I understand why we have the cooler,” I said as I strained to hold up my end. “But why is it actually filled with ice? You know, we’re not going out to sea for the day.”

“Realism,” Grandpa replied. “If it was empty, it would be obvious to anyone who saw us. Besides, I threw in some Matervas in case we need a drink while sleuthing.”

A fence separated the club from the marina, and it had a gate operated by a card key system. Since we didn’t have a key, we timed it so that we got there right behind someone else.

“Here, let me hold this for you,” the man in front of us said. “Looks like you’ve got a heavy load.”

“Thank you,” Grandpa replied, straining, as we toted the cooler through the gate. “Have a great day.”

Once we were inside, we set the cooler down and took a quick break to scope out the scene. The marina had two long docks stretching into the water, and each had five smaller ones that branched off it. I knew from my research that there were 150 boat slips, and it looked like most of them were full.

“Where do we begin?” Zoe asked.

“Sailboats are on the dock to the left, and yachts with motors to the right,” I explained. “The Sweet Caroline is big, so it should be at the far end, where the slips are wider.”

“Let’s start with the sailboat,” Grandpa suggested.

“Do we have to carry this the whole way?” I asked, a hint of desperation in my voice.

“We can leave it here for now,” he replied.

“Thank you!”

It was a Saturday morning, so the marina was busy. Luckily, there was no one out and about near the Kane Sugar. The boat was sleek, white with a blue stripe. There was a hardtop that covered the front two-thirds of the boat. The helm, where the boat was controlled, took up the rear third.

“This is a Catalina 355,” Zoe said, showing off her research. “If they’ve hidden anything, it’s going to be belowdecks.”

Before we boarded, I peeked into the portholes to make sure no one was onboard. “All clear.”

“Why don’t you two stay here and act as lookouts?” Grandpa said. “I can handle this by myself.”

It was tempting, but we’d come this far.

“No,” I said. “All for one. One for all.”

“Okay, then, let’s make this fast,” Grandpa said. “Get on, get pictures, and get out.”

We boarded Kane Sugar and quickly went to work. Zoe was the first one down the stairs, and when she entered the darkened cabin, she promptly tripped and fell over.

“Oww!” she wailed. “That hurt.”

“What?” Grandpa asked.

“Some genius left a scuba tank right at the foot of the stairs. You know, like in the worst possible place. My big toe is killing me.”

“Well, be careful,” Grandpa replied. “And try not to break anything.”

“It’s not broken, just bruised.”

“I was talking about the boat, not your toe,” Grandpa said slyly.

There were three cabins belowdecks. We were in the main cabin, which featured a kitchen (galley), bathroom (head), table, and seats. There was also a sleeper cabin in the back (stern) and a larger sleeper in the front (bow). It didn’t take long to discover that there was nothing suspicious onboard, certainly not any large drums of industrial waste.

“This can’t be the boat they were talking about,” Grandpa said. “It’s clean. Let’s go check the yacht.”

I didn’t realize how nervous I was until we were safely back on the dock and my hands started shaking uncontrollably.

“Are you okay?” Zoe asked.

“Yes,” I said unconvincingly. “How about you?”

“My toe hurts but, other than that, I’m fine.”

We wound our way back along the docks and out to the opposite side of the marina to reach Sweet Caroline. It was nearly twice the size of the sailboat and much wider.

“I don’t care much for Morris Kane, but he’s got great taste in boats,” Grandpa said, admiring it. “This one’s a beauty.”

Zoe and I had taken the virtual tour the night before on the company’s website, so we knew our way around it. From the dock we stepped onto the swim platform, which extended off the back (stern) and held a pair of Jet Skis.

“There are three levels,” Zoe explained to Grandpa. “The flybridge up above; the main deck with the cockpit, galley, and entertainment area; and four cabins down below.”

“What do we have here?” Grandpa said when we came across three bright red plastic cans lined up along the rear deck.

“Are those the chemicals they’re planning to dump?” I asked as I took a quick picture.

Grandpa unscrewed the cap on one and took a whiff. “Gasoline.”

“Why would they dump gasoline?” I asked.

“They wouldn’t,” he said. “There’s nothing criminal about it.”

“Maybe it’s for the boat?” I suggested.

“No, a boat like this runs on diesel, not gas,” he replied.

“How about the Jet Skis?” Zoe suggested.

Grandpa nodded. “That must be it.”

I took a few more pictures, and then we continued to the interior of the main deck.

Zoe was looking in all the cabinets and pulled open one that had special containers for plates, cups, and glasses so they didn’t slide around and break while the boat was at sea.

“Could these be the plates they talked about?” she asked.

I shrugged. “Maybe. But they just look like regular plates to me.” That was when I noticed something wrong. “Where are your mask and flippers? Did you leave them with the cooler?”

She had a panicked look. “I don’t think so. I might have left them on the sailboat. I had them, but then I tripped, and I must have put them down.”

“Is there anything on them that identifies you?” Grandpa asked.

“Just my name and phone number,” she answered.

“First and last name?”

“First,” she said. “In dive class they told us to do that in case we ever lost our gear.”

Grandpa considered this. “Let’s finish here and then we’ll go back and get them.”

“I’m such a bonehead,” Zoe said.

“It’s okay,” Grandpa reassured her. “Good catch, Alex.”

Next, we took the stairs down to the lower deck and searched the cabins. They were nice, but once again there was no sign of anything that was worthy of dumping into the ocean.

“Could we have misunderstood the conversation?” I asked. “Maybe he has another boat.”

Grandpa was leading as we walked down the passageway from one cabin to another. He had to duck to keep his head from hitting the ceiling.

“Wait a second,” Zoe said when she noticed this. “How tall are you, Grandpa?”

“I used to be six foot one,” he said. “However, age and gravity have probably shaved off a couple inches.”

“Then you shouldn’t have to duck,” she said.

“It’s tight quarters on these boats,” he said.

“It’s not supposed to be on this one,” she said. “On the promotional video, they were bragging about how spacious it is. The guy giving the tour even joked that he was six-two and it was the first time he’d ever been belowdecks on a boat and hadn’t needed to duck.”

Grandpa thought about this for a moment. “Kane must’ve customized it.”

“Who customizes something to make it less roomy?” I asked, confused.

Grandpa’s eyes lit up. “Someone looking for extra space no one knows about.”

He got down on his hands and knees and started rapping his knuckles against the floor. The first two raps produced a thud noise, but the third one sounded a little hollow.

“What do you think it is?” Zoe asked.

He felt around until he uncovered a hidden latch. He turned it, and a panel opened, revealing a secret compartment.

“There’s a false floor,” he said with a grin. “It’s a smuggler’s hold.”

When he pulled the panel all the way up, we could see that it was filled with cash. Stacks and stacks of twenty-dollar bills wrapped in plastic.

“Wow, that’s a lot of money,” I said.

“How much do you think it is?” Zoe asked.

“Maybe a million dollars,” Grandpa replied, sounding concerned. “Which is why we are getting out of here, right now.” He closed the cover, and we headed back toward the stairs. “This isn’t just about dumping waste in the Everglades. There’s something bigger, and we need to—”

He was interrupted by the sound of two men talking.

We froze instantly.

“Is that coming from the dock?” he whispered. “Or are those people onboard?”

We got our answer moments later when the boat’s engines started up.




30 Stowaways

MY MIND RACED INTO OVERDRIVE the instant the engines roared to life. My first thought was that we should jump overboard and swim for it, like Murf the Surf did when the police chased him after jewel heists.

“Can we get to the dock without them seeing us?” Zoe whispered as Grandpa crept up the stairs just far enough so that he could peek out to the back of the main deck.

“No,” he replied. “One of them is standing right there.”

“Then what are we going to do?” she asked.

“First off, we’re going to remain calm,” he said. “Is there any other way off this deck besides that stairwell?”

Zoe and I both ran through the video in our heads.

“There’s a set of stairs from the main cabin that connects to the helm,” Zoe said.

Grandpa considered this. “That would lead us right to them.”

“There’s a hatch, too,” I remembered. “In the rear cabin.”

“Let’s check that out,” Grandpa said.

We moved carefully into the rear cabin and saw the hatch in the ceiling. It was clear like a skylight. We could see the men through it. From this angle we couldn’t tell how tall they were, but they were definitely muscular. One had blond curly hair, and the other was bald and wore a backward baseball cap. We stepped back so that they couldn’t see us, but we were able to hear a bit of their conversation.

“Why are we doing this now?” Curly complained. “I had plans.”

“Aaron said it had to be today, and we’ve got dinner tonight with Pop,” Bald replied.

“Let’s just get it over with. I’ll undo the lines, and you take the wheel. Once we’re moving, I’ll start getting the cargo out from below.”

“He’s coming down here,” Zoe said. “Do we just sprint for it?”

“That’s too risky,” Grandpa said. “I know you’re scared, but I think the safest thing to do is to find a good hiding spot and wait it out. They just said that they’ve got someplace to be tonight. That means they’re going to take the boat out, dump whatever it is in the ocean, and return to the yacht club. We can hide the whole time and come out once they’ve left.”

The boat started to pull away from the dock, and I felt a new wave of panic.

“Okay,” Zoe said.

I couldn’t make words, so I just nodded.

“I think Alex and I can both hide in the shower,” she said. “If they’re only going to be onboard for a few hours, they’re not going to use that.”

“Perfect,” Grandpa answered. “I should be able to squeeze into the closet in the main cabin. If anything happens, you scream at the top of your lungs, and I’ll come out.”

The shower was a brilliant (but crowded) hiding spot. It was attached to a cabin but had its own door. I’m sure it was roomy for a boat, but it was unbelievably cramped for two people. Still, we managed to cram ourselves into it and lock the door behind us.

“This is a good spot,” I whispered.

She nodded nervously, and we squirmed a bit, trying to get a little less uncomfortable. As we did, her arms wrapped around me and she squeezed. At first I thought she was trying to adjust her position. Then I realized that she just needed a hug. I squeezed back.

It was dark and cramped, and I was so scared that I lost all sense of time. I also couldn’t tell which direction the boat was headed or how fast it was traveling. I was literally at sea and completely disoriented. Three different times, one of the men came down and made a racket in the cabin just a few feet from us. Each time, I tried to hold my breath and remain perfectly still.

We couldn’t tell what he was doing, in part because they had heavy metal music blaring over the yacht’s sound system. After what felt like forever, it all stopped suddenly—the engines, the music, everything. We could hear the two men talking on the upper deck, and then that stopped too.

“Are we back at the yacht club?” I whispered.

“I don’t think so,” Zoe said. “It feels like the boat’s still rocking.”

Next we heard the whining of two small engines. They were close by but quickly grew fainter and fainter until we couldn’t hear them at all.

“What’s that?” I asked.

“I think those are the Jet Skis.” She gave me a confused look. “Did they leave?”

Slowly, Zoe reached down and unlocked the door. She cracked it open and listened. There was no one there. Then she opened it all the way, and we stepped out into the cabin. I was trying to stretch out the kinks when the cabin door opened, and I almost screamed.

It was Grandpa.

“They’re gone,” he said. “Look.”

Through a porthole, we saw them racing away, side by side. We could also see the Miami skyline.

“Look where we are,” Zoe said, surprised. “We haven’t even left Biscayne Bay.”

“That’s great,” I said gleefully. “We can just drive the boat back. How hard can it be?”

It wasn’t until we started up the main stairs that we could see the fire burning out of control on the deck.

“This is not good!” Zoe said. “Check the stairs in front.”

We rushed to the main cabin, only to find that exit blocked by fire too.

“Grab blankets from the beds, get them soaking wet in the shower, and wrap them around you,” Grandpa said. “You can run through the flames and jump into the ocean.”

Zoe started to do this when I remembered something. “Wait, what about the hatch?!”

We hurried into that cabin and were relieved that we didn’t see any flames when we looked through the hatch. Grandpa opened it a crack and checked before pushing it all the way open.

“Quickly,” he said. “Before the flames spread this way.”

They lifted me through first. Then came Zoe. Finally, we both pulled Grandpa through. Everything was happening with lightning speed. We were operating completely by instinct. Zoe and I hopped over the transom onto the swim platform. We looked back for a second to see what was happening. The cash had been piled onto the deck, doused with gasoline, and set on fire.

“What is going on?” I asked.

That was when we heard a couple of loud pops and an explosion from the front of the boat.

“Jump!” screamed Grandpa.

We both plunged into the water and started swimming away as fast as we could. We hadn’t gotten far before a much louder explosion rocked the boat and spewed debris in every direction.




31 All Hands on Deck

THIS BRINGS US BACK TO where the story began, with Zoe and me in the water quarreling, and Grandpa making a ridiculous attempt to outswim the Marine Patrol boat that was trying to rescue him. Despite having just survived the most intense and terrifying event of my life, I corrected her grammar two different times. Once when she swapped the words “ship” and “boat” and once when she used “who” instead of “whom.”

Minutes earlier, we’d been holding on to each other for dear life. Now we were bickering. I guess when something is too overwhelming to comprehend, it’s reassuring to “go back to normal.” As for Grandpa swimming to freedom, that simply defied reason and logic.

At the Marine Patrol, we told Mom everything while we waited for Special Agent Tyree to bring back the immunity papers. When we got to the part about the police chasing Grandpa, she had no trouble believing it.

“They chased him how?” Mom asked. “Was he on another Jet Ski?”

“No,” Zoe said with an eye roll. “He thought he could outswim them. In their police boat.”

Mom laughed, which gave all of us some much-needed emotional relief.

“Let me guess, he mentioned swimming in college.”

“I’m like a fish,” Zoe said, doing an exaggerated impression of him. “Four minutes, forty-seven seconds—”

“Thirty-seven point two seconds,” Grandpa corrected her. “If you’re going to mock me, mock me with the facts.”

“Okay, here’s a fact,” Mom said. “Only a fool thinks he can outswim a boat.”

Grandpa looked a little wounded. “I hope this isn’t how you treat all your clients.”

“Just the ones who seriously endanger my children’s lives.”

She turned back to me. “And then what happened?”

“Then they brought us here, and we waited in this room until you came,” I said, concluding the recap of everything. “I don’t know about Zoe, but it still doesn’t feel real to me.”

“Totally,” Zoe agreed. “It’s like a movie, and I keep waiting for it to be over.”

“So what do you think?” I asked.

“That’s a tricky question,” Mom said. “I think it’s an absolute mess. I think you were very shrewd to negotiate immunity at home before you told me all this, because there is so much of the story that I find troubling and punishable. But mostly I’m just relieved that you’re okay. We can handle the legal, as long as you’re not hurt.”

I’d seen Mom cry at movies and weddings, but she started crying now. It was the first time I could remember seeing her cry because of something that Zoe and I had done. Grandpa slid over and took her into his arms. She sobbed on his shoulder for a good twenty seconds before we heard someone at the door.

Amazingly, she completely transformed herself and regained her composure before Special Agent Tyree even made it back into the room. She was back in full attorney mode.

“That took a while,” Mom said, agitated. “I notice you’re not holding an immunity agreement for us to sign.”

“About that.” Tyree gave her a smug look. “We’ve run into some snags.”

“What type of snags?”

“I’m sorry, but I can’t say.”

Mom gave him her death stare. “Are you telling me that you are no longer offering them immunity? You’re going back on your word?”

“I’m telling you that I can’t say. At least not today. It’s Saturday evening, and we’re in the middle of a large operation with many moving parts. We’re going to postpone this interview until ten o’clock Monday morning. The playing field should be much clearer by then.”

Mom was seething, but she maintained her cool. “Where are we having the interview? Back here or in some other randomly inappropriate venue?”

“I’d watch myself,” Tyree said. “I had them kept here to protect them. They didn’t get processed, and their names aren’t in the system. Right now, the news is filled with images of that yacht burning, and because of me, none of those newscasters—and none of the people involved with the yacht—know about three people being fished out of the bay. Don’t make me regret that.”

This resonated with Mom, and for a moment, she let down her guard. “Thank you for that,” she said sincerely.

“You’re welcome,” he replied. “On Monday, we’ll meet at the federal courthouse. Secret Service has an office on the second floor. Until then, you’re free to go.”

Mom nodded. “Great. Let’s go home.” She turned to Grandpa. “You too, old man.”

We got up to leave.

“One more thing,” Tyree said, a hint of sadness in his voice, “all three of you are persons of interest in a federal investigation and as such are not to leave Miami-Dade County until this issue is resolved.”

We were quiet until we went down the stairs and exited the building. I could tell Mom was still running through it in her head.

“What do you think, is Tyree for us or against us?” I asked.

“Hard to say,” Mom answered. “Ultimately, his job is to close the case, so it could go either way.”

It didn’t seem like a good time to go back to the yacht club to get Grandpa’s car, so we left Roberta behind enemy lines, and everybody rode home with Mom. Much to our surprise, Lina and Yadi were sitting on the front steps when we got there.

They literally jumped for joy when they saw us. Yadi greeted me with a high five, and Lina wrapped Zoe in a hug. “Thank goodness, you’re all right! We were so worried about you.”

“How’d you even know?” I asked.

“Kane’s yacht blowing up has been all over the news,” Lina replied. “I called to make sure you saw it, but your phone was dead, Zoe.”

“And so was yours,” Yadi said to me.

“Apparently, that’s what happens to phones when you jump into the ocean,” Zoe said.

“Why’d you do that?” Lina asked.

“It didn’t seem like the best idea to stay on the burning boat as it was about to explode.”

Lina and Yadi were stunned.

“You were on it?” Lina asked. “Are you okay?”

“Amazingly, yes,” I answered. “I think we’re both pretty shaken, but other than that, we’re fine.”

“That’s what I was worried about after we listened to the recording of Kane’s conversation with Pettigrew.” Lina turned to Grandpa. “Aren’t you a big fat liar?”

“How did you listen to it?” Grandpa asked. “I thought you erased it.”

“I did. But when we couldn’t reach any of you, I restored it. Do you not understand how phones work?”

“Apparently not,” he replied. “I’ve got to say, you’re the least trusting group of kids I’ve ever met. Which, come to think of it, is an excellent trait in a detective.”

“After hanging out with you for a couple weeks,” Mom said, “I wonder why?”

“Then we rode our bikes over to the yacht club and saw Roberta in the parking lot,” Yadi said. “That’s when we really began to worry.”

“At that point, we’d run out of options,” Lina said. “So we came here to wait for you.”

“About that,” Yadi said. “It’s been a couple hours. Can I please go inside and use the restroom?”

“Of course,” Mom said with a laugh as she unlocked the door, and Yadi sprinted inside ahead of us.

“You did all that and waited for two hours to make sure we were okay?” Zoe asked in disbelief.

“Of course,” Lina said. “That’s what friends do.”

This time, it was my sister who initiated the hug. She didn’t have to say it, but I knew what she was thinking. Her BFFs Brooke and Chelsea never would’ve done that.

Once we were inside, Mom took charge. “Zoe, Alex, Dad, you’ve got twenty minutes to jump in a hot shower and switch into fresh clothes. Yadi, Lina, you can help as much or as little as you’d like. If you want to spend the night, call your parents and clear it with them. We have between now and Monday morning at ten o’clock to unravel this mess and make sure the bad guys go to jail and not the three of you.”




32 The Puzzle

THE HOT WATER FELT GREAT, although I could’ve done without having to step into another shower stall. It gave me some flashbacks to the yacht. I stood there motionless and tried to clear my mind, although I kept hearing the sound of heavy metal ringing in my ears.

I felt like a mostly new person by the time I was back in the living room and found everyone watching news coverage of Sweet Caroline. The helicopter footage of the burning yacht pitching into the bay was terrifying.

“I can’t believe you were there,” Yadi said.

“Neither can I,” I admitted.

They cut to an interview with Morris Kane outside the Miami Beach fundraiser, where he was scheduled to give the keynote address. He played the victim perfectly.

“I’m confident the Miami Police Department will find the people responsible for this horrible crime and bring them to justice,” he said, his eyes red with emotion. “Sweet Caroline is just an object and can be replaced. But what can’t be replaced is the sense of safety and security that we should all be able to carry with us every day. Who would do such a thing?”

“You!” Zoe shouted at the television in frustration. “You would do such a thing!”

“You know what’s amazing?” I said. “If I didn’t know he was guilty, I’d be completely fooled by his act. I’d feel terrible for him.”

“You know what they say about Miami,” Zoe said.

“A sunny place filled with shady people,” Yadi, Lina, and I replied in unison.

“Luckily, there’s still no mention of the Marine Patrol rescuing two kids and an incredibly fit senior citizen,” Grandpa chimed in.

“Tyree was right about that,” Mom said. “You three are not part of the story… so far.”

When they cut to a commercial, Mom turned off the television. “Let’s get started. Yadi, Lina, did you get the okay to spend the night?”

“Yes,” they answered.

“Excellent, because we can use all the brainpower we can get. Pizzas should be here soon. The office is full with trial prep, so we’ll use the dining room table. We’re going to do exactly what I do with my legal team when we brainstorm a case.” Mom put stacks of colored index cards on the table. “We’ve got five colors. Yellow is who, purple is what, red is when, blue is where, and green is why.”

“You do the five Ws too?” I asked. “Just like Grandpa.”

Mom smiled. “Who do you think taught me?”

“What do you want us to do?” I asked.

“If you have an idea of who, write it on a yellow card. If you think of a place that’s relevant, put it down on blue. At this point, there are no wrong answers. Everyone’s got different perspectives, and we want them all. These are the pieces to the puzzle, and this is where we dump them all on the table so we can start putting them together. Once we’ve got that, we’ll go through them one by one and try to eliminate any that aren’t connected. That should leave us with a better picture of the puzzle.”

Each of us started at the question we’d been responsible for, which meant I started with a handful of blue cards and wrote a different place on each one:


Lost City

Kane Crystals farm

Chronicle newspaper

Sabal Palm Yacht Club

Bailey’s Bait & Tackle Shop

Sweet Caroline

Kane Sugar

Biscayne Bay



As we wrote, Mom continued talking. “There are several mysteries intertwined, but they’re all part of a single puzzle. At the moment, I’m most concerned about the so-called snags to your immunity offer. At the beginning, Tyree acted like it was a done deal. But when he came back, everything seemed different. What happened to change the situation?”

Next I picked up some yellow cards. I saw that Lina had written ones for:


Morris Kane

Aaron Pettigrew

Kane’s assistant

Bailey (Bailey’s Bait & Tackle Shop—potential eyewitness)

The Thompsons?

Officer Gonzalez



“Who’s Officer Gonzalez?” I asked.

“He’s the cop from the Miccosukee Police Department,” Lina answered.

“Oh yeah, but he didn’t know anything. We came to him.”

“That’s right,” she said. “But he told us that there was no case to pursue, and later we found out that Aaron Pettigrew used to be a cop. Maybe they know each other. Maybe that’s why he said there was no case to pursue.”

“Interesting,” I said. “I hadn’t thought of that.”

“Well, I did just spend two hours sitting on the front step, listening to Yadi. A greater acceptance of conspiracy theories was bound to rub off.”

We all laughed.

“Better put the skunk ape up there,” Zoe joked.

I added two more names:


Special Agent Dale Tyree

Secret Service



We were just finishing when the pizzas arrived. Mom took them into the kitchen, while we arranged the last few cards.

Normally, Mom ordered from a place called Angela’s, which had healthy-ish pizza, but this time she’d ordered three large pies and two orders of cheesy bread from Renzo’s. It was a greasy pizza place near the university that was delicious but in no way healthy.

There was some definite stress eating going on.

“We’ve got iced tea, water, and sodas,” Mom said. “Get something to drink, grab a couple slices, and put them on a plate. The dining room table’s full of cards, so let’s eat in the living room.”

“First we eat tacos in Grandpa’s car?” Zoe said. “Now we’re eating Renzo’s with cheesy bread? The world’s turned upside down.”

“That’s what happens when your kids get messed up in a major federal criminal case,” Mom said.

Zoe looked at her and nodded. “That’s fair.”

“Is it just me, or does this feel like the escape room all over again?” Lina asked.

“Except this time, we’re trying to get out of jail instead of a library,” I replied.

“That is a big difference,” she said.

The cards were in the middle of the table, and we squeezed in around the edges with our plates as we looked at what was written.

“Let’s start with who,” said Mom.

“We know that Morris Kane and Aaron Pettigrew are involved,” Lina replied. “We have the recording of Kane telling Pettigrew to do the job.”

“About that,” Mom put in. “It could vary from judge to judge, but my guess is that the recording would be admissible evidence based on the release form Kane signed.”

“We also know the two of them are responsible for the industrial waste that was dumped in the Everglades,” Yadi added. “And, judging by the conversation, it’s somehow connected to sinking the yacht.”

“I know we can’t be certain, but I feel like it’s a solid bet that the Thompsons they talked about on the recording are the two muscleheads who set the fire and escaped on the Jet Skis,” I said.

“Agreed,” Grandpa said. “After all, we know they’re brothers.”

“How do we know that?” Zoe asked.

“Tonight they were supposed to have dinner with their father,” I said.

“You’re right, ‘dinner with Pop,’ ” Zoe said. “How did I miss that?”

“Did any of you get a good look at their faces?” Mom asked. “Could you identify them in a lineup?”

“Not really,” I answered. “We saw them at an angle through a hatch. I have some idea what they look like, but not enough to be certain if I saw them.”

“Speaking of them, there’s a discrepancy with ‘when’ that I don’t understand,” Lina said. “On the recording, Kane said he wanted this done while he was giving his speech in Miami Beach, so he’d have a rock-solid alibi. But that’s not when they did it. They were at least five hours early.”

“We heard the Thompsons talking about that,” Grandpa said. “They had to be at dinner with their father, so they did it early.”

“Which is how we got caught onboard,” Zoe said. “We should’ve had plenty of time to get on and off.”

We kept talking through it and found pieces that fit together, but not large chunks. The problem was that we were still missing whatever was in the middle holding everything together.

“Why is it the Secret Service?” Mom asked. “If a federal agency was going to raid a farm, you’d think it would be the Environmental Protection Agency, the Department of Agriculture, or maybe the FBI.”

“Is the Secret Service involved in stopping tax evasion?” I asked. “Maybe it’s like Al Capone all over again. Remember, they didn’t get him for murder, gambling, or bootlegging. They got him for not paying his taxes. Maybe that’s what they’ve got on Kane.”

Lina perked up. “That fits. Joe Moody said that Kane lied in his bookkeeping. He charged the newspaper for things like a new printing press and special ink and paper, but kept the money for himself.”

“Those are good points,” I said. “They should be listed under ‘what.’ ”

Yadi grabbed the purple cards and wrote:


Printing press

Colored ink

Special paper



“That might be the case if the Secret Service was still part of the Treasury Department,” Mom said. “But it’s not.”

“Really?” Grandpa asked. “It always was when I was working at the Herald.”

“Now it’s part of the Department of Homeland Security,” Mom explained. “Although, they’re still in charge of stopping counterfeiting, which is odd, because you’d think that would be a Treasury thing too.”

Suddenly I had a brainstorm. “That might be it,” I said, more stunned than excited. “I need to see the footage of Pettigrew inside the bait shop.”

“Really?” Yadi said, surprised.

“I need all the indoor angles,” I said.

“I’ve got them on my phone,” Zoe said. “What are you looking for?”

I opened the file and started scrolling through the footage. I slowed down when I saw Pettigrew come up to the counter and purchase his coffee. Then I let it keep playing after he left so that I could see Bailey standing alone at the register. “That’s it!” I exclaimed as I froze the image. “Look what’s missing.”

They all looked at it, confused.

“I don’t understand,” said Grandpa.

“There’s no counterfeit twenty. We came through the next day and a counterfeit twenty-dollar bill was taped to the wall with the word ‘fake’ scrawled across it. Bailey said he’d just gotten it.”

“I don’t understand,” Zoe said. “Why’s that important?”

“Because Pettigrew’s the one who used it,” Grandpa said, figuring it out. “He paid Bailey with the fake money.”

“That’s exactly what I think,” I said. “Pettigrew had the counterfeit money because they’re the ones printing it. That’s why Kane got the new printing press and the special paper and ink. Those weren’t fake entries on the budget. They were the most important parts of this crime.”

The brainstorming session lasted until well past midnight. Yadi slept in my room, which was a natural summer occurrence, but Zoe insisted that Lina stay in hers instead of sleeping on the couch. Despite being her best friends, Brooke and Chelsea almost never came over to the house. And they certainly didn’t sleep over. Zoe’s room was next to mine, and while I was fading off to sleep, I heard the two of them laughing.




33 Evidence

I DIDN’T SLEEP WELL THAT night. I didn’t specifically have bad dreams about the boat and the fire, but I woke up every hour or so, and I still had the awful heavy metal music playing on a loop in my head. In the morning I was pleasantly surprised by the sweet smell of buttermilk pancakes and bacon coming from the kitchen. That could only mean one thing.

“Dad!”

I raced in to find him working at the stove.

“Good morning, sunshine!” he said in a singsong voice as he somehow managed to hug me with one arm, while still tending to breakfast with the other.

“I thought you weren’t getting home until tonight.”

“I cut the trip short the moment Mom called to tell me what happened,” he said. “Unfortunately, I was on a dive boat off the coast of Honduras, so it took a minute to make it to shore, get transportation to the airport, and find a flight heading to Miami.”

The others staggered into the room.

“Well, if it isn’t America’s Most Wanted: Middle School Edition,” Dad joked.

“Don’t look at Lina and me,” Yadi replied. “The feds aren’t after us.”

“Yeah,” said Lina. “The only crime I’ve committed is grand theft bacon.”

And with that, she snatched a slice and gobbled it up.

Dad laughed. “I told you guys, I like this one.”

Zoe smiled at him and said, “We all do.”

They held the look for a moment, and Dad smiled broadly.

Breakfast was delicious and actually seemed somewhat normal, despite the fact that the topic of conversation was how to keep us out of jail.

“I’m absolutely convinced that Alex is right and Kane has been counterfeiting money,” Mom said. “That explains all the things that didn’t make sense: the printing press, the ink, and the Secret Service’s involvement. The problem is that while I’m convinced, we can’t prove it. And considering that Kane hasn’t been arrested, I worry the Secret Service can’t either.”

“It certainly doesn’t help that all that counterfeit money was destroyed,” Zoe said.

“Well, maybe not all of it,” Grandpa offered with a guilty shrug. He reached in his pocket and pulled out a small stack of twenty-dollar bills. Some of them had burn marks on the corners.

“When did you get that?” Zoe asked, stunned.

“When I grabbed the life preservers, I saw these just lying there on the deck.”

I couldn’t believe it. “We were in a life-or-death situation, and you stopped to steal?”

“It’s hardly stealing when they were going to destroy it,” Grandpa exclaimed. “Besides, I stopped to get the life preservers. I just happened upon the cash.” He paused for a moment. “Which now turns out to be completely worthless.”

“Hardly,” Mom said. “Those bills could prove to be incredibly valuable, because today we’re looking to make the government’s case for them.”

“How do you mean?” Zoe asked.

“Something’s gone wrong for the feds,” Mom said. “It’s the only way to explain the change with regard to the immunity offer. My guess is that their searches have come up short of what they need to put Kane behind bars. If we can help them make the case, then we can demand everything we want with regard to immunity.”

“How do we go about that?” I asked.

“That depends,” Mom said. “Lina, Yadi, can you still help us out today? Or do you need to go home?”

“I’m all in,” Lina said.

“Me too,” agreed Yadi.

“Excellent. We need you to ride with Mr. Sherlock and revisit three key locations in the case: the bait shop, the Lost City, and the Kane Crystals farm.”

“Wait, why them and not us?” I asked.

“Because as persons of interest in a federal investigation, you’re not allowed to leave Miami-Dade County,” she explained.

“Don’t worry, we’ve got it covered,” Yadi said. “Should I bring my camera and drone?”

“Absolutely,” Dad replied. “We’ll want to record and verify everything we can.”

“While they’re doing that, I need to meet with one of my clients,” Mom said.

“Seriously?” Zoe said. “It’s a Sunday, we’re facing federal charges, and you’re going to meet with a client?”

Mom shot her a look. “If you’d let me finish, I would explain that the client is a member of the Sabal Palm Yacht Club. He’s going to take me into the club so I can try to find out about Kane, his boats, and yesterday’s drama. I’ll also drive back in Grandpa’s car. The longer Roberta’s over there, the more someone might start asking questions about who owns her.”

“Oh,” Zoe replied meekly. “While you’re there, can you sneak onto the sailboat and get my mask and flippers? They might not have found them yet.”

“My guess is that the sailboat is under surveillance,” Mom said. “If the feds or police saw me sneak on, it would not look good for our case. We’ll just have to hope that no one makes the connection.”

“What do we do while you’re at the yacht club?” I asked.

“For now, you’re basically under house arrest,” she answered. “Just keep sifting through everything we have and look for anything we may have missed.”

“I like this plan,” Dad said.

“I don’t know if this is the right time to say this,” Zoe said. “But if you’d let me go to summer camp, none of this would’ve happened.”

Mom glared at her and said, “It will never be the right time to say that.”

Once they were gone, Grandpa turned to us and said, “Let’s clean up.”

“Why?” Zoe said.

“It’s something constructive that we can do,” he said. “Pick the one you want: laundry, kitchen, or vacuuming.”

“I don’t want any of them,” Zoe said.

“You get laundry,” Grandpa told her.

“I’ll do the dishes,” I said.

“Which leaves me with the vacuum,” he said.

It turns out pancakes are much more fun to make than they are to clean up after. While I was rinsing, I tried to think through everything that had happened over the past three weeks. It was just like Zoe said. It felt like a movie that just kept going.

I was almost done when Grandpa walked in. “I’ve got to run a quick errand and need to borrow your bike.”

“Okay,” I said. “Where are you going?”

“Just something that I have to do,” he said. “When you’re done with the dishes, you should look through Yadi’s footage to see if there’s anything we missed at the time.”

Mom was the first one back. She was pleasantly surprised that we’d cleaned up.

“How’s the yacht club?” I asked.

“Pandemonium,” she said. “Everyone was talking about it, but no one knew anything except for the dockmaster. My client’s known him forever and got him to tell us that federal agents arrived first thing this morning with a warrant to search and seize Kane’s sailboat.”

“That’s great, except I don’t think they’re going to find anything,” Zoe replied. “We looked through it pretty good, and the only thing we found out of place was a scuba tank someone left at the bottom of the stairs.”

“That means they probably found your mask and flippers,” I said.

“What’s done is done,” Mom said. “We can’t change the past.”

Zoe nodded her agreement.

“Where’s your grandfather?” she asked.

“No idea,” I said. “He borrowed my bike and disappeared to run an errand an hour ago.”

“Good,” Mom says. “That means it’s just the three of us. It’s the first time we’ve been alone, and I want to talk about all of this and some very bad decisions the two of you made.”

“I don’t believe it,” Zoe said. “You’re just like the government.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You agreed to an immunity deal that we wouldn’t get in trouble and now you’re taking it back.”

“Hardly,” Mom said, her voice rising. “I’m not punishing you. I’m trying to understand you. How could you two do this? You’re too smart to act this way.”

“It happened slowly, bit by bit,” I explained.

“It all goes back to not being able to go to summer camp, right?” Mom said.

“Don’t try to make it about that,” Zoe retorted.

“But it is, isn’t it? You wanted to go to camp, and we wouldn’t pay for it. So you decided to open a detective agency, so you could make money to pay for things. But mean old Mom shut that down and you started looking for Al Capone’s millions. Again, I assume for money. But there’s no money in this. Why did this become so important?”

Zoe looked like she was on the verge of tears. I went to say something, but I remembered what Grandpa taught us about letting an answer breathe, so I kept quiet and let the awkward silence be. Finally, Zoe blurted out an answer.

“You.”

Mom looked at her, confused. “I made you do this?”

Zoe took a breath and said, “Trying to prove to you that I’m not the way you think I am.”

“Sorry, Zo. But I’m totally baffled.”

“I know you think I’m shallow and only care about superficial things. And you’re not that way at all. You’re the ‘Lawyer of Lost Causes’ who does everything perfectly. You fight for justice and right wrongs. And Dad is Mr. Environmentalism, battling to save the ocean. I thought this was my chance to be like you. Like both of you. I could punish the lawbreaker and help the environment. I could show you that I can fight for good things. The fact that there was no money in it was the appeal. That meant if I did it, it was for the right reasons.”

Tears streamed down Zoe’s cheeks, and Mom held her tight.

“Aw, sweetness,” Mom said. “If that’s what you think, then you have no idea how I see you or how your father sees you. You are our wonderful, brilliant, daring—maybe a little too daring—righteous young woman. I think you’re incredible, far more evolved than I was when I was your age. And as far as superficial, we all get tempted by that.”

“When did you ever?” Zoe asked.

“You see that backyard?” Mom said, pointing through the sliding glass door. “I spent an entire summer in it practicing cheers, because I thought if I could be a cheerleader, boys might finally notice me.”

“You tried out for cheer?” Zoe could barely contain her laughter.

“It was a total horror show.”

Now they were both laughing, and I slipped out of the room so they could enjoy the moment, just the two of them.




34 Negotiations

WE ARRIVED AT THE DYER Federal Building Monday morning at nine thirty, which gave us plenty of time to get to the Secret Service offices on the second floor. Dad came with us and carried a box of our evidence, including everything he’d collected with Lina and Yadi the day before.

Agent Tyree led us into a conference room, and as he closed the door, I heard him whisper something ominous to Mom.

“I want you to know that I’m sorry about how this is going to go,” he said. “This is not the way I want to play it, but I have to listen to my boss.”

Mom gave him a grim nod and we all took our seats.

“You must be Mr. Sherlock,” Tyree said as he shook Dad’s hand. “Nice to meet you.”

“You too,” Dad replied.

“He’s here as the parent, so I can focus on my role as their attorney,” Mom explained.

“Okay, fine,” Tyree said, and brought things to order. “We are here today to discuss the rather extraordinary events of Saturday afternoon. If you’re able to provide testimony and evidence that we believe will lead to the conviction of another party, you’ll be granted full immunity for your cooperation. However, if you’re not able to provide that, you may well find yourself in a situation where you will face charges.”

The weight of this was huge, but Mom was unbowed. She did this for a living. She was in her element.

“First of all, let me thank you for keeping the kids’ identities out of the press and for holding this meeting here and off the record to protect their anonymity,” she said. “I believe the evidence we have brought with us today will be of great help to your prosecution team. Before I proceed, I have something of a spoiler question to ask. Do you suspect Morris Kane and his associates of running a counterfeit money ring?”

Everything hinged on this answer. If counterfeiting wasn’t the charge, then our evidence was probably useless.

Tyree said, “I am not at liberty to either confirm or deny that, but let’s just say that I’m very interested in what you have to offer.” I detected the faintest of smiles.

Mom looked at me and winked. Then she turned back to Tyree and said, “Then I think you’ll like what we have.”

Over the next hour and fifteen minutes, we told him everything. We showed him video clips, played the (hopefully legal) recording of the conversation between Kane and Pettigrew, and gave him the stack of counterfeit twenty-dollar bills Grandpa had snatched from the yacht. Dad, Yadi, and Lina had even managed to go back and get the fake twenty from Bailey’s Bait & Tackle Shop and the hubcap from the Lost City. Finally, Dad gave him the official lab results from the water test. When we were done, Tyree shook his head in disbelief.

“This is truly impressive,” he said. “But I want to manage expectations on your side of the table. I’m with the Secret Service, which is part of the Department of Homeland Security. While I personally find it repugnant, we have no jurisdiction with regard to the dumping of industrial waste on a Native American reservation.”

“Even if that waste includes ink and solvents used to print the fake bills? And that it was dumped to cover up that crime?” Dad said.

Tyree gave him a look. “You’re here as the parent, not the attorney. You can’t be the one who asks those types of questions.”

“I’ll say it,” Mom replied. “Even if—what he said?”

“I’m afraid so,” Tyree replied. “Any connection would be circumstantial and supportive at best. If we don’t have enough to charge him, then supportive evidence is worthless. As to your recorded conversation, your release form could go either way.”

“Wow, you really know how to dampen the mood after a presentation,” I said. “It’s hard to believe that response started with the words ‘truly impressive.’ ”

Tyree smiled at me.

“The problem is that we raided all Kane’s properties and we didn’t find anything. The counterfeiting case is collapsing, and I don’t know if this will be enough to bring it back to life. I hope it is. I’ll pitch it with the same passion and enthusiasm that you did. I promise.”

Tyree left us alone in the room.

“What happens now?” I asked.

“He gets on the phone with his boss in Washington,” Mom said. “He’ll summarize what we’ve presented and offer his opinions with regard to the strength of the evidence. His boss will make the decision, and he’ll have to act on that.”

“So, when will we know if it’s good or bad?” Zoe asked.

“When he comes back into the room, if he’s carrying papers for us to sign, it’s good news. If he’s empty-handed… we’ve got trouble.”

We waited for nearly thirty minutes, and in some ways, it was more nerve-racking than the time we’d spent hiding on the yacht. The proof that it was a serious situation was the fact that Grandpa didn’t crack a single joke while we were there.

As the door opened for Tyree to come in, the five of us all leaned forward in our seats and held our breath.

“He’s got papers,” Zoe blurted with a huge sigh of relief.

All of us let out a deep exhale.

“Ms. Lassiter, Mr. Sherlock, I have these immunity documents for your review and signature,” Tyree said, placing them on the table.

“Thank you,” she said to him earnestly. “Thank you very much.”

He had a grim look. “Wait to thank me until after you’ve looked at them.”

None of us knew what this meant.

Mom quickly scanned the first page and then shuffled through the rest.

“This is just for two of my clients,” she protested. “It should be for three.”

“I’m afraid not,” Tyree answered. “My boss decided that there’s not enough evidence to prosecute Mr. Kane for counterfeiting. The case just isn’t there. There is, however, the issue of a two-point-seven-million-dollar yacht that exploded and sank to the bottom of Biscayne Bay. At the moment, the only suspects we have for that crime happen to be your clients.”

Zoe and I both started to cry at the thought that we were going to be charged for a crime.

“It didn’t help that Zoe’s dive gear was found on the sailboat.” He turned to her. “They had your name and your phone number. It’s rare for evidence to be that much of a slam dunk.”

“Why does it matter that her gear was there?” I asked.

“It connects you all to the illegal entry onto both of Mr. Kane’s boats,” he replied.

“If we’re the suspects, then why are there any immunity papers?” Zoe asked.

Tyree looked at Grandpa. “Do you want to tell them, or do you want me to do it?”

Grandpa looked down the table toward us. “Yesterday, I tracked Special Agent Tyree down and negotiated a deal of my own. I’m going to take full responsibility for what happened on the boat. Your names will be completely left out of it.”

“That’s not fair. It’s not your responsibility,” I said.

“Of course it is, Alex. I’m a seventy-three-year-old man and you’re my grandchildren. It’s entirely my responsibility.”

Everything was crashing down around us, and I didn’t know how to react. I started to breathe heavy and fast. I didn’t really know what hyperventilating actually was, but I was pretty sure I was doing it. I was about to completely break down when Zoe spoke.

“Plates.”

It got lost in the swirl of emotions, so Zoe said it again louder.

“Plates!”

“What about them?” asked Tyree.

“They mentioned plates in the recording. That’s the one thing we haven’t figured out. Do plates have something to do with counterfeiting?”

“The plates are the most important part,” he replied. “They’re the source from which the money is printed. They would match every detail of the counterfeit bills.”

“If we found the plates, would that be enough to charge Kane?” she asked.

Tyree chuckled. “The plates would be as good as it gets. That’s what we were looking for in the raids. But we searched all his properties and didn’t find a single one. The divers have scoured the wreckage and haven’t found any sign of them.”

“And you searched his sailboat?” she asked. “Kane Sugar?”

“From stem to stern, as they say,” Tyree responded. “There, the only things out of order we found were your mask, flippers, and scuba tank.”

“I only had the mask and flippers. The tank was already there.”

“Okay, but unfortunately, the plates weren’t.”

There was a pause as we all hoped for a sudden solution. But one didn’t come. “There’s no other option,” Grandpa said. “Melinda, I know you’re rightly mad at me, but would you still represent me at the arraignment and any court proceedings?”

Mom had tears in her eyes. “Of course, Daddy—”

“Wait,” Zoe said. “We just need to give this a few minutes.” She thought about it for a moment. “Who? What? When? Where? Why?”

“I’m sorry, what are you talking about?” Tyree asked.

“A mystery is just a story that’s missing its end,” she explained. “We figure out the end and we find the plates.”

It looked like Tyree was going to cut this off, so I jumped in.

“The ‘who’ is Aaron Pettigrew,” I said. “He was ready to dump everything into the Everglades, but Kane told him to do it in the ocean. Then he drove straight to the yacht club with whatever it was he needed to get rid of.”

“The money?” suggested Dad.

“There was too much of it. He couldn’t have carried it by himself without attracting attention,” Grandpa said. “Besides, it looked like it had been in that cargo hold for a while.”

“He had to be carrying the plates,” Zoe said. “That’s the ‘what.’ That’s what they talked about in the conversation. We just didn’t realize what it meant.”

“Which brings us to ‘when,’ ” Mom said, trying to keep the momentum going. “That’s the easiest of all. Friday, late afternoon and evening.”

“And the ‘where’ is either the Kane Sugar or the Sweet Caroline,” Grandpa said.

“Which is where this exercise runs aground,” Tyree said. “Because we searched Kane Sugar and they weren’t there.”

“But we searched Sweet Caroline,” Zoe said. “We were thorough.”

“Okay, so now you’ve proven my point,” Tyree said. “They weren’t on either boat.”

“No, it means that one of us missed them,” I suggested. “How thoroughly did they search the sailboat?”

Now Tyree looked perturbed. “Extremely thoroughly. They checked everything, and all that was out of place was…”

“The scuba tank,” Zoe said. “Which brings us to the final and most important question. Why? Why was the scuba tank out of place?”

Dad smiled and interjected, “Because someone used it.”

“Not someone,” Zoe said. “Aaron Pettigrew, but why did he use it?”

Zoe and I looked at each other and smiled. We knew the answer.

“Murf the Surf!” we said in unison.

The adults were all confused.

“I beg your pardon?” Tyree said.

“I have a different deal to offer,” Zoe said. “All three of us get immunity and you convince the EPA to prosecute on the industrial waste dumping.”

“And what do we get in return?”

“The plates,” Zoe said. “We know where they are.”

“Where?”

“On the sailboat,” she replied.

“We’ve gone over this,” Tyree said. “We’ve searched it. The plates aren’t on it.”

“Actually, you searched the interior of the cabin,” she replied. “All you know is that the plates weren’t in it. They’re on it.”

“I still don’t get what you’re saying.”

“The scuba tank was not put away like it was supposed to be, because Aaron Pettigrew used it to dive at the yacht club,” she continued. “While diving, he attached the plates in some sort of container to the bottom of the boat. Just like Murf the Surf hid the Star of India to keep it from the New York Police Department.”
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One Month Later

ONCE THE FEDERAL AGENTS DISCOVERED the counterfeit plates in a waterproof container attached to the hull of Kane Sugar, their agents arrested Morris Kane, his nephew Aaron Pettigrew, and several other employees of the Kane Crystals.

Two days later, the Environmental Protection Agency launched an investigation into the dumping of industrial waste in multiple locations throughout the Miccosukee Indian Reservation.

Grandpa was with us as we drove down to the Keys for our family vacation. So were Yadi and Lina. Mom and Dad had let each of us invite a friend along. Zoe didn’t even consider inviting Brooke or Chelsea.

The Keys are connected to each other by a 113-mile stretch of US1 made up of forty-two separate bridges and known as the Overseas Highway. When the light is right, it is an absolutely spectacular journey. We drove a little more than half that distance before we reached our comfy rental home, which was named the Banyan Lodge.

The vacation was a blast, even if I didn’t get my stand-up paddleboard. We went swimming and diving multiple times every day. Dad cooked amazing meals for dinner, and the only mysteries we solved involved the board games we played at night.

On the third night, as we finished a delicious meal of spicy shrimp pasta and admired the view of the sun setting over Florida Bay, Lina commented, “This is most definitely not like Wyoming at all. How’d you find this place?”

“I came here when I was an undergrad with a group of friends from the marine biology program,” Dad answered. “We came back every year. Then we came every year I was in grad school.”

“That’s when I started coming too,” Mom added. “I loved it, so we just kept coming down once we got married. It’s our home away from home.”

“It’s perfect,” Lina said.

“I agree,” Dad responded. “It has a great history, too. It’s been here since the 1920s and was first used by rumrunners during Prohibition. Locals even call that little inlet Bootlegger’s Bay.”

“I heard that Al Capone liked to use this area,” Grandpa said.

“I heard that too,” Dad replied.

By this point, he had everyone’s attention.

“Mr. Sherlock,” Lina said, clearing her throat, “are there alligators around here?”

Dad smiled. “This is Florida, Lina. There are alligators everywhere. Not to mention a fair share of wild animals.”

Al Capone. An island you can reach without a boat. Wild animals.

“Dad,” I said, showing my empty plate. “Can we be excused?”

“Of course you can.”

The four of us all got up from the table and rushed toward the door. As we did, Dad called out, “I think there are some shovels in the utility shed out back.”

In response, I yelled the only thing that came to mind. “The game is afoot.”
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