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Chapter One

The Sandcastle

Building a
sandcastle is like mixing a batch of cookies. You have to measure
the ingredients precisely. Too much water, and it’ll be gooey. Too
little, and the sand won’t stick together, and it will crumble.

My best friend
Chloe and I have been working on ours all morning. We carefully
pack our buckets with sand, make a sturdy base, and even carve in
windows and shingles on the roof. It’s starting to remind me of
Cinderella’s castle at Disney World.

“Back off, Cole!”
I warn my little brother when he kicks sand in my face. He’s
hopping around with Granny Washington’s metal detector, trying to
find some treasures.

“I think I found
something, Sophie!” He starts to shovel in the area where I was
going to build a moat.

It’s the second
day of our vacation at my grandmother’s house in Corpus Christi,
Texas, and we’re spending it at the beach. Cole and I come here for
a couple of weeks every summer, and this year, our parents let me
bring my best friend Chloe along after I begged for days.

Mom and Dad are at
home in Houston having their own vacation. When we FaceTimed them
last night, they were on their way out for a date at a fancy
restaurant.

Usually crowded by
early afternoon, the beach is practically empty with just a few
other people around. A cloudless, blue sky stretches over the ocean
like a never-ending sheet. The sun shines so brightly that even the
seagulls need shades.

“Sure is hot out
here!” Chloe pulls her hair off her neck.

With her long,
brown legs and shiny black curls, she looks like a soon-to-be
seventh-grader, while my two thick braids and flat chest make me
look like I’m in elementary school. I wish my mother would buy me a
bikini like the cute, red, and white one Chloe has on. But Mom
says, “Not until you’re at least thirteen.”

My mother also
won’t let me get a charm bracelet like the glittery one Chloe wears
every day.

“Too
expensive.”

Even though I
saved and bought Mom a bangle bracelet for her birthday this
year.

Chloe’s parents
buy her special charms for all her activities, like cheerleading,
computer coding club, one with a Disney princess, and even one with
the letter “C” for her initials. As soon as I can save up enough
money, I’m buying myself one just like it.

“I told you to get
away, Cole!” I frown as he swings the metal detector near my head.
“You’re gonna knock down our castle.”

“Told ya I’d find
something! I’m rich!” He digs up a shiny object and shuffles his
feet like he’s doing a line dance.

“Your brother’s so
funny!” Chloe giggles.

“He plays too
much!” I grumble. “And that’s worthless, Cole, it’s a bottle
top!”

Now that he has an
audience, Cole starts telling jokes.

“What’s the best
thing to eat at the beach? A sandwich.”

“Why’d the
jellyfish blush? Because the seaweed!”

“Boy, stop!” I
wave my plastic shovel. “Stick with the treasure hunting.”

“That metal
detector has saved the day over the years.” Granny Washington looks
up from her lawn chair, where she’s reading a mystery book. “I lost
my birthstone ring out here once, and your grandfather searched
with his detector for an hour before he found it. We’ve uncovered a
few coins and other jewelry too.”

Granny is shaded
by a blue and green umbrella. She calls the beach her “happy place”
and sits out here whenever she gets the chance.

I can see why she
loves it so much. Splashing in the waves is even more fun than
zipping on rides at an amusement park. And watching the tide wash
into the sand makes me feel like I’m floating on a cloud.

Granny has lived
alone since my grandfather died a few years ago. She used to work
as a newspaper reporter but retired and spends most of her time
volunteering at the Senior Center or driving up to visit us in
Houston.

Hearing about my
grandfather’s finds, Cole stops clowning and gets serious about
looking for treasure. He paces back and forth with the detector,
listening for the beeping noise that sounds whenever it gets near
metal.

“I love that!” I
admire the shells Chloe sticks around the castle windows.

“Thanks!” She
smiles, adding a swirly design with a small stick.

I’m happy we
thought to build the castle away from the tide so that the water
won’t wash it away. If only I can keep Cole from knocking it
down.

“Get back!” I
raise a bucket of sand in warning.

“My bad!” He hops
out of reach. “Thought I heard something.”
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“Wait a
minute…that thing is beeping!” Chloe squints as the detector
makes a sound.

“I hear it! I hear
it!” shouts Cole.

“Avast, ye mateys!
There’s treasure thar!” He squints one eye, imitating a pirate.

“Hold on, Cole!” I
try to calm him down as he jerks the metal detector toward one of
the tallest towers. If I don’t do something quick, our sandcastle
is gonna fall like a skyscraper hit by a wrecking ball.

“Stooop!” I yell
louder than I do when I’m cheering with my squad.

My chest warms
like the hot Texas sun beaming on my arms as I grab the sand-filled
bucket. Cole slides forward, and I dump it over his head.

“Ugh!” My brother
looks like a short, skinny beach snowman with the golden grains
streaming down his face and coating his boxy afro. I cover my hand
over my mouth to hide my giggles.

Throwing the metal
detector to the side, he spits and blinks to keep sand out of his
mouth and eyes.

“What did you do,
young lady!” Granny jumps up from her lounger. “You know better
than that! Your brother will have sand in his hair for weeks!”

Last summer, Cole
and I buried each other from head to toe at the beach, and we were
still picking grains out of our thick curls in September.

“Sorry, Grandma.”
I wring my hands. “He was gonna wreck our castle. You okay,
Cole?”

“Yeah.” He shakes
sand out of his swim trunks. “But I owe you one for this.”

“Make sure the
metal detector still works.” Granny glances over to where Cole
threw it.

“Got it.” Cole
picks it up and sweeps it across the sand again.

“Buzz. Buzz.
Buzz.” The gadget makes soft noises.

Then it starts
beeping like crazy in the area right over our castle!


Chapter Two

Treasure Map

“I knew it!
Something’s down there!” Cole does a happy dance.

“Is it under the
castle or beside it?” Chloe squats to figure out where the sound’s
coming from.

The metal detector
beeps louder than it has since we came out this morning.

Grandma
smiles.

“It does seem like
you’ve identified something, Cole, but we may have to disturb your
sister’s castle to get to it.”

Everybody turns to
me, and I stare at my painted toenails. What if we dig under the
castle and find more bottle tops? I don’t want to destroy our
morning’s hard work for nothing.

“Why don’t we take
a picture of the sandcastle or build another one?” suggests Chloe.
“I know it’s not the same as keeping it, Sophie, but I really want
to find out what’s underneath. The tide’ll probably wash our castle
away by tomorrow anyway.”

I bite my lip. I
know she’s right about the castle not lasting forever. And even if
the tide doesn’t make it this far, it will eventually be kicked
over by a running dog or a kid playing Frisbee.

“All right, let’s
do it.” I push my shoulders back.

“Yippee!” Cole
kicks over the tower nearest to the beeping noise before Granny can
get her phone out to snap a pic.

“Doggone it!” I
stamp my foot.

I hope this was
worth it. I get a fluttering feeling in my chest as Cole starts
digging.

“See if the
treasure’s still there!” Chloe guides him by holding the metal
detector over the larger hole.

I join in with my
shovel and bucket.

The steady beeping
continues.

Five minutes
later, we’re still digging. “Whoever put this here hid it on
purpose,” says Granny.

Sweat drips down
my forehead as I work. And my braids make my neck feel damp and
itchy. I want to jump in the ocean to cool down when we're
finished.

“Jackpot!” Cole
pumps his fist in the air as his shovel taps something hard.

“Can you see
anything?” My heart beats like I’ve run a lap as we peer into the
hole.

“It’s stuck!”
There are rocks wedged around the object, and my little brother
cannot loosen the packed sand any farther.

“Here, try this!”
Chloe jabs the stick she was using earlier in the hole.

After scraping
around for a few minutes, she uncovers a glass bottle half-filled
with pennies. There’s a piece of paper inside too.

My stomach sinks.
Was knocking down our sandcastle worth it?

“Let’s see what
the note says!” Cole grabs the bottle and yanks a cork from the
top.
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He pulls out
parchment paper rolled like a scroll, unties a red ribbon, and
reads:

“Welcome to
Treasure Beach!

This challenge is
built for the bravest and bold.

Solve three clues
for a prize wrapped in the shiniest gold!

The first clue is
at a site where reptiles roam.

Especially ones
whose back is their home.

Good luck as you
explore the ‘Sparkling City by the Sea.’

Best wishes in
making your final discovery!

How are we going
to figure this out?” Cole turns to Grandma. “And where’s the
‘Sparkling City by the Sea’?”

“That’s one of the
City of Corpus Christi’s nicknames.” Granny takes the paper from
him and peers at it through her bifocals.

“Sounds crazy to
me!” I wrap my arms around my chest and pout. We destroyed our
beautiful sandcastle for this?

“How many pennies
are inside the bottle?” asks Chloe.

“Twenty.” My
brother counts.

“Hmph!” I put my
hands on my hips. “Some treasure. Twenty cents won’t even buy us a
gumball.”

“We have to solve
three clues to get the actual treasure,” says Chloe. “The pennies
aren’t the real prize.”

“We can research
the answers on the Internet!” Cole claps his hands. “Or maybe we
should go to the library.”

Puzzles aren’t my
thing, but my little brother is always solving riddles.

“You guys
seriously want to do this?” I raise my eyebrow. “Who wants to
research during summer vacation?”

“Why not?” Chloe
shrugs her shoulders. “Could be fun. If we win a lot of money, we
could even take a shopping trip to the mall.”

“I do want to get
a charm bracelet.” I glance at the jewelry jingling from Chloe’s
wrist and nod.

“Unh uh!” Cole
sticks out his bottom lip. “We’re not wasting our treasure on yucky
girl stuff! I had the metal detector first. I get first dibs on
what we spend it on. And I’m buying a new video game!”

“This seems like
an interesting exercise,” says Granny. “Why don’t you children work
together to find the treasure and then split your findings if you
win anything? And we need to get your parent’s approval for
anything you buy.”

“It seems like a
wild goose chase,” I say. “How do we even get started?”

“Well, I suppose
you can work on figuring out the first clue,” Granny suggests.


Chapter
Three

The Hatchling Hotline

“Your mother wants
to speak to you, Sophie!” Granny pokes her head in the doorway.

Chloe and I are
lounging on bean bags in our room, scrolling through our cell
phones.

My grandmother’s
one-story, three-bedroom house is just a five-minute drive from the
beach. The room Chloe and I are sharing used to be my dad’s. It
still has his old baseball and basketball trophies on the shelf and
a second-grade school picture with his two front teeth missing on
the nightstand. There are twin beds, a shaggy brown carpet, and
dark-wood paneled walls.

My brother’s in
the guest room next door with a big, queen-sized bed. No way would
he stay there alone last summer. Back then, he couldn’t sleep
without his stuffed dog, Bark, and the night light on. Guess he’s
growing up.

I smack my lips as
I take the cordless receiver, and Granny goes back to the kitchen
to finish dinner. Mom treats me like such a baby sometimes. Why
does she have to call every day? Chloe’s parents have only phoned
her once since we got here.

“Hi, sweetie! How
was your day?” my mother asks.
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“What’s up, Mom?”
I perk up once I hear her voice. For the next few minutes, we chat
about what’s going on back home. I forget that I was annoyed.

“Bertram chewed up
another one of your dad’s work shoes,” she says. “That dog’s
favorite food group is leather.”

Mom laughs when I
describe what Cole looked like with sand on his head.

“I’d pay for a
picture of that!”

She tells me how
things are going at Dad’s dentist office.

“One of his new
patients has five cavities. Make sure you kids are brushing,
morning and night. Can’t wait to see you in a couple of weeks.
Until then, keep a watch over your little brother, and have fun!
Love you!”

“Love you too,
Mom! Talk to you tomorrow.” I smile as I click off.

“Sorry I took so
long,” I plop back down beside Chloe.

She laughs at a
video for a few seconds before saying anything.

“Look at this
adorable seashell charm!” Chloe shows me a jewelry store website.
“Maybe we can get one to remember this summer by. Oops! I forgot.
You don’t have a charm bracelet.”

“That was mean,
Chloe,” I pout. “You’re making fun of me because I don’t have
one.”

“Am not.” She
crosses her arms, giving me a better view of her bracelet. “I
honestly didn’t remember. Sometimes you can be too sensitive,
Sophie.”

“Besides, why
would I brag about this old bracelet?” She flaps her hand
down. “My parents are getting me an even bigger one when I come
home.”

I frown. I don’t
know why Chloe would try to make me feel jealous. She has
everything.

“Let’s play Uno.”
Chloe pulls out some cards to change the subject. I forget about
the bracelet and focus on the game.

A tomato scent
reaches our room and my stomach grumbles. Granny’s making her
famous spaghetti and meatballs with homemade sauce, crunchy French
bread, and veggies. After playing at the beach all afternoon, I’m
starved. We splashed in the waves for a while after we found the
treasure map and then headed home.

“Dinner’s ready!”
Granny calls, and I jump up.

“Let’s go.” I lay
my cards on the soft beanbag. Chloe follows.

After washing our
hands with a lemony-scented soap, we sit down to eat.

Granny’s kitchen
is warm and homey, with honey brown wooden cabinets, white tile
floors, yellow paint, and white lace curtains. There’s always a
smell of cinnamon mixed in with whatever she’s cooking as if the
thousands of snickerdoodles she’s made over the years are baked
into the walls.

Since she used to
be a journalist, Granny loves to keep up with what’s going on.
While we eat, she plays the news on the small, portable television
on top of the deep freezer.

“This spaghetti is
delicious,” says Chloe, rolling noodles around her fork.

“I like to cook,
so I’m glad you like to eat.” Granny smiles as I scoop a second
helping.

“Thanks for taking
us to the beach today, Granny,” adds Cole.

“My pleasure,
sweetie.” My grandmother rubs his curls.

When she turns her
back, he moves his broccoli under his napkin.

“What’s that white
stuff on your shoulders?” I point out flecks on his tee-shirt.

Granny leans over.
“More sand. Did you shampoo your hair well when we got home,
Cole?”

“Yes, but it’s
hard to get the back of my head,” he answers.

“I’ll wash it out
later over the kitchen sink.” Granny shakes her head. “Getting sand
out of thick hair once it’s down to the roots is a job.”

“And make sure you
eat all your vegetables.” She squints at his plate. “I see that
broccoli under there.”

I turn my head to
the side and giggle, and Cole kicks my shin under the table.
Hopefully, he doesn’t do something to get me back later.

“Have you kids
tried to figure out the clue on your treasure hunt?” Granny
asks.

“We were waiting
until after dinner,” I respond. “Do you know the answer,
Granny?”

“What makes you
think that?” She tilts her head.

“You’ve lived in
Corpus Christi since Dad was a baby,” I answer. “And the letter
says the clues are here in the ‘Sparkling City by the Sea.’”

“I have my
guesses,” Granny says. “But you kids need to figure it out
yourselves. It’ll be a fun activity for you to do while you’re
here, and the chance to win some treasure sounds fantastic.”

“What if the
treasure is a chest full of jewels! Or a princess tiara!” Chloe
clasps her hands, and her charm bracelet catches the light.

The shiny piece of
jewelry on her wrist reminds me of why I need to win this
treasure.

“Forget about all
that princess stuff,” says Cole. “I want a safe filled with cold,
hard cash to buy my video game with.”

Though I wasn’t
too keen on knocking over our sandcastle, the chance to get a charm
bracelet like Chloe’s has me all in.

“The first clue
was about reptiles, right?” I put my finger on my chin.

“Yeah, the clue
is, ‘at a site where reptiles roam,’” Chloe reads from the sheet
again. “Especially ones whose back is their home.’”

“Could it be a
camel?” asks Cole.

“Camels have humps
on their backs to give them water, silly,” I answer. “They don’t
live in them. And they’re mammals, not reptiles.”

“I’m thinking it’s
a turtle,” says Chloe. “They put their heads in their shells, which
are on their backs. But are turtles reptiles or amphibians?”

“We learned that
amphibians are born in the water in science class, remember?” I
answer. “Where are turtles born?”

“Breaking news!” A
TV announcement interrupts our conversation. “Kemp’s ridley sea
turtle hatchlings are ready to be released at the seashore tomorrow
morning. They’ve been gathered from nests around the beach.”

“If sea turtles
are hatched on the beach, then they must be reptiles!” exclaims
Chloe.

“That means
turtles have something to do with our first clue!” Cole nearly
knocks his glass of water over, bouncing in his chair.

“Shh!” I shush my
brother as the announcer continues.

“The smallest sea
turtle species, Kemp’s ridleys, were named after a fisherman from
Key West, Florida named Richard M. Kemp, who discovered them in
1906. Our community is excited to do our part to keep this
endangered species alive and thriving. Arrive before sunrise to
watch newly hatched baby turtles make their way to the tide. We
expect a crowd of spectators for this amazing event. For directions
to the release site and more information, call the Hatchling
Hotline or check out our Facebook page.”

I turn to Granny.
“Can we go see the sea turtle release tomorrow? Maybe we can figure
out how to get our treasure there.”

“Sounds like an
excellent plan,” she answers. “I’ll call the hotline for more
information.”


Chapter
Four

Turtle Release

“How do the baby
turtles know how to get to the sea?” I yawn. “It’s pitch black out
here.”

“This is the price
we pay to get a chance at your treasure,” Granny says with a laugh.
“I’ve heard these releases are not to be missed, so I’m sure you’ll
enjoy it. I don’t know why I haven’t gone to one after living in
Corpus Christi for so many years.”

It’s six o’clock
in the morning, and we’re on our way to the site of the Kemp’s
ridley turtle hatchling release. We left so early that we didn’t
eat breakfast. Granny says we’ll get donuts when it’s over. Wish
we’d thought to bring some to munch on while we watch.

Sunrise is at
six-thirty, but right now, I can barely make out the shapes of palm
trees and buildings as we cruise toward the beach. The car windows
are open, and the ocean waves sound like thunder.

The newscaster
last night said they expect a huge crowd to show up to watch the
release, so Granny figured we should get an early start to
guarantee a good view. There aren’t many other cars out on the road
with us so far.

Beside me in the
back seat, Chloe softly snores, but I can’t sleep. Cole, next to
Granny in the front, is wide awake.

“Did you know that
Kemp’s ridley sea turtles can live to be thirty years old?” He
shines a flashlight on his book about reptiles. “When they’re
grown, they weigh up to one hundred pounds.”

“It’s too early
for fun facts.” I roll my eyes, though no one can see me. “We’re
barely awake.”

“Sea turtles are
part of our first clue to get our treasure,” says Cole. “The more
we know about them, the better chance we have to get rich. This
book says that humans are the main reason sea turtles are
endangered. People kill them for their shells and eat turtles and
their eggs. Pollution destroys their nests.”

I have no clue how
we’re going to figure out anything to do with our treasure once we
get to the seashore. And I doubt Cole’s animal book will help us.
Hopefully, we’ll notice something on the beach that gives a
hint.

“Holey, moley!”
Cole points out the window once we roll up to the lot near the bay.
At least one hundred people are rushing out of their cars to the
shore. With so many out here, I don’t see how we’ll be able to
search for treasure.

“See any turtles?”
Chloe awakens, rubbing the sleep from her eyes.

“Not yet,” answers
Granny.

Orange streaks
through the sky like a melted creamsicle as the sun rises. The
waves remind me of a blue, tie-dyed shirt. Seems magical, like
anything can happen.

People line up
behind yellow caution tape on the sand, held up by traffic cones.
Festive, plastic flags fly in the air. Many of the spectators have
fancy cameras hanging from straps around their necks. I’m glad I
remembered to bring my cell phone to take pictures.

Once Granny parks
and we make our way to the crowd, my belly flutters. We find a spot
near the front with a good view of the beach.

“Let’s take a
selfie, Sophie!” Chloe extends her phone, and we make peace signs
for the camera, the sunrise beach view behind us.

“This is awesome!”
Cole peeps around at the scene. He’s wearing a dark green Teenage
Mutant Ninja Turtle tee-shirt and a white baseball cap.

It feels like
we’re waiting for a parade to start as we stand behind the rope.
One dad nearby us holds his daughter on his shoulders. A female
park ranger in khaki pants and shirt and a tan straw hat, walks up
to give instructions.

“Welcome to this
year’s first Kemp’s ridley turtle hatchling release!” she loudly
announces with a Texas twang. “The purpose of the release is to
make sure as many turtles make it to the ocean and survive as
possible. Kemp’s ridley turtles are an endangered and protected
species. The babies are tiny, so we need you to keep your feet
still to make sure we don’t step on them. Also, anyone wearing
white needs to get to the back of the crowd. Young turtles are
attracted to white foam on the ocean waves, and white clothing gets
them confused and heading in the wrong direction. And no flash
photography for the same reason.”

“Take that hat
off, Cole!” I hiss to my brother. “We might lose our spot.”

He pulls his cap
behind his back.

“Ninety-five
percent of the Kemp’s ridley sea turtles live in the Gulf of
Mexico,” says the ranger. Their biggest threats are humans and
other animals, like seagulls, that eat them. Please refrain from
eating or tossing food out that will attract birds.”

“It’s good we
waited to get our donuts,” I whisper to Grandma.

About twenty
volunteers holding rainbow-colored bowls that look like spaghetti
strainers step into the roped-off area. They wear plastic gloves. I
remember hearing the news reporter say this keeps the baby turtles
from imprinting with the humans or getting confused and thinking
they’re their parents.

“It’s time!” Chloe
clasps her hands in front of her in excitement.

“The turtles are
in there!” I point as the volunteers tip their bowls and hundreds
of baby turtles crawl out to freedom on the sand. “They’re so
cute!”

The hatchlings are
no bigger than crabs. I could fit them in the palm of my hand. It’s
hard to believe they’ll one day weigh as much as our dog.

On the loose, the
dark green reptiles scoot toward the ocean as if it has them
hypnotized. Their big black eyes remind me of my Beanie Baby
stuffed animals.

“Hooray!” The
crowd cheers when the tide rolls over some of the turtles in the
lead, sweeping them out to sea.

“These creatures
are majestic,” says Grandma. “I hope they’ll survive.”

Within the hour,
all the turtle hatchlings have made their journey into the
ocean.

“That was great!”
Cole does his chicken dance in excitement.

“Don’t move your
feet like that!” I warn. “You might step on one of the
turtles.”

“Sorry, Sis,” he
answers. “You’re right.”

People move to
their cars, and the crowd thins. “See anything that might be a clue
to find our treasure?” Chloe asks.

“Nothing really,”
I answer, shading my eyes to scan the beach. “And I think we’d get
in trouble digging for treasure around here because it could hurt
the hatchlings.”
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“Something’s gotta
be out here,” says Cole. “We saw so many turtles. It’s definitely a
place where reptiles roam, like the clue said.”

“Let’s walk a
little further down the beach to see if we see anything, just in
case,” Chloe suggests.

We hike beyond the
closed-off area to a deserted beach portion. My legs tighten with
each step. Granny huffs beside us. I hope she doesn’t fall. I wish
I wore my flip-flops instead of my sneakers because sand fills my
socks.

Near the shore,
water pools around clusters of rocks. Flocks of tiny seagulls
gather around, pecking in the cracks for their breakfast.

“Nothing but sand
and seaweed around here.” Chloe shrugs after we’ve walked a few
minutes.

“Yeah, no sign of
any treasure,” I answer.

“Shoo, birdie!
Shoo!” Cole waves his baseball cap as a seagull circles
overhead.

“Oops!” He drops
his hat near a big rock close to the water.

“I’ll get it!” I
squat to grab it, but the cap shifts out of reach.

“What the?!” I
yank my hand like I’ve touched a hot stove burner.

The rock just
moved!


Chapter
Five

Ariel

Spooked, I
backtrack on the slippery sand like I’m dancing the moonwalk.

Eek!

I almost step on a
fish skeleton that includes a full set of teeth. Whatever ate the
fish cleaned its bones. Creepy.

“Why’re you
jumping around like that, Sophie?” asks Cole. “I thought you said
we should be careful, so we don’t accidentally step on any baby
turtles?”

“Look!” I gesture
toward the cove, and Granny, Cole, and Chloe gather around.

What I thought was
a rock wiggles again. It seems too heavy to be a piece of paper. Is
it an old trash bag? A dead animal?

“Is that rock
shaking?” Chloe leans in.

“I think so,” I
answer.

This is weird. I’d
have goosebumps if the sun wasn’t burning my arms. I rub my
forehead with the back of my hand to stop sweat from dripping into
my eyes.

Peering closer, I
recognize what I see. “It’s a sea turtle!” I exclaim.

At first, the
reptile’s head was inside its shell, so we didn’t recognize it.
It’s nearly the size of a dinner plate. Somehow, Cole’s baseball
cap is attached to one of its back flippers.

“Check that thing
out!” His eyes widen.

This is my first
time seeing a grown sea turtle up close.

“Good morning, Mr.
Turtle!” I sing-song.

Its shell is dark,
grayish-green, and its body is white. The reptile’s nose reminds me
of a beak.

Spotting us, the
turtle shuffles its legs to flee, but its shell sticks like glue to
the rocks underneath.

“Being so close to
a sea turtle in the wild is rare indeed,” says Granny. “I wonder if
this is your treasure?”

“The turtle looks
hurt!” I gasp as it squirms. “We’ve got to help it!”

“Yeah! Let’s pick
it up and set it free from those rocks!” Chloe cries.

“Just a minute,
young ladies.” Granny holds her hand up like a stop sign. “Sea
turtles are protected creatures. We could be arrested for touching
or interfering with them. We need to alert one of the rangers to
come to help.”

“Why would the
police lock little kids and a grandma up for helping a turtle?”
asks Cole.

“If we move the
turtle, we might accidentally hurt it,” Granny explains. “They want
to make sure that people who are trained in handling them take care
of any endangered animals, so there’s no chance they become sick or
die.”

Chloe looks around
the deserted beach area. “We’ve got to get in touch with the
rangers!”

There are only
seagulls and us in sight. I wonder how far the ranger’s office is
from here.
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“Do you remember
the phone number that they listed on the television station last
night?” I ask.

“No, but they have
a social media page,” Chloe answers. “Let me check there to see if
there’re any phone numbers.”

“Modern technology
is marvelous!” Granny says with a smile. “Back when I worked as a
journalist, I would have had to return to the news office or
library to get phone numbers and such.”

“Things sure were
hard back in the 1900s, weren’t they?” asks Cole.

“You act like
Granny’s a fossil!” I punch his arm.

While Chloe’s
scrolling for the park ranger’s office number, I take a closer look
at the sea turtle. It’s been moving its flippers, trying to get
away since it saw us, so it must be getting tired. A few of the
rocks it’s stuck to shake as it wiggles around.

“Don’t worry, we
won’t hurt you, little guy,” I coo.

The reptile stares
at me a second and then closes its eyes like it’s praying.

“I think it’s a
girl turtle,” says Cole.

“How can you
tell?” I ask.

“I read in my
animal book that male turtles have long tails, and this one’s tail
is short. Also, male sea turtles live mostly in the water, while
female turtles come to the beach to nest.”

“You’ve become
quite the turtle expert.” Granny pats his shoulder.

“More like a
Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtle,” I joke, pointing at Cole’s
tee-shirt.

“I found a
number!” Chloe holds up her phone. “It’s the Hatchling
Hotline.”

“Call it now!” I
grab her arm.

After
double-checking with Granny, Chloe’s able to describe where we’re
located to the rangers, and they tell her they’re headed our
way.

It’s gotten hot
enough to fry an egg out here. While we wait for the rangers to
meet us, I fan myself with my hand, trying and failing to cool off.
Cole guzzles the giant bottle of water Granny brought in her bag
before I can ask for a sip.

“I hope that the
turtle is not too warm.” I stare at Ariel, concerned as Cole wipes
his mouth with the back of his hand.

“Did your book say
anything about how long sea turtles can stay on the beach, Cole?”
Chloe turns to him.

“They’re fine out
of the water for six to eight hours,” he answers.

“You really do
know your turtle stats,” I smile, impressed.

I hope our turtle
hasn’t been stuck out here too long. How long has it been without
water? Sensing we mean it no harm it stops struggling and sits
still.

“We should name
the turtle,” I say.

“Let’s call it
Michelangelo!” says Cole. “He’s my favorite Ninja turtle.”

“You said the
turtle is a girl.” I shake my head.

“How about Ariel!”
suggests Chloe. “She left the sea and couldn’t walk well at first,
which is the same thing going on with our turtle.”

“You would name it
after a princess,” Cole says with a chuckle.

He stops talking
when we see two rangers making their way up the beach. As they get
closer, I recognize the lady ranger from the hatchling release. The
short, skinny man beside her is red in the face and wears
dark-rimmed glasses.

“Help has
arrived,” says Granny, smiling. “Hopefully, they can get our little
friend on her way soon.”

“Mornin’!” The
lady ranger waves. “I’m Ranger Johnson, and this is my partner,
Ranger Michael Winslow. Are you the folks who called the Hatchling
Hotline?”

“Yes, ma’am,” I
answer. “We found a sea turtle stuck here around the rocks. My
brother’s baseball cap got caught on its leg.”

“It’s been trying
to get away ever since we saw it,” says Cole. “But for some reason,
the turtle can’t move.”

Ranger Johnson
gently detaches Cole’s hat and moves the reptile’s back flipper. “I
see what the problem is! It’s caught on a fishing hook.”

“That poor thing!”
I shrink back and rub my leg at the sight of the metal hanging from
the turtle’s back left flipper.

“Argh, this turtle
is a pirate!” Cole squints his eye like he’s Captain Hook.

“That’s not
funny!” I cross my arms across my chest. “Will Ariel be okay?”

“Ca-ute name!”
Ranger Johnson slaps her knee. “Many of our rescuers name their
turtles. Unfortunately, getting tangled in fishing lines happens to
a slew of sea turtles. We’ll take it back for treatment and
probably be able to release it in a week or so after it heals.”

Her partner,
Ranger Winslow, pulls out a device that looks like a cell phone and
waves it around Ariel’s shell.

“What are you
doing?” asks Cole.

“Checking the
turtle’s vitals,” he says, all business. “Anybody got a beach
towel?”

Granny pulls a
purple, orange, and yellow tie-dyed towel out of her shoulder bag
and hands it to him.

“If it’s alright,
I’m laying this on, ‘Ariel,’ to shade it from the sun.” Ranger
Winslow gets Granny’s approval before covering the turtle’s back
end.

Then he takes
another towel from his shoulder bag, rolls it up like those neck
pillows people use on planes, and sets Ariel on it. If you didn’t
know better, you’d think the turtle was sunbathing or relaxing at a
spa. She sits still as a statue while the rangers work.

They probe the
turtle’s flippers and give her water from a metal bottle. Both wear
plastic gloves. I wonder if it’s mainly to protect their hands or
Ariel.

All of us are
quiet. Besides the examination, all we hear are waves washing into
the sand. I hold my breath as Ranger Johnson runs the ultrasound
machine across Ariel’s shell, looks into the screen, and
frowns.

“Check this out,
Michael!” She waves her partner to her side.

He shakes his
head, runs his hands through his hair, and exclaims, “Jeez, O,
Pete!”


Chapter Six

The Checkup

“What’s going
on!?” Chloe leans in. “Is anything else wrong with our turtle?”

Ranger Johnson
studies her screen a few minutes longer, then sucks her teeth.

“Things look a bit
dicey for our little friend.” She holds up the ultrasound machine
so we can see. “Part of the fishing line is in the turtle’s
intestines. It’s definitely going to need surgery to have the line
removed.”

I stare at the
cell phone-sized screen, amazed. The black and white picture shows
the turtle’s skeleton with the outline of a wire in its belly.

“That’s so cool!”
says Cole. “Do they have things like that for people too?”

“Yes, ultrasounds
are also used to see inside human bodies.” Ranger Winslow nods.

“Mom has pictures
like that of us in our baby books!” I remember images she kept from
when she was pregnant with my little brother and me. “You were
sucking your thumb in yours, Cole!”

“Can you get the
wires out?” Chloe wrings her hands. “Will Ariel be okay?”
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“We’re going to do
our best to make sure she is.” Ranger Johnson stands. “It’s lucky
that you kids found this turtle out here when you did. Good
job!”

The rangers
continue examining Ariel, checking her neck, mouth, and tail, and
then measuring the size of her shell with a tape measure. Next,
Ranger Winslow stands behind the turtle, holding its flippers,
while Ranger Johnson pulls out a needle to draw blood.

“We’ll get results
from this later,” she explains.

“I hate getting
shots!” Chloe winces when the ranger sticks the needle in the
turtle’s neck.

“This is the
dorsal cervical sinus.” Ranger Johnson points out the area as she
works.

I squeeze my eyes
shut tight, so I don’t have to see the blood, but when I peek open
my left eye, I see Cole watching closely.

“I thought turtle
blood would be green!” he exclaims as the vial under the needle
fills. “But it’s as red as Ranger Winslow’s face!”

“It’s taking me a
while to adjust to this hot Texas heat.” Ranger Winslow chuckles.
“My family and I just moved down here from Michigan a month ago.
The hottest it gets up there at this time of year is eighty
degrees.”

“That’s nothing
for us in Texas,” says Cole. “Sometimes it’s one hundred.”

“This is amazing!”
Beside us, Granny takes everything in. “Who knew that treating a
sea turtle was so detailed?”

Ariel is a better
patient than I am. When I go to the doctor’s office, I scream when
the needles come out.

After they draw
blood, the rangers load the turtle into a wagon to take her to the
parking lot.

“We’ll get its
other test results back from the lab and get it fed and settled in
a recovery tank,” Ranger Johnson says. “We need to use some of our
other equipment there to get better views of the fishing line it
swallowed and come up with our surgery plan.”

“Take care, sweet
turtle!” Chloe waves at our new friend in the back of the red
wagon.

“Can we come visit
Ariel?” I ask before the rangers start.

“The public isn’t
allowed in our treatment rooms,” says Ranger Winslow. “But once
it’s stable in a few days, the turtle will be placed in a public
tank to recover, and you can see it there.”

“Call this number
to see when the surgery is scheduled.” He scribbles on a piece of
paper and hands it to Granny.

“Thank you very
much!” she says.

“Thank you, kids,
for your quick thinking and for being so observant,” says Ranger
Johnson. “Our patrols weren’t scheduled to be back at the beach
until later in the afternoon, so this poor turtle might’ve ended up
dehydrated, or worse. This section of the beach isn’t visited much
by tourists, and most of the visitors go home for the day after a
hatchling release. What brought y’all out here?”

“We’re looking for
treasure!” says Cole before I can pinch him. “I found a bottle with
a treasure map in it yesterday, and sea turtles were our first
clue, so we decided to come to the hatchling release.”

“A treasure map,
eh?” Ranger Winslow rubs his chin. “Interesting, I haven’t heard
anything about treasure in these parts.”

“Well, our map
says there is one!” Cole stamps his foot. “And we’re gonna find
it.”

“Best wishes to
you!” Ranger Johnson looks at her watch and tips her hat. “If
anyone can find treasure out here, I’m sure you kids can. We’ll do
our best to get this turtle on its flippers and back out into the
waters soon.”

“See you later!”
we call, and Granny nods as they walk off.

“This has been a
morning to remember, kids. If we didn’t find any other treasure, I
consider seeing the hatchings and saving your sea turtle, Ariel,
gift enough. Ready to head out for breakfast?”

“My tummy feels so
empty, I could eat three donuts, and I usually only eat two,” says
Chloe.

“I hear ya,” I
agree. All the excitement this morning kept me from feeling hungry,
but now I’m starved.

“Is there a
restroom out here?” Cole shifts from side to side. “I gotta
go!”

“You shouldn’t
have drunk so much water!” I frown.

“I don’t see any
buildings or porta potty’s nearby.” Granny scans the area. “Can you
wait until we get back to the car?”

“I don’t know if I
can make it!” Cole bites his lip and bounces in place.

“Think you can go
in the water?” Granny tilts her head toward the rocks where we
found Ariel.

“Eww, gross!” I
squeal, and Chloe scrunches up her nose.

“Come on, Champ.”
My grandmother grabs his hand, and Cole hops along beside her. “You
girls stay here and keep watch.”

“I can’t believe
Granny’s letting him do this!” I say as Chole and I turn our
backs.

“Yeah, this is so
funny!” my friend titters.

I hope Cole’s pee
doesn’t kill any of the fish. Thankfully, the crashing waves drown
out the sound of what he’s doing. Granny holds a beach towel up for
privacy.

“Sophie! Chloe!
Look!” my little brother shouts a few seconds later.

We turn around and
see him waving a bottle in the air as he and Granny rush back to
us.

“It’s just like
the one from the beach!” Chloe says, clapping her hands
together.

“OMG!” I bounce in
place.

“Cole saw this
near the rocks!” Granny seems as excited as we are. “We must have
missed it when we were tending to the turtle.”

“Open it! Open
it!” Chloe and I squeal.

Cole jiggles the
cork off and pulls out another rolled piece of parchment paper tied
with a red ribbon.

“It is part
of the treasure!” He yanks off the ribbon and smooths the paper to
read what it says.

“Congratulations!
You’re one step closer to finding your treasure!

Figure out this
riddle to move farther:

The second clue
once traveled the stormy sea.

It started its
work in 1943.”

“Hmm…wonder what
that could be?” Granny taps her thumb on her chin.

“We’ll definitely
have to do some research because I have no idea,” Chloe shrugs her
shoulders.

“I’m just happy
Cole found the clue!” I beam. “This is getting fun.”

“Let’s go back
home to figure it out!” He pumps his fist in the air.

As we walk back to
the area where we parked this morning, I smile as brightly as the
sun. We’re getting closer to figuring this thing out!


Chapter
Seven

The Dolphin

We're distracted
when we get home, helping my grandmother organize old photo albums.
After cooking make-your-own pizzas for dinner, we stay up late
watching movies. The next morning, we’re raring to figure out the
next treasure map clue. But during breakfast, Granny announces
other plans.

“My friend,
Stanley Williams, owns a boat and called to take us snorkeling
today. He books tourist excursions throughout the week, but someone
canceled, and he has an opening.”

“Sounds cool,”
says Chloe between bites of a pancake. “I’ve never been snorkeling
before.”

“You have a friend
who’s a man, Granny?” I shake my piece of bacon in her direction
and wag my eyebrows. “I’ve never heard you mention him.”

“I didn’t know I
had an obligation to tell my eleven-year-old granddaughter about
all my friendships,” Granny chuckles. “But Stanley and I have known
each other for a while.”

“So, that means
he’s your age?” I ask. “Is he married?”

“I believe Stanley
is my age or a couple of years older,” Granny answers. “He’s
widowed, like me. I met him over at the Senior Center, where I
volunteer. He plays a mean game of BINGO.”

“Is he just your
friend?” Cole tilts his head to the side. “Or is he your
boy-friend?”

“And what’s the
difference between a friend and ‘boyfriend’?” Granny peers over her
glasses.

“If he’s your
boyfriend, you like to give each other smooches and get all mushy,”
Cole explains.

“So far, we
haven’t gotten to the mushy stage,” Granny laughs. “But when and
if we do, I’ll let you know.”

“Don’t wait too
long.” Cole sets his glass of orange juice down. “You look good to
be a grandma, but Mom says men need someone to take care of them.
At his age, he might not want to stay by himself.”

“You kids are too
much!” Granny laughs and pours herself another cup of coffee while
we finish eating.

It’s funny
thinking about her maybe having a boyfriend. I was smaller when my
grandfather died, so my memory of him is fuzzy. When she’s not with
us, I always imagine Granny making care packages to mail to Cole
and me or calling my mom or dad on the phone. I guess she has a
life of her own like anyone else.

“Let’s finish up,
everyone.” Granny starts putting dishes in the sink about ten
minutes later.

“Thanks for
breakfast, Mrs. Washington.” Chloe brings over her plate. “Those
pancakes were delish. I love maple syrup.”

“So glad you liked
them, dear.” Granny wipes her hands on a dishtowel. “Making
homemade pancakes is a treat for me. I don’t usually cook meals
like this for myself. Most mornings, I just have my coffee and some
toast or oatmeal.”

She glances at the
clock. “Goodness! It’s getting late. Stanley is expecting us at the
pier in forty minutes! I lost track of time. You kids get changed
into your swimsuits under your shorts and tee-shirts. We need to
leave at ten-thirty.”

I finish my last
bite and rush with Chloe to our room to change. Though I was
looking forward to uncovering another clue to find our treasure
this morning, I’m psyched to go snorkeling. Cole and I snorkeled
with our parents in the neighborhood pool a few times, and it’s a
lot of fun. You put big goggles over your eyes and nose and breathe
through a tube that sticks out of the water. Then you float and see
everything underwater while breathing at the same time.

At our community
pool, you mainly see people’s legs and plastic toy sticks kids dive
for at the bottom of the pool. Once, Cole scared me by pulling his
friend Jacob’s swim trunks down. I closed my eyes before I could
make out his privates. But in the Gulf, we’ll see real live sea
animals and maybe even more turtles.

“Will we snorkel
in deep water?” I ask Granny on the way to the pier. “Chloe and I
swam in a river on our class retreat trip, but I’ve never been out
in the ocean without my parents.”

“We’re snorkeling
in an area of the Gulf that’s no more than four or five feet deep,
so there’ll be no need to worry about that,” Granny answers. “I’ve
checked it all out with your parents.”

“I’m a great
swimmer,” brags Cole. “I’ll bet I could swim in a thousand feet of
water!”

“You kids have had
swim lessons for years, so I’m sure you’re strong swimmers,” Granny
answers. “Today, we’re going to a shallow area, where we can see
plenty of marine life.”

My parents read
that every year kids drown because they can’t swim, so they made
sure we were in lessons since we were babies.

“No child of mine
is going to be sitting on the sidelines, scared of the water, or
worried about messing up their hair,” Dad always says.

When we pull up to
the pier, Cole starts telling corny jokes from the front seat.

“What did the
ocean say to the beach? Nothing, it just waved.”

“What kind of
candy would a drowning person want? A lifesaver!”

“I think your
brother tells those jokes when he’s excited,” Chloe whispers.

“I sure wish he’d
calm down,” I reply.

As usual, it’s so
bright you need a hat or sunglasses, and there’s not a cloud in the
sky. It’s already roasting, so I’m happy that we’ll be in the water
snorkeling and not just sitting in the boat.

Before we left the
house, Granny made us rub sunscreen all over ourselves.

“You kids have
already darkened up two shades since you’ve gotten here, and I
don’t want you to get sunburned.”

“Whoa! Look at
that!” Cole exclaims as we pull into the marina.

Nearly a hundred
different-sized boats are lined up. I hope that the one we get on
today doesn’t sink.

We pull into a
parking spot and climb out, and Granny points to the left. “Mr.
Williams’s boat is over there!”

“That thing is
huge!” Chloe shades her eyes as we glance toward the dock.

The boat we’ll be
riding is white with navy blue trim and a blue covering on the top
to shade you from the sun. It’s as long as a school bus and has the
words “The Dolphin” painted on its side in the trim colors.

“Look at all the
controls on that thing!” Cole points toward the center console.
“You’ve got to really know what you’re doing to drive that
boat.”

“Let’s get moving,
guys!” He pulls Chloe and me by the arms as he barrels forward.
“This is gonna be epic!”

My little brother
stops in his tracks when a white-haired man in a wheelchair rolls
up. Chloe and I lurch and nearly run into Cole’s back.

“May I help you?”
the gravelly-voiced man asks like we’re about to steal
something.

Is this Mr.
Williams?
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Chapter
Eight

Snorkeling

“It’s so good to
see you, Stanley!” Granny rushes from behind us, stoops, and grabs
the man’s hand.

“As usual, you’re
a sight for sore eyes.” Mr. Williams’s stern mask cracks into a
smile.

Granny’s brown
cheeks turn pink as he grins at her like he’s watching his favorite
movie. I’ve never seen her look bashful like this.

“I appreciate you
thinking of us when you had an opening on your boat,” she says.
“The Dolphin is even more beautiful than you described.”

“Thanks! Happy to
do anything to expose young folks to marine life,” he answers. “So
many around here don’t give a hoot about taking care of the
environment, and the result is polluted beaches and sick sea
animals.”

“Yesterday, we
rescued a turtle that got snagged by a fishing line.” Cole puffs
out his chest. “And I was the first one that saw him.”

“That so?” The old
man raises one bushy eyebrow. “Good looking out! We might have to
name you Eagle Eye.”

“You can call me
that,” my little brother answers. “But my real name is Cole.”

“More like ‘Mouth
of the South,’” I mutter to Chloe behind my hand, and she
giggles.

“And who are these
two lovely young ladies?” Mr. Williams turns to us.

“I’m Sophie,” I
answer. “And this is my friend, Chloe.”

“You must be very
smart,” Mr. Williams turns to me, “because the name Sophie means
‘wisdom.’”

“She does get good
grades in school, and she won the school spelling bee!” Chloe says,
wide-eyed.

“And the name
Chloe means ‘blooming,’ which is very fitting since you remind me
of a beautiful flower.”

My bestie bats her
long, curly lashes and giggles, and I can see why Granny likes this
man in a wheelchair.

The old man
doesn’t look fancy in his khaki pants and cotton shirt. But
somehow, he makes you feel like a queen.

“Age before
beauty,” he says as he rolls onto the boat on a ramp before us.
“Watch your step, and we’ll be on your way in just a few minutes.
My co-captain, Leonard, is also riding with us this morning. He
stopped at the store on the way in and will be here shortly. Hope
you enjoy the ride. I’ve owned this boat for two years, and it’s
still smooth sailing.”

The Dolphin is
specially made for Mr. Williams’s wheelchair with a wide opening
and plenty of space in the aisles. On the side of the boat is the
controller area with lots of knobs and gadgets set up so Mr.
Williams can wheel in and steer.

“Mornin’,
everybody!” a tall, brown-skinned man, who looks a little bit
younger than my mom and dad, booms from the boat entrance. His
hands are filled with canvas grocery bags.

“Good to see you,
Leonard!” Mr. Williams waves him in. “Let’s get this show on the
road.”

Leonard sets down
his bags, passes out life jackets, and directs us to put them on
and sit at the back of the boat. Granny folds the shorts and
tee-shirts we wore over our swimsuits and sets them on the bench
beside her beach bag.

“Soft drinks are
in the cooler, and there are snacks in the bag beside them,” Mr.
Williams says. “There’s a restroom in the inner cabin. It’s a calm
day, so we should have a smooth ride. We’ll cruise on the water for
a while and then find a low spot to do some snorkeling.”

“Thank you again,
Stanley!” says Granny. “This is quite the treat! I was so excited
when you invited us that I didn’t even think to bring
refreshments.”

“Maybe you can pay
me back with one of those delicious dinners I hear you make,” he
says and winks.

“I’d be
delighted!” she answers.

“What happened to
Mr. Williams’s legs?” Cole whispers to Granny after we’re settled,
and the captain and Leonard take a seat by the boat controls.

“He was in a car
accident,” she answers. “We’ll talk about it later.”

I lean back on the
white, cushiony bench as we set sail.

“I feel like a
movie star.” Chloe slips on her sunglasses and lounges, stretching
out her long legs.

“Can you wear your
charm bracelet in the water?” I glance at it with envy when she
crosses her arms behind her head.

“The clasp is
really strong,” she answers. “I never take it off.”

“When are we gonna
snorkel?” Cole calls over to the captain. Granny elbows him to be
quiet.

“We’ll cruise for
an hour and then pull into a nice shallow spot,” Mr. Williams
answers.

“Hope we spot a
shark!” says Cole.

“I hope we don’t!”
I answer.

Once we get going,
Granny stands and watches the water from the railing.

“This is just
beautiful!” She breathes in the sea air.

The breeze blows
my braids over my shoulders, cooling things down. I lean back in my
seat and get comfortable as the boat picks up speed.

After we ride for
a few minutes, a fin pops out of the water.

“Look! A shark!
Told ya!” Cole tickles my side, and I jump.

“It’s a school of
dolphins,” corrects Granny, and I breathe out.

The animals trail
behind us, leaping up in the white foam.

“This is so cool!”
Chloe snaps pictures with her cell phone.

I grab a bag of
chips and munch as I gaze out into the water. This is the life.

We cruise for
another thirty minutes, and then Mr. Williams pulls into a
cove.

“This is a great
snorkeling spot,” he calls as he stops the boat’s engine.

“You sure there
aren’t any sharks out here?” I ask Leonard when he walks back to
get us.

“Nah, not in this
area, too shallow.” He shakes his head. “They like to be out deeper
where there are more fish to eat. You kids snorkel before?”

“Just in the pool
with our parents, but never in the real ocean.” I cross my arms
across my life vest.
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“Then this should
be a piece of cake.” Leonard hands us all snorkel gear. “Just
remember to breathe in and out. It’s no more than five feet out
here, so you can stand if you have any trouble. Plus, you have your
life jackets on.”

“I think I’ll stay
up here and watch,” Granny chats with Mr. Williams by the
railing.

“Geronimo!” Cole
hops in like he does this every day, and I slowly follow. Sand
squishes between my toes.

Since it’s so hot
outside, the water is nice and warm. It’s up to my chest, and I
pull my goggles over my eyes and nose. When Cole and Chloe both
slide under, my chest tightens.

You can do
it! I pinch my forearm. I feel like a baby for being scared.
Chloe’s never snorkeled before, and she gets the hang of it in a
couple of minutes.

My friend points
at something as she glides from side to side, waving me down to
join her. I stop thinking and push my braids under the waves.

Everything goes
black. Open your eyes, silly! I fuss at myself, remembering
that the plastic goggles will protect them from the saltwater’s
sting. Once I raise my eyelids, I catch my breath.

It’s a whole new
world down here. A school of fish weaves through the green and
brown seagrass.

I play follow the
leader with them as I bob on the surface like a human inner tube,
getting a rhythm going with my breathing. In. Out. In. Out.

Once I become more
comfortable with the actual snorkeling, I relax and enjoy the view.
Catfish flick their long whiskers, and a fish not far from the
group looks like a perch. Cole and Chloe float beside me,
wiggling with excitement.

Crushed seashells
coat the sand like buried treasure to the left of the fish. My
heart beats faster when a smaller shell moves. It’s a crab!
I wish we had a waterproof camera.

Cole reaches down
to touch the swift-moving crustacean, and sand clouds the scene.
The crab disappears into the seagrass.

In another cleared
area, I see a conch shell as big as my hand.

Eek! A
bigger crab than the one Cole grabbed scrambles out from the
bottom.

Startled, I sink
my breathing tube under. The crab plops to the sand.

Water goes down my
windpipe, and I have a coughing fit. I have to stand.

“Are you okay?”
Chloe comes up with me.

“Some water went
down the wrong way.” I rub my chest until my breathing is normal
again.

“Fun, isn’t it?”
Chloe says with a smile once she sees I’m all right.

“Yeah, it’s pretty
neat,” I agree.

Seconds later, I
adjust my goggles and blink the salty water from my eyes. Back
under the water we go.

Snorkeling is
amazing. Looking at the rolling waves on top, you’d never guess
that there was a whole other world underneath. I could do this all
day.

Putting my face in
the water, I drift toward another school of fish. I wish I knew
what kind they are. What’s that clear-looking thing to the side?
Reminds me of a squishy rubber toy I got at the arcade. Oh, my
goodness! Is that a jellyfish? It’s headed our way!


Chapter
Nine

Charmed

I point it out to
Chloe and Cole, and the three of us speed toward the boat. My skin
prickles like a porcupine, and I hold my breath until we’ve put
some distance between ourselves and the jelly-like creature.

“That thing was
scary!” Chloe pulls her hair out of her eyes.

“I didn’t know if
it would attack us or what!” I snatch off my goggles.

“Bought time to
head back!” Mr. Williams calls from the boat.

“Ah, man! I wanted
to stay longer,” grumbles Cole.

After seeing the
jellyfish, I’m fine with finishing up.

“It’s been years
since I snorkeled.” Granny hands us beach towels to dry off with
back on the boat deck.

“I don’t know if
I’d remember what to do if I was out there.”

“It’s just like
riding a bicycle,” says Mr. Williams. “Once you learn, you never
forget. Even this old dog can do a few tricks out in the
water.”

“You can still
snorkel with no legs!?” Cole holds his mouth open, and Granny
frowns.
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“Certainly,” Mr.
Williams shakes his head. “As long as I can float.”

He doesn’t seem
bothered that my little brother asked him about his legs. I wonder
what not being able to walk feels like. Mr. Williams rolls back
into the driver’s area and cranks the boat back up.

“Remember when you
dumped that bucket of sand on my head, Sophie?” Cole asks. “It’s
payback time!”

He pops me on the
legs with his damp beach towel, and I shriek, leaning to the side
to get away.

“Get him, Sophie!”
Chloe winds up her towel to snap him back.

“Settle down
before you fall off this boat!” warns Granny, and we make our way
back to the seats, doubling over with laughter. I slide on my
shorts and pull my tee shirt over my swimsuit.

“Ouch!” Before I
sit down, I step on a sharp object. I look down and notice
something shiny. Chloe’s charm bracelet! It must have fallen off
her arm while we dried off.

She must not
care too much about it, I think. She doesn’t even know it’s
gone. Besides, she said her parents are getting her a bigger one
when we go home.

While my best
friend laughs at another one of Cole’s corny jokes, I slip the
bracelet into my shorts pocket.

The boat begins
rocking again, and we grab more drinks and snacks. Chloe doesn’t
mention her bracelet, and I don't think about it for the rest of
the ride.

As we eat and take
in the scenery, Leonard tells us about Corpus Christi.

“It was once
called ‘The Sparkling City by the Sea,’” he says. “About 280,000
people live here, and since we’re located near the water, we’re
prone to have hurricanes each year.”

“We had a hurricane in
Houston and had to leave our house for a few days because the
streets flooded,” I share.

“That’s happened
to us a few times down here, too,” says Leonard. “I was grateful my
house didn’t flood during the last storm.”

Though we have a
covering over us, the sun feels hot where we’re sitting. Granny
makes us put on more sunscreen for protection.

“That goo makes me
smell like a walking coconut!” Cole wrinkles his nose.

Leonard’s talk
about Corpus Christi makes the return ride seems much quicker than
it took to get to our snorkeling spot.

Once we’re back on
land, Granny touches Mr. Williams’s shoulder. “This has been a
wonderful experience for the children and me, Stanley. I appreciate
you thinking of us when your tour canceled.”

“Nice to meet your
family and have some extra time with you, Evelyn.” Mr. Williams
uses her first name. Cole nudges me and grins. I know better than
tease her about it, but I can’t help smiling. Looks like Granny has
a boyfriend!

“I’m sending
pictures of our snorkeling trip to my parents!” says Chloe. “They
won’t believe I got a shot of real live dolphins.”

“Your parents must
think you’re really grown up, Chloe,” I say. “They don’t call to
check on you every day like mine do.”

“Yeah, I guess
so…” She stares over the boat railing.

“Being able to get
out on the water is what I love most about living down here,” says
Granny. “It’s so peaceful.”

Mr. Williams
follows us down to the dock and invites us to come back on our boat
before leaving Corpus Christi.

“Are you sure?”
asks Granny. “You’re too kind. Tours like you gave us cost hundreds
of dollars. I’d hate to take another spot from paying
tourists.”

“Nonsense, our
schedule isn’t so crammed that we can’t take the boat out for our
enjoyment sometimes.” Mr. Williams shakes his head. “It’s nice to
see my own backyard through fresh eyes.”

On the way home to
Granny’s, Cole talks about our treasure again.

“Today was cool,
but we need to get back to business. We go home at the end of next
week. Better find our treasure before then.”

“Too bad none of
our clues mentioned snorkeling.” Chloe runs her fingers through her
curls. “Where we were would’ve been the perfect place to hide a
treasure chest.”

“Yeah, and shiny
gold coins would have stood out around all those fishes,” says
Cole.

I finger Chloe’s
charm bracelet in my pocket and look out the car window. Seems like
she doesn’t care about it. Maybe I can keep it. Now, my main reason
for finding the treasure is gone, but getting some loot would still
be nice. I could even share some with Granny. I hear her
complaining about how much things cost a lot.

“You said you’d
tell us more about Mr. Williams’s legs later, Granny,” I shift the
conversation. “How’d he get in a car accident?”

“A few years ago,
a drunken driver crashed into Mr. Williams’s car,” Granny explains.
“His wife was with him in the passenger seat and didn’t make it.
Stanley’s legs were so badly injured he couldn’t walk. He’s had to
overcome a lot to rebuild his life.”

“Poor Mr.
Williams!” I exclaim. “That sounds terrible! Did he and his wife
have any kids? Did you know her?

“No, it was just
the two of them,” she answers. “I never met Mrs. Williams. It’s
good Stanley was able to keep busy on his boat with his touring
business.”

“It’s also good
that he has you for a friend, Granny,” says Cole.

At Granny’s house,
we spread the letters about the treasure on the kitchen table to
review our clues. My grandmother loans us her laptop computer to do
research.

“We figured out
the first clue is about sea turtles.” Chloe writes notes on a sheet
of paper. “Let’s see what the next clue could be.”

“It says it once
traveled the stormy sea.” I run my finger across the paper. “That’s
got to be a boat!”

“The next line
says that the clue started working in 1943.” Cole leans over my
shoulder. “That’s older than Granny. We’re looking for a pretty
ancient ship. Mr. Williams got The Dolphin two years ago.”

“How will we
figure this out?” I place my palm on my head.

“Look it up on the
internet!” Chloe types on the laptop keyboard. “A boat in Corpus
Christi built in 1943.”

The ship USS
Lexington pops on the screen.

“That must be it!”
I cry. “I think Granny took us there when we were little, but I
can’t remember much about it.”

“You were still in
strollers when we took the tour.” Granny walks over to see our
research. “Cole couldn’t have been older than two, and he yelled,
‘stop that running, Sophie!’ when I let her down to stretch her
legs.”

“The USS Lexington
has traveled all over the world!” I scan the online article. “It
was used in the World War II Battle of Pearl Harbor in Hawaii. It’s
also been in San Diego, California, Florida, Cuba, and someplace
called Formosa, Laos.”

“Laos was once
part of the Asian country, Taiwan,” Granny explains.

“Can we visit the
USS Lexington tomorrow, Granny?” Cole pulls her sleeve. “Please!
Please! Please!”

“How can I say no
to those eyes?” She laughs when he looks up at her like our dog,
Bertram, begging for a treat.

“Be back in a sec,
I forgot something in the room!” Chloe rushes toward our
bedroom.

“What’s with her?”
Cole laughs. “Seems like she’s got ants in her pants.”

We scan the USS
Lexington website to find out about the exhibits and how much it
costs to tour the boat. When Chloe rejoins us a few minutes later,
she looks like she lost her best friend.

“What’s wrong with
you?” asks Cole. “Sad we didn’t see the little mermaid when we went
snorkeling?”

“That’s not it.”
She stares at the carpet to keep from crying. “I can’t find my
bracelet!”


Chapter Ten

Lost

“Did you wear your
bracelet when we went snorkeling?” asks Granny. “I hope it didn’t
fall off in the water…”

“I…I don’t know.”
Chloe’s bottom lip trembles. “I put it on this morning, and now
it’s gone!”

She slides into a
kitchen chair and draws circles on the table with her finger.
Beside her, I stare at Granny’s stainless steel toaster.

“Chloe had her
charm bracelet on when we were on the boat,” says Cole. “Remember,
Sophie, you asked her if she ever takes it off?”

I nod, balling my
hand into a fist in my lap. My palms feel slippery, and my mouth is
dry. I can’t look at Chloe.

“Let’s check
outside in the car,” suggests Granny. “Hopefully, it fell off
there.”

The air hits my
face like an oven when we step into the driveway. I can’t tell if
I’m hot because of the weather or because I’m lying to my
friend.
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I usually think of
trips to the beach and good times when I see Granny’s gray,
four-door car. But now I want to throw up. I know I’m wrong for not
telling everyone that I have the bracelet. But my mouth feels like
it’s stuffed with cotton, and I can’t talk.

For the next five
minutes, Granny slides the driver and passenger seats up in her
car, looks under the car mats, and checks inside the glove
compartment box. No bracelet.

“Sorry, dear.” She
slams the driver’s side door shut and turns to Chloe. “It’s
definitely not in here. Let me call Mr. Williams and see if you
dropped it on the boat. Meanwhile, you girls check back in the room
again. Cole, look in the kitchen and the den.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he
says with a salute.

As Chloe and I
walk down the carpeted hallway, she starts crying.

“Don’t worry, your
bracelet’ll turn up soon.” I rub my hand on her back.

“I feel so silly
for losing it!” she says.

I’m doing such a
good job faking that I almost fool myself. I can’t believe I stole
Chloe’s charm bracelet! I should have known she’d want it back. I
want to tell her the truth. But if I return the bracelet now,
she’ll realize that I took it. How could I explain that?

We step into the
room, and I pretend to hunt on my side while Chloe searches under
her bed and inside her pillowcase. After that, I help her pick up
the mattresses on the twin beds. Next, we crawl under the beds, rub
our hands all over the shag carpet, shake out the bean bag, and
inspect the closet.

“It’s no use!” She
puts her hands over her face when we finish. “My bracelet is
gone!”

“Let’s see what
the men from the boat say.” I grab her hand to walk into the
kitchen.

Granny’s talking
on the phone. Chloe crosses her fingers as we listen in.

“You see no sign
of it? Okay, thanks so much for your help, Stanley.”

My bestie’s face
crumbles as Granny clicks off. “Any luck, girls?”

“No, ma’am,” I
answer in a low voice.

“I didn’t see the
bracelet either.” Cole returns from the family room. “I know! I’ll
use the metal detector! Maybe that’ll find it.”

“It’s no use.”
Chloe rubs her empty wrist. “I know it’s not here. I remember now
that I didn’t have it on in the car, so I must’ve lost it on the
boat or when we were snorkeling. My mom’s gonna kill me! I begged
her to let me get my charm bracelet. Dad said I wasn’t responsible
enough to keep up with it, and he’s right. They’ll start fighting
again about it, and it’ll all be my fault!”

“I’m so sorry.”
Granny hugs her. “If I could replace your bracelet, I would, but it
seems like it was quite costly.”

“I’m not sure how
much the bracelet costs,” says Chloe. “Mom bought it on sale. But
the charms were fifty and sixty dollars each.”

“Well, let’s hold
out hope that it’ll turn up,” Granny suggests. “Mr. Williams’s
partner, Leonard, had left already when he scanned the boat. “He’ll
have him look again tomorrow. Maybe your bracelet is under a seat
or somewhere he couldn’t reach.”

“Don’t give up
looking.” I touch her hand. “You never know, your bracelet might
magically appear again.”

“Yeah, just like
there are mermaids in the ocean and treasure at the beach.” Chloe
shakes her head. “Thanks for trying to cheer me up, Sophie.”

“I don’t know what
you’re talking about!” Cole puts his hand on his hip. “There
is treasure here on Corpus Christi. And we’re gonna find
it!”

“I know you feel
bad about your bracelet being gone,” I turn to my best friend, “but
Mr. Leonard might see it when he comes back tomorrow. Let’s focus
on finding the treasure. Who knows? It may be enough to buy another
bracelet if your old one isn’t found before then. And didn’t you
say your parents were getting you a bigger one when we go home?
They may not be as mad about you losing it as you think.”

“Maybe not,” she
answers, wiping her eyes.

Granny’s phone
rings and she looks at the caller ID. “It’s your parents,
kids.”

“Yay! I can’t wait
to tell Mom and Dad about our snorkeling trip!” Cole pumps his fist
in the air.

He takes the phone
first, and I get out Uno cards while I wait my turn to talk to my
parents.

“Would you like to
call your parents, Chloe?” asks Granny. “You only spoken to them
once since you got here.”

“I’ve been texting
them, but they can’t talk,” she answers. “Dad’s away on a business
trip, and Mom has a lot to do at her job too.”

“Oh, well, I’m
sure they know you’re in good hands,” says Granny.

We play cards for
a while after I talk to my parents. Chloe doesn’t say anything else
about her charm bracelet, but she still seems sad.

I’ve got to figure
out a way to get it back to her without her realizing I took
it.

“Accidentally”
finding it in the house is too obvious since we already looked in
every crack and crevice. Hopefully, I’ll come up with a plan
tomorrow.


Chapter
Eleven

USS Lexington

“This boat makes
Mr. Williams’ look like a toy,” Cole says as he steps down the
long, concrete pathway to go inside the USS Lexington Museum.

The gigantic ship
reminds me of one of my brother’s Battleship board game pieces
brought to life. It’s painted gray and has a banner with an
American flag in the front and a red, white, and blue banner
connected around the railing.

“It’ll take all
day to search for our treasure on that thing!” Cole wrings his
hands.

“Well, it’s good
we got here early,” I answer.

I’m determined to
get closer to uncovering more clues to find our treasure before we
leave the ship. With snorkeling and the drama about Chloe’s
bracelet, we lost time yesterday, and we need to make major headway
today. The letter says that the second clue traveled the stormy sea
and started in 1943. That’s the same information we read about the
USS Lexington, so we have to find something here today.

We woke extra
early to arrive at nine o’clock when the ship museum opened. It was
too early to check in with Mr. Williams, but Granny promised to
call him about Chloe’s bracelet this afternoon if she hadn’t heard
from him before then.

Last night, I came
up with a plan to get the bracelet back to her without looking like
I stole it. I’ll do it later this afternoon so that she won’t worry
about it anymore. Chloe didn’t say anything else about the bracelet
last night and cheered up after she won twice at Uno. But every
once in a while, I noticed her rubbing her wrist.

I stretch my legs
as we clank up the metal ramp to the entrance. It’ll take forever
just to get inside this place.

“Glad I’ve been
walking every morning and am in good shape, or else I’d have to
borrow one of Mr. Williams’s wheelchairs,” Granny jokes.

“Keep it moving,
Granny.” Cole marches like a soldier. “Look over there!”

Three school buses
with day camp names on them pull into the parking lot and start
unloading. They're probably one hundred kids out there.

“It’ll be a full
house today.” Granny puts a pep in her step. “Better get a move
on.”

History’s not my
favorite subject, but I’m feeling excited. The USS Lexington
website we scrolled through last night showed pictures of a landing
deck for airplanes and helicopters, a 3-D theater, an escape room,
and all kinds of interesting exhibits.

“Do you know any
ship jokes, Cole?” Chloe asks as we near the front entrance.

“What detergent do
sailors use?” he asks. “Tide.”

“Why’d you get him
started?!” I clasp my hand over my eyes.

We make it to the
door before Cole can come up with another goofy joke, and Granny
pulls our tickets from her leather bag. It’s good she thought to
buy them online because the line is already getting long.

“This way, folks.”
An attendant hands us brochures and points us through the entrance
to the flight deck.

Once we climb up,
Cole twists around to take everything in. “Whoa!”

Airplanes of
different shapes, sizes, and colors are lined up on each side of
the enormous space. The bay of blue water stretches out in front of
the ship, making it appear like we’re out at sea.

“Look at all the
planes!” Chloe pulls out her cell phone. “I’ve got to take a
picture.”

“The USS Lexington
is an aircraft carrier,” says Granny. “So, its main purpose was to
transport fighter jets for battle.”

Cole stands near a
grayish-blue jet with a red and white star and a propeller in the
front. “This one reminds me of those planes Snoopy flies in Charlie
Brown cartoons!”

“Leave it to you
to think of that!” I pat him on the head and laugh.

“That one is so
funny!” Chloe laughs at a plane with a shark’s mouth and pointy
white teeth painted near the cockpit.

“Should we take an
organized tour?” Granny looks around for a guide.

“Maybe the tour
guides know where the treasure is!” Cole says in a loud voice.

“The tours seem
full.” Chloe points where we came in. Guides in bright blue shirts
with USS Lexington logos round up day camp kids.

“I can tell you a
bit about the USS Lexington.” A man standing to our left overhears
our conversation and comes closer.

“Are you a guide?”
Granny asks.

“No, but I know
this place like the back of my hand,” he replies. “Name’s Homer
Thomas. My Dad served on this ship. He was retired Navy, twenty-two
years.”

“You mean your
father was a soldier in an actual war?” Cole’s eyes bug out.
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“Monuments like
the USS Lexington remind people what World War II was like,” says
Mr. Thomas. “We don’t have battlefields from this war because,
fortunately, it didn’t touch down on our soil. The ship ended up
being the battlefield, where men fought and died.”

“They had real
fights on this ship?” asks Chloe.

“It was hit twice
by Japanese, Kamikaze pilots,” Mr. Thomas answers. “The stats on
this place are mind-boggling. You can fit three football fields at
one time on the flight deck. And it’s sailed 209,000 miles, the
equivalent of eight times around the world.”

That means the
ship could have been anywhere! And anyone could have come on it,
including people stowing treasure.

“Do you know if
there is any treasure on the ship?” I ask. “We found a map that
says there may be clues to find a treasure on here.”

“Hmm…” Mr. Thomas
scratches his beard. “I’ve never heard of a treasure on the USS
Lexington. But as large and as old as this ship is, I don’t doubt
there might be something hidden aboard. There are plenty of nooks
and crannies in the crew quarters that would be the perfect place
to hide treasure.”

“You ready to
check out the 3-D show?” A short lady with a pixie haircut walks up
behind Mr. Thomas.

“This is my wife,
Irma.” He introduces her. “I was just giving these kids a history
lesson about the USS Lexington.”

“I’m sure you got
an earful,” she smiles. “My husband could talk about this place all
day. If he’s not at his business, this is where you’ll find
him.”

“Thank you for the
impromptu tour!” says Granny. “We did appreciate it.”

“Enjoy the rest of
your visit! And good luck finding your treasure.” Mr. Thomas winks
then takes his wife’s hand, and they walk toward the theater.

“Where to next?”
Chloe turns to me.

“The crew
quarters!”


Chapter
Twelve

Ghosts

“You have to pay
an extra fee to see the crew quarters.” Granny scans her museum
brochure. “There’s a paranormal tour that goes to that part of the
ship. Otherwise, it’s closed to the public.”

“Let’s do it!” I
clap my hands. “You gotta spend money to make money.”

“Now wait a
minute, young lady,” Granny chuckles. “It costs a pretty penny to
get into this place as it is. I don’t know if I want to fork out
more money for something extra.”

“Come on, Granny!
We’ve gotta go there!” Cole pulls on her sleeve. “Mr. Thomas said
there are hiding spaces where the treasure could be.”

“We’ll see after
we view the other exhibits we’ve paid for,” says Granny. “Anyone
need to take a restroom break?”

All three of us
shake our heads.

“I’m going to slip
into the ladies’ room. Stay right here. I’ll be back in a
minute.”

As we wait, I
cross my arms and tap my foot, and Chloe scrolls through her phone.
Cole explores an army jeep exhibit.

I’m starting to
feel anxious. Seeing World War II fighter planes and learning about
the ship’s history is neat, but we’re still no closer to
discovering our treasure. We need to search this ship from top to
bottom.

“I’ve got to
convince Granny to let us do that paranormal tour,” I grumble.

“Uh, Sophie…”
Chloe taps my arm. “I don’t know if that’s such a good idea.”

“Why not?” I
frown. “Don’t you want to find the treasure?”

“Yes, but do you
know what paranormal means?” She gives me a look.

“A special plane?”
I shrug.

“No,” she answers.
“A ghost.”

“Huh?” I wrinkle
my brow, confused.

“The USS Lexington
is haunted! Read this.” She shows me an article she pulled up on
her phone. “People have heard voices and screams on this ship, and
some have seen actual ghosts!”

“How can this be
true?” I put my hand on my hips.

“I dunno,” Chloe
answers. “But I’m not trying to find out, even for more shopping
money.”

I sigh. At every
turn, something is standing in the way of our treasure. But I agree
that messing with ghosts isn’t a good idea. If I’d known the USS
Lexington was haunted, I don’t think I would have wanted to come
here.

“Ready for the
next part of our tour?” Granny rejoins us. “How about joining the
3-D show?”

Cole bounces up
behind her. “Can I get a model plane in the gift shop? After that,
we can go to the crew quar…”

“Did you know that
people have seen ghosts on this ship?” I cut him off.

“It’s a tall
tale.” Granny shakes her head. “The Japanese thought the USS
Lexington had sunk four different times. But the ship kept
returning, so it was nicknamed, ‘The Blue Ghost.’”

“We read that
people saw ghosts in the crew quarters,” says Chloe.

“I ain’t ‘fraid of
no ghosts!” Cole answers. “They can’t stop me from looking for my
treasure.”

“Well, I am!” I
answer. “We better stick to the main areas and try to find our
clues around here.”

“Yeah,” Chloe
agrees. “I don’t want to go to any place where there might be
paranormals.”

“Since you’re
nervous about this, we’ll view some of the other exhibits,” Granny
suggests. “Let’s go downstairs.”

We descend to an
inside section of the museum. It reminds me of a warehouse with
cement floors and unfinished ceilings. Flags from different
countries hang from the wall. I recognize Germany, Great Britain,
and the United States.

The day campers
have made their way inside. Their laughter and shrieks make the
ship sound like a playground.

“Stick together,
so we don’t get separated,” says Granny.

“Can we play
that?” Cole points to a virtual battle station.

“Not another video
game!” I roll my eyes.

“C’mon, Granny!”
Cole begs. “It’ll help me in history class at school. I’ll learn
what it was like to be a World War II soldier.”

“Your brother is
too much!” Chloe giggles.

“He makes up any
excuse to play video games,” I answer.
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“The virtual
station has an extra fee, too.” Granny squints at the exhibit sign.
“Let’s go see the model plane collection. I heard they have over
four hundred miniature planes.”

“Cool!” Cole grabs
her hand, and we head to the lower deck.

Getting to the toy
planes exhibit is like traveling through a maze. The other museum
visitors must not know about this area. It’s a ghost town down
here. Mannequins in military uniforms are posed in different
exhibits like they’re eating, working, and relaxing.

“This ship reminds
me of a small city,” says Chloe.

“The brochure says
that over three thousand sailors lived here,” Granny says.

“Wow! Peep all
those clocks!” My brother points at a wall with about twenty
circular timers.

“This is the
boiler room,” says Granny. “It’s where the engine and machines that
run the ship are kept.”

“See anything that
might be a clue?” I scan the area.

“Everything looks
like it’s part of the exhibit,” says Chloe. “I don’t see any chests
or anything.”

“What about over
here?” I squat to look under an exhibit with bunk beds, and Chloe
joins me.

“I can find the
treasure faster than both of you!” Cole takes off like a jet down
the hallway.

“Slow down, young
man!” Granny calls as he speeds around the corner.

She bends from the
waist, rubbing her hip. “I’m going to break my neck trying to keep
up with that boy.”

“Don’t worry,
Granny, I’ll get him.” I head Cole’s direction and then stop.

The lights are
off, and it’s pitch black. I can’t see farther in front of me than
my face. Next, I hear a loud clanging sound and a scream.


Chapter
Thirteen

Little Boy Lost

“OMG! What’s that
noise?!” Chloe catches up with me and places her hand on my
shoulder. “And where’s Cole?”

I look both ways,
like I’m crossing the street, as my eyes adjust to the darkness. My
little brother is nowhere in sight.

“Clang! Clang!
Clang! The metal hitting metal sound continues. But the screaming
stops.

“I don’t see Cole,
Granny!” I whimper when she reaches us.

“Why’d they turn
the lights off back here?” Granny scans the area.

As my eyes adjust
to the darkness, the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. To the
left, a rope swings from the ceiling, and on the right, a cloth
that looks like a sheet is bunched up on the ground by the wall.
The air smells damp and musty like we’re in a basement. There’s no
sign of my little brother.

“Do you think the
ghosts got him?” Chloe grips my hand. “Which way did he go?”

“I’m not sure!” I
shriek. “What are we gonna tell Mom and Dad! They made me promise
to watch out for Cole.”
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“There are no
ghosts on this ship, Sophie Washington!” Granny bends down and
stares into my eyes. “Your brother can’t be too far from us. You
girls need to calm down.”

“Should we go back
for help?” I ask. “Maybe they can turn all the lights back on.”

“Walking upstairs
to find someone from maintenance will take too long,” Granny
answers. “Let’s figure out which direction your brother went and
see if we can find him.”

“Co-ole! Where are
you!” Chloe calls in a sing-song voice.

She’s answered
with more clanging.

There are no
exhibits in this empty hallway, just cement floors, tall ceilings,
and bare walls.

“Did you hear that
screaming earlier?” I shout over the banging. “I’m scared something
got Cole.”

“Be quiet a
second…” Granny holds up her hand. “That racket seems like it’s
coming from the right; let’s go that way.”

I nod and follow
her in that direction. Cole’s a daredevil, so I bet that he’d head
toward the action rather than away from it. My heart hammers in my
chest to the beat of the annoying noise we’re hearing. I clutch
Chloe’s hand like I did when we visited a haunted house last
Halloween, and she squeezes back.

“That sound’s
getting louder.” Chloe starts walking like she’s got gum on the
bottom of her shoes.

“Pick up the pace,
ladies!” Granny claps her hands. “Something’s up ahead.”

I hop-skip to
catch up. The banging noise is now so loud I want to muffle my ears
with earplugs. If I weren’t so worried about my little brother, I’d
turn and run back to the stairway and then get off this ship.

A light shines as
we round the next corner, and Granny shields her glasses with her
hands.

“Cole! You here!”
she cries.

The hammering
stops. I’m shocked by the silence.

My head gets dizzy
like I’m on a spinning top ride, and I squeeze my eyes shut.
“Please, Lord, help us find my brother,” I pray.

As if in answer,
the clanging starts up again. I strain my eyes to figure out where
it’s coming from.

“What in the
world!” Granny exclaims.

“Look, Sophie!”
Chloe tugs my arm. “Over there!”

Still barely
breathing, I peek open one eye.

Then I snort.
There are no ghosts in sight. The dimly lit room reminds me of an
arcade. Cole stands in the middle of a plastic machine wearing
virtual glasses. He moves a steering wheel that controls an
animated fighter jet, flashing on a giant computer screen. Nearby,
a boy about my age and younger boy and girl in “Corpus Christi
I-Tech Camp” tee-shirts yell and cheer as my brother shoots down
enemy planes.

“So that’s what
all the screaming was all about.” Chloe shakes her head. “Thank
goodness paranormals didn’t get Cole.”

“If I weren’t so
relieved, I’d strangle him,” says Granny.

In the corner, a
man in USS Lexington maintenance uniform hammers at another game
next to the one Cole’s playing.

“We just have this
one virtual flight simulator operating today.” The worker wipes
sweat from his brow when we walk in. “Sorry for all the ruckus.
They should’ve put some signs down here to close it off from
visitors.”

“Hey, guys! Look
what I found!” Cole calls as he continues moving the steering
wheel. “Isn’t this cool? And don’t worry, Granny, it doesn’t cost
extra.”

“Your brother is
the G.O.A.T. at this game!” The boy watching Cole turns to me. “I
crashed in just a couple of minutes, and he’s already lasted three
rounds.”

“He oughta be a
champion,” I answer. “He plays video games nonstop at home.”

“Shouldn’t you
children be with your group?” Granny asks the campers. “We saw them
on the upper level.”

“Our counselor’s
over there.” The older boy points out a man falling asleep in a
corner chair. “We’re exploring in small groups until lunch.”

“Why don’t you let
these children have a turn at the game for a while Cole?” Granny
speaks loudly to be heard over the hammering. “We still have to
make it to the miniature planes.”

“Good luck, guys!”
Cole hops off the plane, takes off his virtual glasses, and high
fives the other kids. “Hope you crush it!”

I’m mad and glad
at the same time as we walk out into the passageway. Cole is always
doing something scary.

“You’re not going
to say anything to him?” I frown at Granny as we retrace our steps
to where we came from.

“Uh oh. Did I do
something wrong?” asks Cole. “I didn’t mean to worry you, Granny! I
wanted to help find clues for our treasure, and then those other
kids told me about that fighter pilot game.”

“We’re all here to
have a good time, dear,” says Granny. “But you should have thought
about how the rest of us would feel when we couldn’t find you. Your
sister and Chloe were concerned about ghosts, and then you ran off
into the dark.”

“Yeah, Cole, that
was not cool.” I shake my head. “If something happened to you, I
would’ve been in big trouble with Mom and Dad.”

“Sorry, Granny.
Sorry, Sophie and Chloe.” Cole hangs his head. “I didn’t think
about that.”

“I’m sure happy
you’re safe,” says Chloe. “If you weren’t around, who would I have
to tell me jokes?”

“I can do without
the jokes, but things would be sad without you around,
Little Bro.” I pat him on the shoulder.

“I promise I won’t
run off again.” Cole walks backward to face us.

“Oops!” He slips
on the sheet we saw earlier and stumbles to the ground.

“You okay, Cole?”
I look down, worried. “Need help getting up?”

“I’m fine,” he
answers. “But look at this!”


Chapter
Fourteen

The Final Stop

Cole uncovers a
bottle from under the cloth I noticed by the wall earlier. It’s
just like the one we found on the beach! We move into the light to
get a better look.

“Amazing!”
Granny’s eyes widen behind her glasses.

“Told ya there is
a treasure!” Cole’s smile puffs his cheeks out like a
chipmunk’s.

“There’s a letter
inside!” exclaims Chloe. “What does it say?”

My brother pulls
out a piece of thick, rolled paper, like the one in our first two
bottles, and reads the fancy writing:

“Congratulations
on finding clues one and two.

One more stop
before the treasure!

Clue three is a
place where ocean animals play.

In a square
edifice away from the bay.

Hope you’ve
enjoyed exploring The Sparkling City by the Sea.

Best wishes in
making your final discovery!”

“We did it! We did
it!” Chloe does a Herkie cheerleading jump.

“We’re gonna be
rich!” Cole pumps his fist in the air.

“Are you sure you
don’t have anything to do with this, Granny?” I put my hands on my
hips.

Granny shakes her
head. “Honestly, I have no idea who hid these bottles and clues.
You kids have given me more excitement this summer than I’ve had
all year.”

“Only one more
place to visit!” says Chloe. “Clue three should tell us where the
loot is actually stashed.”

“I’m getting an
airplane video game with my half of the money,” says Cole.

“I’ll use mine to
replace my bracelet,” says Chloe. “My parents can’t be too mad at
me for losing it if I’m able to buy another one.”

I bite my lip as I
think of something to say. “Good idea, Chloe. Maybe I can chip in
some of my money to help replace your charms.”

“You’re such a
good friend, Sophie.” Chloe locks her arms with mine. “But you
don’t have to do that. I should’ve been more careful like my dad
said. Now I wish I hadn’t even asked for a charm bracelet, but my
parents told me I could get something special after I made the
honor roll, and that’s what I really wanted.”

I get a lump in my
throat. I was wrong to think that Chloe’s charm bracelet wasn’t
important to her. It’s a huge deal. She has dyslexia, which makes
her see letters and numbers differently. Even though she works as
hard at school as our other friends and me, Chloe struggles to get
above a C in some of her classes. Sometimes, when I’m visiting her
house, her parents fuss at her for never making the honor roll. She
must have been so proud when she earned that bracelet.

“All this talk
about treasure reminds me of how much I paid to get your kids onto
this ship,” says Granny. “Let’s take in another exhibit before we
skedaddle to get our money’s worth.”

“Can we still see
the toy planes?” asks Cole. “We forgot all about them.”

“I think they’re
down this hall.” Granny points toward an area we missed
earlier.

Unlike that spooky
section we were in earlier, this passage is brightly lit, and other
people are walking around.

“These remind me
of my old dollhouse!” Chloe claps her hand as we enter the room
filled with miniature ships and planes.

The models are
inside glass cases, organized according to what military wars they
represent.

“I didn’t realize
our country fought in so many battles,” I tell Granny.

“Unfortunately,
that’s a part of our history,” she answers.

“Can we get
something like this in the gift shop?” Cole points to a shoe-sized
red and white fighter plane.

“That’s a nice
one,” she says. “We’ll see.”

We spend over
thirty minutes looking at the tiny war crafts and reading about
their history.

“I like these
better than the normal-sized ships upstairs,” says Chloe.

“Yeah, I could
stay down here all day,” I agree.

“I almost forgot I
need to call Mr. Williams this afternoon,” Granny reminds us after
we finish and climb back to the ground floor. “Who knows? He may
have Chloe’s bracelet.”
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“Fingers crossed,”
says Chloe. “That would be awesome.”

“Definitely the
perfect ending to a wonderful day,” Granny agrees.

I squint my eyes
to adjust to the brighter light when we step out of the museum. As
usual, the blazing sun makes it feel like we’re roasting in an
oven.

“I wish you had a
pool at home, Granny.” Cole wipes his hand across his sweaty
forehead. “Then we could go swimming there instead of having to
walk to the beach.”

“Are those your
friends from the flight simulator game?” I point out kids in
camping tee-shirts waving to us.

“Yeah, that’s the
boy I was playing with earlier,” Cole nods.

“Hey, kid!” The
boy catches Cole’s eye across the parking lot. “I beat your high
score on the flight simulator. My game lasted five rounds!”

“Ah, man!” Cole
punches his fist on his palm. “Now I’ve really gotta find that
treasure so I can buy my own airplane game and practice at
home.”

“You’re too much,
Cole!” I say with a chuckle.


Chapter
Fifteen

Bad News

“What do you call
a bear with a bad attitude?” asks Cole. “The bearer of bad
news!”

I groan.

“This is not the
time to make jokes, Cole,” Granny gives him a stern glance as we
pull into the driveway.

“Sorry, just
trying to make Chloe laugh.”

Before we started
home from the museum, Granny called Mr. Williams. He had bad news.
His partner, Leonard, searched under the seats and in all the
hard-to-find areas of their boat this morning and didn’t see
Chloe’s charm bracelet.

Chloe’s barely
said a word since the car started moving. Right now, she stares out
the window, chewing her lip. She’s hardly eaten her favorite
chicken nuggets that Granny got us from a drive-thru.

I’ve got to put an
end to this. As soon as we get in the house, I’m putting my
“Operation ‘Find’ Chloe’s Charm Bracelet” plan into action.

“Don’t forget to
put the trash from your lunch in the garbage can.” Granny pulls her
house keys out when we arrive home and opens the front door. “I
don’t want to find any napkins or wrappers in the car. I’ll be in
the den watching my stories. After this active morning, I need a
rest.”

“Okay, Granny,” I
say. “We’ll keep ourselves busy back here.”

I wave Chloe and
Cole into the kitchen with me.

“Y’all want to
play hide and seek?”

“Last time I asked
to play that, you said it was a baby game,” says Cole.

“Seriously,
Sophie? Hide and Seek?” Chloe tilts her head to the side. “That
is kind of juvenile.”

“Well, I think
it’ll be fun,” I answer. “Come on, guys!”

“Yay! I love that
game!” Cole starts jumping up and down.

“All right, I’ll
play a couple of rounds, and then I want to watch a movie on my
phone,” says Chloe.

I nod in
agreement. “You be ‘It,’ Chloe, and we’ll hide somewhere around the
house. The den’s off-limits.”

“Un-huh, since you
want to play hide and seek so bad, Sophie, why can’t you be ‘It’?”
Chloe shakes her head.

“Well…I, uh,” I
stammer.

What do I do now?
I was counting on her being “It.” I’d planned on putting the
bracelet under Chloe’s pillowcase while I was hiding and then
pretend we missed it yesterday. I don’t want to take the chance of
her seeing what I’m doing.

“To make it fair,
let’s do rock, paper, scissors,” suggests Cole.

“Okay,” I give
in.

The three of us
put out our hands and chant: “Rock, paper, scissors…”

“Doggone it!” I’m
the rock, Chloe covers me with paper, and my brother is the
scissors.

“You’re ‘It,’
Sophie,” he says. “Start counting to twenty.”

I sit in a kitchen
chair and put my head down in my folded arms on the table as Cole
and Chloe scurry out of the room.

“One, two, three,
four, five…”

Stopping at
twenty, I rush down the hallway to my room. My palms are sweaty as
I turn the closed knob. Did we shut the door when we left this
morning? Please don’t let Cole or Chloe be in there.

My eyes sweep the
room. No sign of my brother or bestie. I’m so nervous I almost
giggle when I crouch under my bed to drag out my suitcase.

“Darn it!” The
zipper on the compartment where I hid the charm bracelet snags as I
try to open it. After a few tugs, it finally slides down, and I’m
able to pull it out. I catch my breath as the pretty charms jingle
against the bracelet. Within minutes Chloe will have her jewelry
back, and she won’t be sad anymore.

“What’s that
you’re holding?” Cole’s loud mouth breaks through the silence.
“Hey! Is that Chloe’s bracelet?”

He stands in the
doorway, pointing his hands out like a spotlight.

“Why are you not
hiding?” I turn around and glare.

“You were taking
too long to find me, and I had to use the bathroom.”

“Get out of here!”
I hiss, shooing him away with my left hand.

“But shouldn’t you
tell Chloe that you found her…”
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A rustle under
Chloe’s bed interrupts the conversation. My friend’s curls pop out
from under the bed skirt.

“Yes! You found my
bracelet!”

My face is on fire
as she rushes out of her hiding place and hugs me. “You’re the
Best! Friend! Ever! Where was it? How did you know where to
look?”

“Well, I uh…” I
stutter, trying to figure out an excuse.

“Come on and tell
her, Sophie.” Cole twists around, crossing his legs. “I gotta
go.”

“Then go on to the
restroom,” I say with a scowl. “It’s right outside the door.”

“No way am I gonna
miss this!” He licks his lips like he wishes he had some
popcorn.

“Wait a minute…why
do you have your suitcase out?” Chloe looks down and frowns. “Is
that where my bracelet was? I can’t believe it! You had my bracelet
all this time and didn’t tell me!”

“It’s not like
that, Chloe…” I struggle to answer. “I mean, I did have your
bracelet, but I was gonna tell you. I just had to find the right
time.”

“The right
time was when you took it in the first place!” Chloe swivels her
neck. “I didn’t know you were a thief, Sophie Washington! You let
me be sad for two whole days, and you had my charm bracelet this
entire time. You’re a terrible friend!”

She snatches the
charm bracelet out of my hand and runs out the door.

Frozen like a
snowman, I stand in the center of the room.

Cole shakes his
head.

“Man,
Sophie…you’re in trou-ble!”


Chapter
Sixteen

The Truth

Get out of here,
Cole!” I scoop a handful of rolled socks out of my suitcase and
hurl them at him.

“Hey! Stop! It’s
not my fault Chloe’s mad!” He bends over, covering his face.

I feel like a pot
of soup that’s about to boil over. I ball my hands into fists and
try to calm down.

“What in tarnation
is going on back here?” Granny storms into the room. “Chloe just
ran outside like the house is on fire.”

“Sophie stole her
charm bracelet,” my little brother blabs.

“I was trying to
give it back, Granny. I didn’t mean to keep it.” I look down at my
feet, and my face crumples.

“You mean to tell
me you had that bracelet we’ve been looking high and low for?” She
raises her voice. “The one your best friend’s been crying tears
about?”

Folding my arms
across my chest, I have that sinking feeling you get when you’re
about to wipe out in roller skates or crash your bike.

“Yes…yes, ma’am,”
I almost whisper.
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Granny’s quiet for
a second and then shakes her head. “In other words, you had us
hoodwinked! We’ll talk more once I find Chloe. I better go make
sure she’s safe.”

She quickly leaves
the room, and I slide down onto the beanbag. If only I could press
a rewind button on my life and be back on that boat again! No way
would I take Chloe’s bracelet.

“Wow! I didn’t
know you wanted one of those jangly charm bracelets so bad,” Cole
says. “I guess that’s how I’d feel about getting a new fighter
pilot game. What’s so great about bracelets anyway? Seems like
they’d just get in the way if you wanted to play basketball or
swim. Maybe you can buy one of your own when we find our
treasure.”

“Don’t you have to
use the bathroom?” I cross my arms across my chest and close my
eyes. “Leave me alone.”

“Fine, be that
way,” he answers. “I don’t know why you’re mad at me. I didn’t
steal anything from anybody.”

He slams the door
on his way out, and I start bawling. How am I going to make things
right with my best friend? We have a week left at Granny’s. Will
Chloe call her parents to get her early? Will she still be my
friend?

Putting my hands
behind my head, I stare at objects around the room. Dad’s smiling
school picture on the nightstand catches my eye. I wonder if he
ever had a big fight with a bestie? I curl up into a tight ball and
wrap my arms around my knees. I don’t want to leave this spot,
ever.

There’s a soft
rapping on the door, and then Granny and Chloe walk in. Puffy and
red, Chloe’s face looks like mine feels.

“Seems like you
two young ladies have some talking to do,” says Granny. “I’m
leaving you alone for fifteen minutes, and then I need to have a
discussion with you by yourself, Sophie.”

Oh no! Granny’s
leaving us alone? I’m happy I’m lying on the bean bag because I
feel like I’m going to pass out. What can I say to make things
right?

“I’m so sorry,
Chloe! I didn’t mean to make you feel bad!” I sit up. “I thought
you didn’t care about your bracelet. I was wrong for what I did. I
hope you’ll forgive me.”

“Why should I
forgive you?” Chloe stares at the wood paneling on the wall as she
talks rather than looking at me. “You let me make a fool of myself,
running around looking for my bracelet. How can you say I didn’t
care about it? I told you I was upset.”

“You said your
parents were buying you another, bigger one when we got home,” I
answer. “When I saw that bracelet on the ground on the boat, I
figured you wouldn’t worry about it. As soon as I realized how much
it meant to you, I planned to sneak it back under your pillowcase.
That’s what I was doing today when Cole caught me.”

“Why not just give
it back? And why be so sneaky in the first place?!” Chloe stomps
her foot.

“I…I don’t know.”
I stare at my feet before catching her eye. “I was just being
silly…and I guess I was jealous. You’re so pretty, Chloe, and even
though you have it hard at school sometimes, you get everything.
All the kids like you, and you always wear the trendiest clothes.
Your parents don’t treat you like a baby like mine do, always
calling every five minutes. My mom won’t even let me get a charm
bracelet. She says I’m not old enough!”

“That’s what you
think about me?” Chloe sits down on her bed, and her shoulders
shake as she puts her face in her hands and bursts into tears.
“Then you don’t really know me at all. I don’t have anything! My
parents don’t even want me!”
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Chapter
Seventeen

Breaking Up

“Wh-what do you
mean, Chloe?” I step closer to her twin bed.

“All that stuff I
said about my parents buying me a new charm bracelet for my
birthday isn’t true!” Tears stream down her blotchy face. “They’re
getting a divorce. They argue all the time, and before I came here,
I heard my dad tell my mother that if it weren’t for me, he’d be
gone. Mom said she feels the same way. If they didn’t have me,
they’d be happy and not fight so much. I just cost them money and
get bad grades. They don’t call every day like your parents do
because they’re too busy with their work and don’t want to be
bothered. You’re the lucky one, Sophie,”

I feel like I’m
hearing Chloe’s voice underwater. Can this be true? I pinch
at my tee-shirt sleeve. I’m not sure what to say.

“I’m so sorry,
Chloe!” I wring my hands. “I didn’t mean to make things harder for
you when I took your bracelet. I wasn’t thinking. You’re my best
friend in the whole world! I’d never want to hurt you.”

Chloe sits still
and holds her knees. I notice that she’s wearing her bracelet
again. I hate to see my best friend like this.

“Please don’t
think those awful things about your parents.” I touch her shoulder.
“I can tell they love you. Your mom’s always planning sleepovers
for us, with amazing crafts, and both your parents come to all our
activities at school to watch you. They were probably mad when they
said those things. I know I sometimes say and do things I don’t
mean when I’m upset.”

Chloe’s eyes don’t
look as angry when she looks up. I’m happy she doesn’t push my hand
away.

“Yeah, well, I
just want to find that treasure so that I can have some money of my
own.” Chloe wipes her runny nose on the back of her hand. “Maybe I
can use it to get my own place.”

“Come on, Chloe.”
I tilt my head sideways. “Whose gonna let you do that? You’re not
even twelve years old yet! You can’t live on your own.”

“I just want
things to be the way they used to be!” Her lips tremble, and she
stands and paces to keep from crying again.

“You can always
come to hang out at our house,” I say. “Cole loves an audience for
his jokes.”

“He’s really
funny, Sophie!” Chloe giggles a little. “You’re lucky to have a
little brother.…”

“I guess I did
purposely tease you about not having a bracelet,” she admits. “I’m
sometimes jealous of you too, Sophie. You have a great family that
wants to spend time with you and a cute, funny younger brother to
look after. And there’s no way my parents would let me get a pet
like your dog, Bertram. Mom would worry too much about fur getting
on her perfect furniture.”

“Bertram is
hypoallergenic and doesn’t shed,” I say. “You should check out
getting a Portuguese Water Dog.”

“I don’t even know
where I’ll be living.” Chloe flops back on the bed, wrapping her
arms around her chest. “What if I have to move into an apartment
where they don’t allow pets? While I’m here, my parents are
figuring out what’s going to happen if they divorce and who I’ll be
staying with.”

“That’s tough!” I
answer.

We don’t talk for
a minute, but I feel much better than when Chloe first returned to
the room. I understand why she’s been acting funny about her
bracelet. And I think she understands why I took it.

It’s terrible that
her parents are splitting up. And that Chloe feels so badly about
them not calling every day. I get an idea.

“Hey, Chloe! Would
your mom and dad be upset if you phoned them when Cole and I talk
to our parents? They may think you’re busy having fun and not
realize that you want to hear from them more often. If they know
you want to talk, they may start to call more.”

“Maybe,” she
nods.

Granny peeks her
head in the doorway to see how we’re doing. “Everybody in one piece
in here? I don’t have to break up any more fights, do I? You kids
keep me going. It’s a good thing I can record my soap operas to
watch later, or I’d probably miss them for the next week and a
half!”

“I’m feeling a
little bit better,” says Chloe. “I understand why Sophie took my
charm bracelet, though I still don’t exactly agree with it.”

“I don’t blame you
for being upset with me, Chloe.” I look her in the eye. “But I
promise I won’t do something like that again. I felt terrible
making you so sad.”

“If we’re going to
be best friends, we have to tell each other the truth,” says Chloe.
“If you want to borrow something of mine, let me know; don’t take
it.”

“I pinkie swear
that I’ll never take anything of yours again without asking.” I
hold out my little finger, and Chloe twines it with hers.

“This sounds
good.” Granny makes the thumbs-up sign. “I’m happy to see some
progress being made in here. I was going to speak with you
separately, Sophie, but it seems like you learned your lesson.
Taking things that don’t belong to us is never a good thing to do,
and certainly not a good way to treat a friend.”

“I know that, and
I’m sorry, Granny!” I lower my head. “I got so jealous about not
having a charm bracelet that I wasn’t thinking straight.”

“When I heard why
Sophie took the bracelet, I realized that I wasn’t being so nice to
her either,” says Chloe. “Maybe if I hadn’t teased her about not
having one, she wouldn’t have taken mine.”

“A jangly piece of
jewelry is not worth all this drama!” Cole peeks his head from
behind Granny.

“How long have you
been listening in!” I put my hands on my hips.

“Long enough to
know that it’s time to forget about all this gooey stuff and get
back to looking for our treasure!” He punches his hands in the
air.

“I guess all this
arguing did keep us from planning our visit to find the last clue,”
I admit.

“Let’s get our
letters out and figure out what’s next,” Chloe says.


Chapter
Eighteen

The Last Clue

After Chloe and I
finish our talk, we sit down with my brother in the kitchen to
figure out our last treasure map clue.

Cole reads the
bottom section of the letter again:

“Clue three is a
place where ocean animals play.

In a square
edifice away from the bay….

What’s the word
‘edifice’ mean?”

“Hmm…I remember
studying that word when I was in the spelling bee last school
year,” I say. “An edifice is a building. What square building would
have enough space for marine animals to swim?”

“You mean like a
giant fish tank?” Cole scratches his chin.

“I know!” says
Chloe. “The Texas State Aquarium! Isn’t that where the rangers said
they were taking Ariel, the hurt turtle we found?”

“That has to be
it!” I clap my hands. “Hey, Granny, can we go to the aquarium
tomorrow? We could finally find the treasure and see how Ariel is
doing too.”
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Granny’s at the
counter, shaking pieces of catfish in a plastic bag filled with
seasoning and cornmeal. Her air fryer makes a humming noise as the
two pieces of fish she put in earlier crisp.

“Sounds like a
nice outing,” she answers. “I may ask Mr. Williams to join us if he
doesn’t have any snorkel trips scheduled.”

“He can visit the
museum in a wheelchair?” I ask.

“Most museums are
handicapped accessible nowadays,” Granny answers. “There should be
ramps and wide aisles for him to move around.”

Granny’s shakes
frozen French fries on a baking tray and slides them in the oven.
Then she puts corn on the cob to boil on the stove. I can’t wait
until dinner is done.

“Can we borrow
your computer again, Granny?” asks Cole. “I want to see what the
aquarium is like inside.”

She nods, and he
turns on the laptop and scrolls to the Texas State Aquarium
website.

“Wow! They have
sharks in there!”

“Look at the
pretty coral reef!” Chloe leans over his shoulder as he moves down
the page.

“This place
reminds me of Sea World,” I say.

The home phone
rings and Granny glances at the caller ID before answering.

“It’s your
parents, Sophie. I expect you to tell them what happened with that
bracelet and see what they think the consequences should be.”

My stomach knots
up as she hands me the black receiver. I’d thought I was off the
hook about stealing the charm bracelet when Granny didn’t punish me
earlier.

I walk over to the
den, so the others can’t hear the conversation. Like the rest of
the house, the room’s decorated like it’s from the 1970s. There are
pictures of my father on the fireplace mantel from when he was
little until he went to dental school and married my mom. The
lampshades and one of the armchairs are covered in plastic.
Granny's large, flat-screen television to watch her soaps is the
only modern-looking thing.

“Hey, sweetheart!”
Dad’s voice booms through the receiver after I click over and say
hello.

“Hi, Daddy! How’re
things going?”

“Fine, but it’s
quiet around here without you and Cole. Mom’s at the grocery. She
may call you kids later. What’s been up in Corpus Christi? You and
your little brother staying out of trouble?”

I drum my fingers
on the end table. Should I tell him about the bracelet now or wait
until the end of the call? What if I don’t mention it? Would Granny
find out? I decide to take my medicine quickly and get it over
with.

“Cole wandered off
on the ship yesterday, and I took Chloe’s bracelet,” I speak faster
than normal.

“What ship?!” Dad
raises his voice. “Is Cole there with you all?”

“Yes, he’s fine,”
I say. “He got separated from us. We were worried for a minute, but
he found some other kids playing video games, and you know how that
goes.”

“Anytime there’s a
video game around, that little guy is going to play it,” Dad says
with a chuckle.

“He got the top
score on an air fighter game and now wants to get one for home.” I
lean back on the sofa. This conversation is going better than I
expected. For once, Cole’s shenanigans are helpful. Maybe Dad will
forget to ask about me.

“And what’s that
you were saying about taking Chloe’s bracelet?”

No such luck.

“Uh…well, I want a
charm bracelet, and I sort of borrowed hers when she dropped it.” I
hug a throw pillow. “She caught me returning it, and we fought, but
now we’ve made up.”

“I see…” My Dad’s
quiet for a minute. “Now you know good and well you shouldn’t take
something that doesn’t belong to you, Sophie.”

“I know.…”

“What did your
grandmother say about this?”

“She told me to
tell you and Mom and let you decide my consequences.”

“Why’d you steal
the bracelet?”

“I-I was jealous
because Chloe always gets pretty things,” I answer. “She told me
her parents were getting her a bigger bracelet when we got home, so
I figured she wouldn’t care if the smaller one was gone.”

“Was that the
case?”

“No, she got
really mad and almost stopped being my friend.” My voice cracks.
“Granny was disappointed in me too.”

I try to hide a
sniffle by moving my mouth away from the receiver.

“Well, I think you
learned a pretty good lesson about being honest,” Dad says gently.
“After I get more details from your Granny, I’ll talk with your
mother and see if she thinks we need to do anything about this. In
the meantime, I want you to think about how important it is to be
honest. Chloe accepted your apology, but that's not always the case
when you don’t tell the truth. Being a good friend and having
people’s trust is more important than any bracelet.”

“You’re right,
Dad,” I answer. “Seems like I’m always getting into trouble.”

“Life is full of
challenges, Sophie,” says Dad. “To have more ups than downs, stick
with doing things the right way.”

“Yes, sir.” I nod
even though he can’t see me.

“Now, let me speak
with that video game champ!”

I wipe my teary
eyes before walking back into the kitchen to get Cole.

He’s still oohing
and aahing over the aquarium’s website.

“They have real
live flamingos too.”

“Dad wants to
speak with you.” I slip my brother the phone.

“Yay! Hi, Dad!”
His face lights up.

Across the table,
Chloe runs her finger over and over the same paragraph on the
computer screen.

“Have you talked
to your mom and dad today?” I ask. “Why don’t you call them?”

“They’re probably
too busy.” She shakes her head.

“C’mon, just see
if they can talk,” I say. “I’ll sit with you if you want.”

“Okay.” Chloe
picks up her phone and taps on her mom’s number in the
contacts.

Her hand shakes a
little as it rings, and then someone picks up.

“Hi, Mom. It’s me,
Chloe.”


Chapter
Nineteen

The Detour

The next morning
at breakfast, Granny puts the brakes on our plans to go to the
Texas State Aquarium.

“Tickets at thirty
dollars a person?! That’s highway robbery!”

“We’ll pay you
back!” Cole waves his hands as he begs. “I’ll bet the treasure will
be a million times more than that! C’mon, Granny! Time’s running
out!”

My stomach turns
somersaults. He’s right. There’s less than a week until we go back
home to Houston. If we don’t visit the aquarium soon, we may not
find the treasure.

It’s not fair
Granny won’t pay for us to go. We’re so close! I ball my hands into
a fist under the table, and Cole looks like he’s about to cry.

Chloe’s not as
stressed about it as we are. She’s been floating like a helium
balloon since she called her mother last night.

“Mom apologized
for her and Dad fighting all the time. They’re talking to a
counselor to make things better when I get home!” She said with a
smile after she clicked off.

I’m glad that my
advice to phone her parents helped my friend. Hopefully, they don’t
get divorced. I don’t know what I’d do if Mom and Dad split up.

Seeing how
disappointed we look, Granny grabs her purse.

“I think I have
some discount coupons for the aquarium that the Senior Center gave
us…” She clicks her tongue as she rummages through the leather bag.
Here they are!”

I flip over the
blue papers once she sets them on the table.

“But we can’t use
those until two days before we leave!” I cry, reading the
expiration date. “That’s cutting it too close!”

“Those coupons
give half off the entrance fee,” Granny answers. “It would be
foolish to visit before then.”

Our grandmother
usually lets us have our way, but I can tell by how she holds her
lip in a thin line that she’s not changing her mind. I turn my
frown upside down. Even though we can’t go to the aquarium when we
want, she’s still taking us.

“What are we gonna
do today, Granny?” Cole asks, realizing the same thing. “Can we go
back to the beach?”

“Since we’re not
visiting the aquarium today, I think I’ll run some errands this
morning.” Granny puts the coupons inside her wallet. “We’ll spend
some time at the beach after that and maybe pack a lunch.”

“Sounds fun!”
Chloe shimmies in her seat. “I love swimming in the ocean.”

“I’m gonna build
another sandcastle!” I say.

I’m bummed that we
have to wait to find our treasure, but playing in the sand is
always fun.

After cleaning up
the breakfast dishes, we pile into Granny’s car.

“I need to donate some
old clothes to the Senior Center and then do some grocery shopping
afterward,” she says as she backs out of the driveway. “After that,
we can head home for the beach.”

“Thanks for
planning so many nice things for us, Granny!” I say.

“It’s not every
day I get to see my grandchildren,” Granny replies. “Glad you’re
having fun.”

After we pull into
the parking lot in front of the Senior Center, she rolls down the
car windows and presses a button to pop the trunk.

“Do you kids want
to join me?” she asks. “I believe Mr. Williams is volunteering
today. He’d love to see you.”

“Nah, I’m good out
here.” I shake my head. Chloe and Cole agree.

“All right, You
kids wait in the car while I take the bag of clothes I’m donating
inside,” she says. “Be back in a minute.”

My grandmother
looks like a female Santa Claus packing the stuffed black garbage
bag over her shoulders. Hope she doesn’t take too long. Now that
we’ve switched to going to the beach, I want as much time there as
possible.

I fan my face with
a piece of paper while we wait. My brother’s handheld video game
blips and bleeps in the front seat.

“Sure is hot in
here.” Chloe sticks her head out her window. “Hey…aren’t those the
rangers who helped us rescue Ariel?”

“Yes!” I lean over
to her side to get a closer look. That’s Ranger Johnson and her
partner!”
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Ranger Johnson’s
in her khaki pants and official park shirt. Her partner, Ranger
Winslow, looks as sunburned as he was a few days ago. They walk
into a blue-painted building on the other side of the gravel
parking lot.

“I thought they
worked at the aquarium,” says Cole. “Wonder what they’re doing
around here?”

“The building they
went in is called the ‘Ocean Life Center.’” I read the black and
white door sign with four sea animals drawn around a red cross.

“Hey! That red
cross in the middle of the sign means that it’s an animal
hospital,” says Chloe.

“Wait a minute…” I
think out loud. “That may be the place where they took Ariel! They
didn’t exactly say they were bringing the turtle to the aquarium.
We just figured that’s where it would be!”

“I think you’re
right, Sophie!” says Chloe. “Ariel’s probably in there!”

“Let’s go see!”
Cole opens his car door, ready to run across the parking lot.

“Wait until Granny
gets back!” I warn. “If you get lost again, there’s no way she’ll
take us to the beach or the aquarium.”

“By the time she
comes back to the car, the rangers might be gone!” Cole
protests.

“No, they won’t,
she’s coming.” I point.

“See, she’s over
there!” Granny stands by the Senior Center entrance talking to
someone.

As Mr. Williams
rolls into view, I groan. Those two could talk forever. It might be
at least ten minutes before she gets back over here.

“Could we leave
her a note?” asks Chloe. “Then she’ll know where we are.”

“Good idea!” I
answer. “Let me use your pen.”


Chapter
Twenty

The Ocean Life Center
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It smells like a
pet store inside the Ocean Life Center.

“They must bring
some of the animals out here in the office,” Chloe says, wrinkling
her nose.

The dim room is
decorated with posters of different sea turtles and paintings of
birds, snakes, and porcupines. Fish tanks, an empty turtle shell,
and animal skulls are on the counter. There’s a model shark with a
row of sharp-looking teeth on the front desk. The ceiling light
bulb blinks on and off every few seconds, making me feel like we’re
in a mad scientist’s lab.

“This is creepier
than that haunted section of the USS Lexington.” I wring my hands.
Maybe we should have waited for Granny.

“Oh no! You have
to pay to go back where the turtles are!” Cole points at a table
sign listing the entry fee as nine dollars per person.

I chew on my nail.
No way is Granny paying for that.

“May I help you?”
We startle when a lady wearing a white tee-shirt, jeans, and an
Ocean Life Center baseball cap walks up from the back. She appears
around the age of a college student my mother had babysit us last
year with a small hoop nose ring and a tattoo sleeve with a snake
on it.

“Um…we’re looking
for some friends of ours.” I rock from side-to-side. “Ranger
Johnson and Ranger Winslow.”

“They rescued a
Kemp’s ridley turtle we found on the beach named Ariel,” Chloe
adds.

“I think I know
that turtle.” The worker, whose name badge reads Michaela, squints
like she’s thinking and then nods. “Did they bring it in a few days
ago?”

“Yes! The rangers
told us to meet them here.” Cole pipes up before Chloe, and I
respond.

“Okay, let me tell
them you’re up front,” Michaela walks a few steps and then turns
around. “And what’s your name, again?”

“Sophie
Washington,” I answer.

“Great thinking,
little Bro!” I nudge Cole lightly in the ribs once the three of us
are alone.

“And I told the
truth because the rangers did say we could meet them,” says
Cole.

The animal skull
catches my eye again, and the hairs on the back of my neck stand
up. I hope that the worker brings the rangers back quickly.

I tip to the
window to see what Granny’s up to. Thick bushes that surround the
building nearly block my view. She’s still chatting with Mr.
Williams. If she marries him, will he be our grandpa?

“I can’t wait to
see Ariel!” Chloe claps, and I snap back to attention. “We
should’ve called to find out how the turtle was doing days
ago.”

“I know,” I
answer. “I was so busy worrying about the treasure that I forgot to
remind Granny.”

“Speaking of the
treasure…I thought about something as we walked over here,” Chloe
says. “The letter said that clue three is in a square
building away from the bay. But the Texas State Aquarium is
beside the water. And from the pictures we saw on the website, the
aquarium is an L-shaped building, not a square.”

“So, what are you
saying?” I tilt my head. “We were wrong and haven’t solved the
riddle yet?”

“That means I
won’t get my video game until Christmas!” Cole slouches.

Bells chime as the
door to the entrance opens. Breathless, Granny pushes Mr. Williams’
wheelchair in.

“I told you kids
to wait for me in the car!” she says in a high-pitched voice. “I
was fit to be tied when I didn’t see you in your seats.”

“Sorry, Granny,
but you were busy talking to Mr. Williams, and we didn’t want to
interrupt,” I answer. “We made sure to leave a note in the car so
you’d know we were right next door.”

“I guess I was
gone much longer than I expected.” Granny pulls a handkerchief out
of her purse and wipes her damp forehead. “I probably should have
brought you all into the Senior Center with me.”

“My apologizes for
detaining you for so long, Evelyn.” Mr. Williams looks up at her.
“Don’t be mad at the children. There was no harm done.”

“It wasn’t your
fault. These children are my responsibility, and I shouldn’t have
gotten distracted like that.” Granny’s cheeks turn pink.

She scans the room
and frowns. “Why were you kids in such a hurry to come to this
place?”

“We saw the
rangers who rescued Ariel walk in!” I answer. “I think this is
where they do surgeries on sea animals, so we thought we’d come to
see how the turtle is doing.”

“Well, I guess
that’s a good reason to be here,” Granny says.

“And I just
figured out that this may be where our treasure is hidden!” Chloe
announces.

“What do you
mean?!” I gasp, holding my mouth open.

“It makes perfect
sense,” she answers. “This is a ‘square building away from the bay
where turtles and other sea animals play,’ just like the third clue
says. I think the treasure is here in the Ocean Life Center.”

“You’re a genius!”
Cole slaps her on the back. “That sounds right! We’re gonna be
rich!”


Chapter
Twenty-One

Hidden Treasure

“And if you’re
right, and the treasure is hidden here, I’ll be sixty dollars
richer because we won’t have to go to the aquarium and pay for
another museum entry fee,” Granny says with a chuckle.

“Your grandmother
told me a little bit about this treasure quest you kids have been
on,” says Mr. Williams. “You’ve had a busy past few days.”

“It’s gonna be
even busier when we find our loot!” Cole punches his fist in the
air. “Let’s start looking!”

The three of us
rush to the back of the room.

There are a couple
more tables with jewelry, trinkets, and tee-shirts for sale.

“Be careful you
don’t knock over anything in here, kids,” warns Granny. “No
touching.”

“Look at this,
Chloe!” I get distracted from treasure hunting by a wooden beaded
necklace.

“Eeeek!” She
shrieks near one of the tanks, and I nearly jump out of my
skin.

“Is something in
there?” I hurry to my friend’s side to see why she’s freaking
out.

Speechless, she
points. I don’t see anything, but a sticker on the tank says a
red-tailed boa constrictor is inside.

“Swa-eet!” Cole
rubs his hands together in glee as a snake as thick as a pool cue
slithers closer to the tank’s glass.

“Come on!” I grab
my bestie’s hand to rush back to the door by Granny and Mr.
Williams while my brother oohs and aahs. I notice that the other
tanks have lizards, snakes, and reptiles in them too. That must
explain the smell in this place.

“Howdy, folks!”
Ranger Johnson strolls from the back with Michaela. “Hear you’ve
come to check on our little friend!”

She reminds me of
a cowgirl in Western boots with her hair slicked back in a
ponytail.

“I hope this isn’t
an intrusion.” Granny moves forward. “The children saw you and your
associate and thought they’d stop by. They wanted to see the turtle
they rescued.”

“No problemo,” the
ranger says with a smile. “We love visitors here.”

“Remember that
treasure we asked you about when we were on the beach?” I speak up.
“We figured out that it’s here, so we’d like to look for that too
if it’s okay.”

“Treasure in this
place?” The ranger looks at Michaela, and they both laugh.

“We’re a
non-profit organization and have been struggling to stay open
through donations and visitors’ fees, so we’d love it if you found
some treasure,” says the younger girl. “I’ve worked here two years
and haven’t seen any extra money laying around.”

“Now, keep in mind
that if you do find anything, we want a cut,” says the Ranger with
a wink.

“Sure,” says
Chloe, “I’d love to donate some of my part to the animals.”

“Sounds like a
plan,” says Ranger Johnson. “You’re free to search as long as you
don’t move anything.”

For the next ten
minutes, we scramble around the room for a hint of treasure. I
assign Cole to the section near the tanks.

“Yes!” he cheers.
And I about pee in my pants when Michaela pulls the giant snake out
of the tank and wraps it around her neck. The snake winds its head
in the air and circles around her hair bun.

“Amazing!” says
Mr. Williams.

Spellbound, Cole
watches Michaela like she’s a snake charmer.

“You’re one brave
young lady,” Granny says.

“Can I touch it?”
Cole asks.

“Done looking in
here?” I whisper to Chloe as my brother rubs the wiggly
reptile.

“Yes!” she hisses,
moving with me to stand near the ranger.

“Seems like you’re
finished searching in the office,” says Ranger Johnson. “Want to
take a gander at Ariel?”

We both nod.

“Well, alrighty
then! This way.” She leads us through the dark door to a small
outside courtyard. I keep my eyes peeled for silver or gold but see
nothing unusual. Animals sleep and scurry about in enclosures. If
there were treasure out here, it’d have to be buried in the
ground.

“Is that Ariel?’
Joining us, Cole jumps up and down in front of an above-ground pool
that’s a little bigger than a hot tub.

“In the flesh and
on her way to being back to full health,” the ranger says as we
approach the see-through tank. The grayish-green turtle swims laps
like its training for a swim meet.
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“We pulled the
hook from her fin and did surgery to remove the fishing line inside
her stomach. Ariel is healing well and will probably be able to be
released in about a month.”

“Ah, man! We’ll be
back home by then!” says Cole.

“Maybe your
grandmother and I can record the release and send it to you,” says
Mr. Williams.

“Your wheelchair
rolls in the sand?” blurts my little brother, and Granny gives him
a sharp look.

“Had one specially
made with thicker wheels.” The old man nods. “I love relaxing on
the beach.”

Ariel is much more
active than when we found her. The turtle seems right at home in
the tank, diving down deep for some Romaine lettuce leaves.

“How’re you doing,
princess?” Chloe coos like the turtle’s a puppy or kitten.

The reptile blows
bubbles in answer.

“Where’s your
partner?” I ask Ranger Johnson. We spotted him come in with her,
but he’s nowhere to be seen.

“Back in the
treatment room working on a turtle that has fibropapillomatosis,”
she answers.

“Is matosis like
bad breath?” asks Cole.

“That’s halitosis,
silly!” I kick his shin.


“Fibropapillomatosis is a virus that turtles can get that gives
them tumors,” the ranger answers.

“The growths look
like bunches of cauliflower, and if they aren’t removed, they can
grow so big that the poor creatures can’t see.”

“Sounds awful!”
says Chloe. “No way would I want cauliflower on my face.”

“Do you guys see
anything that looks like a treasure out here?” I get a sinking
feeling as I glance again around the small space. A porcupine
stares at me from a netted enclosed, and geese in a pen beside it
honk.

“It doesn’t seem
like it’s here,” Chloe lowers her head. “I thought for sure I’d
figured it out.”

“There isn’t any
treasure.” My brother pounds his fist in his hands. “We’ve been
hoodwinked!”


Chapter
Twenty-Two

Treasure Beach

“Don’t be sad,
kids.” Granny tries to cheer us up as we pull out of the parking
lot. “Even though you didn’t get your treasure, you saw many
interesting things and learned a lot these past few days.”

“You’re right,
Granny,” I answer. “But I was so sure we’d found it.”

“Yeah,” says
Chloe. “Whoever put those bottles of clues around just led us on a
wild goose chase.”

“Who knows?” I
shift toward her in the back seat. “Maybe there was a treasure, and
somebody else got to it before we could.”

“Too bad they
didn’t give any of the money to the Ocean Life Center,” Chloe
answers. “All those animals are so cute, and the ranger says
they’re struggling to stay open.”

“It’s a shame the
Ocean Life Center’s having a difficult time,” Granny agrees. “Mr.
Williams is going to work with some of our friends from the Senior
Center to see if we can do some fundraising. It’s funny that they
are right next door, and we never noticed.”

“That treasure
could’ve helped them out,” I say.

“And it’ll be
months before I get my airplane video game.” Cole pokes out his
bottom lip.

I cross my arms as
I look out the window. The sky seems a duller blue than it did
earlier, and I barely blink when Granny points out a palm tree with
coconuts. Chloe is quiet, scrolling through her phone. Cole flips
through his riddle book but doesn’t try to share any corny
jokes.

“How about we stop
for a treat before we head home?” Granny suggests, turning into a
small shop to the left of the Ocean Life Center. “I picked up this
flyer on the table at the Ocean Life Center that says a new
confection shop is opening here. It might be good.”

“Does it have a
name?” Chloe stares at the sign with a painted strawberry ice cream
cone but no words over the door.

“I’m not sure,”
says Granny. “But this picture of their Rocky Road sugar cone looks
delicious.”

That’s my favorite
ice cream flavor! I perk up as we stop and then quickly slide out
of my seat and follow them inside the small store. No matter how
sad I am, I’m always ready for sweets.

With a delicious
sugary scent in the air, the place reminds me of a room from Willy
Wonka’s chocolate factory. To the right, a rainbow of ice cream
flavors fills a freezer, and on the opposite side of the shop is
more candy than I’ve ever seen. Barrels of taffy and crayon-colored
lollipops sit beside a glass case filled with different types of
chocolates, gumdrops, gummies, and other sweets. There are
two-seater white metal tables to eat your treats at. Murals with
lively scenes from Corpus Christi are painted on every wall.

“These pictures
show everything we noticed in our treasure hunt!” My little brother
points out images of Kemp’s ridley hatchlings, adult sea turtles,
the USS Lexington, snakes, porcupines, and geese like we saw in the
Ocean Life Center.

“It’s as if all
our clues have come to life!” Chloe looks around in wonder. “What’s
all this mean?”

“Welcome to
Treasure Beach!” A man in a baker’s hat and apron rushes up to us
from behind a swinging door. “Sorry, you were alone out here. I was
in the kitchen making some fresh taffy.”

Something about
him looks familiar. I stare at the baker’s face behind his thick
beard. “Wa-wait a minute. You’re the man from the ship!”

“Homer Thomas at
your service,” he says with a smile. “Here to collect your prize? I
knew you kids were on the right track when I spotted you at the
museum.”

“You mean this is
where the treasure is?” Cole bends his arm and pumps his fist.
“Ka-ching!”

“Congratulations!
You’re the first winners of my sales promotion.” Mr. Thomas rubs
his hands on the front of his apron. “I bought this place with some
money my father left me from his military retirement. My wife,
Irma, thought hosting a treasure hunt would be a great way to
generate some buzz around the shop since we recently opened.”

“Well, searching
for the treasure has certainly been an exciting experience for the
children,” says Granny.
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“Thank you so
much, Mr. Thomas!” Chloe bounces in place. “I’ve never won
anything. This is so cool!”

“Where’s our
treasure?” My brother leans against the counter.

“You’re a man
who's all about business,” says Mr. Homer with a chuckle. “Let me
get it for you.”

He reaches
underneath and rummages around.

“We did it!” I
fist bump my friend and Cole as we wait for our prize.

My heart races
like I’ve eaten a whole tub of Rocky Road.

“Wonder how much
money we’ll get?” says Cole. “I might be able to buy my airplane
game and a new car!”

“Why would you buy
a car, silly,” I say with a giggle. “You can’t even drive.”

“Then I’ll hire a
chauffeur to drive me around like the rich guys do.” He straightens
his back as if he’s royalty.

“I might buy a sea
turtle charm for my new bracelet,” I tell Chloe.

“Let’s get
matching ones!” She claps her hands.

“Here you go,
kids.” Our eyes widen as Mr. Thomas raises a large canvas bag with
a Treasure Beach logo imprinted on it. “Enjoy!”

I grab the bag
from over the counter and take it to one of the tables. Cole and
Chloe join me. It feels like we’re unwrapping a present as we all
look inside at the same time. But once I see and smell the
treasure, my heart sinks like a leaky boat.

“This isn’t real
money,” I whisper.

“I can’t see, what
is it?” Chloe leans closer.

Hundreds of pieces
of chocolate wrapped in golden foil.

“Clever, isn’t it?”
Mr. Thomas grins with his hands folded in front of his apron.
“After we named the place Treasure Beach, we thought, what better
thing than to have an actual treasure hunt, with gold-covered candy
as the prize? There are five hundred pieces of gourmet chocolate in
there, kids. Don’t eat it all at once, or you’ll get a tummy
ache.”

“This is very
generous! Thank you, Mr. Thomas.” Granny bumps me with her hip as
Cole, Chloe, and I stand speechless.

“Yes, thank you
for the prize,” I say.


Chapter
Twenty-Three

Beach Day

“One man’s trash
is another man’s treasure.” Cole pops chocolate in his mouth.

“Where do you
learn all these sayings?” I ask.

“Books.”

“It’s not nice to
call the prize that you were given trash, young man.” Granny pulls
down her sunglasses to give him a warning look.

“Sorry, Granny,
the candy’s tasty,” he answers. “I just thought we’d win a lot of
loot.”

“I was bummed
too,” Chloe agrees. “But looking for the treasure did make our
vacation way more fun. We wouldn’t have found Ariel, seen the
Kemp’s ridley hatchings, or learned all those neat things about the
USS Lexington if we hadn’t done it.”

“I hope you didn’t
bring our entire bag of candy out here, Cole.” I frown at the brown
smudge around his mouth. “Chocolate melts, you know.”

“Nah, I only
brought two pieces, and they’re in my tummy now.” He rubs his
stomach.

After returning
home from the Treasure Beach confection store, we're playing on the
beach. Granny packed lunch with turkey sandwiches, chips, sugar
cookies, and fruit. She lounges on a lawn chair with her favorite
recipe book, and Chloe and I are building a sand sculpture in the
shape of a sea turtle. We just finished forming the head and
flippers, and Chloe is carving square markings on the shell with a
stick.

“This looks even
better than the sandcastle we built last week,” she says. “Let’s
make some turtle hatchlings to put beside it once we’re done with
this one.”

“Good idea.” I
scoop more sand into my plastic bucket. After finishing his snack,
Cole picks up his metal detector and waves it around the area. He
kicks grains on my bathing suit as he gets closer.

“Watch it!” I hold
up my hands.

“My bad,” he
says.

“Beep, beep,
beep!” As my brother moves nearer, the metal detector goes crazy,
right over the sand turtle’s front flipper. He looks over at us
with his eyebrow raised.

“Should we dig for
more treasure?” Chloe asks.

“Nah,” I smile and
shake my head. “Let’s finish our sculpture.”

Treasure hunting
was awesome, but on these last few days of our vacation I think
I’ll relax.

[image: ]


Dear Reader:

Thank you for reading Sophie Washington: Treasure
Beach. I hope you liked it. If you enjoyed the book, I’d be
grateful if you post a short review online. Your feedback really
makes a difference and helps others learn about my books. I
appreciate your support!

Tonya Duncan Ellis

P.S. Please visit my website at tonyaduncanellis.com
to see videos about Sophie and learn about upcoming books (I
sometimes give away freebies!). You can also join Sophie’s Club to
get updates about my new releases and get a FREE gift.


 


Books by Tonya Duncan
Ellis
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For information on all Tonya Duncan Ellis books about
Sophie and her friends Check out the following pages! You’ll find:
• Blurbs about the other exciting books in the Sophie Washington
series!


 


Sophie Washington: Queen of the Bee

Sign up for the spelling bee? No way!

If there's one
thing ten-year-old Texan Sophie Washington is good at, it's
spelling. She's earned straight one-hundreds on all her spelling
tests to prove it. Her parents want her to compete in the Xavier
Academy spelling bee, but Sophie wishes they would buzz off. Her
life in the Houston suburbs is full of adventures, and she doesn't
want to slow down the action. Where else can you chase wild hogs
out of your yard, ride a bucking sheep, or spy an eight-foot-long
alligator during a bike ride through the neighborhood? Studying
spelling words seems as fun as getting stung by a hornet, in
comparison. That's until her irritating classmate, Nathan Jones,
challenges her. There's no way she can let Mr. Know-it-All win.
Studying is hard when you have a pesky younger brother and a busy
social calendar. Can Sophie ignore the distractions and become
Queen of the Bee?


 


Sophie Washington: The Snitch

There's nothing worse than being a tattletale…

That's what
ten-year-old Sophie Washington thinks until she runs into Lanie
Mitchell, a new girl at school. Lanie pushes Sophie and her friends
around at their lockers and even takes their lunch money. If they
tell, they are scared the other kids in their class will call them
snitches and won't be their friends. And when you're in the fifth
grade, nothing seems worse than that. Excitement at home keeps
Sophie's mind off the trouble with Lanie. She takes a fishing trip
to the Gulf of Mexico with her parents and little brother, Cole,
and discovers a mysterious creature in the attic above her room.
For a while, Sophie is able to keep her parents from knowing what
is going on at school. But Lanie's bullying goes too far, and a
classmate gets seriously hurt. Sophie needs to make a decision.
Should she stand up to the bully or become a snitch?


 


Sophie Washington: Things You Didn’t Know About
Sophie

Only losers don’t have cell phones!

Sixth-grader
Sophie Washington thought she had life figured out when she was
younger, but this school year, everything changed. She feels like
an outsider because she's the only one in her class without a cell
phone, and her crush, new kid Toby Johnson, has been calling her
best friend, Chloe. To fit in, Sophie changes who she is. Her plan
to become popular works for a while and she and Toby start to
become friends. Between the boy drama, Sophie takes a whirlwind
class field trip to Austin, Texas, where she visits the state
museum, eats Tex-Mex food, and has a wild ride on a kayak. Back at
home, Sophie fights off buzzards from her family's roof, dissects
frogs in science class, and has fun at her little brother Cole's
basketball tournament. Things get more complicated when Sophie
"borrows" a cell phone and gets caught. If her parents make her
tell the truth what will her friends think? Turns out Toby has also
been hiding something, and Sophie discovers the best way to make
true friends is to be yourself.


 


Sophie Washington: The Gamer

40 Days Without Video Games? Oh No!

Sixth-grader
Sophie Washington and her friends are back with an interesting book
about having fun with video games while keeping balance. It's
almost Easter, and Sophie and her family get ready to start fasts
for Lent with their church, where they give up doing something for
forty days that may not be good for them. Her parents urge Sophie
to stop tattling so much and encourage her second-grade brother,
Cole, to give up something he loves most—playing video games. The
kids agree to the challenge, but how long can they keep it up? Soon
after Lent begins, Cole starts sneaking to play his video games.
Things start to get out of control when he loses a school
electronic tablet he checked out without his parents' permission
and comes to his sister for help. Should Sophie break her promise
and tattle on him?


 


Sophie Washington: Hurricane

#Sophie Strong

A hurricane's
coming, and eleven-year-old Sophie Washington's typical middle
school life in the Houston, Texas, suburbs is about to make a major
change. One day she's teasing her little brother, Cole, dodging
classmate Nathan Jones' wayward science lab frog, and complaining
about "braggamuffin" cheerleader Valentina Martinez, and the next,
she and her family are fleeing for their lives to avoid dangerous
floodwaters. Finding a place to stay isn't easy during the
disaster, and the Washington's get some surprise visitors when they
finally locate shelter. To add to the trouble, three members of the
Washington family go missing during the storm, and new friends lose
their home. In the middle of it all, Sophie learns to be grateful
for what she has and that she is stronger than she ever
imagined.


 


Sophie Washington: Mission: Costa Rica

Welcome to the Jungle

Sixth-grader
Sophie Washington, her good friends, Chloe and Valentina, and her
parents and brother, Cole, are in for a week of adventure when her
father signs them up for a spring break mission trip to Costa Rica.
Sophie has dreams of lazing on the beach under palm trees, but
these are squashed quicker than an underfoot banana once they
arrive in the rainforest and are put to work, hauling buckets of
water, painting, and cooking. Near the hut they sleep in, the girls
fight off wayward iguanas and howler monkeys, and nightly visits
from a surprise “guest” make it hard for them to get much rest
after their work is done. A wrong turn in the jungle midway through
the week makes Sophie wish she could leave South America and join
another classmate doing a spring break vacation in Disney World.
Between the daily chores the family has fun times zip lining
through the rainforest and taking an exciting river cruise in
crocodile-filled waters. Sophie meets new friends during the
mission week who show her a different side of life, and by the end
of the trip, she starts to see Costa Rica as a home away from
home.


 


Sophie Washington: Secret Santa

Santa Claus is Coming to Town

Christmas is three
weeks away, and a mysterious “Santa” has been mailing presents to
sixth-grader Sophie Washington. There is no secret Santa gift
exchange at her school, so she can’t imagine who it could be.
Sophie’s best friends, Chloe, Valentina, and Mariama, guess the
gift giver is either Nathan Jones or Toby Johnson, two boys in
Sophie’s class who have liked her in the past, but she’s not so
sure. While trying to uncover the mystery, Sophie gets into the
holiday spirit, making gingerbread houses with her family, helping
to decorate her home, and having a hilarious ice skating party with
her friends. Snow comes to Houston for the first time in eight
years, and the city feels even more like a winter wonderland.
Between the fun, Sophie uncovers clues to find her secret Santa,
and the final reveal is bigger than any package she’s opened on
Christmas morning. It’s a holiday surprise she’ll never forget!


 


Sophie Washington: Code One

Girl Power!

Xavier Academy is
having a computer coding competition with a huge cash prize!
Sixth-grader Sophie Washington and her friend Chloe can't wait to
enter with their other classmates, Nathan and Toby. The only
problem is that the boys don't think the girls are smart enough for
their team and have already asked two other kids to work with them.
Determined to beat the boys, Sophie and Chloe join forces with
classmates Mariama, Valentina, and "brainiac" Rani Patel to form
their own all-girl team called "Code One." Computer coding isn't
easy, and the young ladies get more than they bargain for when
hilarious mishaps stand in their way. It's girls versus boys in the
computer coding competition as Sophie and her friends work day and
night to prove that anything boys can do, girls can do better!


 


Sophie Washington: Mismatch

Watch out, Venus
and Serena, Sophie Washington just joined the tennis team, and
she's on her way to becoming queen of the court! That is until her
coach matches her with class oddball Mackenzie Clark, and the drama
really begins…Mackenzie refuses to talk to Sophie or learn the
secret handshake she made up. Sophie just can't figure her out.
Then Mackenzie starts skipping practice and gets sick at school,
and Sophie realizes that there's more to her doubles partner than
meets the eye. Can Sophie make things right with Mackenzie before
their first big game, or is their partnership a complete
mismatch?


 


Sophie Washington: My BFF

You’ve Got a Friend in Me

Sophie and Chloe
have been best friends since they met in kindergarten. They get
along like chips and salsa and do everything together, from playing
tennis to cheering on the school cheer squad. Lately, Chloe’s been
leaving Sophie out, and she doesn’t know why. Sophie does
everything she can to make her best friend happy, but it’s not
working. Then Chloe asks Sophie to fib to a teacher to help her out
and she learns the true meaning of friendship.


 


Sophie Washington: Class Retreat

There is no such thing as Big Foot! Or is there?

Sophie Washington
and her classmates are on their way to Camp Glowing Spring for a
class retreat. It’ll be two full days of swimming, eating s’mores
around a campfire, tug-of-war, archery, and more! Sophie’s been
looking forward to the trip all school year and can’t wait to spend
extra time with her friends. It will also be great to get away from
her bratty younger brother, Cole, and his constant stories about
Big Foot. If Cole warns her about what to do if she sees the hairy
apeman on the retreat one more time, she’ll put in earplugs.
Everybody knows Big Foot is a hoax! Once the kids arrive at the
retreat site, things are as exciting as Sophie imagined. She has
fun exploring nature with her besties, Chloe, Valentina, Toby,
Nathan, and Mariama, and meeting new friends too. Then the kids see
a giant footprint during a nature hike in the woods, and the
adventure begins!


 


Sophie Washington: Lemonade Day

When Life Gives You Lemons…Make Lemonade

Sixth-grader
Sophie Washington and friends learn about entrepreneurship,
teamwork, and friendship when they sign up for a citywide Lemonade
Day event. Sophie wants to buy her mother something special for her
birthday, but she’s short on cash. Her bestie, Chloe, comes up with
the perfect solution. Build their own lemonade stand to raise money
at Lemonade Day. The girls add friends Carly and Nathan and
Sophie’s little brother, Cole, to their team and decide to donate
some of their earnings to a local animal shelter to help save stray
animals. Things are going great until an accident destroys their
supplies. Can the kids save their business in time for the
event?


About the
Author
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Tonya Duncan Ellis is the author of the Sophie
Washington book series that includes Queen of the Bee, The
Snitch, Things You Didn’t Know About Sophie, The Gamer,
Hurricane, Mission: Costa Rica, Secret Santa, Code One,
Mismatch, My BFF, Class Retreat, Lemonade Day, and Treasure
Beach. When she’s not writing, she enjoys reading, swimming,
biking, and traveling. Tonya lives in Houston, TX, with her husband
and three children.
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