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1 What the Note Said


Dominguita Melendez was up and out the door early on Thursday morning. She was on her way to Yuca, Yuca, the best Cuban restaurant in Mundytown. It was also the only Cuban restaurant in Mundytown. Dom had a deal with the owner, el Señor Prieto: Dom swept the store’s sidewalk; el Señor Prieto provided lunch for her crew during their adventures.

Today she hoped el Señor Prieto would give her a lunch-to-go even though the crew wasn’t going on an adventure. Just Dom and Steph were going on a weekend trip to Steph’s grandmother’s house—on the Rappa River.

“It might be the last good food I get till we get back,” she told el Señor Prieto.

“You think? Pancho tells me that Steph’s grandmother makes great chocolate chip cookies.” Pancho was the third member of Dom’s crew. He was also el Señor Prieto’s nephew.

“Steph called it a cabin… out in the country… on a river.… She said it’s next to a marsh.” Dom raised her eyebrows. “What if it doesn’t even have a kitchen? And you know what? There are no Pizza Palaces out in the country.”

“No!”

Dom nodded with force to make sure el Señor Prieto got her point. “By a river? Near a marsh? Nah. No Pizza Palaces.”

El Señor Prieto shrugged. He picked out a plate of figure-eight pastries shining with syrup—buñuelos—Dom’s and Pancho’s favorite food. As if by magic, Pancho stepped out of the restaurant’s kitchen.

“I wish I could go with you.” Pancho reached for one of his uncle’s delicious pastries along with a napkin. He was invited, like Dom, to Gran’s river house for the long weekend, but his family was going to see his own grandmother.

Dom wanted to make Pancho feel better. She stopped chomping on her buñuelo. “It’s not like we’ll have any adventures,” she said, wiping sticky syrup from her chin. “I couldn’t even find the place on the map. Tapperville! I’m sure nothing will happen there. And we’ll be back in no time.”

“Just in case.” Pancho handed her a piece of paper with his mother’s number. “Call me if something happens. I want to be in on the planning. And figuring things out. I want to be part of it all even if I’m not there.”

“I’ll call you if we get into trouble,” she told Pancho. “But really, we won’t have any adventures. This place is a million miles from anywhere. Steph and I are taking Sherlock Holmes books. That’s about the only excitement we’ll have.”

Pancho headed home—his shoulders slumped, his head down.

Dom didn’t know what to do for him; he looked so sad.

She also didn’t know what she would do without him. Before their knightly adventure, Dom hadn’t needed friends. She’d found plenty of friends and adventures in her books. But then Pancho had become her squire and Steph, her master of the cookies. She loved her new friends and the adventures she had with them.

Really loved them.

But there was no time to feel sad. She had to get to work. She grabbed the broom and swept the sidewalk. Once she was done, she picked up the bag of food and thanked el Señor Prieto. The smell of ham croquettes and malanga fritters followed her home.



As Dom walked home, she got a call from Abuela. Which was unusual. First because it was early. And second because Abuela now forgot a lot of things. Dom was normally the one to make the calls. But Abuela sounded sharp today. “It’s very important that you behave well,” she said. “The family’s honor is on your shoulders. And if you don’t behave well, that girl, that girl…”

“Steph.”

“Yeah. Steph. And her grandmother. They’ll think Cuban kids don’t know how to behave. You’re representing Cuban kids everywhere, you know.”

The family’s honor? Cuban kids everywhere? It was true that Dom had never been away from her family. But really? She was only spending a long weekend! Dom bet her mami had put Abuela up to it.

She was already worried about the food, and now she had to worry about the family’s honor and the honor of every Cuban kid in the universe! She had been excited to go, but it was getting complicated.

She was happy that her brother, Rafi, knew exactly what to say when she got home.

“Don’t forget,” he said. “If you find adventures, take pictures. And take notes. So I can write a book for Abuela… if you find an adventure.”



Steph and her grandmother, Gran, picked Dom up at exactly eight thirty. Which meant Dom’s head was still full of warnings when she got in the car. Even though Dom suspected a Mami-Abuela conspiracy, her mami had added to what Abuela said. The warnings ricocheted so fast, she felt her head would explode. And Steph didn’t help. She fell asleep two blocks after Dom got in the car.

“Don’t you want to take a little snooze?” Gran asked. Dom could see her smile in the rearview mirror. It was clear Gran didn’t want to chitchat. Dom took out her phone and added Pancho’s number into her contacts.

Mami had given her the phone when Abuela had to move to Miami to live with her sister, because Abuela was forgetting lots and lots of things. Without Abuela, Dom would be home alone after school. At first Dom was supposed to use the phone only to let Mami know she was safe or if she was abducted by aliens. But Dom missed Abuela. She used the phone to stay in touch. And to solve problems in their adventures. And to take pictures that her brother, Rafi, used to illustrate books he wrote for Abuela. The books were about Dom’s adventures—to help Abuela feel like she was still close to Dom and Rafi.

Dom put her phone away. And tried to look out the window. But worry began to snake into her brain. She was good at that. Worrying.

She worried about the cabin. She loved wildlife—during the day. But if a daddy longlegs strolled across her forehead and took a jump on her lips while she was asleep, she might just go through the roof. If a mouse ran across her belly, she would have to burst through the door. That would not be good for the family’s honor.

And what if the cabin had no indoor bathrooms? She wasn’t looking forward to battling bats and sidestepping snakes to take care of business. She might have to hold it all night to protect the honor of all the Cuban kids who ever existed.

She wished she’d asked Steph a lot more questions before she’d decided to come. But with Steph asleep, Dom would have to wait until she got to Gran’s cabin to know what was what.

The best thing she could do was read.

Dom dove into her favorite Sherlock Holmes story. She didn’t come up for air until she felt the car slow down into back roads. They drove through pastures broken by groves of trees. Farm houses, barns, even a few creaky windmills. Cows and sheep and goats. Not at all like the building-crammed streets of Mundytown, where she lived.

After the welcome sign for Tapperville, Gran really slowed down. Dom was happily surprised to see a Pizza Palace as they drove down the main road! Soon Gran turned. Her tires crunched on a long gravel driveway to a beautiful white house. It was a little like Gran’s house in Mundytown. Plants dressed in leaves of different greens, yellows, and purples wrapped around a porch that wrapped around the house—a colorful outdoor room with bright yellow rocking chairs. The steps leading to the porch were dark green and shiny.

Is this the house? she mouthed to Steph, who woke when the car slowed down.

Steph nodded.

PHEW!!!!

Gran helped the girls unload the bags and coolers onto the driveway and handed Steph the key.
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“I’ll be right back,” she said.

“We know what to do,” Steph said. Then she turned to Dom. “She’s going to town to pick up the mail. We can take a minute to look around the yard, but if we take things in, it makes her really happy.”

They walked between peach trees and apple trees. Steph showed her Gran’s pie patch—raspberry and blueberry bushes bordered with new rhubarb plants.

“Gran and my grandfather used to live here while my grandfather was alive. When he died, my parents talked Gran into moving to Mundytown. But she still spends a lot of time here in the summer.”

As Steph showed her around, Dom noted everything in her head. Including a not-so-big gray building that Steph called the barn. Behind it, the marsh seemed to go on forever. And she especially noticed what wasn’t there—an outhouse.

“We spend a lot of time in the garden when we’re here,” Steph explained as they stepped onto the porch. “Did you bring Sherlock Holmes like you said you would?”

Dom nodded. “I read all the way here.”

“Gran has a copy. We can come out here and read till she gets back.”

“No time for reading,” Dom said.

She had seen a note tacked to the door:

ESTHER STOLEN

NEED HELP
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2 What Marabella Called Them


“Esther stolen!” Dom’s brain spun those two little words like a blender. “That’s a job for Sherlock Dom and Steph Watson!” The names came easily, as if she’d been thinking about them for weeks.

Almost three hours of reading Sherlock Holmes had left her itching for a mystery to solve. The huge magnifying glass el Señor Fuentes, the owner of Fuentes Salvage, had given her after their musketeer adventure was carefully stashed in her shoulder bag. “You know what that means, don’t you?” she told Steph, even though she didn’t know who Esther was.

“What it means is that Birdie Ballou, Gran’s neighbor, lost her nanny goat… again,” Steph wasn’t excited at all. “Esther runs away all the time. Someone always finds her a couple of hours later.”

“But still.” Dom didn’t want to give up. “We could be the ones to find it. To solve the mystery.”

“There are no mysteries around this place. Or excitement.” Steph started putting the food in the fridge.

“Come on… a stolen goat…” How could Dom get Steph to understand she wanted a mystery? An adventure?

Steph would not change her mind. They finished stashing the food and put away their clothes in Steph’s room. Dom added el Señor Prieto’s food to her shoulder bag. Then they toured the house as Steph opened windows and turned on the attic fan.

PHEW, again!!!! So much better than anything Dom had imagined!

The house was airy, even though it was a little musty from being closed up. Big rooms with huge windows. Bright cushions and pillows. Paintings in light, smudgy colors. Like Gran’s house in Mundytown, except that Gran had brought the outdoors in.
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