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For Russell: 
A fearless friend




There is no fear in love, 
but perfect love casts out fear.

1 JOHN 4:18
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Chapter 1: Just for Starters

IT CERTAINLY WASN’T MY FAULT that our plane was going to crash-land in the jungle. I did my part. Being a pro at nearly dying on airplanes (remember, I was with Nick when he tried flying), I did what I do best: I screamed my lungs out.


“OO-oo, AH-ah, EE-ee!”

(Translation: WE’RE ALL GOING TO DIE!)



And we were, too. But before any of that happens, let me fill you in on the details. . . .

A few days ago, Mom got a call asking for help saving some snakes down in South America. Of course, all the Mulligan kids begged to go with her. Everyone but me. My reasons were simple:


	I, Winona, never beg (unless it has something to do with food).

	Mom doesn’t think I’m very helpful on these kinds of trips. (Obviously she hasn’t read any of these books.)

	Why beg when I can sneak?



And sneak is exactly what I did.

I sneaked into the back of the van as we headed to the airport.

I sneaked into the back of the private plane when we loaded up.

And in just a few seconds, I’d be sneaking into heaven. (Do they allow chimps in heaven? Doesn’t God need us genius types to help Him run the place?)

So there. Now you’re up to speed. Except for the part of Mom choosing Hector, our ten-year-old buddy from Colombia, and Jessica, Janelle’s twelve-year-old twin sister, to go with her. Apparently Hector has great jungle experience. And Jessica is scared of snakes and other creepy-crawlies, and Mom knows that the best way to overcome fear is to face it.

“Why me?” Jessica had argued.

Mom said, “Because you’re scared of snakes and other creepy-crawlies, and the best way to overcome fear is to face it.” (Great minds think alike.)

So there we were, flying over a jungle somewhere in South America, when our plane’s engine started to


cough, cough

sputter, sputter



and then


conk . . . conk-ed



out, and we started dropping faster than a sixth-grader’s smile after learning he’s going to summer school.

“Hang on!” Mrs. Krashenburn, our pilot, cried. “We need to make an emergency landing. This is going to be rough.”

It seemed like a pretty good idea, so I grabbed on to Hector, who grabbed on to Jessica, who grabbed on to Mom, who in a way, told us to grab on to Jesus when she yelled, “Everyone pray!”

Another good idea. Especially for me after I’d just made that joke about God needing my help running heaven.

We skimmed over the tops of the trees. We swayed this way and that, and that way and this . . . so bad I could barely grab the half-eaten bag of chips Jessica had dropped. (Luckily, barely is different from failing to.)

“There’s some water up ahead!” Mrs. Krashenburn shouted. “It looks like a stream. I’m going to set her down there!”

“I don’t know how to swim!” Hector cried.

I don’t know how to die! I thought.

Once we stopped the tree surfing, we dropped lower and shot between them. Well, not always between. Off to the left, a tree trunk


SCRAPE . . .

RIPP-ed



up our left wing. And not wanting to be left out, another tree


RIPP-ed

SCRAP-ed



up our right wing. And then, suddenly, we


Ker-SPLASH-ed



into the river, plowing through it like a boat (or submarine —take your pick).

As water washed all around us, Mrs. Krashenburn shouted, “Okay, everybody out! Everybody out!” And since she was captain of our little disaster, we all obeyed. Or at least tried . . .

Mom pushed at the door, but it wouldn’t open.

“It’s the water pressure from outside!” Jessica yelled.

“Give me a hand!” Mom shouted.

Jessica climbed over the seat, and the two of them pushed and shoved against the door. I would have helped, but I’d dropped that half-eaten bag of potato chips. And since no one likes to go to heaven on an empty stomach. . . .

Meanwhile, Hector was doing his part by continually shouting, “I CAN’T SWIM! I CAN’T SWIM!”

Finally, they pushed open the door. That was the good news. The bad news was all the water that roared in.

“Hurry!” Mrs. Krashenburn shouted. “Everybody out! Now!”

Another great idea, and we all scrambled to obey. Even Hector, though that didn’t stop his ongoing chorus of: “I CAN’T SWIM! I CAN’T SWIM!”

“Hector!” Mom yelled.

“I CAN’T SWIM! I CAN’T SWIM!”

“Hector!”

“I CAN’T —”

“Just stand!”

“WHA . . . ?”

“Stand!”

He stopped shouting long enough to give it a try, and miracle of miracles, he didn’t drown. (The fact that the water was only three-and-a-half-feet deep probably helped.)

Once we sloshed to shore, we threw ourselves onto the muddy bank, panting, coughing, catching our breath . . . and thanking God we were still able to pant, cough, and catch our breath.

“Is everybody okay?” Mom asked.

As the most important crew member, I immediately answered, “OO-oo, AH-ah, EE-ee!”

Hector followed by doing a quick body check of himself. “Sí, sí, everything, it is still working.”

“Jessica?” Mom asked.

“Check,” Jessica said.

“Mrs. Krashenburn?”

“I think I broke a nail.” (Mrs. Krashenburn is way into looks.) “Oh, and . . .”

“Oh and what?” Mom asked.

“I hurt my leg.”

Mom scrambled over to examine her. As she did, there was a loud scraping sound. We looked back to the plane just in time to see the stream’s current pull it into deeper water and quickly drag it downstream.


[image: Winona, Hector, Jessica, Mom, and Mrs. Krashenburn watch the plane dragged down the river by the current.]


“Oh, great,” Jessica said. “There goes my backpack.”

Not to mention those chips, I thought.

“And my cell phone,” Hector complained.

Mom and Jessica reached for their pockets to check their own phones. The good news was, they still had them. The bad news was, they were totally soaked.

Trying to lighten the mood, Jessica said, “Looks like Mom’s finally getting her wish. We might actually have a phone-free meeting.”

“Every cloud has its silver lining,” Mom said.

“Except . . .” Mrs. Krashenburn said.

We all turned to her.

“With the plane’s radio gone, those cell phones were our only way to communicate.”

Hector frowned. “Meaning?”

“Meaning, we’re out here in the jungle all by ourselves . . . and no one knows where we are.”




Chapter 2: A Little Bit of Fear

AND IF YOU’RE AFRAID about my life being in danger (which I’m sure you are, right?), there was poor Lisa. She’d made the mistake of riding with Nick across the state to pick up a sick kangaroo from some zoo. Picking up the kangaroo wasn’t the mistake. Riding with Nick


“Ahhhhhh!”



was.

It’s not that he didn’t know how to drive. It’s just that . . . well, he was okay on short trips, like taking us to school. But when it came to the wide-open desert roads of California and the gas pedal . . . let’s just say his foot was heavy. Actually, more like his foot had a death wish. Which explains Lisa’s


“Ahhhhhh!”-ing



as well as her ever-so-gentle, “WHO TAUGHT YOU HOW TO DRIVE?!”

“No one!” Nick shouted back.

“No kidding!” she yelled as she hung on for her life.

“Why do I need a teacher?”


HONK!

SQUEAL!



“Was that another car?” cried Lisa, who is blind.

“Just one.”

“Nick!”

“My point is, why do I need a teacher when driving comes as naturally as —”


HONK! HONK!

SQUEAL! SQUEAL!

(that’s two)



“Dying!” Lisa screamed.

Nick shook his head. “As being the best.”

Lisa held her breath. Being blind certainly had its disadvantages, but it was okay not seeing every detail of life. (And death.)

Luckily, they’d run out of cars, and life (as well as Lisa’s blood pressure) momentarily returned to normal. She turned to Nick and demanded, “Why do you always have to be ‘the best’ at everything?”

“Maybe I can’t help myself.”

She tried again. “No, I’m saying you always pretend you’re the best. You always walk around acting like you know everything.”

“That’s not true.”

“It isn’t?”

“I also sit around acting like I know everything.”

“Nick . . .”

“And sleep.”

“Nick, it’s okay to not know everything. You shouldn’t be afraid to ask questions.”

“Afraid? Who’s afraid?”

“You are. You’re afraid that if you don’t know something, it’ll make you look weak.”

“How can I be weak with a body like this?”

“I’m not talking about your body.”

“My good looks?”

“No.”

“My brilliant mind?”

“Nick . . .”

He frowned, trying to understand. “No offense, Lis, but I think we’ve covered everything important. Well, there’s also my hair.”

Lisa bit her lip. Between her temper and Nick’s ego, it was impossible to communicate with him without blowing up. That’s why Mom always suggested counting to ten before answering. (At the moment, Lisa was up to eleven.) She tried again. “What I’m saying is you don’t have to be afraid of not knowing.”

“Of not knowing what?”

“I don’t know. Things. Everything.”

“What if I really do know all these things?”

“Nicholas!”

“Okay, okay, don’t blow a blood vessel. Give me an example.”

“Like telling Dad you know all about kangaroos.”

“I know lots about kangaroos.”

“Since when did you become a kangaroo expert?”

“I’ve read a lot. Haven’t you heard of Winnie the Pooh?”

“Winnie the —like in the kids books? What’s that got to do with anything?”

“Roo?” Nick said. “You don’t remember Roo?”

“The baby kangaroo?”

“Exactly.”

“Reading about Roo in Winnie the Pooh books doesn’t make you an expert on kangaroos!”

“I also watched some YouTube videos.”

Lisa closed her eyes and continued counting: “Fifteen, sixteen . . .”

“Actually,” Nick said, “you might have a point.”

“Wait, what? Seriously?”

“You bet. And just as soon as I know there’s something I don’t know, I’ll let you know that I know I don’t know it.”

Lisa blinked. “. . . Seventeen, eighteen . . .”

“In the meantime, we’ve got a kangaroo


HONK! HONK!

SQUEAL! SQUEAL!



to pick up.”

Lisa clenched her hands into fists. Maybe it was time to quit counting and start praying.




Chapter 3: More Fear

AND WHILE WE’RE TALKING about more fear —because that’s the name of this chapter, right? —let’s not forget the good, ol’ fashioned, I’m-afraid-for-my-kids type of fear. The type found in the hearts of moms and dads everywhere.

With Mom away, Dad was running things back home. He shouted over to Janelle. She was shoveling poop out of the monkey exhibit —not exactly Janelle’s favorite chore but more fun than being lost in the jungles of South America. “Have you seen Julie?” he asked.

“Last I saw, she was with Stephie and the penguins,” Janelle said.

Dad turned and started for the penguin habitat. He was not exactly running, but not exactly strolling either. And he was definitely worrying. Why had little Julie disappeared? They’d spent all morning getting her ready for the first day of her summer day care. Not that either of them was crazy about the idea. If Dad and Mom had their way, they’d spend every waking —and sleeping —hour with their kids. But with Mom gone and work piling up, Dad needed all the help he could get . . . and leaving a seven-year-old all by herself was not the answer.

When he reached the penguin exhibit, he saw Stephie pretending to have fun with Gus and Goony, our two goofy penguins. I say pretending because how could the poor girl possibly have any fun without me? But she was a brave soul. You could tell by the way she pretended to giggle when she traded high fives and flipper bumps with them. You could tell when she pretended to laugh while waddling behind them playing follow-the-penguin. And you could really tell when she pretended to yuck it up as they chirped and crawled all over her.

Poor thing. But like I said, she was brave.

“Hey, Stephie,” Dad called. “Have you seen Julie?”

Stephie turned to him and shouted, “What did —ho-ho, ha-ha, hee-hee! —you say?”

Dad called louder. “Have you seen your little sister?”

Stephie shook her head. “Maybe she’s over at the sand puppies. You know how she —hee-hee, ha-ha, ho-ho! —loves the sand puppies.”

Dad spun toward the sand puppy exhibit. “If you see her,” he shouted, “tell her to hurry back to the house. We’re late.”

Stephie nodded and threw in another “ho-ho, ha —”

(Okay, that’s enough of that. Like I said, she’s great at pretending.)

Dad picked up his pace and started to jog. It’s true that Julie loved the sand puppies —better known as hairless mole rats. They were cute, pink, and so ugly-looking you couldn’t help but love them. The only problem was their dagger-like teeth were so sharp, they could bite their way through anything. Including human hands . . . especially little seven-year-old ones.

Dad went from jogging to sprinting.

[image: ]

Back in the jungle . . .

Since Jessica was a top athlete, sprinting was what she also did . . . until she stopped. The reason was simple. She had no idea where to sprint. “Which way out of here?” she shouted.

“Too late for that,” Hector said. “It will soon be getting dark.”

“What do you mean?” she asked.

Mrs. Krashenburn explained, “He means we don’t know where we are. And the last thing you want to do is travel through the jungle at night.”

Hector nodded. “No telling what animal we might surprise.”

“And surprised animals mean dangerous animals,” Mom said.

“We can’t just stay here!” Jessica cried.

“Actually,” Hector said, “that is exactly what we must do. At least until morning.”

Jessica shuddered as she looked at all the vines and trees surrounding us. And if that wasn’t bad enough, there were the sounds of all the wild


squwaEEEE

klick-klick-klick

KRA-HAAA . . .



animals just hanging around waiting to eat her.

Hector saw the fear in Jessica’s eyes and tried to calm her. “Not to worry,” he said. “Those are mostly monkeys and parrots.”

Jessica took a deep breath and pretended to be cool. After all, cool was her thing. Of all the Mulligans, she was tops at being cool —until Mrs. Krashenburn said, “Actually, it’s the wild boars and crocodiles we have to worry about.”

“WILD BOARS AND CROCODILES!” Jessica cried. (So much for cool.)

Mom searched the ground. “Not to mention spiders, scorpions, and snakes.”

Jessica suddenly shifted from not cool into major meltdown.

“SPIDERS, SCORPIONS, AND SNAKES!”

Mom wrapped an arm around her. “It’s okay, sweetheart.” Then Mom turned to Hector. “You grew up near the jungles, didn’t you? In Colombia?”

Hector nodded. “True. I lived in the city, but we often camped in the jungle for fun.”

Jessica gulped. “For fun?”

Hector shrugged.

“So what do you suggest?” Mom asked. “Where do we start?”

“First, we must leave the bank of this stream,” Hector said.

“And why is that?”

“Wild animals, they will come here to drink at night.”

If Jessica’s eyes were wide before, they were the size of dinner plates now. She desperately searched the trees.

Hector continued, “And if we are to spend the night, we must build a sleeping platform.”

“Sleeping platform?” Mom asked.

“Normally we would use hammocks, but since we have none and with so much bamboo surrounding us, a platform will be easy to build.”

“Why a platform?” Jessica asked.

“To stay off the ground.”

“Because . . . ?”

“. . . of the centipedes, spiders, and —”

“S-s-snakes?” Jessica asked.

“And snakes,” Hector said. “But first, we must build a fire.”

Mrs. Krashenburn nodded. “To keep the animals away . . . and to dry out my beautiful, and very expensive, high-heeled shoes.” (We already talked about her focus on beauty, right?)

“Build a fire with what?” Mom asked. “Everything we have is soaked from the stream.”

“Not everything,” Jessica said. She pointed her finger at Mom. “We can use your glasses. Like in science class. We can hold them up to the sun and focus the light and start a fire.”

“But what can we burn?” Mom said.

Hector pointed to one of the many banana trees around us. “We can peel the husks from their trunks. Much of it is as thin and dry as paper.” (See how educational these books are?)

“But not here,” Mrs. Krashenburn said.

“Because of the animals,” Mom said.

“And the snakes,” Jessica added.

Hector said, “But before we leave, we must do something first.”

“Pray?” Mom asked.

“Yes. But also something else.”

Jessica’s eyes were back on the ground nervously searching. “What now?” she asked.

“Since we were in the stream, we must carefully search our bodies to remove leeches.”

“Leeches?” Mom said.

Hector nodded. “They fasten themselves to your skin so they can suck out your blood.”

“What!?!” Jessica returned to meltdown mode. (You would, too, if you knew what was coming next.)

Hector reached over to her bare arm. “Here is one,” he said as he pulled off a black slug-like thing that stuck to her skin.

Jessica looked on in horror.

“And this one here,” Hector said as he pulled another off her bare leg.

Poor Jessica. She tried her best to hold down her lunch . . . and she nearly succeeded until she saw Hector making a little pile of the things.

“What are you doing?” Mom asked Hector. “You’re not saving them, are you?”

“Yes,” Hector said.

“Why?”

“If we cannot find food in the morning, we may have to boil them for breakfast.”

Now everyone joined Jessica in RETCH-ing. And by everybody I mean


OO-oo, AH . . .

RETCH



everyone.




Chapter 4: French Fries and Freedom

LISA TRIED TO LOVE NICK. I mean that’s what God says we’re supposed to do, right? Especially when it comes to family. And Lisa tried. Morning, noon, and night, she tried. But sometimes . . . well, most times it was a struggle. Like now, when they were eating at the restaurant on their way home from the zoo.

Earlier, with the help of a zookeeper —though Nick, of course, said he didn’t need help —they loaded the kangaroo into the little trailer behind their van. His name was Bob (the kangaroo, not the zookeeper). He was cute and brown and furry. (Bob, not the zookeeper.) And he was almost as tall as Lisa.

Once they lured Bob into the trailer, Nick quickly shut the gate.

“Don’t you need to put a lock on it?” the zookeeper asked.

“Why?” Nick said.

“Kangaroos are pretty smart.”

Nick shook his head. “Not as smart as me.” Lisa and the zookeeper had their doubts. (So did Bob.) “No way is he smart enough to unlatch this,” Nick said.

“You’d be surprised,” the zookeeper said.

“Not me,” Nick said. “I’m a pro.”


[image: Nick writes on a clipboard as the zookeeper holds out a pail of kangaroo food to him. Plants fill the pail, and leaves hang over the rim. In the background Lisa looks up at the kangaroo, Bob, who is standing in the trailer looking down at the handle.]


After a few deep breaths (and more counting) Lisa hopped into the van with Nick, and they started for home.

Once on the road, she turned to Nick. “Are you sure about not putting a lock on that latch?”

“Trust me. As your big brother, I’ve had lots of experience transporting kangaroos.”

To be honest, Nick wasn’t exactly her big brother. He was a cousin Mom and Dad adopted from New York. But he was the next best thing. (Or worst, Lisa often thought.) Mom said he would teach her patience. And with Lisa’s temper, she needed all the help she could get. Though sometimes he was more help than she needed. Way more.

Like now, when they were in the restaurant and Nick


squirt-ed



out nearly a full bottle of ketchup onto his third order of fries. Of course, Lisa couldn’t see the mountain of red goop growing on his plate, but she could hear it.

She also heard Nick calling out to the waitress. “Miss —oh, miss. Could we have another bottle of ketchup, please? This one seems to be empty.”

Lisa tried her best to have patience. True, she let out a heavy SIGH . . . followed by a louder GROAN . . . followed by an “You’re unbelievable!” . . . but she tried.

Looking up at her, Nick asked, “Muff’s mup, middo?” Which is exactly how “What’s up, kiddo?” sounds when your mouth is crammed full of sixteen fries soaked in ketchup.

“Are you sure you should be eating all of that?”

“Mall mof mwhat?” —fling! Which is how “All of what?” sounds. (The fling was a piece of chewed potato flying from his mouth and


SPLATT-ing



onto Lisa’s forehead.)

Lisa cranked up her voice to I’ll-be-respectful-even-if-it-kills-me. “I’m just thinking about your health,” she said. “Plus my own,” she muttered as she wiped chunks of potato off her face.

Thankfully, Nick washed down the ginormous mouthful of food with a ginormous gulp of soda —which, of course, led to an even ginormouser


BURP!



Finally, he answered, “Everyone’s telling me to eat more fruits and vegetables, right?”

Lisa nodded. “Right.”

“And these French fries, they’re potatoes, right?”

“Right.”

“And potatoes are vegetables.”

“Right, but Nick —”

“And ketchup is made of tomatoes, and tomatoes are fruit.”

Lisa scowled.

“So, there you go,” he said, “a perfectly balanced meal.” He crammed another handful of fries into his mouth. Lisa wanted to argue, but as usual, Nick’s crazy logic made her . . . well, crazy.

“Mwant mome?” he asked, motioning to his plate.

“No thanks,” Lisa said. She set down her hamburger, hoping her appetite would someday return.

The good news was, they ate in silence . . . well, except for Nick’s


munch, munch

slurp, slurp

BURP!-ing.



But, as always happens in these books, with every bit of good news comes a little —

“Muh-moh,” Nick said as he looked out the window.

“What’s wrong?” Lisa asked.

He swallowed and said, “You know that latch on the kangaroo’s gate?”

“The one you said didn’t need a lock for? What about it?”

Nick rose and started toward the restaurant’s door.

Lisa called after him. “Did he open it? You said he wasn’t smart enough to open it.”

“And I wasn’t wrong.”

“So, what’s the problem?”

“Nothing. Except for the part of him opening it.”

Lisa quickly rose and began to follow. “He opened the gate?” she cried out. “Is he still inside? Did he escape?”

“Not exactly.” Nick raced outside into the parking lot —Lisa right behind him.

“Not exactly??” she called out. “What does that mean?!”

“It means everything’s fine . . . except for the part of him escaping.”

“NICHOLAS!!”

[image: ]

The cool thing about our hairless mole rats (aka sand puppies) is we keep them in a giant glass case so you can watch them dig their tunnels. It also protects them from any critters in the mood for a hairless, midday snack. For the record, we chimps prefer meals a little less creepy and with a lot less teeth. Actually, it’s not the number of teeth that bothers me but the way they stick out through their lips. I don’t want to be rude, but if anybody needs braces, it’s these fellas.

Anyway, that’s where Dad found Julie . . . standing at the glass watching the little guys.

“There you are,” he said.

She said nothing but just kept staring at the rats as they kept digging.

“You okay?” he asked.

More of nothing . . . except for quiet sniffling and the wiping of a runny nose with her hand.

“It’s about time we head off for day care, don’t you think?” he asked.

More sniffling . . . and more wiping.

But Dad was a pro. He knew something was up. He quietly kneeled beside her and waited patiently (though he did glance at his watch once or twice —after all, he is a dad). Finally, he asked, “Are you afraid?”

Still watching the mole rats, she nodded.

“Because it’s your first day and you don’t know what to expect?”

More in the nodding, sniffling, and wiping department.

Dad turned to watch the mole rats with her. “First times can be scary,” he said. “I remember the first time I asked your mother out on a date.” He chuckled. “I was so scared, I could barely breathe.”

More silence.

He continued, “And when we took in our first animal —that hurt cougar —I don’t know who was more nervous, your mother or me.”

Without turning to him, Julie said, “But we have a whole park full.”

“We do now,” Dad said. “But at the beginning, we didn’t know what we were doing. We were scared to death. So you know what we did?”

“Prayed?” she asked.

He nodded. “A lot. And God helped us. A lot.” Dad put his arm around her. “He’s always there to help us, Julie, no matter where we go. No matter what we do . . . even when we’re scared.”

“But how do I know? It’s not like I can see Him or anything.”

Dad nodded and looked back to the mole rats. “It’s kinda like us and these little guys. I mean, we’ve built a real safe place for them here. And it’s true, they can’t see us. But that doesn’t mean we’re not here . . . always watching them, always making sure they’re safe.”

Julie gave her nose another wipe. “God will be at the day care?” she asked. “Even if it’s my first time?”

“Your first time and every time. He’ll be with you wherever you go.”

After another long moment, she started to nod.

“So,” Dad said. “Are you ready? Want to see what God has planned?”

Julie slowly rose. Then, giving her nose one long wipe, she reached for Dad’s hand.

And even though her hand was wet, Dad took it . . . because that’s what dads do.




Chapter 5: Great Truth from a Great Dad

THERE’S A MILLION OTHER fantastic things about Dad. (Actually a million and one if you count him bringing me into the family so everyone’s life is even more fantastic.) Another great thing about Dad is he’s always ready to listen (except when it comes to me wanting to gnaw on his TV remote. But I guess no one is perfect).

After Dad and Julie got into the car, they continued their conversation . . . just before they nearly crashed, which would have sent them to that great banana plantation in the sky . . . or wherever you non-me types go when your living license expires.

Let me explain . . .

Everything started off calmly enough. Dad had already packed Julie’s lunch with all sorts of good stuff to eat (except for that remote). Julie got her coat, and off they headed for Day #1 of day care.

Was she still scared? You bet. But Dad had another trick up his sleeve. Instead of telling her to stop being scared, he did something even better . . . which I guess brings his fantastic rating up to a million and two.

“If you’re still nervous, let’s try an experiment,” he said. “You ready?”

Julie nodded.

“Okay then. When I say go, I don’t want you to think about the color orange.”

“Orange?” she said.

“That’s right. I don’t want you thinking about orange. Are you ready?”

“Okay.”

“Are you thinking about it?”

“Orange?”

“Right.”

“No,” she said. “I mean, yes. I’m trying not to but —”

“But you keep thinking about it, don’t you? Even when you’re trying not to think about orange, you’re actually thinking about it because you’re trying not to think about it.”

Julie scrunched up her forehead. “Will the day care be this hard?”

Dad laughed. “What I’m saying is, instead of trying to stop thinking about being scared . . . just replace the thinking with something else. If I asked you to think about the flamingos, which you love, would you be thinking about orange?”

“No, I’d be thinking about flamingos.”

“Exactly. So, instead of trying not to think about being scared, replace that thought with something better.”

Julie brightened. “Like flamingos?”

“Exactly. Even better, when I’m really nervous about something, I start thinking about Jesus. Sometimes I even start singing to Him.”

“And that works?”

“Are you thinking about orange?”

Julie grinned. “Not any more.”

Dad grinned back. “Want to try singing?”

Before Julie could answer, Dad’s cell rang. He picked it up and after a moment, shouted in alarm, “What?!”

Julie turned to him.

“In the river?!” he cried.

His voice kept getting louder. “They landed in the jungle and you have no idea where they are!?” And louder, “I’m heading home! Call me when you hear something!” And louder, “ANYTHING!”

As soon as he hung up, Dad threw the car into a U-turn. Then he stomped on the gas.

This would explain Julie hanging on tightly and crying out, “DAD!”

It would also explain the


SQUEAL . . .

SCREECH . . .

HONK! HONK! HONK!



of the other cars as Dad sped through an intersection going faster, faster, and faster. (Now at least we know where Nick learned to drive.)

“What’s going on?” Julie yelled.

“Your mom and brother and sister!” he shouted. “Their plane had a problem! They had to land in the middle of the jungle!”

“They’ll be okay, right?” But Dad didn’t answer. She tried again. “Won’t God protect them?”

Dad kept his eyes glued to the road as the


HONK! HONK! HONK!-ing

SCREECH-ing



and


SQUEAL-ing



continued.

“Should we sing?” she cried.

“What?”

“To Jesus.”

Dad stole a look at her.

“Isn’t that what we’re supposed to do?” she said. “If we’re scared, shouldn’t we do that?”

Dad blinked, turned back to the road, and began to slow. Not a lot, but enough to keep them safe. After a long, deep breath, he turned to her. “What should we sing, sweetheart?”

“I don’t care,” Julie said. “Anything to Jesus that’s not about oranges . . . or dying in the jungle.”




Chapter 6: A Rough Night

IT WAS GETTING LATE. The sun was just setting. Lisa wasn’t sure how long she’d been with Nick as he tracked Bob —or at least said he was tracking Bob. Now they were wandering around in some farmer’s field.

For the hundredth time, Lisa said, “I really think we need to call the police or somebody.”

And for the hundredth time, Nick answered, “I’m telling you, we’re hot on the critter’s trail.”

“And you’re sure these are kangaroo tracks we’re following?”

“Listen,” he said, “do you trust me or not?”

“Is that a trick question?”

Nick gave a dramatic sigh. “You may be some animal whisperer with our big cats and the elephant, but when it comes to tracking kangaroos, I’m the pro.”

“According to . . . ?”

“I’ve been tracking kangaroos my whole life.”

“You grew up in New York City. They don’t have kangaroos.”

“Have you ever been to New York City?” Nick asked.

“Well, no, but —”

“Then you really don’t know how many live there.”

Lisa had a pretty good idea the number was somewhere between zero and zero. But since she didn’t know for certain, she wouldn’t act like she knew (a habit Nick could stand to learn).

“Besides,” he said, “I told you I watch a lot of National Geographic specials.”

“I’m not sure that makes you a professional.”

“And stuff on Animal Planet.”

“Nick, I really don’t —”

He suddenly cut her off. “Shh . . .” He knelt behind a giant boulder and pulled her down with him. “Do you hear that?” he whispered.

Lisa strained to listen. “I hear something,” she said, “on the other side of the rock.”

“Exactly,” he said. “We finally caught up to him.”

“What are we going to do?”

“You’re going to stay here,” he said. “I’m going to leap out and tackle him.”

“Kangaroos are pretty fast.”

“I was a track star in middle school —”

“And they’re strong.”

“ —when I wasn’t a football star.”

“Nicholas . . .”

But Nick was too busy saving the day to be bothered with truth. He crouched down, getting ready to spring.

“Be careful,” Lisa whispered.

“Of course. What kind of fool do you take me for?”

“How many kinds are there?”

Nick ignored her and began counting: “One . . . two . . .” On “three,” he leaped from behind the boulder shouting


“ARGGGGH!”



Lisa expected to hear some sort of struggle —like them hitting the ground and rolling around. Instead, she heard nothing. Only a loud and very angry


MOOOOOO  . . .



as Nick raced back around the rock, screaming, “Run!”

“Why?” she yelled. “What’s wrong!”

“It’s not Bob! IT’S A BULL!”

[image: ]

Hector was a genius. (Believe me, it takes one to know one.) A jungle genius, at least. With his pocketknife and a whole lot of determination, he managed to cut down bamboo stalks and lash them together with vines to make a simple sleeping platform. When he first came to America, we teased him about not knowing some of our modern ways. Now we were happy he hadn’t forgotten some of his old ones.

The platform was about three feet off the ground. We all climbed up and huddled together. Me too. I’m a big fan of sleeping in trees when wild animals are looking for a midnight meal. If you wedge yourself between other people, there’s a good chance your pals will get eaten first.

“Will this platform keep us away from the spiders, scorpions, and other creepy-crawlies?” Mom asked.

“Absolutely,” Hector said.

“And snakes?” Jessica asked hopefully.

Hector nodded. “Except maybe for ones hanging from trees.”

Jessica’s eyes darted to the thick canopy of branches above us. “How do we stop those?” she asked.

Hector shrugged. “By not sleeping in the jungle.”

Jessica shuddered so hard the whole platform shook.

“What about mosquitoes?” Mrs. Krashenburn asked. “I’d hate for them to ruin my perfect complexion.”

“Mosquitoes?” Mom said as she slapped one on her neck. “More like vampires.”

Jessica slapped one on her leg and two more on her arm. “I just hope they’ll leave some blood for morning,” she muttered.

But Hector even had a solution for that. “If you sleep, covering yourself with some of the big banana leaves should help a little.” And he was right . . . at least the part about a little.

Despite all the night noises of clicking, chirping, hooting, and slapping —lots and lots of slapping —we finally got to sleep. The good news was, when we woke up in the morning, none of us had become some animal’s late-night dinner. The bad news was, when we woke up in the morning, we could still become some critter’s early morning breakfast.

Jessica sat beside me counting, “. . . nine, ten, eleven . . .”

“What are you doing, sweetheart?” Mom asked.

“Counting mosquito bites.”

“That’s a lot.”

“That’s one arm,” Jessica said. Looking up, she asked, “So, how do we get out of here?”

Mrs. Krashenburn answered, “When the plane went down, we were thirty-two miles west of Olindo.”

Hector motioned to her leg. “Hard to walk that distance on your leg.”

Jessica mumbled, “Especially since we can’t tell directions.”

“Actually, we can,” Mom said. She pointed toward the sunrise, which looked more like a sun smudge thanks to all the hazy moisture in the air. “We start by heading for the sun since it rises in the east . . . then we keep our eyes on the shadows as it rises higher into the sky.”

“OO-oo, AH-ah, EE-ee,” I said. (Which either means “Let’s get started!” or “Who’s fixing breakfast?”)

Hector, who must have known chimpanzee-ese, hopped off the platform and headed for the pile of leeches from last night.

“Oh no,” he said.

“What’s wrong?” Mom asked.

“Some animal came in the middle of the night and ate them.”

(Don’t look at me; I prefer TV remotes.)

“Tough break.” Jessica sighed in gratitude. “Guess we’ll just have to do without.” She continued counting her bites.

Hector shook his head. “With the heat, vegetation, and long distance, we must eat for our strength.”

“Any ideas?” Mom asked.

“Fish,” he said. Hector nodded back to where we had left the stream. “We will make spears for you to wade into the water and catch them.”

“What about you?” Mrs. Krashenburn asked.

“Water and I, we are not great friends,” he said.

Mom explained, “When he was younger, he almost drowned.”

“What about the leeches?” Jessica asked. She began counting bites on her other arm.

“I would not worry about them,” Hector said.

“Why not?”

“It is the piranha you should be concerned about.”

“Piranha?” Mrs. Krashenburn said.

“There are piranha in there?” Mom asked.

“Most certainly.”

“What’s a piranha?” Jessica asked.

“Fish that eat living animals,” Hector said.

Jessica stopped counting. “Living animals?” She swallowed. “But not humans, right?”

“Of course not.”

Jessica let out a sigh of relief.

“Unless, of course, they are in the stream.”




Chapter 7: Kangaroo Kidnapper

“NICK?” LISA CALLED. “Are you awake?” She raised her fist and


Bang Bang Bang-ed



on the trailer door parked in the motel parking lot. “Nicholas?”

Nick would have loved to answer, but how could he break the hearts of all his adoring fans? You know . . . all the ones standing in line waiting for his autograph . . . or a selfie . . . or just to be in the same room, breathing his air. Little surprise, since today he’d filmed three superhero movies, performed a live concert with Taylor Swift, and single-handedly ushered in world peace. And it was only three o’clock in the afternoon!

He was about to solve climate change by cooling down the planet with orders for everyone to leave their refrigerator doors open (genius, right?) but Lisa was determined to


Bang Bang Bang



ruin his dream. “Wake up!” she shouted. “It’s getting late!”

He stirred in the trailer’s hay where the kangaroo was supposed to be and answered with an ACHOO! . . . which is just the thing you do if you’ve slept in hay all night and happen to have hay fever. Then, of course, there was the


scratch scratch scratch-ing.



But, of course, none of it was Nick’s fault. After all:


	The kangaroo was the one who refused to get caught.

	Lisa was the one who refused to share the motel room with Nick.

	And Dad was the one who’d only given them enough money for gas and a meal. “You’ll be home by nightfall,” he had said. “No need for extra cash.”



So after a dozen more ACHOOs and plenty more scratch-ings, Nick opened the trailer door and joined Lisa outside in the parking lot. It wasn’t a great motel, just the only one within twenty miles. So it’s where they slept —or at least where Lisa slept —and where Nick ACHOO-ed and scratch-ed.

After a hearty yawn he asked, “You still weren’t able to get a hold of Dad?”

Lisa shook her head. “The lines must be down, or his phone is dead.”

(Of course, the real reason was he’d been on the phone all night, trying to track down Mom, but she’d find out about that later.)

“So, where do we start looking for the kangaroo?” she asked.

“Well, obviously, we know he couldn’t have gone far.”

“Because?”

“Lisa, Lisa, Lisa.” Nick let out another one of his world-famous sighs. “It’s common knowledge, at least to someone with my experience, that kangaroos sleep at night.”

Fighting to be patient, Lisa bit her bottom lip. She hated being talked to like a child. Unfortunately, Nick wasn’t finished . . .

“So, naturally, anyone with half a brain, and no offense to your other half, would know that if kangaroos sleep at night, they don’t travel at night.”

Lisa bit her top lip.

“And if you would stop being a child for a moment and just use some common sense, even you could figure out —”

That was it. Lisa ran out of patience. (She’d also run out of lips.) “Now you listen to me, Nicholas Mulligan!” she said. “You got us into this mess in the first place. You’re the one who pretended to know all about kangaroos. You’re —”

“Lisa . . .” he tried to interrupt.

But she was on a roll, “ —the one who said we didn’t need to put a lock on the cage door.”

“LISA, THAT PICKUP!”

“You’re the one who said you knew how to —”

“LISA!”

She came to a stop. “What?!”

“That pickup that just zoomed past us?”

“What about it?”

“He’s got Bob in the back!”

“No way.”

“Yes way. He’s got him tied up. Lisa, he’s stealing our kangaroo!”




Chapter 8: What’s That Sound?

JESSICA CAUGHT HER BREATH and froze. Without moving a muscle, she strained to listen.

But the sound suddenly stopped . . . at least for the moment.

Turning to Mrs. Krashenburn, she asked, “What was that?”

Mrs. Krashenburn shook her head. But before she could answer, it started up again.


uwak —Yak —awkk . . .

uwak —Yak —awkk . . .



“I don’t know what it is,” Mrs. Krashenburn half-whispered. “But it’s followed us all the way back here to the stream.”

Jessica gave a little shiver. “Talk about weird.”

No argument there. But I had other things on my mind. Like the last five or six hundred hours since we ate —or four or five, depending on how you tell time. However long it was, it was long enough to make my stomach majorly grumpy. Not only was I missing the three essential Cs that make for a balanced diet —Candy, Chips, and Cookies (not to mention remote TV Controls) —I was getting so desperate I might have even eaten healthy stuff like fruit and (shudder) vegetables. The good thing was none of those were around either. Well, except for the wild bananas. But they were so young and supergreen, they were like eating cardboard . . . (which was better than Nick’s cooking, but that’s another story in another book).

And our ability to get food with this little fishing trip back at the stream?

Another failure.

Don’t get me wrong, Hector was great at making the spears out of bamboo —nice and long with sharp, pointy ends. But it was all downhill after that. The best I figured, there were a thousand (or three) reasons why:


	Nobody wanted to stand in the water.

	Everybody wanted to stand out of the water.

	The water was where nobody wanted to stand.



Of course, Hector had the best excuse. The kid is so afraid of drowning that he won’t even take a bath without a life vest. But for the rest of us? We couldn’t decide whether we wanted to be eaten alive by piranha or have all our blood sucked out by leeches —though the leeches would have to work fast to get it before the mosquitoes did.

As usual, Mom was the bravest. She found a slippery log jutting out into the water and carefully walked along it with a spear.

“I see one!” she shouted.

We all crowded around the bank to watch. She raised the spear above her head like some tribal warrior. I was already imagining the taste of fresh fish for breakfast when Hector suddenly shouted, “No!”

We spun toward him and saw he was kneeling down in the mud.

A little early to be saying grace, I thought.

“What’s going on?” Jessica said.

He quickly rose to his feet. “We must leave, now!”

“But the fish,” Mom said, “it’s right here.”

“So are a wild boar and her babies.”

“What?” we all cried in four-part harmony.

He pointed down at the mud. “These are their tracks. This is where they come for water.”

“They’re not here now,” Mrs. Krashenburn said.

Hector squinted through the leaves and vines, then cried, “Yes, they are!” He turned and helped Mom off her log. “Hurry! We must leave! Now!”


[image: Mom stands on a log over the river with her spear raised to jab a large fish swimming past. Beside her on the shore, Hector and Winona examine boar tracks in the mud, while behind them Jessica and Mrs. Krashenburn look around with worried, alert expressions. Behind them all stands the dense vegetation of the jungle.]


But I was hungry and argued, “OO-oo, AH-ah, EE-ee!” To further make my point, I added, “OO-oo, AH-ah, EE-ee!” It was an ironclad case, and I would have won . . . if it wasn’t for the wild boar and her two piglets charging out of the brush.

“Run!” Hector yelled.

It seemed a pretty good idea, so we ran for our lives —Jessica helping Mrs. Krashenburn with her bad leg, and me helping myself with my need to live.

The good news was, momma pig and her babies were more interested in drinking water than in eating people.

The bad news was, as we raced through the jungle, that creepy


uwak —Yak —awkk . . .

uwak —Yak —awkk . . .



started up and just kept following us.




Chapter 9: Bumper Cars

DESPITE LISA SCREAMING, “NICK! Slow down!” he refused to listen to his sister —which, of course, is the first thing they teach you in Big Brother School. They had just hopped into the van and were in hot pursuit of the pickup that had Bob in the back. Sadly, Nick’s driving habits were


HONK!



no better than before. Actually,


SQUEAL!



they were worse, because he was on a mission.

“Nicholas!”

“I want our kangaroo!”

“I want to live!”


HONK!

SQUEAL!



Lisa reached into her back pocket. “I’m calling the police!”

“I know what I’m doing!” he yelled.

“So do I!” she shouted as she tapped on her phone.

“There he is!” Nick cried. “I see him. One car ahead, just in front of that camper.” He yanked the wheel hard to the left and swerved into the oncoming lane to pass. A dangerous idea. Even more dangerous because of the giant semitruck


HONK!!!



coming straight at them.

Nick cranked the wheel back to the right and swung back behind the camper just as the truck roared past. Sadly, the trailer Nick was pulling had other ideas. It missed the semi, but swerved back so hard that it swung onto the road’s shoulder, trying to pull the van and Nick and Lisa with it.

“WHOA!” Nick cried as he fought the wheel while the trailer fishtailed behind them.

“AUGH!” Lisa screamed as she once again prepared to die.

Yet somehow, Nick kept them and the trailer on the road.

Unfortunately, during the wild ride, which was better than anything Disney World has to offer, Lisa dropped her cell phone.

“I’m telling you we’re okay!” Nick shouted, as he secretly thanked God for the help.

“I’m telling you to stop!” Lisa yelled as she felt around the floorboard for the phone.

But Nick wasn’t about to stop. He tried again, swinging into the wrong lane and speeding up to pass the camper.

The driver of the camper slowed, figuring he was being passed by a crazy person (which was about right). Nick zoomed by and pulled into the lane in front of the camper . . . and right behind the pickup.

Meanwhile, Lisa did all she could to help. Little things like screaming, “Nicholas!” and “You’re going to kill us!”

But Nicholas wouldn’t slow down. “We’re right behind him!” he shouted. “We’ve almost got him!”

“And then what?” Lisa cried.

“Then we make him pull over.”

“How?”

“Like this!” He yanked the wheel and threw them back into the oncoming lane . . . and stomped on the accelerator.

“Nicholas!” Lisa was getting tired of shouting his name. Then again, she was getting tired of nearly dying. With that in mind, she bowed her head and started praying . . . just to make sure she and Jesus were on good terms since it looked like they’d soon be meeting.

Nick pulled up side by side with the pickup. On its door was a sign reading:


BARNEY’S BOXING GYM



Nick waved at the driver, a bearded man with a pointy nose. “Pull over!” he shouted. “Pull over!”

But Pointy Nose was in no mood to listen —especially to some crazy kid waving wildly. So he sped up.

“You want to play that game?” Nick shouted. “Okay, fine.” He tromped on the accelerator until they were again side by side. “Pull over!” he shouted. “Pull over!”

Pointy Nose turned to him and yelled something back. But the windows were closed and Nick couldn’t hear —just as well, since this book is rated PG.

But seeing way too many movies (that are not rated PG), Nick swung his wheel hard to the right and


K-SLAM!-ed



into the side of the pickup.

Instead of pulling over, Pointy Nose screamed so loudly that Nick could even hear him through the windows (though I still won’t tell you what he said).

But the man wouldn’t stop. So Nick spun the wheel hard to the right a second time and again


K-SLAM!-ed



into him.

Still keeping her head down, Lisa prayed harder and faster. But the pickup would not pull over, and Nick would not give up. So Nick


K-SLAM!-ed



into him again.

It was obvious Pointy Nose was running out of options (not to mention bad words). In fact, it looked like he might even pull over . . . until one of those minicars appeared in the oncoming lane. And like the semitruck, it was


beep . . . beep . . .



coming straight at them. Since the car was so small, Nick naturally thought it would be the one to pull to the side. But the little fellow just kept


beep! beep!

beep! beep! beep! beep!-ing



determined to stay in his lane. (Sometimes the little guys can be the most stubborn.)

But Nick was stubborn too. With the pickup on his right and the minicar refusing to back down, he swerved hard onto the left shoulder . . . which just happened to have tons of broken glass. Tons of broken glass that caused his left tire to


K-Blewie!



and send them into an uncontrolled skid. Nick fought the wheel and slammed on the brakes until the van finally came to a stop.

The good news was, nobody was hurt.

The bad news? Absolutely nothing. Unless you count:


	The flat tire.

	Pointy Nose and the pickup getting away with Bob.

	Nick and Lisa stranded all alone in the California desert.



“NICHOLAS!” Lisa yelled.

“Relax, kiddo,” he said. “I’ve got it all under control.”


[image: Nick drives the van down the highway with the trailer swerving behind them. Lisa braces herself with her hands on the dashboard. They both stare straight ahead with worried, wide eyes and open mouths.]





Chapter 10: Something’s Up

AFTER A LITTLE RUNNING and a whole lot of panicking, everyone escaped from the wild pigs and made it back to our bamboo platform. And by “everyone,” I mean


uwak —Yak —awkk . . .



everyone.

“Where is that sound coming from?” Mom asked as she bent over, trying to catch her breath.

“More like who is it coming from?” Mrs. Krashenburn asked.

“Seriously?” Hector said. “You do not know?”

Looking over her shoulder, Jessica said, “I don’t care what or who, as long as it’s not some crazy pig.”

Hmm, pig, I thought. What I wouldn’t give for a nice breakfast of ham and eggs. Forget the eggs . . . I’d settle for just eating ham —as long as the ham didn’t eat us!


uwak —Yak —awkk . . .

uwak —Yak —awkk . . .



Mrs. Krashenburn looked up into the trees. “Whatever it is, it sounds dangerous.”

“Dangerous?” Hector chuckled. “It is only a parrot.”

“Parrots don’t sound like that.”

“It is a wild parrot.”

“Great.” Jessica sighed as she looked up and searched the branches. “Now we’re being stalked by some birdbrain.” In response, she was greeted by one big and very gooey


SPLAT!



which is exactly the sound parrot poo makes when hitting an upturned face. An upturned face that just happened to belong to —

“GROSS!” Jessica cried, dropping her head and wiping her face. “It did that on purpose!”

Hector laughed. “Pretty smart for a birdbrain.”

“Oh, honey,” Mom said, moving to help her. “That’s awful!” (She would have been more convincing if she weren’t laughing.)

It took a while, but when we had all finished laughing —even Jessica joined in —the conversation turned back to my favorite subject. Actually, right now, everyone’s favorite subject . . .

“I’m starving,” Jessica said. “I’ve got to eat something.”

Everybody agreed, including Hector, who was still looking up, searching the branches. “Actually,” he said, “parrots are not all that bad to eat.”

“That’s terrible,” Mrs. Krashenburn said.

“Depends on how hungry you are,” he said as he continued searching.

“People do that?” Mom asked. “Eat parrots?”

“When they have to,” Hector said.

“What does it taste like?” Jessica asked.

“Chicken, mostly.”

“There!” Mrs. Krashenburn suddenly pointed. “Up on that branch.”

“I don’t see anything,” Jessica said.

Mom spotted it too. “Right there,” she said. “He’s green to blend in with the jungle.”

“Like camouflage?” Jessica asked.

Mom nodded. “For protection. If I remember right, their enemies are mostly hawks and eagles.”

“And big cats,” Hector added. “He’d make a nice treat for Freda, our leopard back home.”

“I see him!” Jessica said.

“Me too.” Hector said. With that, he started for the tree.

“You’re not serious about eating him, are you?” Mom asked.

Hector gave no answer. Instead, he wrapped his hands around the tree trunk and started to climb. We all watched as he made his way up. Of course, he wasn’t a pro like yours truly, but for a human, he wasn’t half bad. He finally arrived at the branch and reached up for the bird. It didn’t fly away but kept flitting back and forth,


Yak —Yak —Yak . . .

awkk-awkk-awkk . . .



just out of his reach.

Then, with one quick move, Hector grabbed it. “Got ya!” he cried.

“All right, Hector!” Jessica shouted.

He quickly climbed back down the tree with one hand, while holding the bird against his chest with the other. But even before he reached the ground, I could see what everyone was thinking:

He’s so cute . . .

He’s so sweet . . .

How can we possibly eat him?

Humans. Go figure. No one seemed in the mood for barbecued parrot. Well, no one but me. I mean, food is food, right? (Even if it’s not TV remotes.)

[image: ]

Julie giggled. “Isn’t this fun?”

Janelle grinned as she held baby Al on her hip and watched Julie and Stephanie feed the river otters. There were six of them in the otter habitat. Janelle loved the way the sleek, furry creatures whirled and twirled in the water. It was even cuter when they slid up on the smooth rocks and rose on their hind legs begging for food —all the time chortling


wat wat wat wat wat. . . .



As they tossed the otters pieces of fish, the girls answered back, each in her own version of otter-ese:

“What? What? What? What? What?”

Janelle loved watching her sisters. She loved all the Mulligans . . . even when some made her a little crazy. I don’t want to mention names —you know, people like Nick, or Nick, and let’s not forget Nick. But isn’t that what family is all about? Loving each other even when you want to smack them?

But now, three of them —Mom, Jessica, and Hector —were lost somewhere in the jungle. No wonder Dad was scared. No wonder she was. What on earth was God doing? Didn’t He love them? And if He did love them, why would He let such an awful thing happen?

Of course, Janelle knew what Mom would say. Dad too. They’d say, Sometimes God’s love is so big that we can’t understand it. She looked down at baby Al. The little fellow had no idea how much everyone loved him. No clue about the million things they did for him because of that love. Wasn’t that the same thing about her and God? There were a million things she didn’t understand about His love. In fact, sometimes, like now, it felt like He didn’t even care.

But deep inside, she knew better. She knew His love for her was so great that He suffered and died —He paid for all her mistakes, just so she could be with Him. Talk about big love.

So when things didn’t make sense or —like now —when they were too scary, she knew that if she could just remember how big God’s love for her was, the fear would evaporate. Maybe that’s what Mrs. Hutton, her Bible teacher at school, meant when she quoted the verse “Perfect love casts out fear.”

God’s big love is perfect. If she could just believe that, she’d be fine. But it was so hard . . . like there was this big battle going on in her head. Sometimes she believed; sometimes she was afraid. Back and forth and forth and back. So as she stood there, holding baby Al and watching Stephie, Julie, and the otters play —


wat wat wat wat wat . . .



she began to pray. “Please, Jesus,” she whispered. “Help me believe You. Help me know how much You love us. Even if I don’t understand Your big love, help me believe.”


[image: Stephanie tosses a fish to one of the happy otters who are standing on rocks in the river. Beside her sits a pail with more fish. Behind her stand Julie and Janelle, who is holding Al facing out so he can watch the otters. Everyone is smiling.]





Chapter 11: Tracking a Thief

“YOU SURE YOU KNOW how to change a flat tire?” Lisa asked.

“Of course,” Nick said. He slapped the new tire he’d just pulled from the back of the van. “I used to do it all the time in New York.”

Lisa stood in the hot desert sun shaking her head. Somehow she suspected Nick changed tires in New York as often as he tracked kangaroos.

He continued, “Just have to figure out how to get this new tire to replace that flat one.”

“Isn’t that what ‘changing a tire’ means?”

“Sure, if you want to get technical.” He pulled out his cell phone. “Just for fun, let’s see if YouTube is telling people the right way to do it.”

So after a good twenty minutes of watching and rewatching a video clip (while pretending he knew all along), Nick headed to the back of the van.

“Now what are you doing?” Lisa asked.

He opened the rear door and started rummaging around. “If you knew anything about changing tires, you’d know I need a jack.”

“Everybody knows that.”

“That’s right,” he said. “Especially me.”

“Especially since you saw it on YouTube.”

Nick ignored her, and after a little more rummaging —“Hmm . . .” —and plenty of clanging, clanking, and banging, he finally said, “Ah, here we go,” and pulled the jack from the trunk.

“Now what?” Lisa asked.

“Now we slip it under the bumper like this —”

“Nick, I don’t think that bumper is strong enough —”

“ —and pump the handle like this —”

“ —to hold up the entire —”

“LOOK OUT!” Nick suddenly shouted as the bumper ripped away and the van


THUMP!-ed



back to the ground.

“Are you okay?” Lisa cried. “Are you all right?”

“Of course,” Nick said.

“What happened?”

“If you knew anything about cars, you’d know that bumper wasn’t strong enough to hold up the entire van.”

“That’s what I said.”

Once again, Nick ignored her (a skill all big brothers seem to be good at). He searched around until he found a stronger part of the car frame. He slipped the jack under it, started pumping it again, and slowly but surely, raised the van.

“Terrific,” he said. “Now I’ll just unscrew these tire thingies.”

“I think they’re called lug nuts.”

“With this thingy here.”

“It’s called a tire iron.”

“And switch the tires.”

After lots of grunting and groaning, he finally switched the tires. “Next, I screw these thingies —”

“Lug nuts,” Lisa repeated.

“ —back on with this thingy —”

“Tire iron,” Lisa repeated.

“And we’re good to go.” He rose, brushed the dirt from his hands, and headed back to the driver’s seat.

“Uh, Nick?”

“What is it now?”

“Shouldn’t we take the van off the jack?”

“I suppose,” he said with a sigh as he crossed back to the jack. “Sometimes you can be so picky.”

He lowered the van to the ground and removed the jack. “There. Are you happy?”

“Thrilled,” she said.

He tossed the jack and flat tire into the back, and they climbed into the van. “Now,” he said, “all we have to do is find the fellow who stole Bob.”

“Shouldn’t we call the police to do that?”

“Why?” he asked. “When I can do it on my own?”

“Like changing that tire?”

“Better,” he said. He shoved the key into the ignition.

“And how are we going to do that?”

“Just like I did in New York.”

Lisa bit her lip. When she was sure she could speak without yelling, she calmly asked, “Do you have anything to look for? A license number? Anything unusual about the pickup?”

“Nah,” Nick said. “I was too busy saving our lives from all those crazy drivers.” He fired up the van. “It was just some old pickup with advertising on its side.”

“Advertising?”

“Yeah. Something like Berny’s or Barry’s or Barney’s Gym.”

“That’s gotta be it!” Lisa exclaimed.

Nick shook his head. “Too obvious.” Then, attempting to be nicer, he said, “Look, I know you’re trying to help, but with my experience, it’s better you just sit back and let me do all the thinking.”

Lisa bit her other lip.

Minutes later, they entered the tiny town of Dry Gulch —if you call a gas station, a café, and a deserted old theater a town.

“Well, well, well,” Nick said. “Will you look at that?”

“Look at what?”

Nick brought the van to a stop. “There’s an old theater to our right with the name Barney’s Boxing Gym.”

“That’s our clue!” Lisa said.

“Maybe.”

“Maybe?”

“Unless there’s a better one.”

“Like what?” Lisa demanded.

“Like that pickup parked beside it with BARNEY’S BOXING GYM painted on the side.”

“All right!” Lisa cried. She felt around on the floor until she found her cell phone. “Let’s call the police and —”

Nick opened the van door.

“Where are you going?”

“To have a talk with our kangaroo thief.”

“What? Nick, you’re just a kid. He won’t listen to you.”

“I’ll make him listen . . . New York style.”

“No! Nick? That’s the police’s job!”

“Yeah, right,” Nick smirked as he shut the door and started for the theater. “Not when you’re dealing with the great Nick Mulligan who just happens to be born and bred in New York City.”

“Nick!?” Lisa shouted after him. “NICHOLAS! COME BACK!”




Chapter 12: A Change of Menu

“OO-OO, AH-AH, EE-EE! OO-oo, AH-ah, EE-ee! OO-oo, AH-ah, EE-ee!”

“What’s with Winona?” Hector asked.

Mom shook her head. “I don’t know.”

You don’t know? You don’t know?! I’m dying here! It’s been a hundred years (or nearly a day) since I last ate and you don’t know?!

“Maybe she’s a little hungry,” Mom suggested.

A little?

“You know Winona,” Jessica said. “She can be a real drama queen.”

“OO-oo, AH-ah, EE-ee!” (Translation: Are you kidding?!) “OO-oo, AH-ah, EE-ee!” (Translation: Drama queen?!)

“Probably best if we just ignore her,” Jessica said.

Ignore me? IGNORE ME?! Okay, that’s enough with the echoes. The point is nobody ignores me. And just to make sure, I pulled out all the stops and went into Ultra Winona. It’s a choreographed plan where I throw myself onto the ground.

Then roll.

Then whimper.

Then whine.

And finally, for the grand finale, I leap to my feet, put my hand to my forehead, and fall over backward, pretending to be dead.

And the response after I put my plan into action?

Nothing. Well, except for Mrs. Krashenburn, who laughed and said, “She really knows how to put on a show, doesn’t she?”

A show?! This was no show! It was my death! And to make my point, I lay on the ground refusing to move a muscle.

And this time, the response was . . .

More of nothing.

Everyone seemed more interested in that pretty green bird that was about to become our Kentucky Fried Parrot.

“How’s that fire coming?” Mom called over to Mrs. Krashenburn. The woman was using Mom’s eyeglasses to focus the sun into a pinpoint of light to begin a fire.

“I got it started,” she said.

“Okay then,” Hector said. He stroked the head of the parrot, which he still held in his arms. “Then I guess it’s time to do the deed.”

“The deed?” Jessica asked.

Hector nodded. “Send him to that great parrot party in the sky.”

“You mean . . . kill him?”

“They’re a lot easier to eat that way.”

“Sweetheart,” Mom said. “We’ve been over this.”

“I know, I know,” Jessica said. “But it’s just too gross. We can’t kill him!”

Hector frowned in confusion. “That was the whole idea.”

Mom explained to him, “We’re more about saving animals than killing them.”

“To keep up our strength, we must eat.”

“You’re right. It’s just that —”

¡Pío! ¡Pío! Pajarito bonito.

Everyone stopped and turned to the bird.

“What was that?” Mrs. Krashenburn said. “It almost sounded like he was talking!”

The parrot started up again.

¡Pío! ¡Pío! Pajarito bonito.

“He’s saying something,” Mom said, “but it’s not English.”

¡Pío bonito! ¡Pío bonito!

“Spanish!” Hector exclaimed. “He’s speaking Spanish.”

¡Pío! ¡Pío! Pajarito bonito.

“Well, sort of,” he added.

“What’s he saying?” Jessica asked.

“It almost sounds like ‘pretty bird,’” Hector said. “Like he’s saying ‘pretty bird.’”

“How did he learn that?” Mom asked.

“Someone must have taught him.”

“So he’s like somebody’s pet,” Mrs. Krashenburn said.

“We can’t eat someone’s pet!” Jessica cried.

“But why is he out here?” Mom asked. “What is he doing in this big, remote place?”

“Maybe it is not so remote,” Hector said.

Mrs. Krashenburn agreed. “There must be a city nearby. Or at least a village.”

“All right!” Jessica cried. “We’re saved!”

Mom slowly answered, “Not yet. We have to find it first.”

Everyone grew silent and looked around. It was the same jungle (along with our same cluelessness). No one knew. Well, almost no one.

awk! pájaro ywkk bonito

Mom frowned and turned back to the parrot. “Do you think . . . if we let him go, do you think he’d fly back home?”

“Maybe,” Mrs. Krashenburn said. “If he’s someone’s pet.”

After more silence, Mom finally said, “Well, there’s only one way to find out.” She looked to the rest of the group. Everyone began to nod —especially Jessica.

“Okay then,” Hector said. He stretched out his arms, opened his hands, and tossed the bird into the air. It took off, flying straight up into the sky.

“Goodbye, breakfast,” Mrs. Krashenburn said.

Jessica added, “And hello, civilization.”

“Let’s go!” Hector waved the group forward to follow the bird.

Jessica and Mom helped Mrs. Krashenburn hobble forward. Everyone was leaving.

Well, almost everyone.

What about me? I thought. You can’t just leave me here on the ground! I’m dead, remember?

But since they were more interested in following the parrot than sticking around for my funeral, I scrambled to my feet and ran after them shouting:


“OO-oo, AH-ah, EE-ee!”

(Translation: It’s a miracle! I’m alive!)






Chapter 13: A Bad Plan for Bad Guys . . . 
in a Very Bad Place

NICK CAME BACK TO THE VAN. “Changed your mind and want to join me?”

“No,” said Lisa, “but you still shouldn’t go alone.”

“Come on then.” Nick looked at the theater. “This place gives me the creeps.”

“Why’s that?”

“Old buildings, nobody around, out here in the desert. It’s like some ghost town.”

“Except for the ghosts,” Lisa said. “We don’t believe in ghosts, remember?”

“Maybe not, but we do believe in a thief who steals kangaroos. Come on.” He started across the dusty dirt road toward the old, two-story theater. “Let’s bust ourselves a bad guy.”

“I still think we need to call the police. They can handle him.”

“Who needs cops when we’ve got me?”

Lisa had a thousand good reasons but had no time to list them as they approached the big iron doors of the theater.

“I still don’t see why you’re so afraid,” she said.

“Me?” he scoffed. “Afraid? Does this look like I’m afraid?”

“You’re afraid to ask for help.”

He gave a louder scoff, in case she hadn’t heard the first. She’d been saying this the whole trip. So, he figured, it was best to ignore her (something he was a pro at anyway). He pulled open the heavy door. It gave a creepier than usual


K-REEEEEAKK . . .



Without a word, they stepped inside the lobby. The place was full of cobwebs and smelled old and dusty. Dim light filtered through the dirt-caked windows.

“Nick,” Lisa whispered, “I don’t think we should —”

“Shh . . . listen.”

Past the lobby, down the theater they heard a distant, “Mumm, mubba . . . make us . . . mumba mumuma . . . ton of . . . mubbla . . . money . . .”

Another voice answered, even harder to understand. “Mumble, mumble, mumma . . . yeah! Mumma, mumm . . .”

“Did you hear that?” Nick whispered.

“What are they saying?”

“Mumm, mubba, mumba, mumuma mubbla . . .”

“I heard that part,” Lisa said.

Nick added, “And something about money. Come on.” He started across the lobby to the theater door. Lisa followed. Once they arrived, he opened it just a crack.

“What do you see?” she whispered.

“There are three guys. Our old pal, Pointy Nose.”

“The fellow who stole Bob?”

“Yeah. He’s talking to some man in a muscle shirt who looks like he’s trying to be Arnold Schwarzenegger. And another, even bigger dude so hairy he could make the cover of Big Foot Magazine.”

They stopped whispering and heard the Arnold wannabe saying, “Vith zee right promotion, zere’s no telling how much vee can make.”

“That’s what I’m saying,” Pointy Nose said. “We put out the word, invite boxers who think they can beat him —”

“And take bets,” Hairy Dude said.

Pointy Nose agreed. “Exactly. To see how long they can stay in the ring with him before he knocks them out.”

“What ring?” Lisa whispered.

“Shh . . .” Nick whispered.

“Before who knocks who out?” she insisted. “Nick, tell me what’s going on!”

“What, are you blind?” Nick said. Unfortunately for Nick, he said something else, too. Something that sounded a lot like “OOF!” Which is just the sort of sound you make when your blind sister punches you in the gut. Hard.

Unfortunatelier (remember, that word is illegal in all fifty states), it’s also what the three men heard.

“Vhat vas zat?” Arnold asked.

“Must be the wind,” Hairy Dude said. “This place is so old and drafty.”

“Vatever,” Arnold said. “My point iz, ve have to test him out.”

“Someone has to get in that ring,” Pointy Nose said, “to see if he can really box.”

“What ring?” Lisa repeated. “Who are they talking about?”

Again Nick answered, “Shh . . .” —an answer Lisa was growing less fond of by the minute. Nick slowly shut the door, then he turned around and carefully searched the lobby. “I have to get a better view. See what’s going on.” Off to the right, he spotted an old, wooden staircase. “There,” he said. “Those stairs.” He started toward them and Lisa followed.

“Where do you think they go?” she whispered.

“Just a lucky guess —maybe to the balcony?”

“Why do you say that?”

“This sign here might be a clue.”

“What’s it say?”

“‘This way to the Balcony.’”

Lisa wanted to give him another punch, but he’d already started up the stairs, which were just as


K-REEEEEAK-ky



as the iron doors.

“What are we going to do once we’re up there?” Lisa asked.

“Follow the plan, of course.”

“What plan is that?” Lisa asked.

“How should I know?” he said.

Once they reached the top, Nick found another door. He pushed it open and, you guessed it, it


K-REEEEEAKK-ed



like everything else in the place.

“Get down,” he said.

Lisa obeyed. As quietly as possible, they crawled down the steps to the balcony railing. Nick raised his head and looked over.

“Oh no,” he whispered, “that’s terrible.”

“What do you see?” Lisa asked.

“They’ve built a boxing ring up on the stage.”

“Any sign of Bob?”

“That’s the terrible part.”

“What?”

At first, he didn’t answer.

“Nick? Tell me.”

“Bob’s inside the ring. They’ve got a rope tied around him so he can’t escape.”

“That’s it,” Lisa said. “I’m trying Dad again.”

“You can’t!”

“Watch me.”

She pulled out her cell phone but, just before she could dial, it rang with the old-fashioned sound of a


AHHHHH-OOOO-ga!



car horn.

“Great,” she whispered, “that’s Dad’s ring.”

“I heard,” Nick said. He pointed down at the stage where all three men looked up in their direction. “Unfortunately, they did too.”




Chapter 14: The End of the World . . . or Not

BACK IN HIS OFFICE, Dad waited for Lisa to pick up. The first ring had barely finished before she answered in a whisper. “Dad . . .”

“Hey kiddo, just checking in on you two. How’s Bob? And how are you and Nick —”

“We need help,” she whispered.

“What’s wrong?” he said. “Why are you whispering?”

“I think we’re in trouble, big time.”

In the background, he heard Nick whisper, “Lisa . . .”

“What’s going on?” Dad said. “What type of troub —”

“Lisa,” Nick whispered, “we gotta go.”

“I’m talking to Dad,” she said.

“Now,” Nick insisted.

“Lisa,” Dad said, “where are you?”

“Now!” Nick’s voice was louder. “They’re coming!”

“Lisa,” Dad said, “what’s going —” He heard the phone rustle.

“NOW!” Nick was shouting. “LISA. NOW!”

“Lisa?” Dad repeated. “Lisa!” But there was no answer. The phone had gone dead. He hung up and redialed. It rang twice before Lisa’s voicemail kicked in with:

“Hi. I’m out, you’re on.”


beep



He hung up and tried again:

“Hi. I’m out, you’re on.”


beep



And again:

“Hi. I’m out, you’re on.”

This time, after the beep, he left a message: “Lisa, call me. Whatever is going on. Call me.” He hesitated then hung up. He took a deep breath to calm himself. First Mom, Hector, and Jessica lost in the jungle. Now this? He stared at the phone, thinking he could somehow will it to ring. But of course, he couldn’t. He started to redial when he heard Janelle’s voice.

“Was that Mom?” she asked.

He looked up to see her standing in the doorway.

“Uh, no.” He shook his head. “Lisa.”

“They got the kangaroo?”

“I . . . don’t know.”

She grinned. “How did Nick mess up this time?” But when she saw the look in Dad’s eyes, her grin faded.

“They’re . . . I think there’s some sort of problem.” He tried to hide his concern, but she saw right through him.

“They’ll be all right, won’t they?” she asked as she stepped closer.

“I’m sure,” he said, but he knew she didn’t believe him, so he tried again. “You’re right, it’s probably just Nick. I just wish I knew where they were.”

“They didn’t say?”

He shook his head. “She had to hang up.”

“Here —” Janelle reached for his phone.

“I tried calling her back, but —”

“Let me have your phone,” she said.

He hesitated then handed it over. She immediately began pressing keys.

“What are you doing?”

“Turning on your tracker.”

“My what?”

“It’s how Mom knows where we are. We all hate it, but we all let her. You’ve got one too.”

Dad watched and waited.

“There,” she said. She turned the phone so he could see the little map on the screen.


[image: In his office, Dad sits at his desk while Janelle leans over it next to him. They're looking intensely at the phone he's holding. Family photos stand on the cabinet shelf behind him.]


He squinted at it. “They’re on Highway 42 near a town called Dry Gulch,” he said. “That’s still seventy miles away. How can that be?”

Janelle shrugged. “These things don’t lie. Unless she lost the phone or —”

Before she could finish, he was up and out of the chair gathering his things.

“Where are you going?” Janelle asked.

“To find them.”

“What about Steph and Julie and the baby?”

“You can handle them.”

“Me?” No way. It was one thing to keep an eye on the kids when Dad was around, but this? Earlier, she’d prayed for more faith, but she didn’t want to get it this way.

“You’ll do fine,” he said, starting for the door.

“Let us come with you.”

He shook his head. “Too dangerous. I need you to stay here and hold down the fort.”

“Dad . . .” If Janelle was nervous before, she was downright scared now. “I’m just a kid.”

“I trust you, Janelle. You’ll do fine.”

“But . . .”

He stopped at the door and turned back to her. “We good?”

She took a breath and, after a moment, nodded bravely.

He broke into a smile and crossed back to give her a kiss on top of her head. “You’ll do fine,” he repeated. “And remember, I’m just a phone call away.”

She looked down at the floor. And when she looked back up, he was out the door.

[image: ]

After days and days of hiking through the jungle (or at least thirty-two minutes), we ran out of trees. Come to think of it, we ran out of bushes, rocks, and ground, too. The only thing in front of us was sky. Nothing but sky. And being the logical, cool-headed thinker I am, I immediately sounded the alarm.


“OO-oo, AH-ah, EE-ee!”

(Translation: The world has come to an end!)



Jessica, who never bothered learning chimpanzee-ese, said, “What is it, girl? What’s wrong?”


“OO-oo, AH-ah, EE-ee!”

(Translation: The earth is flat and we’ve reached its edge!)



If Mom understood, she didn’t let on. Instead, she stepped to the edge and looked down. “It’s a cliff,” she said. “Not too high. And there’s a huge river just below us.”

Of course, she was just saying that to make everyone feel good (like moms are supposed to, right?). But just to make sure, everyone inched to the edge to take a look. I joined them, figuring if we all fell off and died, maybe we could get into heaven on a group rate. But for the second time in my life, I was wrong. (The first time was when I thought I might not be right.) Over two thousand feet below us (or at least twenty) was a river. It wasn’t like the little stream we had crashed in. This was a real, genuine river with rapids and the clear roar of a distant waterfall.

But Hector spotted something even more important. “Check it out,” he said, pointing past the river and over the treetops.

Everyone looked, and sure enough, there was a thin line of smoke rising into the sky.

“Civilization!” Mrs. Krashenburn shouted.

“All right!” Jessica cried. “We’re saved!”

We all cheered or “OO-oo, AH-ah, EE-ee-ed” (take your pick) until Mom found something to worry about (which is another mom thing).

“That’s great,” she said. “But we still have to get over to it.”

“No sweat,” Jessica said. “Twenty feet isn’t that high of a jump. We just hop into the river and swim to the other side.”

“Except . . .” Mom looked over to Hector. The kid was already digging a hole in the ground with the toe of his shoe. “Hector can’t swim, remember? He’s afraid of drowning.”

“Oh, man,” Jessica sighed. “You’re not going to chicken out on us, are you?”

Hector just kept digging. (He may have even let out a few cluck-cluck-clucks.)

She continued. “Just suck it up, buttercup. Jump in —you’ll get the hang of it.”

“Or die trying,” he mumbled.

“Come on,” Jessica said. “That’s a dumb thing to be afraid of.”

He finally looked up. “Almost as dumb as being afraid of snakes.”

Jessica frowned. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

Hector answered, “A river like that, there’s probably hundreds of snakes.”

Jessica blinked. Then she swallowed. Then she swallowed and blinked.

She turned to Mom, who shrugged. “I don’t know, Jess. Hector’s the expert.”

She turned back to Hector, who slowly nodded.

“Wait a minute,” Mrs. Krashenburn said. “Are you telling me we can’t cross the river because Hector is afraid of drowning and Jessica is afraid of snakes?”

No one gave an answer . . . which was just the same as everyone giving an answer.

“Seriously?” Mrs. Krashenburn asked.

No one answered again . . . which was even louder than everyone giving an answer.

“So what do we do?” she asked.

“That’s a good question,” Mom said. Turning to the two kids, she repeated, “A very good question.”




Chapter 15: Pick a Plan, Any Plan

THE GOOD NEWS WAS, there was someone to help us make the decision.

The bad news was, that someone wasn’t exactly human. Remember Freda, our sweet and lovable leopard back home? Well, apparently she has a relative out here. Only he wasn’t so sweet and lovable. In fact, by the way he leaped out of the bushes and rushed at us, he looked pretty vicious . . . and a lot hungry.

The way I figured, we had three choices:


	We could stick around for lunch (and be the main course) or we could —



“JUMP!” Mom cried.

Okay, I guess that’s just one choice. So without further ado (whatever that means) and definitely no adon’ts, we spun around and leaped off the cliff.

“AHHHH!” Jessica screamed as she fell. “I can’t stand snakes!”

“AHHHH!” Hector shouted as he fell. “I can’t swim!”

“OO-oo, AH-ah, EE-ee!” I yelled as I flapped my arms. (Translation: I can’t fly!)

After falling for a couple of hours (or at least a few seconds), each of us


K-splash

K-splash

K-splash-ed



into the water . . . except for Hector, who accidentally


K-SPLAT

“YEOOOW!”



belly flopped.

One by one, we bobbed back up to the surface, safe and sound.

The good news was, there were no piranha.

The bad news was, there were —

“SNAKES!” Jessica cried. “THEY’RE EVERYWHERE!” Actually, it was just a floating stick. But that didn’t stop Jessica from panicking. Being the super athlete —though compared to Hector, she was even more chickener (another illegal word) —she swam to the opposite shore in record time.

The rest of us followed with the expected kicking, splashing, and of course, complaining by Mrs. Krashenburn, “This is going to just ruin my new perm!” After a few days (or minutes), we pulled ourselves onto the muddy beach, gasping, choking, and coughing up a couple hundred gallons of water.

Still lying on her back, Mom checked in on everyone. “Jessica? Hector? Mrs. Krashenburn?”

“Here,” Jessica said.

“Here,” Mrs. Krashenburn said.

“OO-oo, AH-ah, EE-ee,” I said (in case you were wondering if I made it).

Unfortunately, there was one here missing.

“Hector?” Mom repeated.

But Hector didn’t say a word, which is just the sort of thing you say when you’re not there.

Mom sat up and searched the beach in concern. “HECTOR!”

Still no answer —except for a faint voice in the distance. “Help me! Help!” . . . which is just the sort of thing you scream when you’re drowning . . . which is just the sort of thing you do when you can’t swim and are being swept down the river toward dangerous rapids —not to mention a deadly waterfall.

[image: ]

Meanwhile, back in the theater . . .

Nick and Lisa kept their heads down as they scurried back up to the balcony’s exit.

The men looked up from the stage and shouted, “Who’s there? Show yourself!”

Lisa knew it was rude not to answer but figured there were better times to practice being polite. The two finally reached the door. Nick opened it with the customary


K-REEEEEAKK



along with the men’s shouts of, “Somebody’s spying on us! Get ’em! Stop ’em!”

As the door slammed behind them, Nick grabbed Lisa’s hand and they ran down the hall.

“We can’t go back to the stairs!” Lisa shouted.

“How else are we getting down?” he yelled.

“How else are they coming up?”

Nick slowed to a stop. “Right, I knew that.” Which, of course, he didn’t. Which, of course, he said anyway because he hated that she was always right . . . which, of course, meant he was always wrong. Desperately, he searched the hall. There had to be another way down. Spotting it, he reached out and grabbed Lisa’s hand.

“Where are we going?” she shouted.

“There’s an open window.”

“We’re two stories up!” she cried. “We’re not going to jump!”

“What do you suggest?”

“It’s a theater, right? There’s got to be a fire exit or something.”

“A lot you know,” Nick said. “There’s absolutely no —” He slowed to another stop and turned.

“Now what?”

Still holding her hand, he started running the opposite direction.

“Where are we going now?” she cried.

“To that door.”

“What door?”

“The one marked Fire Exit.”

Before Lisa pointed out how smart she was (something she loved as much as Nick hated), they heard the men’s voices starting up the stairs.

She and Nick arrived at the door, but Nick hesitated.

“Now what’s wrong?” she asked.

“It says FOR EMERGENCY ONLY.”

The men’s voices grew louder. (Lots more PG-13 stuff from Pointy Nose, but I’m not repeating it ’cause even chimpanzees know it’s wrong.)

“I think this qualifies as an emergency, don’t you?”

“Good point.” Nick pushed open the door, and the alarm immediately began to


BRIIIIIINNNNNGGGG . . .



“Great!” Nick shouted. “Now we’re really in trouble.”

“I think we were already there!” Lisa said.

Another good point.

They headed out the door and down the rusty, old fire escape. It creaked and groaned as they raced down the steps as fast as their feet could travel. Actually a little faster, which explains Lisa’s feet


“WHOA!”



shooting out from under her and Nick’s


“GOTCHA!”



hand grabbing her.

“You okay?” he yelled.

She nodded, catching her breath.

“Then quit fooling around and let’s go!”

Once they reached the ground, they headed to the front of the building and their van. Well . . . they should have headed to the front of the building. Unfortunately, Nick had another plan.

“What are you doing?” Lisa cried. “Where are we going?”

“I’m going back inside to rescue Bob.”

“We can’t go in there.”

“Not we, kiddo,” Nick said. “Me.”

“Nicholas . . .”

“You’re staying outside. I want you to sit on this bench to get their attention while I slip back inside. Just sit here and look all worried.”

“I am all worried.”

“Which makes you the perfect decoy.”

“What?!”

“Listen,” he said. “Pointy Nose dude never saw us together, right? I mean, you had your head down in the van the whole time praying.”

“Which was better than dying.”

“Right. And when they come over to see you, just stall them long enough so I can sneak onto the stage and untie Bob.”

“That’s a terrible plan!”

Terrible or not, Nick had already started for the door.

“Nick!”

“Just keep them here,” he shouted, “until I rescue Bob.”

“What about rescuing me?”

But he had already entered the building.

“Nick?”

No answer.

“NICHOLAS!!!”




Chapter 16: Mulligan Love

HEARING HECTOR’S CALL FOR HELP, we all leaped into action, doing what we do best:

Jessica screaming: “What do we do?! What do we do?!”

Me screaming: “OO-oo, AH-ah, EE-ee” (Translation: What do we do?! What do we do?!).

Mrs. Krashenburn crying: “I broke another nail! I broke another nail!”

And Mom? She dropped into Mom Mode, which meant she’d make everything all right (or die trying). “Okay, everybody,” she shouted, “follow me!” Without another word, she spun around and raced along the edge of the beach toward Hector.

Of course, we all followed. (No one messes with Mom when she’s in Mom Mode.)

The good news was, Hector had grabbed hold of a boulder sticking out of the river.

The better news was, he would be able to hang on for a moment —not exactly safe, but not exactly drowning.

And the bad news? Well, that would be the drowning part.

After running along the river for several hundred miles (or feet), we reached the bank across from him.

“Are you okay?” Mom shouted.

“Sí, sí,” he yelled. “But how shall I reach you?”

Jessica shouted the obvious, “Swim! You’re ten yards away from us. Just swim!”

He looked over his shoulder and cried, “But the water, it is too swift. I could drown.”

“Quit being so negative,” Jessica yelled. “Think positive.”

“Okay,” he shouted. “I will drown.”

Mom turned to Jessica. “Can you swim out and get him?”

Jessica turned to her, her eyes once again as wide as dinner plates —actually this time like a couple of satellite dishes. She was scared, big time. And if you still need a clue why, the word starts with SNA and ends with KES (with not many letters in between).

Still in Mom Mode (which sometimes includes using Mom Guilt), Mom said, “That’s your brother out there!”

“I know, I know,” Jessica cried. By the way her voice trembled and shook, you could tell she really wanted to help but was just too scared. Forget scared, how ’bout being paralyzed with terror. She loved her brother and would do anything for him, even die . . . just as long as it didn’t involve snakes.

Mom understood and nodded. “All right, then.” She bent down and started to take off her shoes.

“What are you doing?” Jessica asked.

“Your brother needs help.”

Jessica turned back to the water. “But the current is way too swift and, no offense, you’re not a great swimmer.”

“Um, slipping here!” Hector cried. He hated being a nuisance, but his grip on the rock was giving way.

“Coming!” Mom shouted as she finished pulling off her shoes and started for the water.

Jessica grabbed her arm. “Mom, the current is too strong! And if you don’t make it . . .” She motioned to the waterfall just downstream.

Mom turned to her. “What else can we do?”

Both stood looking at each other.

Suddenly, Mom had an idea. She turned. But instead of stepping into the river directly across from Hector, she ran several yards downstream, along the bank, until she reached a branch that hung out over the water.

“What are you doing?” Jessica shouted.

She motioned for Jessica to join her. Jessica nodded and once she arrived, Mom explained, “Climb out on this branch as far as you can.”

“I don’t understand.”

“I’ll wade into the river, but I’ll reach up and hold your hand. That way I won’t get swept away.”

“It’s too dangerous,” Jessica said. She motioned to the roaring waterfall, which was much closer. “What if our hands slip? What if the current —”

“Our hands won’t slip. We’ll hang on to each other so tight, nothing will separate us.”

Jessica looked to Hector then back to Mom. Then, without a word, she climbed onto the branch. As she did, Mom stepped into the water and raised her hand. Jessica reached down, grabbed it, and started crawling out over the river. Mom followed, staying right below her, holding on as she waded deeper and deeper. With each of her steps, the current grew stronger, the water tugging at her legs and thighs, trying to sweep her away.

She looked up to Jessica and yelled, “Hang on tight!”

“I won’t let you go, Mom,” Jessica shouted. “Never!”

And Mom knew it was true. Step followed step until she was up to her waist, just a few yards downstream from Hector. “Okay, Hector,” she shouted. “I need you to let go now.”

He looked over his shoulder to her. “I told you,” he yelled over the roaring water, “I don’t know how to swim!”

“You don’t have to,” Mom shouted. “Let go of the rock, and the current will carry you to me.”

“But —”

“Let go of the rock, and I will catch you.”

“I’ll drown. I’m afraid I’ll —”

“Don’t think of drowning! Just think of me! Trust me!” She looked up to Jessica who was using all her strength to hold her. “Think of us!”

Hector’s grip continued to slip. “I’ll drown!”

“Think of us,” Mom repeated. “Think of how much we love you.”

Jessica shouted, “We love you, little dude!” You could hear the strain in her voice as she struggled to hang on to Mom. “Trust us!”

“Just think of us,” Mom repeated. “Only us.”

Hector nodded. And trying to forget the water (especially the drowning part) and thinking only of his family’s love, he let go. Not, of course, without the appropriate


“AHHHH!”



as the current picked him up and raced him toward them.

“I’ve got you!” Mom yelled. “I’ve got —


OOFF!”



Hector slammed so hard into Mom that it knocked out her breath. It was close, but she made a perfect catch — except, did I mention the part of him slamming hard into her? So hard it broke her grip with Jessica’s hand, and the current swept them away. Mother and son flew down the river toward the waterfall.

“Mom!” Jessica yelled. “Hector!”

They fought and struggled, but it was no use. The waterfall was a hundred yards away.

Better make that ninety-five . . .

Ninety . . .




Chapter 17: Showdowns

JANELLE STOOD WITH LITTLE JULIE at the gorilla’s habitat. So far, so good. She hadn’t burned down the house or broken any of the kids, so her fear of being in charge was gradually fading. At the moment, she was watching little Julie feed George, the gorilla, when Dad called. She picked up on the second ring. “Hi, Dad. What’s up? You’re not at Dry Gulch yet, are you?”

“No,” he said. “Almost, but, uh . . .”

“Is it Mom?” she interrupted. “Did she call yet?”

“No. I was just, uh, you know, checking up on you and the kids.”

“Actually, it’s not as scary as I thought,” she said. “As long as I stay focused on what I have to do, and there’s a ton around here, I don’t have the time to be nervous.”

Julie, who was tossing big chunks of lettuce down to the gorilla, added, “We’re doing great, Daddy! Janelle, she’s letting me feed George. He’s kinda grumpy, but I bet it’s just ’cause he’s hungry.”

“That’s, uh, that’s terrific, sweetheart.”

“Everything’s fine here,” Janelle said.

“Great . . .”

There was something in Dad’s voice. Like he was nervous or something. And why not —with all that was going on, he should be petrified. Trying to make him feel better, she repeated, “Seriously, Dad, we’re good. Stephie’s inside keeping an eye on baby Al, and I’ve got Julie here with me.”


[image: Julie leans against the wall of George's enclosure, tossing a head of cabbage down to the smiling gorilla below, who has his hand up to catch it. Beside Julie, Janelle watches her while talking to Dad on the phone.]


“Oh, I wasn’t worried,” he said. Janelle smiled. Dad wasn’t great at not telling the truth. He continued, “I just forgot; did we go over Al’s feeding times?”

“Yes, Dad.”

“And his bottle, remember it’s in —”

“ —the fridge. Yes, Dad.”

“Oh, and remember Stephie’s peanut allergy. If you’re making sandwiches, be sure to —”

“Dad, we’ve got everything under control.”

“Right,” he said, sounding as unconvinced as ever.

Julie tossed the last piece of lettuce down to George and said, “Daddy, you’re not scared, are you?”

He forced a chuckle. “Me? Why would I be —”

“’Cause if you are, remember what you told me.”

“About?”

“Prayer. You said Jesus is always with us, so all we have to do is pray.”

“Right.” Dad cleared his throat. “I said that. And it’s, uh, it’s true, but —”

Julie continued, “We just have to remember how much He loves us and our scaredness goes away. Like with me and day care. Remember?”

“Right.” More throat clearing. “You’re . . . right.”

“So you don’t have to be scared.”

Another long pause.

“Daddy?”

When he finally answered, his voice was clogged, like whenever he gets emotional. “How did you guys get so smart, anyway?”

Janelle and Julie traded grins. “I guess we have great teachers,” Janelle said.

Another pause. Some more throat clearing. “Listen,” he finally said. “I’m coming up to the town now.”

“Okay,” Janelle said. “Keep us posted.”

“Right,” he said. “Wish me luck.”

“You don’t need luck, Daddy,” Julie said.

“Why’s that?” he asked.

“You got Jesus.”

[image: ]

Holding Hector, Mom fought against the river’s power, swimming as hard as she could toward shore. Hector would have helped except for the part of not knowing how to swim.

But Jessica did. Before she knew what she was doing, and definitely before she thought of snakes, she leaped off the tree branch and into the water. The current was swift and the waterfall was coming fast, just forty yards away . . .

Make that thirty . . .

“Jess!” Mom coughed, sputtered, and coughed some more.

Twenty yards . . .

At last, Jessica caught up to them. “Here,” she shouted, “slip your arm over me!”

Mom coughed and nodded. Holding Hector in one arm, she raised her other arm and Jessica slid under it.

Ten yards . . .

Jessica turned toward shore and began to swim. With both arms full, all Mom could do was kick against the water. Hector did his part by trying not to breathe it in. It was tough work and scary —especially with the approaching falls. But Mom’s love for Hector made it impossible to let him go despite the danger. And Jessica’s love for Mom made it impossible to let her go despite the snakes. With just


Five yards . . .



to go their feet finally touched the river’s sandy bottom. And at


Two yards . . .



they quickly scrambled to shore. Once there, they dropped to their knees, coughing out a few dozen lungfuls of water . . . as the waterfall roared just feet behind them.

The good news was, they were safe. Not because they were courageous and not because they were superheroes. Instead, each had replaced their fear with something even better: LOVE.

And me and Mrs. Krashenburn? We were being superheroes. Because as Mom and Team Mulligan were taking their little swim in the river, we were fighting off a family of three very hungry cannibals who had burst out of the jungle ready to attack. Trying to disguise themselves, they wore shoes, hats, and cargo pants. The oldest even had on a Hawaiian shirt.

But we wouldn’t be fooled.

Once she straightened her hair, Mrs. Krashenburn stood to bravely face them. Making big and wild gestures, she shouted loudly and slowly in hopes they would understand: “Whatee . . . dooo . . . you . . . wantee . . . with . . . us!?”

The cannibals traded confused looks.

“Don’t-ee . . . eat-ee . . . me!” she cried. “Me . . . taste-ee . . . very, very bad.” She motioned to me. “Eat-ee the monkee!” She rubbed her stomach. “Yum! Yum!”

More confused looks until the leader, obviously the chief, answered, “What are you talking about, lady? We heard the screaming and came to help.”




Chapter 18: Boxing Match

“LITTLE GIRL!” Pointy Nose shouted as he ran down the fire escape with his two thug pals. “Little girl!”

At fourteen, Lisa wasn’t crazy about the “little girl” part. She was even less crazy when the thugs jumped off the fire escape and ran toward her. Unsure of what to do, she pulled out her cell phone. She laid it on the bench beside her, covered all but the lens with her jacket, and hit “VIDEO.” She hoped she had the lens aimed to capture everything. If she was going to die, at least the little girl would have some of it recorded.

The three arrived —Pointy Nose, Arnold Wannabe, and Hairy Dude.

“Which way did they go?” Pointy demanded.

“Who?” Lisa asked.

Wannabe answered, “Zee vones spying on uz! You did not zee zem?”

“I didn’t see anybody,” Lisa said. (When it comes to telling the truth, being blind has some advantages.)

“Why’s a little girl like you sitting here without your mommy and daddy?” Pointy asked. (She was liking the guy less and less.)

Once again being honest, she said, “I just got here.”

“You know nuzzing about zomone schtealing our kangaroo?”

YOUR kangaroo?! she thought. Well, someone here isn’t interested in honesty. And just before she gave him a good lecture on the subject, she heard the familiar


HONK HONK HONK



of Dad’s pickup. It slid to a stop and the door flew open —followed by an even more familiar sound.

“Lisa?” her dad called. “Sweetheart, are you okay?”

“You know zat man?” Wannabe asked.

“Yes,” she hedged. “We’ve, uh, we’ve met before.” (Another truth —well, sort of.)

Running toward them, Dad shouted, “What’s going on?”

“You know this little girl?” Pointy asked.

“She’s my daughter,” Dad said as he arrived. “And she’s not a little girl” (another reason Lisa loved him). He turned to her and asked, “Are you okay?” She nodded and he turned back to the men. “Why are you bothering her?”

Hairy Dude grunted. “She stole our kangaroo.”

“Your kangaroo?” Dad said. “We’re transporting him from the zoo.”

“Zo, you are involved too,” Wannabe said.

“I’m Michael Mulligan. And the kangaroo, wherever he is, is under our care.”

Pointy Nose sneered, “Says you.” He cut a look to his partners. “We have a slightly different story.” The men traded nods and began to circle Dad.

Things were not looking good in a bad sort of way. (And Lisa didn’t need to see to know it.) “Dad . . .” she warned.

“Don’t worry, kiddo,” he said. “I’ve already called the sheriff.”

Pointy Nose chuckled. “Who is half an hour away.”

Arnold Wannabe took a step toward him. He was a good six hundred feet taller (or six inches) and weighed more than three thousand pounds (give or take a few thousand). “Zo you vill tell uz where iz zee kangaroo.”

Lisa blurted, “He doesn’t know.”

They turned back to her. “But you do?”

“Not exactly.”

Another truth . . . until Nick came around the corner with Bob on a rope.

“Dad?” he called. “What are you doing here?”

“There he is!” Pointy shouted.

“Get hem!” Wannabe yelled.

The two men started toward Nick and the kangaroo.

“No!” Dad yelled and raced at them. “Stop!”

“Not so fast, old man.”

Dad turned back to see Hairy Dude grabbing Lisa’s wrist. “Let her go!” Dad shouted.

“Tell the boy to hand over the kangaroo.”

Dad started back at him. “I said, let her —”

Hairy Dude yanked Lisa to her feet and growled, “Give over the kangaroo and nobody gets hurt!”

“Stay away!” Nick was shouting at Pointy Nose and Wannabe as they closed in on him.

Dad turned to see them. Nick was still clinging to the rope and preparing for a fight . . . more like a massacre considering their size. “Nick!” he yelled.

“Let me go!” Lisa cried.

Dad spun back to see Lisa kicking and twisting as Hairy Dude slipped behind her, wrapping his thick arm around her. Dad raced toward the big man, more suicide mission than rescue, shouting, “Let her go!”

“Give us the kangaroo!” he demanded.

“Dad!” Nick yelled.

Dad glanced back to see Pointy Nose wrestling with Nick over the rope.

“Dad!” Lisa cried.

He turned back and leaped at Hairy Dude with everything he had . . . which compared to the the big man’s strength and size was nothing . . . which explains why one powerful blow sent him to the ground seeing stars.

“Dad!” Nick cried.

With his head spinning, Dad struggled to his hands and knees. That was his boy calling to him.

“Let me go!” Lisa screamed.

And his daughter. He shook his head, trying to stand.

“Dad!” Nick shouted.

“Dad!” Lisa screamed.

He staggered to his feet, trying not to fall.

“Dad!”

“Dad!”

But there was nothing he could do. He was outnumbered in every way. “All right!” he finally shouted. “All right!!”

Pointy Nose stopped wrestling with Nick.

Hairy Dude relaxed his hold on Lisa.

“All right!” Dad shouted. Fighting to catch his breath, he yelled, “Let them have the kangaroo.”

“But . . .” Nick protested.

“He’s not worth it, Nick. Let them have the kangaroo.”

“But Dad . . .” Lisa whined.

“Now!” he shouted. “Let them have him —now.”

Knowing Dad meant business, Nick reluctantly let Bob’s rope fall to the ground . . . as Hairy Dude released Lisa —not without receiving a well-placed kick


“OWWWW!”



to his shins.

But it was over. They’d lost. Dad had failed. He had tried everything humanly possible.

But Bob wasn’t exactly human. And he wasn’t quite so eager to throw in the towel (or rope). Pointy Nose had barely reached down to pick it up before


K-Pow



Bob’s back legs delivered a powerful blow to his chest. Pointy staggered backward with your louder-than-average


“OOFF!”



When he caught his breath, he looked back to the animal and sneered, “So you want to play rough, do you?” Apparently Bob did. Because when Pointy raced at him, he not only delivered one but


K-Pow K-Pow



two powerful kicks. It was the second one that knocked Pointy to the ground.


[image: Bob, the kangaroo, kicks Pointy Nose with one hind leg while balancing on his tail. The kick sends Pointy flying backward toward us. In the background is a brick building with a large roller shutter door and a fixed roof ladder.]


Wannabe, who was much bigger and far more muscular, leaped in to help. And since he was much bigger and far more muscular, it took


K-Pow K-Pow K-Pow K-Pow



four kicks to send him to his knees. And one, extra-hard


K-POW



kick to send him into unconsciousness.

Staggering to his feet, Pointy shouted at Hairy Dude, “Get over here and help!”

But Hairy Dude was no fool. “I, uh . . . I gotta go home and wash my socks,” he said. All right, maybe he was a little bit of a fool.

But not Bob. He knew who his friends were. And to everyone’s surprise, he let Nick pick up the rope . . . just as the sheriff’s car pulled up.

“All right!” Pointy said as the sheriff stepped out of the car. “Now you’re in trouble.”

“We’re in trouble?” Nick said.

The sheriff, a roly-poly man whose uniform used to fit three sizes ago, approached. “What seems to be the problem here?” he asked.

“Oh, Officer.” Pointy suddenly moaned and groaned as if he were trying to win an Oscar. “I’m so glad you’re here. Me and the boys were minding our own business when” —he let out a pitiful sob —“this family’s pet attacked us.”

The sheriff turned to Dad. “That kangaroo is your pet?”

“It’s a long story,” Dad said.

Lisa motioned to Pointy. “And not the one he’s telling.”

Ignoring her, Pointy whimpered, “For no reason at all, this creature started to (sob) kick us.”

“That’s not true,” Lisa said.

“How would you (whimper) know?” he said. “You’re blind; you didn’t see a (sob, whimper) thing.”

“Well, finally,” she said, “at least you’re telling the truth.”

“He is?” Hairy Dude asked, scratching his head.

Lisa nodded and headed back to the bench. “I didn’t see a thing.” Once she arrived, she pulled aside her jacket, revealing her cell phone. “But this saw everything.”




Chapter 19: Wrapping Up

THE GOOD NEWS WAS, the cannibals who visited us at the river weren’t hungry. The better news was, they weren’t cannibals at all. They were actually a family on vacation. A family on vacation in the middle of the jungle, you ask? (You are asking, right?) Good, because I have the answer:

Remember that village Hector spotted when we were up on the cliff? Somehow, when everyone was practicing not drowning, Hector’s remote village had changed into a five-star resort.

Amazing, huh? Modern technology, go figure.

So now, everyone was poolside having a three-way call with Dad, Lisa, and Nick, who were back at that restaurant . . . along with Janelle, Stephie, and Julie, who were back at home. Yes sir, it was quite the reunion. Everyone was there except yours truly. Why hang out at the pool when you can hang out in it? And Mrs. Krashenburn? She was at the spa next door perming her hair, fixing her chipped nails, and —

I glanced at my fingers. Hmm, I could stand for a little touch-up myself.

“You’re sure everybody’s all right?” Mom asked.

“A little worse for wear,” Dad said. “But everyone’s good. And you guys?”

“It’s been quite the adventure,” Mom said. “The authorities are going to locate our plane, take photos, and interview us. When they’re through, we’ll make arrangements to head back home and take a little rest. For now, I’ve canceled our mission to help those snakes.”

“OO-oo, AH-ah, EE-ee,” I called from across the pool. (Translation: A LOT of rest.) And since I’d been going through junk food withdrawal, I’d be eating plenty of those three Cs that are so vital for any unhealthy diet.

Mom continued, “But I think we all learned a few things along the way.”

“Like what?” Stephie asked.

“Well . . .” Mom said. “I think Hector’s less afraid of drowning.”

“Un poco,” Hector said. “¡Muy poco!”

“And Jessica,” Mom said. “She’s no longer afraid of snakes.”

“I didn’t say that,” Jessica said. “I just said there’s something bigger than being afraid. And if I remember that, I’m okay.”

“Great,” Janelle said. “Then you can take over my chores at the snake exhibit.”

Mom asked, “How’s it going back home?”

“Great,” Stephie said. “Except Janelle put Al’s diaper on backward.”

“Again,” Janelle sighed.

“Practice makes perfect,” Mom said.

“And she’s not afraid anymore,” Julie said. “Just like me and Dad. God is bigger than our fears.”

Dad agreed. “He is indeed.”

“And, Lisa,” Mom asked, “how’d you and Nick do with the kangaroo?”

“Perfect as usual,” Nick said while stifling a yawn.

“And,” Lisa said, “he finally understands that asking for help isn’t such a bad thing.”

“Hey, hey, hey,” Nick said. “I could have taken on those bad boys.”

“Right,” Lisa said.

“I just wanted the sheriff to feel important, you know —make sure he has a little job security.”

Lisa’s sigh was so loud, we didn’t need a phone to hear it.

“So, everything’s cool,” Nick said. “The bad guys got arrested, and Bob’s safe in his trailer.”

Lisa added, “With the latch locked this time.”

“Right, with the latch —” Nick suddenly stopped. “Uh, excuse me. I’ll be back in just a second.”

“Nick,” Lisa said. “You locked it, right?” We heard his feet heading for the door. “Nick?” Her chair scooted from the table as she raced after him. “Nicholas!?”

It was Dad’s turn to sigh. “I guess some things never change.”

Mom agreed. “But it doesn’t hurt to try.”

“And pray,” Julie reminded them.

“And pray.” Dad chuckled. “’Cause that’s what we Mulligans do.”

Mom raised her glass of iced tea to the phone. “To us,” she said. Others around the table joined in. So did Dad in the restaurant, and Stephie, Julie, and Janelle back home.

“To us,” Dad agreed. “The marvelous, slightly chaotic —”

“ —and always praying,” Julie added.

“And always praying,” he said as everyone clinked their glasses against the phone, “. . . magnificent Mulligans.”




Thoughts and Questions


From The Magnificent Mulligans creator, Bill Myers



Chapter 1


	Mom says sometimes the best way to conquer fear is to face it. Can you think of something you were afraid of until you tried it? What was it?

	Remember when Hector was afraid of drowning until he discovered the water was only three-and-a-half-feet deep? What are some times you were afraid of something you thought was much bigger (or deeper) than it actually was?

	President Franklin D. Roosevelt said, “The only thing we have to fear is fear itself.” What do you think that means?



Chapter 2


	Lisa accused Nick of being afraid people would think he was weak if he admitted he didn’t know something. Have you ever felt that way? What do you think now?

	Have you ever pretended you knew something when you didn’t just so people would think you were smart? What happened?



Chapter 3


	Have you ever seen your mom or dad be afraid for your safety? What would be some good ways to help them not worry about you?

	Sometimes when we’re trying something different, it’s good to ask someone with experience —as Mom did with Hector in the jungle. What new things are you facing? And who is someone more experienced in those things who you you could ask for advice from?



Chapter 4


	Consider this verse: “The way of a fool is right in his own eyes, but a wise man listens to advice” (Proverbs 12:15). What does this mean to a young person today? Can you think of a time you’ve been wise? Can you think of a time you’ve been foolish?

	How does the idea of a foolish man and a wise man apply to Nick and the zookeeper?

	Dad tells Julie that God is with us wherever we go. How does knowing that help us not be afraid?



Chapter 5


	Dad tells Julie that we can’t get rid of fear by not thinking about it, but we can push it aside by thinking of something better . . . like God’s love. What is something you could focus on instead of a fear?

	The next time you’re afraid of something, start singing to God. The fear may not vanish instantly, but as you continue worshiping Him, it will fade. What song can you think of that will help you reflect upon the goodness and faithfulness of God?



Chapter 6


	Again, we see Nick getting into trouble by pretending he knows everything. Do you know people like that? How do you respond to them? Have you ever been one?

	When Hector first came to the United States, some of the kids teased him for not knowing the latest trends and newest things. Has that ever happened to you? Is latest and newest always the best? Why or why not?

	Did you notice that by not forgetting some of the old ways, Hector was actually able to help? What are some old ways that are good to remember?



Chapter 7


	Lisa and Nick’s fighting distracted them so they didn’t notice Bob at first in the back of a pickup. When has your anger prevented you from seeing things?

	Here’s another great Bible verse: “Whoever is slow to anger has great understanding, but he who has a hasty temper exalts folly” (Proverbs 14:29). How could you apply this kind of thinking to the next situation that causes you to be angry?



Chapter 8


	Jessica and Mrs. Krashenburn were afraid of a jungle sound they didn’t recognize. We all tend to fear the unknown. In what ways is that good? In what ways can it be bad?

	How does knowing that God loves us and that He knows everything help ease our fear of the unknown?



Chapter 9


	More often than not, Nick is the perfect example of what NOT to do. In this chapter, does his wanting to stop the thief mean he should break the law? Why or why not?

	Some people believe that “the ends justify the means.” What does that mean? Should Christians follow that logic? Why or why not?

	If we really trust God, should we fight meanness by being mean . . . or stop people from breaking the law by breaking the law? Why or why not?



Chapter 10


	According to Janelle, Mom and Dad say God’s love is so big, we don’t always understand it. What does that mean?

	Consider this passage from Isaiah in which God reminds us of His big love and His great faithfulness, even when we don’t understand Him.

“For my thoughts are not your thoughts,

neither are your ways my ways, declares the LORD.

For as the heavens are higher than the earth,

so are my ways higher than your ways

and my thoughts than your thoughts.

“For as the rain and the snow come down from heaven

and do not return there but water the earth,

making it bring forth and sprout,

giving seed to the sower and bread to the eater,

so shall my word be that goes out from my mouth;

it shall not return to me empty,

but it shall accomplish that which I purpose,

and shall succeed in the thing for which I sent it.

“For you shall go out in joy

and be led forth in peace;

the mountains and the hills before you

shall break forth into singing,

and all the trees of the field shall clap their hands.”

ISAIAH 55:8-12






	Have there been times when you’ve thought God forgot you when He was actually loving you bigger than you knew? What happened?



Chapter 11


	Isn’t it funny that in detective stories, especially those for kids, people seldom think to contact the police before trying to solve a crime? As with Nick, they act like they don’t need help and can do it all on their own. Why do you think God has allowed certain people, such as the police, to be in authority? What is authority good for?

	We should also respect those in authority. People often make fun of them, but the Bible says, “Give respect and honor to those who are in authority” (Romans 13:7, NLT). What are some ways you can do that?



Chapter 12


	Winona loves to be the drama queen. She exaggerates everything. Do you know people like that? How do they make you feel? Is it hard to believe everything they say?

	Honesty, even if it’s refusing to exaggerate, is a great thing. The Bible says, “May integrity and honesty protect me, for I put my hope in you” (Psalm 25:21, NLT). Why do you think God values honesty?



Chapter 13


	Once again, we see Nick is too proud to ask for help or to say he doesn’t have an answer for some challenge. What does the Bible say about this kind of pride? Consider this verse: “Pride goes before destruction, and haughtiness before a fall” (Proverbs 16:18, NLT). How can you avoid this kind of pride in your own life?



Chapter 14


	Like Mom in chapter 1, Dad challenges Janelle to try something new. And he has more confidence in her success than she does. I wonder if that’s how God thinks about us —He knows we can do something even when we think we can’t. When was a time you lacked confidence in your ability to do something, but with someone else’s trust, you were able to complete the task just fine?

	How would this kind of trust and confidence help Hector and Jessica as they stand over the river? What does the following Bible verse say about this: “I can do all things through him who strengthens me” (Philippians 4:13)? How could that help you whenever you are afraid to do something?



Chapter 15


	Just because we can jump into something doesn’t necessarily mean we should. There’s a balance between trusting God in all things and trusting Him as we do His will. That’s where prayer comes in. How can you really know if God is telling you to do something?

	If you were in Nick’s shoes, how might you have sought God’s direction before jumping in with your own plan?



Chapter 16


	What kept Mom and Jessica holding each other’s hands as long as they could? Do you think the love they showed was similar to God’s great love for you? Why or why not?

	What convinced Hector to let go of his rock? Have you ever been in a situation where you just had to “let go” and trust in someone to help you? What happened?



Chapter 17


	Julie reminds Dad that the best way to get rid of fear is to fill our minds with something good like prayer and Jesus’ love. What are some times in your life when thinking about something positive might have helped you overcome fear? How can you remind yourself to do this in the future?

	We see that Mom and Jessica were both willing to die to save Hector. When you hear about this sort of love, does it give you a glimpse of the powerful love Jesus had for us when He went to the cross? Consider the following verse: “Greater love has no one than this, that someone lay down his life for his friends” (John 15:13). How can you show that kind of love to others?



Chapter 18


	Dad’s love did its best to save his children. But he was only human, and his love alone wasn’t enough. That’s when God stepped in with His love . . . helping out with a little kangaroo kickboxing. When have you experienced God stepping in to a situation you faced in an unexpected way?

	God loves us, and he will help us through any problems we have. You and I may not be able to fix a problem, but God already knows what’s coming. He wants us to do our best and pray for His help. At the right time, God will see us through. It may not always be in the way we think is best, but it will always be in the way He knows is best. How have you seen this happen in your own life?



Chapter 19


	When you think back over the story, what was each character’s fear?

	Julie

	Jessica

	Hector

	Janelle

	Dad

	Nick




	Except for Nick, how did each of them overcome their fear?











[image: Adventures in Odyssey®. A World of Adventure. Mystery, drama, and excitement leap off the pages in these Adventures in Odyssey® book series. Your kids will join cousins Patrick and Beth as they face Vikings, Red Coats, and Roman centurions in the Imagination Station. They can get to know Whit as a young boy while he and his friend Emmy solve mysteries in the Young Whit™ book series. And they'll stand with Whit against evil schemes in The Blackgaard Chronicles™, based on classic episodes of the audio dramas. The adventure is just beginning! Get these books at FocusOnTheFamily.com/Store. Focus on the Family®.]






[image: Adventures in Odyssey Club. Could your bookshelf hold 1,000 books? That would be one heavy-duty bookshelf. But why take up the space when you can have 1,000 faith-filled adventures all in one place! The Adventures in Odyssey Club™ has a new club experience your whole family will love. Check it out: 1,000 episodes (More than a bookshelf!). Desktop and mobile app (Goes with you everywhere!). 10 unique profiles (For the whole fam!). Parent and kid approved (Nonstop adventure!). Start your free trial at adventuresinodyssey.com/mulligans. Focus on the Family®.]






[image: Jokes, pranks, and lots of laughs! Average Boy does the same stuff as any 8- to 12-year-old—and he has tons of fun along the way! Learn faith-building lessons with his books, podcast, and his column in Focus on the Family Clubhouse® magazine. Explore everything Average Boy at sf.fotf.com/cNoVnQ]






[image: Monkey around with the Mulligans! Between running an animal park and being natural, adoptive, and foster parents of seven children, there's no end of adventure with the Mulligan family! For boys and girls ages 8-12. Visit https://sf.fotf.com/7Q4K4a to check out all the adventures, with more coming soon. Focus on the Family®.]






[image: More fun! Want more cool stories like this? Check out Focus on the Family's Clubhouse® Magazine! Each magazine comes with a new comic every month. You'll also get stories from your favorite characters, jokes, puzzles, and more! Explore the magazine: focusonthefamily.com/clubhouse.]
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