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For Russ
You are seriously, supremely, completely, 
wonderfully spectaculous, and 
my favourite adventure story is ours.









Now or never! You must live in the present, launch yourself on every wave, find your eternity in each moment.
Fools stand on their island opportunities and look toward another land.
There is no other land; there is no other life but this . . .


– Henry David Thoreau
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CHAPTER 1


A Letter for Milton P. Greene


On June 3 of the Most Totally, Terribly, Horribly, Heinously Rotten Year of All Time, a letter was delivered to Milton P. Greene’s house. The envelope had probably been white once, but now it was a sort of phlegmy green, and it was covered in about a hundred stamps. That letter had traveled a long, long way.


Only moments after the letter’s arrival, a bus pulled up at the corner.


And even before the doors could fully open, Milton P. Greene squeezed himself out onto the sidewalk and took off running.


From behind him, he could hear someone calling, ‘See you tomorrow, Elaina!’


‘Bye, Nico!’ someone else shouted.


‘So long!’ Milton hollered over his shoulder. ‘Until we meet again!’


No one yelled So long, Milton! back, but he hadn’t really expected anyone to. Milton had been practically so-longless for the entire Most Totally, Terribly, Horribly, Heinously Rotten Year of All Time and completely so-longless since the Bird Brain Incident.


As expected as it was, the silence still felt like some great, invisible hand reaching out from the bus and shoving him forward, shoving him away. Milton stumbled, then raced on, a small, pale bespectacled blur with an oversize backpack beelining toward home.


Where the letter was waiting.


But when Milton reached his house, he didn’t take so much as a peek inside the mailbox that hung beneath the doorbell. He didn’t see the bills or the credit card offers or the dental-cleaning reminder (We miss seeing your smile!) – or the phlegmy-green envelope.


He flung open his front door and threw himself inside.


The house that Milton ran through was empty. His mother had been working more and more lately, but she’d told him she would be home at 5:50, and she was a very punctual lady.


His father, however, would not be coming home at 5:50 or 6:15 or midnight or ever. He had moved out three months ago, and now Milton only saw him on Tuesday afternoons and every other weekend.


Milton’s former best friend, Dev, who used to go on backyard expeditions and play video games with him after school, wouldn’t be coming over either. Dev had hardly spoken to Milton since November.


Yes, it had been a rough year. It had been the Most Totally, Terribly, Horribly, Heinously Rotten Year of All Time.


Except for one thing.


The thing that Milton was running to.


Isle of Wild.


In his room, Milton collapsed onto his bed and pulled his HandHeld out from under his pillow. He had finally convinced his parents to buy him the HandHeld last summer, when things had already begun to get a little rotten around the edges. He used to sneak it to school every day, but after the Bird Brain Incident, his mother started checking his backpack before he left to catch the bus. She didn’t always remember, but she had remembered this morning, much to his dismay.


Breathless, Milton jabbed at the Power button. Then he pressed the green-eyed-bobcat icon.


It seemed to take too long, it seemed to take forever, but then—


Isle of Wild’s opening story began.


Sea Hawk Ferox, Naturalist and Explorer Extraordinaire, came bursting onto the screen. Dashing, brawny, and brilliant, Sea Hawk had been en route to the Flora & Fauna Federation headquarters when his ship had capsized in a raging tempest. He had washed ashore on an uninhabited island where he found a most unusual mixture of flora and fauna, including umbrellabirds, corpse flowers, aardvarks, and a miniature green-eyed bobcat that he named Dear Lady DeeDee.


Instead of trying to escape from the island, Sea Hawk (somehow still sporting his signature straw hat with a peacock feather tucked in the band) had opened his (somehow not waterlogged) field journal and set off into the underbrush with his new feline friend.


On the HandHeld’s screen now, Sea Hawk was leaping out of a towering redwood, DeeDee perched on his shoulder, binoculars around his neck.


‘The adventure is now!’ he cried, his voice deep and booming and chock-full of awesomeness.


‘The adventure is now,’ Milton agreed. ‘And boy, am I ready.’


With a lung-emptying sigh of relief, Milton shed his skinny, bespectacled, Bird-Brained, un-so-longed, soon-to-be-divorced-parented skin and became Sea Hawk – dashing, brawny, and brilliant.


It was the best feeling he’d had all day.


He didn’t know that twenty feet away, a message from another island was waiting.


The Lone Island.


He didn’t know that an adventure was just around the corner.


Not an adventure for Sea Hawk.


An adventure for Milton P. Greene.
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CHAPTER 2


Mortal Peril


On June 4 of the Most Totally, Terribly, Horribly, Heinously Rotten Year of All Time, at exactly 5:52, Milton P. Greene’s mother handed him the letter from the Lone Island.


Well, she tried to, anyway. Milton was in his room again, lying on his bed playing Isle of Wild. And Isle of Wild required two hands.


‘Milton, turn that off for a minute,’ said Milton’s father.


Since Milton’s father had not set foot inside the house in three months, his inexplicable presence was enough to make Milton jerk his head up in surprise. As soon as he did, however, there was a howl of pain from the HandHeld.


‘I definitely will,’ Milton said, returning his gaze to the screen, ‘as soon as Sea Hawk is out of mortal peril.’


Sea Hawk was currently being pursued by the huge-eyed, many-appendaged cephalopod he had been observing. While Sea Hawk carried a machete in his utility belt, he didn’t use it on the island’s fauna. He was a naturalist, after all. He explored and studied and researched. He did not de-appendage.


So instead, Milton was frantically button-pressing and joystick-jiggling to make Sea Hawk duck, twist, and emit his signature bird-of-prey call in an attempt to intimidate the creature. Milton knew from a vast wealth of Isle of Wild experience that if he so much as blinked, Sea Hawk would be a goner for sure.


‘Mighty moles and voles!’ yelled the feather-hatted naturalist as a bright red tentacle snaked around his throat. Milton increased his rate of button-pressing and joystick-jiggling.


Milton’s mother, seemingly oblivious to Sea Hawk’s plight, reached over and plucked the HandHeld from Milton’s grasp.


‘Mighty moles and voles!’ Milton cried, making a desperate grab for the device. ‘At least pause it. You’ve almost certainly killed me!’


‘We have some wonderful news,’ Milton’s mother replied firmly. She held out the letter again. ‘You’ll want to read this.’


There had been zero wonderful news this year, and Milton was 99.99 perc ent sure that whatever was inside the envelope was not going to change that.


But even though he was leaning as far from the letter as he could and even though he was staring unblinkingly at the little screen in his mother’s hand and only at that screen, his parents were not getting the hint.


‘Take the letter,’ his father urged. ‘It’s for you. Uncle Evan sent it all the way from the Lone Island.’


Milton gasped and pressed his hands to his heart. The Lone Island, he knew, was an itty-bitty, teeny-tiny, super-duper-remote island in the middle of the Atlantic, much like the Isle of Wild. Milton’s uncle was a naturalist who ran research studies there, much like Sea Hawk (except not nearly as brawny or dashing . . . also, not shipwrecked). Milton had only met Uncle Evan one time, back when he was five years old, and he had never been to the Lone Island, but once upon a time, it had been his favorite place in the whole entire world.


‘In that case,’ he said, ‘perhaps I’ll have a look.’
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CHAPTER 3


The Lone Island Letter


Inside that phlegmy-green, stamp-covered envelope, there was a slightly cleaner piece of notebook paper with a few pen-scrawled lines. Milton adjusted his glasses and read:




Dear Milton,


I’m looking forward to your visit. It’s pretty tricky to get here, so I arranged your flights. I’m enclosing the itinerary.


I’ll be waiting for you at the airstrip. See you on June 8.


Uncle Evan


P.S. Tell your dad the Incredible Symphonic Cicadas should be emerging soon, and this might be his last chance to hear them.





Behind the letter was a paper filled with flight numbers and times and finally, at the very bottom, these words: ARRIVAL: The Lone Island.


‘Can this possibly mean what I think it means?’ Milton asked. His parents both wore huge, frozen smiles – the kind of smile you smile when you’re trying to convince someone that a letter contains wonderful news.


‘It means you’re going to the Lone Island for the summer!’ Milton’s father cried, sounding peppier than he had all year. ‘You get to stay with Uncle Evan.’


‘It’ll be like visiting a real Isle of Wild,’ Milton’s mother added.


Milton glanced back and forth between them, openmouthed and bug-eyed. ‘Well, that’s—t hat’s very—e gad. Really?’


‘You’ve been wanting to go there ever since Uncle Evan’s visit,’ his father replied. ‘Remember?’


Of course Milton remembered. During that visit seven years ago, Uncle Evan had taken Milton and his parents birdwatching and hiking and even camping. Over roasted marshmallows, he had told them about his life on the nearly deserted Lone Island and about the island’s famous explorer, Dr. Ada Paradis. Dr. Paradis claimed the island’s jungle was filled with never-before-seen creatures like a pachyderm that burrowed underground, a tree that shot poison arrows, a bird with stars in its tail feathers, and thousands more just waiting to be found. And Uncle Evan had been sure, absolutely sure, that he would find them all.


That visit had been the start of Milton’s Nature Phase. His parents had gotten him a pair of neon-green binoculars with seagull decals on the sides, and he had spent many an after-school hour in their row house’s minuscule backyard cataloguing types of grass and peering up at pigeons and crows. On Sundays, Milton and his parents (and sometimes Dev) would head to a local park. These expeditions had been the highlight of Milton’s week, and he had been pretty sure they were the highlight of his parents’ week too.


Yes, if he’d gotten this letter a year ago, back in fifth grade, Milton would have wept tears of joy. But things had changed. His parents hadn’t offered to take him on an expedition in months, and he hadn’t asked. His Nature Phase was over.


‘I used to want to go there,’ Milton said. ‘I’m not entirely certain that I still do.’


‘This is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.’ His mother hadn’t stopped smiling, but Milton could hear the impatience that had become nearly constant this year creeping into her voice. ‘And your father and I, we need—w e need some time to sort things out.’


‘You mean . . . getting-back-together things?’ Milton asked, even though he knew the answer.


Milton’s father shook his head. Milton’s mother stopped smiling.


‘No, Milton,’ she said softly. ‘The opposite is what I mean.’


Now Milton understood.


The opposite. Like his father cleaning out the last of his stuff. Like finalizing the custody plan. Like divorcing, completely, at last, for good. The End.


And they didn’t want him here while that happened.


The kids at school, they didn’t want him here. Not even Dev, who mostly pretended he didn’t exist.


No one wanted him here.


So long, Milton.


‘Well, that is a very tempting offer,’ he said. He folded up the itinerary and the letter and replaced them in the envelope. ‘And I truly do hate to disappoint Uncle Evan, but unfortunately, I must decline.’


From the corner of his eye, Milton could see his parents exchanging glances – say-something, no-you-say-something glances – but neither of them spoke, and when Milton reached for his HandHeld, his mother gave it to him.


He had been right though. When the screen lit back up, Sea Hawk was dead. Milton would have to start over.


‘I have plans with Sea Hawk this summer,’ he said. He pressed Restart, and the shipwrecked naturalist sprung back to life. ‘I’m not going anywhere.’


‘Onward! Ever onward!’ Sea Hawk bellowed.


‘Indeed,’ Milton agreed.


But as he manoeuvreed Sea Hawk toward the bay where the territorial cephalopod was once again hiding in the shallows, Milton had this (very disturbing) thought: This was the first time in months that his parents had been together in the same room without biting each other’s heads off.


If they’d been willing to do this, if they’d been willing to work together and smile and be as patient and peppy as possible – well, then they really might mean business.


Milton might be going to the Lone Island.











[image: ]



CHAPTER 4


Business


As it turned out, they did mean business.


The next day, which was the last day of school, Milton’s father was waiting for him at the bus stop. In spite of Milton’s very emphatic initial protests, his father drove them to the outdoor store, where they spent the afternoon picking out hiking boots and a utility belt and a brand-new field journal and even a straw hat with a peacock feather tucked in its band. It was, Milton had to admit, a truly magnificent piece of headwear, and he hadn’t seen his father smile so much in a long time.


‘You’re going to have the best trip, Milt,’ his father said when they pulled up to the house afterward. ‘I can’t wait to hear about it.’


The next day, which was the day before he was supposed to fly out, Milton’s mother didn’t work from her home office or on her phone like she usually did on Saturdays. Instead she helped Milton pack his belongings into a canvas backpack.


Well, actually, mostly she packed his belongings, while Milton (wearing his magnificent headwear) tried to talk her out of packing his belongings.


‘This summer is going to be just what you need,’ she said before she left his room for the night. Her voice wasn’t one bit impatient, and her hands were on his shoulders, her eyes searching for his under the brim of his lowered hat. ‘What we all need. I promise.’


After she left, Milton couldn’t sleep. That wasn’t unusual though. At night, in the darkness and silence, with his HandHeld turned off, Milton’s thoughts turned on.


Thoughts about how his father was living downtown in an apartment now.


Thoughts about how his parents had snapped and spat out words (and sometimes even yelled them) before his father had moved into that downtown apartment.


Thoughts about the Bird Brain Incident and his former best friend, Dev.


Totally, terribly, horribly, heinously rotten thoughts.


Most nights, Milton tried to distract himself from all that rottenness with Isle of Wild scenarios. He would imagine that he was Sea Hawk scaling to the spidery-frond tops of palm trees to pluck coconuts or being brought offerings of decapitated lizards by Dear Lady DeeDee, who would then meow-snarl words in a language only he could understand. Pretending to be Sea Hawk didn’t always help him fall asleep, but it was better than being Milton P. Greene.


But tonight, try as he might, he could not distract himself. Tonight, he couldn’t stop thinking about how he did not want to be sent halfway around the world.


And he couldn’t stop thinking about how he sort of did want to be sent halfway around the world.


His thoughts were loud and jumbly and terrified and eager and achy, and when he finally fell asleep, he still had not come anywhere close to sorting them out.
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CHAPTER 5


Milton En Route


Milton’s thoughts remained a smooshey mishmash of a mess the next morning as his mother drove him to the airport, where his father met them. They went through security together and then to the terminal, and before Milton knew it, his parents were hugging him goodbye and a flight attendant was guiding him down the gangway.


He was on his way to the Lone Island, whether he wanted to be or not.


That first flight took Milton across the country on a medium-size plane. He played Isle of Wild and sipped grape soda from a tiny plastic cup. That was all the flight attendants would give him even though he made several (very eloquent, in his opinion) requests for the full can. He had never flown before and, aside from the grape soda–stinginess and his many reservations about the trip itself, he found aviation life to be quite enjoyable.


The next flight was overnight and took Milton out of the country on a huge plane with a tiny TV on the back of each seat and eight blue-water toilets. He tried a new tactic this time: He told the flight attendants that his parents didn’t want him anymore and were sending him to live on a deserted island, which was almost-kind-of-sort-of true. He wasn’t sure if the flight attendants believed him or not, but they gave him one of those baby-size pillows, a blanket, and as many cans of grape soda as he wanted (he wanted seven). He snuggled into his seat, slurped his drinks, and played Isle of Wild some more, pressing Restart every time Sea Hawk met yet another untimely end.


The third and final ticket was for a supply-filled biplane that was so rusty and rattly Milton was absolutely positive it was one millisecond away from bursting into a thousand pieces and launching him into the smack-dab center of the Atlantic Ocean.


‘Mighty moles and voles! I want to go back to the mainland,’ he groaned as grape soda tidal-waved in his stomach. There weren’t any airsickness bags in the supply plane, so he kept his new explorer hat at the ready, and his HandHeld safely tucked away in his bag.


He wished he had protested more.


He wished he had locked the door to his room and refused to come out.


He wished he was still in fifth grade with a best friend and married parents.


He groaned and wished and kept his explorer hat under his chin until—


‘Look out your window!’ called the pilot, who seemed entirely too calm considering the extreme danger they were in.


Milton looked. And there it was: the Lone Island.


The island rose up out of the sea like a green jewel, bright and lush and—


Moving! For half a second, it looked like the entire island was in motion, shivering and writhing, like something growing, like something alive.


‘Great flapping falcons!’ Milton cried, nose pressed to the window. ‘What is the meaning of—A HHH!’


The plane had begun to descend.


Down, down, down the biplane sputtered and jerked, down toward the long strip of concrete on the far side of the Lone Island, where it came to a teeth-shattering landing that flung everything – crates, mailbags, straw-hatted passengers – around the cabin.


‘Have we arrived?’ gasped Milton P. Greene from the floor of the plane.
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CHAPTER 6


Ahoy, Uncle Evan


The pilot hopped right out of the plane, but Milton spent a few moments lying flat on his back, catching his breath. Then he staggered to his feet, gathered his scattered belongings, and disembarked. He was extremely relieved to be back on solid ground. He was also extremely relieved he hadn’t puked in his new hat, because the sun was very, very bright, and also because he really liked that hat.


As promised, Uncle Evan was there waiting. Standing under the shade of a coconut-laden palm tree, he wore a once-white T-shirt and a floppy (not nearly as awesome as Milton’s or Sea Hawk’s) hat. He had sun-weathered skin and streaks of gray in his black beard. He was small and bespectacled and, to be entirely honest, not nearly as impressive as Milton had pictured him for the past seven years.


‘Ahoy, Uncle Evan!’ Milton called. ‘Am I ever glad to see you. You’re shorter than I remember though.’


‘You’re taller,’ Uncle Evan said. He spoke quietly, and the corners of his mouth turned up into the smallest of smiles. ‘How were the flights?’


‘Horrendous,’ Milton replied. ‘Horrific. Really, really awful.’


‘That bad, huh?’


‘I have a very sensitive stomach,’ Milton said. ‘Also, I wasn’t exactly on board with this summer-on-the-Lone-Island plan.’


‘Is that right? Well, you look like you’re dressed for summer on the Lone Island,’ Uncle Evan said, taking in Milton’s ensemble: many-pocketed pants that unzipped into shorts, a patch-covered vest (including a patch for the Flora & Fauna Federation), hiking boots, and a utility belt – complete with water bottle, flashlight, air horn, penknife, waterproof watch, matches, and various and sundry other wilderness-trekking necessities. Milton hadn’t been able to persuade his father to buy him the very expensive Magnifycent2000s at the outdoor store, so his old, neon-green plastic binoculars hung around his neck.


‘Purchasing this gear was part of my parents’ cunning ploy to convince me to come here willingly,’ Milton told him. ‘In spite of that, I’m very fond of it. And look – they even got me this extremely authentic field journal.’ He yanked a notebook from one of his pants pockets and held it up for his uncle to admire.


‘That’s a real naturalist’s journal,’ Uncle Evan said with an approving nod. ‘I bet you’ll need it this summer too. There’s a lot to explore here.’ He paused to squint up at the sky. ‘We better get going. You’re a little late, and the sun sets fast this close to the equator.’


Milton followed Uncle Evan down a steep and, frankly, quite treacherous palm tree-lined path. In no time, he was sweating, and there were a million bugs buzzing around his head (three of which actually flew into his mouth!). Since his sun exposure had been nearly zilch this year, he was sure that his decidedly pasty skin was turning lobster-red. It was a relief when he spotted a concrete-block building tucked into the foliage.


‘Is that your house?’ he asked. ‘Can we go inside and sit down for about twenty hours?’


‘That’s the research station,’ Uncle Evan said over his shoulder. ‘I do most of my work there, along with a small team of scientists. Everyone’s already gone for the day, but you’ll meet them around the island tomorrow.’


Milton tried to say I’m sure that will be delightful, but it came out as a gaspy groan.


‘We’re almost there,’ Uncle Evan assured him. ‘See? The docks are right up ahead.’


With the research station behind them, Milton could now make out a glimmer of deep aquamarine, a flash of frothy white, and then, a few steps later, a weather-beaten dock came into view.


‘Why do we need docks?’ Milton asked. ‘Aren’t we here?’


‘The cottages are on the other side of the island,’ Uncle Evan explained. ‘We have to take my boat.’


It seemed that Milton’s time on solid ground was already over.
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CHAPTER 7


Blergh!


After five minutes at sea, Milton was clutching his stomach and groaning again. His only consolation was that at least his beautiful new hat would be spared; he had the whole ocean to puke in.


Uncle Evan tried his best to distract him. ‘I know you were probably a bit nervous about coming here,’ he said as he navigated the motorboat toward open water. ‘It does take some getting used to—being so remote. That’s one of the reasons the Lone Island was uninhabited and unexplored until Dr. Paradis arrived fifty years ago. Do you remember me telling you about Dr. Paradis?’


‘Urgh!’ Milton groaned.


Uncle Evan seemed to take that as a no. ‘She passed away not too long after I came to visit you,’ he said, raising his voice to be heard over the rush of wind and waves. ‘Before she came here,she’d discovered thousands of new species, explored some of the most inaccessible corners of the world, and published dozens of books and papers.’


‘Argh!’ Milton moaned.


‘She was fascinated by this island though,’ Uncle Evan continued. ‘For centuries, travellers and explorers and pirates and developers had tried to turn it into all sorts of things – a new country, a resort, a military station. But something about the wildlife on this island made it impossible to live here, and eventually, every one of them gave up and left. Except Dr. Paradis.’


‘Blergh!’ Milton cried.


Uncle Evan nodded in agreement. ‘Yes, she was brilliant,’ he said. ‘Way more brilliant than me. I’ve been here nine years, and I still haven’t figured this island out. Maybe you can help me though, Milt. What do you think?’


What Milton would have said (had the contents of his churning stomach not been creeping up his oesophagus) was that he wasn’t entirely sure how much help he was going to be and were they almost there because his gut situation was getting dire, but all he could manage was, ‘Glergh!’


Then Uncle Evan swung the little motorboat around, and the east side of the island came into view.


‘Would you look at that!’ Milton leaped to his feet and pressed his neon-green binoculars to his eyes, stomach woes forgotten.


‘Hey – Milton – sit down!’ cried Uncle Evan as the boat lurched from side to side.


Milton did not sit down. He stood, balancing with one arm outstretched in the salt-brimmed and sun-warmed southern Atlantic wind.


Ahead of them was a half-moon bay with jagged rock formations jutting out of sparkling turquoise water. A crescent of sandy beach gave way to seagrass-covered dunes with three thatch-roofed cottages spread out along them. Then, beyond the cottages, a palm tree-filled jungle rose up, dense and green and fit for any explorer. Surrounding it all was a sky ablaze with sunset light.


It was like a scene out of Isle of Wild rendered in perfect, un-pixelated colour.


Or like something Milton had dreamed about during the Nature Phase, before the Most Totally, Terribly, Horribly, Heinously Rotten Year of All Time, back when he had wanted nothing more than to travel to this barely charted, hardly explored island in the middle of the ocean.


And now here he was.


‘Ahoy, Lone Island!’ Milton cried. ‘Ahoy!’
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CHAPTER 8


Spaghetti and Meatballs


The sunset was as rapid as Uncle Evan had predicted, and it was totally dark by the time they motored up to the island’s dock. As Milton clambered out of the boat, the only sounds were the chirping of bugs and the hushing of waves and the whoosh of the wind.


Inside Uncle Evan’s cottage, there were two rooms separated by a curtain of wooden beads. In the dim glow of the oil lamp (the only source of light), Milton saw that the main room had a couch, lots of mostly empty, homemade-looking shelves, and a splintery driftwood table. There was a door leading to the bathroom, which Uncle Evan explained had a composting toilet and a rain-barrel shower.


‘Are you hungry?’ he asked after the tour, which had taken approximately thirty seconds.


Milton plopped down on one of the stools by the driftwood table. ‘Famished,’ he said. ‘And I’ve never been so tired, not ever in my entire life.’


‘I bet,’ Uncle Evan said. He opened a window, then popped the top on a family-size can of spaghetti and meatballs and dumped it into a dented-up pot on a camp stove. ‘I wish I could spend the day with you tomorrow, but I actually have to take the boat back to the research station. I’m in the middle of a project that . . . well, it can’t be put on hold. You could come with me—’


‘No, thank you,’ Milton replied. ‘Solid ground for me.’


Uncle Evan laughed a very out-of-practice laugh. It sounded more like choking and ended in him clearing his throat.


‘I’m sure you’ll find plenty to do.’ He took two bowls down from the shelf above the hot plate. ‘You can swim in the bay, hike into the jungle—well, at least until the Truth-Will-Out Vine gets too thick.’


‘What’s Truth-Will-Out Vine?’ Milton asked.


‘Probably the main reason so many travelers and explorers and pirates and investors didn’t stick around here,’ Uncle Evan replied. ‘You’ll see it tomorrow—you can’t miss it. The vine covers the entire interior of the island, and we think it’s probably destroyed the plant and animal life beneath it. It’s incredibly fast-growing and stronger than any plant I’ve ever encountered.’ He paused for a moment, his wooden spoon scraping against the bottom of the battered pot as he stirred his culinary masterpiece. ‘Listen, I don’t know if you even remember me saying this, but I guess I should tell you that I haven’t discovered any never-before-seen species like I thought I would.’


Milton had been slumped with exhaustion, but now he straightened up. ‘What about the ones Dr. Paradis told you about? The underground pachyderm and the star-feathered bird and the tree with the poison arrows – have you found them?’


‘No,’ Uncle Evan replied, head hung low. ‘I haven’t. I don’t – I haven’t really found much of anything except the Truth-Will-Out Vine.’


‘Oh. I see,’ Milton said. He picked at the wood slivers in the table, exhaustion and now disappointment weighing him down again. ‘I guess it doesn’t matter. I’m not in my Nature Phase anymore. I don’t know if I’ll even do much nature expeditioning while I’m here – other than the virtual kind, that is.’


‘You say that,’ Uncle Evan said, ‘but I saw how excited you were when we came up to the island. And you’ve got your explorer gear.’ He plopped a scoop of spaghetti into each bowl. ‘You remind me of myself when I showed up here nine years ago actually. Who knows, maybe you’ll be the one who finds those creatures.’


‘Perhaps you speak the truth,’ Milton replied, head now on the table, ‘but I highly doubt it.’


After dinner, Milton used the kind-of-weird bathroom, then watched as Uncle Evan set up the pull-out couch.


‘You know, Milt,’ his uncle said, tucking the sheet into place, ‘your dad told me you’ve been having a rough year. I’m actually—well, I’m having a rough year myself. A rough few years, to be honest.’ He smoothed the sheet and gave Milton the smallest of smiles. ‘But I’m glad you’re here.’


The words seemed to come through a fog that Milton could no longer shake. When Uncle Evan tossed him a pillow, Milton’s arms didn’t even leave his sides. The pillow smacked him in the face and landed on the mattress, and Milton followed it.


‘Thank you, my good man,’ he murmured, curling up on the couch-bed.


His eyes were closed, but he heard his uncle turning down the wick of the oil lamp near the couch and tiptoeing from the room. The beaded curtain clink-clinked as Uncle Evan passed through, and soon there was the sound of breathing getting slower and deeper, slower and deeper until—snores such as Milton had never heard before! Like a hyena laugh mixed with a walrus grunt mixed with a kangaroo cough.


Milton was suddenly wide awake. And as he lay in this strange room listening to his uncle’s earsplitting inhalations, he discovered, much to his dismay, that his rotten thoughts had followed him across the ocean.


So he took out his HandHeld, and he turned on Isle of Wild.


‘The adventure is now!’ Sea Hawk roared, crashing through the underbrush.


Milton was too wiped out to agree out loud, but he button-pressed and joystick-jiggled until his exhaustion overwhelmed him and forced his bleary eyes closed.











[image: ]



CHAPTER 9


Ever Onward


Milton was usually an early riser, but he slept late the next morning because it turned out traveling for twenty-six hours straight on three airplanes (one of which had almost certainly nearly plummeted into the ocean on numerous occasions) was extremely exhausting. He slept and slept and slept so hard that when he woke up his face was covered in sleep lines and there was a puddle of drool on his pillow.


Uncle Evan was gone, but there was a note on the silver icebox that read:




Milton,


I didn’t want to wake you. I’m heading to the research station, but I’ll be back for dinner. Help yourself to anything on the shelves.


Uncle Evan





While he ate a breakfast of canned spaghetti and meatballs (which appeared to be Uncle Evan’s sole source of sustenance), Milton considered his plans for the day. Uncle Evan seemed to think he’d be gallivanting about outdoors from dawn till dusk. While Milton did plan to go on a brief expedition or two this summer, the only thing he wanted to do right now was get back to Isle of Wild.


He retrieved his HandHeld from the couch-bed, but when he pressed the Power button, the screen remained blank.


The battery was dead.


Milton glanced around the cottage, searching for an outlet, but he didn’t see one right away.


He scanned the walls, every square inch of them.


No luck.


Then he checked the floor and the ceiling and under the couch-bed and even behind the composting toilet.


Still no luck.


The truth came to Milton like a lurch of seasickness. Uncle Evan had done his cooking on a camp stove. The only light was an oil lamp.


This cottage was powerless.


Milton grabbed his HandHeld again, but no matter how many times he pressed (and then jabbed and then mashed) the Power button, it didn’t turn on.
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