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“I wonder what our first day at zoo camp will be like,” said Nancy Drew, smiling at her two best friends.

“I heard we earn junior zookeeper badges,” Bess Marvin said excitedly. “If we do a good job!”

“I heard they put real bugs in the bug juice,” George Fayne said.

Nancy and Bess stared at George.

“Quit it, George,” said Bess. “You know I hate bugs and snakes more than you hate your real name—”

“Don’t say it!” George cut in.

“Too late!” Bess said. She pointed to the stick-on label on George’s camp T-shirt. “It’s on your name tag.”

George looked down and groaned. There it was in big red letters: GEORGIA FAYNE!

Nancy giggled as George turned her name tag upside down. It was summer vacation, and River Heights Zoo Camp would be a blast. For the next three days the girls would learn about animals, make animal crafts, and work with zookeepers.

More campers filed into the building. Nancy thought they looked around eight years old, the same age as Bess, George, and herself.

Nancy also recognized one camper from her third-grade class at River Heights Elementary School. Kevin Garcia smiled as he walked over.

“What are you guys doing at zoo camp?” he asked. “I thought you’d be at a special mystery camp for detectives!”

Nancy, Bess, and George traded smiles. They loved solving mysteries. They even had their own detective club they called the Clue Crew. But they loved something else just as much.

“We love animals,” Nancy told Kevin. She straightened her zoo camp cap over her reddish blond hair. “And that’s no mystery!”

A young woman dressed in a dark green jumpsuit clapped her hands three times for attention.

“I’m your counselor, Joanne Menendez,” she said with a smile. “I’m also a zookeeper here at the zoo.”

“A real live zookeeper,” Bess whispered. “How cool is that?”

“We’re in the Discovery Den,” Joanne said, pointing around the room. “There are no animals in here, but there is all kinds of information about animals.”

Nancy caught George smiling at a computer. George was a computer whiz and proud of it. She had wanted to go to computer camp—until she heard the food was yucky!

“We’ll roll out our sleeping bags in here at night,” Joanne went on. “But for now, why don’t you find some empty cubbies and unpack your gear?”

The kids dragged their gear to the cubby shelves. Nancy, Bess, and George picked cubbies next to each other.

“Why did you bring so many clothes, Bess?” asked George. “We’re going to be wearing our camp T-shirts!”

“Some of my blouses look great over T-shirts,” Bess said. “And I couldn’t decide which shorts to bring, so I brought all seven pairs!”

“What did you pack, George?” Nancy asked.

“Whatever was clean,” George said with a shrug.

Bess and George were cousins, but they were as different as giraffes and elephants. Bess had blond hair and blue eyes and a closet full of cool clothes. George had dark hair and eyes—and a closet full of worn-out sneakers!

A girl with short brown hair and freckles walked over to the Clue Crew. Nancy glanced at her name tag: Abby Warner. Without saying hi, Abby dumped her pink duffel bag on the floor.

“Pink is my favorite color,” Bess noted.

“It’s not pink,” said Abby. “It’s dusty rose.”

“If it’s dusty, you’d better clean it,” George joked.

“Cute,” Abby groaned under her breath. She quickly stacked her clothes into her cubby. Then she slid her empty duffel bag under the shelf and huffed away.

“Snooty alert, snooty alert,” whispered George.

When all the bags were unpacked, the kids sat on the floor around Joanne. Nancy read her fellow campers’ name tags one by one: Brian Vance, Antonio Ramos, Marnie Patakis, Vinnie Porchnik, Abby, and Kevin.

“Okay!” Joanne announced. “Who’s ready to get up close and personal with the animals?”

All hands shot up—except Bess’s.

“As long as it’s not snakes,” she said with a shudder. “They give me goose bumps on my goose bumps.”

“That’s wimpy!” Brian scoffed. “Snakes are awesome!”

He and Antonio shared a high five.

“I like snakes too,” said Vinnie. He popped a gummy worm into his mouth. “If they’re the candy kind!”

“All of our snakes are behind glass in the snake house,” Joanne explained. “But before we meet any of the animals, I want you all to split up into three teams.”

George did the math in her head. “Nine kids total equals three kids on each team,” she figured out.

“One, two, three!” Bess said, pointing her finger at Nancy, George, and herself.

After the teams were picked, the campers picked zoo-cool team names. Nancy, Bess, and George became Team Panda. Kevin, Marnie, and Vinnie were Team Rhino. Abby, Brian, and Antonio were Team Weasel.

Joanne explained the purpose of the teams. Each day they would take turns doing a different zoo job, like making snacks for the animals, tidying the petting zoo, and building enrichment toys.

“Enrichment toys are toys that animals can learn from,” Joanne told the campers. “They learn how to use their claws, how to find food, or just have fun.”

“Can Team Rhino make the animal snacks?” Kevin asked. “I won an ice-cream-making contest once.”

“I won an ice-cream-eating contest!” Vinnie put in.

“Okay!” Joanne agreed with a smile.

“Making toys sounds cool,” said Abby.

Bess hopped up and down excitedly. “Can Team Panda make toys, Joanne?” she asked. “I like to build things!”

“Wait a minute!” Abby said. “I asked first!”

“All teams will get a chance at each job,” said Joanne. “Today Team Panda will make the enrichment toys.”

“Phooey!” Abby muttered. “Now we have to clean the stinky petting zoo.”

“Thanks to Team Panda,” Brian added.

Bess shrugged at Nancy as if to say, What did I do?

Just then, the door flew open and a man stepped in. He wore a River Heights Zoo Camp T-shirt and checkered pants.

“Is everybody having fun?” he boomed.

“Kids, this is Ron Furbisher, the owner of the River Heights Zoo,” Joanne said.

“Congratulations, everyone!” said Ron. “As campers you will all be part of the zoo’s special Project Wildebeest!”

“What’s that?” Vinnie asked.

“Glad you asked!” Ron replied cheerily. “For the next three days, each zoo animal will get the same amount of food and toys.”

“How come?” wondered Abby.

“It’s important to keep their daily routines the same,” Ron explained. “So the scientists can study their behavior.”

“Are we making the toys and snacks for Project Wildebeest?” Nancy asked.
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