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Some people spend their whole lives dreaming of a long visit to a remote tropical island. They yearn to forget the hour on the clock and the date on the calendar, to live only by the timeless native rhythms of sand and sea.


Yeah, right. Talk about a nightmare!


“I think we could eat it” Ned Campbell said hopefully. The “it” in question was a many-legged sea creature my little brother, Kenny, had just dropped on the sand near the fire pit. It was crawling around in circles, obviously confused by the strange forest of sunburned legs surrounding it.


Ryan Rodriguez leaned in for a better view. “It looks almost like a regular crab, but smaller!”


Ned nodded and licked his lips. “Actually, I think it looks more like a crawfish or something—those are awesome, especially if you have some melted butter….” He swallowed hard, probably choking back the drool building up in his mouth. Ned loves food. Any kind of food.


I wiped the sweat out of my eyes with the back of my hand and stared at the wriggling creature, which Kenny was calling a sand crab. About the size of an extra-large garden spider, the crab was the pale, watery beigy-yellow color of dried snot. It also seemed to have a few too many legs, though I couldn’t be sure since it never held still long enough for me to get an accurate count.


“I don’t know,” I said dubiously. “I mean, I like a nice seafood meal as much as the next girl, but that thing looks like an extra in a horror movie.”


I glanced at the others gathered around Kenny and the crab. It was midday, which meant the beach was hotter than a gorillas armpit. Most of the group had disappeared right after lunch, probably to wander about in the shady, relatively cool jungle interior or take a nap in one of the rocky caves in the cliffs along the beach. Only Ned, Ryan, and Brooke Hubbard had come wandering over in response to Kenny’s triumphant cry of discovery a few minutes earlier. And me, of course. Don’t ask me why. I should have known from experience that he’d just found some new kind of creepy crawly creature. Collecting bugs and reptiles—the uglier the better—is Kennys third-favorite hobby. In case you’re interested, number two would be watching cartoons on TV Number one? Embarrassing me. It’s practically his calling in life.


“I think it’s totally gross,” Brooke declared, staring at the sand crab with disgust on her strangely mottled face. Have you ever seen a dark-skinned African American with, like, fifth-degree sunburn? Its not a pretty sight. “You guys can eat it if you want,” Brooke added, scratching a weltlike mosquito bite on her leg. “I’ll stick to papayas, thank you.”


Kenny shrugged. “That’s okay. If you all don’t want to eat these guys, I can add them to my zoo.” He smiled eagerly at us, his eyes lighting up in his grubby face. “Did I tell you guys I’m building a zoo? It’s in this clearing up on the mountain, and—”


“A zoo,” I muttered, cutting him off. “Yeah, brilliant use of energy, Junior Einstein. A zoo is exactly what we need.”


By the way, my name is Dani McFeeney. I used to be a pretty typical sixth grader. Popular, but not too popular. Smart, but not too smart. My grades have never been exactly perfect or anything, but I’m a reporter for the school paper, and the only sixth grader on the varsity basketball team. If you asked my two best friends, Michelle and Tina, to describe me in three words, Tina would probably say something like loyal, talkative, and competitive. Michelle might choose smart, fun-loving, and athletic. See what I mean? Typical girl, typical friends, typical life.


That was before my science teacher, Mr. Truskey, announced that he was taking ten of us Tweedale Middle School kids on a trip to clean up an old trash dump on some obscure island near the equator. Helping the environment while scoring a free tropical vacation on school time? It seemed like a great idea at first, and I was quick to volunteer. Too quick. It wasn’t until I was committed that I realized Michelle and Tina had no interest in going … and that the most evil, repulsive, and snooty person in the sixth grade—or possibly the entire world—had already signed up.


Saying that Angela Barnes and I don’t get along is like saying the Hatfields and the McCoys weren’t the best of pals. We’ve been mortal enemies pretty much since the first time we laid eyes on each other in first grade. Once we hit about fourth or fifth grade, we stopped most of the immature pranks—the garter snakes in her desk, the embarrassing pictures of me posted on the school bulletin board—and started just keeping out of each others way as much as possible.


That’s why, as soon as I found out Angela was going on the island trip, I did my best to get out of it. Unfortunately my parents decided it was the perfect time to teach me an Important Life Lesson about the value of following through on my commitments. Or something like that. I couldn’t hear their lectures too well over my own wailing and gnashing of teeth.


Before I knew it I was sweating like a pig, scratching about a million mosquito bites, and trying to hold my breath a little longer each time I used the disgusting communal latrine. Oh, and spending ten hours a day lugging moldy old trash alongside Evil Angela. Talk about disgusting …


Does all that sound like the bad part? No way. Compared to what came next, that part was like some kind of kittens-and-puppies-and-chocolate-sundaes paradise.


But to understand why, first you have to know about the choo-choo bug. That’s the common name of an insect called the lesser equatorial beachwalker beetle, which is some kind of superendangered species. At least it’s endangered in most of the world. On that particular island, choo-choo bugs were as common as pigeons in New York City. And almost as large.


The local choo-choo bug population was the main reason Mr. Truskey and his enviro-pals wanted to turn the island into a wildlife refuge in the first place. When we all got our first close-up look at a choo-choo bug, most of us wondered why anyone would want to save them at all. The critters are big, ugly, and active—sort of like a palmetto bug that got struck by the laser beam from a science-fiction movie and grew to three times its usual size. They also bite. A lot. By the time I’d been on the island an hour, I already had a huge, itchy welt on my ankle and two on my arm. They didn’t exactly seem all that endangered to me, either—in the four days we spent cleaning up the island I became personally acquainted with, oh, about half a million of them.


But according to Mr. Truskey, the bugs would be in danger if the island didn’t get cleaned up, and that would be bad because they’re an important part of the ecosystem, not to mention a big part of the local culture in the Esparcir Islands, the huge island chain where Trash Dump Island is located. Some of the native tribes even eat them. On the last evening of our cleanup trip, some tribe members from a neighboring island came to thank us with a big bonfire and cookout. The fish and vegetables they made us were pretty tasty, but when they offered up a final course of barbecued choo-choo bug, everyone said thanks, but no thanks … except Mr. Truskey. For some reason he decided that popping a huge, charbroiled insect into his mouth—legs, pincers and all—was a good idea.


But it wasn’t a good idea. It was a bad idea. Very, very bad. Not only did it cause him to barf up everything north of his knees the next morning on the boat back to the mainland, it also sent his sanity lever swinging over from mildly nuts to frothing-fruit-bat crazy. I guess you could call it Montechoochoo’s Revenge.


Before any of the rest of us realized quite how bad it was, Mr. Truskey managed to steer our boat in the exact wrong direction before finally collapsing, puking all over the place, and passing out. We tried to take over and find our way back to the mainland, but instead wound up impaling our boat on the coral reef of a whole new island. The boat sank, we did our best to get ourselves and everything we could carry to shore, and that was it: We were stranded.


At first it didn’t seem like a huge deal. Our other science teacher, Ms. Watson, had gone back to the mainland early with a sick kid, but we figured she’d come looking for us as soon as we failed to turn up on schedule. Then we realized a couple of important things: First, we were probably miles and miles from where she would start looking. Second, the weird wind patterns over the Esparcir Islands make it too dangerous to fly a helicopter, which meant the search party would have to travel by boat. There was no way of telling how long it might take them to find us. In the meantime all we could do was wait—and try to survive the heat, the boredom, and one another.


So that was how we ended up in our tropical island paradise. Some dream come true, huh? Oh yeah, and I almost forgot to mention—there were choo-choo bugs on the new island too.


Anyway, after four or five days the food supplies we’d salvaged from the shipwreck were running low, so food was on our minds pretty much all the time. Luckily we’d already located a papaya grove and several large coconut palms, and the picture-postcard-blue water of the lagoon provided all the fish we could catch, so we weren’t in any danger of actually starving. But by day five we were all seriously craving some variety in our diet. Hence our fascination with the colony of ugly little sand crabs my brother had found.


“I say we should at least try one,” Ryan said, reaching over to poke at the creature again. It instinctively tightened its pincers, grasping Ryan’s finger tightly. “Ouch! Hey, this thing stings!” Yanking his finger away, he stuck it in his mouth. He immediately made a face, removed the finger, and spat onto the sand. “Yuck!” he exclaimed, dancing around like a demented marionette. “That thing tastes like day-old butt.”


Ryan is one of those people who would make an over-caffeinated howler monkey seem calm by comparison. My parents like to complain that I don’t always think before I speak or act, but that’s only because they don’t know Ryan. I’m not sure his brain is even connected to his mouth.


“You probably tasted the venom.” Ned was still staring hungrily at the crab. “i’m sure it’d taste better once we cooked it.”


Just then Mr. Truskey staggered out of the jungle, clutching a raggedy piece of bark in one hand and a long twig in the other. His longish black hair, which sticks up wildly in every direction even at the best of times, now resembled a nest of brawling Persian cats. There were twigs and leaves stuck in it here and there, and I think a small tropical bird had been trapped somewhere near his left temple for a while.


“People!” he cried when he saw us, squinting in the bright sunshine. “Splendiferous news! I’ve reached a breakthrough in my pepic … peptic … er, epic poem, ‘The Rime of the Ancient Choo-Choo Bug.’”


“That’s great, Mr. T,” I called, forcing a smile.


He cleared his throat and held up the piece of bark as if reading from it, though all that was visible on it were a few random scratches. “‘It is an ancient choo-choo bug!’” he recited with great solemnity. “‘And it biteth one of three. By my sunburned skin and dirty feet, now wherefore biteth thou me?’” He looked up and smiled at us. “Well, what do you think?” he asked proudly.


“Sounds awesome, Mr. T,” Brooke said. “Um, very catchy.”


“Ah, thank you, thank you …” As he staggered back into the shade, muttering and scratching at the bark with his twig, we all exchanged a worried look. Mr. Truskey didn’t seem to be getting any worse, exactly, but he wasn’t getting any better, either. How long did the effects of choo-choo poisoning last, anyway?


“That settles it,” Brooke said firmly “Were not eating anything we can’t definitely identify. None of us,” she added with an extra-stern glare at Ned.


I thought about pointing out that Brooke wasn’t our leader—not anymore. At first she’d pretty much appointed herself dictator, partly because she was the only eighth grader on the island, but mostly just because she’s bossy. The rest of us had rebelled after about a day and kicked her out, a fact she occasionally seemed to forget. But in this case it didn’t matter, since I totally agreed with her.


“She’s right,” I said. “As co-vice-leader of this island, I say we forget about eating these things.”


Ned sighed sadly. “What a waste,” he murmured.


“Not necessarily.” Ryan swooped forward and grabbed the sand crab again, this time ignoring its grabby pincers as he flipped it over in his hand. “This thing may not look much like food. But you know what it does look like?”


The rest of us stared at him blankly, but Kenny grinned. “Bait!” he crowed.


Ryan grinned back. “Good call, little dude,” he said. “Come on, show me the rest of ’em. Then let’s go fishing!”


I watched as the two of them raced off down the beach. “Guess that settles that,” I said. “It’s a good idea, actually. Maybe they can catch some bigger fish with those things.”


It felt a little strange to be praising one of Spastic Ryan’s ideas. Not quite as strange as it would have felt a week earlier, though. It was amazing how much Ryan had changed since the shipwreck. Suddenly the kid who usually managed to turn his homework into a paper airplane before he handed it in—if he remembered to do it at all—was putting his boundless energy to good use catching fish, gathering firewood, and hauling water from the stream.


He wasn’t the only one who was surprising everybody either. Macy Walden, a shy, geeky seventh grader who dressed like a refugee from Little House on the Prairie, was an absolute whiz at cleaning fish with a pocketknife. Even Ned was turning out to be amazingly useful. He might not have much firsthand experience with weather, being that it usually takes place outdoors and he prefers to stay indoors most of the time himself, usually watching TV or surfing the Internet. But he knows a lot about it. You know all those adults who say too much TV rots your brain? Will if it’s true, then Ned must have started out as some kind of supergenius, because his TV-rotted brain manages to hold on to all kinds of practical information and helpful hints from the Web, the Weather Channel, and who knows where else.


On the other hand, certain people weren’t that different at all….


My eyes narrowed as I saw Kenny slip several sand crabs into his shorts pocket when Ryan’s back was turned. No surprises there. He wouldn’t be the Kenny I knew and was forced to tolerate if he didn’t have at least a few disgusting things in his pockets. No matter how much he sucked up to the others, he was still the same obnoxious little twerp who’d plagued my life since the day he was born.


Oh, and why was my runt of an eight-year-old brother on a middle school trip in the first place, you ask? Excellent question! I suggest you pose it to the responsible parties, my parents. Apparently they cared more about having a “vacation from parenthood” (whatever that means) than about their only daughter’s happiness and sanity. But that’s another story.


Being stuck on the island with Kenny was about as much fun as a trip to the dentist. But that was nothing compared to the true, enduring misery that was life with Angela Barnes.


“Oh, Josh!” a loud, giggly voice rang out at that moment. “You’re so funny!”


Turning around, I saw two people step out of the jungle. Angelas blond hair gleamed in the sun, and her big blue eyes were tilted up to gaze adoringly at the cute, dark-haired guy beside her.


I had found many, many, many reasons to despise Angela over the years. Since being stuck with her on the island, I’d discovered yet one more: Josh Gallagher.


Josh is one of those guys everybody likes. Everybody The kids think he’s cool, even though the teachers adore him. He’s in seventh grade, but the sixth graders aren’t afraid of him and the eighth graders treat him like an equal. He’s a starter on the boys’ basketball team, so the jocks consider him one of their own, but the antijocks still like him too.


And then there’s Angela. I’m pretty sure she had a crush on Josh even before the island trip. Being stranded with him just gave her an excuse to spend twenty-four hours a day drooling over him and trying to get him to notice her.


I wasn’t about to make that easy for her if I could help it. Josh deserved better than Evil Angela. Way better. Leaving him in her clutches would be like encouraging him to dive into a pond full of hungry crocodiles. Maybe worse. At least the crocodiles wouldn’t make him suffer for long.


I hurried over as they wandered in the general direction of the supply cave. Angela looked less than thrilled at my approach.


“Oh,” she said. “What do you want?”


I smiled sweetly in response to her obnoxious question, not wanting to stoop to her level in front of Josh. “I was just coming over to see what’s up,” I said cheerfully. “I thought maybe you were about to start a meeting or something. Why else would my two coleaders be hanging out together?”


Did I forget to mention that part? See, when we overthrew Brookes reign of tyranny we held a vote to elect a new leader. Angela and I were supposed to be the only candidates, but somehow almost everyone wound up voting for Josh instead. Talk about embarrassing! Then Josh said he’d only take the job if Angela and I would be his co-vice-leaders. That meant I was stuck spending way too much time with the Evil One as we attempted to figure out how to keep everyone happy and alive until whenever Ms. Watson got around to rescuing us.


Josh smiled back at me, not seeming to notice Angelas snotty behavior. He’s polite like that. “Angela had a cool idea,” he said. “She thought we should follow the stream back into the jungle and see if maybe there’s some kind of spring at the other end. That way we might not have to boil all our water to make it safe to drink, you know? So we followed it for, like, half a mile just now. We didn’t make it all the way to the source this time, but we did find a cool waterfall where the stream comes down from the mountain.”


Glancing up toward the craggy hills that rose steeply in the center of the island, I nodded. As much as it pained me to admit it, even to myself, Angela’s plan made sense. Even though it was probably just her devious way of setting up a private trek through the misty rain forest with Josh.
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