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CHAPTER ONE

Beginnings . . .

TIME TRAVEL LOG:

Malibu, California, February 22

Begin Transmission:

While sharing our awesome intelligence with our awesomely smoot subject, Tuna and I were visited by an old friend. It was majorly cool that he brought over some eats, but does anyone know what to do with 5,322 gallons of chili?

End Transmission

“All right, fine,” TJ grumbled as she faced the dirty dishes sitting in the sink.

“Fine,” Violet repeated as she headed out the door for the library to do her homework.

“Fine,” TJ snapped, for no other reason than to have the last word.

“Fine!” Violet shouted back, for no other reason than that she wanted that word.

And so, after another deep and heartfelt conversation with her sister, TJ Finkelstein turned on the hot water and began rinsing the Mount Everest stack of dirty dishes. It made no difference that they had a dishwasher—no one in the family ever felt a need to rinse their plates and put them in it. Of course, Mom would never have put up with that, but Mom was gone. She’d died of cancer not long ago. Now it was just Dad, TJ, Violet, and cute-as-a-button youngest sister, Dorie.

Well, not quite just them. There were a couple of uninvited guests in TJ’s life. . . .

“Hey there, Your Dude-ness.”

TJ glanced around the room.

“Down here . . . in the sink.”

She looked into the sink and spotted it—the talking cereal bowl with two floating Froot Loops for eyes (one red, the other purple). Oh, and a yellow one acting as the mouth.

“Herby,” she sighed, “what are you doing?”

“Just testing out the Morphing Blade on our Swiss Army Knife,” the cereal bowl answered. Then, glancing at a dirty spatula, he added, “Nice work, Tuna.”

“Why thank you, Herby,” the spatula said through one of its many holes. “Except for some minor adjustments to the Transporter Blade, I believe all our equipment is up and running.”

Now, if you’re new to TJ’s land of lunacy, let me explain that the cereal bowl and spatula are actually two bungling time travelers from the 23rd century. They’ve come back in time to do a history report on TJ because someday, if she survives the seventh grade (and their visit), she’s going to be a world-famous leader.

“So you’re finally going to leave,” TJ said as she angrily stuffed silverware into the dishwasher. (She was still pretty steamed over her fight with Violet, and for whatever reason, the boys’ presence never seemed to unsteam her.)

“We still need fuel for our time-travel pod,” Tuna said.

TJ frowned. “We got you that plutonium power pack thingy.”

“That’s right.” The cereal bowl grinned (though don’t ask me how). “All we need now is the chili from a Texas housewife—”

“Who, at the moment, is about to turn three years old,” the spatula sighed.

“And an African ostrich to digest it,” the cereal bowl added.

“The chili, not the housewife,” Tuna explained.

“Listen,” TJ said firmly, “you’re not bringing ostrich manure into this house.”

“Not to worry,” Tuna answered. “We have obtained gloves for our hands.”

Herby nodded. “And clothespins for our noses.”

TJ sighed wearily as she finished filling the bottom rack of the dishwasher and began working on the top. “Well, the sooner you get all that stuff and head home, the better.” She wasn’t trying to be mean; she was just in a lousy mood.

Herby added, “Unfortunately, we got ourselves one minor problem.”

“What’s that?” TJ asked.

Herby brought his Froot Loop eyes together into a scowl. “We’re not sure you’re ready for us to leave.”

TJ gave him a look, then returned to the dishes. “Trust me, I’m ready.”

Tuna and Herby remained silent—a first for both of them.

“What?” TJ asked.

“We are concerned about your attitude toward your sister Violet,” Tuna said.

“Attitude?” TJ snapped. She continued dumping the dishes in loudly. “I don’t have an attitude!”

The spatula and cereal bowl traded uneasy glances.

TJ spotted them and said, “It’s Violet’s night to do dishes, not mine.”

“But she has an outloopishly big report due tomorrow,” Herby said.

“Right,” TJ said. “She’s always got some lame excuse—and so does Dad and so does Dorie. I’m sick and tired of always having to clean up after everybody!”

“Good thing she doesn’t have an attitude,” Herby observed.

TJ turned on him. “You’re the ones who are always saying I’m going to be some great leader, right?”

“Correcto.”

“Well, how am I supposed to lead if I’m always the one waiting on people?”

Both Tuna and Herby broke out laughing . . . a fact that didn’t exactly improve TJ’s attitude.

“What?” she demanded.

Tuna answered, “History has proven that the greatest leaders are always the greatest servants.”

“That’s crazy,” TJ argued.

“Crazy or not, it’s the truth.”

“Which is why you need gonzoid brains like us around to continue teaching you,” Herby said.

Tuna nodded. (Well, as much as a spatula can nod.) “We must continue to instruct you so you don’t reach any more of those half-baked conclusions.”

“Half-baked?” TJ said, her anger growing even angrier. “Half-baked?!”

“We call ’em like we see ’em, Your Dude-ness.”

Tuna agreed. “And from our vantage point we definitely see a need for improvement.”

“Then maybe you need to change your vantage point.” Before either the spatula or the cereal bowl could react, TJ scooped them up.

“What are you doing?” Tuna yelled.

“What are—?”

Which was all Herby managed to repeat before

[image: glug-glug-glug-glug! Slosh-slosh spill-spill]

his Froot Loop eyes and mouth were poured down the drain.

Then, without hesitation, TJ dumped the spatula and cereal bowl into the dishwasher, slammed the door

CLICK

and started the

[image: swoosh swoosh swoosh]

wash cycle.

Of course, she knew the boys would transport themselves out of there in just a few seconds. But she figured a few seconds was all she needed to make her point.

Unfortunately, another point was being made by somebody else.

[image: TJ!]

It was cute little Dorie, screaming at the top of her cute little lungs. She was upstairs, and she definitely sounded like she was in trouble.

TJ raced out of the kitchen. She ran through the living room and past Dad, who was in his chair

[image: snore-ing]

louder than a coffee grinder inside a jet engine in the middle of a thunderstorm.

[image: TJ!]

“Coming!” TJ raced up the stairs. She figured whatever was wrong couldn’t be too wrong because Tuna and Herby were still in the dishwasher (and too wrong only happened when they were too close).

But when she reached the top of the stairs, she slowed to a stop. The good news was Dorie was just fine. The bad news was the upstairs hallway wasn’t . . . unless your definition of fine is having a river of chili creeping across your carpet.

TJ did what she always did when weird stuff happened. She shouted, “Tuna! Herby!”

But no one answered. (Apparently Tuna and Herby were still in the rinse cycle.)

“Are you talking to your ghost friends again?” Dorie asked.

Since the two guys were invisible to everyone but TJ (some girls get all the luck), every time Dorie heard the boys speaking, she figured they were ghosts.

“Dorie,” TJ answered as calmly as possible when chili was flowing around her ankles, “you know there’s no such things as ghosts.”

“I know,” Dorie said, her eyes growing wide as saucers as she pointed past TJ. “But do they?”

TJ turned to see Tuna and Herby floating behind her. They were still invisible to Dorie, but the soap and dishwater dripping from their clothes weren’t.

“Tuna!” she whispered. “Herby! Do something!”

“No sweat, Your Dude-ness.” Herby pulled out his Swiss Army Knife, sold at 23rd-century time-travel stores everywhere. He opened the Time Freezer Blade and fired its beam

[image: zzoo o o a a a h h ]

directly at Dorie.

Immediately the little girl froze. Well, not really froze—more like began to move

[image: veeeeeeeerrryyyy slooooowwwwlllly]

TJ had seen this before and wasn’t worried. Until the beam was reversed, everything would zoom past Dorie so fast that she couldn’t see or hear it.

Now there was just that other little matter to attend to.

“WHY IS THERE A RIVER OF CHILI IN MY HALLWAY?!” TJ yelled.

“This is no ordinary river of chili,” Herby said. He stuck his fingers into it and gave them a lick. “Here, Tuna, would you like a taste?”

“Thank you, Herby. I don’t mind if I do.”

“Guys?” TJ asked.

Tuna took a taste. “Hm, you’re right, Herb—this isn’t ordinary chili.”

“Guys?!”

“I didn’t think so.”

“In fact I’d recognize it anywhere.”

“GUYS!”

They both turned to TJ as the chili was now oozing around her knees.

“Where’s it coming from?” she demanded.

“Why, from that portal right over there,” Tuna said. He pointed to an opening that floated at the other end of the hallway. An opening that chili

[image: plop plop plop-ed]

out of like a chunky waterfall.

“Apparently your talk with Bruce Bruiseabone made quite an impression,” Tuna said.

“What talk?”

“When you asked him to forgive and help us.”

“He did this?” TJ sputtered. “You call this help?”

“I call it Texas chili made by a housewife in the future,” Herby said as he gave his fingers another lick.

“He’s bringing this in from the future?” TJ asked.

“Absotootley,” Herby said. “Why else would he use a time portal?”

Tuna explained, “He knows we can’t travel into the future to retrieve it ourselves, so he brought it back to us.”

“Pretty cool dude.”

“I told you he could be nice,” Tuna said.

“You never said that.”

“I most certainly did.”

“Did not.”

“Guys?”

“Did too.”

“Not.”

“GUYS!”

They both faced TJ.

She pointed at the flowing chili. “How do we stop it?”

“First we must determine if we have enough,” Tuna said.

“How much is enough?”

“Oh, I’d say a cup, maybe two—wouldn’t you agree, Herby?”

“Yes, I would, Tuna.”

“Two cups?!” TJ tried to stay calm, but it’s hard staying calm when Texas chili has risen to your belly button and is starting to

[image: blop glop splop]

down the steps.

“So how do you turn it off?” she demanded.

“No sweat, Your Dude-ness,” Herby said as he floated toward the portal. Only then did TJ notice the portal’s giant zipper. (Little details like that can be hard to notice when your house is being overrun by certain food groups.) “Are you sure we got enough, Tuna?”

“Hm,” Tuna said as he looked down at the chili rising toward TJ’s shoulders. “I always like to be prepared.”

“Tuna!” TJ cried.

“Well, all right,” he said. “I believe we have enough, Herb.”

“Okeydoke.” Herby reached for the zipper, gave it a good, firm pull, and

[image: zippp-ed]

it shut.

Of course, there were a few remaining

[image: glugs and glops]

as the last of the chili fell to the floor. But eventually it stopped and everything returned to normal.

Everything except 5,322 gallons of Texas chili in the middle of TJ Finkelstein’s hallway.



CHAPTER TWO

Wonder World

TIME TRAVEL LOG:

Wonder World, California, February 23

Begin Transmission:

Tuna and I stopped by the famous theme park to share good news. Too bad no one told us about subject’s allergies to cotton candy and snow cones. Apparently she breaks out in a bad rash of embarrassment whenever they speak to her in public.

End Transmission

Tuna and Herby assured TJ they would clean up the hallway. Pointing the Reverse Beam Blade directly at the carpet would return it to its original condition before the chili spill. By morning it would be as good as new.

Unfortunately, by morning it was better than new. The boys had sent the wool carpet just a little too far back in time. It was still wool all right . . . it was just wool that was still on the sheep. So instead of being covered with gooey, chili-soaked carpet, the hallway was now covered with 27 smelly sheep.

“Guys,” TJ whispered so she wouldn’t wake up the rest of the house. (Dad was easygoing, but she knew he thought of himself more as an insurance salesman than a shepherd.) “Do something.”

“We’re working on it,” Tuna said as he madly tried to fix the Swiss Army Knife.

“Well, hurry,” TJ whispered. “Dad will have a cow if he sees these.”

“Great, just what we need—more livestock,” Tuna muttered.

In a weird way, TJ was sorta glad the knife was still broken. That meant

—the boys would have to stay home to repair it, which meant

—the boys wouldn’t tag along with her on her science class field trip to Wonder World, which meant

—the boys wouldn’t be there to help her live her life, which meant

—the boys were less likely to totally destroy her life.

And so, feeling that weird sorta-gladness, TJ headed off to school. But since we’re only in chapter 2, you know the weird gladness will soon get even weirder and less gladnessier.

For starters, there was the bus trip to Wonder World.

It was great that Mr. Beaker, their science teacher, was taking the class to the theme park to study African wildlife. (The fact that all the animals were made of fiberglass and run by electric motors didn’t cross his mind.)

But it wasn’t so great that he got hold of the bus’s PA system and tried educating the class through the entire trip.

“Africa is a vast continent consisting of diverse climates, people, and geography. In fact, you’ll be interested to know that some of the largest cities in the world are located there and that . . . blah, blah, blah.”

Of course, the kids showed their interest by

[image: snooze, snooze, snooze-ing]

And when he ran out of African factoids, he focused on whatever passed the bus’s window. “And to your right is a freeway off-ramp, which consists of a precise mixture of cement with an overlay of asphalt, the latter being a petroleum by-product that . . . blah, blah, blah.”

Which, of course, led to even more

[image: snooze, snooze, snooze-ing]

“Oh, and here’s a fun-filled fact. Did you know that . . . [image: snooooooze]

(That’s right; Mr. Beaker was so boring, he even put himself to sleep.)

By the time they arrived at the theme park, everyone had gotten their beauty rest. They stepped off the bus, waited only 27½ hours in line to get inside (it was a light day), and finally entered the park.

Since she had grown up in Missouri, TJ had never been to Wonder World. She tried to act cool like all the other kids in her school (who were required by law to go there whenever out-of-town relatives showed up). But it’s hard acting cool when your mouth is hanging open and your eyes are even bigger than Dorie’s back on page 9.

“Hey!” She pointed at the life-size cartoon characters wandering through the crowd. “There’s Ricky Rat!”

“Whatever,” Naomi Simpletwirp, her best friend, said while

[image: yawn, yawn, yawn-ing]

and simultaneously

[image: click, clack, crunch-ing]

a mouthful of breath mints (harder than you may think).

“And there’s his girlfriend, Rene Rat!”

“Wonderful,” Doug Claudlooper, her other best friend, said while

[image: sniff, sniff, sniff-ing]

and simultaneously

[image: wipe, wipe, wipe-ing]

his nose on the back of his hand (a lot grosser than you may think).

What was not so wonderful was when those same cartoon characters recognized Hesper Breakahart, who just happened to be

—TJ’s classmate

—Star of her own series on the Dizzy Channel

—The most spoiled human being on the face of this planet (and 17 others in the known galaxy)

—TJ’s archenemy since Hesper’s boyfriend, the drop-dead gorgeous Chad Steel, had started paying attention to her

NOTE TO READER: Whenever Hesper Breakahart’s in the room (or within a mile of the room), there’s only one person that boyfriends or any other human beings on those 17 planets are supposed to pay attention to . . . and it sure ain’t some skinny Midwestern kid with glasses.

Anyway, once the cartoon characters spotted Hesper, they raced to her with their little rat hearts all atwitter and their little rat paws all atwittering and cried,

“Oh, Hesper, can we have your autograph?”

Naturally Queen Hesper was only too grateful to hold court. Unfortunately, it took another 27½ hours to work through the growing crowd of her admirers and reach the line to the African River Ride. A line that took (you guessed it) another 27½ hours.

Luckily, there were some major distractions to keep everyone amused. Well, everyone but TJ.

“Psst, Your Dude-ness.”

TJ’s heart sank as she looked for Herby’s voice.

“Over here,” he whispered.

She finally spotted him. He was the grape-flavored snow cone in Naomi’s hands.

“Herby!” TJ whispered.

“What’s that?” Naomi asked.

“Uh, nothing. I was just, uh, clearing my throat.” TJ pretended to cough while giving the snow cone a good, hard glare.

Naomi glanced at her quizzically, then down at the snow cone. “Oh, you want a bite?”

“NO!” TJ’s shout was a bit too quick and a bit too loud—so loud that Hesper and Chad glanced at her. TJ tried smiling, but when looking at Chad, she could never be sure if she was smiling or grimacing. (Being in love can really mess up your facial coordination.) In any case, she quickly turned back to Naomi and explained, “What I mean is, grape really isn’t my favorite.”

She heard Tuna whisper from her other side, “I believe we have some excellent news.”

TJ searched until she spotted the second time traveler. He was the cotton candy in Doug’s hands.

“Tuna?” she shouted.

Doug frowned. “No, it’s just cotton candy. I don’t think they sell tuna here.”

“Oh, right,” TJ giggled nervously. “You’re probably right.”

Doug and Naomi traded concerned looks. Naomi shrugged and raised the snow cone to her mouth.

“STOP!” TJ yelled.

Naomi paused to stare at her, her mouth open and the snow cone frozen in midair.

TJ quickly snatched it out of her hands. “I’ve, uh . . . I’ve changed my mind.”

“Okaaay . . . ,” Naomi said as she looked back at Doug. It was his turn to shrug as he opened his mouth to bite into his cotton candy.

“AND COTTON CANDY!” TJ shouted. She grabbed it from him. “I love cotton candy, too!”

Her friends watched in concern, waiting for TJ to bite into the snow cone or the cotton candy. But she did neither. Instead, she stalled, pretending to sniff the cotton candy. “Hm, don’t you just love the smell of cotton candy? I could smell it all day.”

More troubled looks.

“And snow cones.” She sniffed the cone. “I just love the smell of ice.” Bringing them both to her mouth, she whispered, “What are you guys doing here?!”

“Is everything all right?”

TJ turned to see Mr. Beaker staring at her. By now, the entire class was staring at her. And not the good kind of stare. This was more like the is-she-having-another-mental-breakdown? kind of stare.

TJ smiled weakly and took another sniff. “Mmmm. Love these smells. You know, Mr. Beaker, I should do my next science report on smells.”

“Right,” Mr. Beaker said, giving her a hard glare before moving off.

Once he was out of earshot, TJ lowered her voice and said, “Tuna . . . Herby . . .”

For the briefest second, somewhere deep in the snow cone, she caught movement: the flash of an opening knife blade, followed by the all-too-familiar

[image: zzoo o o a a a h h ]



CHAPTER THREE

Monkeying Around

TIME TRAVEL LOG:

Wonder World, California, February 23—supplemental

Begin Transmission:

For unknown reasons, subject often appears stressed when we offer assistance. Decision has been made that she needs a vacation. Unfortunately, the decision wasn’t exactly ours . . . or hers.

End Transmission

Now that everyone standing in line for the African River Ride was frozen in time, TJ and the boys could have a serious conversation—although having a serious conversation with cotton candy and a snow cone isn’t as easy as it sounds.

“Okay,” TJ said. She threw one last nervous glance to her time-frozen classmates and began. “What’s this great news you want to share?”

“We have located the African ostriches,” Tuna boasted.

“Not here, you haven’t,” TJ said. “All the animals here are fake.”

“Except for those two gonzo rats who asked for Hesper’s autograph,” Herby said.

“They do make a cute couple,” Tuna observed.

“The ostriches?” TJ reminded them.

“Oh, right,” Tuna said. “We have determined their location and are taking the chili to them as we speak.”

“Actually, shouldn’t that be ‘after we speak’?” Herby said. “Since we’re not traveling to Africa as we’re speaking?”

“An accurate observation,” Tuna agreed. “However, if one were to—”

“I get it,” TJ interrupted. She blew the hair out of her eyes. “So you’re leaving now?”

“Absotootley,” Herby said. “We just wanted to swing by and tell you everything is going gonzo.”

“And your transporter thingy—it’s working now?”

“Absotootlier.”

“No more accidental trips to Antarctica or busy airport runways?”

“That’s ancient history, Your Dude-ness,” Herby said. “All I’ve got to do is open the Transporter Blade like this, activate it like this, and—”

[image: chugga-chugga-chugga bling!]

Herby and Tuna vanished from Wonder World. Everything had gone as planned.

Well, almost.

“Uh, guys?” TJ asked.

“What’s up, Your Dude-ness?”

“Why do I still see you?”

“Hmm . . . ,” Tuna said.

“Hmm . . . ,” Herby repeated.

“And why are all three of us standing in a jungle?”

“Apparently the Transporter Blade still has a few bugs to work out,” Tuna said.

TJ swallowed nervously. “You mean I’ve been transported to Africa with you?”

The boys shrugged sheepishly.

“Oh, brother,” TJ sighed. “What more could go wrong?”

“Actually, a couple things,” Tuna said.

“What do you mean?”

Tuna nodded behind her. TJ turned and saw those who had been standing closest to her in line—Doug, Naomi, Chad, Hesper, and Hesper’s posse—staring at each other in shock.

“You transported them, too?!” TJ cried.

“That’s problem #1,” Herby said.

“There’s more?”

Suddenly the ground began to shake. But not shake as in a good, dependable California earthquake. No, this shaking was much different. It was growing louder by the second and was accompanied by plenty of

[image: trumpet TRUMPET trumpet-ing]

(I know that’s lame, but you tell me how to write elephant sound effects)

coming from a herd of charging (you guessed it) elephants.

“That’s problem #2,” Tuna said.

Oh, and while we’re talking about problems and sound effects, it’s best we don’t forget all the

[image: Augh!s Eeek!s and We're going to be trampled into elephant toe jam!s]

of 23 slightly concerned seventh graders.

Fortunately, Hesper Breakahart, who had starred for an entire season in a survival show (until she broke a nail and they had to medevac her out) had the answer:

[image: Where's my stuntperson?]

But of course, there was no stunt person because this was normal, everyday reality (well, normal if your name happens to be TJ Finkelstein). And being a seasoned professional in these types of catastrophes, TJ calmly said what any seasoned professional would say:

[image: Run!!!]

Run they did . . . this way and that, that way and this. Until, for an unknown reason (other than some very clever writing on your author’s part), they ran out of ground and straight into a

[image: Splash]

“What happened to the jungle?!”

“This water’s ruining my expensive haircut!”

raging river, complete with some very pesky rapids . . . which came with the standard-issue sharp and very pointed

[image: Slam!]

[image: Ouch! Bam! Oooo! Bang! This blood's ruining my expensive blouse!]

rocks.

The good news was the elephants did not follow them into the river because, as we all know, elephants are allergic to drowning.

The bad news was . . . I did mention that much of the class was transported into an African jungle where they are completely lost and currently shooting down a river with life-threatening rapids, right?

So how much more bad news do you want?!

Sorry; didn’t mean to yell. But my point is that whenever there is bad news, TJ always makes it worse by calling for help from

[image: Herby! Tuna!]

(What can I say? She’s a slow learner.)

[image: Dingbat story break]

Normally, Tuna and Herby would have been happy to help. But luckily for TJ, they were too busy with their own problems.

And luckily for the boys, they were still invisible to everybody from our century . . . including the charging elephants, who stampeded right past them.

Unluckily for the boys was

[image: Plop! Grrrrrr]

the giant gorilla who PLOP-ed down from the trees and GRRRRRRR-ed directly into their faces.

“Uh, Herby?” Tuna whispered.

“Yeah, Tuna?”

“If we’re invisible, how come she sees us?”

“Good question.”

“Thanks. I thought so.”

The boys watched as the creature cocked her head one way, then the other, all the time flaring her nostrils and sniffing the air around them.

“Uh, Herby?”

“Yeah, Tuna?”

“You did fire the Odor-meter Blade when we arrived?”

“You bet, just like we planned.”

“And you adjusted the setting to baby OSTRICH SCENT, correct?”

Ever so carefully, Herby looked down to double-check the Swiss Army Knife.

NOTE TO READER: While Herby checks his knife, this may be a good time to explain to those of you unfamiliar with the 23rd-century method of attracting wild ostriches exactly how the procedure works:

Step 1: Open the Odor-meter Blade of your Swiss Army Knife.

Step 2: Select the setting labeled baby ostrich scent.

Step 3: Thoroughly spray yourself with the scent.

Step 4: Wait patiently for a mother ostrich to smell it (all ostriches have a super sense of smell—at least in this book). She’ll think you’re one of her babies and come to rescue you.

“Uh, Tuna?”

“Yeah, Herb.”

“We might have a problem.”

The gorilla’s nostrils continued to flare as she reached out into the air trying to find them.

Tuna sighed. “Don’t tell me you set the Odor-meter Blade on BABY GORILLA instead of BABY OSTRICH.”

“Okay.”

“So what happened?”

“You asked me not to tell you.”

The gorilla lunged at their voices and the boys leaped back. Unfortunately, Herby’s leaper was a little lamer than Tuna’s.

TRANSLATION: Mama Gorilla missed Tuna but caught Herby by the leg and pulled him to her . . . upside down.

“HELP ME!” Herby cried.

Now Tuna, being the smarter of the two (which is like saying one furball is balder than another), shouted, “The knife! Toss me the knife!”

Herby managed to free his hand and toss the knife to Tuna. And missed, since he was as bad a thrower as Tuna was a catcher. (They were always picked last for PE dodgebomb.)

When the knife hit the jungle floor, Mama Gorilla looked down and stared at it.

And since Tuna was smarter and faster than any gorilla (well, faster, anyway), he scooped it up and searched for the Morphing Blade. His plan was so simple even he could figure it out. He’d simply morph himself into a giant dad gorilla. Then he would insist that Mama Gorilla hand Baby Herby over to him for a little father-son bonding. The plan was perfect. Foolproof.

But it wasn’t Tunaproof. . . .

First, he opened the blade. No problem.

Next, he pointed it at himself and
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fired the beam. Again, no problem.

All right, there was one problem. Instead of setting the Morphing Blade to DADDY GORILLA, Tuna had set it to BABY OSTRICH.

TRANSLATION: Instead of becoming a giant male gorilla, Tuna became a tiny baby ostrich.

Well, actually, it was a little worse than that. Tuna had overset the blade, so he didn’t just become a tiny baby ostrich . . . he became a tiny baby ostrich inside a giant ostrich egg!

The good news was gorillas don’t eat ostrich eggs and Mama Gorilla was no exception.

The bad news was it’s hard holding a knife when you’ve become a baby ostrich inside an ostrich egg. So the knife tumbled to the ground. Being the curious type, Mama grabbed it with one hand while holding her new, though still invisible, baby with the other. Then, tucking Herby under her arm in a hold that would make a Super Bowl running back proud, she bounded off into the jungle.

Herby did his part by screaming

[image: Munnnnnnaaaaa]

which was supposed to be

[image: Tunnnnnnnaaaaaa]

but sometimes it’s hard to scream clearly when you’re doing it from inside a hairy gorilla’s armpit.

And it’s even harder to understand from inside an ostrich egg.



CHAPTER FOUR

A Little Field Trip

TIME TRAVEL LOG:

Somewhere in Africa, February 23—supplemental

Begin Transmission:

Subject and classmates are enjoying the wildlife. So are Tuna and I . . . although it would be more enjoyable if the wildlife wasn’t us.

End Transmission

The good news for TJ and the other kids was the rapids didn’t last forever. After a few hundred yards the water calmed down.

The bad news was calm water isn’t always good news.

As the group half swam, half crawled back to shore, Hesper Breakahart decided to cheer everyone up with an inspirational talk.

“Just look at my expensive shoes,” she whined. “Look at my expensive skirt. Look at my . . . Oh no! Is that a split end?!”

This, of course, led to all the Hesper wannabes joining in the chorus—same whine, same lyrics: “Just look at our shoes, our clothes, our . . .”

You get the idea.

And is that the bad news, you ask? (Yeah, right. What is this, your first book?) No, the bad news came when everyone sloshed through a stagnant pool of water and up onto the beach.

“Hey, Hesper,” Naomi called. “What’s with the brown kneesocks?”

Hesper glared at Naomi with the disdain she saved for all non–fan club members. Then, in her sweetest, most pleasant voice, she sneered, “What?”

But Naomi wasn’t put off. As the second-geekiest kid in Malibu Junior High (Doug still held first place), she figured Hesper already hated her. Nodding to Hesper’s legs, she said, “I didn’t know kneesocks were back in style.”

“Don’t be a dork,” Hesper scoffed. “Kneesocks will never be in fashion, unless it’s for pathetic losers like—”

Hesper would have loved to finish her put-down, but it’s hard finishing put-downs after you glance at your legs and see they are totally covered with long brown things stuck to your skin.

“AWK!” she cried.

“AWK!” her wannabes repeated. (Except for Guinevere, the newest and dimmest member of the pack, who asked, “What are we AWK-ing about?”)

“MY LEGS!” Hesper screamed. “WHAT’S STUCK ON MY LEGS?”

Being from the country, TJ recognized them instantly. Leeches. Granted, compared to the ones in the swamps back home, these were definitely the Big Gulp, econo-size version. But there was no missing their ultra-gross, super-slimy, bloodsucking creepiness.

Which would explain Hesper’s dropping to the ground and hysterically screaming, “GET THEM OFF! GET THEM OFF! GET THEM OFF!”

Which would also explain all the wannabes joining in the chorus. “GET THEM OFF! GET THEM OFF! GET THEM OFF!” (Except for Guinevere, who said, “How cute! What pet store did you buy them at?”)

TJ, Doug, Naomi, and Chad did a quick check of their own bodies, but apparently Hesper was the only lucky one.

“They must have been attracted to that expensive perfume you’re wearing,” Doug sniffed.

“Either that or they wanted your autograph,” Naomi said.

Hesper wanted to give them both her world-famous death glare, but it’s hard giving death glares when you’re still rolling around on the ground screaming your lungs out.

Meanwhile, Chad knelt beside her and began pulling off the slimy things. This meant she could play the sympathy card. And as a world-class actress, Hesper could play the entire deck:

“Oh, Chad—” her voice quivered—“I’m trying so hard to be brave.”

“Oh, Chad—” her bottom lip trembled—“you’re my knight in shining armor.”

“Oh, Chad—” she sobbed, trembled, and quivered all at the same time (I told you she was good)—“I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

Yes, sir, it was quite a performance. And it would have been believable if it wasn’t for the triumphant smirk Hesper threw over her shoulder to TJ. A triumphant smirk that clearly said, “He’s mine, you loser. And don’t you ever forget it!”

TJ watched the performance, unable to figure out which was more sickening . . .

A: The leeches

B: Hesper playing the helpless girl routine

C: Chad falling for the helpless girl routine

Anyway, when the last of the leeches were pulled off and thrown back into the pool (except for the two Guinevere slipped into her pocket as pets), the group settled down and focused on other, less-important issues like “Where on earth are we?!”

It was Doug who came up with the only possible explanation: “I don’t think we’re (sniff-sniff) in the theme park anymore.”

“So where are we?” Hesper demanded.

Doug scrunched up his face, gave some deep thought, and finally replied, “Lost.”

To which the group bravely responded,

“OH NO, I’LL MISS MY FACIAL!”

“OH NO, I’LL MISS MY PEDICURE!”

“OH NO, I’LL MISS MY LIFE!”

When they finally stopped panicking and stood around looking lost (how else were they supposed to look?), TJ quietly suggested, “Maybe we should go back to that clearing where we first arrived.”

Hesper sneered, “That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard.”

To be honest, TJ wasn’t surprised at the response . . . especially coming from Hesper.

“I don’t know,” Naomi said. “I think it’s pretty intelligent.”

Elizabeth Mindlessfan (Hesper’s best friend since forever) motioned to TJ with disgust. “Intelligence? Coming from her?”

“How’s that possible?” Hesper snickered—and all her wannabes snickered right along.

TJ felt her ears growing hot. She stole a glance at Chad, who stared hard at the ground. Just once she wished he had enough backbone to really stand up to Hesper.

“Actually (sniff-sniff) it’s the first thing they teach you (snort-snort) in Boy Scouts,” Doug said, wiping his nose.

“Really?” Naomi asked.

“Sniff,” Doug sniffed.

Naomi glanced around. “So which way would we go?”

Doug pointed to the river. “We’d just follow that upstream until we see where we jumped in. Then we follow our tracks back to the place we started from.”

All eyes turned to Hesper, who paused a long moment. After all, nobody would move unless she moved. Finally she shrugged. “That’s not the most ignorant idea in the world.”

“Really?” Elizabeth asked.

Hesper nodded. “Why should I go looking for help when everyone important will come looking for me?”

“That’s right.” Elizabeth nodded.

“Absolutely,” Hesper’s wannabes agreed. “A fantastic idea. We couldn’t agree more.”

So after giving his nose another wipe (the last coat was already drying out and cracking on the back of his hand), Doug waved them forward. “C’mon. Follow me.”

As they began, TJ quietly prayed that Tuna and Herby were still waiting for her in the clearing with their Transporter Blade. Because if they weren’t, the group would have a slightly longer walk than anticipated.

Catching up to Doug, Naomi said, “I didn’t know you were a Boy Scout.”

“Yep,” Doug answered. “Almost a whole week . . . till they kicked me out.”

“What for?”

“We were camping outside and I rigged up a gigantic electric blanket so everyone could stay warm.”

“That sounds brilliant,” Naomi said.

“It was . . . until the rainstorm came and electrocuted everybody.” He sighed. “Some organizations can be so picky.”

Eventually, after plenty of complaining by Hesper about the hot sun, the hungry mosquitoes, and the bruises she received from being carried on her wannabes’ shoulders, they made it back to the spot where the group had arrived.

As TJ looked around for Tuna and Herby, she heard a voice—close and very, very faint.

“Help me! Help me!”

“Did you hear something?” TJ asked Naomi.

Naomi shook her head.

“Who’s there?”

The voice sounded strangely familiar.

“Okay, now that we’re here, what do we do?” Hesper demanded.

Doug answered, “We just stand and wait till somebody finds us.”

“TJ, is that you?”

TJ frowned as she looked in every direction.

“Well, you can stand,” Hesper said. “But these girls’ shoulders are way too bony. Ladies—” she snapped her fingers—“set me on that nice log over there.”

The wannabes obeyed.

“Uh, I wouldn’t do that,” Doug said.

“You wouldn’t do what?” Hesper sneered.

“I wouldn’t sit there.”

“Well, I’m tired, so I’m sitting.” With that, Hesper plopped down on the log.

“That’s right,” the wannabes said as they joined her. “We’re tired, so we’re sitting.”

Doug shrugged. “Suit yourself.”

“Down here, TJ,” the voice called. “I’m down here.”

At last, TJ spotted a large egg on the ground. It was about ten times the size of a chicken egg.

“Help me!”

Keeping a careful eye on the group, she knelt beside the egg and whispered, “Tuna, is that you?”

“Yes.”

“Where are you? I don’t see any face or eyes or—”

“I’m inside.”

“Inside?!” TJ exclaimed a bit too loudly.

Naomi threw her a concerned glance.

TJ smiled weakly. “It would sure be nice if we were inside. You know, away from the mosquitoes and everything.”

Naomi nodded, not entirely convinced.

“We need to talk,” Tuna said.

“You think?” TJ whispered. She scooped up the egg and took several steps away from the group. When it was safe, she raised it closer. “How’d you get in there?”

“It’s a fairly short story. Actually, it can be summed up in a single name.”

“Herby?” TJ asked.

“Herby,” Tuna said.

“So how do I get you out?”

“Just crack me open.”

“Isn’t that going to hurt?”

“Not if you’re gentle!”

TJ spotted a nearby boulder and crossed to it. “You sure you want to do this?”

“Quickly. I think Herby’s in trouble.”

“Okay, okay.” As gently as possible, TJ began to

 
TAP TAP TAP

the egg against the boulder. But no matter how gently she tapped, Tuna
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“Sorry,” she whispered.

“That’s okay. It’s the only way.”

She kept going, cringing at each
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until finally the egg
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open.

That was the good news. But . . .

“Uh, Tuna?” TJ whispered.

“Yeah?”

“We have a tiny problem.”

“Ha-ha, I get it. ‘A tiny problem.’ I’m two inches tall. Very funny.”

“Well, there’s that. But, uh . . .”

“But what?”

“Did you happen to notice you also have wings and cute little pinfeathers?”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Tuna said as he looked down.

“AUGH!”

he cried when he saw the wings, which also happened to be covered in

“AUGHHHHH . . .”

cute little pinfeathers.

But his cry could barely be heard over the one that broke out from Hesper and her posse:

“TERMITES! THERE ARE TERMITES IN OUR PANTS!”



CHAPTER FIVE

Pass the Lice

TIME TRAVEL LOG:

Somewhere in Africa, February 23—supplemental

Begin Transmission:

Entire group enjoyed an overnight campout. Gonzo time was had by all . . . well, except for Tuna, TJ, yours truly, Chad, Doug, Naomi, and anybody else who happened to be visiting from Malibu, California.

End Transmission

The only thing worse than being lost in the jungles of Africa during the day is being lost in the jungles of Africa during the night. (Actually, there are lots of things worse . . . but you’ll have to wait a few more chapters before we get there.)

For starters, there was the problem of keeping the wild animals away.

“Like the stampeding elephants,” Doug said.

“Or the termites,” Guinevere added.

TJ never figured termites qualified as wild animals, but for kids in Malibu, maybe that’s all they had—besides giant attacking crabs and clams, but that’s another story. (Really, it is another story, and if you don’t believe me, check out the book Switched!)

In any case, she’d read somewhere that fire was the best way to keep wild animals away. So even though she figured it meant another put-down from Hesper, TJ finally made the suggestion. “Maybe we should build a fire.”

“Don’t be stupid,” Hesper sneered. (What a surprise.)

“Actually,” Naomi said, “that’s a pretty good idea.”

“And how are we going to build a fire?” Elizabeth whined.

Hesper agreed. “Without butlers or maids, it’ll be impossible.”

Naomi proudly stuck out her chest and answered, “They don’t call me ‘Queen of the Techno-Geeks’ for nothing.” (Okay, so it’s a weird title to be proud of. But we are talking Naomi Simpletwirp.) “I want all of the girls to stand over there in that patch of sunlight,” she said.

“But I don’t have my sunglasses,” Elizabeth complained.

“Or my sunscreen,” another grumbled.

“Hurry,” Naomi said, “before the sun disappears.”

Reluctantly, with more than the maximum daily recommended dose of complaining, they obeyed. As they moved into place, Naomi positioned each one at just the right angle.

“Now,” she said, “I want you to check your pockets for paper.”

TJ reached into her pocket. She didn’t find any paper, but she did find

“Ouch! Watch those fingernails.”

“Sorry,” she whispered.

“What’s going on?” Tuna asked. “What’s she doing?”

“I’m not sure,” TJ whispered, “but she’s pretty smart.”

“Not as smart as me.”

“No, of course not,” TJ said, trying not to hurt his feelings. “It’s a different type of smart.” Under her breath she added, “The type that just might work.”

“Doesn’t anybody have paper?” Naomi asked.

“Just this old thing,” Hesper said, pulling out a hundred-dollar bill.

“A hundred dollars?” Naomi asked.

Hesper shrugged. “Loose change.”

Naomi took the money and stepped back from the group. “All right, everyone. On my count, I want you to look at me and smile real big.” Before the girls could complain (since smiling was totally uncool, unless it was to get your way with some teacher or flirt with some boy), Naomi started to count.

“One . . .” She held the bill toward them.

“Two . . .” She carefully adjusted its angle.

“Three . . . and smile!”

The spoiled beauty queens cranked up their grins to ULTRA-FAKE. And since all girls born and raised in Malibu are required by law to have superbleached, blinding white teeth, Naomi was struck by the blinding sunlight reflecting off their shiny pearlies.

“Hold it . . . ,” she said, squinting as she repositioned the money. “Hold it . . .” Until, finally, the sunlight ignited the paper into flames.

Everyone cheered wildly. Well, all right, they cheered mildly. Well, all right, they tried not to look totally bored. (After all, they were from Malibu.)

“I need more paper!” Naomi shouted. “C’mon, you’ve all got some money. Hand it over!”

Reluctantly, the poorer kids, whose parents were only doctors and lawyers, pulled out their twenty- and fifty-dollar bills. The richer kids, whose parents did more important things, like stand-up comedy or grungy rap music, pulled out the bigger bills. Then, of course, there were the kids whose mental wattage was a bit lower.

“Do you take Visa or MasterCard?” Elizabeth asked.

“I don’t have money,” Guinevere said, “but here’s my pet leech.”

So, after burning up a few thousand dollars, melting a couple of credit cards, and barbecuing one very unhappy leech, Naomi got a fire going. She added twigs, branches, and logs to make it bigger.

Although Hesper and her wannabes were too cool to admit it, TJ’s idea had been great. Because as darkness fell, the animal noises began. And the darker it got, the weirder they got.
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“What’s that?” TJ whispered.

“A night bird?” Doug guessed.

[image: Cheee-cheee-cheee]

“And that?”

“A monkey?”

[image: rumble-rumble-rumble]

“And that?”

“My stomach.”

It was true—no one had eaten in hours. Not a big deal for the fashion-slave wannabes since they always starved themselves. In fact, if they couldn’t fit into a size zero, they knew their friends would sign them up as contestants for The Biggest Loser.

But starving was a big deal for Chad, Doug, Naomi, and TJ. Oh, and . . .

“Psst, TJ.”

TJ glanced down into her pocket. “What’s up?”

“Got any worms?”

“Worms?”

Tuna flapped his ostrich chick wings. “I’ve got a craving for worms.”

“How ’bout a barbecued leech?”

“Even better!”

As the night wore on, TJ noticed something else besides the night sounds, gurgling stomachs, and new food cravings. All of the kids’ fingers had started to twitch.

“What’s going on?” she asked Naomi.

“They’re going through withdrawal.”

TJ watched in shock. “You mean they take drugs?”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Naomi said. “They’re filthy rich, not majorly stupid.”

“Then withdrawal from what?” TJ asked.

“Nobody’s cell phone is working.”

“So . . .”

“So there’s nobody they can text.”

TJ’s jaw dropped. “They’re going through text message withdrawal?”

Naomi nodded sadly. “So far medical science has found no cure.”

[image: Dingbat story break]

And while we’re talking about withdrawal, let’s not forget Baby Herby’s withdrawal from the human race.

Although Mama Gorilla still couldn’t see him, it sure didn’t stop her from mothering him. And it wasn’t the do-your-homework or pick-up-your-room kind of mothering. It was more the let-me-hold-you-tightly-under-my-armpit-so-you-don’t-get-away type of mothering. No problem, except for having to breathe. And even when Herby managed to suck in a breath or two, there was still the issue of trying not to pass out from the smell. Apparently bathing is not a major requirement for gorillas . . . nor is deodorant.

He tried over and over again to grab the Swiss Army Knife that she kept gripped in her other hand. He knew once he got that, he could use his brilliant intellect to fix everything. (Hey, it doesn’t hurt to dream.) But he could never quite reach the knife because, like all good mothers, Mama Gorilla knew it was best to keep sharp objects out of her children’s hands.

Another good mommy skill is to make sure your kid gets plenty of healthy, nutritious food. Herby was expecting cool jungle stuff like mangoes and coconuts. He was not expecting giant handfuls of leaves and twigs. And when he tried refusing with a polite, “Uh, no thank you, I’m trying to watch my weight,” she did what all good mother gorillas do. She groped around to find his face, forced open his mouth, and
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the vegetation inside.

Appreciating her thoughtfulness and knowing he really should be eating more greens, Herby tried his best to
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upon them. Unfortunately, this only encouraged Mama to

[image: stuff stuff stuff]

more into his mouth until he began to

[image: Gag! Gag! Gag!]

But there is no love like a mother’s love. Realizing he’d had his fill of salad, she decided it was time for the main course. She took one of the leaves, stripped it down to the stem, and dipped it into a nearby anthill. When she pulled it out, it was crawling with hundreds of big black ants.

“Cool,” Herby said, his voice cracking in terror. “But you know, those leaves and twigs were really filling.”

She brought the stem closer.

“No, really, I appreciate the effort, but I don’t think I can eat another—”

She began to

[image: stuff stuff stuff]

the ants into his mouth, where he felt them begin to

[image: swarm swarm swarm]

inside. This, of course, led to one of the loudest and most disgusting
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sounds in human (and gorilla) history.

Then, finally, it was time for bed.

Unfortunately this meant joining the rest of the ape family as they began their bedtime grooming—a quaint custom of picking lice out of each other’s fur. Even though Herby had no lice (let alone fur), Mama was only too happy to let him pick out her lice. And as every lucky gorilla knows, once you’ve picked out someone’s lice, your reward is to eat them.

(And you thought swarming ants and barbecued leeches were bad.)

This, of course, led to even more gut-wrenching sound effects (which we won’t go into ’cause now I’m even grossing myself out). Let’s just say that when everything had settled down (including Herby’s stomach), he was grateful to finally curl up in Mama’s arms and try to get some sleep.

Tomorrow would be a new day, and if Herby was lucky, Tuna would come to his rescue. Until then, he would get all the rest he could . . . which wasn’t much, considering his adoptive family’s habit of burping, belching, and scratching.



CHAPTER SIX

Cleanliness is Next to Deadliness

TIME TRAVEL LOG:

SOMEWHERE IN AFRICA, FEBRUARY 24

Begin Transmission:

Subject’s group learned important lesson about not feeding the fish—especially when it comes to feeding them major body parts . . . or beloved pets.

End Transmission

 
A worried TJ stood at the edge of camp staring out into the darkness. She held little Tuna in her hand.

“You’ve searched the ground thoroughly?” he asked.

She nodded. “Every square inch.”

And it was true. While everyone else was busy whining, crying, and looking for their night retainers, TJ had carefully searched the ground for the Swiss Army Knife.

“Are you sure you dropped it here in this clearing?” she asked.

“Absolutely.”

“Maybe Herby picked it up.”

Tuna shook his head. “If Herby retrieved it, he would have freed himself from that gorilla and come to rescue me.”

“So you think he’s in danger?”

Tuna said nothing. And for Tuna to say nothing meant a lot more of something than if he had said a lot of something that usually meant a lot of nothing.

TRANSLATION: Herby was in trouble.

Funny, as much as TJ complained about the boys making her life a 24-7 catastrophe, and as much as she couldn’t wait for them to leave . . . she was worried. Not minorly worried, but pain-in-the-gut, can’t-go-to-sleep kind of worried. The type you save for your family or best friends . . . or 23rd-century time travelers who can make you majorly crazy but whom you have grown to like in spite of yourself.

“As soon as it gets light out, we should start looking for him,” she said.

“Looking for who?” a voice asked from behind her.

TJ gave a start and turned to see Chad Steel. When they’d first met, it was impossible for her to talk to him . . . at least like a human being. Incredible hair and gorgeous blue eyes can do that to a person. But over the past few months, it had become easier to speak to him . . . some of the time.

“Oh, what do you have there?” he asked, motioning to Tuna standing in her hand.

“It’s, uh . . .” She cleared her throat. “I think it’s a baby ostrich. I found it a few hours ago.”

“Cool. Can I see it?”

“I really don’t think that’s such a good idea.”

“I’ll be careful. It’s not like I’m going to hurt it or anything.”

Actually, TJ wasn’t worried about Chad hurting Tuna. She was more worried about Chad’s safety. But when Chad held out his hands and turned those baby blues on her, what choice did she have? “Sure,” she heard herself croak as she passed Tuna over to him.

“Hi there, little fella,” Chad said. “What’s your name?”

Luckily, Tuna had the good sense not to answer . . . though TJ could tell by the way he crossed his little bird wings over his chest and tapped his little bird foot that he was not a happy ostrich.

Chad chuckled. “Kind of a weird little guy, isn’t he?”

Tuna responded by pecking Chad’s hand. Hard.

“Ow!”

And again.

“OW!”

“Here, you better let me take him,” TJ said as she reached for Tuna. “I don’t think he likes you.”

Tuna proved his point by sticking his tongue out at Chad.
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“Tuna!” TJ scolded.

“What did you call him?” Chad asked.

TJ didn’t answer. She didn’t have to.

“You named a bird after a fish?”

She looked up sheepishly. “Long story.”

Tuna leaned casually against TJ’s thumb with all the attitude an ostrich chick can muster in a human’s hand.

Chad shook his head. “Definitely an odd little guy.” Then, looking at TJ, he changed the subject. “Listen, I really think it’s cool how you’ve been helping us.”

TJ frowned. “What do you mean?”

“You know, all your suggestions and everything.”

“You mean all the suggestions Hesper’s been making fun of.”

Chad shrugged. “That’s just her way.”

“Actually, it was Doug and Naomi who did all the work.”

“No,” Chad corrected. “They may be getting all the credit. But retracing our steps, building that fire—those were your ideas.”

TJ would have loved to answer, but it’s hard answering when your mouth is as dry as sand cooked on high in a microwave in the middle of the Sahara desert.

And he still wasn’t done.

“You know, I think you’ve got some real leadership qualities inside you.”

“Me?” She croaked, sounding like Kermit the Frog.

He nodded and she glanced away, feeling her face grow hot.

“You ever think of running for class president or anything?”

She tried to croak again, but it’s hard croaking when you’ve stopped breathing.

He gave another shrug. “Anyway, it’s something to think about.” With that, he started toward the group.

Before she could catch herself, TJ heard herself say, “Who would . . . ?”

Chad stopped and turned back to her.

She forced herself to continue. “I’m like the all-school loser. Who would vote for me?”

Chad smiled that knee-melting smile of his and answered. “Oh, I can think of at least one person.”
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“I’m not going anywhere until I bathe.”

“C’mon, Hesper,” Doug said. “We can’t wait around here any longer. We’ve got to start looking for civilization.”

“Not without my bath.”

“That’s right,” her wannabes echoed. “Not without our baths.”

TJ watched in amazement. Just when she thought Hesper had reached the summit of self-indulgence, the star found not only a higher peak but a whole new mountain range.

“Girls?” Hesper said, turning to her wannabes. “Shall we?”

“We shall,” they said in perfect unison. Without another word, everyone removed their shoes, fell in line, and paraded to the river.

Everyone but Elizabeth. “Here, Hesper,” she said as she peeled off her sweatshirt and laid it on the ground in front of the superstar. “Step on this so you don’t soil your perfect feet.”

“Why thank you, uh, er . . .”

“Elizabeth,” Elizabeth said. “Your best friend since forever.”

“Right, uh, er . . .”

“Elizabeth,” Elizabeth reminded her.

“Right.”

Not to be outdone, the other girls followed suit—taking off their sweatshirts, Windbreakers, jackets. But it was Guinevere who showed the greatest loyalty.

“Here, Hesper,” she said as they reached the river’s edge and she removed her parka, laying it on the water. “Step on this so you don’t get your beautiful feet wet.”

Hesper looked at her and blinked. Just as Hesper had reached the peak of self-indulgence, the newbie had reached the Kilimanjaro of brainlessness. Yes, sir, it was quite an accomplishment, but no one had time to savor the award-winning stupidity because . . . well, do you remember Guinevere saving those two leeches? And how one had been roasted alive the night before, leaving her with . . . Don’t tell me . . . uh . . .

2 – 1 =

Anybody got a calculator?

Anyway, the fate of the first leech was nothing compared to the fate of the other one, who had been sleeping safe and sound in the pocket of Guinevere’s parka. But as soon as her parka hit the river, the water around it started roiling and splashing. Within seconds, the parka was shredded into pieces and the leech became a tasty breakfast for a dozen—

“Piranhas!” Doug shouted.

“What?” Hesper cried.

“Flesh-eating fish! They strip animals to their bones before they can get out of the water!”

“Eeew,” everyone shuddered.

Everyone but Hesper, who stared at the roiling water as the last scraps of parka disappeared. “You know,” she finally said, using her best politically correct voice, “I think it would be much more organic and better for the entire ecosystem if we don’t bathe right now.”

“Oh yes,” the others agreed, “absolutely.”

Elizabeth nodded. “Think green.”

Guinevere fought back her emotions (it’s not every day you lose two pet leeches in a row) and bravely raised her fist into the air to join the cause. “Save the whales!” she shouted.

Everyone paused in a moment of silence for her dearly departed . . . brain.



CHAPTER SEVEN

A Zoo Crew for You

TIME TRAVEL LOG:

Somewhere in Africa, February 24—supplemental

Begin Transmission:

Except for a few too many near-death experiences with all those overprotective ostriches, killer cobras, pesky spiders, and annoying apes, subject is having a fantabulous time.

End Transmission

As Hesper and her crowd were learning not to feed the fish (especially if they were the food), TJ and Tuna thought it would be a good time to slip away and look for Herby. As they walked through the jungle, they also discussed the plan to get the boys home.

“What about the ostriches and the chili?” TJ asked.

“Since ostriches have such a keen sense of smell, my presence is strong enough to attract any nearby mother.”

TJ nodded. “After that, all you’ll have to do is feed her the chili, let her digest it, and finally—”

“We will have enough fuel to return to our own century. That is correct.”

“And where exactly is the chili?” TJ asked.

Tuna gave no answer.

“You hid it out here in the jungle, right?”

More in the no-answer department.

“Oh no . . .” TJ groaned. “Don’t tell me you forgot to bring the chili.”

He ruffled his feathers.

“Tuna?”

“A person in my situation cannot think of everything.”

“I’d settle for you thinking of anything.” (Now we’re really talking sarcastic).

“I didn’t exactly forget,” he argued.

“But you didn’t exactly remember, either, did you?”

He raised his beak high into the air and proudly stated, “The chili is stored someplace very safe and familiar.”

TJ felt a sinking feeling in her stomach. “Please don’t tell me you left it in my attic with your time-travel pod.”

“All right,” Tuna replied. “Where would you like me to tell you I left it?”

Before TJ could repeat her groan and commence her world-famous eye roll, they were interrupted by the faint

[image: rustle, snap, crackle]

of vines and undergrowth.

“What’s that?” Tuna asked.

It happened again. But instead of one, there were more

[image: rustle, snap, crackle. Rustle, snap, crackles]

that not only grew in number, but also grew in

[image: Rustle, snap, crackle. Rustle, snap, crackle.]

[image: Rustle, snap, crackle.]

volume until, suddenly, the bushes exploded with a dozen ostriches searching for a very lost baby chick.

Normally, being the friendly type, TJ would have stuck around to chat about the weather or look at the latest photos of their grandchicks. But there was something about a dozen charging ostriches (each one tall enough to play for the LA Lakers) that made her think twice. The fact that she was holding the baby chick they all wanted to protect didn’t help.

But what really convinced her to leave was Tuna’s carefully thought-out plan of action:

[image: Run!!!]

It seemed like a good idea at the time. And with no other option (except getting trampled or pecked to death), she decided to give it a try. As you might expect, this involved lots of hysterical

[image: Augh!-ing, scream-ing]

and uncontrollable

[image: cry-ing]

(all performed by Tuna) while the ostriches, not wanting to be left out, performed their own angry

[image: [empty space]-ing]

and outraged

[image: [empty space]-ing]

(It’s not my fault ostriches don’t make attack sounds.)

TJ would have loved to join in the screaming and the “             ”-ing, but she was too busy running for her life. Because not only were there a few angry moms in the crowd, but there was one very pesky—
   “DUCK!” Tuna shouted (which is just the thing to shout if you don’t want your friend killed by a pesky cobra hanging from a tree).

TJ ducked.

Then there was the—

“JUMP!” Tuna yelled (which is just the thing to yell if you don’t want your friend falling into a pesky spider nest).

TJ jumped.

And finally, there was the—

“UH, YOU MAY WANT TO STOP NOW!” (which is just the thing to yell when you come face to face with a family of very startled gorillas).

TJ put on the brakes and skidded to a stop. So did the ostriches behind her.

It seemed everyone was there . . . Mama, Dad, Brother, Sis, a few aunts and uncles . . . and one very out-of-place 23rd-century time traveler tucked under Mama’s arm.

TJ and Tuna both spotted him and shouted, “Herby?!”

“Hey, dudes,” Herby mumbled as clearly as a person can mumble whose face is smashed into a gorilla’s armpit. “Whassup?”

“Same ol’, same ol’,” Tuna said, trying to sound calm and macho.

“I hear that,” Herby replied, trying to sound even more calm and more macho.

It was time for another TJ eye roll.

“You sound a little funny,” Herby said.

“Nah,” Tuna answered, “though I haven’t exactly been myself lately.”

“I hear that,” Herby repeated.

“Uh, guys?” TJ whispered. “I hate to interrupt all this male bonding, but, Herby, why don’t you climb out of there?”

“Would love to, Your Dude-ness.” He began to squirm, which made the gorilla clutch him all the tighter. “But as you can see, this babe really has a crush on me.”

TJ shook her head. “Amazing.”

“Not really,” Herby replied, “considering my outloopish good looks . . . and the fact that the Odor-meter Blade really did its job.”

“Odor-meter Blade?” TJ asked. “Is that part of your Swiss Army Knife?”

“I sorta, kinda, accidentallya fired it on myself to make me smell like a baby gorilla.”

“Where is it now?” she asked.

“Last time I saw it, Mama here was using it as a toothpick.”

“A toothpick?!” TJ exclaimed.

“It’s one of the more popular apps.”

TJ let out a frustrated sigh. “This really stinks.”

“Tell me about it,” Herby said, trying to pull his head out from Mama Gorilla’s armpit for a breath of fresh air.

That’s when TJ saw the animal’s other hand. The one holding the Swiss Army Knife.

“There it is,” she whispered.

“I see it too,” Tuna said. “So how do we get it?”

TJ thought another moment. She hated to admit the conclusion she was concluding, but she admitted it was the only conclusion she could admittedly conclude.

TRANSLATION: . . . Oh no, is she really going after the knife?

Trust me, it was the last thing in the world she wanted to do. But the conclusion she concluded was admittedly—wait a minute, we already did that, didn’t we? The point is, she had no other option. So keeping a careful eye on the gorilla (and reminding God that she would prefer to live at least until her first kiss), TJ carefully raised her hand toward the knife in Big Mama’s hand.

“Nice monkey, monkey, monkey,” she said.

“Actually,” Tuna corrected, “a more precise term would be ape.”

TJ paid no attention as she inched closer.

Big Mama tilted her head and looked quizzically at TJ. Unfortunately, her husband had gotten up on the wrong side of the tree canopy that morning. Just as TJ started to grab the knife, he snorted. And not the sort of snort that says, “I’ve got the same allergies as Doug Claudlooper.” No, this was the sort of snort that says, “I don’t know what this skinny ape with the funny glasses is trying to prove, but I think it’s time to leap into her face with a bone-chilling

[image: Roar!]

This, of course, would explain TJ’s earsplitting

[image: Yikes!]

as she jumped back and ran from him.

But since all gorillas love a good footrace (especially when it’s with their next meal), he, along with the rest of his family, chased after her. Not to be left out (nor wanting to become the family’s next Kentucky Fried Big Bird), the ostriches also took off. Before TJ knew it, she was leading a parade of animals in her best Noah’s ark imitation.

After the usual jumping over spiders’ nests and ducking from cobras, they finally arrived back at camp. TJ figured with so many kids outnumbering the animals, the creatures would see the crowd and run off.

The good news was she was absolutely right.

The bad news was the crowd was even bigger than she remembered. Because surrounding her classmates, with some very sharp, pointy spears and lots of mean, frowny faces, was a tribe of African warriors.



CHAPTER EIGHT

Going Ape

TIME TRAVEL LOG:

Somewhere in Africa, February 24—supplemental

Begin Transmission:

Enjoying world tour with hairy new friend. Meanwhile Tuna and subject met their neighbors. Unsure if they are having dinner or are being had for dinner.

End Transmission

As soon as the gorillas and ostriches saw the warriors, they did an about-face and ran off as fast as their big, hairy feet and scrawny bird legs could carry them.

“Herby!” TJ called after them. “Herby?!”

If Herby answered, she couldn’t hear—not with all the grunting, howling, and yes, “           ”-ing of the mini-zoo as the animals retreated into the jungle.

But the warriors barely noticed. They were too busy being lectured by Hesper Breakahart. . . .

“Oh, please,” she sighed. “You guys call yourself actors?”

The men looked at each other in confusion and began talking.

(Insert foreign subtitles here).

“And you expect people to believe that’s a real language?”

(Insert more subtitles—this time with
lots of ??’s and !!’s)

Hesper shook her head, then strolled up to the oldest and skinniest man. With all the feathers he wore, TJ figured he must be the chief (or a giant bird in the final stages of molting).

“And just look at these costumes,” Hesper said. “Honestly, is this the best your wardrobe department could come up with?”

The chief appeared more confused than ever.

“And this lip ring.” Hesper reached for the giant hoop dangling from the man’s lip.

“Uh, Hesper,” Doug warned. “I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. I’m a professional. I can tell prop jewelry from the real thing.” She grabbed the hoop and pulled.

(Insert more subtitles . . . ALL CAPITALIZED with lots of !!!!!’s)

“You don’t scare me,” Hesper scoffed, while yanking harder. “I’m a TV star. You’re just an extra in some low-budget—”

[image: riiiiiip]

Suddenly Hesper was holding his unattached lip hoop in her hand. Everyone gasped. Well, everyone but the chief. It’s hard to gasp when you’re hanging on to your bottom lip and trying not to cry because you’re supposed to be the tough guy.

Hesper stared at the hoop in her hand, puzzled. Then she studied the chief’s lip and said, “And I suppose you want me to believe that’s real blood?”

The chief wasn’t exactly happy. To prove the point, he signaled his men into action. They immediately began poking the kids with spears—not hard, just enough to make it clear they meant business.

“Ouch!” a wannabe cried.

“That’s going to ruin my flawless skin,” another complained.

The warriors ignored them and herded everyone into a tight circle. Then, with lots of grunting and plenty more subtitles, they began moving the kids through the jungle.

“Where are they taking us?” Elizabeth cried.

“Let’s just hope they’re not cannibals,” Naomi said.

“We’re doomed!” Guinevere cried.

“We’re dead,” another sobbed.

“We’re dinner,” another wept.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Doug said. “Africa does not have cannibals.”

Hesper stomped her foot. “Why do you keep saying we’re in Africa?”

“Where else would we be?” Elizabeth asked.

The star paused, then answered, “Maybe we’re in one of those reality TV shows.”

“Except no one told us,” Naomi said.

A strange expression crossed Hesper’s face. “You mean no one told me.” She turned to the others. “This is one of those practical joke shows, isn’t it?” She began to chuckle. “You’re all in on this, aren’t you?”

“In on what?” Elizabeth asked.

“All you little people . . . you’ve been asked to play a joke on me, haven’t you?” Hesper broke out laughing.

Immediately the wannabes broke out laughing too. (Nothing was funny, but old habits die hard.)

“You almost had me,” Hesper said, trying to catch her breath. “Where are they?”

“Where are who?” Chad asked.

Hesper laughed harder. “The cameras, silly.”

The wannabes laughed harder.

“There are no cameras, Hesper.”

“Sure there are,” she said, looking around. By now she was laughing so hard she could barely breathe.

But Chad was right—there were no cameras. And the harder Hesper laughed, the more obvious it became. Soon, tears started streaming down her cheeks. It was difficult to tell whether she was laughing or crying. The same was true with the wannabes. Apparently they were doing both. Until everyone gave up laughing and just focused on the crying. Everyone but TJ, Naomi, Doug, and Chad.

“Looks like a major meltdown,” Doug said.

Naomi nodded. “Very sad.”

But not as sad as when the group broke through the jungle and entered a large clearing. A large clearing with a dozen huts and plenty more men, women, and children staring at them.

Staring at them and acting either very angry or very hungry . . . or very both.

“Gulp,” TJ gulped.

“Gulp,” Naomi, Doug, and Chad replied in perfect, three-part harmony.

[image: Dingbat story break]

Fortunately, Herby didn’t have to worry about angry villagers.

Unfortunately, he still had to worry about big, hairy mamas (with big, hairy armpits) who still needed a shower and were waaay too protective.

Unfortunatelier (if I keep using that word, they’ll eventually have to put it in the dictionary), Big Mama was getting very interested in the shiny red Swiss Army Knife she clutched in her hand. She’d grown tired of the toothpick app and started working on opening other blades.

“No, no, no,” Herby said, trying to reach for it. “Heap big bad tool. Very powerful medicine.” Why he was talking like some old cowboy-and-Indian movie was beyond him. But in any case, Big Mama did what all females are required to do when they can’t open something: she handed it over to her husband.

Grunting like he knew what he was doing, the big guy gave it a look, gave it a sniff, then tried biting it in half. When that didn’t work, he did what all males are required to do when trying to fix something. He

[image: thwack, thwack, thwack-ed]

it against something hard like a nearby tree.

When that didn’t work, Big Mama grabbed the knife back from him and grunted something that might have been: “I could have done that myself, you big lug. Why don’t you make yourself useful and take out the trash or at least empty the jaguar box; it’s starting to smell.”

Herby watched in terror as she began prying open the Transporter Blade. “No, no! Heap big bad scene!”

But he was too late. She opened the blade and

[image: chugga-chugga-chugga bling!]

Herby and Big Mama were suddenly in midair

[image: Aughhhhh-ing and Roaaaaaar-ing]

their lungs out. (You would be too if you were bungee jumping off the world’s tallest bridge.)

“HEAP BIG PROBLEM. RESET COORDINATES!” Herby shouted. “FINDUM ’NOTHER COORDINATES!”

Big Mama was only too happy to oblige, which explains why they were quickly

[image: chugga-chugga-chugga bling!]

transported to a rock concert. It was kinda sweet, really—mother and son attending a concert together. Though it would have been sweeter if they weren’t onstage—Big Mama on guitar and Herby on drums.

The good news was the music was so loud, no one could tell Herby didn’t know the first thing about being a drummer.

The better news was Big Mama was an instant success. Having no idea what the thing hanging around her neck was, she leaped and jumped around the stage while swatting, slamming, and banging the guitar in fear and confusion. Needless to say, this made the worst noise imaginable, which, needlessier to sayer, made her an instant star.

Within seconds the entire auditorium was going ape (sorry, but you knew I’d have to use that sometime) . . . until she looked at the Swiss Army Knife, hit another set of coordinates, and

[image: chugga-chugga-chugga bling!]

mother and son were in downtown New York, which was even louder and ruder than the rock concert.

To prove this point, a passing woman sneered, “You really should shave those legs. And while you’re at it, those arms . . . and that face.”

Another man commented to his wife, “Look, sweetheart, your mother’s in town for a visit.”

But Big Mama was unimpressed. She started opening another blade.

Herby’s eyes widened in fear. “No, no, no! You no want to open Growth

[image: Burrrrrring]

Blade!”

After that, nobody was rude to them anymore.

Of course, it’s hard to be rude to a gorilla who is 52 feet, 3 inches tall (in her stocking paws).

This led to the usual panicked screams and cries:

“RUN FOR YOUR LIVES!”

“WE’RE ALL GOING TO DIE!”

“COOL! THEY’RE DOING A KING KONG REMAKE!”

Now it’s true—Herby did have a pretty good view from up that high. And they could probably get a table at any restaurant they wanted (as long as they ate outside). But Tuna and TJ were still back in Africa and they still needed his help. (Well, all right, if you’re going to get technical, he needed their help.) So, amid all the confusion, he lunged forward and for the briefest second got his hands on the knife. Just long enough to reopen the Transporter Blade and

[image: chugga-chugga-chugga bling!]

send them to a surfing contest in Hawaii . . . where they came in second place. (Herby was hoping for first, but it’s tough sharing your board with a 52-foot-3-inch gorilla.)

He tried again and

[image: chugga-chugga-chugga bling!]

landed them in a Paris fashion show (where, by the way, the fur-coat look was a hit). And finally, he gave it one more try, sending them

[image: chugga-chugga-chugga bling!]

back to the jungles of Africa. Now everything was nice and normal. Well, everything except that little growth spurt Big Mama had gone through . . . and those few extra tons she’d put on.



CHAPTER NINE

A Midnight Stroll

TIME TRAVEL LOG:

Somewhere in Africa, February 25

Begin Transmission:

If good things come in small packages, what comes in 52-foot-3-inch packages?

End Transmission

TJ was feeling sorry for the chief. In fact, she was feeling sorry for the entire village. They seemed like nice enough people (especially when she realized they didn’t want to eat her). But her fellow students had barely stepped onto the grounds before Hesper Breakahart started being, well, Hesper Breakahart.

“What, no restaurant? Where’s the swimming pool? Where are the tourist shops?”

Amazing. Even here, in the African jungle, the actress was beyond spoiled.

“I want my hair appointment scheduled for 3:30, my massage at 4:45, and for dinner tell the cook I’m a strict vegetarian, so . . . Excuse me?” She put her hands on her hips. “Is anyone here taking notes?”

Now, to be fair, Hesper didn’t think the world revolved around her—she knew the world revolved around her . . . along with the solar system, the galaxy, and whatever else was left in the universe.

Confused at all her orders, the villagers turned to each other and began talking.

“What?” Hesper demanded. “Stop that gibberish and speak English!”

“Hesper,” Chad cautioned.

“What?”

“Be polite.”

“Polite?! It’s not my fault they can’t speak English.”

“It’s obviously not their language.”

“My point exactly.” Hesper threw up her hands in frustration. “Honestly, this is worse than trying to order a Happy Meal at McDonald’s.” Turning to the chief, she spoke slow and loud. “YOU PEOPLE . . . ARE STUPID!”

The chief stared at her and blinked.

Hesper just sneered. Then she shook her head and muttered, “Stupid, stupid, stupid.”

TJ looked on. Anger and guilt tightened her gut. She wished she had the courage to speak up but knew no one would listen to her. And for the first time since Tuna and Herby had promised she’d become a great leader, she began wishing it was true.

[image: Dingbat story break]

By evening things were worse. After Hesper had embarrassed and humiliated the entire village, she tried something entirely new and different . . .

She really embarrassed and humiliated the entire village!

It started with the meal the cook was kind enough to fix. Now it’s true, poached snake bellies and boiled monkey brains might not have been TJ’s first dining choice (or her last). But at least she didn’t make a scene by leaping to her feet and screaming, “YOU PEOPLE ARE TRYING TO POISON ME!” (Which is exactly what Hesper did . . . along with all her “YOU PEOPLE ARE TRYING TO POISON US!” wannabes).

TJ’s response was much more polite. As polite as possible for anyone having to duck under the table and

[image: Blaahhhhh]

But at least the water was good. Or was it milk? It was so cloudy, she couldn’t tell. Which would explain TJ’s second visit under the table.

Unfortunately, the sleeping accommodations weren’t much better. It was obvious the chief had offered up the very best hut—the village’s deluxe penthouse suite, complete with all the luxuries:

—Wall-to-wall dirt floor

—Combination living room/dining room/ bedroom/kitchen/closet

—Plenty of fresh air, thanks to hungry goats munching through walls, which allowed for all sorts of snakes, spiders, and creepy-crawlies to visit at no extra charge

—Bathroom facilities a mere 250 feet outside with a breathtaking view of the jungle and plenty of extra-soft leaves for toilet paper

It took a little while, but after everyone had said their prayers (which sounded more like whimperings, “I want my mommy”s, and the ever-popular “We’re all going to die!”), they eventually dozed off.

Everyone but TJ. She knew the only way to get the group back home was to find Herby and the Swiss Army Knife. So she waited until everything grew quiet—except for those screaming night birds, howling monkeys, and shrieking whatevers. Then she rose and silently headed for the door—though it would have been a lot more silent if it weren’t for all the

[image: Smash-ing, squish-ing, and crunch-ing]

of creepy-crawlies under her feet. Part of her wanted to stop and scrape off the bug goo from her shoes. But leaving their innards behind might give the cook inspiration for a fancy new breakfast treat.

Once outside, she reached into her pocket, felt the curled-up feather ball that was Tuna, and pulled him out.

“What’s going on?” he mumbled.

“Time to find Herby,” she said.

He gave a yawn with his little beak and stretched his wings. “Where should we start?”

“I thought you would have an idea.”

“Sorry.” He ruffled his feathers. “Not much I can figure out with this little bird brain I have.”

“How are you doing?” TJ asked. “In that body, I mean?”

“Kind of hungry. You don’t have any spare worms, do you?”

“Sorry, fresh out.” As she spoke, an idea came to mind. “Wait a minute. If you’re stuck in that body, that means you’ve got, like, all its traits, right?”

Tuna nodded.

“And ostriches . . . didn’t you say they have a pretty good sense of smell?”

Tuna puffed out his little chest. “Far superior to you humans.”

“And those gorillas . . . even I could tell how bad they stunk.”

He agreed. “We’d make a killing selling them deodorant and mouthwash.”

“So—” TJ raised the chick into the air—“let’s use your sense of smell to find them.”

“Pardon me?”

“Use your nose like a compass,” TJ said.

Tuna flapped his wings. “A brilliant idea. One I would have thought of if I could think.”

She held him higher. “Go to it. Start sniffing.”

After only a few minutes, give or take an hour, Tuna finally caught the scent and pointed. “That way.”

“Are you sure?” TJ asked as she picked her way through the dark jungle.

“I am positive.” Tuna sniffed. “Actually, the smell is far worse than the last time.”

Just then, there was a low

[image: wheeeeeze rumble, rumble, rumble]

“What’s that?” TJ asked.

“An earthquake?” (Tuna was right about his bird brain not thinking.)

The more they walked, the louder it got.

[image: wheeeeeze rumble, rumble, rumble]

“If it’s an earthquake, then it has a bad case of asthma,” TJ said.

[image: wheeeeeze rumble, rumble, rumble]

Suddenly they heard a voice high above their heads.

“Hey, dudes!”

They froze.

“Up here . . .”

TJ looked until she spotted Herby. He sat on top of a giant, fallen tree—though it was a bit hairier, noisier, and stinkier than your average fallen tree.

“Herby?” she called.

“Shh.” He motioned to the tree. “Mama’s still

[image: wheeeeeze rumble, rumble, rumble]

asleep.”

TJ did a double take. “Are you . . . Is this . . . Is she . . . ?”

Herby saved her the trouble. “It was the Growth Blade.”

“You let her play with the Growth Blade?” Tuna asked.

“Wasn’t much I could do, dude. Once she made up her mind, she opened it and . . . well, here we are.”

TJ squinted up into the darkness. “Are those her fingers wrapped around you?”

“Yeah,” he gasped, “and her crush on me is only getting stronger.”

“What about the knife?” Tuna asked.

“It’s in her other hand,” Herby said.

“Which is where?”

“Under her head.”

TJ’s eyes followed the sleeping tree to the giant head at the far end.

“Bummer, huh?”

TJ swallowed nervously.

“The way I figure, one of us is going to have to get it,” Herby said.

“Don’t look at me,” Tuna replied. “The knife is far too heavy for me to lift.”

“I hear ya, dude. And I’m kinda tied up at the moment.”

TJ was not pleased with the direction the conversation was headed.

“Hmm . . . ,” Tuna said. “I wonder who.”

“Hmm . . .” Herby said. “So do I.”

“Come on, guys,” TJ whispered. “I can’t do that.”

“Hmm . . . ,” Tuna said.

“Hmm . . . ,” Herby repeated.

TJ blew her hair out of her eyes. “You expect me to go in there and get it?”

“Only if you want me to be free,” Herby said.

“Or to make me human,” Tuna added.

“Or to save everybody in the entire group,” Herby said.

TJ gave them both a withering gaze.

They each gave her an innocent shrug.

“All right,” she muttered, “but if we die, you’re going to live to regret this.”

With that cheery bit of optimism, TJ started forward. Carefully, ever so carefully, she approached the giant

[image: wheeeeeze rumble, rumble, rumble]

head. It was the size of one of those mini cars, but without the air freshener hanging from the mirror (which, believe me, she could have used). It’s not that Big Mama’s breath was bad . . . it was toxic. And the closer TJ got, the more her eyes began to water.

At last she arrived, and sure enough, there was the giant, black hand resting underneath Big Mama’s head like a pillow. TJ dropped to her knees for a closer look. She was so close, she not only smelled the animal’s breath—the fumes began melting the plastic frames of her glasses.

And then she spotted it, tucked deep in the palm of the gorilla’s hand . . . the red knife case.

“Do you see it?” Herby whispered.

TJ nodded. Silently, she dropped to her stomach and carefully reached into the big hand for the knife. The animal stirred and TJ froze (not as hard as you may think when your heart has stopped beating and you’ve forgotten to breathe).

But a moment later, Big Mama returned to her tried-and-true

[image: wheeeeeze rumble, rumble, rumble]

TJ tried again. She reached farther and farther in until, finally, she felt the knife case and ever so slowly slipped the knife out of the big ape’s hand. Then she rose to her hands and knees and inched backward until she could get to her feet.

“Attagirl,” Tuna whispered.

“COOL!” Herby didn’t whisper . . .

—which was a lot like yelling

—which gave Big Mama a start, causing her to open her eyes

—which meant she saw TJ staring into her face

—which meant TJ gave a little

[image: Augh!!!]

and ran for her life

—which meant Mama gave a big

[image: Growl!]

and staggered to her feet to take that life.

“Nice work!” Tuna yelled at Herby.

“Hey, it wasn’t my fault!” Herby shouted as they raced through the jungle. Well, TJ and Tuna were racing—Big Mama and Herby were more

[image: thud thud thud-ing]

“It definitely was your fault!”

“Was not!” Herby yelled.

“GUYS!?” TJ shouted.

[image: Roar!]

Big Mama roared.

“Was too!”

“Was not!”

“Was too!”

“GUYS!” TJ screamed. “WHAT DO I DO?”

“Open up the Growth Blade and fire it!”

TJ nodded and searched the knife.

“That blade, there!” Tuna shouted.

TJ opened it and pointed it back at Big Mama . . . just as the giant ape reached for her.

“NOW!” Herby yelled. “FIRE IT NOW!”

TJ fired the blade and

[image: Burrrrring]

instead of being chased by a 52-foot-3-inch gorilla, she was being chased by a 104-foot-6-inch one.

“The other way!” Tuna yelled. “THE OTHER WAY!”

“Hurry, Your Dude-ness!”

TJ stumbled, nearly dropping the knife as the giant hand (which was twice as giant as before) began to close around her.

“NOW!”

TJ pressed the opposite side of the blade and

[image: Burrrrring]

the giant gorilla was no longer so giant. Now she was just your average, run-of-the-mill gorilla chasing your average, run-of-the-mill seventh grader through the jungles of Africa.

“Now what do I do?” TJ yelled.

“Now comes the hard part!”



CHAPTER TEN

Passing Up a Pucker-Up
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Somewhere in Africa, February 25—supplemental
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The good news was the sudden change in Big Mama’s size caused her to lose ground. The bad news was she didn’t lose much. Now she was just a few yards behind TJ and closing in fast.

“What do you mean, ‘the hard part’?” TJ shouted at Tuna.

“Pull open the Morphing Blade!” Tuna yelled.

She looked at the knife in her hands, trying to tell which blade was which.

“Third blade from the left!” Herby called out from behind them, still in Big Mama’s clutches.

TJ closed the Growth Blade and found the Morphing Blade. “Now what?”

“Set the knife to SUPER-DUDE GORILLA.”

“To what?!”

“She doesn’t know how,” Herby yelled.

“Here, let me help!”

TJ brought the knife to her other hand and Tuna started pecking. Next came the all-too-familiar

[image: krinkle krackle poof!]

But nothing happened.

“What’s wrong?” TJ shouted.

“Point it at yourself, Your Dude-ness!”

“Are you nuts?!”

Big Mama was almost there.

“Hurry! It’s the only way!”

Reluctantly she pointed the blade at herself. Tuna repecked the setting and

[image: krinkle krackle poof]

TJ had a sudden craving for bananas. Not only that, but she noticed she was wearing a rather thick fur coat, along with furry feet, black leathery gloves, and . . . well, you get the picture. So did TJ.

“What happened?” she cried in alarm. She looked over her shoulder as Big Mama skidded to a stop.

“Perfect!” Tuna shouted.

“Excellent!” Herby agreed.

Perfect and excellent were not exactly the words that came to TJ’s mind. She was thinking more along the lines of “HERBY!!” and “TUNA!!”

As TJ spoke, Big Mama cocked her head sideways and looked at her very strangely.

“What’s going on?” TJ cried.

“Say something to her, Your Dude-ness.”

“Like what?”

“Hang on.” Tuna pecked at the knife again. “I’m bringing up the Gorilla Translation Book.”

TJ watched nervously as Big Mama began licking her hand and smoothing the fur on her head.

“Guys,” TJ asked, “what’s she doing?”

“Hard to tell,” Herby said, “but with all that preening, I’m betting she’s falling in love.”

“Falling in love?” TJ swallowed. “With who?”

There was no need for an answer. Everyone could tell by the way Big Mama looked shyly at the ground, then back up at TJ, then batted her eyelashes.

“Oh no,” TJ groaned.

“Oh yes.” Herby nodded.

“Here we go,” Tuna said as a holographic book appeared and hovered over the knife. He began flipping the pages with his beak.

Meanwhile, Big Mama breathed into her palm, checking for bad breath (although anyone would have been happy to tell her she needed a bottle of Listerine . . . or a case).

“Uh, Tuna?” TJ asked. “How are we doing?”

Another moment passed before he finally answered. “Got it. Repeat after me.” He began reading from the book: “‘Grunt, smack, growl, growl, grunt!’”

“What?”

“It’s gorillaese for ‘Hand over that kid . . . please.’”

“You’re not serious.” TJ watched as Big Mama batted her eyelashes one last time, then began puckering her lips.

“Say it,” Tuna said. “Grunt, smack, growl, growl, grunt.”

TJ stared in horror as Big Mama closed her eyes and brought those big, leathery lips toward hers.

“Say it, Your Dude-ness,” Herby urged. “Hurry and say it.”

TJ cleared her throat. “Grunt, smack, growl . . . uh . . .” Desperately she tried to remember the rest as Big Mama leaned in.

“Growl, grunt!” Tuna shouted. “Grunt, smack, growl, growl, grunt!”

TJ repeated, “Grunt, smack, growl, growl, grunt!”

Mama opened her eyes, looking very startled.

“Again!” Herby cried. “And jump up and down.”

“Are you crazy?”

“That’s how to show her you’re the boss!”

Reluctantly TJ obeyed and began jumping. “Grunt, smack, growl, growl, grunt!”

“Louder and higher!”

She yelled louder and jumped higher. “Grunt, smack, growl, growl, grunt!”

Big Mama glanced down to her arm where she held Herby.

“Grab leaves and throw them over your head!”

TJ grabbed some leaves and threw them over her head while shouting, “Grunt, smack, growl, growl, grunt! Grunt, smack, growl, growl, grunt!”

Then, to TJ’s astonishment, Big Mama sadly reached out and handed Herby over to her.

It was a victory! A time for celebration! An opportunity for Herby to show TJ his appreciation by saying, “Whew. No offense, Your Dude-ness, but you smell even worse than Mama.”

But things weren’t quite over yet.

“Now,” Tuna said, “tell her: ‘Grunt, growl, smack, smack, growl, grunt . . . BELCH!’”

“Meaning?” TJ asked.

“Meaning, she already has a mate and she should be ashamed of flirting with you.’”

TJ protested, “Isn’t that going to hurt her feelings?”

But even as she spoke, she saw Big Mama lean toward her and pucker up again.

“Hurry, Your Dude-ness, or your first kiss won’t be from a dude!”

TJ got the picture. “Grunt, growl, smack, smack, growl, grunt . . . BELCH!” Granted, she might have shouted it a little loud, but she wanted to make sure she was heard.

Big Mama slowly lowered her head in embarrassment.
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(Better safe than sorry.)

Having clearly gotten the message, Big Mama turned and silently loped off into the jungle.

“Fantabulous!” Herby grabbed the Swiss Army Knife from TJ. “Now it’s time to turn you back.” Once again, he pointed the blade at her and
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she was once again her old self . . . well, except for the part of being a rhinoceros.

“Uh, Herby?”

“Sorry.” He tried again and
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Becoming a giant octopus wasn’t much better.

“Herb?”

“Right.” He tried one last time and

[image: krinkle krackle poof!]

success at last (though TJ definitely felt a need to take a bath or two).

“Now me,” Tuna said.

Herby pointed the knife at Tuna and
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he was back to the old Tuna. Well, except for the lingering ostrich scent . . . which explained the reappearance of one very determined ostrich mother. The good news was she didn’t try to attack them and they eventually headed back to the village with their new pet close behind.

[image: Dingbat story break]

It had been a long night. The morning sun was just rising as TJ, the boys, and their foul-feathered friend arrived at the village. Everything was strangely calm, quietly peaceful. And it didn’t take long to figure out why. . . .

“Hesper is gone,” Doug said. He sat in a circle with the others, munching a breakfast that was either green oatmeal or the remainder of what TJ had stepped on inside their hut the night before.

“Where did she go?” TJ asked.

“Hard telling,” Naomi replied. “She said if there was no room service for her to have breakfast in bed, she’d move and find someplace else.”

TJ looked at her in surprise. “And you just let her walk into the jungle?”

“You know Hesper,” Naomi answered. “Once she makes up her mind, there’s no stopping her.” Pointing to her bowl, she called out to the others, “I’ve got some extra bug wings if anyone’s interested.”

“I can’t believe you just let her walk off,” TJ said. “There are all sorts of animals out there.”

“What do you care?” Doug sniffed. “The way she treats you, you should be glad she’s gone.”

TJ blinked. It was true—she should be glad. After everything Hesper had said and done to her, she should be ecstatic. So why wasn’t she?

Maybe it was all that stuff she’d learned about forgiving others—you know, loving people even when they’re major pains. Wasn’t that what God said? “Forgive others”? She wasn’t crazy about the idea, but still . . .

After a long moment, she rose and stepped away from the group. “Tuna?” she whispered. “Herby?”

Immediately they appeared floating at her side.

“What are you guys going to do?” she asked.

“Find something else for breakfast,” Herby said.

“I mean about Hesper,” she said. “You know she can’t survive out there on her own.”

Tuna opened a blade of the knife and began entering calculations. “You are correct. The chances of her surviving out there on her own are . . .” He showed her the miniature screen.

2294744982489002233 to 1

“That doesn’t look good,” TJ said.

“Actually, it’s impossible.”

“So how do we find her?”

The boys traded uneasy expressions.

“Come on,” TJ said. “What can we do?”

More expressions of the uneasiest kind.

“Don’t you have some sort of blade on that knife that can find people?”

The guys began examining the tops of their shoes, then the ground, then anywhere else that didn’t involve meeting TJ’s eyes.

“Are you kidding me?” TJ asked.

More examining.

“Oh, brother.” She glanced around and spotted Chad. Maybe he’d have an idea. She walked over to him.

“Hey,” he said. “Glad you’re back.”

Normally TJ would be too nervous to give an intelligent answer, but this was too important. “Do you have any idea where Hesper went?” she asked.

He shook his head.

“It’s dangerous out there,” she said. “Why didn’t you go searching for her?”

It was Chad’s turn to avoid looking her in the eyes.

“Well?” she demanded.

He turned from her and gazed out into the jungle. “I know I should’ve, but . . . you’re right; it is dangerous out there. Real dangerous.”

TJ frowned. She couldn’t believe her ears. Was he really not looking for Hesper because he was scared? The great Chad Steel?

As if reading her mind, he said, “Besides, where would we start?”

“What about the chief?” she asked. “I bet he could tell us.”

Chad shook his head. “He was happy to get rid of her.”

TJ felt her heart sink. She joined Chad as they stared out into the jungle. The place was huge. Impossibly big. Even if they were to try, which direction would they go?

For the second time in as many minutes, she thought about God. If he expected her to forgive Hesper, then maybe, just maybe, she could expect him to tell her how. At least it was worth a try. She closed her eyes and silently began to pray.

Please, God . . . if you could just give us a clue where to start? I know she’s been a jerk, and she probably always will be, but please . . .

And as TJ stood there finishing her prayer, an idea slowly began to take shape.

The last time Hesper had agreed with anything TJ had suggested was when she agreed to return to where they’d first become lost. And what had been Hesper’s reasoning?

“Why should I go looking for help when everyone important will come looking for me?”

It was a completely egotistical thought, totally self-absorbed and self-centered. In other words, it was exactly what Hesper Breakahart would think.

Turning on her heels, TJ motioned to Chad. “Come on.”

“What? Where are you going?”

“Let’s go back to where we first got lost.”

“Again?” he said, catching up with her. “Why there? Why would she go back there?”

“I’m not sure,” TJ said. “It’s just a hunch.” Or, she thought, an answer to prayer.



CHAPTER ELEVEN

A Not-So-Refreshing Dip
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After thanking the chief for his hospitality (and assuring the cook that he did not need to pack them a lunch to go), TJ and Chad headed out. As they left the village, TJ looked over her shoulder and was surprised to see the rest of the group following.

“What are they doing?” she asked Chad.

“I guess they figure your plan is better than no plan.”

“Really?” TJ asked.

“Somebody has to take charge. I’m glad it’s you.”

TJ’s heart gave one of its world-class leaps. She just wished she were as confident about herself as everyone else seemed to be.

Moments later, Tuna and Herby appeared floating at her side, whispering their own ideas.

“I suggest we use the Transporter Blade now,” Tuna said. “We have the knife and everyone is together.”

“Good thinking, dude,” Herby said. “I’ll just fire the blade and everybody here will be back at Wonder World.”

“Everybody but Hesper,” TJ whispered. “We can’t leave her out in the jungle all alone.”

“She won’t be alone,” Tuna argued. “She’s got the gorillas.”

TJ gave him a look. “We will not go without Hesper.”

“She’s been nothing but a thorn in your side,” Tuna argued.

TJ shook her head. “We will not go without Hesper.”

Meanwhile, Elizabeth and the other Hesper wannabes were carrying on their own conversation, sharing such selfless feelings as:

“The rocks on this path are ruining my shoes.”

“The humidity in the air is ruining my hair.”

“The bug burrowing under my skin is ruining my complexion.”

(Eeewww . . . don’t you just love the great outdoors?)

TJ wanted to tell the girls to grow up (except for the one with the bug under her skin), but she decided to be patient and quietly lead them onward. The only problem was she didn’t know whether her onward was the right onward. She thought they were heading to the river, but so far she hadn’t seen any sign of it. That’s when, without even knowing it, TJ Finkelstein did something all great leaders do: she listened to advice.

“Can I (sniff-sniff) make a suggestion?” Doug asked as he and Naomi caught up from behind.

“What’s that?” TJ asked.

“I suggest we let the ostrich take the lead.”

“You’re not serious,” TJ said.

“Actually, I am. Observe how hot and tired she is.”

TJ glanced over her shoulder and saw the ostrich. The bird was still following them, but she looked worn out.

“I bet she’s (snort-snort) dying of thirst,” Doug said. “If we give her the lead, she’ll find water for us in no time.”

TJ looked over to Chad and Naomi. Both were nodding in agreement.

“All right,” she said, “if you think it will work.” She slowed to a stop and let the ostrich move past them. At first the bird kept sniffing all over the place trying to find Tuna (who still had a bad case of BOO—body ostrich odor), but eventually she gave up and took the lead. She started walking faster, then trotted, then broke into a full-on gallop (or whatever type of gallop ostriches break into).

Doug ran after her. “Let’s stay with her!” he called out. “Don’t let her get away.”

The entire group began to run, struggling to keep the bird in sight. Soon they heard a faint roar, which grew louder by the second.

“What’s that?” TJ shouted.

“A waterfall!” Naomi answered. “And it’s close!”

“Are you sure? I don’t remember any—WHOA!” TJ yelled (which is exactly the thing to yell when you nearly run off the edge of a cliff).

The others arrived and crowded around to look over the edge. Far below them was a swift, powerful river that dropped out of sight into a roaring waterfall just 100 yards beyond. Oh yeah, and there was one other thing. . . .

In the middle of the river was a spoiled TV star, clinging to a rock.

“HESPER!” Chad shouted.

Before anyone could stop him, Chad grabbed some roots and vines so he wouldn’t fall and started to climb down the cliff.

“What are you doing?” TJ cried.

He gave no answer as dirt and rocks slid under his feet.

“Be careful!” Doug yelled.

Chad nodded as he continued, slowly, carefully. It was dangerous going, but he wouldn’t stop.

TJ whispered, “Tuna? Herby? Are we close enough for the knife to transport us all back now?”

Herby shook his head. “Hesper is still too far away.”

She sighed in frustration and looked back over the cliff.

Chad was halfway down. So far, so good. Then, suddenly, a foothold gave way. He gripped the vine in his hand but it also gave way and he half slid, half fell. The group cried out in alarm and TJ watched helplessly as he tumbled and rolled, again and again, before hitting bottom, just a few feet from the river’s edge.

“Chad!” she shouted. “CHAD!”

But he didn’t move.

Dear God, she prayed, please let him be okay.

A long moment passed until finally, after what seemed forever, he began to stir.

TJ looked on, breathless.

Slowly he rose to his hands, then to his knees. He shook his head, obviously trying to clear it. Another moment passed before he rose unsteadily to his feet.

 
By now Hesper had spotted him from her rock in the river. You could tell she was glad he was okay by her greeting: “Did you bring my makeup?”

“What?” he shouted.

“If I die, I want to look my best for the papers!”

“Nobody’s going to die!” Chad began searching for some way to get to her. “How did you fall in, anyway?”

“I found a cool pool with my reflection. So I leaned forward to check out my hair and I guess I kinda slipped. . . . So,” Hesper demanded, “are you going to rescue me or what?”

Chad nodded, surveying the situation. And then, to TJ’s horror, he stepped into the river. He’d spotted a series of boulders—some above the water, some just below—that he might be able to walk on to reach her. It was a dangerous move. The current was so strong that if he took one misstep, he could easily be washed away and swept toward the falls.

Doug also saw the danger. “Chad, don’t!”

But Chad did not answer as he started toward Hesper. Within seconds, he was up to his calves in the swift water. Then his knees. The current was so powerful he could barely stand, but he would not quit.

TJ looked on, silently praying.

Chad was a dozen feet from Hesper when he leaped to a rock just underneath the water. It was too slippery and the current too swift. He lost his balance and fell. The water washed over him, dragging him toward the falls.

TJ and several others screamed.

He grabbed hold of a nearby boulder and caught himself, clinging to it against the powerful current. Using all of his strength, he pulled himself forward until he reached the rock with his knees and climbed onto it.

“Chad!” Doug shouted. “Be careful!”

Chad found another rock, this one above the water, and leaped to it. He paused, catching his balance, then jumped to another. And another. Now he was just a few feet from Hesper.

“Okay,” he yelled as he stretched toward her. “Reach out and take my hand.”

“Are you nuts? I could die!”

“There’s nothing to be afraid of. Just grab my hand.”

Hesper hesitated, glancing down at the water between them.

“Come on!” he shouted. “Take my hand. I won’t let you go!”

Slowly, haltingly, she began to raise her hand.

“That’s it,” Chad said. “Now reach out toward me.”

She shook her head.

“Hesper!”

“I can’t!”

It soon became clear that no amount of coaxing would convince her. With no other solution in sight, Chad braced himself against his rock and stretched farther out to her. At last, their fingers touched. Then their hands. They were finally able to grasp one another tightly when, at the last second, Hesper panicked and pulled back.

“What are you doing?!” Chad cried as she dragged him forward until he was so off balance that he slipped and fell, crashing into the water, Hesper tumbling in after him.

The current instantly grabbed them.

“CHAD!” TJ screamed.

But no amount of screaming would help. The current was sweeping them down the river at breakneck speed . . . directly for the waterfall.
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TJ watched as Chad and Hesper shot down the river toward the waterfall. She could see Hesper kicking and fighting as Chad did his best to keep her face out of the water. They slammed into one boulder and bounced off it. Then they hit another. Chad grabbed hold, but they slipped away and continued toward the falls. Less than 30 feet from the drop-off, he managed to catch the edge of a much-larger rock and hang on to it. The current was strong, but he held on.

Now what?

Atop the cliff, TJ searched for a solution. She could see there were no rocks or boulders he could reach that would lead to the shore, and the river was far too swift to swim. Then she saw it—a fallen tree above a boulder. But even if he managed to stand up on the rock, the tree was too high for him to grab . . . at least on his own. If somebody could climb out onto the tree and reach down to him . . .

Without a word, TJ ran along the edge of the cliff toward the fallen tree. No one noticed. Everybody was too busy panicking and trying to remember the number for 911.

Everybody but Tuna and Herby, who appeared beside her.

“What are you doing?” Herby asked.

“Surely you’re not thinking of climbing out on that tree,” Tuna said.

TJ answered, “If you’ve got a better idea, I’m all ears.”

“Of course we have a better idea,” Herby said. “Way better.” He turned to his partner. “Right, Tuna?”

“Absolutely.”

TJ reached the cliff above the fallen tree. “And that would be?”

Herby turned to Tuna again. “And that would be?”

“An excellent question,” Tuna said. “Let me check on that and I’ll get right back to you.”

“Right,” TJ muttered. She grabbed a vine hanging from the cliff and carefully began working her way down to the base of the fallen tree. Rocks and dirt slid under her feet, but she kept her balance by clinging to the vine. If she had stopped to think about what she was doing, she would have freaked.

But she didn’t stop.

At last she reached the roots of the overturned tree. She climbed over them and out onto the trunk. Like a tightrope walker, she began inching her way along. The water roared below her. And that’s when she made her mistake.

She looked down.

“Whoa . . .” She started falling one direction and threw her weight in the other

[image: Whaaa]

and then back again
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until she dropped to her hands and knees on the

[image: thud]

tree.

“An excellent choice,” Herby said as he floated beside her.

“Found that solution yet?” she shouted.

“Still checking,” Tuna said, looking over the calculations on the knife.

TJ blew the hair out of her eyes and carefully, very carefully, began to crawl toward Chad and Hesper. The tree trunk sloped down, and the farther out she crawled, the closer she got to the water.

Chad looked up and spotted her. “What are you doing?!”

“I have no idea!” she called back.

“Don’t be stupid!”

“Maybe she can’t help it,” Hesper yelled.

“Can you guys stand?” TJ asked. “Can you climb up on that rock and stand?”

“Yeah,” Chad answered. “I think so.” He turned to Hesper. “You go first. I’ll help you.”

“Of course you will,” Hesper replied. With Chad’s assistance, she started to climb up his body toward the boulder. She dug her knees into his stomach, then his chest, and finally his shoulders, until she was able to climb out of the water and onto the rock.

Chad followed, using all of his strength to pull himself up. It would have been easier if Hesper had helped, but she was too busy rearranging her hair should the paparazzi arrive.

Moments later TJ was above their heads. Dropping onto her stomach, she reached down to them. “Okay,” she shouted. “Lift Hesper up to me and I’ll grab her hands.”

“How do I know you won’t drop me?” Hesper yelled.

“You don’t,” TJ answered. “Now lift your hands up to me.”

With no other solution (but plenty of attitude), Hesper raised her arms as Chad hoisted her up for TJ to take her hands—but not before the star observed, “Ugh, your cuticles are a mess!”

Ignoring her, TJ grabbed hold and pulled. Hesper did her part by complaining, “This is taking forever. Can’t you pull faster?”

TJ continued to struggle and pull until, at last, both girls were on top of the fallen tree, safe and sound—though things would have been a lot safer and sounder if their added weight didn’t cause the tree to slip. It wasn’t much, only a foot or two, but it was enough.

Chad reached as high as he could and tried to steady the tree. “Don’t move!” he shouted.

Which naturally meant Hesper did move. She panicked and started scampering along the tree toward the cliff . . . which only caused the tree to slip more.

“Hesper, don’t!” TJ cried.

Which led to even more scampering and slipping . . . until Hesper finally reached the cliff, safe and sound. Unfortunately, her movement finished loosening the tree, causing it to give way, slide down the cliff, and
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into the river (carrying along with it a couple of very reluctant hitchhikers).

Once again Chad was being swept downriver toward certain death. Only this time he’d brought along a new date. He and TJ clung helplessly to the tree as it raced toward the waterfall, just 20 feet away.

Better make that 10 feet.

How ’bout 5?

Then, just as TJ was brushing up on her “It’s a Pleasure to Meet You, God” speech, the tree jammed between two boulders—two boulders that were mere inches from the drop-off.

The good news was the view was spectacular.

The bad news was . . . everything else. Especially the soon-to-be-dead part.

“Are you okay?” Chad shouted.

“Yeah,” TJ yelled. “What about you?”

He glanced down into the 250-foot drop-off. “Oh, I’ve been better.”

TJ nodded, definitely getting his point. Just then Tuna appeared, floating to her left. She asked, “I don’t suppose you’ve figured anything out yet?”

“Funny you should ask,” Tuna said.

The tree slipped some more and suddenly TJ was hanging out over the falls. “If it’s funny, I’m not laughing!”

Tuna continued, “My brilliant deducer has deduced that all I need do is transport you two to the cliff with Hesper and the others.”

The tree shuddered, about to give way. “Is that all?” TJ cried.

“Yes. Everyone will then be close enough to transport back to the African River Ride.”

“Excellent plan, dude,” Herby said as he appeared at TJ’s other side.

“Why thank you, Herby.”

“You’re welcome.”

They high-fived and the tree slipped some more.

“Guys?” TJ asked.

“I should have reached the solution much sooner,” Tuna said.

“That’s okay. You had a lot on your mind.”

“Perhaps. But still, I should have—”

“GUYS!!!”

The tree finally dislodged from the rocks. Like a slow-motion movie stunt, it tipped, got stuck again, quivered . . . then dropped over the edge of the falls. Not, of course, without the obligatory

[image: Aughhhhh!]

by both TJ and Chad, which should have been followed by the obligatory death, except Tuna had just entered the proper coordinates on the Transporter Blade, and
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it looked like TJ and Chad would be around for another book . . . or at least a very cool last chapter in this one.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Very Cool Last Chapter

TIME TRAVEL LOG:

Malibu, California, February 26

Begin Transmission:

Making final preparations to leave. Will miss subject but not as much as she’ll miss us. She hides it well, but how can she not be brokenhearted when saying good-bye to such astonishing good looks, awesome intelligence, and staggering humility? Still, she insists she will survive—especially if we are not here to help.

End of Final Transmission

TJ and her classmates found themselves in the very same African River Ride line they had disappeared from two days earlier. While those waiting behind them offered such warmhearted greetings as:

“Hey, no cuts!”

“Back of the line!”

“What’s with the ostrich?”

Until one older guy who actually read something called a newspaper (whatever that is) said, “Wait a minute—aren’t you the children who disappeared 48 hours ago?”

That’s all it took. In no time, the press appeared and started taking photos and asking questions. And in less than no time, Hesper started posing for those photos and answering those questions.

“Ms. Breakahart, wasn’t it frightening to spend two entire nights lost in this theme park?”

“Well, yes, for all my wonderful friends, I’m sure it was frightening.” She turned to her posse of wannabes.

“Oh yes,” the wannabes agreed as they elbowed and punched each other to get into the photos with Hesper. “It was frightening, very frightening.”

“But thanks to my coolheaded logic, I kept everyone calm.” More smiles to the girls.

More agreeing, elbowing, and punching.

TJ couldn’t believe her ears . . . or her churning anger. She looked over to Chad, expecting him to say something. But he just stood beside Hesper and stared at the ground. Amazing. After all that had happened, he still didn’t have the courage to speak out and disagree with her. Talk about disappointing.

“Was your group in any danger?” another reporter asked.

“Oh, constantly,” Hesper said.

“Yes, yes,” the wannabes echoed, “constantly.”

“But somehow I always managed to save the day.” Pulling up her sleeve, Hesper showed a tiny patch of dirt that might have passed for a bruise. “Often risking my very life and limb.”

Naomi, who stood beside TJ, groaned. “Oh, brother, I can’t take any more of this.” Without further comment, she started for the bus that had showed up to take the kids home.

“I (sniff-sniff) hear you,” Doug said as he followed her. “I guess some things never change.”

And as TJ looked on, listening to Hesper spin her stories and watching Chad do nothing, she had to agree.

“But I really can’t take all the credit,” Hesper said.

TJ arched an eyebrow in surprise. Maybe she was wrong.

“If you’re born this way, you have no choice but to be great. It comes as naturally as great skin and—” Hesper gave her head a shake—“thick, healthy hair.”

No, TJ had been right the first time.

Eventually, the questions died down and the group headed for the bus—everyone but Hesper, who had her own private chauffeur.

As TJ followed, Herby appeared beside her. “You were super fantabulous back at the river,” he said.

Tuna appeared at her other side and agreed. “A real leader.”

TJ shook her head. “I wasn’t trying to be a leader. People just needed my help—”

“And you were there to serve them.” Herby grinned as he flipped the hair out of his eyes. “Just like helping your family out by doing those dishes a few nights back.”

TJ scowled, remembering the fight she had with Violet what seemed like years ago. “That’s completely different.”

“Is it?” Tuna asked. “Weren’t you serving us by retrieving that knife from under Big Mama’s head?”

“I suppose, but—”

“And going out to find Herby?”

“Or heading into the jungle to search for Hesper?”

“Or risking your life to save—?”

“Okay, I get it, I get it.” TJ sighed. “I guess I just didn’t feel like much of a leader.”

“Being a servant seldom does,” Tuna said. “But it always makes a difference.” As he spoke, Hesper’s limo passed with its stereo blasting.

TJ nodded toward the car. “Even if I don’t get the credit.”

Herby shrugged. “Real leaders don’t always get the credit.”

TJ took a deep breath and let it out. “Well, at least I’ve got that part right.”

They had nearly arrived at the bus when she turned to the boys and said, “I think all the excitement has finally died down. Why don’t you guys head back home and I’ll meet you there.”

“An excellent idea,” Tuna said.

Herby reached into his pocket and pulled out the Swiss Army Knife. “We’ve got some outloopish packing to do,” he said.

“Packing?” TJ asked. “Did you finally get the fuel for your time pod?”

“We’ll be feeding the chili to Big Bird very shortly,” Herby said.

Tuna added, “And if my calculations are correct, we should be able to leave your century in exactly 6½—”
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Suddenly both boys were gone.

TJ was hoping Tuna meant 6½ hours—though she would have settled for 6½ minutes. (She figured 6½ seconds was too much to ask.) In any case, she joined the back of the line as the last of the group climbed onto the bus.

Maybe the guys were right—maybe being a servant really was what made a leader. Maybe it wasn’t about all the razzle-dazzle and who got the credit.

She was deep in thought about this when one of the strangest things in her life happened. (Not as strange as being haunted by 23rd-century time travelers, but strange enough.) As TJ headed to the back of the bus, Naomi Simpletwirp rose to her feet and started to clap.

TJ looked up, startled, then confused. But her friend just kept on clapping.

Then, equally as strange, Doug rose and joined Naomi.

Heads turned as people looked to see what was going on. Neither Doug nor Naomi said a word. They just stood there, smiling at TJ and continuing to clap.

TJ’s ears burned with embarrassment. She was motioning for them to stop and sit back down when, to her right, Guinevere, the newest wannabe, also rose and started to clap. Elizabeth, Hesper’s best friend since forever, tried to shush her, waving for Guinevere to sit down, but the girl refused.

Another wannabe rose to her feet. And then another. Without Hesper there to intimidate them, it was like they were free to do whatever they wanted. And apparently this was what they wanted.

“What are you doing?” Elizabeth shouted at them. “Sit down. Sit down!”

But they wouldn’t sit down.

Up ahead, TJ saw Chad rise and also begin to clap. Others saw him and they joined in. TJ’s throat tightened. She felt her eyes burn but promised herself she would not cry.

More of the wannabes rose, one after another, some quickly, others more reluctantly, until the entire bus was standing and applauding.

Despite TJ’s promise, hot tears spilled onto her cheeks. She gave them an embarrassed swipe. As she approached Chad’s seat, he cranked up that killer grin and stepped to the window, making it clear he wanted her to sit with him. For the briefest moment TJ forgot how to breathe.

But then something even stranger happened. Although sitting next to Chad Steel was every girl’s dream—although riding with the most popular guy in school would make her one of the most popular girls—TJ found herself actually walking past him and continuing down the aisle toward Doug and Naomi.

WHAT?! she thought. AM I CRAZY?!

Maybe she was. She still thought he was sweet and knee-weakeningly gorgeous. But there was another part of her, a deeper part. A part that began to realize she just might deserve better.

BETTER THAN CHAD STEEL?! YOU ARE CRAZY!

It wasn’t like she was getting big-headed or anything like that. She simply began to realize that if she wanted to hang out with a guy, that guy would have to be someone who was a little more considerate of her. Let Hesper Breakahart have him. Maybe they were a good match; she wasn’t sure. But she was sure of one thing. And she was growing more sure of it with every step she took. If TJ was ever to find a guy, he would have to be someone who had more respect for her. Someone more decisive. Someone with more strength of character.

Someone . . . who was a little more like her.

It was a crazy thought. But somewhere in the back of her mind, TJ Finkelstein knew it was true.
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Exactly 6½ days later (not every wish comes true), Tuna and Herby stood in their silvery time-travel suits near the bathroom in TJ’s hallway. The hatch to their time-travel pod was open, and the pod, which looked like a giant egg, hummed quietly. It was 5:56 in the morning, and though she was a bit bleary-eyed, TJ figured she should be there to give the boys a decent send-off (and make sure they didn’t mess up anything else).

“You all set?” she asked.

Tuna answered, “We have secured the plutonium power pack, our ostrich friend has produced enough fuel, and—”

“We picked up this awesome souvenir T-shirt with the Hollywood sign on it.” Herby proudly held it out.

“That’s, uh, terrific.”

The boys nodded and waited.

TJ nodded and waited. Finally, when the silence got too long, she asked, “You sure you haven’t forgotten anything?”

“Not a thing,” Tuna said.

TJ waited.

The boys waited.

TJ cleared her throat. “Well, I guess this is it, then?”

The boys nodded.

TJ nodded. She shifted uneasily. “Look, I know we’ve had our problems, but I just want you to understand that—”

“Problems?” Tuna blinked, then turned to his partner. “I don’t recall any problems, do you?”

Herby frowned. “Not unless she counts us morphing her into a floor lamp.”

“Or changing Chad into a goldfish.”

Herby chuckled. “Yeah, and putting him in the toilet.”

“Yeah,” Tuna joined in, “how cool was that?”

They knuckle-bumped and continued chuckling until they noticed TJ wasn’t smiling.

Tuna tried again. “Do you think it was the pirate war we started in the middle of her bedroom?”

Herby shook his head. “No way. We patched up all the cannonball holes real good.”

“Perhaps it was being chased by that elephant on a glacier.”

“But the view from up there was outloopish.”

TJ looked on in disbelief. Were they really that clueless?

“Oh, I know—she didn’t like babysitting Lady Goo-Goo’s kids.”

“Or being Santa Claus.”

“Guys?”

“Or being changed into Hesper Breaka—”

“Guys!”

They came to a stop, their faces totally blank and, yes, totally clueless.

TJ took a deep breath and sighed. “I was wrong. There were no problems.”

The boys glanced at each other and nodded in satisfaction.

“And I suppose—” TJ struggled to get the words out—“you might have actually taught me a few things . . . about leadership and all.”

Herby’s eyes began to fill. “We know . . .” His voice grew thick with emotion. “We know.”

Tuna sniffed. TJ saw he was trying to hold back tears too.

Then Herby blurted out, “And we’re sooooo proud!”

“Yes!” Tuna began to blubber. “So proud!”

Both boys wept. They turned and clung to one another for support.

Oh, brother, TJ thought.

Crying even harder, Herby motioned for her to join them in a group hug. She hesitated. He motioned again. She paused, but they were so racked with emotion and wailing so loudly that she had to do something. Finally she stepped in and joined the embrace.

Herby pulled her in tighter and sobbed, “Our little Thelma Jean . . .”

Tuna wept, “She’s growing up.”

“And all because of—” Herby could barely choke out the words—“our brilliant instruction.”

“Yes,” Tuna wailed, “all because of our brilliance.”

TJ struggled to be patient and not fidget. It was a touching scene, but honestly . . .

“Don’t take it too hard, Your Dude-ness,” Herby sobbed.

“That’s right,” Tuna agreed. “Somehow you’ll survive without us.”

Somehow I survived with you, TJ thought, but she was too polite to say it.

And then, just when the cry-fest was reaching earsplitting proportions, TJ heard a tiny voice:

“What’s going on?”

Everyone froze and turned to see cute little Dorie, standing in her cute little pajamas, rubbing her cute little eyes.

“Quick,” Tuna ordered, “the Time Freezer Blade.”

Herby pulled out the infamous Swiss Army Knife, opened the blade, and
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nothing happened.

“What’s wrong?” Tuna said.

“The Time Freezer Blade is fritzing out again.” Herby thwacked it against his hand, but it repeated the same

[image: burp snort hiccup hiccup hiccup belch!]

sound.

TJ stepped away from the boys. “Hey, Squid, what are you doing up?”

“I have to go to the bathroom.”

“Herby!” Tuna said. “Hurry!”

“I’m trying, dude. I’m trying!” He gave it another thwack
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then threw it against the nearby wall, where it

[image: burp snort hiccup hiccup hiccup belch!-ed]

again.

“Are those your invisible ghost friends?” Dorie asked.

“Ghosts?” TJ gave a nervous laugh to Dorie and an angry scowl over her shoulder at the boys. “I’ve told you, sweetie, there are no such things as ghosts.”

“What’s that?” Dorie pointed at the humming time pod.

“Oh, that’s, uh . . . an egg. A giant Easter egg.” She glanced back to Tuna and Herby. “Guys? Anytime.”

“I hear that,” Herby said as he started for the pod.

Tuna agreed. “It is time we depart.” They quickly climbed inside.

“If those aren’t ghosts, then who’s talking?” Dorie asked.

“You’re just having a weird dream,” TJ said, then muttered, “Like the past five months of my life.”

“Good-bye, Your Dude-ness!” Herby called from the pod. “See you in the history holograms.”

“It has been an unforgettable experience,” Tuna added as he reached up and pulled down the hatch.

“Stupenderous to the max,” Herby shouted just before it closed, then sealed shut with a loud
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Both girls watched as the egg started to glow orange, then yellow, then bright white, then even brighter white, until finally it
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disappeared altogether.

“Cool!” Dorie chirped.

TJ paused a moment, staring at the vacant spot. Unbelievable. They were gone.

“Do it again,” Dorie said. “Do it again!”

TJ turned to her. “I thought you had to go to the bathroom.”

Dorie skipped toward the door. “Then you’ll do it again?”

TJ gave no answer as she looked back at the empty hallway. They really were gone. They’d been a part of the house for as long as she’d been. And now they were gone. Things would finally return to normal. She felt a heaviness growing in her chest and took a deep breath to let it out. It’s not that she would miss them. How could you miss having your life turned upside down in one catastrophe after another? But still . . .

She slowly headed toward her bedroom. It would take some getting used to, having a normal life again, but if she worked hard, she was sure she could get the hang of it. With that bit of comfort, she started for her room but stopped at what she saw lying on the floor. It was the red Swiss Army Knife.

In their rush to leave, had the boys actually left it behind? She crossed to it and knelt down for a closer look.

“Oh, brother,” she sighed.

Would they come back to get it? She didn’t know. They probably had lots of them. “Sold at 23rd-century time-travel stores everywhere”—wasn’t that what they always said? She reached down to pick it up. With all the extra blades and futuristic gizmos, it was a lot heavier than today’s version.

“TJ?”

Startled, she looked up to see little Dorie standing in the doorway of the bathroom. And towering over her, peering out the door, was the giant ostrich. TJ’s eyes widened. What was she doing here? Hadn’t the boys said they were going to transport her back to Africa?

Cautiously, so as not to frighten the bird, TJ rose.

“Can I keep her?” Dorie asked.

TJ was too stunned to speak. She watched as the bird lowered her beak onto Dorie’s head and began rumpling her hair.

Dorie giggled. “Stop that, you silly bird.”

Of course, they couldn’t keep an ostrich. TJ knew that much. But how to get of rid of her? She glanced down at the knife in her hand. One of the blades was the Transporter Blade, but which one?

“Isn’t she cute?” Dorie said. “Can I keep her, pleeeeease?”

“What’s going on out there?” Dad called from his room at the end of the hall.

“Daddy, look what TJ got me!”

TJ heard his door open. She had to make a decision and make it fast. Which blade? Which blade?! There was only one way to find out. Taking her chances, she reached for the largest one.

But as she pulled it open, Thelma Jean Finkelstein realized a very important fact: even if her time-stumbling buddies never came back, her life would never again return to
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normal.
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Would you like Bill Myers

(author of TJ and the Time Stumblers series)

to visit your school?

Send him an e-mail:

Bill@billmyers.com
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