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Chapter 1
Just for Starters

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

“OO-​oo, AH-​ah, EE-​ee!”
(Translation: WE’RE ALL GOING TO DIE!)

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

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

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

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

•	 Why beg when I can sneak?

And sneak is exactly what I did.
I sneaked into the back of the van as we headed to the 

airport.
I sneaked into the back of the private plane when we 

loaded up.
And in just a few seconds, I’d be sneaking into heaven. 

(Do they allow chimps in heaven? Doesn’t God need us 
genius types to help Him run the place?)

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

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

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

cough, cough
sputter, sputter

and then
conk . . . conk-​ed

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

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

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

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

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

“There’s some water up ahead!” Mrs.  Krashenburn 
shouted. “It looks like a stream. I’m going to set her down 
there!”
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“I don’t know how to swim!” Hector cried.
I don’t know how to die! I thought.
Once we stopped the tree surfing, we dropped lower and 

shot between them. Well, not always between. Off to the left, 
a tree trunk

SCRAPE . . .
RIPP-​ed

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

RIPP-​ed
SCRAP-​ed

up our right wing. And then, suddenly, we

Ker-​SPLASH-​ed

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

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

Mom pushed at the door, but it wouldn’t open.
“It’s the water pressure from outside!” Jessica yelled.
“Give me a hand!” Mom shouted.
Jessica climbed over the seat, and the two of them pushed 

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

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

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

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

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

“Hector!” Mom yelled.
“I CAN’T SWIM! I CAN’T SWIM!”
“Hector!”
“I CAN’T—”
“Just stand!”
“WHA . . . ?”
“Stand!”
He stopped shouting long enough to give it a try, and 

miracle of miracles, he didn’t drown. (The fact that the water 
was only three-and-a-half-feet deep probably helped.)

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

“Is everybody okay?” Mom asked.
As the most important crew member, I immediately 

answered, “OO-​oo, AH-​ah, EE-​ee!”
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Hector followed by doing a quick body check of himself. 
“Sí, sí, everything, it is still working.”

“Jessica?” Mom asked.
“Check,” Jessica said.
“Mrs. Krashenburn?”
“I think I broke a nail.” (Mrs. Krashenburn is way into 

looks.) “Oh, and . . .”
“Oh and what?” Mom asked.
“I hurt my leg.”
Mom scrambled over to examine her. As she did, there 

was a loud scraping sound. We looked back to the plane just 
in time to see the stream’s current pull it into deeper water 
and quickly drag it downstream.

“Oh, great,” Jessica said. “There goes my backpack.”
Not to mention those chips, I thought.
“And my cell phone,” Hector complained.
Mom and Jessica reached for their pockets to check their 

own phones. The good news was, they still had them. The 
bad news was, they were totally soaked.

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

“Every cloud has its silver lining,” Mom said.
“Except . . .” Mrs. Krashenburn said.
We all turned to her.
“With the plane’s radio gone, those cell phones were our 

only way to communicate.”
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Hector frowned. “Meaning?”
“Meaning, we’re out here in the jungle all by ourselves . . . 

and no one knows where we are.”
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