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Ah, springtime. Is there any finer season? And spring is at its very finest at the Athensville Zoo. On this particular Saturday, the air was sweet, the flower beds were in bloom, and everyone had two words on their minds:

Zoo babies!

Yes, the zoo was full of new young animals. Three lion cubs, a baby gorilla, a giraffe calf, two snow leopard cubs, a wee little aardvark, and . . .
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“Peachicks!”

Hampstead, head peacock at the Athensville Zoo, stood addressing most of the flock at the (ahem) Mandatory Morning Meeting.

“Where are the peachicks?” Hampstead said. “Who is looking after them?”

A jaunty chirp rang through the air. Plum the peppy purple peacock marched around the Great Tree followed by five skipping peachicks.

“Toodle pip, my friends!” Plum called to the gathered flock.

“Peep! Peep! Peep! Peep!” said four of the peachicks.

“Pip!” said the fifth and smallest chick.

“Very good,” Plum said to the little chick.

“Plum!” said Hampstead. “The chicks must learn that attendance at the morning meeting is mandatory.”

“Of course,” said Plum. “We just took the long way around.”

“Why did you do that?” demanded Hampstead.

“Because it’s more fun!” said Plum. “I’m Fun Plum! That rhymes . . . sort of.”

“Peep! Peep! Peep! Peep! Pip!” said the peachicks.

“You certainly are fun,” said Judy, the chicks’ mother. “They adore you.”

“Especially the little one,” added Bill, the father. “All she says now is ‘pip.’ In fact, we decided to name her Pip.”

“Perfect!” said Plum.

“Listen, Fun Plum,” said Judy. “Bill and I could use a rest. Would you mind taking the chicks out for a stroll around the zoo?”

“You betcha!” said Plum. “I’ll show them the ropes, give them the skinny, the lowdown, the lay of the land.”

“Thanks,” said the two tired parents. They hopped up into the Great Tree for a much-needed nap.

“Righty-o, peachicks,” said Plum. “Are you ready for excitement and thrills?”

“About that,” said Hampstead.

“Uh-oh,” said Plum.

“No thrills, Plum,” said Hampstead. “A quiet bit of exercise and, most importantly, careful and complete supervision at all times.”

“Supervision . . .” said Plum. “Oooh, I wish I had super vision. I could see the moon up close! Or all the latest toys inside the souvenir shop!”

“Focus, Plum,” said Hampstead. “This calls for serious attention. These chicks are your responsibility today.”
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“Uh-huh,” said Plum.

“You are responsible for their safety,” said Hampstead slowly.

“Sure am!” said Plum.

“Plum,” said Hampstead.

“Yes, Hampstead?” said Plum.

“The chicks are wandering away.”

Plum turned. All five chicks had indeed toddled and skipped down the path.

“Oh, so they have. The little firecrackers!”

“Meg!” called Hampstead.

Meg strolled over.

“Hi, Hampstead. Hi, Plum!”

“Hiya, Meg!”

“Meg, would you please help Plum watch the chicks?” Hampstead asked.

“Sure,” said Meg.

“Okay,” said Plum. “But remember, Hampstead, the chicks are my responsibility. I am the responsible one.”

“Harrumph,” said Hampstead.

“Responsibility is my middle name,” continued Plum.

Hampstead sighed and hopped up into the Great Tree.

“Fun ‘Responsibility’ Plum, that’s me!” Plum called after him.

Meg laughed. “I think he gets the idea, Plum.”

“I could go on.”

“I’m sure you could,” said Meg. “But the chicks just turned the corner.”

“Oh,” said Plum. “We should probably catch up.”

“I think that’s best,” said Meg.
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Plum and Meg caught up with the chicks and made them stand in an orderly line.

“Okay, little chicks, a word of caution from your totally responsible—but still fun—supervisor,” said Plum.

“Pip!” said Pip.

“No, Pip, it will not take long, I promise,” said Plum.

“Pip!”

“Peachicks,” said Plum solemnly. “You are now part of the amazing, stupendous, fabulously wonderful Athensville Zoo.”

The chicks peeped excitedly.

“Within these hallowed walls,” said Plum, swirling around with outstretched wings, “you are completely safe!”

“Mention the lions,” said Meg.

“I will,” said Plum, hopping onto a statue of a large tortoise.

“And the tigers,” added Meg.

“Yes, as Meg points out,” continued Plum, “some of our animals can be a tad bitey. You will learn to keep a safe and respectful distance.”

“Peeeeep,” said the chicks in a worried tone.

“They are all friends,” said Plum quickly.

“Unless they’re hungry,” muttered Meg.

“Unless they’re hungry,” said Plum.

The chicks quivered and huddled together.

“Never fear, little ones,” said Plum. “You have a fine peacock flock and wonderful keepers to look after you!”

Lizzie, Plum and Meg’s favorite keeper, walked down the path at that moment.

“Aw!” said Lizzie, joining them. “The peachicks!”

“Peep! Peep! Peep! Peep! Pip!”

“How adorable,” said Lizzie. “You two taking good care of them?”

“I’m mostly in charge, Lizzie,” chirped Plum. “Meg is helping.”

“Right,” said Meg. “Helping.”

Lizzie couldn’t actually understand them, but she knew Meg and Plum enough to trust them.
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“You are in good hands—er, wings—with Plum and Meg,” she said to the chicks. “Follow them and you can’t go wrong.”

She turned to Meg and Plum.

“You two are lucky to have each other. I hope Jeremy doesn’t get lonely in the apartment when I’m here at work.” Lizzie sighed. “Well . . . I better get back to my rounds.”

Jeremy was a former street cat and now Lizzie’s happy indoor cat. He was also one of Plum and Meg’s best friends.
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“Oh, poor Jeremy,” said Meg. “I hope he isn’t lonely.”

“He can see the zoo from the apartment window,” said Plum. “We’ll bring the chicks over to the gate and wave to him.”

Meg looked around. The chicks were gone.

“We’ll need to find them first.”

“See, Meg,” said Plum. “They already feel safe in the zoo.”

“Uh-huh,” said Meg. “Let’s hurry, Plum.”

They didn’t need to look for long. All five peachicks were farther down the path. A bit of pink cotton candy had fallen to the ground, and the chicks were pushing it around like a ball.

[image: image]

After successfully separating the chicks from the sticky cotton candy, Plum and Meg continued the tour.

[image: image]

They visited the new baby gorilla, who was snuggling with her mama.

They quietly admired the baby aardvark, who was taking a nap.

And they paid their respects to the lion cubs, who were certainly more cute than scary.

The next stop was the Small and Unusual Mammal Pavilion, so the chicks could meet the zoo’s one and only ningbing, Itch.

“Hmm,” said Itch, inspecting the chicks. “A bit small, but I suppose they are healthy enough.”

“Pip!” said Pip.
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“We think they are a wonderful addition to the family,” said a proud Plum.

“Flock, not family,” corrected Itch. “And I am not convinced that we needed additional peacocks.”

“Luckily that is not your call,” said Meg.

“Do you ever imagine what it would be like if I did make the decisions at the zoo?” said Itch. A dreamy look crossed his little face. “If all animals and keepers hung on my every word, ready to follow my lead without question?”

“Can’t say I have ever imagined that, Itch,” said Meg.

“I’m trying right now,” said Plum. “But it’s a bit murky.”

Itch sighed. “Off you go now. Leave me alone to dream of greatness.”

“You got it, Itch,” said Plum. “Peacocks! Move on out!”

The peacocks crossed the zoo, pausing for photos with various guests and ending up by the Prairie Dog Pound.

“Well, that’s about it,” said Plum. “This is your world, the Athensville Zoo!”

“There is a whole world beyond the zoo walls, little chicks,” said Meg.

“Yes . . . ,” said Plum. “But it’s best to stay here where it’s safe.”

“Not everywhere is dangerous, Plum,” said Meg.

She turned back to the peachicks.

“We have lots of animal friends in the woods. Every full moon, we all gather here for the Shindig. You’ll meet chipmunks, raccoons, a bear named ThunderPaws. . . .”

“Oooh,” said the chicks.

“But the zoo animals—like you—stay within these walls. This is where we belong,” said Plum.

“That is true,” said Meg. “This is our home.

The chicks peeped and pipped happily.

“It’s about time for lunch. We should get back to the Great Tree,” said Meg.

“Awwww!” said the chicks.

“Awwww!” said Plum. “Just a little longer, pleeeease?”

“All right, Fun Plum,” said Meg. “Are you okay getting them back on your own?”

“Without a doubt,” said Plum. “Right, chicks?”

“See you soon,” said Meg. She waved and walked in the direction of the Great Tree.

“Pip! Pip!”

Pip, the littlest peachick, wandered over to inspect the Prairie Dog Pound. The others followed.

“This is where the prairie dogs live,” said Plum. “I don’t see any of them right now. Those mounds lead down to tunnels that run through the whole zoo!”
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“Pip?”

“Sure, I guess you can check them out,” said Plum.

Pip wiggled down a mound opening. The rest of the chicks popped down other mounds.

Plum peeked down.

“Cool, huh?” said Plum. “I wish I was still small enough to fit in those tunnels.”

The chicks scampered through the tunnels. Plum sat down to wait. Then he stood. Then he hopped a bit. Then he flapped his wings real fast. He popped his plumage out and back in.

Waiting was getting boring.

“Hiya, Plum!” Kevin the giant elephant shrew called down from his elevated habitrail.

“Ahoy, Kevin!” said Plum. “I’m watching the peachicks.”

“I don’t see any peachicks, Plum,” said Kevin.

“They’re exploring the tunnels.”

“Oh,” said Kevin. “That’s super fun.”

“I know!”

“Guess what?” said Kevin. “The baby giraffe is taking her first steps.”

“Wow!” said Plum.

“Come watch!” said Kevin, racing down his habitrail.

“Can’t miss that!” said Plum, and he ran toward the giraffe pen.
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