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Chapter One
 
Lazy Days
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The days of summer are long and slow, warm and comfortable. The animals of the Athensville Zoo did not have a care in the world. Summer doesn’t last forever, but on this late August morning, it felt like it might never end.

Plum the peacock rose early and wandered the zoo grounds, greeting the other animals in their pens. Everyone was happy to see Plum, but a few could have done with a little less pep at so early an hour.
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“Shhhhhhh, Plum,” said an elephant. “Morning voice, please.”

“Okey dokey!” whispered Plum. “Have a wonderful day!”

Plum planned to visit his friend Mike the alligator, but it was almost time for the flock’s Mandatory Morning Meeting.

“Can’t be late for that!”

This was a change. Plum was often late for the meeting. But he was trying to do better. He didn’t want to upset Hampstead, the head peacock. Lately, Hampstead’s bluster was less blustery. His “harrumphs” were less booming.

Plum skidded to a stop by the Great Tree, the peacock ancestral home in the center of the Athensville Zoo. The flock had all gathered. The five peachicks happily chased one another. Plum spotted his best friend in the crowd.

“Hiya, Meg! Did I miss anything?”

“No,” said Meg. She glanced up into the branches of the Great Tree. “We haven’t started yet.”

“Why not?” asked Plum.

“Hampstead hasn’t come down.”

“Hampstead is late?” said Plum in amazement.

“I am tardy,” called Hampstead from the branches above. “Not late.”

He fluttered down to the ground, then took a moment to compose himself.

“Harrumph,” muttered Hampstead.

“Are you okay, O Great Leader?” asked Plum.
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“I’m a little tired, but fine,” said Hampstead. “I have prepared a special announcement.”

Hampstead walked to the front of the flock. He cleared his throat.

“We, the peafowl of the Athensville Zoo, have served since the beginning as ambassadors to the zoo’s esteemed guests. Our duties are sacred and eternal. Huzzah for us.”

“HUZZAH!” cheered the peacocks.

“Today is another extraordinary opportunity to do what we do best,” continued Hampstead.

“Mingle! Guide! Delight!” shouted the assembly.

“Furthermore, we shall also select our next head peacock today,” Hampstead continued.

“Hubba wha—?” said Plum.

“I have cherished my service as your head peacock,” said Hampstead. “But my old feathers are weary, and it is time for me to pass the torch.”

The peacocks began to murmur. Even Pip and the chicks stopped playing to pay attention.

“Now, now,” said Hampstead. “Let’s not lose order! Stay focused. After much thought, I have a nomination for my replacement.”

The flock fell silent.

“A year ago, I would have scoffed at the idea of this nomination,” said Hampstead. “Scoffed and even snorted. But this peacock has shown courage, wisdom, responsibility, loyalty . . . and above all else, a true and caring heart for not only the flock, but for all creatures. I nominate Plum.”

Silence.

Plum blinked.

“HUZZAH!” The cheer rang out from each and every peacock.

“Me?” said Plum.

“You,” said Hampstead.

“Are you sure?” asked Plum.

“We are,” said Hampstead.

Plum stood beside Hampstead at the front of the flock.

“Well . . . I accept!”

Another cheer.

Plum waved a wing. “On one condition!”

“What condition?” asked Hampstead.

“That I have a co–head peacock,” said Plum.

The peacocks settled down. Then, after a moment’s thought, they all shouted:

“MEG! MEG! MEG!”

Meg joined Plum and Hampstead.

“This is a great honor,” said Meg. “I’ll do my best.”

“We’ll all feel better knowing I have some help,” said Plum.

The peacocks nodded in agreement.

“I can be in charge of the fun stuff and—”

“No, Plum,” said Meg. “We both get to do the fun stuff.”

“And the important stuff,” said Hampstead.

“Fun is important,” said Plum.

“Harrumph,” said Hampstead. But then he hugged both of them. “Excellent suggestion, Plum. I should have thought of it myself. Of course, Meg, too. It’s just, you know, traditionally there has been only one head peacock.”
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“Traditions can change,” said Meg.

“Some should change,” said Plum. “If it’s for the better.”

BOOM!

The flock jumped in the air at once, feathers flying.

“What was that?” said Plum.

The peacocks followed the sound down the path. A huge truck had rumbled into the zoo, and workers with hard hats were unloading machinery at the base of the zoo’s rickety broken-down monorail. One worker placed a sign:

CAUTION!

DEMOLITION WORK IN PROGRESS!

DANGER!

“They must finally be taking down the old monorail,” said Meg.

The peacocks had been inside the wobbly monorail on two occasions. Neither memory was pleasant.

“About time,” said Hampstead.

“I guess so,” said Plum as he stared up at the platform and monorail train above.




Chapter Two
 
The Shindig Lowdown
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Plum spent most of that day watching the workers dismantle the monorail tracks. It was a hot day, and the work seemed hard.

The heat must be keeping the guests away, thought Plum. He hadn’t seen any visitors all day. Come to think of it, he hadn’t seen the zookeepers much of the day either. After their morning rounds to feed everyone, they’d stayed in the keeper office building.

Probably because of the air conditioning, thought Plum.

The day had been quiet, but the night would be festive. Once a month, the animals of the nearby woods, sewers, and neighborhood joined the zoo animals for the Shindig. It was an unofficial event, which meant the zookeepers didn’t know about it. Whoever wanted to join in was welcome. Even some of the zoo’s caged animals attended, thanks to Meg, who had learned to open cages with a paper clip.

“Hello, Itch!” called Plum from the zoo’s rain forest–themed carousel. He had chosen the panther (his favorite) to wait for the others.

Itch, the zoo’s ningbing, climbed up onto a seat next to Plum.
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“Good evening, Plum,” said Itch.

“How was your day?” asked Plum.

“Oddly quiet,” said Itch. “Suspiciously so. Except for a constant banging sound.”

“They’re taking the old monorail down,” said Plum.

“Are they?” said Itch. “Interesting.”

“Hey, Itch,” said Plum. “Do you remember that time you locked all the peacocks in the monorail?”

“Yes, of course,” said Itch.

“You were going to . . . What were you going to do again?”

“Send you all crashing to your doom,” said Itch.

“That’s it!” said Plum.

“I feel a little sorry about that.”

“Just a little?”

Itch paused. “Yes. Just a little,” he said.

“Howdy, friends!”

A large bear approached the carousel. A raccoon and three chipmunks followed her.

“ThunderPaws!” said Plum. “And Scratch, Sweetums, Fluff, and Nutsy! Glad you made it!”

“Wouldn’t miss it,” said Scratch the raccoon. “Especially since it might be the last one.”

“For a while anyway,” added ThunderPaws.

The rest of the peacocks arrived as Kevin the giant elephant shrew scurried above in his Habitrail. A pair of squirrels ran alongside Kevin.

“Plum!” called Kevin. “You gotta hear what the squirrels just said.”

“It’s probably the same thing we’re talking about,” said Sweetums. “The latest town gossip.”

“What gossip?” asked Meg.

“Not gossip, Meg,” said a small raccoon approaching with a family of opossums. Clive the raccoon waved a newspaper. “It’s news!”

Everyone began talking at once, gathering around Clive and his newspaper.

“Quiet!” said Itch. “What’s this all about?”

“The zoo,” said Clive. “It’s closing.”

Plum felt a sudden chill although the night was warm and humid.

“Closing?” bellowed Hampstead. “Explain yourself.”

Clive spread the newspaper on the ground. “Closing for reno . . . renovations.”

“Let me see,” said Meg. She scanned the newspaper. “It’s true. Major renovation project. Closed for the rest of the summer. New and improved.”
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“How can you improve the Athensville Zoo?” asked Plum. “It’s already perfect.”

“Bippy pow may-may,” said Myrna the parrot. Myrna could speak words that everyone understood, even humans, but she often chose not to.

“Myrna’s right,” said Kevin. “Maybe it won’t be so bad.”

Everyone looked up at Kevin.

“At least, I think that’s what she said.”

“Bama lama,” said Myrna, nodding her head.

“But . . . but . . .” began Plum.

“We must wait and see,” said Itch. “Big projects like this often fall apart. No one should panic.”

No one did panic. They talked long into the night, and every animal had an opinion. But at the end of the Shindig, everyone agreed to go to bed and not worry about what might come next.

Everyone but Plum.

Plum did worry.

He worried all night long. He worried alone, sitting on the park bench by the front gate. He stayed awake worrying until morning so he could see the one person who would know for sure what was happening: Lizzie the zookeeper.
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Lizzie was the first zookeeper to arrive. She looked almost as tired as Plum.

“Hello, Plum,” said Lizzie. She did not sit down. “Poor Plum. There are going to be some changes around here. Big ones.”

Plum’s eyes widened.

“I was just getting used to this place. Starting to fit in.”

Plum remained silent and still.

“Well,” she said, clapping her hands. “No decisions need to be made right away. I have a little time. And much to do, old friend.”

Lizzie headed for the zookeepers’ building without saying goodbye or telling Plum to have a good day.

Plum watched her go. She hadn’t said much. But she had said enough.
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