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			For Cleopatra Josephine Miccolis

			—L.B.

		

	
		
			a note from the author

			Up holds a special place in many young moviegoers’ hearts, perhaps because of its focus on something that’s actually the opposite of happily-ever-after: the immediate joy of exploration. Its story celebrates the adventures we have out in the world in the here and now—or in our minds when we imagine what wonderful things we might find in faraway lands.

			Ellie found the clubhouse through her neighborhood wanderings and had no issue boldly investigating the abandoned (and sometimes dangerous) building. Together, she and Carl explored as much of the natural world around them as they could during their lives—and Ellie dreamed of going even farther. Of course, Carl managed to do what so many of us wished for as children: he found a most unconventional way to his dream destination, bourn aloft by balloons.

			When I was young, I explored our backyard and the surrounding few acres of woods like it was an entire unknown world. Our stream was a mighty river, our patch of white pines an endless forest. Our swamp was an intricate maze that had to be crossed very carefully on dead logs and tuffets of grass—or I’d fall in and get that look from Mom when I came home with boots full of mud.

			(Luckily, I never broke my arm like Carl, however.)

			Mom might have given me those looks but she also taught me the different calls of a chickadee and how to carefully remove a daddy longlegs from the corner of a room and deposit it safely outside. She knew the names of all the wildflowers and weeds in the yard and how the only difference between those two categories of plants is human chauvinism.

			Prepared by these initial gentle lessons, I am now slowly working toward my certification as an urban naturalist. My field of study is the opposite of the lush and gorgeous forests of Venezuela that Ana studies; it is the cement sidewalks and polluted waterways of Brooklyn. Which still support a surprising diversity of life: seaside goldenrod, little brown bats, migrating warblers, dragonflies.

			(Nature is out there!)

			My mother’s respect for living creatures has also been passed on to the next generation: to my daughter, who has received praise from strangers for her kind and careful spider removal, and to my son, who has spent several summers employed at the Central Park Zoo in New York City.

			Many of the Bloomington Zoo details in Adventure Is Out There! come directly from his own experience. Every night he would come home and tell stories about working with both the animals and the people there—from the way uniforms, food procedures, and sanitation are all used to prevent the animals from getting sick, to how he had to teach baby penguins to swim, to the unusually intelligent and humanlike behavior from one of the cotton-top tamarins.

			(Some of these stories had to be changed a bit for the time and place of the book’s story: 1940s America didn’t have wide use of surgical gloves or the range of disinfectants we have now.)

			Sadly not all of the funniest and best stories could make it into the manuscript (ask me in person about “The Worst Bird”). But the most important takeaway was how much every single person who worked at the zoo loved the wild world and would do almost anything to keep animals happy, healthy—and from going extinct.

			I hope those of you who are young or young at heart never lose the Spirit of Adventure or the love of animals you possessed when drawing a picture of a lion or a giraffe—or a frog or a bat—in third-grade art. Even in the grey depths of the tallest corporate tower, you can imagine your way to the tepuis of Venezuela or plan a hike in a state park.

			Always remember: adventure is out there!

			—Liz Braswell

		

	
		
			
				Part I

				Grounded

			
		

	
		
			Prologue

			“Carl, this really was the best birthday ever,” Ellie whispered. “You know me so well—so much better than anyone. I can’t believe you did all this for me.”

			“It wasn’t anything,” Carl said. “Thinking about you and how you smile, what makes you smile…it’s easy. It makes the whole world brighter for me. Making you happy is really more a gift to me than you. I want to see you smile and laugh every day.”

			“Every day?” she asked, finally turning from the aero-drome’s runway to look at him. His eyes looked deeply into hers; they were the color of the skies she had imagined flying through. Airplanes zoomed in her head.

			“Every hour. Every minute.”

			“Carl…What are you saying?”

			“I don’t know, Ellie. I just want—I’m saying—I don’t know what I’m saying….”

			“Okay, let’s stop saying anything, then.” She closed her eyes and leaned forward.

		

	
		
			Once Upon a Time in Small-Town America

			Once upon a time in a small American town, the war was over.

			Bloomington, USA, had everything anyone could possibly want: prompt milkmen, friendly postal workers, green trees in clean yards, and an inexpensive bus that could take you to the doctor or to the two main streets to shop or to the big plant right outside of town that made things out of aluminum and lead.

			One of the two avenues for shopping had grocers who sold produce, general merchandisers who stocked needful things and notions, a hardware store, and churches of several popular sects. The second had a Woolworth’s and boutiques that peddled fine cloth and tailored clothes and cut crystal and gifts and jewelry—and there was also an ice cream shoppe.

			The town park had a gazebo and was swept clean and decorated with bunting for parades on holidays. There was a USO hall nearby for the soldiers, all coming home now. There were two movie theaters, one of which showed first-run features only.

			All right—maybe it wasn’t that small a town, but it was a nice place to live and a perfect place to raise kids, which might have been why the McGills decided to raise as many as possible—eight, at last count.

			They lived in a slightly too small farmhouse on Chester Street. On weekends and in the summer the place was thunderously loud, a happy cacophony of kids and laughter and singing and smears of grape jelly on the walls. On school days everything was a little calmer, at least after post-breakfast goodbyes. Then the oldest, Reggie, would collect his lunch bucket along with his dad—Big Johnny—and they would set off for the plant together. Little Johnny and the other siblings old enough to go to school would line up for inspection: fingernails attended to, the right pants smoothed down, shirts—in Sean’s case, Great-Aunt Betty’s favorite housedress, bleached and hemmed and taken in and made mostly plausible as a men’s shirt—worn with mostly clean cuffs. Letty was a just a baby who lay and cooed quietly to herself while watching the fuss with her big eyes. Darlene was still a toddler, and “thirteen-month twins” Bobbie and Dorothy wore matching dresses to elementary school and had lesson books tucked under their arms (and never failed inspection).

			Oldest of the girls was Eleanor, known to everyone simply as Ellie.

			She was the spitting image of Great-Aunt Betty from coal country, or so Mrs. Myrtle McGill said: short and shapely, legs and arms naturally rounded with muscle, sinew, and spitfire. Green eyes and chestnut hair would have made for a real country lass…if she ever let herself be described as such. Ellie could beat her brothers in races and rassling, leaving Bobbie and Dorothy to learn the homey arts of cookery and straight stitches from their mother. She spent as little time as possible inside despite the love and laughter there. She liked her family, she really did. But the house was small and the bodies were many and the voices were loud (though sometimes her voice was the loudest of all). There was never any room left over for her own thoughts, which were too big to fit inside the walls—or even her own skin sometimes, which was why her father would occasionally come out with an exasperated “Ellie, can you never stop your wigglin’ and squirmin’?”

			For as long as she could remember, her thoughts had been huge: vast landscapes, empty of people. Mountains bigger than cities, snowcapped, whose peaks touched space. Valleys like the Grand Canyon but filled with greenery and animals. Wide-open skies in strange shades of blue with rows of foreign birds ranging across them, honking in accents, splitting the heavens in a feathered line. Different trees from home, different creatures from home, different grass from home.

			None of this fit into the not-quite-big-enough farmhouse. To be fair, no one there made fun of her long monologues on the jungles of South America or devoted recitation of the latest exploits of her favorite explorer, Charles Muntz. The McGills put up with their fidgety, dreamy girl with patience and affection—but none of them truly understood her deep fascination with places outside the most perfect town in America. There were birds in Bloomington too, sparrows and starlings and swallows and even swans occasionally, and Flash Gordon movies with newsreels and an extra double feature on Sundays…surely they didn’t have those in her golden deserts?

			“If you’re feeling restless, go out and explore the neighborhood!” her exhausted parents would declare.

			So she did.

			And that was how, when Ellie was nine and the radio was full of upsetting news from overseas instead of her favorite shows, she found the house.

			Remember: this was at the start of World War II in a perfect American town, and no one worried about kidnappers—just Nazis and maybe now Communists. Children had free rein on their bikes and push-scooters and feet. But even with that liberty did Ellie wander a little far from where her parents assumed the imaginary boundary line for wandering girls lay: approximately ten feet past the crumbling brick wall of the old flour mill. The rest of the street was mostly abandoned since developers had paved the spanking new Meadow Avenue straight through the meadow and built their ticky-tacky houses there.

			(And as much as the McGills had time to worry about anything, her getting tetanus on a rusty nail or falling through a decaying floorboard was much farther up the list of concerns than “encounters with a scoundrel.”)

			Ellie didn’t worry about anything at all, and now she had a magnificent old house to herself. It was huge (at least, when only inhabited by one adolescent girl) and shingled with curving slate tiles like the silver scales of a dragon or ancient fish. One tiny gable and a pointy attic gave it an off-kilter, fey look, and the porch was—well, of no interest to Ellie. A real copper weathervane graced the roof, its twisting and turning reminding her of something more complicated and mechanical…It gave her ideas.

			Away from two other girls and a toddler squirmily sharing a bedroom with her, Ellie could finally decorate a space of her own. At home she had to keep her maps, pictures, newsletters from Charles Muntz, posters, advertisements of exotic landscapes, and her most prized possession of all, her adventure journal, in an overflowing cigar box under her side of the bed. She didn’t even have a lock for it.

			At Ellie’s new Explorers Clubhouse she could post whatever she wanted all over the walls, so she could see them all at once, eyes flitting from one bright, happy thing to the next. There was no fear of Bobbie “accidentally” finding her stash and using the pictures there for some stupid little craft project (usually with scissors and paste, which permanently ruined the image) or Little Johnny’s even stupider gang of friends going through the pile and laughing uproariously like it was an embarrassing collection of movie star photos.

			At the clubhouse, Ellie could talk as loudly as she wanted as often as she wanted to whomever she wanted. Meaning: the spiders, the squirrels, herself, and of course the invisible crew who followed her orders and helped pilot her Spirit of Adventure flying machine (named after Muntz’s famous zeppelin). Ellie could run around inside as much as she wanted without anyone telling her to calm down, to do something quiet instead, to stop moving because she was giving mommy a headache. There were no teachers telling her to behave, to sit still, to constantly demand why she couldn’t work peacefully on her sewing projects like the other girls in home economics or play jump rope nicely, waiting for her turn in line instead of trying to use one of the extra ropes as a “vine” to swing off the jungle gym.

			In fact, maybe she would hang a swing from one of the exposed attic floorboards, down to the living room…she could slide down it like a fireman, or Tarzan….

			She could wear her prized Spirit of Adventure helmet and goggles that the McGills all pitched in to get her for her birthday, and she could wear it all day on the weekends, even when she was eating, which was absolutely not allowed at home.

			(Did wearing it so much do strange things to her hair that made her mother sigh? Perhaps. But Ellie thought she sort of looked like a lion when her ends were all frizzy and stood straight out, or that it was a halo of fire; something impressive and coronal that gave her majesty, unlike her missing front tooth.)

			Over the course of several generative months the house transformed into an aerozeppelin, Ellie’s brilliant cross of an airplane and a blimp that could go faster and turn more sharply than a normal blimp but also hang noiselessly in the air so she could observe migrating animals below or map out the entire course of a river uninterrupted while her crew brought her hot chocolate and snacks.

			And where would she go?

			Indistinct visions of jungle and forest coalesced one portentous day into a single clear picture, thanks to a National Geographic book at the library about Charles Muntz and the real lands behind Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s The Lost World. The bonus centerfold poster was an etching of the world’s tallest waterfall, arcing off the top of a flat-topped mountain: Paradise Falls, Venezuela. Ellie had never seen such a spectacular place before—in a book or her dreams.

			So she ripped the poster out (of the library book! But destiny sometimes called for drastic actions) and pasted it into her adventure journal. She imagined her way south, steering her aerozeppelin to the great adventure that was out there.

			And something else transformed in those weeks of inventing, building, and imagining.

			Ellie was too busy testing the wind with her finger at recess to care about the jump ropes; sometimes she just sat at the base of the jungle gym, watching the sky and thinking about flying. She sat a little more still in class and actually focused on drawing in art—colorful houses, aerozeppelins, waterfalls, mountains, birds. At home she was bursting to tell everyone about the adventures she’d had but at the same time already thoughtfully planning where she would go the next day. She began to finish her whole dinner, including the beans.

			It was like just knowing she had a place and a time where she could do anything she wanted, to be herself, was enough for her body to wait patiently until it could be free.

			Her parents wondered: Was Ellie growing up?

			Her teachers didn’t ask questions; they just sighed in relief and moved on to other Children Who Needed Extra Help Behaving.

			And now that she had a place to be the Ellie of her dreams, the clubhouse started showing up in the plans of Future-Ellie. The picture of Paradise Falls that she had carefully pasted into her album soon sported a brightly colored drawing of the clubhouse collaged onto it. She would live there; it would be the base of her operations, and where she would return after each amazing exploration.

			The house was also how she met Carl.

			Years later, she would still tease him about his strange appearance at the (seemingly) abandoned, rickety old structure. Shy, quiet Carl didn’t normally stray far from his own house, which was on the right side of Meadow Avenue, closer to the high street shopping district. But he had his helmet and goggles on, and after the one o’clock matinee his father had bought him a Spirit of Adventure helium balloon that a representative of Charles Muntz’s Society of Young Explorers was selling in the lobby. Between the balloon and his helmet and a truly exciting newsreel about Charles Muntz in China, Carl was buoyant with wonder: Adventure was truly out there. Maybe even at the end of the sidewalk.

			If only he had known how prophetic that was!

			True, it was her carefully painted Spirit of Adventure label on the door that caught his attention—was there ever a more obvious sign in his life?—but, as he only admitted years later, it was the sound of her voice that actually lured him in. Ellie’s twangy, loose-voweled shouts that caused her teachers to shiver in dismay and even got on her father’s nerves made it sound like she was having the most fun in the universe and that there was a whole world inside that house, where kids could be free and wild and do whatever they wanted.

			On Ellie’s side, his arrival awoke an idea she never had before: Was it possible to want to be all by yourself…with someone? When Carl appeared it was like all of her secret, unformed prayers had been granted. He was even wearing the helmet and goggles, which, to be fair, were pretty common among fans of Muntz—but still.

			She greeted him the way she was used to with kids her age at school: aggressively. Playground bravado. But when he shrank back into the shadows Ellie realized she was dealing with a different sort of human. She wished she had something to calm him, like a baby squirrel, to let him know that she was all right, that they were the same: explorers.

			With a burst of generosity and genius she remembered her collection of bottle-cap pins, carefully took one off, and pinned it onto his shirt. It was from a grape soda, her favorite flavor, although the background wasn’t all purple, which was her favorite color, and which it really should have been instead of just a picture of grapes.

			So when that terrible accident with the attic board occurred and he broke his arm, she had nothing left to give him except her deepest secrets: her adventure journal, and her plan to live above Paradise Falls. It was unclear if he really believed she was actually going to move her clubhouse to South America—he was shy, not stupid—but he was absolutely willing to go along with whatever schemes she had as long as they involved him.

			

			—

			Ellie fell in love with Carl’s room from that first time she snuck in, as much as he loved her clubhouse. Imagine having so much space in your bedroom that you could have a tent on your floor! And all of his models, and toys, and books…and not having to share them with sticky toddlers and girls with scissors…

			“You got your own radio in your room?” she asked in awe, leaning over the giant brown box on his desk, with its strange dials and knobs. “Lucky! The only show I get to myself is Muntz’s Adventure Hour if something isn’t happening on the news. Otherwise it’s my sisters’ dumb music….”

			“It’s not, um, that kind of radio….” Carl was nervous, obviously torn between being delighted to explain something he loved and terrified that the wonderfully energetic girl would accidentally break something much more important to him than his arm. “It’s a transceiver—I can receive and broadcast. Send messages, in Morse code, to other amateur radio hobbyists.”

			“What? Like secret codes, and you can talk to people all over the world, like in the movies? Like ‘Dot dot dot dash the enemy spy is actually the mailman’?” Her eyes grew so wide they took up most of her face.

			“Yes. No. Not the whole world, I can’t transmit that far. Actually, there’s rumors that soon we won’t be able to use them at all because of the war, but…”

			“Aw, phooey, it just ruins everything, don’t it?” Ellie said disgustedly. “Well, then you’d better show me how it works, quickly. I want to see how you talk to people I haven’t even met yet. And in code!”

			She wasn’t paying attention, now on to other things in his room, but Carl’s face shone in revelation: She assumed they would be friends from now on, until some indeterminate time in the future. More than that, she fully expected a demonstration of his radio (which most other kids found boring).

			They were kindred spirits. It was that simple.

			And so she kept sneaking in, even if she had spent time with him already earlier in the day. They were inseparable.

			Or would have been: Sadly, despite the proximity of their neighborhoods, they did not go to the same school. But the moment the last bell rang Ellie tore out of the classroom like it was on fire and Carl left his own, carefully undoing his Methodist Boys School tie along the way. They met up for adventures in the clubhouse, in the park, in deserted lots, and even in other people’s backyards, one of which Ellie was sure had a hidden cave full of treasure (next to their storm cellar).

			Neither set of parents was quite sure what to make of it. While Mr. and Mrs. Fredricksen were glad to see their son come out of his shell and make a little friend, perhaps they would have preferred it be someone he met at the YMCA. Ellie was nice enough, and eventually they had her over for dinner, but they worried about the injuries Carl sometimes received under her tutelage and the dead exhaustion he often suffered, falling asleep in front of his radio with a smile on his face.

			For their part, the McGills were relieved that they didn’t really need to worry about Ellie now that she had someone keeping watch as she ran around on her adventures. Too bad it was a boy…Still, Mrs. McGill would pack them brown bread and jelly sandwiches for picnic lunches, which were sometimes enjoyed miles away and sometimes in their own backyard, on different branches of the same small but rangy apple tree that grew there. When Ellie was invited to Carl’s house for dinner, Mrs. McGill made her stand perfectly still beforehand while she brushed her hair straight and neat, and Mr. McGill made sure she brushed her shoes until they shone.

			Under penalty of severe punishment from both parents, Ellie did her best to behave at these dinners, which were not at all like supper at the McGills’. She had to sit still and make small talk from appetizers and soup all the way through tea and dessert, and not try to grab the potatoes before they were all gone or get up to use the bathroom if she could avoid it. Sometimes Carl would give her a smile of encouragement and she felt like a champ—but the only way she could really get through these evenings was by pretending she was an anthropologist there to study the strange ways of the Fredricksen Kindred, observing their rituals and traditions for later notes.

			Any suggestion that Ellie and Carl’s friendship was a short-lived folly of youth faded as the two kids grew (a little) taller and didn’t show any signs of parting ways. When Carl got a shiny new bike for faster, longer adventures, Ellie rode on his handlebars. When neither had any spending money at all and there was nothing to do, they made an adventure of collecting scrap metal around town to sell and used the bits too small to bother with for building whimsical little model airplanes and rockets, which Carl hung from his ceiling as proudly as his kit models.

			Finally, almost reluctantly, Carl did make a few other friends at school; he joined the lepidopterist club because it was peaceful and involved just two other (myopic) boys. Ellie found a local stickball crew that didn’t mind girls. But none of those were friend friends.

			In fact, the only hitch in their otherwise very solid relationship was neither financial nor social: it was a basic disparity of energy. Ellie seemed to have a boundless well of it; she could come back from an Outdoor Guides expedition up Mount Pisgah—earning a Humble Helpers badge along the way—and after she rattled off all her adventures to Carl she would then drag him into the woods to show him what skills she had learned. She thought nothing of an eight-mile hike to a secret waterfall, and if Carl began to protest she would tell stories about her cousin when he was in the Civilian Conservation Corps and how they would climb a mountain without even a bedroll—for fun!—and ate only what they could forage, trap, or fish. Carl was impressed but not a member of the CCC and wouldn’t have foraged fresh songbird eggs even if he had been starving. The sort of adventures he imagined having as an adult involved a long trek to a nice snug little cabin, preferably with a provisioned larder and some previously stacked wood or very handy deadfall nearby.

			One day when he felt like he couldn’t take it anymore, halfway through a tour of the Seven Tiny Hills of Marshfield, the next town over, Carl made an amazing discovery. He had been sweating more than usual because of a present he had brought along in his pack for Ellie that he had intended to give her as a reward after they completed the seventh hill. But when they had stopped under a shady tree for a water and apple break (after only the second hill) and she started to get ready to go again, he quickly dug it out and gave it to her.

			“Advanced Single-Engine Flying Instruction Manual,” she read aloud in wonder. “Subtitle: Army Air Forces Training Command.”

			It was a book written for aviation teachers to make sure they drilled their students properly in everything necessary to pass and get their wings. From preflight checklists to the proper distance to keep when formation flying, how to turn loops, how to train for emergencies, how to navigate by maps and remaining fuel. There were drawings and descriptions of all the gauges and panels and switches and knobs and levers.

			“For me? Really? To keep?” she asked in wonder.

			Carl nodded; he had seen it in the window of a secondhand bookstore and his mother had been excited to assign him extra chores to pay for it.

			Then Ellie did the strangest thing—she immediately began to read it.

			And kept reading it.

			After an unusual—but not awkward—five minutes of complete silence while she sat absorbed in the book, Ellie finally looked up.

			“I’m such a silly-sally! How about I read aloud so both of us can learn from it at the same time. We can take turns—that way we won’t get tired. And you can completely interrupt me and ask questions. I don’t mind. Not like Miss Thompson at school. She never explains anything.”

			So Ellie started all over again, from the front cover, the copyright date, the whole thing, not missing a single letter or period of her wonderful new book. They wound up spending most of the afternoon that way, trading it back and forth under a tree, occasionally getting a drink of water, imagining planes in the silent sky above them, the third through seventh hills forgotten.

			Not only was it Carl’s most favorite day ever, but it was the beginning of a whole new era for the two of them. From then on he always brought a book, magazine, pamphlet—literally anything to read and share—and Ellie did too. It didn’t stop her from busting on ahead when they got up again, but it did give Carl a chance to regain his breath and catch up.

			As the years passed, flight manuals and Muntz’s Club mailings and Outdoor Guides pamphlets and books on the unexplored parts of the world were swapped out for things that they had to read for school; homework was more fun that way. Sometimes it was poetry. And sometimes, when it was a warm, pollen-filled day, Carl would be reading Keats or Cervantes and Ellie would find herself nicely overwhelmed with the afternoon and the words, and her head would slowly collapse onto his shoulder. Carl never stopped reading; his eyes might have flicked toward her closed ones for a moment, but the weight of her against him was all he really needed to know she was “listening.”

			As for the rest of the world…everything that was happening in a nation now at war was new and exciting, if a little scary. Ellie finally found herself interested in listening to the news. Carl speculated on whether or not he would eventually be drafted (and privately: whether he would start shaving first). There were endless volunteer opportunities, like packing up and distributing comfort kits for soldiers. Ellie joined the USO as soon as she was old enough. Ration coupons for food and gas and luxuries were terrible, but everyone had to use them and most were united in going without, for the war effort. At least publicly.

			For Ellie and Carl, far from the front, deep in the woods or banging around their little town, life was about as peachy keen as it could get.

		

	
		
			one

			The summer Ellie turned thirteen, Carl found a beat-up old bike that they decided would be hers, and they spent the whole summer fixing it up.

			(Of course she named it the Spirit of Bloomington, and Carl found an airplane decal in a Cracker Jack box that fit perfectly between the handlebars. They completed the aircraft theme with a couple airplane spotter cards tucked in the spokes to make a flapping noise when she pedaled fast.)

			Suddenly Ellie had a freedom to explore even farther than she had ever dreamed—by herself! She could travel ten times what she could on foot and still be home when her mom demanded (an hour after sunset). She could ride to the shops if she wanted to people-watch—like an anthropologist—or had a penny for candy. She could swing by Carl’s house and throw something through his window for him to find later (a strange nut, a mysterious map, a note in code).

			She could go to the zoo all by herself.

			Life got a lot more exciting when she didn’t have to pay bus fare, and the zoo was free Wednesday afternoons and Saturday mornings before noon. Which was great, because Carl had to go to the Young Methodists Association on Wednesdays; she could spend all afternoon there.

			Seeing animals from the deserts, mountains, and jungles that Ellie had only read about was a big step forward for her dreams of exploration, and colored her new imaginings dramatically. She watched cloud rats from the Philippines scuttle through the branches of their nocturnal cages, tails much prettier and furrier than a true rat’s. She loved the tiny squirrel monkeys with their large eyes and expressive hands; she imagined herself sitting high in a treetop canopy with a pair of binoculars and a notepad, scribbling down her observations on the family units. She always waited around to watch keepers feed the vampire bats and dearly longed to wander the caves where they were originally found.

			But by far her favorite place to hang out was the aviary.

			The birds were, of course, fascinating and spectacular. There were the Victoria crowned pigeons with spangled feathers on their heads that didn’t seem like pigeons at all, and the Waldrapps, which were becoming endangered despite their terrifying naked faces. There was a myriad of pretty little exotic ducks paddling in the artificial river that cut through the exhibit, and teeny tiny warblers that weirdo bird nerds came from long distances to view, worried they would never get a chance to see them in the wild.

			Once in a while she got lucky and caught a glimpse of the Head Keeper, Margaret Klein, attending to the birds herself. She was the only actual trained zoologist at the zoo and yet before the war she had been allowed to hold only a secretarial position, albeit one that included care of the aviary because birds had been her focus of study.

			She always cut a striking figure, in impossibly chic suits with her work boots and hairnet, and was just as comfortable talking to a septuagenarian birder as a five-year-old who was scared of the peacocks. She could also literally coax birds out of the sky or off a ledge, her nimble hands shooting out to gently grab one for an exam even when her workers couldn’t manage.

			But besides getting to occasionally watch a real zoologist in action, the main draw of the aviary for Ellie was the exhibit itself. As soon as she went through the second set of doors, its moist, warm air would envelop her with the fruity smell of topical plants, and she was in another world.

			Along the railings were neat little signs with pictures of each bird and colored maps showing where they were from: countries like Bolivia, newly renamed Thailand, and the Congo, bright splotches in red, blue, and green. When Ellie spotted the right bird from the picture she would put her finger on the map and close her eyes.

			“I am in Ecuador,” she would murmur. And she would smell the air and believe it.

			No one who knew Ellie from school or stickball would have believed she could stand so still for so long.

			By the time she was fourteen Ellie could recite twenty-six facts about the white-winged wood duck and greet most of the zookeepers by name.

			“Heya, Agnes! Hola, Señora Juarez, Miss Jenny, Miz Smith.” She would wave like they were old friends. Because of the war, most were women and old men, all able-bodied younger men having been drafted and sent overseas or farther south to train.

			(Including the zoo’s director, Leroy Reardon, whose wealthy family had financed the zoo’s construction as a gift to the city and a way to give the rich playboy something to focus on and maybe get serious about. But the zoo didn’t really notice its director’s absence.)

			By the time Ellie was fifteen—and still dragging her feet when the aviary was supposed to be closing and locked for the night—the Head Keeper had had enough.

			“Why don’t you just apply to be our intern and be done with it?” she asked in exasperation—but with a smile. “You’re here all the time anyway. You probably know more about some of these animals’ habits than their own keepers. Might as well get paid for it!”

			“You’re joshing me,” Ellie said, eyes wide.

			“It’s not as glamorous as it sounds.” Which was ironic, really; Ms. Klein was the most glamorous professional woman Ellie had ever seen in real life. “There will be a lot of…excrement shoveling, cleaning, and feeding. But I’ll take you on as my special Avian Assistant when there’s time, and you can help me with my rare birds breeding program. It’s a lot, but it’s fascinating, I promise.”

			So just like that, Ellie entered the workforce as a young woman, now with spending cash. Some of which, of course, she gave to her parents to help out, the way Reggie used to before the war.

			“I don’t even have to work anymore,” Mr. McGill said, laughing. “I’ll just have my kids go out and do it for me while I stay at home and listen to the radio all day.”

			And Ellie had money to treat Carl to things for once.

			Of course the best part of her job was getting to go inside the cages and work with the animals. On the weekends she came in at five thirty a.m. and helped Mr. Hua prepare the food for birds: fancy seed for the pretty singing finches, squiggling mealworms for the hornbills, dead and dried ones for the crested coua, thawed frozen mice for the secretary birds, Flamingo Feed™ for the flamingos, fruit for the golden-headed quetzal, nectar for the hummingbirds and African sunbirds. She wasn’t skittish about the bugs and didn’t look away from the dead mice—but did avoid touching them with her hands. She also had to clean out the food and water bowls and sweep up any debris or droppings that came too close to their feeding area.

			Sometimes she was allowed to hold a non-dangerous snake while the zoo vet examined it, which she loved, and always wished she could get a photo of herself with one to show Carl.

			Mostly Ellie did whatever the official zookeepers told her: clean something, sweep something, find the first-aid kit, go yell at the kids throwing peanuts at the monkeys.

			She talked to the animals—not expecting them to talk back, of course—and asked them about the places they had been. A few had been born or hatched at the zoo, but before the war most had been captured in the wild. She bet Hernando, the Galápagos giant tortoise of unknown age, had seen a thing or two in his time. Imagine a cold-blooded reptile cavorting in the same place penguins did! Someday she would get to see them in their natural habitat…and maybe Hernando would still be around, and she could tell him all about how his old neighborhood had changed.

			She spent less time with the Head Keeper than she had hoped or feared; Ms. Klein was kept thoroughly engaged by her duties trying to run the zoo while wartime rationing and shortages were still relevant. Maybe that was all right, though: Ellie still stood in awe of the woman, who didn’t seem to be quite real with the way she checked a bird’s oviduct with one deft and neatly manicured finger (an invasive maneuver that some keepers couldn’t even watch) and then grabbed her matching hat and bag to go meet with city officials about permits.

			Of course, all things bad and good come to an end…In the fall of 1945, Japan surrendered and the war was over. After all the celebrations and parties, in the spring of 1946 it was time for Director Leroy Reardon to come home to his zoo.

			Ellie was cleaning the windows of the cloud rat exhibit with old newspaper and vinegar when Margaret came up to her, her shiny pumps clacking against the tiled floor and a tightly rolled telegram clutched in her hand.

			“Ms. Klein,” Ellie said, immediately jumping up. There was something strangely formal about the situation: The Head Keeper always wore work boots during the day, outside the administrative offices.

			“Miss McGill. I thought you should hear it from me, before rumors inevitably start circulating.” Then she paused, lips twisting a little. Her lipstick stayed perfectly applied and didn’t smudge. “Leroy Reardon has been discharged—he is returning to the zoo, and is once again taking charge of it.”

			“Jeepers, that’s great! About time, isn’t it? Seems like everyone else has come home already, huh?”

			“Yes, I suppose it has…. I just wanted to assure you that despite the change in administration, your job is secure. It is through the city, not the private trust that supports the zoo.”

			“Why would my job be in trouble?” Ellie asked curiously.

			“Because you were, ostensibly, my hire, and…” The other woman seemed to suddenly really see Ellie, the sixteen-year-old girl before her, in coveralls that were slightly too big, her hair kept out of the way in a bandana, a crumpled newspaper in her hand. “Oh, forget it. I just wanted to reassure you. There’s going to be quite a hubbub on his return. A press conference and a party for everyone at the zoo—everyone will be invited, including our star intern.”

			“That’s amazing. A party at a zoo! That’s better than a prom,” Ellie said excitedly.

			“I agree wholeheartedly. Well, carry on, but keep this to yourself until the official announcement. Loose lips and all that.”

			Margaret strode off and Ellie turned back to her work. Her first workplace party—just like an adult! Just like the Christmas party the plant threw for its employees every year. Her father and Reggie always came home cheery and pink cheeked, with little gifts from the bosses—candy or handkerchiefs with the company name on them.

			She scrubbed off some particularly greasy fingerprints and thought with a grin about how she was just like Cinderella with the announcement of the ball, down to her chores and friendships with the mice (er, cloud rats) and doves (Victoria crowned pigeons).

			

			—

			The afternoon before the party, Mrs. McGill very kindly invited Carl over for an early dinner—along with Great-Aunt Cleo—and made a festive meal out of it. She cooked up corn fritters, mashed potatoes, and a new recipe she had found in a magazine: jellied chicken salad. Which was questionable, but her pull-apart cheese and onion rolls were definitely not.

			When Carl arrived he formally knocked on the front door instead of just coming on in through the kitchen door, as had been routine for the past nearly ten years. Ellie just gaped at her best friend for a moment: He was dressed in a jacket and tie and his hair was parted in the middle and slicked back. His cheeks were pink from being freshly shaved and smelled of cologne. This was far more trouble than he usually went to for their socials or dances; he was so dashing he almost looked like a movie star.

			Not, maybe, a lead, but like the handsome and funny best friend who winds up with the comedienne. Which made her the comedienne, she reflected. She wasn’t sure she was actually that funny. On purpose, anyway.

			Ellie had put on a dress that highlighted the green in her eyes and tied her hair back with a simple bow (no longer as red and frizzy, her locks were still a thick handful to brush through, which her mother still loved doing). She had only a pair of working girls’ oxford pumps, but it all must have done the trick, because while she silently admired Carl he was less quiet.

			“Ellie,” he breathed, “you look amazing!”

			“Aw, thanks, Carl.” Unsure what else to say and feeling herself both glow and blush, she grabbed his hand and dragged him inside. “Aunt Cleo’s here.”

			“Oh, great, that means your mom’s cooking something special,” Carl said eagerly. “I’ll sit across from her and pass her things.”

			There was no children’s table at the McGills’. At no obvious signal all the children (except the baby, in the rocker) ran out of whatever corner of the house they were playing in and threw themselves into seats that were assigned to prevent squabbles. Mr. McGill sat at one end with Reggie on his right, Mrs. McGill at the other, near the rocker. Ellie and Carl sat next to each other, which wasn’t entirely etiquette appropriate, but it did give Ellie a break. The geometry of a large table in a large family meant that people in the middle spent most of their time during the meal passing food rather than eating it.

			“Say grace for us, Aunt Cleo,” Mrs. McGill suggested.

			Aunt Cleo bowed her tiny head to the point where the giant bee skep of her piled-up braids nearly touched the bowl of mashed potatoes and her mouth was hidden in the folds of the enormous shawl she had wrapped too many times around her scrawny shoulders.

			“Nurken flur mmrsm femresh dshem, fufrrrm menn assre,” she intoned quickly and seriously.

			The twins giggled and poked each other. Little Johnny snickered. Mrs. McGill gave them an acid stare.

			Ellie and Carl smiled at each other and sighed; they had been through this a million times.

			“…murfle flaven, AMEN!” she said and looked up, as proud as a schoolgirl after a long recitation.

			The McGills dove into the food practically before she was done speaking. Ellie grabbed two rolls and the dish of margarine since they were the closest to her. She split one roll, carefully buttered both sides, and put it on Carl’s plate. She just smashed a piece of margarine on top of her own; the rolls were still warm, and it would melt all over the surface like a cracked egg. Ellie loved that.

			Carl nodded in thanks at the roll but was too busy attending Aunt Cleo to speak: Mrs. McGill had passed him the jellied chicken to serve her first.

			“Where’s the chicken?” the diminutive matriarch demanded. She used her fork to tap at the sparkling confectionary tower Mrs. McGill had created: a clear Jell-O masterpiece with tiny bites of meat suspended in the bottom layer; the layers above it dotted with cauliflower; and, at the very top, peas. “Why is my chicken behind glass?”

			“It’s Jell-O, Aunt Cleo,” Carl explained patiently. “Here, let me cut you a slice. You can eat the whole thing. It’s amazing.”

			“You’ve outdone yourself, Myrtle,” Mr. McGill said, admiring the swaying, wiggling tower.

			“It looks tasty, Ma,” Reggie added.

			“There’s more peas and cauliflower that I couldn’t fit in it, in bowls,” Ellie’s mom said, her cheeks glowing with pride.

			After he had served Aunt Cleo, Carl found the peas and carefully counted out ten into the bowl of the serving spoon, then neatly offloaded them onto Ellie’s plate. Ten was the maximum she could fit threaded on the tines of a fork, and the most peas she would eat in one sitting.

			“How was the wedding?” Aunt Cleo asked conversationally as she gamely nibbled at a forkful of chicken encrusted with clear slimy bits.

			“Whose wedding, Auntie?” Mrs. McGill asked as everyone at the table not stuffing their faces looked confused.

			“Why, them’s, of course,” Aunt Cleo said, poking her now empty fork at Carl and Ellie. “My memory’s a steel sieve, so I don’t recollect how it went this afternoon, but I’m sure it was nice.”

			The silence was so thick that not even a cricket called.

			“Aunt Cleo,” Ellie said gently, “we didn’t get married this afternoon.”

			“Well, you’re all dressed up for it! Shame on you for confusing an old lady. So you’ve already been married awhile then, I suppose. What did I get you again?”

			Little Johnny guffawed. Straight up laughed until mashed potato atoms flew out of his mouth.

			“Aunt Cleo,” Ellie said, face flushing hotter than her mother’s oven that afternoon, “we’re not married.”

			Aunt Cleo just cackled. Kindly.

			Ellie and Carl looked at each other again, but it wasn’t with amused tolerance this time. Carl’s eyebrows were raised in alarm; Ellie’s leg began shaking like she was in English class.

			“Well, I mean,” Mr. McGill said diplomatically, slicing his jellied terrine with care, “you two are together all the time…here…. And you are dressed nice. It could be confusing….”

			What was her father trying to say?

			Was he trying to say anything?

			Ellie focused on shoveling her food in as fast as possible. “Gonna be late,” she muttered through a full mouth.

			Carl, as if he had read her mind, was doing the same.

			

			—

			But the tastes and travails of family dinner were immediately forgotten when they got to the zoo—which was closed to the public for the occasion but lit up like a carnival, with festoon lights, bunting, and a live band.

			Ellie grabbed Carl’s hand and pulled him through the crowds to the front. Though it was only staff and their plus-ones attending, there were a lot of men in the crowd that Ellie didn’t recognize or remember seeing before. Strange.

			And where was Leroy?

			Everyone was whispering the question—except for Carl, who asked it a little too loudly. Ellie looked over where Margaret and the other administrative staff were standing, but they seemed just as perplexed.

			Suddenly there was an imperious honk of a car horn and the throaty roar of a large, expensive engine.

			Everyone turned to watch as a very fancy, shiny silver car rolled through the deliveries-only gate and growled up the main promenade, stopping just shy of the stage.

			“A Jaguar!” Carl murmured dreamily.

			Someone rushed over to open its door. Leroy Reardon climbed out, resplendent in a long camelhair jacket thrown over his shoulders and a handsome fedora he donned as soon as he was out of the car. Even his moustache seemed golden. He looked like every American Ideal in one perfect package: fit, brassy hair and thick moustache, loud stock-market voice, immediate decisions, commanding presence.

			Everyone cheered madly, Ellie and Carl loudest of all.

			Leroy strode forward, waving genially at the crowd and grinning with great square white teeth clamped together as though he had a cigar in the corner of his mouth (he didn’t). There was a microphone all ready for him, but he swept it aside, not needing technological amplification to make himself heard.

			“My fellow zoo enthusiasts, it is grand to be back in the United States of America, at my little zoo, where I belong.” He had to wait, of course, for the audience to stop cheering and clapping. “I was more than proud to do my part in the war…but am heartily relieved that peace has finally been declared. Because we have won.”

			The applause surged for “we have won,” because only a dirty traitor wouldn’t clap at that.

			“And now that I’m back, I have some wonderful changes to announce. I’ve loved this place ever since my father built it and gave it to me as a boy. But now I’m grown up, and I want the zoo to as well. To be not just a nice place for little boys, but for boys at heart and people of all ages. I aim to make it a diamond-class attraction, internationally renowned and world famous!”

			“Did you know anything about this?” Carl whispered.

			She shook her head. But it sounded amazing, whatever Leroy had planned.

			“Maybe they’ll put in a Ferris wheel,” Carl said hopefully. He loved carnival rides. Actually, he loved almost everything about carnivals, especially kettle corn and balloons. Even now that he was seventeen.

			“We all know and appreciate what a great job Miss Klein here has done with her birds and whatnot, the rare babies everyone was all excited about,” Leroy continued. “But that’s not fun! That doesn’t bring in the crowds! Do you know what does?”

			He paused for dramatic effect.

			“Fantastic animals!”

			And with that, two men pushed a cart out from behind the Jaguar. On it was a glittering golden cage. Inside the cage, with barely enough room to turn around, was a ferocious wolf.

			The crowd gasped in shock. There was no mistaking it for a domesticated dog. Its eyes were golden and wild; when it panted its giant pink tongue lolled back, revealing canines large and sharp enough to disembowel a cow.

			“Oh my,” Ellie murmured. “I wonder if it’s terrified by all the smells and people. And there’s only one? Wolves are social. They need their families.”

			“That does seem a little strange. Maybe there’s more in back?”

			Disappointingly for everyone, the wolf did not howl.

			“A Russian wolf, caught by my own men at the edge of the snowy steppes,” Leroy declared. “He is our new symbol, our ambassador for the newly reinvigorated Bloomington Zoo. And he’s just the beginning! I aim to travel the world, bringing back all kinds of incredible creatures, from places men have never set foot. And speaking of men…”

			He set his jaw with a look of fierce determination.

			“It’s a new age now. Boys have gone to war and come back men. And while we thank the ladies in our lives for keeping the home fires burning while we were gone—”

			“And the factories running,” Ellie couldn’t help adding quietly. “And the shipyards moving…”

			“And the farms producing food for everyone,” Carl contributed.

			“Now we’re in the atomic age, where men control the very powers of earth and nature…itself. Only the bold, inventive leadership of masculine power will take us further into the future. So with all due gratitude to Miss Klein and those ladies who ran the zoo through the war and its difficulties, it’s time to give returning soldiers a chance to retake their rightful place in the workforce. I am particularly pleased to announce the appointment of a Purple Heart veteran and man I am proud to call my comrade in arms, William Hodgson, to the position of permanent Head Keeper and Chief Administrative Officer of the Zoo.”

			Ellie somehow wasn’t clapping. Her hands didn’t curl into fists forcefully at her sides out of anger, either; they hovered, uselessly, in a nowhere land above her thighs, like those of a robot from one of the Saturday afternoon science fiction serials.

			Carl’s left eyebrow rose in a question. “Miss Klein? He means Ms., right? Isn’t that the woman who gave you your job? The head of the zoo?”

			His words sounded far away. There was handsome Leroy, applauding a man who awkwardly got onstage, waving and blushing. This fellow wasn’t bad-looking, skinny and blond and flexing his fingers as if he desperately wanted to be holding something, and still wore bits of his army uniform like he couldn’t quite let it go, or hadn’t fully adapted to civilian life yet. He muttered thanks to Leroy and smiled in embarrassment with a crooked front tooth and a face of endearing self-deprecation. Flashbulbs went off like fireworks; people loved the story of a war hero amply rewarded for his time in saving the world.

			Elsewhere in the crowd, someone was handing Margaret a pretty little bouquet of flowers tied in a cone of paper; she was nodding politely. William was talking now, and Leroy was looking serious and clapping, but the new permanent Head Keeper and Chief Administrative Officer of the Zoo didn’t have his friend’s lung power; in need of the now-absent microphone, his words were lost in the breeze and shuffling crowd. Then there were more bouquets, tiny ones, handed out to various lesser female employees. Still employed? Ex-employees? For a strange moment it seemed like some sort of outdated social ritual, like a centuries-old formal dance, men giving women flowers in a specific order unknown to the casual observer.

			Here’s your flower, now disappear, Ellie thought. Anemone, heliotrope, all those pretty garden flowers that the Greeks believed were girls caught in the crossfire of the gods and love and therefore discarded, healed, or otherwise disappeared by being turned into flowers.

			Ellie didn’t understand what was happening, exactly, or what she felt. She looked at Carl. He shrugged helplessly, his mouth turned down in a classic Carl way, his glasses riding up on his cheeks a little, following his thick eyebrows in their upward journey.

			When it was all over Ellie immediately rushed up to Margaret.

			“Ms. Klein! I’m so sorry! Ms. Klein!”

			The older woman looked around with a quick flick of her eyes and long black lashes. Ellie was being a little loud.

			“Nothing to be done,” she finally said with a rueful smile. “I don’t own the zoo, after all. I’m just an employee. Besides, this will give me much more time to spend with my wonderful birds. No more administrative duties and bureaucracy for me! Let someone else spend his time filling out forms and requisitions for Flamingo Feed™ and permits for large animal enclosures within city limits.”

			“But—”

			“And I will actually get to spend more time with my star intern,” she interrupted, fixing a piece of Ellie’s hair, an annoying strand, behind her ear. Not like her mother. Like a punctilious aunt, fingers with carefully manicured nails spending as
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