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Dedication

For all of my friends in Athensville
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1.The Great Tree

2.Statue of Plato

3.Small & Unusual Mammals

4.Reptiles & Amphibians

5.Lagoon

6.Bears

7.Rhinoceroses, Zebras, & Giraffes

8.Elephants

9.Temporary Pen

10.The Outback

11.Mammals

12.Aviary

13.Prairie Dogs

14.Flamingos, Penguins, & Ducks

15.Carousel

16.Big Cats

17.Snack Shack

18.Primates

19.Hippopotamuses

20.Otters

21.Monkeys & Memories

22.Zoovenirs

23–25.Keeper Buildings 
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It was a fine, crisp morning at the Athensville Zoo. A peacock and an alligator were in the middle of a staring contest.

“You blinked,” said the small peacock named Plum.

“I haven’t blinked since Tuesday,” said the large alligator named Mike.

They stared.

And stared.

And stared.

“Do you know why I will win, Plum?” asked Mike.
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“You won’t win this time,” said Plum.

“I will, because you cannot sit still for very long.”

“I’m a peppy, purple peacock!” piped Plum. “Try saying that three times fast.”

Mike paused, then he said: “Peppy Purple Peacock, Peppy Purple Peacock, Purpy Pebble Pep—oh, drat!” And Mike blinked.
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“I win!” Plum shouted.

“The zoo is about to open, Plum,” said Mike. “You better get moving.”

“See you later, alligator!” said Plum. Mike was quiet. Plum leaned in. He leaned in farther, one wing pointed at Mike.

“No,” said Mike.

“Say it. Please?” pleaded Plum.

Mike sighed. “After the clock . . . how does it go again?”

“After the clock tick tocks . . .” sang Plum.

“After the clock tick tocks, peacock,” Mike mumbled as he slid into his lagoon.

Plum cheered. “I think that saying is really catching on, Mike,” he called.

Bubbles rose to the surface of the lagoon.

“Thank you!” said Plum.

The peacock zipped away down the path, greeting all of the zoo animals he passed. All waved wings, arms, legs, trunks, or tails back at Plum.

Why was he walking through the zoo as he pleased, you ask? Did he not belong in a peacock pen of some sort? Well, the answer goes way back to the beginning of the Athensville Zoo. Henrietta “Henny” Grange, founder of the zoo, loved peacocks. Her pet peacock, Plato, was permitted to wander the zoo freely and became a great favorite of all visitors.

This tradition continued with a whole flock of free-range peacocks, including Plato’s great-great-great-great-grand-peachick, Plum. The peacocks served as the official ambassadors to the zoo guests. Their duties were as follows:
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Every morning the ambassadors met for the Mandatory Morning Meeting of Athensville Zoo Peacocks. As today’s meeting came to order, Hampstead, the head peacock, stood as usual under the Great Tree. All peacocks were in attendance.

All but one.

“PLUM!” bellowed Hampstead.

Plum skidded around the path and joined the congregation.

“Here, O Great Leader!” shouted Plum. “Bright-eyed and feathery tailed!”

“Kind of you to join us for the Mandatory Morning Meeting, Plum,” grumbled Hampstead.

“Wouldn’t miss it!” piped Plum.

Meg, a young peafowl, smiled at Plum. “One of these days you’ll make it on time,” she whispered.

“One of these days.” Plum grinned.

Hampstead ruffled his feathers and continued.

“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.

Hampstead nodded with approval.

“Today is yet another extraordinary opportunity to do what we alone do best.”

“MINGLE! GUIDE! DELIGHT!” shouted the assembly.

“Excellent!” said Hampstead. “Today’s reminder: do not be stingy with your plumage. The visitors enjoy seeing your fine peacock tail feathers. Also, we apparently have a new zookeeper named Lizzie. Right. Does anyone else have business to discuss?”

Plum raised a wing.

“Anyone at all?” asked Hampstead.

Plum wiggled his wing a bit.

“Oh, fine. What is it, Plum?”

“I was thinking that it might be nice to end each visitor interaction with a cheerful farewell,” said Plum.
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“Not the ticking tock thing again,” said Hampstead.

“No. I just thought of this one as you were speaking,” said Plum. “Are you ready?”

“Enlighten us,” said Hampstead.

“We could say . . . toodle pip!” shouted Plum.

There was silence.

“Mandatory Morning Meeting is adjourned,” said Hampstead.

“Harrumph,” he added.
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The peacocks did not delight everyone at the Athensville Zoo, however.

If you wandered into the Small and Unusual Mammal Pavilion, past the bats and naked mole rats, you would come across this sign:

NINGBING

Cute? Maybe. But he’d make an atrocious pet!

The lone ningbing of the Athensville Zoo was named Itch. He lived up to his sign.

Did you know that a ningbing is a small marsupial that is commonly found in Western Australia? Itch knew. Itch knew many things about many animals. Itch would say that he was a genius, if you asked him.
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“Peacocks,” spat Itch. “Why do they serve as ambassadors to the public? They have—quite literally—the brains of birds.”

Itch dropped down through the tangle of branches in his cage and settled by the window. “This great zoo deserves a better guide for the visitors. An informed guide. I should be out there greeting the guests! I have so much knowledge to share!”

He glanced out the window. Plum was hopping along toward the new zookeeper.

“But I am contained in this cage while peacocks like Plum scamper about freely,” said Itch.

The small door of Itch’s cage opened. Agnes the zookeeper held out some food that had seen better days.

“Hello, my pet. Hungry?” Agnes said.

Itch ignored the question and the food. He stared at the collection of keys attached to Agnes’s belt. Her key ring also had a few cheap toys attached, including a little cartoonish mouse in short pants.

“It is time for a change at the Athensville Zoo,” muttered Itch.
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Outside the Small and Unusual Mammal Pavilion, Plum caught up with the new zookeeper.

“Howdy! Are you Lizzie? My name is Plum. Welcome to the Athensville Zoo family. If you have any questions—”

Lizzie stopped and looked down at the chirping peacock by her side. It seemed friendly. Almost as if it were talking to her.

“Hello there,” said Lizzie. “And who are you?”

She leaned down and carefully reached for the tag around Plum’s leg.

“Plum. What a nice name. A pleasure to meet you, Plum. I’m Lizzie. You may be the first living thing at the zoo to speak to me. It seems like a close-knit group of keepers. Being new is hard.”

She smiled, then turned and entered the Small and Unusual Mammal Pavilion. The door closed behind her. Plum stood patiently at the door. Lizzie looked back. She opened the door again.
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“Do you . . . want to come in?” asked Lizzie.

Plum clucked and slipped through the door, nearly tripping Agnes.

“Cow’s bells! What are you doing in here?” cried Agnes.

“Sorry, Agnes. I let Plum in,” said Lizzie.

“Bad enough these peacocks are all over the zoo. Do we have to let them inside now, too?”

“Well said, feed woman,” Itch murmured.

“Hiya, Itch!” Plum appeared below Itch’s cage.

“Plum,” said Itch. “Enjoying your day?”

“Oh, yes!”

“Enjoying your duties as ambassador to the guests?”

“Yep!”

“Enjoying wasting everyone’s time with pleasant greetings and cheerful frivolity?”

“Well . . . yes . . . no? I’m not wasting anyone’s time, Itch.”

“Hmm,” said Itch. “Shall we agree to disagree?”

“Sure, I guess. See ya, Itch!”

Itch observed Plum as he hopscotched across the tiled floor behind Lizzie. Plum slipped and landed on his tail feathers.
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“I’m okay!” said Plum, looking back at Itch with a wave.

“Okay for now,” said Itch.
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Plum and Lizzie parted ways outside of the pavilion. She had her daily keeper duties to perform: the care and feeding of several unique and amazing animals from around the world. Plum had his own important work.
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Busy as he was, Plum always made time to chat with friends. Like Kevin.

Plum hopped three times and, with a bit of energetic flapping, landed on top of the statue of Plato the peacock. Now he was at eye level with the Habitrail. Kevin was fast approaching.

“Hiya, Kevin!” piped Plum.

Kevin jumped, banged his head, and slid down inside the plastic tube.

“Hi, Plum. You startled me.”

“I’m sorry. I thought you saw me.”

“I did,” began Kevin. “But I thought you were a statue.”

“I’m standing on a statue, but I’m real.”

“It’s hard to tell sometimes,” said Kevin.

“I have actual feathers and I’m in full, glorious color.” Plum spread his tail feathers. “Where are you going?”

“Just doing laps around the zoo. I like to get in my steps,” said Kevin.

“Don’t let me hold you back, buddy!”

“Have a fun day, Plum!”

“Always!”

Plum flapped down and Kevin trotted off. The Habitrail twisted across the square, past the Prairie Dog Pound, over gift shop #6 (Monkeys & Memories), and finally through the Small and Unusual Mammal Pavilion.
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“Are you going to eat that?” Kevin asked. He paused outside of Itch’s cage and eyed what was left of Itch’s meal.

“I’ll
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