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Chapter One

The Traveling Athensville Zoo

Plum the peacock sat still and quiet. He was usually pretty peppy. His friends at the Athensville Zoo would say he was cheerful and chatty. But this morning, Plum did not feel like his usual peppy, cheerful, chatty self. Plum felt a little bit—just a little bit—scared.

“Isn’t this exciting?” asked Meg.
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Plum and Meg sat in individual peacock cages. Next to them were cages that contained Kevin, a giant elephant shrew (not giant, nor an elephant); Jeremy, a former street cat, now happily owned by Lizzie the zookeeper; Myrna, a colorful parrot; and Itch, a ningbing (small mammal, unusual in many ways).

“‘Exciting’ is too mild a word,” said Itch. “‘Thrilling,’ perhaps. Is there a word that aptly describes the sensation of fulfilling one’s destiny?”

“Nausea?” asked Kevin, who was feeling a little wobbly in the belly.

You see, these fine animals of the Athensville Zoo were not, in fact, at the zoo. They were bouncing along in the back of a zoo van. They were on their way to visit Romeburg Elementary School.

“Just think,” said Itch, “in less than an hour, I shall be lecturing eager young minds about the great wonders of the animal kingdom!”
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“I think Lizzie is actually doing the lecturing part,” said Meg.

“Perhaps—dare I dream?—I will use the SMART Board!” said Itch, ignoring Meg.

“Maybe the visit will be canceled,” said Plum in a small voice.

“Canceled?” said Itch. “Why on earth would it be canceled?”

“Well,” said Plum a bit louder, “I think the school might soon be buried in snow.”

The others followed Plum’s gaze out the van’s back windows. The sky was heavy and gray, and large snowflakes were falling.

“Pshaw!” said Itch. “It is nothing but a flurry.”

“Squawk,” said Myrna, who never used actual words of any kind, animal or human.

Lizzie the zookeeper, who was driving the van, tuned the radio to a news station. An announcer’s voice came through the static.

“. . . the sudden snowstorm has taken us all by surprise. Well, that’s weather nowadays for you! Snow accumulation could be . . . let’s see what this note says . . . intense? No. Immense, I think. Anyway, it looks like we’re getting a lot of snow today. Stay put and stay safe!”
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Lizzie turned the radio off.

“Hoo boy, friends,” said Lizzie. “This day may not go as planned.”

The plan had been to visit kindergarten through fifth grade. Lizzie would talk about the zoo and the animals, and the children would be allowed to pet the animals and ask questions.

In Plum’s opinion, this plan had (at minimum) the following three problems:

1) What if the schoolchildren didn’t like him?

2) What if he got lost?

3) What if he made a mistake?
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Plum never worried about any of that back at the zoo. There he proudly served with his fellow peacocks as a free-range ambassador to all zoo visitors. He mingled. He guided. He delighted. At the Athensville Zoo, Plum always knew what to do.

“I think our presentation may be canceled today,” said Lizzie.

Itch made a sort of strangled noise.

“Oh, no,” said Meg. “Won’t that be terribly disappointing, Plum?”

Plum did not feel disappointed at all. In fact, he was beginning to feel a little bit—just a little bit—peppy.
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Chapter Two

24-Hour Gym Class

“I guess you better turn this old van around and head back to the zoo, Lizzie,” said Plum.

Lizzie, being human, could not actually understand animal language. She did not respond to Plum. She was having a difficult time seeing the road in the increasingly heavy snow.

The van skidded once. It skidded again. Quite a lot of snow had fallen in the past few minutes.

“There’s the school!” said Lizzie. “We’ll find out what the situation is. I don’t think it’s safe to drive back in this storm.”

No school visit? No way home? What would they do?

The van trudged into the parking lot. Lizzie hopped from the van and sunk into several inches of snow. A man in earmuffs waved from the front door.

“Hello! Ms. Rodriquez?” called the man over the squall.

“Call me Lizzie,” said Lizzie, making her way against the wind to join him.

“I’m Principal Franklin. I’m afraid we must cancel today’s visit.”

“Yes, I thought you might,” said Lizzie.
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“The children have all been sent home. The news says we might get three feet of snow! Oh, my. And tomorrow is Saturday, so we will need to completely reschedule.”

“Spring might be good,” suggested Lizzie through chattering teeth.

“Indeed,” agreed the principal. “However, we can’t have you driving back in this blizzard.”

“Where can we all stay?”

“The animals will be perfectly safe here at the school for the night. We have a secure area in the gym all set for them. They will be quite comfortable.”

“Great! Thank you,” said Lizzie.

“And for you, Lizzie, we have a treat! I have booked you a room at Doily Gables, Romeburg’s finest inn!”

“That’s very kind of you.”

“Our pleasure. We have a special relationship with Doily Gables. Every room in the school has a free calendar they give out each year! We get the calendars because our visiting authors stay exclusively at Doily Gables. We’ve hosted Jeanne Birdsall, James Howe, Jennifer Holm, Jerry Pinkney . . . have you ever noticed how many authors have J names?”

“I’ve never thought about it.”

“Hmm,” said Principal Franklin. “Jeff Mack, Jane Yolen, Jarrett Kro . . . Kro . . .”

“Krosoczka,” said Lizzie. “I don’t mean to interrupt, but perhaps we should get the animals inside.”

“Yes, absolutely!” said the principal. “Let me get the doors.”

Inside the van, the animals remained quiet. Except for Itch.

“Are you sobbing, Itch?” asked Kevin.

“No, Kevin,” said Itch. “My eyes are just watery from all of this whiteness. It’s called snow blindness, for your information.”

“We’re not going home?” asked Plum.

“Looks like we’re going to have an adventure, Plum,” said Jeremy.

“A sleepover!” said Meg. “This will be fun!”

“Yeah,” said Plum quietly. “Loads of fun.”

Lizzie opened the van doors.

“Change of plans, my friends! You are all now temporarily enrolled at Romeburg Elementary School!”

Lizzie had apologized repeatedly to the animals about the need to spend the night in their traveling cages. The cages were large, comfortable, and filled with food and water . . . but they were still cages. It was for their own safety, Lizzie had said. Even Jeremy the cat was in his cage since Doily Gables did not allow any pets, especially cats. The inn already had twelve cats, and they were “too precious and special” to mingle with outsiders.
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The gymnasium was big, with high windows. The animals could see the snow continue to fall. The school was dark and empty. The only sound was a gentle chirp from Myrna. Most of the animals were glum, but one seemed very cheerful about their safe, snug confinement.

“Could be worse!” piped Plum. “We can tell stories or sing songs. Who knows a knock-knock joke?”

“Knock, knock,” said Itch.

“Who’s there?” asked Plum.

“You. Unfortunately,” said Itch. “If we are to be imprisoned and robbed of our chance for glory and the thrill of lecturing, I must insist that you all remain silent and miserable.”

“I think Plum is right,” said Meg. “We should at least try to make the best of it.”

“It’s good that we’re all together,” said Kevin. “I’d hate it if they’d split us up.”

Jeremy stretched a paw through the bars of his cage.

“I might be able to pick this lock,” said Jeremy. “Then we could at least explore the school. . . .” He extended a claw but couldn’t quite reach.

“Hey, Myrna,” said Jeremy. “You have a good curved beak. Can you pick the lock?”

“Chirrup!” said Myrna. She didn’t move.

“Do you think Myrna understands our talking but doesn’t talk herself, or is it all just noise to her?” asked Kevin.
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“Choop! Choop!” said Myrna.

“Some birds of her species are capable of talk,” said Itch. “Some are simply . . . colorful.”

“Beep!” said Myrna.

“Hopeless,” said Itch.

They all fell silent again.

“What are you still doing in there?”

Three white mice stood in front of the cages.

“It’s a snow day,” said one mouse.

“Yeah,” said another. “Like . . . the best kind of day.”

“We’ll have you out of there in a jiffy,” said the third mouse, holding up a bent paper clip.
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Chapter Three

Constance, Prudence, and Millicent

The mice used their paper clip to open the locks on each cage. A few minutes later, all the animals were set free in the gym.

“Welcome to Romeburg Elementary, the best school in the world,” said one mouse. “I’m Constance, 5B.”

“I’m Prudence, 3A,” said the second mouse.

“And I’m Millicent. I was in 1C but now I’m in 1A, which is waaaay better because the teacher is nicer and I have a fabulous view.”

“We all have a fabulous view, Millicent,” said Constance.

“You live in the school?” asked Plum.

“Technically, we are classroom mice,” said Constance.

“We’re not classroom pets,” said Prudence. “We are, like, studied and stuff.”

“Mostly they just look at us and blow us kisses,” said Millicent.

“We have to pretend to be caged during the day, but we totally escape after school,” said Constance.

“That’s why we kind of, like, rule the school,” said Prudence.
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“Except for the library,” said Millicent. “That’s ruled by the Professor.”

“Professor?” said Itch, showing interest for the first time since being released.

“He’s a turtle,” said Prudence. “He’s like a million years old or something. He’s okay, but, you know, slow and old.”

“Where is the library?” demanded Itch. “Tell me, mouse!”

“Jeez louise. Chill, little dude,” said Constance. “What are you, anyway?”

“A ningbing who insists that you tell me where to find this library.”

“Whatever. Second floor.”

“Wait, Itch!” said Plum. “You can’t just
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