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Chapter One

A Rainy Gray Day
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Some days are just perfect for a trip to the zoo. Clear blue skies. Pleasant sunshine. Warm, but not sticky hot.

This was not one of those days.

Cold rain fell on the Athensville Zoo. The sky was a deep gray color. The early-evening air was chilly with a bitter wind. Few visitors had braved the weather all day. The zookeepers hurried from one chore to the next, huddling indoors whenever possible.

The zoo animals also stayed indoors or tucked in their cozy shelters. Mike the alligator slipped beneath the surface of his lagoon. The peacocks, who usually greeted all visitors, perched in the thick branches of the Great Tree at the center of the zoo.

All but one peacock, that is.
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Plum, a peppy little purple peacock, was doing what he always did: enjoying every moment of his life at the wonderful Athensville Zoo.

Plum chirped a little tune as he hopped over puddles along the path. Then he hopped into each puddle with a chilly, cheerful splash.

“Ta-da!” sang Plum as he landed in the biggest puddle of all.
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Sadly, no one was there to see his splash.

“Why does the rain keep so many people home? Splashing is smashing!” said Plum.

A loud crash from behind a nearby snack shack made Plum jump.

“That was no splash,” said Plum.

Plum went to investigate. There, beside an overturned trash can, stood a child in a wet, fuzzy, gray coat.

“Oh, hello!” chirped Plum. “Did you get separated from your mom? The zoo is about to close, but I’m sure we can—”
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The child turned slowly. It was not a child at all. It was a wet, fuzzy, gray raccoon.

“What did you say, pigeon?” asked the raccoon.

“Excuse me,” said Plum. “I thought you were a child.”

“Hmmph,” said the raccoon. “Did you now?”

“I did,” said Plum. “Also, I’m a peacock, not a pigeon. I live here at the zoo. My name’s Plum.”

The raccoon walked slowly toward Plum. Plum, who was a friend to all, felt a tiny, odd feeling. He wasn’t exactly afraid, but part of him wanted to take a few steps back.

“My name is Scratch,” said the raccoon. “How’s about helping out a pal, Plum?”

“Sure,” said Plum. “How?”

“Bring me food. Good food. Lots of food,” said Scratch.

He loomed over Plum.

“Now . . . pigeon,” said Scratch.
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Chapter Two

Not Candy
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Plum hurried away as fast as he could. Maybe Scratch seemed a little scary because he was hungry. Maybe all he needed was a nice snack.

Maybe.

“Kevin!” called Plum.

The zoo’s Habitrail hung suspended over the path. The Habitrail was a long, twisty, enclosed tube that ran throughout the zoo. Kevin, a giant elephant shrew, was free to travel in the Habitrail and visit other animals in their pens.
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Kevin padded along the Habitrail and stopped above Plum.

“Hiya, Plum! You’re the only one out tonight. Did you know that it’s raining?” asked Kevin.

A raindrop plopped onto Plum’s beak.

“Yes, I know it’s raining,” said Plum. “I need your help.”

“With the rain?” asked Kevin.

“No, not the rain,” said Plum. “I need food.”

“Don’t you have seeds or something?” said Kevin.

“It’s not for me,” said Plum. “It’s for a friend. And I need to carry it, so it has to be something I can grab with my beak. Like people food.”

“Oh,” said Kevin. “Like a candy bar?”

“Perfect!” said Plum. “Where can I get one?”

“In the snack shacks,” said Kevin. “But they cost people money. And the snack shacks are already closed for the day. They aren’t allowed to sell candy to peacocks anyway.”

“Probably a good rule,” admitted Plum. “Any other ideas?”

“Well . . .” Kevin thought for a moment. “I did see something that a little boy dropped yesterday.”

“Really?” Plum perked up.
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“But it’s not a candy bar,” said Kevin. “It’s one of those healthy bars that look like candy but they’re not.”

“That will do fine,” said Plum.

“They usually have nuts and stuff in them,” continued Kevin. “Sometimes little bits of chocolate, but not a lot. Most kids are not fooled. Definitely not candy.”

“Where is it?” said Plum.

“In the tiger pit,” said Kevin.

Moments later Plum perched on the edge of the tigers’ habitat. It was partially outside, and the pit was sunk several feet below the observation area, with a protective wall to keep anyone from falling. The tigers napped in the sheltered area. This was fine with Plum. The tigers could be cranky, especially on rainy days.

“There’s the not-candy bar, Plum. On that little ledge,” Kevin called from the Habitrail.

The ledge was a few feet below Plum. He craned his neck as far as he could stretch. Not close enough. He grasped the railing and inched even farther. The bar was still out of reach.

“I don’t know, Plum,” said Kevin. “It might be too far.”

“But my friend is really hungry,” said Plum.
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“Which friend?” asked Kevin.

“His name is Scratch. He’s a raccoon.”

“A raccoon!” said Kevin with alarm. “They have those masks and creep around at night. I hear they’re dangerous.”

“Well,” said Plum, stretching toward the bar, “I think he’s just hungry.”

“Do you know this raccoon well?” asked Kevin.

“No, I just met him,” said Plum.

“So he’s not a friend,” said Kevin.

“Why wouldn’t he be?” asked Plum. “Wait! I have an idea.”

Plum turned around. He closed his eyes. He breathed in. Out.

Then Plum flicked open his magnificent tail. With the feathers, he scooped the bar from the ledge and tossed it into the air. It soared up and over, and Plum caught the bar in his beak.
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“Ta-da!” Plum mumbled.

Plum thanked Kevin, then scooted back to Scratch. He was happy about helping Scratch and proud of his skillful rescue of the bar.

Wait until Scratch hears the story! thought Plum.

Plum zipped around the corner of the snack shack. There was Scratch. He was not alone. At least a dozen more raccoons had joined him.

“Hey, pigeon,” said Scratch. “My pals decided to join me for dinner.”

[image: image]

Plum’s beak fell open in surprise. The not-candy bar dropped to the ground.

“We’ll be needing more food,” said Scratch.

Plum gulped. “Now?” he asked.

“Now,” said Scratch.

The raccoons burst into loud laughter and chanted, “NOW, NOW, NOW, NOW!”




Chapter Three

Meg Joins In
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“Meg!”

Plum stood under the Great Tree and called up to his friend. Meg would help. Meg always knew what to do.

Meg quietly dropped down to the ground. The other peacocks had called it a night and slept peacefully in the branches.

“What is it, Plum?” asked Meg.

“I need help finding food for a friend . . . and his friends. Do you know how to order a pizza?” asked Plum.

“Back up, Plum. How many friends?”

“Oh, twelve or so,” said Plum. “They seem really hungry.”

“Everyone at the zoo has been fed,” said Meg. “Who are you talking about?”

“I just met them,” said Plum. “They’re raccoons.”

“Raccoons!” exclaimed Meg. “What are they doing in the zoo?”

“Looking for food, I guess,” said Plum.

“Well, they can slink around and check the trash cans and then go on their way,” said Meg. “I’ve seen them late at night sometimes. Scavengers and thieves are what they are.”

“They were pretty clear that I was to bring them food,” said Plum. “More food, actually. I already gave Scratch a not-candy bar that I got from the tiger pit.”

“The tiger pit?” Meg said with alarm. “Plum, that’s dangerous! You don’t need to find these raccoons anything!”

“But they’re really hungry,” said Plum.

“Hmmph!” said Meg. “They can’t come here and push you around, Plum. Come on. We’re going to stand up to these raccoons.”

“So pizza is out?” asked Plum.

“Pizza is definitely out,” said Meg.

“And another thing,” said Meg. “You and your raccoon gang can get out of our zoo and not come back!”
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It was a pretty good speech. Meg had walked right up to Scratch and spoken plainly and firmly. She told Scratch that he couldn’t just barge into the zoo and bully Plum. She had explained about the zoo, the zoo wall, the woods, the dump, the people neighborhoods, and who lived where.

She said some other things, too, but Plum hadn’t heard it all. He had been busy watching the raccoons surround them. There seemed to be twice as many as before.

Scratch smiled, baring his fangs. He picked a bit of not-candy from between them. Like all raccoons, he had nimble fingers with very sharp nails.

“Get out now?” said Scratch.

“That’s right,” said Meg. “Now. Please.”

“She says please, gang!” called Scratch. The raccoons all chuckled.

“You know, pigeon,” said Scratch, stepping past Meg. “I’m interested in this zoo of yours. You make it sound pretty special.”

“It is,” said Plum. “It’s the greatest zoo in the world.”

“Is that a fact?” said Scratch. “Well, then, I think we oughta see it. Come along, my fellow raccoons. Let us tour the greatest zoo in the world.”

The raccoons walked down the path. Meg and Plum exchanged a glance and hurried after them.
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Scratch and the others stopped on the bridge that overlooked the lagoon.

“That’s where Mike the alligator lives
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