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First Day

Happiest greetings and most vigorous welcomes to the Zoo at the Edge of the World. The most deliciously exotic, delightfully luxurious, and ravishingly beautiful resort on earth.

Your five-day, five-night, all-inclusive excursion starts this morning, the minute you step off the riverboat Saint of the Animals. We hope you’re well rested.

You will be met at the dock by the resort’s proprietor, Ronan Rackham. You will recognize him as the famous adventurer known the world over for his thrilling exploits in South America, but here the Conqueror of the Jungle is only your humble host.

Our courteous and experienced staff will spirit away your luggage, and all the stresses and strains of your travel will melt away. Take in a leisurely lunch or freshen up in your luxury accommodations. A Grand Tour of the grounds, gardens, and of course the zoo itself will take guests to the dining hour.

After dinner, the real fun begins. Don your finest dress and join your fellow guests at the Welcoming Gala.

As the happy natives say here in British Guiana: Join friends, and be honored!
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1.

I woke up with a knot in my stomach that I couldn’t pin on anything I’d eaten. For starters, no trumpet had sounded announcing Father’s return from his hunt. And today was Greeting Day.

He’d never missed a Greeting Day before. I decided what I was feeling might be dread.

Father had warned us days ago that if he wasn’t back in time, Tim and I were to run the festivities without him, but he assured us it wouldn’t come to that. I wondered what was keeping him and whether he was safe.

I was useless on Greeting Day for reasons I’ll soon get to, and with Tim as the older brother and all, that placed him in charge of my life.

Yes, it was definitely dread.

“Monkey Talker, you awake in there?” Tim shouted through the door, rattling the knob. Thank God for bedroom-door locks, or else big brothers might take over the world.

“You better not be sleeping, you little peeve!”

I wiped the night gunk from my eyes and tried to tell him to go away. My lips puckered together in spasm, and the air thickened up in my throat.

I winced, and “Guh—guh—ggg—gh!” is all that came out.

In the mornings, it sometimes takes a moment to remember I can’t speak. I can always do it so easily in my dreams.

I gave up and instead rapped my knuckles against my bed frame to let him know I was awake.

“I expect you downstairs in five minutes. If you’re late, I’ll have you scooping up guano from the Bat House with a teaspoon.”

Unmistakably dread.

Fortunately for me (though not for anyone within smelling distance), I’d slept in my work clothes. Yesterday’s chores were written on my pants legs in dirt and dung, though I found a Brazil nut in my pant cuff and saved it for Kenji.

Tim was disappointed when I was down in under five minutes, and he told me I’d haul guano anyway.

“Demerits for dirty clothes. What kind of place do you think this is?”

“Ah zuh—zz-zuh . . .”

A zoo, I tried to say, but got stuck on the z.

I’m not a mute, and I’m not stupid like most people think. What I am is a stutterer, and a bad one. I trip on the starts of words, my vowels get stuck, and ums wedge into everything. The only sound I can reliably get out is a sneeze.

I can manage a few words, sometimes, if the person I’m talking to is patient. Feeling rushed makes the stutter worse. I don’t think Tim has ever stood still long enough for me to say hello, unless Father forced him.

“Sorry, no time for sound-it-out.” He sneered. “We’re needed at the boat. You’d be kept out of sight of the guests if it were up to me, but Father pities you. Come on.”

As we marched down the hill from our house to the Golden Path, Tim kept stepping on the back of my shoe. If I tried to get away, he’d push me over and say it was an accident. So I let him have his fun.

The workers were out early today, sweeping the Golden Path and cleaning out cages. Everyone’s up before dawn on Greeting Day, because everything has to be shined and lined up just right.

Tim, my father, and I spend so much time in the sun that you can barely tell the difference between us and the dark-skinned Arawaks and Caribs who are natives of this land and who we employ in the zoo. Guess the only thing is that my family all has wavy brown hair, while the natives’ is thick, straight, and black. Or if you see us with our shirts off. We have monstrous tan lines.

Father puts the workers through their paces on Greeting Day, forbidding even a drop of dung in the animal cages. As though pooping isn’t the main thing these creatures do.

“Spiff up that brick!” Tim shouted at a group of workers sweeping between the cages. “You’re leaving it all spotty.”

As much as Tim wanted to get to the boat quickly, he never passed up an opportunity to bark orders at someone. He jogged ahead a few yards and made the group double back up the path to sweep and mop as he supervised.

There was a tug at my pants leg, and I looked down to see a little mustachioed monkey scaling my thigh. She chirped and thrust her hand into my pocket.

“Kenji!” I knocked my knees together and grabbed her. “You sneaky thief! I saved this nut to give to you, not to have it swiped!”

Maybe I ought to explain. Up until now, I’ve cast myself as unable to speak. Well, I’ll just say again, I am not a mute nor am I stupid. What I am is a stutterer. When I was small it was really bad. Tutors rejected me, saying I was hopeless. Father thought so too, and Tim still seems to think that way. But something changed when I turned five. Father heard of a Portuguese doctor passing through Georgetown, the capital city downriver from our zoo, who’d done studies on speech disorders. He arranged for an examination.

When you’re a little kid and everyone’s telling you you’re dumb, it’s hard not to believe them. And so that’s what I thought, until I spoke to Dr. Vincente.

First, he said there was nothing wrong with my mind. I wasn’t stupid. It was the way my mind worked with my lips, tongue, and lungs that caused the problem.

Second, he told me I was a stutterer and I’d always be a stutterer. But he taught me tricks I could use to improve my speech, how to improve my airflow and force my mouth into specific shapes.

As he was leaving, he told me one final thing. He said sometimes, a stutterer finds he may not stutter when he is alone and speaking to animals.

It sounds odd, I know, but it’s true. The doctor suggested to my father that I be given a pet.

My father’s name is Ronan Rackham, and he is an adventurer. He came to Guiana from England when he was just fourteen years old and never went back. He was the first Englishman to map the inland jungle, and he became famous for discovering new species of animals.

Heeding the doctor’s advice, Father went into the jungle to fetch me a gift. He captured a white-and-gray tamarin monkey. She was the size of a small cat and had a red tail, beady eyes, and an enormous white mustache that grew wider than her face. She was a cute little girl, and while the zoo where I lived was filled with monkeys, I’d never had one as a pet before.

Remembering what Dr. Vincente said, I took her to my room and closed the door. There was a tiny corner I liked to hide in, between the wall and the bed, and we sat there together. I held the monkey under her arms. She blinked at me, curiously.

“I think I’ll call you Kenji,” I said.

My mouth snapped shut. I was five years old and I’d never said three words together before.

“Am I talking to you?” I asked. “I am!”

I hugged the little creature to my chest. She looked up at me pleasantly.

“I am talking to you,” I said. “I can speak.”

When the doctor told me I’d be able to speak, I’d allowed myself only a tiny bit of hope that it would be true. I told her the story of my entire life. Everything I thought of my brother and father, and everyone I’d ever met. I told her the plots of books Father read to me, and when I couldn’t think of anything more to say, I told her my life story all over again.

At some point, Kenji and I fell asleep. The next day, Father found us in the corner behind the bed and woke me up.

I wanted to tell him the doctor was right. I could speak!

“Huh-hh-h—hhhh,” is all that came out.

I was a stutterer and would always be a stutterer. The doctor never promised I could talk with another person.

But I could speak when I was alone with animals. And I’ve done so with the animals at the zoo for the last seven years.

The dawn sun was creeping over the treetops, giving everything a golden glow. I placed Kenji on my shoulder and gave her the Brazil nut.

“More where that came from,” I said. “Greeting Day’s today—we’ll have a lot of new guests in. Show them your tricks and maybe you’ll get an honest treat, instead of having to steal one.”

But Kenji already had her hand in my shirt pocket, tickling me and fishing around for more.





2.

There was a metallic clatter in the pen to my left, and then a powerful snort.

Leedo Flute flipped himself over the railing of the Boar Den and rolled onto the Golden Path. He looked at me, spit, and then walked away.

Leedo is one of our native workers, and he must have had a tangle with Tuskus, our male forest boar. Tuskus had never liked Leedo, who held his dung shovel in the air like a meat cleaver, scaring the boars. Leedo wouldn’t pay attention when I tried to show him the proper way.

Father might be back that afternoon, and if the Boar Den wasn’t clean, there’d be a price to pay. So I unlocked the door to the den and found the shovel lying in the muddy pit. When I picked it up, I was sure to hold the blade downward like I was stirring a kettle of awful-smelling soup.

Tuskus lifted his head and snorted at me. He quickly trotted between me and the two female boars, Gray Beard and Belly Wart. Tuskus is very protective of those two.

“It’s your poop I’m after,” I said. “Not your girlfriends.”

I went about my business clearing his business, and Tuskus began circling me. I let him sniff at my pants legs and shirt while Kenji hung tight to my neck, keeping a cautious eye on the boar. Finally, Tuskus whined and pressed his cheek against my thigh. I scratched his forehead and he grunted happily.

He’s a piglet at heart. It’s just that most people can’t see past the eight-inch tusks we’ve named him for. I can’t say I blame them for that.

“You stinky thing!” I said, as a great bubble of spit slimed its way onto my pants leg. “I come in here to get you cleaned up, and look what you duh-dd-d—”

The words caught in my throat. I saw Leedo leaning over the fence, leering at me.

“Make friends with a pig, smell like a pig.” He laughed.

I kept shoveling.

“How come you talk to animals but you won’t talk to me, little Marlin?”

I didn’t look up.

“Why’s your brother making us clean everything when the boss isn’t even back yet?” Leedo leaned over the fence and picked up a clump of wet dirt. He crumpled it between his reedy fingers. “Maybe the boss isn’t coming back.”

I stuck the shovel in the ground and faced him. Leedo was, without question, my least favorite employee. He was rude to the guests and always late with his duties. But no matter how often Tim complained, Father would never fire him. Father would say that everyone was good at something.

“He’s c-cc-cuh-cuh—” He’s coming back, I tried to say, but immediately regretted it.

“What’s that, little Marlin?” Leedo laughed. “I don’t speak your language.”

I felt blood rush to my face. I wanted to take the shovel out of the ground and slap him on the side of the head with it.

“Hunting jaguar is not like hunting a little boar,” Leedo continued, throwing a clump of dirt at Tuskus’s head. It spooked him and he jumped up snorting. “When you hunt a jaguar, he hunts you right back.”

I thought about opening the gate and letting Tuskus have his way with Leedo. But that wouldn’t be the right thing to do. Father was counting on Tim and me to act responsibly in his stead.

So I picked up the shovel and got back to work. Behind me Leedo cursed and walked off. My father is Ronan Rackham, I thought; he is smarter and stronger than anything on earth. No one can kill him.

Or so I hoped.

It was our employees’ fault that Father had to risk his life in the first place. Our zoo is built on an ancient pyramid, and we’d turned every part of it into an attraction except for one: the Sky Shrine. The biggest and highest point on the pyramid is set up like a stadium, with a large pit surrounded by stone benches. Father thought it would be an excellent place to make a circus ring and put on animal shows.

Construction was going fine until one of our cage keepers, Nathtam Leent, told everyone a seer from the Tribes had claimed the Sky Shrine was holy and it was sacrilege to make a circus there. “The Tribes” is what we call the various communities of Arawaks and Caribs that still live in their villages and do things the old way. Most of our employees are former Tribesmen as well, so Father gives the native communities respect. He even bought the fabric for the circus tent from the Tribes. That’s how they learned what he was up to.

We raised the tent last week, and Nathtam led a third of our employees on strike and into the jungle. They planned to rejoin the Tribesmen there.

Father was as angry about this as I had ever seen him. He was missing all through dinner and then appeared at my bedroom door at midnight, his eyes like stone.

The circus was going to be the most impressive part of the resort, Father told me, the centerpiece of the new zoo experience. It was the reason he would be able to raise the fees he was charging the guests for the coming season. He said he’d made some very expensive land deals recently, and if we had to close the resort for even one week, it could be disastrous.

I didn’t sleep well that night, fearing our zoo would close. All the animals would be released into the jungle, and I would have to return to Georgetown. I’d lose my friends and have only Kenji to talk to.

But the next morning our striking workers were waiting at the gate. They were all there, except for one.

They had made camp in the jungle that first night, but after sunset Nathtam had gone missing. It was a moonless night, and they couldn’t search for him until morning.

The found him just after sunrise. He was hanging from a tree. Or part of him was.

A jaguar had got to him.

When a jaguar turns man-eater, he learns a bad lesson: people taste good and are easy to catch. Whole tribal villages had been terrorized when a jaguar learned to hunt humans. That’s why the workers came back. They needed the protection of our walls—the protection only my father could provide.

Father opened our gates to the men, and let them have their jobs and quarters back with no punishments. When they feared for the safety of their families still living in the villages, Father told them he’d go out and kill the man-eater himself.

“We are Rackham men,” he told Tim and me. “And Rackhams always do what’s right.”





3.

Tim and I were at the boat only to greet the guests, but the employees did all the work, carrying luggage and directing everyone to their carriages. Father would usually make a big show of taking one guest’s luggage personally, often that of the most important visitor. Some of the richest and most powerful people in the world come to our resort. I’ve seen Father’s account books, and what these guests pay for a week’s vacation could get you a modest house in Georgetown.

As the guests came off the boat, Tim leaped right into Father’s shoes, complimenting the sweating ladies on their beauty and slapping the overstuffed gentlemen on their backs. A wet sound, that slap. These rich ladies and gentlemen have no sense of proper jungle wear.

A lady in a drooping red hat tapped her husband on the shoulder and whispered, “That’s them, right behind us!”

The couple stepped to the side of the gangplank and made a deep bow, and the other guests around them followed suit. I looked for the people they were talking about, but before I could see, Tim nearly pushed me over, pressing down my head.

When I looked back up, a family of three was slowly making their way toward the dock. The first was a giant white-haired man whose beard radiated from his cheeks into two perfect corners below his ears. He wore a dazzling vest with what looked like actual silver thread woven into the fabric. A gold watch peeked up from his pocket. His manner was stately and regal and was betrayed only by the fact that his linen pants were so soaked with sweat, it looked like he’d just sat in a bathtub.

Next to him strode a tall, elegant woman who I assumed was his wife. Her beauty was so striking, I hardly noticed the rouge and mascara melting down her face in the heat.

And in front of them was a girl. At first glance I took her for a servant, because she was so out of line with the other two in both pace and demeanor. She walked with a broad step and had hitched up her dress and rolled up her sleeves to keep cool. I’d never seen a guest do that right off the boat before when they were still trying to impress the other guests.

She also didn’t have the melting makeup problem, because she wore none.

“Duke, Duchess.” Tim stepped between the family and me, and bowed. Then he turned to the girl, who looked about my age, twelve or thirteen. “Lady Bradshire. I am Timothy Rackham, and I bid all of you welcome to the Zoo at the Edge of the World. Allow me to take your bags.”

Tim reached out his hand and grabbed an ornate bag from the porter.

“What a gentleman!” the duchess cooed.

“You, my boy,” said the duke as he shook Tim’s unencumbered hand, “are the very image of your father.”

I’d heard we had some noble family coming this week. Father said he knew the Duke of Bradshire from his brief time in the navy and that he’d be bringing his wife. He didn’t say anything to me about the daughter.

“And you’re a Rackham, too?” The girl pushed past Tim and curtsied for me. “You’re all famous back in England, you know.”

“Yes, that’s my younger brother, Marlin,” Tim said, smiling through his teeth.

“Oh!” she said, tittering. “You have no idea how boring life is back there. What’s it like to be an adventurer?”

She was speaking directly to me. None of the guests ever spoke directly to me. Her eyes were green and so innocent in their inquiring that I could tell she actually expected an answer. The last thing I wanted to do was stutter in her pretty face.

“That’s the dullard son,” the Duchess of Bradshire whispered behind her hand loudly enough for everyone to hear. She gave me a squinting smile through her melted makeup. The girl looked embarrassed and dropped her eyes.

A weight smacked my chest and I reflexively grabbed it. Tim had shoved the duke’s bag at me and was fighting with the devil to contain his laughter. He just managed to choke out, “Show them to their carriage,” before bolting off in a hysterical fit behind a donkey.

I slowly lifted my chin from the bag but made no eye contact with the duke and his family. I nodded in the direction of their carriage and led the way forward.

The length of boardwalk from the gangplank to the duke’s carriage was short, but the bag was large; even with my arms wrapped around it, my hands barely touched. It was a struggle to open the door without losing my grip on the bag. Once the bag was safely inside, I stepped back, bowed, and gestured for the duke’s family to enter. One by one I watched their feet walk by, until their daughter’s knobby knees stopped in front of my view.

I kept my head bowed until she tapped my shoulder.

“Would you like to ride with us?” she asked.

Tim reappeared from behind the donkey. “That’s not customary,” he said. “We walk up.”

The girl smiled at Tim. “He brought our bag to the carriage; why not see it the rest of the way?”

The dumfounded look on my brother’s face was delicious, and I wish I’d had more time to enjoy it, but as soon as she’d dismissed him, the girl took my arm and pulled me into the carriage with her parents. The door swung shut behind me, and then I was there with the Bradshire family, nobility of a country I’d never seen.

“Let the boy go about his business,” said the duke.

“What better business does he have than getting acquainted with us?” his daughter replied. “We are his guests, after all.”

With that she knocked twice on the wall of the carriage, and the driver set off.

We hit a bump, and the duchess nearly fell out of her seat. “You behave yourself on this trip, young lady,” she tried to scold the girl, but between the streaks of red and black makeup on her face and the way she clung to the walls of the carriage, she was hard to take seriously.

“Don’t be so stiff, Mummy,” her daughter chided. “We’re here to have an adventure!”

The duchess considered her grimly. Adventuring, I wagered, was not her cup of tea.

The girl looked at me happily from the opposite bench and squinted as though she were puzzling me out.

“My name is Olivia,” she said.

“Lady Olivia,” corrected the duke.

“Oh, you don’t need to say that part among friends. What’s your name? I don’t think I got it.”

“Livia! Stop torturing that boy,” said the duke as he tried to steady himself in the bouncing carriage. “He’s a mute.”

My face heated up. Olivia looked away to hide her disappointment.

I closed my eyes and remembered the techniques the speech doctor had taught me in Georgetown. Lips, tongue, teeth, air. I am not a mute.

“Mmm-mm—muh, ma ma,” I stuttered, and stopped.

The duke huffed, and the duchess shot a knowing look toward her husband. But Olivia sat still and considered me calmly. I started again, deliberately working the mechanics of my mouth.

“MM-mm—MUH—MUH—Marlin,” I managed.

Olivia smiled. “Marlin! Good to meet you.” She took my hand in hers and very enthusiastically shook it. Her hands were much softer than mine, and way more clean.

“I can’t believe I’m actually meeting the world-famous Rackhams! This is my very first time in South America,” she said. “Daddy’s here to buy land for a sugar forest. He says we might move here!”

The duchess kicked Olivia in the shin from across the carriage.

“Ow!” she cried.

The duke stiffened up. “I’m not sure where my daughter comes up with these stories.”

Olivia opened her mouth to say something but seemed to think better of it, and sighed.

My father was born to a wealthy family like the Bradshires back in England, but he hated the stodgy life he led there. He longed for adventure in the colonies. So first chance he got, he hopped a ship for Guiana, Britain’s colony on the South American mainland. But in the port city of Georgetown he found men not too different from the ones he was fleeing in England: merchants and landowners obsessed with reaping riches from the mines and sugarcane plantations around the coast. He spent the next thirty years traveling the jungles of the Amazon and writing dispatches for British newspapers.

On a rare visit to Georgetown, he met Marion Coates, the daughter of a
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