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LONDON,

December 1940

Second World War
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Britain has been in a bitter war with Nazi Germany for over a year.

It is the height of the Blitz, and Nazi bombs rain down on the city.

The people of London live in fear.

As do the animals of the city, particularly those in LONDON ZOO.







Part One
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Time to Dare





Chapter 1
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Wibble Wobble

Life. Love. Laughter.

The world had been plunged into a war of unimaginable horror, so these three things were more important than ever.

They are important to this story too.

Our adventure begins on a cold, crisp afternoon in London in December 1940. In LONDON ZOO, to be precise. There, a little boy had just made a discovery. A discovery that made him laugh for the first time in a long, long time.

“HA! HA! HA!”

That little boy was an eleven-year-old orphan named Eric. He was short for his age and had sticky-out ears, which made him feel like he stuck out. The boy wore glasses, but one of the lenses was cracked, and he didn’t have any money to repair them.

As soon as the bell rang for the end of school, Eric would run out of the gates as fast as his little legs would take him.

He hated school, where he was picked on mercilessly for his sticky-out ears and given the nickname “Wingnut.”

Eric had been given strict orders by his grandmother to hurry straight home. But he couldn’t resist taking a detour. From school, he dashed through the streets, dodging the mountains of rubble. There were adventures to be had in the wreckage of downed Nazi planes, burnt-out double-decker buses, or bombed buildings, but the boy didn’t dilly-dally. Oh no. He was in a rush to get to his favorite place on earth.

LONDON ZOO.

Apart from all the animals, the best thing about the zoo was that Eric could get in for FREE! That was because his uncle worked there as a zookeeper. Uncle Sid was really his mum’s uncle, but Eric always called the old man “Uncle Sid” too. Sometimes Eric would even help Sid with his work. This he loved more than anything. His dream was to be a zookeeper himself one day. To Eric, animals seemed so much nicer than humans. None of them made fun of his sticky-out ears for a start. Some of them had sticky-out ears too. No matter, they were all beautiful in their own way.

Eric loved feeding the animals, washing them, and he didn’t even mind mucking out their cages. Some elephant droppings weighed a ton and shoveling them was a two-man job.

Sid would smuggle Eric in through the back entrance to the zoo. That way he would not have to pay the entrance fee of sixpence, a small fortune for a small boy. Eric didn’t have a penny to his name, let alone six.

So, at four o’clock on the dot each day, Eric would arrive at the staff gate. In what resembled a military operation, he would remain out of sight and knock three times.

KNOCK! KNOCK! KNOCK!

Then he would wait in silence until he heard a “Twit-twoo!” This was his great-uncle imitating the call of an owl. That sound meant the coast was clear. The next thing the boy would hear was the old man approaching. Sid had tin legs. His real ones had been blown off in the First World War. Whenever he walked, there was the sound of clinking, clanking, and clunking.

CLINK! CLANK! CLUNK!

“Password!” the man would hiss, hiding on the other side of the gate.

“Wibble wobble!” the boy would reply.

“Ha! Ha!” chuckled Sid as he opened the gate. “In you come!”

The password was different every day. The boy would invent a new one each time to make his great-uncle laugh.

Some of their favorites were:

Monkey nuts

King pong

Ants in your pants

Nicky Nacky Noo

Hippopotomustache

Wee willy winky

Jelly bottom

Finky foo-far

Udder fudder

Sir Humphrey Handbag

“Thanks, Uncle Sid.”

“How was school today?” asked the old man. There was a strong family resemblance. Sid was short and had sticky-out ears too. However, he also had big, bushy eyebrows and an even bushier beard, so that was where the family resemblance ended. Because of his tin legs the old man was unsteady on his feet, which were also made of tin. Sid looked like he was going to topple over at any moment.

“I hate it!” huffed the boy.

“I don’t know why I bother asking!”

“The kids pick on me about my ears.”

“Your ears look perfectly normal to me!” said the old man as he waggled his own sticky-out ears with his hands to make the boy laugh.

“Ha! Ha!”

“Don’t let the bullies get you down! It’s what’s in here that counts,” said Sid, clutching his heart. “You are a smashing boy—don’t ever forget that!”

“I will try not to.”

“Don’t you have any friends at school?”

“Not really,” replied the boy sorrowfully.

“Well, I know all the animals here are your friends. They love you as much as you love them.”

The boy hugged the old man, nestling his head in Sid’s big, round tummy. “Whoa!” exclaimed Sid, flapping his arms around as if he were a penguin trying to take off.

“Sorry! I always forget about those tin legs. . . .”

“Don’t worry. You’ll be able to sell me off for scrap metal when I’m gone!” he joked.

The boy smiled. “You’re funny!”

“There may be a war on, but you have to keep smiling. And laughing. Or what else are we fighting for?”

“I had never thought of it like that,” pondered the boy. “But you are right, Uncle Sid. Do you need a hand with anything today?”

“Oh! You are a good boy, but I’ve done all the mucking out. You go and enjoy yourself!”

“Thanks! I always do!”

“I know the animals will be pleased to see you after last night!”

The boy immediately knew what he meant. Last night had been the worst bombing raid by the Nazi air force (or “Luftwaffe”) in London since the war had begun.

“As soon as the air-raid warning went off, I woke Granny up. She doesn’t hear too good.”

“Yes, I know! She’s deaf as a post.”

“And even though I was still in my pajamas and Granny was in her nightdress we ran to BLACKFRIARS TUBE. We slept the night down in the station with hundreds of others, right there on the platform.”

“How was it?” asked the old man. “Noisy, I bet.”

“And smelly. Not the best night’s sleep I’ve ever had!”

“No, but at least you and Granny were safe.”

“Where did you hide out?”

“Me? The air-raid warden ordered me to run for shelter, but I came straight here to the zoo. I had to be here to take care of the animals. Try to keep them calm.” The boy winced at the thought of them all suffering.

“How were they?”

“I did my best, but the bombs just kept on coming. Boom! Boom! Boom! I’m afraid to say your friend took it hardest. She can’t bear the noise of the bombs. Frightened out of her wits, she was.”

The boy gulped with fear. “I’d better go and see her right away.”

“You do that. I know you always cheer her up like no one else can!”

The old man ruffled the boy’s hair. Eric ran off in search of his friend.

To Eric, LONDON ZOO was a wonderland. He had never been outside London in his life, but here in just a few acres of the city were the most magical creatures from all over the world.

ELEPHANTS

PENGUINS

GIRAFFES

ZEBRAS

LIONS

CROCODILES

But there was one animal in particular that Eric loved more than any other. The gorilla.

Her name was Gertrude.

Gertrude the gorilla.





Chapter 2
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Muddle

The funny thing about Gertrude was that she was so human, and so not human all at once.

Thick black hair covered her entire body, like a giant fur coat. Her head was enormous, with a bulging forehead as long as her face. Two unusually large ears stuck out on the sides of the gorilla’s head, just above her eyes. Gorillas normally have tiny ears, but not Gertrude. Perhaps that was why the boy felt a special connection to her. Or perhaps it was her warm ginger eyes that flashed with kindness.

The gorilla’s wide nose was wrinkled like an old lady’s. This was fitting, as Gertrude was an old lady. She was fifty, positively ancient for a gorilla. But the thought that she was some sweet old dear would be gone the moment she opened her mouth.

Fangs!

Gertrude had the most magnificent set of fangs, two up and two down.

Also not sweet-old-dear-y were her arms. They were nearly as broad as her legs, and her legs were already broader than broad. What’s more, her huge tummy was round like a barrel. The things Eric loved most about his best friend were her hands and feet. They were much like his, except they were absolutely humongous.

Gertrude might have been the biggest of all the apes in LONDON ZOO, but she was also the gentlest. Sometimes a sparrow would fly into her cage and land on her head. You might think that a gorilla, with its incredible strength, would crush an uninvited visitor in its hand. But not Gertrude. No, she would treat the little bird like a baby. The gorilla would hold it delicately in her hand and stroke it. Sometimes she would even mimic the birdsong.

“TWEET! TWEET!”

Then she would give the little creature a kiss on the beak.

“MWAH!”

All this would delight the crowds who would gather around Gertrude’s cage. The gorilla was LONDON ZOO’S STAR ATTRACTION.

The worst thing about being an orphan was missing being hugged. Eric had lost his mum and dad during the war. They were both good at hugs. Sometimes they would even have a big family cuddle, with Eric in the middle. They called it a MUDDLE. Cuddle and middle.

The boy loved those muddles most of all. Feeling the love and warmth of both his parents made him feel safe. Now the war had torn them away from him.

Forever.

Eric knew he would never have that feeling again. So, when he gazed through the bars of Gertrude’s cage, he often wished he could magic his way inside. Then the gorilla could just wrap her big strong arms around him and hold him tight. Gertrude was as big as both his parents put together. Eric was sure she could give him a jolly good muddle.





Chapter 3
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Party Tricks

Eric had dashed past animal after animal until he finally reached his best friend’s cage. To his sadness he saw Gertrude the gorilla squatting in the corner with her back to the crowd, rocking to and fro.

This was not right. Something was very wrong.

The old girl was not her normal self at all. Usually she would delight in showing off to the crowd, getting up to all sorts of tricks, especially for a banana. Or two. Or three. Or as many as she could stuff in her mouth at once. Which was a lot.

Gertrude’s favorite party tricks included:

Waggling her bottom

Saluting like a soldier

Beating her chest

Putting her fingers in her ears

Peeling a banana with her feet

Swinging on her rope like Tarzan

Flattening her nose right up against the bars of her cage

Performing a cartwheel

Giving the crowd a royal wave

Blowing a banana up into the air with her mouth, and catching it again

Rolling around in the straw, hooting with laughter

Pretending to slip on a banana skin

Copying the walk of anyone passing by, especially that of the uptight zoo director general himself, Sir Frederick Frown

The boy couldn’t bear seeing his friend looking so sad today. Last night’s bombing raid had clearly frightened the life out of her. The crowd gathered around her cage were muttering and moaning.

“I paid good money for this!”

“Fat lot of good that gorilla is!”

“What a waste of time!”

Eric couldn’t get through all the people, so he climbed up on top of a bench and shouted, “GERTRUDE!”

The moment the gorilla heard her friend’s voice, she stopped rocking and stood up. Then she leaped onto her rope and shimmied up with ease, using her hands and feet. Once at the top, she spotted the boy over the sea of heads.

“EEH-AAH!” she cried on seeing Eric. Despite it being earsplittingly loud, you could tell it was a happy cry.





Chapter 4
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Blowing Raspberries

All those in the crowd looked around to spot who exactly this gorilla was so excited to see. Eric was painfully shy. Such was his embarrassment at being stared at that he blushed redder than a tomato.

Eric gave a little wave back to his friend. Then the crowd parted to let the boy go to the front.

Gertrude shimmied down the rope with ease and lolloped over to Eric. He put his hand up against the metal bars.

“Be careful!” came a shout from the crowd.

“Gorillas are dangerous!” came another.

“It will rip your arm off quicker than you can say Jack Sprat!” warned a third.

The gorilla followed the boy’s lead. Gently, she placed her hand up against the bars from the inside. Now the palms of their hands were just touching.

Eric smiled, and Gertrude smiled back. Seeing her big silly smile made him chuckle, and Gertrude hooted with laughter too.

“Ha! Ha!”

“HEE-HAW! HEE-HAW!”

Then the boy stuck his tongue out at her. Then the gorilla stuck her tongue out at him!

There was a ripple of laughter through the crowd. “HA! HA! HA!”

Hearing them, Eric felt flustered and took a step back.

“Go on, boy!” someone prompted.

“Don’t stop now!” urged another.

“This is worth the price of admission alone!” remarked a third.

The boy took a deep breath and tried to put all these strangers out of his mind. Summoning all his courage, he stepped toward the cage again. Gertrude smiled at him, her eyes twinkling. Eric smiled back. The gorilla’s smiles were infectious.

Today the boy was determined to try to go one further: to teach Gertrude a new trick. So Eric did something that always made him chuckle. He blew a raspberry.

“PFFT!”

There were tuts and murmurs of disapproval from some of the grown-ups.

“TUT!”

“TUT!”

“TUT!”

Clearly, they were unimpressed with his childish humor.

But the gorilla was not. Gertrude looked puzzled for a moment. Then she pursed her lips and blew, but no sound came out. Egging her on to try again, the boy slowly pursed his lips, pushed his tongue forward, and blew.

“PFFFFT!”

“TUT!”

“TUT!”

“TUT!”

Looking at Eric the entire time for encouragement, the gorilla copied him. Once again, she pursed her lips and pushed her tongue even farther forward. This time, like a raspberry-blowing champion, Gertrude blew the loudest, longest raspberry the world had ever known.

“PFFFFFFFFFFFFFFFFFFFFFFFFFFT!”

SUCCESS!

Despite now having his face covered in gorilla spittle, the boy couldn’t help but laugh.

“HA! HA! HA!”

The stern-faced crowd began to chuckle too.

“HO! HO! HO!”

“Well played, boy!”

“The child is a marvel with animals!”

“This pair should be on the stage!”

Feeling ten feet tall now, Eric was wondering if there was something else he could do. Could these raspberries be blown into something resembling a tune? There was only one way to find out.

The boy didn’t know many songs. One he often sang in school assembly and had, in fact, sung that very morning was “Rule, Britannia!”

So, replaying the tune in his head, he began raspberrying1 out the notes of the chorus.

“PFFFT! PFT! PFT! PFT!”

Eric then fell silent in the hope that Gertrude would follow his lead.

The gorilla tilted her head and looked at the boy as if he was bananas.

Undeterred by this, Eric persisted. The boy repeated himself.

“PFFFT! PFT! PFT! PFT!”

Gertrude tilted her head to the other side. Then a mischievous thought flashed across her eyes, and she pursed her lips together and pushed her tongue forward.

“PFFFFFFFFFFFFFFT!”

A long, low raspberry came out, once again covering the boy with gorilla spittle.

“Good luck with that one, lad!” snorted a voice from behind.

“Next you’ll be teaching it to play the piano!”

“Or dance for the Royal Ballet!”

“HA! HA! HA!”

Eric could sense people ebbing away, but he was sure it was worth one more try.

“PFFFT! PFT! PFT! PFT!”

This time the most wondrous thing happened.

Gertrude joined in!

“PFFFT! PFT! PFT! PFT!”

This little boy and this great ape were blowing raspberries to the tune of “Rule, Britannia!” . . .

Eric kept eye contact with Gertrude and nodded his head so she would keep time. He was pretty sure that she didn’t know the song. Why would she? But she was picking it up very quickly.

“PFFFT! PFT! PFT! PFT!”

Soon, those who had shuffled away raced back to catch a glimpse of the show. More and more people joined, until there was a huge crowd gathered around the cage. Eric was concentrating so much on teaching the tune that he had managed to put them entirely out of his mind. Focusing on Gertrude, the pair reached the end of the chorus with one last big booming raspberry.

“PFFFFFFFFFFFFT!”

Instantly, the crowd broke into wild applause.

“MORE! MORE!”

“ENCORE!”

“PLAY US ANOTHER!”

The boy turned around. Because of the fuss, his face was now as red as a London bus.

“Well, I, er . . .”

Then at the back of the crowd he heard a voice. An angry voice. A voice he knew only too well . . . shouting his name.






Chapter 5

[image: image]

Granny Spittle

“ERIC!” the voice yelled again.

Now the boy blushed redder than a postbox.

The crowd looked around to see who this person was with the incredibly loud voice.

“Good afternoon, Grandma,” replied the boy weakly.

“Don’t you ‘good afternoon, Grandma’ me, boy! You are in almighty trouble! I ordered you to come straight home after school, but did you? Oh no! You had to come here to the zoo again, didn’t you?”

There was no answer to that.

Eric was BUSTED.

The old lady batted the crowd out of the way with her ear trumpet.

BISH!

“OW!”

BASH!

“OOF!”

BOSH!

“ARGH!”

“Look at you, child!” she exclaimed, spotting that her grandson was covered in gorilla spittle. “Your face is FILTHY!”

Then the old lady did something Eric and all the children of all the world LOATHE. She spat on her handkerchief and began furiously rubbing away at his face.

Now Eric was covered in granny spittle instead of gorilla spittle. The boy wasn’t sure which was worse.

As if that wasn’t punishment enough, Grandma yanked him by one of his sticky-out ears.

“COME WITH ME!” she demanded. “I bet this was all your uncle Sid’s idea! That man is always filling your head with silly ideas!”

“Uncle Sid had nothing to do with it!” lied Eric.

“What did you say?” demanded the old lady, cupping the ear trumpet to her ear.

“UNCLE SID HAD NOTHING TO DO WITH IT!”

Grandma stared at the boy. “Bread and dripping!” she barked. “I bet there’s another bombing raid tonight as soon as it’s dark, which,” she said, looking up at the sky, “is any moment now!”

With her free hand, Grandma hacked through the crowd with her ear trumpet as if it were a machete slashing through the jungle.

BISH!

“OUCH!”

BASH!

“ARF!”

BOSH!

“NOT AGAIN!”

Such was the commotion that more and more people began to gather: visitors, zookeepers, and a stiff-looking man who was immaculately dressed in a morning suit complete with top hat. He tried to weave his way through the crowds.

“Please! Please! Some decowum, please!” he exclaimed. His voice was so achingly posh that his r’s came out as w’s. “Calm down, madam, please!”

“WHAT DID YOU SAY?” she shouted.

“I SAID ‘CALM DOWN!’”

“All right! All right! No need to shout.”

“Are you a little hard of heawing, madam?” asked the man, spotting the ear trumpet.

“A quarter past five,” replied Grandma, checking her watch. “Who are you, anyway?” she added, putting the trumpet to her ear.

The man was taken aback by her tone. He spoke directly into the end of the trumpet. “I am Sir Fwedewick Fwown!”

“Fwedewick!” the old lady scoffed. “What kind of a name is that?”

“Fwedewick! It is a perfectly normal name for a gentleman.”

“I think it’s Frederick,” hissed Eric, still wincing from the pain of having his ear pulled. “He runs the zoo.”

“You are wight, boy. Fwedewick! And I am the zoo’s diwector genewal!”

“The what?” she demanded.

“Diwector genewal!”

“Diwector genewal? What is a diwector genewal?”

“He is the director general, Grandma,” said Eric.

“How many times do you need to be told?” bawled Frown. “Diwector genewal!”

“THERE’S NO NEED TO SHOUT, DEAR!” she shouted.

“I must politely ask you to leave the pwemises!”

“The pwemises?” she asked.

“Yes! The pwemises. With haste!”

“Don’t you worry—we’re going!” The lady marched off. On each of her steps, Gertrude blew a raspberry . . .

“PFT! PFT! PFT!” . . . making it seem like the old lady was blowing off.

The crowd roared with laughter.

“HA! HA! HA!”

“Oh! My goodness gwacious!” exclaimed Sir Frederick. “Who taught my gowilla to do that? Was it you, big-eared boy?” he barked, nose to nose with Eric.

“Yes, sir,” he confessed. “I was just trying to cheer up my friend after all the bombing last night. She was rocking backward and forward, and I was worried about her.”

“So you taught her how to blow a waspbewy?”

“Yes, sir,” replied the boy sorrowfully.

“This is a zoo! Not a circus!” thundered Frown.

“I couldn’t agree more!” snapped Grandma. “You need to have a talk with the boy’s great-uncle. He works here at the zoo. Sidney Pratt!”

“PWATT?”

“NO! PRATT!”

Grandma had dropped the zookeeper in a massive pile of elephant doo. Which, by a staggering coincidence, is exactly where Sid already was. However, Eric could hear that familiar clinking, clanking, and clunking of the old man’s tin legs in the distance.

CLINK! CLANK! CLUNK!

On spotting Sid, the boy shook his head as if to say, “Run!” Sadly, running was not the old man’s strong point.

“Do you know this boy, Pwatt?” demanded Frown. Eric shook his head.

“No?” lied the man.

“He’s your great-nephew, Sidney!” exclaimed Grandma. “I knew you were daft, but I didn’t know you were this daft!”

“Oh, yes, I do, then,” said Sid.

“Yes or no?” pressed Frown.

“A bit of both. No, I didn’t know him, before he was born. But now I do, yes.”

“I tell my grandson time and time again there’s a war on! It’s not safe! He needs to come straight home from school!” began Grandma. “But oh no! Sidney Pratt has other ideas! Wants the boy to be a zookeeper just like him! Shoveling doodahs all day! I bet he even sneaks the boy in here for free!”

Frown frowned. “Fwee? FWEE! Is this twue?”

Sid looked at Eric. The boy shook his head again, but the old man knew the game was up.

“Yes. It is twue, I mean true. My little Eric loves the animals, you see, and they love him. . . .”

“Sidney Pwatt, wait for me in my office! You two, leave the zoo wight now.”

“YOU WHAT?” barked Grandma, pushing the trumpet closer to her ear.

“LEAVE!”

“THERE’S NO NEED TO SHOUT! And don’t worry! We’re going! I wouldn’t come back into this stinky old place if you paid me!” huffed Grandma, yanking Eric’s sticky-out ear. She’d made it stick out even farther.

“OW!” exclaimed Eric as he was hauled away. He stole a look back at Sid, and then at Gertrude. The gorilla was sitting in her cage, having watched the entire scene. Although she couldn’t speak human, Gertrude had clearly understood much of what had happened.

The boy was sad, so she was sad too.

The gorilla put her hand up to the cage. It was clear she didn’t want her friend to go.

“HEE-HAW!” she cried after him, offering a little wave goodbye. Eric waved back, just before he was hauled off out of sight by his ear.

“OWWW!”





Chapter 6
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Mum and Dad

“STRAIGHT TO BED!” announced Grandma as she loomed over Eric at the kitchen table of her little terraced house. “Do you hear me? STRAIGHT TO BED!”

There was no chance of the boy not hearing her. She spoke so very loudly. “Straight to bed with no tea!”

“But—!”

“NO BUTS! YOU HAVE BEEN A VERY BAD BOY!”

Eric rose from the rickety chair and stomped up the stairs.

The first door was that of the tiny, dark, damp box room. It was full of Grandma’s old junk, but was now Eric’s bedroom. Feeling sorry for himself, he lay down on the bed, not even bothering to take off his school uniform. He closed his eyes. Holding on to the pillows, he imagined he was in the middle of a lovely family cuddle. A muddle.

His dad had been killed six months before, during that summer at Dunkirk. Dad was one of thousands of British soldiers retreating from the Nazis across France. Dunkirk is the town on the northern coast of France from which the troops were being evacuated. However, many were killed as they tried to escape.

Including Private George Grout.

Dad had been a plumber—that’s how he’d met his wife. He’d called around when her outside toilet was blocked. When war was declared in 1939, Dad proudly signed up to join the army. He was determined to do his bit to keep Britain safe from a Nazi invasion. However, his war would not be a long one. After surviving a number of fierce battles in France, tragedy struck at Dunkirk. The ship on which he was being evacuated, HMS Grafton, was torpedoed by a Nazi U-boat (or submarine).

Eric’s mum was devastated when she received the telegram. Her darling husband was gone. She wept and wept and wept. Eric feared she might drown in her own tears, just as so many soldiers had drowned at Dunkirk. It was scary seeing his mum so sad. Would life ever feel normal again? Strangely there were still normal things to do, like eat your breakfast, brush your teeth, or do your homework. After her husband’s death, Mum was more determined than ever to help with Britain’s war effort. She worked at a factory sewing parachutes for Spitfire pilots. However, tragedy was to strike Eric’s short life again when a Nazi bomb destroyed the factory during a night shift.

No one got out alive.

One moment Mum was there, and the next she was gone. Just like with his dad, Eric didn’t even have the chance to say goodbye. Nothing felt real to the boy anymore. It was as if he were in a dream or, rather, a nightmare, where he was trapped underwater, and if he cried out nobody could hear him.

Now that the boy was an orphan, it was hastily decided that Eric should go to live with his grandmother. The problem was that Grandma wasn’t good with children.
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