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One Door. One Lunch Break. One Magical Zoo Gone Wild.

Tracey Lee Payne

For every child who has ever opened a door they probably should not have opened.

And for the animals waiting patiently on the other side.
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Chapter One

The Cupboard That Growled
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Molly Harper had a gift that most adults called a problem.

She noticed things. Small things. Quiet things. Things that did not fit, things that were slightly wrong, things that most people walked past without a second glance. She noticed that the painting at the bottom of the school stairs had been facing left since September and was now facing right, even though nobody had touched it. She noticed that Mr Finch always held his coffee mug with both hands when he was worried, and that he had been holding it that way since Monday. She noticed that the crack in the wall outside the Year Four classroom was shaped exactly like a running fox, and that it got slightly longer each week, as though the fox were stretching.

Her mother said she had an overactive imagination.

Her teacher, Miss Rawlings, said she was perceptive, which Molly had looked up and discovered meant the same thing, just with better spelling.

Her best friend Ben Patel said nothing, because he had known Molly since reception class and had learned very early that arguing with her about what she had noticed was not worth the effort.

On this particular Tuesday in November, Molly had noticed that the old supply cupboard at the end of the back corridor was making a noise.

Not a loud noise. Not the sort of noise that would make a teacher stop and listen. It was low and rumbling and intermittent, like something large shifting its weight on the other side of a thick wall. Molly had heard it on Monday during the lunch rush, but the corridor had been too busy for her to investigate. She had heard it again this morning when she was late coming in from the playground, but Miss Rawlings had appeared at the end of the corridor and Molly had decided that investigating a growling cupboard was perhaps not worth a Monday morning lecture.

Today, however, she had an excuse.

It happened because of the juice.

The juice belonged to a boy called Marcus in Year Five, and Marcus had a habit of storing his bottle in his bag without tightening the lid. When he pulled his reading folder out at lunch, the bottle went with it and then separated from it in a spectacular arc across the table, sending orange juice across the dinner hall in a thin orange wave that soaked four trays, three sandwiches, somebody's packed lunch biscuits, and the edge of Miss Rawlings's cardigan.

Miss Rawlings was very calm about it. She was a very calm person in general, which Molly thought was either admirable or suspicious.

"Molly," she said, "would you pop to the supply cupboard and fetch a roll of paper towels? You know the one. Back corridor, past the Year Six lockers."

Molly knew the one very well.

She walked quickly. Not so quickly that it looked suspicious, but not so slowly that Miss Rawlings would wonder what was taking her. The dinner hall noise faded behind her as she pushed through the double doors into the back corridor, which was cool and dim and smelled of floor polish and old paint.

The supply cupboard was at the very end.

It was not an interesting-looking door. It was blue, the same faded blue as every other door in the school, with a tarnished brass handle and a small sign that read SUPPLIES in block letters. Some of the letters were peeling. The bottom edge of the door had been scuffed by years of mop buckets and cleaning trolleys. There was nothing unusual about it at all, which was perhaps why nobody else ever noticed what Molly had noticed.

She stopped a few feet away and listened.

The corridor was empty. From somewhere behind her, she could hear the distant clatter of the dinner hall. Somewhere above her, a classroom door banged.

And from behind the supply cupboard door, very faint and very low, she heard it.

Not pipes. Not the boiler. Not anything with a mechanical explanation.

It was a growl.

Molly put her hand on the brass handle.

She told herself she was only going in for paper towels. She told herself she would get the paper towels, note any unusual observations, and return to Miss Rawlings in a perfectly normal amount of time. She told herself that whatever was making that noise was probably a very ordinary thing with a very ordinary explanation.

She turned the handle and opened the door.

The smell hit her first. It was not the smell of cleaning products and damp mops. It was green and wild and strange, like the inside of a greenhouse crossed with something older, something earthy and animal and alive. It was the smell of wet moss after rain and something sweet underneath, like honey mixed with night air.

Molly blinked.

The cupboard was as she remembered it. Mop bucket in the corner. Shelves of cleaning spray. Stack of toilet rolls. A blue cardigan someone had left on a hook three months ago and never claimed. A box of whiteboard markers. A spare set of keys on a nail.

And at the back, behind the mop bucket, where the wall should have been, there was a gate.

It was iron. Old iron, dark and slightly rusted at the hinges, but the bars themselves were thick and solid and wound about with something green. Molly stepped closer and saw that it was not simply rust and old metal. The green was growing. Thin vines curled around the bars, and from the vines grew tiny white flowers, no bigger than her thumbnail, that gave off a faint pale glow in the dim cupboard light. Between the vines and the flowers, she could see paw prints pressed into the iron, and feather shapes, and the tiny careful marks of claws going up and up and up.

Above the gate, on a curved piece of dark wood, was a brass sign.

THE EVERWILD SCHOOL ZOO

KEEPERS ONLY

Molly stood very still.

She could hear the dinner hall behind her. She could hear her own breathing. She could hear something beyond the gate too. Many things beyond the gate. Rustling. Movement. A low, warm, animal sound that was nothing like a boiler and nothing like pipes and nothing at all like anything that should be inside a school supply cupboard.

She should go back. She knew she should go back. She had come for paper towels and she could see the paper towels right there on the second shelf, plain as anything. She could take a roll and return to Miss Rawlings and tell nobody about this, and life would continue in its perfectly normal way.

Instead, Molly stepped forward and took hold of the gate.

It was not locked. She had not expected it to be, somehow. She had expected it to be solid and immovable, the way locked things always are, but when she curled her fingers around the bars and pushed, the gate swung inward on silent hinges, as though it had been waiting for exactly this.

The air that came through was warm and alive with sound.

Molly had one brief, wonderful, terrifying moment of understanding that she was about to look at something impossible. Then she pushed the gate fully open and stepped forward and looked.

The supply cupboard wall was gone.

In its place was a garden. Not a small garden. A huge one, stretching further than any garden had a right to stretch inside a school building, lit by a soft golden light that did not come from any visible source. Mossy paths wound between stone walls and glass-fronted enclosures, and between them grew trees she did not recognise, with silver bark and leaves that shifted between green and blue depending on how the light hit them. There were small ponds lit from within. There were wooden signs on posts. There were feeding buckets hung on hooks, and tiny fences, and nesting boxes built high on poles.

And there were animals.

She could not see all of them, not from here. But she could hear them, and she could see movement in the glass-fronted enclosures and between the trees. She caught a flash of something orange. A glimpse of wings folded at rest. Something small and round and very fast disappearing behind a mossy wall.

The nearest sign, swinging on a post just inside the gate, read:

WELCOME TO THE EVERWILD SCHOOL ZOO

FOUNDED 1962 BY E. BELL

PLEASE DO NOT TAP THE GLASS

FEEDING TIMES ARE POSTED IN THE EAST WING

Molly reached out and touched the sign. It was real. Solid wood, real paint, a real nail holding it to a real post. She was not imagining this.

Then something small and blue darted between her ankles and shot out through the gate behind her.

Molly spun around.

A small creature sat in the middle of the supply cupboard floor, blinking at her with enormous gold eyes. It was roughly the size of a large kitten, covered in short blue fur the colour of a very deep sky just before dark, and it had six paws. Not four. Six. Two extra paws were folded against its middle as though it were not quite sure what to do with them. It had a long tail that curled at the end into a neat spiral.

It blinked at Molly.

Molly blinked back.

Then the creature made a sound that was halfway between a chirp and a purr, and bolted out of the cupboard door into the school corridor.

"No," said Molly. She said it quietly and calmly, the way people say things when they have not quite caught up with events yet. "No, wait."

She went after it.

The corridor was empty. The creature was nowhere to be seen. Molly walked quickly to the end of the corridor, looked both ways, and saw nothing except the polished floor and the edge of the Year Six lockers and a faint, impossible trail of tiny six-pawed prints in a thin scatter of dust near the wall.

Then, from inside the supply cupboard, she heard more sounds.

Not one growl this time. Several. And beneath the growling, something like a giggle, and something like a rush of wind, and the low musical chime of what might have been a bell shaken by an animal that had no business shaking it.

Molly turned and walked back to the cupboard door.

She picked up the paper towels from the second shelf without looking away from the gate.

The gate was still open.

The sounds inside were getting louder.

She had, she understood, made a very significant mistake. She had opened a gate that had clearly been closed for a very long time, in a zoo that was filled with magical animals, and now at least one of those animals was loose somewhere in Oakbridge Primary School.

Molly put the paper towels under her arm and walked back to the dinner hall.

She would think of something. She was good at thinking of things.

Probably.
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Chapter Two

The Goat That Ate Maths
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After lunch, Molly sat in her seat in the Year Five classroom and thought very hard about what to do.

She had three options as far as she could see.

The first was to tell a teacher. She had rejected this almost immediately. She had a very clear idea of what would happen if she walked up to Miss Rawlings and said, "Excuse me, I found a magical zoo inside the supply cupboard and one of the animals has escaped." She would be sent to see the school nurse. The nurse would call her parents. Her parents would have a quiet conversation with Miss Rawlings that Molly would not be allowed to hear. Things would be noted. Forms would probably be filled in. Nothing useful would happen.

The second option was to do nothing. Pretend she had not seen anything, go back to the cupboard at some point and close the gate, and hope the six-pawed blue creature found its own way home. This was tempting, but it had a significant flaw, which was that she could not be sure the gate would stay closed, and she could not be sure how many other animals might already be out, and she could not be sure that the six-pawed creature was not currently causing some kind of magical disaster in a part of the school she could not see.

The third option was to say nothing and observe.

She was good at observing. She would watch, gather information, and plan.

She
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