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Chapter 1

Samson Brown loved exactly two things in this world: his wife and his elephant. He nearly loved lots of others, of course, and had loved dearly some who were now dead and gone – his folks, his twin brother Jimmy, an old blue dog he’d had once – but real love, in the here-and-now, he reserved for Corinna and Hannah. He knew it, and he made sure they knew it, too. Loving that hard and exclusive didn’t make up for the things he couldn’t give them – and there were lots of things he couldn’t give them – but it went a ways. To a man like Sam, a realistic man, that was something.

The hot-poker truth about the limitations of love was something they’d learned from the dead baby girl Corinna had delivered forty-three years ago, a perfect child with hands as small and tight as fiddleheads. The grief had nearly killed them, grief as solid and mean and unyielding as an anvil that they’d carried with them everywhere until they were shaking from the weight of it and had no choice but to put it down. The doctor had told them there was nothing they could have done to bring their baby out alive; things like that just happened, he said, and sometimes no one knew why. Whatever the reason, the loss of that baby had changed them forever, especially Corinna, a woman who’d wanted only three things out of life: Sam, a child to raise, and a reasonably good relationship with the Lord. She’d gotten Sam all these years. Her relationship with the Lord was another thing.

Still, at sixty-five Corinna was solid as an old tree, someone you could get a purchase on even in a high wind. Many a time she’d kept him going, this big, beautiful woman who always had time when people came to talk or asked her thoughts about something. And Lord God, but Corinna did have her thoughts. I’ve got opinions I’ll give away for free to anybody who wants them, she was fond of saying. Sam’s already heard them all, and God stopped listening a long time ago. And she’d laugh a laugh that was like warm syrup pouring from a jug.

Sam turned at the corner of Powers and Luke Street and then into the Dunkin’ Donuts drive-through.

‘Hey,’ he greeted Rayette at the window.

‘Hey, sugar,’ she said. Rayette was a nice-looking young woman who wore her hair in a million tiny braids Corinna did for her once a month. One thing about Rayette, she always made sure she looked good, never mind anything that might be going on with her two kids and occasional husband – and it seemed like there was always something going on. ‘You want Bavarian cream today? They just came out,’ she asked him.

‘Nah. She doesn’t like them as much as she used to. How about two custards and a jelly? You got any of those strawberry ones? She likes those best.’

‘Sure thing, hon.’ Rayette ducked inside.

She’d been selling him donuts for years. When she fetched up at the window again, holding his bag of donuts and some coffee, he asked her, ‘How long have you been doing Dunkin’ Donuts? Ten years, maybe?’

‘More like fourteen, honey. Where’ve you been?’ Rayette frowned. ‘Be fifteen at the end of November.’ It was September, now. ‘We’re getting old, hon.’

‘Don’t I know it,’ Sam said, shaking his head. Rayette held onto the bag of donuts for him while he fussed up some change from under the driver’s seat. ‘Shoot. I’m sorry, I know I’ve got another couple quarters down here –’ He found them and handed them over. Rayette passed him the donut bag and a cup of coffee hot enough to scald a rhino. One time Sam hadn’t set his cup securely and it had tipped while he was driving, raising up a nice big blister on his leg. He knew why that woman had won her lawsuit against McDonald’s, even if most people thought she was a gold digger.

‘What happened to that new girl you had?’ he asked, stowing the coffee in a cup holder clear on the other side of the car. ‘She gone already?’

‘Well, you know how they are. Kids got no staying power these days, think they should get rich overnight and when it doesn’t happen they dump you like it was your fault.’

‘Mmmm hmmm.’ Sam breathed in the scent of donuts. He’d had to give them up a year ago, when he was diagnosed with the diabetes.

‘Corinna said you were thinking about retirement again,’ Rayette said, leaning out the drive-through window on her elbows.

‘Yeah, I’ve been thinking about it.’

‘Well, you just go through with it this time, hon. I never heard of anybody putting off their retirement twice like you.’

‘When the time’s right for Hannah, I’ll go.’

Rayette just shook her head. ‘She’d get over it, honey. God makes His creatures strong. I swear, the things you’ve done for her all these years.’

‘Yeah. Well, I got to go,’ Sam said. He would brook no negative comments about Hannah, never had. ‘I’ll see you.’

‘I guess you will,’ Rayette said. ‘You watch yourself around that coffee, now.’

Sam steered his old Dodge Dart back into morning traffic, making sure the coffee and the bag of donuts were secure. He was a careful man and it paid off. At sixty-eight, even by his own lights, he looked damned good. He stood upright and proud, no gut whatsoever, not even a little one people would have forgiven him for, at his age. A little snowfall on the top of his head, just a light dusting; no gray at the temples, either. Seeing him from the back, you might think he was twenty, but when he turned around his face gave him away. It was deeply lined, like a roadmap starting someplace far away – Cincinnati, maybe, where he was born, or Yakima, Washington, where his daddy had had a truck farm; then Korea, where Sam had served in the war; and ending right here in Bladenham, Washington.

He drove the last mile to the Max L. Biedelman Zoo fighting a powerful urge to take a bite of one of the donuts. He wasn’t a drinking man or a smoker, never had been, but he did miss his Dunkin’ Donuts.

In the Pacific Northwest eccentrics are as thick as fleas, but even so, Max L. Biedelman had stood apart. For starters, Max was a woman – Maxine Leona Biedelman, born in 1873 in Seattle, Washington, the only living offspring of timber magnate Arthur Biedelman and his wife Ruby. Both Ruby and Arthur came from solid, respectable San Francisco families, a fact about which Arthur didn’t care a fig but Ruby clung to like a life raft. By the time Max was born Arthur had already made his fortune harvesting the foothills of the Cascades, and he spent his time indulging his lust for travel. The child was just six when he took her and Ruby on the first of many extended safaris in Kenya. Ruby, a fainthearted woman at best, would later claim that her prized auburn hair turned white within a week of their arrival in Africa, fearful as she was of everything that moved and much that didn’t – rhinos, mud wallows, camp cooking, bugs, Mount Kilimanjaro, pit toilets, Masai men, rainfall, thunder, and every fresh food either bought or gathered. It was undeniable that her nerves were in a terrible state by the end of the trip. She took to her bed the moment they returned home and claimed to have stayed there for the next nineteen years, although Max would always maintain that her mother sprang out of bed with a full social calendar the minute she and Arthur embarked on their next trip.

Max herself was made of sterner stuff, for which her father nicknamed her Brave Boy. She loved being on safari and showed no fear even in the immediate presence of lions – which, strangely, were sighted more than once lying nearby and staring at the girl as though mesmerized. Arthur especially liked to tell the story of a cheetah that allowed Max to come within thirty feet of her and her cub, blinking at her serenely out of honey-colored eyes.

When she was fourteen, Max and Arthur traveled to Burma and made the acquaintance of elephant keepers – mahouts – who had earned their living for generations cutting hardwood in the Burmese teak forests. Max was so taken with what they’d seen that she made the elephant her personal totem and would return to Burma and Thailand many times in later years, always staying among the mahouts and their animals.

Arthur’s untimely death of fever in 1898, and Ruby’s subsequent return to her family in San Francisco, left Max, at twenty-five, in possession of a sizable inheritance which included Havenside, her parents’ three-hundred-acre estate in the small agricultural town of Bladenham, Washington. Their land included rolling hills and woodlands that, in the summer, smelled like hay and apples. In the winter, when the wind turned, it carried in the saltwater smell of Puget Sound.

Arthur had designed the fifty-room Victorian mansion in the tradition of the great houses of Newport, Rhode Island. After his death, Max opened Havenside to the public once each year without fail. She stood at her wrought-iron gate and greeted each person individually, a strapping, long-legged, long-toothed, silver-haired woman, a committed cross-dresser who wore men’s bush clothing and carried a shooting stick or riding crop wherever she went. The only exceptions were the flowing Turkish robes she sometimes donned on cool winter evenings. She maintained a canvas campaign tent on the Havenside grounds year-round, and often slept there when she was in residence, regardless of the season or the weather. Her neighbors considered her quite dashing, if odd.

By the mid-1950s, she had turned nearly half of Havenside’s grounds into yards and outbuildings for a growing collection of wild and exotic species. The accommodations weren’t luxurious, but for their time they were adequate, and the animals were well fed and cared for. Conical thatched huts, small barns and whimsical pavilions provided shelter for those animals in need of it; the tapirs, in particular, suffered for lack of a decent fur coat in winter. But Max’s most prized possessions were two female elephants from Burma, retired from their work in the teak forests and given to Max as gifts by her mahout friends. She talked about ‘my girls’ at length, and brought them baklava every afternoon at teatime. She took an active part in all the daily work performed by her staff of keepers and gardeners.

In 1953 the first of her beloved elephants succumbed to old age, and to replace her Max purchased Hannah, a small, two-year-old female that had been partially blinded in Burma when she followed her mother into a plantation. At eighty years old, Max had already begun negotiations with Bladenham’s city council to turn her entire property and animal collection over to the city upon her death, with the understanding that her animals would never want for anything.

At the time, it had been a promise sincerely made.

In the fall of 1995, the elephant barn was a shabby place despite a fresh interior coat of yellow paint. A lack of insulation made the damp a perpetual intruder, and the high, uninsulated ceiling and soaring hayloft gave the place a hollow feel. It was also outfitted with a small kitchen; a tiny office; an open space furnished like a living room with a couple of inexpensive armchairs, end tables, stacked TV trays, and a big-screen television; and Hannah’s confinement area at the back. ‘Hey, baby girl,’ Sam said softly when he reached the back of the barn. ‘How’s my sugar?’

Hannah lifted her trunk and rumbled a greeting, the same greeting she’d given him almost every day for the last forty-one years.

‘How was your night? You hear that thunderstorm come through? God almighty, Mama nearly jumped out of bed it scared her so bad. Big woman like her scared of thunder, that’s a sorry thing. Here, look what Papa brought you.’

Sam took the donuts from the Dunkin’ Donuts bag and lined them up lovingly on the sill of the one tiny window in Hannah’s barn. Hannah investigated each one, inhaling delicately, exhaling small puffs of powdered sugar. ‘Go ahead, sugar. They’re those custards you like. Plus a strawberry jelly. I swear, it was all I could do to keep my fingers out of that bag. I’d have done it, too, if I didn’t think Mama would catch me.’ Sam chuckled. ‘But she always does catch me, I don’t know how. When the Lord made that woman he must have given her supernatural powers.’

While Hannah ate her donuts, Sam eased down beside her left front foot and unhooked the heavy chain from its shackle. The anklet had worn away the skin underneath and sometimes there were open sores. Not today.

‘Let Papa have a look at that foot, sugar.’ Hannah lifted her foot. Max Biedelman had told him an elephant’s toenails should be smooth and the cuticle soft and close-fitting, but two of Hannah’s bulged, foul-smelling from sores underneath; another had a split that Sam had been watching for signs of trouble. His girl had started getting arthritic ten years ago or more, from never having anything soft to stand on, and the more arthritic she got, the more she walked funny, and the funnier she walked, the more unevenly she wore down her foot pads, which put uneven pressure on her toenails, which busted. Sam spent so much time caring for Hannah’s feet that he told Corinna sometimes he might hire himself out as a pedicurist at the Beauty Spot, Corinna’s beauty salon.

Now he dug in his pocket and pulled out a small plastic jar of salve. ‘Let’s try this, sugar. Mama made this one up specially for you last night.’ Sam had a bad foot, too, with a diabetic ulcer the size of a chicken wing along one side of his heel, so Corinna was always whipping up some new healing concoction in the kitchen. If it yielded any improvement, no matter how slight, Sam would bring it in the next day and slather some on Hannah’s poor feet. Nothing ever really worked, but it made him and Corinna feel better, having something to try. Sam fished out a tongue depressor from a box he’d bought with his own money from a medical supply store in Tacoma, and used it like a paddle to apply the ointment. Hannah flinched but stayed put, like she always did. It nearly broke his heart. He patted her on the shoulder.

‘Okay, shug, that’s done – you can put your foot down. You ready to go outside on this fine sunny day?’ It was early September, when Bladenham smelled of apple orchards and harvested fields. ‘You bringing your tire with you?’ Hannah picked up an old, bald car tire she liked to keep nearby, especially when she was alone. Corinna said it was no different than those shreds of baby blankets that some kids kept with them for comfort, and Sam guessed she was right. He watched Hannah amble outside, blinking in the sudden sunshine after the barn’s dim interior, before he climbed up into the hayloft. He loved the smell of clean fresh hay in the fall, always had. It reminded him of Yakima when growing season was over and new crops were still a season away. Quiet time; healing time. Every year his father’s hands had bled from early spring clear through November – working hands like Sam’s now, only his didn’t ever heal, especially now, what with the diabetes. He knew what his daddy would say about that. Sick or well, you take care of what you got to take care of. Ain’t no such thing as a day off when it comes to living things. He’d meant crops, not elephants, but it was just the same. Eustace Brown had worked right up until the day he’d dropped; died in his bib overalls, the way he’d have liked it.

Sam pitchforked some fresh hay down into the yard. Hannah shambled over, propping her tire against the barn wall in the exact same spot she always did, and began to eat. He loved to watch the way she pinched up a switch of hay with her trunk, tucked it inside her mouth, and chewed as slow and deliberate as if her thoughts were a million miles away. In Burma maybe, in those teak forests Max Biedelman had used to tell him about; the place where shug was born.

Max Biedelman had hired him after he came home from Korea in 1955 with nothing to show for his service time except a wicked case of shingles and an aversion to mess hall food. Some of his buddies who’d worked with him in the Army kitchens had said they were going to go home and open cafés, but not Sam. He was sure that hell was a mess hall line, with him on the far side slopping out chipped beef for all eternity.

So he’d gone to Havenside, instead, to see about work. Everyone knew that Max liked to support veterans just coming home, and kept her job notices posted at the Bladenham VFW hall. His first job was as a groundskeeper, which he thought of as temporary, not being overly fond of mowing grass and raking dead leaves. He’d been hired by a foreman, and though he knew Max Biedelman by reputation, he didn’t meet her until he’d been on the job for six days. He’d been in the orchard pruning apple trees when he heard her call to him. When he looked up he saw her striding toward him in a tweed hat, houndstooth jacket, and high leather boots.

‘Mr Brown,’ she said, approaching with her hand outstretched, ‘I don’t believe we’ve had the pleasure. I’m Max Biedelman.’

Dumbstruck, Sam grasped the old woman’s hand and found it as dry and light as an old corn husk.

‘I understand you’ve been working here at Havenside for several days already. Please accept my apology for not having greeted you sooner. I’ve been unwell.’

‘Yes, ma’am.’

She frowned. ‘Please don’t call me ma’am, Mr Brown. I answer to Max or to Miss Biedelman.’

‘Yes, ma’am,’ Sam said before he’d thought it through, but the old woman only chuckled and patted his arm. ‘Never mind,’ she said. ‘I make you nervous. I seem to have that effect on people.’ She started to walk away but then turned back, calling to him, ‘If you feel very strongly about your manners, Mr Brown, you may call me sir.’

Max Biedelman’s second old elephant, Reyna, died less than a year later. Sam heard that the animal hadn’t been able to get to her feet once she’d lain down, not even with an improvised winch thrown over the barn rafters. Max Biedelman, who had not attended her own mother’s funeral, stayed with the old elephant until she quietly slipped away with her trunk in the old woman’s lap. Sam kept a lookout for her for two days, until he finally saw her walking in the farthest part of the property, where wildflowers grew.

He approached her with his heart beating hard. ‘Me and my wife, we want to extend our condolences, sir,’ he said.

Her face was ravaged, but she managed a smile. ‘Thank you, Mr Brown. It has been difficult. Do you have a moment – yes? Then walk with me.’

Sam fell into step beside her. She matched him stride for stride. ‘I understand that you and your wife lost a child.’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Then you know how hard it is to part with a loved one.’

‘Yes, sir, I do.’

She looked at him closely, as though she were trying to decide something. ‘You were a farm boy, weren’t you, Mr Brown?’

‘Yes, sir. My daddy had a farm outside Yakima. He raised vegetables for the family, grew hops, wheat, and alfalfa to sell. He did pretty good, too. Hard work, though.’

‘And did he have animals?’

‘A few – milk cows, goats, a couple of sheep. Not for selling, just for the table.’

‘Yes, I thought so.’

Sam wiped his palms on his pants.

‘Tell me what you think of my Hannah, Mr Brown.’

‘Hannah?’

‘Hannah is my elephant. My last elephant.’

‘I don’t know about elephants, sir.’ He cast around for something to say. ‘She’s big.’

‘Yes, Mr Brown, she is big,’ the old woman chuckled. ‘Unless I’m mistaken, you often watch her during your breaks and at lunchtime. I thought you might have some observations.’

Sam was sweating freely, trying to figure out where she was headed with this conversation so he could get out of the way. ‘I’ve never seen anything like her before,’ he ventured.

‘Well, let me tell you about her, then. Hannah’s actually quite small for her age, probably from malnutrition when she was still in Burma. Life in the wild is not always bountiful, Mr Brown. In 1952, she was found on a rubber plantation near her mother, who had been shot and killed for trespassing. Hannah was probably just two years old at the time, three at most, and she’d been wounded, but she was lucky. The plantation worker who found her had a brother who was a mahout – an elephant keeper – and he sent word that there was a young animal in need of care. All the plantation workers were under orders to destroy any elephant that trespassed onto the premises, but he managed to keep Hannah hidden for several days until his brother arrived, and in the meantime he dressed her wound and fed and watered her. When the brother arrived, he saw that Hannah would be useless for work in the teak forests because of her partial blindness and small size, but he also realized that simply releasing her would be a death sentence. The mahout was a good man, as most of them are, in my experience, so he agreed to take the elephant and care for her until a buyer could be found. I was well-known to the mahouts by then, and they contacted me and asked if I’d like her – as of course I did. It’s quite a story, isn’t it?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Hannah is resilient, Mr Brown; she’s quite healthy now, and has a long future. She may be sixty years old before she dies. But there are no other elephants here, and in all likelihood there never will be again. Hannah has a future, you see, but not an especially bright one.’ The old woman stopped walking and turned to face him. ‘I’m going to ask you to do something, Mr Brown. It’s very important to me, so I would like you to be honest with me when you answer.’

Sam waited with a keen dread.

‘I’d like you to be Hannah’s keeper, Mr Brown.’

‘Keeper?’

‘I’d like you to take care of her from now on.’

‘Isn’t there somebody already doing that, sir?’

‘Not someone I trust, Mr Brown, and trust is very important to me. It’s also very important to Hannah. Please understand that you’ll be well paid for your work.’

Sam was struck dumb. This old woman was asking him to take responsibility for an animal the likes of which he had never even seen, except in pictures, until he came to Havenside – an expensive animal, he was sure. And yet, when he watched Hannah he felt he was in the presence of a sharp mind and a gentle heart. Before he had a chance to change his mind he said, ‘I believe I could do that, sir, but who’s going to teach me how?’

Max Biedelman clapped him on the back and crowed, ‘Hannah, Mr Brown! Hannah will teach you.’

And so she had.

Sam found it ironic that although he’d sworn never to work with food after Korea all those years ago, here he was, the same as every day, in the little kitchen in the barn, prepping groceries. He quartered apples, sundered yams, halved bananas and carrots and melons to make them all last longer. Corinna used to tease him about being Hannah’s personal chef, and damned if it wasn’t true. He didn’t mind, though. Hannah’s food meant a lot to her.

Now, he strapped around his waist a canvas pouch filled with fruit, and went out into the elephant yard.

‘You want to go for a walk, baby girl?’ he asked her as she reached for the pouch with her trunk.

Sam imagined the Lord must have been in an odd frame of mind the day He created the Asian elephant. When he first met her, Hannah had reminded him of nothing so much as a worn-out, hip-shot, low-slung, dog-ugly, poorly dressed old floozy in bad shoes. And what about that tail, scrawny thing with a little hairy flywhisk on the end; looked like something picked up late on the last day of a church sale. And yet there was a soul, a thing of pure beauty, behind those eyes. Max Biedelman had seen it clearly all those years ago and, walking in her footsteps, Samson Brown saw it shining there every day.

‘Come on, sugar,’ he said, handing Hannah half a banana as she went through the gate leading out of the elephant yard and into the visitor area. She wore no harness or restraint of any kind, and she never had. Sam carried an elephant hook, a short stick with a blunt metal hook on the end, that had once belonged to Max Biedelman. He brought it along more out of habit than anything else. Hannah was like a big, placid dog padding along beside him on her poor feet. They walked at least once a day when the weather was fine and often when it wasn’t, because Sam thought it did her good to walk on grass or even the asphalt paths when she could – anything softer than concrete. And it gave her a change of scene.

Surprised zoo visitors cut wide paths around them, or followed alongside whispering to each other, as they walked all the way up the hill past the rhino, around the tapirs and past the monkeys and the marmosets, shooing a couple of wandering peacocks out of the way, before they headed back down to the elephant barn, which was nestled in a small depression at the bottom of the hill. Sam stayed on Hannah’s right side – her seeing side – so she’d know that he was there, watching out for her. She might be big, but she was timid even after all these years.

He heard someone call, ‘How come you’re walking that elephant, mister?’ A boy appeared at his elbow, a small but good-looking kid about eleven years old.

‘How come you’re walking around the zoo?’ Sam asked.

The boy shrugged, falling into step beside Sam. ‘To see stuff.’

‘Guess you answered your own question, then,’ Sam said.

‘Can she see me? She’s awful damned big.’

‘She can see you just fine. Say hello to her. Her name’s Hannah.’

The boy lifted a hand self-consciously. ‘Hey.’

‘Hey, Hannah. Elephant’s got the right to expect good manners.’

‘Hey, Hannah.’

Sam handed Hannah a yam. ‘What’s your name?’ he asked the boy.

‘Reginald.’

‘Reginald. That’s a pretty big name for a small fry.’

‘I’m not small,’ the boy said, puffing up a little.

‘Your daddy a big man?’ Sam asked him.

‘He’s big.’ The boy’s eyes got shifty: no daddy.

‘You got any questions about Hannah you want to ask me?’

The boy looked around Sam at Hannah chewing placidly on a cantaloupe half. ‘She got teeth? She don’t look like it.’

‘She’s got teeth the same as you, just not as many,’ Sam said. ‘She’s got four; two on top, two on bottom. Big molars, look like your sneakers, maybe; about that size. She loses one, she gets another in. Let me see your teeth, Reginald.’

The boy bared beautiful, white, even teeth in healthy pink gums. Someone was taking good care of him.

‘So how come her chin’s all wobbly?’ the boy asked.

‘That’s not her chin, it’s her lip,’ Sam said, slipping Hannah a couple of apple quarters. Hannah chewed with great solemnity. ‘She can make that lip work just like a funnel. You ever seen someone pour oil into a car engine using a funnel? Same thing – she doesn’t lose any food or drink that way, it all goes in just where it’s supposed to. You grow up in a hot jungle, you don’t want to miss even a drop of that cool stream.’

‘Give her one of those cantaloupes,’ Reginald said.

‘You want to give it to her?’

‘Yeah, I’ll give it to her,’ the boy said, voice shaking a little.

Sam put a cantaloupe half in Reginald’s hand. ‘Come around me, now, so you can get closer to her. Move slow, so you don’t startle her. Girl doesn’t like being startled.’

The boy went to stand behind Sam.

‘Go on, now,’ he said, pulling the boy around him by the arm. ‘You’ve got to hold it out to her, or she won’t know to take it. Shug’s real polite that way.’

Reginald held the melon out to her, and Hannah picked it off the boy’s palm with great delicacy.

‘You see that?’ he crowed. ‘You see her take that right out of my hand? She likes me, I bet.’ Still, he hurried back to his place on Sam’s far side. ‘Where are you going now?’

‘Just around. No place in particular. Does her good to just meander.’

‘Reginald!’ A shrill female voice called out from behind them on the path. ‘Lord, boy, you scared me half to death wandering off like that.’

‘That your mama?’ Sam asked.

‘Nah, she’s my aunt. I live with her.’

‘Where’s your mama, son?’

The boy shrugged.

‘All right, go on. Don’t make her chase you, now.’

Reginald started off, turned back. ‘I’ll see you, mister.’

‘Yeah, I expect you will. Next time you come here, you ask for Sam Brown. Just tell them you’re a friend of mine and they’ll let you in to see me.’

As he and Hannah moved on, Sam could hear the boy calling excitedly to his aunt, ‘Hey, I fed that elephant. I fed her right off my hand!’

Sam reached up and patted Hannah’s shoulder. ‘You were real good with that boy, sugar. That was a nice thing you did for him.’

When they got back to the barn, he found a voicemail message waiting in the tiny office where he kept food and medical records. It was from Harriet Saul, the zoo’s director. Her message said, ‘Sam, please remember Neva Wilson will be here tomorrow morning. Do you have her uniforms and key? If not, I’ll have Truman bring them down.’

Sam sighed. He’d had so many keepers teamed up with him over the years, he didn’t even bother keeping track of them anymore. They were either earnest know-nothings or gone to seed. This Neva Wilson would be the first woman, though, and he wondered how that was going to work out. He didn’t know if Hannah would like a girl much. Truman Levy, the zoo’s business manager and Harriet’s right-hand man, had told Sam she’d been impressive at her interview, but Sam wasn’t setting any store by it. He and Hannah would just have to see.
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