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About the Book




BIRDS.


Lots of birds.


The people of the world are puzzled. Their feathered friends are trying to tell them something, and they’re not sure what it is.


Then a boy and his pet budgie discover the secret.


Join Jay and Clyde, and their friends Maxine and Dora, on an exciting, funny, risky journey to save their families.


And every other family too.
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Clyde is standing on the table.

His wings are trembling.

If you ask him why they’re doing that, he’ll be happy to tell you.

‘Jig,’ he’ll chirp.

Then he’ll give you a hopeful look, because you’re human, which means you’re one of the smartest creatures on earth. One word, Clyde hopes, is all you need to work out what he’s saying in his mind.

Look at this jigsaw puzzle. We’ve almost finished it. I mean, who wouldn’t be excited? Specially me, because I’m a budgie.

Clyde often hears Jay and Poppa express the view that budgies are the friendliest birds in the whole world. And the best at doing jigsaws.

He loves hearing that.


Poppa and Jay are humans, and there’s nothing humans don’t know. Even young ones like Jay. So if they say you’re good at something, you are.

Thinking about that now makes Clyde glow with pleasure. He doesn’t pause to wonder if his wings might be trembling for another reason.

That they might know something he doesn’t.

That his tiny wing filaments, before they were his, might have been slowly learning something for millions of years in billions of his ancestors. How to be sensitive to more than just passing breezes and almost-finished jigsaws.

And now, for the first time, they’re picking up tiny murmurs from Clyde’s own future.

About what might happen to him.

Tomorrow, and next week.

A huge adventure, for example. And a tragic loss. And mind-boggling new friends. And, high above a deep and angry ocean, his life hanging by a thread. Lots of threads actually, if you include his wing filaments.

Clyde isn’t thinking about any of that.

He’s looking at Jay and Poppa, and the jigsaw pieces they’re holding.

Yippee, thinks Clyde. We’re nearly there. Jay and Poppa have got the last two pieces of truck tyre, and I’ve got the last wheel nut.


Three more pieces and we’re finished.

Suddenly his feet can’t stay still, and he does a happy little dance on the table.

Poor Clyde.

He doesn’t know yet that he’s nowhere near finished.
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Clyde stops doing his happy dance.

He’s starting to feel sad, which happens quite a lot these days.

Mostly at times like this. When he’s got the last piece of a jigsaw gripped in his beak. And Jay and Poppa are clicking their last pieces into place. And Clyde remembers how the family used to be. All five of them around the table doing this together.

And now there’s only three.

Clyde does a sad half-chirp, half-sigh.

‘Righty ho,’ says Poppa, looking at Clyde with a sympathetic smile. ‘What we need now is a budgie to finish the job.’

These days, Poppa says this as they get to the end of each jigsaw. Clyde knows why. It’s to cheer him up. Which it usually does.


Sometimes a bit too much. Sometimes Clyde gets too excited and does a poo on the table.

Even when he does, Poppa and Jay are amazing. Wiping it up and saying kind and gentle things and never getting cross. Which, Clyde thinks, is incredible considering everything else they have to deal with these days.

‘Here’s a budgie,’ says Jay. ‘Here’s one who can finish the job.’

He grins at Clyde.

‘Job,’ chirps Clyde through a beakful of jigsaw wheel nut.

I’m so lucky, he thinks, having a family like this. So good at cheering you up. Even when their own hearts are so worried and sad.

Clyde wishes he could thank Jay and Poppa for everything. Out loud, so they wouldn’t have to guess any of the details.

Will I ever be able to do that? he wonders. Chirp all the human words? Maybe, if I do more practice and beak exercises. And, if necessary, plunge into the dark depths of an angry ocean.

Clyde stops, puzzled.

Angry ocean? he thinks. Where did that come from?

He sees that Poppa and Jay are both waiting, smiling and patient, for him to finish the job.


But before Clyde can hop onto the jigsaw and click the last piece into place, loud thumps come from the front door of the flat.

Clyde spits out the wheel nut. You have to when there are more important things happening.

On the other side of the table, Jay is scrambling off his chair.

Clyde feels a stab of concern.

Look at him, poor kid.

Everything he’s been through lately, all that disappointment, and his dear freckly face is still hopeful.

While Jay hurries over to the front door, Clyde crosses some feathers and makes a wish.

Please, he chirps silently. When Jay opens the door, please let it be Mum and Dad.

Poppa is giving a wheezy sigh.

‘Sorry, matey,’ he says to Clyde, with his usual apologetic nod up towards the ceiling. ‘Best play it cautious.’

Clyde doesn’t need to be told. He’d be the first to admit that his knowledge of property law is sketchy. But one thing he does know is that in these flats, only pets with four legs are allowed. Which means no spiders, no slugs, no sharks and no birds.

‘OK, matey,’ Clyde says to Poppa.


Clyde flies up as usual to the lightshade hanging from the ceiling, drops down inside it and perches out of sight on the switched-off bulb.

From below comes the sound of Jay opening the front door.

Clyde grips the bulb with his feet and hangs upside down so he can peek out.

Jay’s shoulders are sagging.

Clyde sees why.

It wasn’t Mum and Dad who were thumping on the door.

It’s the postie. She hands Jay a letter with a smile and calls g’day to Poppa. Who waves and thanks her for bringing the letter upstairs.

Jay closes the door and brings the letter over.

Poppa looks at the envelope, his face hopeful. Then his shoulders sag too, and he tosses it onto the table without opening it.

‘Sorry it’s not from the government,’ says Jay. ‘I think they’re really slack.’

‘Thanks, matey,’ says Poppa.

They give each other a hug, and start talking in quiet, sad voices.

Clyde isn’t totally sure what a government is, but he’s pretty sure that when humans came up with the idea, they would definitely have wanted it to help people.


Which should definitely include, Clyde reckons, a family whose Mum and Dad haven’t come home from a trip to Africa.

Poor Poppa and Jay, he thinks.

Clyde grabs a beakful of the bulb-toasted biscuit crumbs he keeps in the creases of the lightshade for just these occasions. He flies down and offers some to Jay and Poppa, to cheer them up.

‘Sorry, matey,’ says Poppa, stroking Clyde’s head. ‘Not really in the mood for chewing.’

‘I’ll just have one, thanks,’ says Jay.

He puts Clyde onto his shoulder, takes a crumb and eats it.

‘You have the rest,’ says Jay.

Clyde understands.

That’s what worry and sadness does. Ruins your appetite. Even for delicious treats from a family member’s beak.

Poppa is wheezing as he gets up from his chair.

Jay gently puts Clyde on the table and helps Poppa.

Clyde wishes he could help too. All this sadness and stress must be putting a strain on Poppa’s breathing. But unlike Jay, Poppa isn’t a big fan of loving pecks on the ear.

‘Come on, Poppa,’ Jay is saying gently. ‘You’ll feel better after a snooze.’


‘Yes, doctor,’ says Poppa with a wink to Clyde.

Jay takes Poppa’s arm as they walk slowly past Mum and Dad’s room and into Poppa’s room.

Clyde is feeling weary too, specially in his neck. It’s never easy, getting toasted biscuit crumbs down your throat when you’re feeling this emotional.

But he waits for Jay to come back out, in case Jay needs a quick loving peck on the ear.

Poor kid. This is the first school break since Mum and Dad disappeared. All Jay’s friends are on holiday with their parents. Which must be making Jay feel even more unhappy.

Clyde wonders hopefully if a couple of new jigsaws would help Jay. With sandy beaches on them and suitcases and lots of rain.

Jay doesn’t come out.

Probably waiting for Poppa to fall asleep, thinks Clyde. Which’ll probably take ages now that a leaf blower has started howling next door.

Clyde flies into the kitchen and up to his shelf.

He squeezes past Mum and Dad’s globe of the world, which Poppa put in front of his cage to hide it in case the building manager pops in unexpectedly to count Clyde’s legs.

Then he wriggles under the cloth that Jay put over the cage so the kitchen light won’t wake him up if anyone needs a late night cup of tea.


Humans, thinks Clyde. Not just kind, also very creative with practical problems. I’m so lucky that I’m learning to be one myself.

Clyde steps into his cage and pulls the door shut behind him. After his eyes get used to the cosy gloom, he hops up his ladder and onto his swing.

Ahhh, bliss.

Except for the leaf blower, still roaring outside.

Chirping shell grit, thinks Clyde wearily. We’re a worried family here, trying to stay hopeful. Can’t you please, just for once, stop that chirping racket?

To his surprise, the leaf blower stops.

But the noise doesn’t.

A gruff human voice starts shouting angrily.

‘Get lost, you mongrels,’ yells the voice, which sounds to Clyde like a neighbour. ‘I’m trying to shift these leaves. Rack off or I’ll mulch the lot of you.’

Clyde is shocked.

Yes, humans can be a bit grumpy sometimes. It’s because they’re always so busy.

But this one has totally forgotten his manners.

After a few more moments, and a few more human swear words, the yelling stops.

Clyde blinks in the sudden silence.

With just the distant sound of Poppa snoring peacefully.

Which is a relief.


Clyde lets the swing rock him gently backwards and forwards, soothing his sore gullet and relaxing his mind.

But only for a moment.

He’s got thinking to do.

About Jay, a boy without his mum and dad.

And about Mum and Dad, who went on a scientific bird trip and got completely lost in that big place halfway up the globe called Africa. The place that’s the same shape as a human ear. Which Poppa says is ironic because Mum and Dad have been gone for a big number of sleeps, and nobody’s heard from them.

And about Poppa, who misses Mum and Dad a lot, specially Mum, who’s his daughter.

And then there’s me, thinks Clyde sadly, who’s worried sick about them all.

So what can we do?

Clyde knows what would be best. A rescue team, going to Africa.

But who? They’d need to be fully trained, and have their own globe of the world. The police? The army? The people who get birds’ nests out of gutters without damaging the gutters or the birds’ nests?

Clyde sighs.

He doesn’t know any of those people, not personally, and he’s pretty sure Jay and Poppa don’t. Neither do the government, judging by them not answering a single one of Poppa’s begging-for-help letters.

Who else is there? thinks Clyde.

He slumps back against the cage wall. Which makes his mirror start spinning.

When the mirror finally stops, Clyde sees his own reflection staring at him.

He realises what the mirror is trying to say.

‘Me?’ says Clyde, stunned. ‘Go to Africa?’

But slowly, as the shock fades, the idea of it starts to trickle through his filaments, making his tail feathers tingle with excitement.

OK, there are some practical issues.

‘I’m not fully trained,’ he explains to the mirror. ‘I’m not even fully human. Someone would have to carry my cage.’

The mirror doesn’t seem to think this is a big problem.

‘Plus,’ says Clyde, ‘Africa does make me feel a bit nervous. OK, very nervous.’

Clyde hasn’t ever forgotten the jigsaw of Africa he and Jay and Poppa and Mum and Dad did once.

It was the scariest jigsaw he’d ever seen. And not just because there was so much sky. The wild animals were terrifying, and the wild insects, and the even wilder birds.


‘I wouldn’t be so worried if I was a large tough human,’ Clyde explains to the mirror. ‘Or an eagle with very big claws who could eat the intestines of violent attackers without getting a tummy ache. But I’m not.’

The mirror still doesn’t seem to think this is a problem.

Clyde stares at the mirror for a long time.

Maybe you’re right, he thinks, feeling his wing filaments tingle again.

Crazy, but right.

I wonder if Poppa and Jay would come with me?
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Jay rolls around restlessly in bed.

It’s 4.15 am, and he’s very tired, but he doesn’t want to go back to sleep.

He wants to give Mum and Dad one more try.

OK, he knows exactly what his friends at school would say.

‘You’ve already tried this, bird-brain. You’ve tried it heaps and it didn’t work. Give yourself a break and find another way to contact your parents.’

Thanks for the advice, thinks Jay. But right now this is the only way I’ve got.

He spends a few moments in the dark thinking about Mum and Dad’s work.

To inspire him to do this right.

Then he tries once again to contact Mum and Dad using only his mind.


Hi, Mum and Dad, he says silently. We’re a bit worried here. You’ve never been four weeks late before, so we’re hoping you’re OK. Please, don’t panic if something not good has happened. Rescue is on its way. Poppa’s onto it. He’s getting the university and the government to do it. They haven’t actually answered any of his emails and letters yet, but I reckon they’re just waiting for more details. Like, where in Central East Africa are you, exactly? Are you hurt? Can you still walk? Is Mum still getting those bad headaches when you snore, Dad?

Jay pauses, listening inside his head for a reply.

He knows Mum and Dad’s voices will probably be very faint. The African birds they’re working with generally hang out in very deep valleys.

He listens some more.

Nothing so far.

Not even very faint.

Jay doesn’t give up.

Mum and Dad never gave up, and look at them. What they discovered. That birds can stay in touch with each other over vast distances. By just using their minds. Without any phones or technology or anything.

Not giving up, thinks Jay, made Mum and Dad two of the best bird scientists in the world, and also really good at coping with things.


He’s been telling himself that ever since Mum and Dad’s last phone call from Africa.

A call he thinks about every day.

‘We’ll be home in a week or so,’ said Mum. ‘We’re working on something very urgent with a friend. It’s very exciting.’

Before Jay could ask her what it was, the phone signal dropped out, which Jay knows does happen sometimes in Africa.

But they weren’t home in a week.

Or even two.

Poppa called them about twenty times. With no answer. Jay could see how worried he was.

Jay tried to stay positive, reminding Poppa that buses in Africa are sometimes very late.

‘Not that late,’ said Poppa quietly.

‘Maybe they found some injured birds,’ said Jay. ‘And used most of their clothes as bandages, so they can’t leave till the birds are better.’

Jay wanted to believe this, but something was nagging in his mind. Making it very hard to stay positive.

When Mum and Dad are on a trip, they call every day. Their satellite phone works everywhere.

So something bad must have happened. To their phone, or to their solar charger. Or to their friend, or to them.


That’s when Jay asked Poppa if he thought it was possible for humans to do what birds can do.

Make contact long-distance without phones or postcards or emails or TikTok or anything.

Poppa thought about that.

He gave Jay a long encouraging squeeze.

‘If you don’t try,’ he said, ‘you’ll never know. And don’t forget, as I think Qantas once said, love can travel any distance. Or was that Shakespeare?’

Every night since then, Jay has tried to make his love travel all the way to Mum and Dad.

Wherever they are.

And he hasn’t given up, specially not now.

Because tonight he’s got something amazing to tell them. And he knows that when Mum and Dad hear it, they’ll be gobsmacked.

Today, he says to them in his mind, you’ll never guess what happened. Poppa was trying to have a snooze. Someone was using a leaf blower down in the street. There was yelling, so I looked out the window. And I couldn’t believe what I saw.

Jay pauses.

Will Mum and Dad believe it?

He remembers the bird-watching holidays they all had together when he was little. There was one holiday rule they never broke. Two, if you include that every breakfast must have ice-cream.


But the main rule was, never exaggerate about the birds you see.

And Mum and Dad know I would never do that, thinks Jay.

The leaf-blower man, he says silently to them, was surrounded by birds. Standing everywhere. Getting in his way. I did a count like you taught me. More than two hundred birds. The man was yelling and blowing air at them, but they just stayed there. So he gave up and drove off, and then the birds left as well.

Jay pauses again.

Now for the really unbelievable part.

There’s something even more amazing, he says. The birds weren’t just from one flock. They were all different. Red-capped plovers and gang-gang cockatoos and forest ravens and heaps more. All different.

Jay stops. He’s breathless with amazement just saying it. He knows he doesn’t have to say more.

Mum and Dad will be breathless too. Totally and completely. Mouths flopped open even if they’re in the middle of an African dust storm.

Because everyone knows, if they’re a bird expert, that none of those birds would ever do that. Never hang out with those other birds. Never even risk being that close. Not ever. Not in the whole history of the world.


Jay waits to hear the faint sounds of Mum and Dad being amazed.

Nothing.

He waits some more.

Still nothing.

The familiar sick feeling of disappointment burns inside him.

Mum and Dad still can’t hear him. This still isn’t working. He still doesn’t know what’s happened to them. Why they’re still not home, all these weeks after they should have been. Why they haven’t even been in touch.

Jay takes some deep breaths.

He sits up in bed.

OK, he says to himself. You did your best. You busted your guts. And it hasn’t worked.

So accept it.

Birds can do mind messages, humans can’t.

Jay sighs. Then he sits up straighter. To think of another way to get Mum and Dad home.

I’m not giving up, Jay says to them silently.

And even if they can’t hear that, at least he can.
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Clyde is dreaming.

In his dream, he’s not budgie-sized. He’s as big as an eagle. Standing in a huge nest full of actual eagles. Talking to them in human language.

Torrents of words, beautifully spoken, pouring from his mighty beak.

‘And another thing,’ he’s saying. ‘All this eating other birds. Not cool. Very unimaginative.’

Clyde shakes his head and gives the other eagles a long-suffering look.

‘Come on, people,’ he says. ‘We’re talking menu-planning here, not rocket science. Be creative. Have a look at humans. Have a look at their clever meal choices. Fish fingers, for example. And since I just mentioned it, rocket. Exquisite flavour, oozing nutrition, great choice in a salad.’


Clyde pauses.

The eagles aren’t looking as enthusiastic as he’d hoped.

A feeling of unease creeps into his suddenly not-so-mighty chest feathers on his suddenly tiny budgie chest.

‘Any other menu suggestions?’ chirps Clyde in a tiny budgie voice.

On every side, big eyes are staring down at him hungrily. Beaks are starting to open as the eagles move towards him.

‘Jay,’ chirps Clyde in his dream, wishing he could explain the whole situation without Jay having to guess any details. ‘Help.’
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Jay is deep in thought. He’s thinking about the Australian government.

Suddenly he sits up in bed.

Was that Clyde, chirping?

Jay listens carefully for a while.

No, he thinks. I must have imagined it. Or maybe it was a night bird outside.

He goes back to thinking about the Australian government. And why they’re ignoring all Poppa’s requests for help. Are they just too busy to go over to Africa and check that Mum and Dad are OK?

Or is it because Poppa’s letters and emails can be a bit hurtful? Saying things like, ‘How hard can it be to find two full-sized Australian bird scientists?’ And, ‘Get an eleven year old. A kid’ll find them for you. You blithering idiots.’


Jay frowns.

That’s it. That's probably why the government hasn’t answered. Not because they’re blithering idiots, because they’re just ordinary people with hurt feelings.

Plus, they might have discovered that the part about the eleven year old isn’t true.

Jay tried to warn Poppa.

‘I’m eleven,’ Jay reminded him. ‘And I’ve been trying to find Mum and Dad on Google Maps for weeks. And I haven’t been able to, not even with our teacher librarian at school helping me, and Mrs Probert is fully IT trained.’

Even the way Poppa grunted when Jay said that was a little bit hurtful.

But at least Poppa realised it was, and apologised to Jay, and gave him a long hug, which he hasn’t done with the government.

OK, thinks Jay. We just need to make our letters and emails have a bit more politeness and fact-checking. I can work with Poppa on that.

Jay has another thought.

While I’m awake, I should check on him. Make sure he’s sleeping comfortably.

Jay gets up and slips quietly out of his room.

He switches on a lamp in the hallway and listens at Poppa’s door.


Good, thinks Jay.

Poppa’s wheezing isn’t as loud as it was earlier. It’s almost silent, like restful sleep. Best not risk waking him up.

Jay starts heading back to his room.

Then stops.

Science reckons elderly people get weak bones if they don’t eat proper meals. And Poppa didn’t eat any dinner tonight, and only peanut butter for lunch. Which was why Jay left a snack in his room.

Better check Poppa’s eaten it.

Jay slowly, quietly opens Poppa’s door.

In the gentle light from the hall lamp, he can see the tray. Still where he left it on Poppa’s pile of books. The cheese and celery and tomatoes are untouched. So is the toast.

Jay isn’t sure what to do.

What’s the most important thing for an elderly person with a stress problem? Sleep? Or vitamins and roughage and strong bones?

Suddenly Jay realises something is wrong.

It’s too quiet. Has Poppa’s breathing stopped? Jay starts to panic. Then he hears a faint whisper.

‘Jay, matey. Over here.’

Jay hurries to the bed.

He’s never heard Poppa’s voice sound like this. More like gasping than speaking. Very faint gasping.


And now Jay is closer, he can hear that Poppa’s breathing isn’t relaxed and restful, it’s all over the place.

Jay tries to calm down.

Maybe Poppa just had a bad dream.

Or maybe he didn’t.

‘Poppa,’ says Jay. ‘Do you need an ambulance?’

He’s pretty sure that’s exactly what Mum and Dad would ask if they were here. Even though Poppa probably doesn’t actually need one. They’d still ask it, just to remind Poppa that if he ever does need professional medical help, there’s heaps of it just a few minutes away.

Poppa breathes faintly for a while, and it’s like he’s trying to build up the strength to speak.

When he does, it’s in a kind of whisper.

‘Yeah, matey,’ Poppa wheezes. ‘I do.’

Jay goes numb for a moment.

‘OK,’ he hears himself say, and turns to look for Poppa’s phone. But Poppa grabs his hand.

‘Jay,’ he whispers. ‘I want to tell you something.’

Jay pauses.

Is it something medical?

‘I love you,’ says Poppa.

Jay feels tears pricking his eyes. They both know how much they love each other, so why is Poppa saying this now?


‘I love you too,’ says Jay.

He stands there, wanting his love to flow into Poppa’s hand and make Poppa strong, and at the same time wanting Poppa to let go of his hand so he can find the phone.

‘One day,’ says Poppa, ‘you are going to be such a wonderful grown-up, I know you are.’

‘Thanks,’ says Jay.

He hopes he can be one now, so he can get the help that Poppa needs.

Poppa’s grip is even tighter.

‘Mum and Dad feel the same,’ he whispers to Jay. ‘They are so proud of you. So don’t give up, matey. Promise me you won’t give up.’

‘I won’t,’ says Jay. ‘I promise.’

Poppa stops squeezing Jay’s hand.

‘Phone’s on the dining table,’ he wheezes. ‘If the battery’s flat, the charger’s in my sock drawer. Oh, and I changed the PIN. My age, then yours.’

Jay gives Poppa a hug. But not too tight. And very quick.

‘The ambulance will be here soon,’ he says as he backs out of the room. ‘And Mum and Dad probably will too, in a couple of days. You’ll be fine, Poppa. If you feel hungry, eat the celery and cheese.’

As he rushes to the phone, he knows why Poppa told him not to give up.


These days, even emergency triple-zero calls can keep you waiting. Five or ten minutes, sometimes. Some people do give up.

Jay meant what he said.

He’ll never give up, no matter how long they keep him waiting.

But as he checks the phone is charged, and then stabs the numbers, frantic and close to tears, he hopes they don’t.
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Clyde wakes up so suddenly he almost falls out of the eagles’ nest.

Except, he realises, he’s not in a nest.

He can feel his familiar wooden perch under his feet, and his cage bell is tinkling like it always does when he accidentally whacks it with his head.

That’s a relief, thinks Clyde.

Just a bad dream.

Which means the loud bumping and clumping he can hear is coming from inside the flat.

Human feet.

Clyde’s tail feathers stiffen with concern in the darkness. What’s going on?

Whatever it is, Poppa and Jay need his help.

Clyde pushes his way out of the cage, hops onto the shelf and squeezes past the globe of the world.


He feels something looming over him.

He stares up at Africa.

The big human earlobe is glowing in the haze of moonlight coming through the blinds.

And a wonderful thought hits him.

Of course.

That must be who’s bumping and clumping.

Mum and Dad. Back from Africa at last with lots of big bags.

His wing filaments quivering with excitement, Clyde flies over to the kitchen door and perches on the doorknob.

Usually he’s grateful the door is shut at night. It’s another example of how kind Jay and Poppa are, this time with noise control and privacy.

But now, Clyde grips the doorknob with all the strength in his feet. He tries to rock from side to side like he does sometimes on his swing, hoping he can click the door open.

It doesn’t even budge.

Which is ironic, thinks Clyde wearily, given I’m a budgie.

Who is he trying to kid? What kind of welcome home is it when a family member can’t even open a door?

Even as he thinks this, the kitchen door bursts open all on its own.


Clyde finds himself flying through the air, not even moving his wings. And then skidding across the kitchen floor on his beak.

The sink mat stops him, and he stares back at the doorway.

Standing there is Jay, panting.

But, Clyde sees after Jay turns on the kitchen light, he isn't panting with joy and excitement at seeing Mum and Dad.

He's panting with panic and stress.

And carrying a bulging travel bag with the zip half open. Clyde can see it’s full of Jay and Poppa’s clothes, crammed in.

Jay drops the bag and grabs a bucket from under the sink and starts filling it with water.

Then he grabs whole veggies from the fridge and throws them onto the floor.

Clyde tries to ask what’s going on, but his throat is so clogged with mat fluff he can’t even chirp.

Whatever it is, it's not looking good.

Couldn’t Mum and Dad get enough water and veggies in Africa? Have they arrived home very thirsty and lacking in vitamins?

Trying to cough the fluff out, Clyde peers through the open doorway, looking for Mum and Dad.

But all he can see is Poppa, tucked up in a sort of bed on wheels.


Several humans in uniform are wheeling him across the living room, towards the front door. One of the humans is not taking her eyes off a screen on the end of the bed, which is connected to Poppa’s chest with wires.

Clyde turns back to Jay, bursting with worried questions as Jay plonks the half-full bucket of water down onto the kitchen floor.

‘Poor Poppa,’ Clyde tries to chirp, but the fluff is still too thick.

Jay picks Clyde up and strokes his throat, and Clyde wants to tell him not to spend time worrying about mat-fluff blockages. Poppa is the one who needs his throat stroked.

‘OK, matey,’ croaks Clyde.

But Jay still strokes him.

‘Poppa’s not well,’ says Jay quietly. ‘He’s on his way to hospital. I have to go too.’

Before Clyde can ask for more information, Jay puts him gently onto the shelf, pulls open the door of the cupboard next to the cage and drags out a big box of seedy biscuits. As he does, the box bangs into the globe, which totters and falls.

The globe crashes onto the kitchen table.

Plates and cups, sitting there ready for breakfast, smash on the floor.

‘Sorry,’ says Jay, looking upset. ‘I’m in a hurry.’


Clyde stares down at the damage, dizzy with how many broken pieces there are. And the globe isn’t looking very healthy either. There’s a big dent in Africa.

Suddenly, to Clyde’s amazement, Jay opens the box of seedy biscuits and tips them all onto the floor as well, making a pile in the corner.

Clyde realises that something very serious must be going on.

These biscuits are expensive. Poppa is always saying so. Clyde has only ever seen one of them at a time. And now look, a whole heap.

Clyde flaps down and perches on Jay’s shoulder.

He can feel how stressed Jay is. He lays his head against Jay’s cheek, to give him more strength to look after Poppa.

‘Sorry,’ says Jay softly. ‘You have to stay here.’

He lifts Clyde off his shoulder. Then he pauses, looking at the kitchen window.

Clyde sees why.

Standing on the ledge outside, staring at them, is a wild bird.

‘Look,’ says Jay. ‘You won’t be here on your own. A beautiful galah has come to visit.’

Clyde shudders, and glares at the monster.

Beautiful?

I don’t think so.


Worrying about Poppa must be stressing poor Jay’s mind and he’s getting his words wrong. He probably meant to say brutal and vicious.

The wild bird launches itself off the ledge and flies away.

At least, thinks Clyde, it’s got the brains to see we’re having a sad family moment.

‘I have to go too,’ says Jay. ‘Sorry.’

He kisses Clyde on the head, and gently puts him on top of the pile of seedy biscuits.

‘I’ll be back,’ says Jay. ‘I promise.’

He grabs the bag of clothes and hurries out.

Clyde watches Jay follow the uniformed humans out the front door and close it behind him.

Oh Jay, thinks Clyde sadly. I wasn’t cuddling you so you’d take me with you. I did it so you’d know everything will be OK. Because humans are really clever.

Look at the jigsaws and doorknobs and seedy biscuits they come up with.

So they’re definitely clever enough to fix Poppa’s chest.
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Jay looks out the police car window. He knows he should probably be excited by all this.

Speeding through dark streets with the siren going. People in cars stopping and staring.

But he’s not.

He’s having a thought he hasn’t had since he was about three.

Wishing he was a bird. So he could fly in the open window of the ambulance they’re following, check Poppa isn’t any worse, then speed ahead to the hospital to make sure the best doctors are all washing their hands.

‘You OK, Jay?’ says one of the police officers in the front, the one who’s driving.

Jay doesn’t say what he really wants to say.

Which is, ‘Please don’t talk, please just keep up with the ambulance,’ and, ‘Why didn’t you let me go with Poppa, I could be holding his hand and helping make him strong.’

Jay knows the police officer is trying to be kind, and she means well, so he just says, ‘Fine, thanks.’

The police car starts to slow down.

Jay sees they’re approaching some sort of night work on the road.

Come on, he thinks. You’re the police. You’ve got sirens. You don’t have to slow down. You’re not going to get in trouble with the police.

He peers anxiously ahead.

The ambulance is slowing down too.

Jay looks out the side window again to distract himself from the slowness.

Outside the window, big spotlights are shining onto tar-spreading machines. Workers holding leaf blowers are walking around, blowing leaves off the road where the new tar will go.

Or they’re trying to.

But they can’t because birds, loads of them, are standing on the road, in the way.

Jay frowns, puzzled.

What’s going on with birds getting in the way of leaf blowers? OK, leaf blowers are noisy and annoying, but why do birds care? They’ve got the clouds and the sky if they want peace and quiet.


The police car and the ambulance are slowing down even more. Because, Jay sees, some of the birds are standing dangerously close to them.

Please, thinks Jay, looking at the birds. Not here. Not now. Haven’t you got nests to go to?

The workers are yelling at the birds, and waving the leaf blowers at them, and some are trying to blow the birds away.

Jay knows that’s not going to work.

The birds are just standing there, looking at the workers and their leaf blowers.

Suddenly Jay misses Mum and Dad even more.

If Mum and Dad were here now, seeing this, the three of them wouldn’t even need to say anything. They’d just swap looks, and they’d all know they were thinking the same thing.

That when you’re dealing with small creatures who can fly halfway round the world through the sort of storms that make planes go wobbly, a bit of air in the face won't even fluff their feathers.

Jay tries to put the car window down, to tell the workers to just ask the birds nicely.

But the window’s stuck.

‘It’s locked,’ says the officer who’s driving. ‘Sorry, regulations.’

‘Don’t stress,’ the other police officer says to Jay. ‘Hospital’s on alert for our arrival. Those medicos will sort your grandpop out. Not much that modern medicine can’t handle these days.’

Jay doesn’t say anything.

Just stares at the workers.

Then turns away. Because they’re reminding him that sometimes people aren’t as good at doing things as they think they are.

He peers ahead at the ambulance again.

And sees it accelerating away.

The officer driving the car doesn’t seem to have noticed. She’s glancing at the workers and the birds, and slowing the car down almost to a stop.

‘Should we give them a hand?’ she says to the other officer.

‘No,’ says Jay.

The two officers both look at him in the mirror.

‘There’s your answer,’ says the other officer.
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Clyde finds the piece he wants.

He drags it across the kitchen floor, careful the sharp points don’t stab him in the beak.

Have to watch out for that when you’re doing a jigsaw with bits of broken cups and plates.

He nudges the piece into position.

Yes.

First cup done.

But Clyde doesn’t do a happy dance.

He’s been awake since before dawn, and he can’t risk tripping over his own tired feet and skidding budgie over beak across the kitchen floor again. Which would mess up the pieces of teacup he has laid out very carefully in a teacup shape. If that happens, Jay and Poppa won’t know which bits to glue to which other bits.


Plenty of time for dancing when Jay and Poppa are home, thinks Clyde.

He has a few sips of water from the bucket to keep his strength up. And a few nibbles of a seedy health biscuit from the pile.

Then he gets back to work.

A plate this time, he thinks.

He hops around the kitchen floor, looking for plate edge-pieces among the smashed bits of crockery.

Until, suddenly, with his other eye, he sees something move outside the kitchen window.

Clyde hops away in alarm.

The wild bird is back on the ledge, looking at him through the glass.

A dark eye, staring at him.

Sometimes two dark eyes. And a dangerous beak, opening and closing in an impatient sort of way.

A galah, Jay called it.

Clyde realises the wild bird is saying something to him. He can’t hear what it is. The glass is too thick. Plus he doesn’t want to hear.

Wild birds are bad news.

Look at this one, making wing signals to him now, trying to get him to open the window.

As if. Must have seen the biscuits.

‘Not going to happen,’ Clyde chirps at the bird. ‘If you think I’m opening that window, you obviously haven’t seen me with doors.’

The wild bird stops signalling and just looks at him pleadingly.

Clyde isn’t fooled.

He knows that wild birds don’t plead. They take. And they don’t just eat other birds’ food.

Sometimes they also eat other birds.

Greedy brutes.

He’s never understood what Mum and Dad and Jay see in them.

The wild bird is jumping from foot to foot now. Making even more urgent wing movements.

‘Forget it,’ says Clyde, putting his own wings over what he’s guessing are his most delicious bits. ‘No breakfast here, matey.’

He turns back to the scattered crockery pieces, hoping the wild bird can see that he’s way too busy to be eaten.

But he’s finding it hard to concentrate.

Because of something he saw just before he turned away. On the wild bird’s leg.

A big scar. From what looked like a not-very-old beak wound.

As if a bigger bird had tried to take a bite.

Clyde gives a sympathetic shudder.

Poor wild bird, he starts to think.


Then Clyde stops.

Come on, he says to himself. Get real. Yes, you’ve got a sympathetic nature, but not towards brutes who can only think of one thing when they see you.

Breakfast.

Even so, Clyde has to admit, that leg must hurt.

He sighs.

Sometimes it’s so complicated being a human.
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Jay looks at his watch for the hundredth time.

He knows that if the two police officers were keeping an eye on him like they’re supposed to, they’d probably tell him to relax.

But how do you relax in a hospital waiting area?

Plus, Poppa gave him this watch, so that’s what he’s using to keep an eye on how long the doctors and nurses are taking to make Poppa better.

9.02 am.

About four-and-a-half hours so far.

Please, thinks Jay. Come on. How long does it take modern medicine to fix up a few wheezes?

He doesn’t say it out loud. He doesn’t want to disturb Officer Garth and Officer Kelly, who are both slumped in their seats with their mouths open and their eyes closed.


Jay doesn’t blame them. After being awake all night, he’d probably be dozing off himself if there wasn’t something nagging at the back of his mind.

The letter that was delivered yesterday.

The one Poppa didn’t want to open.

Jay saw it on the table after he called emergency. Saw the address of the sender printed on the corner of the envelope.

Poppa’s doctor.

Jay was tempted to open it himself. But there wasn’t time. A nurse on the phone was telling him how to check Poppa’s pulse.

And later on, when Jay gave the letter to the ambulance people, they read it but wouldn’t tell him what was in it. Which makes Jay feel anxious every time he thinks about it.

To stop himself thinking about it now, he plays Mum’s relaxing game. The one she taught him years ago. Where you think of a hundred different birds, one at a time, and say their names.

Except he can do it so quickly now, that even with two hundred, it’s over in about ten minutes.

Jay sees a newspaper on one of the seats.

He grabs it and flicks through it, reading the headlines on each page. Just in case there’s one that says TOP AUSTRALIAN BIRD SCIENTISTS FOUND UNHARMED IN AFRICA.


There isn’t.

But there is one news report that grabs Jay’s attention.

The headline says BIRD BRAIN BLOW-INS.

Jay reads the report.

It’s about bird-gatherings in different parts of the world. Birds getting in the way of leaf blowers, and also hairdryers in camp sites, whipper snippers in gardens and diesel-powered pesticide blowers in French vineyards.

Jay stares at the photos.

At the extremely unlikely mixture of birds at each place.

Then it hits him. Is this the urgent project Mum mentioned on the phone?

If it’s happening in Africa too, how could Mum and Dad resist trying to find out what’s going on?

But why haven’t they called?

‘Your poppa probably won’t be long now,’ says Officer Kelly, sitting up suddenly.

Jay looks at her, hoping she’s right.

Officer Garth gives her a look too.

She gives him one back.

‘I said, probably won’t,’ she says. Then she looks at Jay. ‘Would you like a packet of chips?’

‘No thanks, Officer Kelly,’ says Jay.

Normally he would.


But those looks, the ones Officer Garth and Officer Kelly just gave each other, have made his stomach feel not so good.

Jay closes his eyes.

He makes himself see, in his imagination, Poppa turning up with a couple of bandages and a grin.

That’s better.

‘Try to relax, champ,’ says Officer Garth. ‘These medical things can take a bit of time. Bloke in our squad, he was in here last year for eight hours.’

‘What was wrong with him?’ says Jay.

He hopes Officer Garth doesn’t say wheezing.

The two officers glance at each other.

‘Bit of a gunshot wound,’ says Officer Kelly.

That makes Jay feel even better.

The doctors here must be good. And wheezing would be a total doddle compared to bullets.

‘OK, champ,’ says Officer Garth. ‘Can we go over your family details again? Definitely no aunties or uncles or cousins or anything like that?’

‘I told you,’ says Jay. ‘Just me and Mum and Dad and Poppa.’

He knows he should mention Clyde as well, but Clyde’s illegal, so that would be too risky.

‘And,’ says Officer Kelly, ‘no contact address for your parents in Africa you can think of?’

Jay shakes his head.


‘Just the Great Rift Valley,’ he says.

‘That’s all?’ says Officer Kelly.

‘The bit they go to,’ says Jay, ‘in Central East Africa, is about a thousand kilometres long. They just go where the birds lead them.’

Officer Garth writes in his notebook, frowning.

A thought flies into Jay’s brain.

‘Do you know any African police?’ he says. ‘Who I could give a description of Mum and Dad to?’

The officers start to smile, then stop themselves.

‘What’s funny about that?’ says Jay. ‘Mum and Dad reckon the African police are really good.’

Officer Garth pats his arm.

‘Try not to stress, champ,’ he says. ‘It’ll probably all turn out OK.’

That’s not very good police psychology, thinks Jay. Telling me not to stress after going on about my family all over again. Talking about aunts and uncles, like I might need one.

He stands up.

‘I’m just going for a pee,’ he says.

It’s all he can think of to escape any more not-very-good police psychology.

The officers give each other yet another look.

‘It’s OK,’ says Jay. ‘I’m starting Year Six next month. We did peeing in Year One.’


Jay doesn’t wait for them to say anything.

He heads towards the toilets.

In front of him on the waiting area wall is a big mirror. He can see Officer Kelly and Officer Garth’s reflections, both looking at him.

Then they realise they’re in the mirror, and both give him a big thumbs up.

Which sort of makes Jay feel better.

Until he’s almost at the toilets.

He sees another reflection. Someone walking down the corridor towards the officers.

Not Poppa.

A doctor.

She hasn’t got her thumbs up.

That’s OK, thinks Jay. Doctors probably aren’t allowed to share news about patients with their thumbs.

The officers are both looking at the doctor with hopeful expressions and she’s looking back at them with a weary one.

Hospital doctors are probably always tired, thinks Jay.

But when the doctor glances across the waiting area in his direction, Jay sees something else on her face. Not just weariness.

Sadness and sympathy too.

Which makes Jay want to be somewhere else.


Way out in the bush, on holiday with Mum and Dad. And with Clyde nestling on his shoulder, pecking ice-cream off his finger.

But he’s here.

All he can do is stare at the doctor.

And feel his insides go numb as she turns back to Officer Kelly and Officer Garth, and gives them a tiny shake of her head.
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Clyde blinks, puzzled.

A moment ago, perched here on the dining table, he was feeling good about how neat and tidy the flat is after all his hard work.

But now, suddenly, he’s feeling sad. So sad, his tail feathers are drooping onto the table.

‘Sorry,’ he says to the others. ‘I’m not much fun today. Not sure why.’

Batman and The Joker, standing next to him on the table, don’t say anything. They never do, thinks Clyde. That’s how it is with salt and pepper shakers, they keep to themselves. They also do a lot of staring into the distance.

It’s what makes them such good listeners.

‘I mean, I am missing Jay and Poppa,’ says Clyde. ‘It’s been a couple of sleeps. But I don’t really mind, because I want those human doctors to do a really good job.’

Clyde pauses. He’s never certain if Batman and The Joker fully understand bird language.

They probably do, he thinks. We’ve been sharing this table for years. It’s like me picking up human language from my family.

‘I think it might be something else getting me down,’ says Clyde. ‘Not being able to glue broken things back together. You know, without thumbs.’

He looks at his feet, and sighs wistfully.

Batman and The Joker are still staring into the distance.

Clyde knows they sympathise. They don’t have thumbs either. Just a few clenched fingers at the end of each wrist.

Suddenly, looking at them, Clyde starts to feel better. Hopeful and inspired. Because Batman and The Joker don’t mope around whingeing. They’ve both made it to the very pinnacle of Hollywood stardom, completely unconcerned about thumbs. Or the holes in the top of their heads.

Which is one of the things Clyde loves about humans. Their spirit and determination.

‘Thank you,’ he says to Batman and The Joker. ‘You’ve helped me more than you’ll probably ever know.’


Then Clyde hears a sound coming from the front door. A key rattling in the hole you put the key in if you’ve got thumbs.

‘Jay,’ chirps Clyde, squeaky with delight. ‘Poppa.’

But before he can flap over to the door, he hears another sound. A woman’s voice, muttering as the key rattles even more.

Clyde hesitates.

Perhaps it’s one of the chest-repair people, he thinks hopefully. Who’s kindly given Poppa and Jay a lift home in the wheely bed.

Or it could be the woman who works with the building manager, back for another inspection.

‘Sorry, guys,’ says Clyde to Batman and The Joker. ‘Can’t take the risk. Better make myself scarce.’

Clyde launches himself off the table and flaps faster than he’s flapped for a long time.

Across the living room, into the kitchen, and onto his shelf.

As he wriggles under the cage cloth, he hears the front door open. No sound of Jay and Poppa’s voices. Just footsteps coming into the flat.

Clyde peeks out from under the cloth.

A woman is walking around the living room, looking at things and making notes on her phone.

She’s not one of the chest-repair people. They were wearing uniforms, and she isn’t.


And she’s not the person who works with the building manager. She’s younger, with her hair in a bun. Which she keeps patting, like she wants to make sure her hair isn’t getting straggly or upset.

She stops and looks at the truck jigsaw on the dining table.

She types something into her phone.

Clyde stares, nervous but fascinated.

Is she a news reporter who’s heard about the amazing jigsaws that are being done in this flat?

Or maybe a judge from an international jigsaw competition?

Then Clyde remembers the woman just let herself in with a key.

Are judges allowed to do that?

He doesn’t think so. Only building managers can do that, and their assistants, and possibly members of their family.

The woman is peering into the bedrooms and typing more things into her phone. Then she puts the phone into her bag, looks around, and walks towards the kitchen.

Clyde is starting to have a not-good feeling.

He’s remembered that the globe of the world isn’t hiding his cage anymore because it’s down on the floor. Which means there’s only the cage cloth between him and the woman.


Clyde hops to the back of the cage.

At least, he tells himself, this is better than the lightshade. At least I’ve got my swing in here to steady my nerves.

Trembling, he hops onto it.

And hears the woman come into the kitchen.

Oh no, he thinks. The broken cups and plates on the floor. She’ll see they aren’t glued together and she’ll know someone without thumbs is here.

Clyde holds his breath.

From below comes a crunching sound. And annoyed muttering. The woman must have trodden on the broken crockery.

Then there’s another sound. An anxious squeak. Which Clyde realises just came from him.

The footsteps get closer.

The cage cloth lifts.

Clyde, terrified, blinks at the woman, who is so close her face is almost touching the bars.

She looks at him blankly.

‘It’s OK,’ he chirps desperately. ‘I’m not a pet, I’m the housekeeper.’

The woman still looks at him blankly.

Clyde can guess what she’s probably thinking. What sort of a housekeeper are you, there’s broken crockery all over the floor, and biscuits.

The woman’s face stays blank.


Clyde suddenly realises why. With all this stress, he forgot to speak human.

‘Not,’ he chirps, hoping she’ll fill in the rest. The stuff about pet and housekeeper.

But he can see she isn’t doing that.

Clyde wonders if there’s anything else he can say to make things OK.

Poppa sometimes says to visitors, ‘Would you like a cup of tea?’

‘Cup?’ chirps Clyde.

He watches the woman reach into her bag.

Is that where she keeps her teacup?

No, just her phone. To Clyde’s startled surprise, she takes a photo of him. And several more. Then gives him a smile, reaches down, and puts a handful of seedy biscuits into his cage.

‘Don’t want you getting hungry,’ she says.

She lowers the cloth over the cage, leaving Clyde feeling stunned.

But in a good sort of way.

He hears the woman go out of the kitchen and, a few moments later, rattle the windows and the sliding balcony door. Making sure they’re all locked, probably.

Then he hears her walk out the front door and click it shut behind her.

Dazed, Clyde tries to keep feeling good.


She was very friendly, he thinks, whoever she was. And very kind. And didn’t seem the slightest bit worried by the number of my legs. Which was very good.

But Clyde can’t help it.

The good feeling is draining away.

Because if the woman was just here to be kind and friendly, why was she taking notes and photos?
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Jay takes a very deep breath and tries to prepare himself for the saddest and the most difficult morning of his life. 

He hasn’t been to a funeral before.

He wants to do this right. For Poppa. And for Mum and Dad and Clyde, who can’t be here. And who don’t even know that poor Poppa’s dead.

Jay has been tormented by this thought.

With one consolation.

When they do finally hear, it’ll be from him. When he’s there with them.

He’ll make sure of that.

No way are they hearing it without a hug.

Jay is sitting by himself at the front, which is a relief. Nobody disturbs him while he makes a list in his mind of important funeral things.


No more crying. Not here in public. Crying is private between me and Poppa.

Slow breathing when I stand up to say my words.

And absolutely no fainting, not even from sadness or exhaustion.

Jay notices his hands are trembling.

Not a good start.

He glances over his shoulder at Officer Kelly and Officer Garth. Hoping they aren’t getting concerned at the sight of an eleven year old feeling nervous in a crematorium chapel. They might try to stop him saying his words if they think it’s all too much for him.

But they seem OK.

They’re both giving him hang-in-there-buddy looks. He gives them a thank-you look back.

Not just for being here.

For everything else. Specially for looking after him at the police station. Which Jay saw, from the other police officers’ faces, wasn’t a usual thing for the child welfare people to request. So it was extra kind of Officer Garth to leave his campervan in the police-station loading dock so Jay wouldn’t have to sleep in a cell. And extra kind of Officer Kelly to bring him ice-cream and jigsaws with his meals.

Jay glances at the minister, who’s still talking at the front.


Please, your honour, thinks Jay, can you finish soon? The longer I have to wait, the more nervous I’m getting.

Feeling like this makes Jay think of Clyde.

How scared the poor bloke must be right now, back at the flat. After four whole days and nights on his own.

If only, thinks Jay, I could have asked Officer Kelly or Officer Garth to take me to visit him. But it was just too risky, with him being illegal. Even nice police officers have to follow the rules.

Jay imagines how Clyde’s tail feathers must be trembling right now. He wishes he could give Clyde some tail-feather-calming advice.

‘Try sitting on them for a while,’ he’d say gently. ‘And taking a few deep breaths.’

But he’s not at the flat to tell Clyde that, so he does the deep breaths himself, and then sits on his hands.

The crematorium chapel goes quiet.

The minister has stopped talking. He's waving his fingers, inviting Jay to come forward.

Jay stands up, does slow breathing, and walks towards Poppa’s coffin.

He wasn’t allowed to see Poppa before they put him in the box, and it’s got a lid on it now, but that doesn’t stop Jay using his imagination.


Poppa, with his wrinkled loving expression. Eyes closed now, of course, but still with a couple of bandages and a grin.

The minister puts his hand on Jay’s shoulder.

‘Take your time, young lad,’ he says.

Jay turns and faces the six people sitting in the almost empty rows of seats.

Officer Kelly and Officer Garth are looking sad now. Jay hopes they’re also feeling a bit relieved their four days of child-minding are over. Several rows behind them are the two people who work for the funeral company. Their faces are sort of blank. Almost at the back are the two child-welfare people. The man is staring at the ceiling, looking a bit grumpy. The woman is fiddling with her hair and reading something on her phone.

Jay feels himself getting annoyed.

Is anyone even paying attention back there?

As he looks crossly at the child-welfare people, his hands aren’t giving him any more trouble, but his eyes are starting to.

Stop that, says Jay silently and sternly.

To the child-welfare people and to his eyes.

He had hoped that four days and four nights of crying as much as he wanted to in a campervan would be enough for now.

But it’s not.


Because this is Poppa’s funeral.

It’s all poor Poppa gets after more than seventy years of doing his best. Working. Caring. Helping people. Once he gave two complete strangers a tow for six hours and their truck had way more wheels than his, and more sheep.

Seventy years of being a very loving person, and look at his one and only funeral. Empty chairs. Six people who don’t even know him. Only one person here who even loves him back.

Jay turns to Poppa’s box, and tries to blink his tears away.

He reminds himself that Officer Kelly asked him if he wanted to say a few words, but she didn’t say who he had to say them to.

So it’s totally my choice, thinks Jay.

He puts his hands on Poppa’s box and closes his eyes.

‘I’m sorry, Poppa,’ he says quietly. ‘I should have made them let me see you before the lid went on. And I should have made them invite your friends. But I didn’t think of it until this morning, and then I thought it was too late. So I gave up. I’m really sorry, Poppa, I promised I wouldn’t. But Poppa, don’t worry, because –’

Jay feels the minister’s hand on his shoulder again.


‘Thank you, Jay,’ says the minister loudly. ‘Thank you for your special words.’

Jay gives the minister a look.

His tears have dried, so he knows the minister can see the look.

The minister steps back.

Jay turns to Poppa’s box again.

This time he keeps his eyes open.

‘Don’t worry, Poppa,’ he says. ‘I won’t ever give up again. And I won’t ever stop loving you. I’m glad love can travel any distance. Because that means me and Clyde can travel any distance. Which we will, to find Mum and Dad ourselves.’

He leans forward and gently kisses the lid of Poppa’s box.

He knows Poppa will understand how sometimes, even when your heart is bursting, kissing a piece of wood is all you’ve got available.

Jay stands there for a few moments, sending Poppa special thoughts.

Then he goes back to his seat and waits for the minister to switch on the music.
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Clyde has a brilliant idea.

On the dining table is the truck jigsaw. Just as he and Poppa and Jay left it, with all the pieces in their right places.

Except one.

The last piece.

Which is lying on the table next to the jigsaw, wheel nut facing up.

Clyde imagines Jay and Poppa’s faces when they walk in and see a special welcome-home surprise.

The last piece, waiting for them both to click it into place.

Just the thought makes Clyde do a happy half-sigh and half-chirp.

Then he has a less happy thought.

I hope, thinks Clyde, that horrible wild galah doesn’t turn up and spoil things.


His tail feathers start wobbling with fear.

Oops, he thinks. That was silly. I shouldn’t have started thinking about that.

Then his tail feathers stop wobbling.

But only because he finds himself sitting on them, taking deep breaths.

That’s weird, he thinks. I didn’t plan to do that.

Clyde hops up, and goes back to thinking about happier things.

Once Jay and Poppa are home again, we can put our heads together and work out how to persuade the Australian government to take us to Africa so we can check that Mum and Dad are OK.

Clyde can’t wait.

He does a little dance, wings flapping and feet barely touching the tabletop.

But only for a few moments.

Then he doesn’t feel like dancing.

Because of the loud thumping that’s started on the front door. And the human voices outside. Not Poppa and Jay’s, and not even the woman’s.

Strange unfamiliar voices, yelling in a gruff and threatening way.

‘Anyone there? Last warning. We’re coming in.’
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Jay watches Poppa’s box slide slowly out of sight through the curtains.

He’s never felt this sad.

At least, he thinks, I can tell Mum and Dad and Clyde what Officer Kelly kindly explained to me before the funeral.

How when Poppa gets to the burning place, very hot flames will quickly release his particles and molecules and liberate them into the sky where they will fly free for ever.

Jay feels very grateful to Officer Kelly for that.

He’ll remember it every time he looks up at the sky. Here and in Africa.

Jay stays in his seat until the song is over. He chose ‘I Will Always Love You’ because it’s Mum and Dad’s favourite and Poppa knows that.


Jay says a quiet thank you to the singer and the streaming service. For helping him feel that Mum and Dad were here too.

Then he walks slowly out of the chapel.

The others are waiting for him outside.

‘OK,’ says Officer Garth. ‘This is where we hand you over to child welfare, champ.’

Jay looks across at the child-welfare people, who are deep in conversation with Officer Kelly.

‘They’re Alan and Sue,’ says Officer Garth to Jay. He frowns and lowers his voice. ‘Let us know how you go with them.’

‘OK,’ says Jay, the frown making him feel a bit nervous.

Officer Kelly comes over and gives Jay a hug.

‘It’s been a pleasure knowing you, Jay,’ she says. ‘I’ve put in a request like you suggested. Jigsaws in the police cells.’

Jay gives her a hug back.

To his surprise, Officer Garth gives him a hug too.

‘Good luck with your folks,’ says Officer Garth. ‘We’ll help any way we can.’

‘Thanks,’ says Jay.

For a second, he has a wild urge to ask Officer Kelly and Officer Garth to help right now.

Help him and Clyde get to Africa.

But he doesn’t say anything.


Best not talk about his plans. It might not be totally legal for a boy and a budgie to go to another country without an adult. Or passports.

‘Take care,’ says Officer Kelly, as Officer Garth gives Jay a little salute, and then they both get into their car.

‘Enjoy your days off,’ Jay calls to them as they drive away.

Alan and Sue from child welfare come over.

‘G’day,’ says Alan. He’s wearing jeans, which Jay thought only kids are allowed to do at a funeral.

‘Lovely service,’ says Sue. ‘You’re a brave boy.’

She touches her hair in a nervous sort of way.

Jay wonders if it’s a hint for him to say something nice about her bun. Before he can, Alan says something else.

‘We know about your parents. Must be tough.’

Jay nods.

Probably best not tell them his plans either.

‘Now that it’s us looking after you,’ says Sue, ‘it’d be good if we could help you break the very sad news about Poppa to your folks. Do you have a way of contacting them in Africa?’

‘All I know,’ says Jay, ‘is they’re somewhere in the Great Rift Valley in Central East Africa.’

‘No more details than that?’ says Sue.

Jay shakes his head.


‘Mum and Dad just go where the birds lead them,’ he explains.

‘Yeah,’ says Alan, frowning. ‘We read that in the police report.’

‘Oh well,’ says Sue. ‘Just a thought. OK, young man, let’s get you settled into your new home.’

Jay has decided to pretend to go along with this, the children’s home or whatever it is. But only until he and Clyde have worked out how they can get to Africa.

‘Thanks,’ says Jay. ‘But first we have to get Clyde from the flat. Budgies get scared on their own. He’s been there for four days.’

Sue scrunches up her face.

‘Oh dear,’ she says. ‘I’m afraid our child-welfare accommodation doesn’t accommodate pets. But don’t worry. I saw Clyde at the flat yesterday and he’s fine. I’ll arrange alternative accommodation for him. He’ll be well looked after.’

Jay stares at her, stunned.

Alternative accommodation?

For the only member of my family who’s not lost or dead? What’s child welfare about that?

Jay forces himself not to yell anything at Alan and Sue. They probably wouldn’t hear anyway.

A crematorium gardener has just started using a leaf blower.


Which doesn’t matter.

Jay doesn’t need to yell, he needs to think.

I’ve got to get to the flat, fast. Before Clyde is taken away. Which means I’ve got to get away from these two, also fast.

Which Jay can feel might not be that easy.

Sue is steering him by the shoulder towards a car. Her grip is strong. Must be all the exercise she gets with her hair.

The leaf blower suddenly stops.

Jay sees that Alan has gone over and is lecturing the gardener for spoiling the funeral atmosphere with his noise.

The gardener is looking hurt and a bit sulky.

He unstraps the leaf blower and dumps it in the back of his ute.

Jay hears another sound and looks up. And has a scary idea.

‘Sue,’ says Jay. ‘Can we stop for a minute?’

Sue looks at him, concerned.

‘Are you OK?’ she says.

‘We’re here for Poppa, right?’ says Jay. ‘And Poppa always reckoned that gardens should be kept tidy. Specially the dead leaves.’

Sue looks a bit confused, and Jay feels her hand go loose on his shoulder.

He yanks himself out of her grip.


Jay runs over to the ute, grabs the leaf blower, and tries to work out how to switch it back on.

He hears Alan swearing.

Jay hasn’t held a leaf blower before.

But the controls are simple. Just an on–off switch and a battery indicator.

He switches it on. The electric motor roars.

‘Sorry about the noise, Poppa,’ says Jay. ‘I hope you understand.’

He hoists the leaf-blower strap over his shoulder and runs around the garden, blasting leaves. While he does, he glances up again at the big trees.

All full of birds. Way, way more birds than you’d usually find in suburban trees.

Jay hopes his guess was right about the reason they’re here.

Alan and the gardener are coming towards him. Jay knows he’s only got a few more seconds with the leaf blower.

And a few more seconds, he’s relieved to see, are all the birds need.

Suddenly they start swooping down from the trees. Hundreds of them. Heaps of different types.

Circling down and landing all around him.

Covering the driveway and the child-welfare car and most of the crematorium gardens.

Jay drops the leaf blower and runs.


Through the birds, their wings beating as they peel away from the ground, one after another, hundreds after hundreds, opening up a pathway as he runs, then landing again behind him, shoulder to shoulder.

Jay can hear Alan and Sue trying to chase him. Alan yelling at the birds to get out of the way.

Sue yelling at Alan.

‘Don’t hurt them,’ she’s saying. ‘Even places of worship have security cameras. Stick to the brief.’

The brief? thinks Jay.

That’s a question for later. Not for now.

Now is for running, fast, out of the gates and down the street.

Towards the park they passed on the way here.

The big park with sprawling clumps of trees and bushes where a desperate person can disappear in the undergrowth.

And make a nest.

And hide.
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Clyde huddles inside the lightshade.

He still can’t believe what he’s seeing.

As he stares down in shock at the humans, busy in their shorts and singlets and work boots.

Loading the furniture from the flat onto trolleys and wheeling it out the front door.

Clyde would be the first to admit he doesn’t know much about what happens when humans are chucked out of their flat for having a pet. But he’s pretty sure they’re allowed to take their furniture with them. And not have complete strangers barge in and walk off with it.

He’s dancing with indignation, that’s how much he wants to stop these crooks. And their boss, the woman with the hair bun, who looks like she’s ticking off a list on her phone.


Clyde makes himself be sensible.

There’s a gang of them and only one of him.

All he can do is watch, dazed and miserable, as Poppa’s bed is wheeled away. And then Jay’s bed, and then Mum and Dad’s bed, and then the sofa and the lounge chairs and the TV and the other bedroom furniture and all of Poppa’s books and even the dirty washing basket from the bathroom.

Everything gone.

Except for one last thing.

The dining table.

Clyde sees one of the humans stop and glare at the truck jigsaw. Then swipe his hand across the table, sending the jigsaw and Batman and The Joker tumbling to the floor.

That’s when Clyde stops being sensible.

He hurtles down from the lightshade, a small fluffed-up messenger of death.

But halfway down he starts to reconsider. Death might be a bit too much, even for behaviour this bad. So he settles for revenge.

He slams into the jigsaw-criminal’s ear, gripping it with his claws and plunging his beak as far as he can into the vile human’s flesh.

Which isn’t very far, because the human has an earlobe full of studs.


Clyde feels the clang of beak on metal, and the grunt of a very surprised human, and his own neck clicking out of shape rather worryingly.

Then, even more worryingly, he sees a human hand approaching fast.

And suddenly he’s on the floor, even more dazed, surrounded by the jigsaw pieces and a few of his own feathers.

His vision is blurred, but he can make out the jigsaw-criminal, hand raised again, stepping angrily towards him.

Until the other humans, laughing a lot, grab the jigsaw-criminal and make him help put the table on the trolley.

Clyde focuses on what he must do.

Escape. Find Poppa and Jay.

Let them know what’s happened here.

He peers at the balcony door, which is open. The criminals must have taken the clothes-drying rack. Clyde doesn’t dwell on that outrage. The balcony is murmuring to him, and so is the sky beyond.

Clyde positions his wings for take-off.

Then stops. He can’t just leave his friends here.

Batman and The Joker are next to him, lying on the jigsaw pieces, staring up at the ceiling. They don’t look upset, but Clyde knows that inside they must be weeping.


‘Come on,’ says Clyde urgently to Batman. ‘We’ve got to get out of here.’

He takes Batman’s boot in his beak and tries to drag his friend to safety.

But Batman’s boot is thicker and heavier than it looks. So is the rest of him. All Clyde can do is roll him onto his side. Same with The Joker.

‘I’m sorry,’ he says to them. ‘I wish I could take you with me, but I’m not big enough. Plus, you know, the thumb thing.’

He can see they both understand.

They’re still on their sides, staring at the balcony.

It’s as if they’re saying to him, ‘Forget thumbs. You’ve got wings. Use them. Fly free. Go to Africa. Find your family. Fill your heart with joy.’

Clyde’s heart is full right now. With sadness, and gratitude for Batman and The Joker’s kindness.

‘Thank you,’ he says to them, his chirps wobbly with emotion. ‘I’ll never forget you.’

Then he turns, checks that the balcony door is still open, and prepares to let his wings carry him out to the balcony and high into the sky.

Except his wings don’t get the chance.

A human hand grabs him.

It’s the woman with the hair bun. He struggles but her grip is like ironing. Clyde flew into some once on the clothes rack and he had to be rescued.


This woman isn’t rescuing him now.

‘What are you doing out of your cage, you cute little fella,’ she says in a singsong voice that also sounds annoyed. ‘Let’s get you safely stowed away.’

She carries him into the kitchen, lifts the cover off his cage, tosses him inside, and slams the cage door.

But she doesn’t put the cover back on.

Instead, she calls out to somebody.

Clyde sees who.

Another gang of humans coming into the flat. An even bigger gang than the first one.

This lot are wearing overalls and rubber gloves and carrying fistfuls of black plastic garbage bags.

Clyde stares at them, shocked.

He doesn’t want to imagine what it would feel like to be stuffed into a black plastic garbage bag.

But as well as shocked, he’s a bit fascinated. Humans are amazing. Even the criminal ones clean up after themselves.

The woman is pointing to him and speaking to the cleaners too fast for him to understand.

They’re nodding and giving Clyde looks.

Like somehow he’s important.

Then the woman pulls the cover over the cage, leaving Clyde in darkness.

He hears her footsteps click out of the flat.


He has to admit that even with the scary plastic bags, and the huge amount of stealing going on, this actually isn’t as bad as it could be.

Because Clyde knows something the woman doesn’t. Years ago, Jay removed part of the lock on the cage door so Clyde could come and go.

The second half of which he does now.

He peeks out from under the cloth, and as soon as he sees that all the cleaners have gone into the bedrooms, he wriggles out.

This is what Jay would do, he thinks. Risk everything to escape.

Clyde flaps out of the kitchen and towards the open balcony door and the beckoning blue sky.

The closer he gets, the more the warm breeze makes every feather on his body tremble. Except, Clyde realises, it’s not the breeze doing that, it’s the stress of everything that’s happened.

His trembling wings are suddenly weak.

The blue sky can beckon all it likes.

Clyde knows he’s not going to make it.

Right now he just doesn’t have what it takes to fly up into that huge sky for the first time ever.

So he dives down out of the dazzling sunlight into a dark shady corner of the balcony. The corner is cool and private and the perfect place to relax for a few moments and gather his strength.


Until a harsh voice from above starts rasping at him.

‘What is it with you fluffballs? Why are you so flapping hard to get hold of?’

The cool shady place suddenly doesn’t feel cool, it feels cold.

Clyde starts shivering.

As he looks up at the scarred leg and dark eyes and dangerous beak of the wild galah.
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Jay doesn’t hide in the park for long.

Just long enough to think about a few things and apologise in his mind to the birds back at the crematorium.

For using them like that.

When he doesn’t really have a clue why the birds of the world are doing what they’re doing.

Sorry, says Jay in his mind. Even though they’ll probably never hear it.

Right, time to move.

Nobody has come after him, plus this hiding place in the bushes is extremely twiggy and itchy.

And there’s somewhere else he needs to be.

‘Here I come, Clyde,’ he whispers.

Jay can feel in his guts just how much Clyde wishes they were together right now.


He wishes he could go straight to the flat.

But there’s something he has to do first. Find a bank and get his life savings.

Money for travel.

OK, his life savings are only eighty dollars.

But he remembers the time he and Dad were bird-watching next to a lake and building a place to hide. Using dead branches and water-weed and an old TV cabinet someone had dumped there.

‘Use what you’ve got,’ said Dad. ‘Silly to waste time worrying about what you haven’t.’
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Clyde glares at the wild bird.

Which isn’t easy.

Up close, sitting on the balcony railing, the galah is even bigger and scarier.

Watching him with her dark eyes. Slowly wetting the edge of her beak with her tongue.

Clyde doesn’t feel like glaring. He feels more like begging and pleading for mercy. Lying on his back, preferably, waving his legs in the air.

But he doesn’t.

If you show fear to a wild bird, you’ll get eaten more quickly, he’s pretty sure about that.

The wild bird gives an annoyed sigh.

‘This would have been so much easier,’ she says, ‘if you hadn’t played hard to get. Now I’m feeling cross, so you’re gunna have to forgive me ’cause I’m probably going to bite your head off.’


Clyde feels faint.

He struggles to keep glaring, and make himself sound even more annoyed than her.

‘Sorry to be rude,’ he says, ‘but this isn’t actually a very good time.’

The wild bird suddenly looks extremely weary and exhausted.

But still cross.

‘Don’t worry,’ she says, licking her beak again. ‘It’ll only take a sec.’

‘In case you haven’t noticed,’ Clyde manages to croak, ‘we’re having a few domestic problems. So can you just get lost, please.’

The wild bird doesn’t move. Just glares at him.

‘Please,’ squeaks Clyde.

He’s about to flop onto his back and do the leg thing. But before he can, the wild bird suddenly gives a squawk and disappears up into the sky, leaving behind only a gentle spray of droplets.

Water droplets, Clyde realises. From water that was just hurled at the wild bird by a cleaner. Who has appeared on the balcony with the bucket of water Jay left in the kitchen.

Clyde huddles into his dark corner.

The cleaner hasn’t seen him.

She goes back inside, shutting and locking the balcony door behind her.


Anxiously, Clyde scans the sky for the wild bird.

Nothing.

He peeps through the glass into the flat.

And does a horrified squawk himself.

These cleaners aren’t doing much cleaning. No wiping or dusting at all. But they’re taking everything the furniture-robbers left behind. Towels and cutlery and clothes and seedy biscuits and laptops and dirty socks and broken crockery.

Dumping it all into the big black plastic bags.

Including all the pieces of the jigsaw.

Clyde struggles to stay calm.

He wishes he was the sort of bird who could smash through a glass door and rip open big plastic bags because his beak is even stronger and sharper than a potato peeler.

But he knows he’s not that sort of bird and his beak’s not that sort of beak.

All I’m good at, he thinks miserably, is jigsaws. And glaring.

So he does that at a cleaner. The one who just picked up Batman and The Joker and is peering at them with an amused expression. And dropping them into a black plastic bag.

Clyde tries to think of a way to rescue them. Without smashing any glass, or his beak.

It’s too late.


He sees that the cleaners have almost finished. They’re carrying the plastic bags out through the front door.

Except one cleaner, who goes into the kitchen and lifts Clyde’s cage, still covered in its cloth, down from the shelf.

Clyde stares as the cleaner, carrying the cage out of the kitchen, stops, puzzled. And lifts up the cloth. And stares with a horrified expression at what’s inside. The swing and the mirror and the pieces of seedy biscuit lying on the cage floor.

Surely not, Clyde says to himself. Surely he’s not going to clean the cage.

The cleaner doesn’t.

He pulls out a phone and yells into it.

Other cleaners come hurrying back in.

Their faces are all horrified as they look wildly around the flat.

Until one of them yells and points.

Oh poop, thinks Clyde. He’s pointing at me.

The cleaners all rush to the balcony door.

Clyde hops up onto the balcony railing, takes a few breaths as the balcony door slides open, and for the first time in his life, launches himself into the sky.

He doesn’t even bother checking if the galah is anywhere near.


There are just too many other things to worry about. The wind mostly, which is making him fly sideways, which never happened on the way to the lightshade.

And the wind has stuff in it.

Gritty specks of stuff. Pollen and dust and who knows what. Getting in his eyes and making him fly in the wrong direction.

Downwards, in a kind of spiral.

Clyde blinks frantically, and suddenly sees what he’s heading for.

The street.

He tries to fly upwards again, but the wind and the grit won’t let him.

Then he sees what he’s plummeting towards on the street. A big garbage bin, overflowing with bulging plastic bags.

Clyde decides to keep heading downwards.

Which, he has to admit, is more the wind’s idea than his. But when he slams into the garbage bags, he doesn’t mind, even though it hurts.

This is his chance.

To get Batman and The Joker back.

And the jigsaw. Or at least Poppa and Jay’s special piece.

Clyde burrows into the closest bag, his beak feeling almost as sharp as a potato peeler.


Which is ironic, because the bag seems to be full of potato peel.

He wriggles down to the next one.

Which is when his brain finally manages to be as sharp as his beak. And he realises that none of these plastic bags are black.

Clyde droops.

Wrong bags.

Which is so disappointing. And, very soon after, alarming. When he hears a loud mechanical roar, and feels a feather-wrenching jolt, and finds himself tumbling, bottom over beak, into the belly of a huge garbage truck.
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Jay stands behind a tree, sadly looking up at the building he’s lived in all his life.

At first the whole place reminds him so much of Mum and Dad and Poppa and Clyde that his eyes go blurry.

He wipes them and peers up at the windows of the flat again. Trying to see Clyde.

And also trying to see if Alan or Sue or anyone else from child welfare has got there before him.

Suddenly a hand drops onto his shoulder.

‘Hello there, Jay,’ says a voice. ‘Lot of activity at your place.’

Jay spins round, ready to run.

But it’s just Mr Pershing, leaning over his rickety front fence, smiling in his usual friendly way.

‘Sorry if I startled you,’ says Mr Pershing.


‘That’s OK, Mr Pershing,’ says Jay, trying to look like someone having a normal day instead of a kid who’s just spent four nights in a police campervan and is planning to skip the country. ‘Hope the ambulance didn’t wake you up.’

Mr Pershing looks confused.

‘Ambulance?’ he says. ‘That was last week. Your poor poppa. We were so sorry to hear. Our hearts went out to you, Jay. And your poor mum and dad. No, I mean all the activity at your place today.’

Jay stares at Mr Pershing.

‘Today?’ he says, dread getting its claws into him.

‘The truck,’ says Mr Pershing. ‘You know, the one they were putting things in. We both said how sad it is we’ll be losing you all. Actually, Mrs Pershing and I are about to have some tea and cake. We’d be honoured if you’d join us. Your mum and dad too, if they’re home.’

Jay’s brain is blank with panic.

‘Sorry, Mr Pershing,’ he stammers. ‘I have to go now. Bye.’

He sprints across the street, into the building and up the stairs.

Truck? Today?

Please, begs Jay silently, please don’t let them have taken Clyde.

At the front door of the flat he listens carefully.


Nothing.

Jay takes his key out of his pocket and listens again. No sounds of a small bird struggling with a human hand over his beak.

Try to stay calm, Jay tells himself. Mr Pershing might have got it wrong. The truck might have been for another flat. Clyde might just be having a nap.

As quietly as he can, Jay unlocks the front door and steps inside.

And stares.

His ears were right. So was Mr Pershing.

Nothing.

But not just nothing. Absolutely and completely nothing. The whole place is empty.

What’s going on?

Jay sees Clyde’s cage, lying on the balcony.

He hurries over and unlocks the balcony door and pulls the cloth off the cage.

Empty.

He runs back into the lounge room and looks up into the lightshade. Then dashes into the bathroom and the kitchen and all the bedrooms.

Empty.

Jay is about to yell Clyde’s name, because it’s all his panicked brain can think of doing.

But he hears voices coming up the stairs.

Voices he recognises.


He stares around the kitchen, and opens the low-down corner cupboard, the one that grown-ups never keep anything in because bending down that low hurts your back.

Jay hasn’t hidden in it for years, but he manages to cram himself in and close the door.

Just in time.

Footsteps coming into the flat.

‘Woeful,’ says Alan’s voice. ‘Those fools even left the door open. How did we end up with a hunt-and-gather squad full of clowns?’

‘I told them exactly what to do,’ says Sue’s voice. ‘I told them they’d all end up cleaning a military prison if they didn’t keep that bird secure.’

In the gloom of the cupboard, Jay frowns.

Hunt-and-gather squad? Military prison? Child welfare must be run by people who’ve been in the army. Or watched too many movies.

Jay wishes he could jump out of the cupboard and demand to know what is going on and where are all our things.

He doesn’t. He struggles to keep his breathing quiet. And tells himself to grow up. Alan and Sue aren’t from child welfare. Wherever they are from is probably much scarier.

‘Hang on,’ says Sue.

Speaking so quietly Jay has to strain to hear.


‘Maybe it wasn’t them who left the door open,’ she says. ‘Maybe you-know-who is here.’

Alan and Sue both go quiet.

As, Jay hears, they tiptoe around the flat.

Jay holds his breath and doesn’t move a muscle. Which isn’t easy. His muscles and quite a few other body parts are beginning to twitch painfully from being so squashed and worried.

He tries to take his mind off Alan and Sue and the pain by thinking about Clyde.

Where is he? Escaped? Kidnapped? Worse?

Now Jay’s chest is hurting as well.

And even more when he hears Alan and Sue come into the kitchen.

Please, he begs silently. Please don’t see the cupboard. Please don’t open it.

They don’t.

‘Been and gone, by the looks of it,’ says Alan.

‘Do you think he’s got the budgie?’ says Sue.

Alan grunts. ‘The bird flew off, that’s what our lot said at the debrief. Perhaps by some miracle they’ll find each other. Hope they do. Easier for us, grab them both.’

Jay’s mouth is dry and he feels sick.

He hears Sue sigh.

‘We’re in the poo, aren’t we,’ she says.

Alan grunts.


‘How can I put it,’ he says. ‘We’ve got the parents missing in Africa, plus the boy and the bird roaming around unsupervised here, all of them completely ignorant about how much danger they’re in, and we don’t even know exactly who’s after them. And our colleagues are hoping to find clues down the back of a sofa. So yes, if we don’t find them, we’ll probably end up hanging by our thumbs in front of a disciplinary tribunal and then working at child welfare for real.’

Sue sighs again.

‘Not a lot to go on,’ she says. ‘One ATM report.’

Jay hears their footsteps heading out of the kitchen and then out the front door.

He decides to stay hidden until he’s sure Alan and Sue, if that’s their real names, have gone.

He tries to do the relaxing game, three hundred birds this time. But he can’t concentrate.

All he can think is, What sort of danger are we in? And why? And who from? Alan and Sue’s lot, or the mysterious people who are after us, or all of them?

Jay decides to count to a thousand, and then get out of here.

There isn’t enough room in one small cupboard for this many scary thoughts.
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Clyde groans.

He never wants to travel in a garbage truck again. Not one this busy.

Every time the truck stopped, and Clyde hoped he might be able to flap to freedom, more plastic bags were dumped on top of him.

And now all the plastic bags are sliding.

Dragging him with them. Down a steep slope towards what Clyde sees, with a chirp of relief, is the back of the garbage truck, and daylight.

At last, he thinks. We’re getting out of here.

The mechanical roar is louder now.

The sliding gets faster. And suddenly Clyde and all the bags are outside.

But it’s not as good as Clyde had hoped.

He’s still trapped under the bags. And he’s still moving with them.


Oh flap, he realises, we’re on a huge rumbling metal conveyor belt that’s carrying us all towards a sort of building, also made of metal. With a big open front entrance and a huge fire raging inside that looks like it’s meant to be there.

Clyde starts to panic as they all get closer to the building. Ahead of him, bags are melting in the heat and exploding into flames.

The bags piled on top of Clyde are starting to feel hot too. He tries to wriggle out from under them, but they’re too heavy.

He tries to peck his way out.

His beak is too small.

He tries to fly out.

He can’t even move his wings.

Oh, Poppa and Jay, thinks Clyde. You’ll never know what happened to me. Or to the furniture, or the jigsaw. And I’ll never know what ends up happening to you.

As the heat starts to engulf him, Clyde closes his eyes and tries to see Poppa and Jay in his mind for one last time.

Then he feels a jolt.

Something powerful is gripping him round the neck. Dragging him out from under the plastic bags.

It feels like a claw.


Please not a junkyard rat, thinks Clyde, weak with panic. A hungry rat, scrabbling through the human rubbish looking for a tasty morsel.

He knows he should open his eyes and glare at the rodent. But if this is the end, he’d rather not see the details. Specially vicious teeth that probably haven’t ever been cleaned.

Eyes still closed, Clyde flaps and kicks to get away from the monster.

But the rat’s claw is too strong.

Clyde feels himself being carried upwards. Away from the heat. Which doesn’t feel right. Can a rat do this?

Clyde opens his eyes.

‘Oh, poop,’ he says.

Just above the claw is a bird’s leg. With a familiar scar on it.

Clyde slumps. Why does it have to be her? Why can’t it be a friendly bird for a change? Another budgie, for example. A really strong one with a cage full of gym equipment.

Clyde can’t bear it.

Not only won’t he ever see Jay and Poppa and Mum and Dad again, he’ll never finish learning to be a human to make them proud.

Unless, he thinks desperately, I can talk this wild galah out of her dinner plans.


But what can you say at a moment like this?

To a ravenous wild creature carrying you into the sky?

Focus, Clyde tells himself.

Use your human skills.

Clyde takes a deep breath and looks up at the wild bird.

‘Would you like a cup of tea?’ he croaks.

The wild bird stares down at him as if she’s got her claw around the neck of a total idiot.

‘Oops,’ she mutters. ‘I think I might have made a bad choice here.’

Clyde tries to remember what other skills Poppa uses when he needs to calm people down.

Apologising, yes, that’s one.

‘Sorry,’ says Clyde to the wild bird. ‘I just don’t want you to eat me.’

The wild bird gives an exasperated squawk.

‘Do I look like I’m going to eat you?’ she says. ‘I just want to talk. About something urgent. Is that too much to ask?’

‘No,’ says Clyde, dizzy with relief. ‘Absolutely not. I’m listening.’

‘Yeah, well, thanks,’ says the wild bird. ‘But this isn’t a good time. Storm coming. We need to get to shelter. And my leg’s hurting, so I can’t carry you anymore, OK?’


‘OK,’ says Clyde, not really sure if it is.

When he looks down, he feels dizzy and sick. The wild bird has carried him up so high, the building down below with the fire in it looks smaller than a jigsaw box.

Then Clyde feels even more dizzy and sick.

The moment the wild bird lets go of his neck.

He panics, flapping as hard as he can.

Gradually he manages to open up his squashed neck pipes and breathe deeply. The more he does that, the faster he flaps.

Higher up, now, than he’s ever been in his life.

Whee, thinks Clyde. Poppa and Jay, look at me, I’m flying.

On the horizon are the buildings of the city.

Clyde knows that Poppa and Jay are probably still inside one of the medical ones. Too far away to actually see him at the moment.

He wishes he knew which exact building they’re in. So he could go straight there now and tell them what’s happened at home.

He also wishes he knew why his flapping is starting to slow down.

‘Keep going,’ squawks the wild bird at his side.

Clyde tries, but he realises what’s happening.

I’m running out of energy, he thinks, panicking again. I’ve used it all up too quickly.


His beak isn’t pointing in the direction of the city anymore, it’s pointing downwards.

He’s starting to plummet towards a cluster of tall chimneys, their dirty grey smoke wafting up to meet him.

The wild bird swoops down and grabs his neck again. Slightly more gently this time.

‘Find the thermals, you dope,’ she says. ‘Updrafts of warm air. They’ll give you a boost. Clean ones. Not those polluted human ones.’

She shows him what she means. She lets go of him in a column of see-through rising air that’s definitely warmer than the spiralling-down air.

It cushions him and supports him and suddenly he’s flying again.

‘Thank you,’ he says. To the air, and to her.

‘OK,’ says the wild bird. ‘Let’s get a flap on. Stay close to me. This storm’s gunna be a biggie.’

She sounds to Clyde like she knows what she’s talking about. Maybe the sensible thing would be to shelter from the storm before he starts looking for Poppa and Jay.

Clyde wonders fleetingly whether the wild bird has eaten yet today.

Then he lets that thought go.

After all her help, he thinks, I should at least find out what she wants to talk about.


And afterwards, I could talk to her about something different. Ask her if she has any idea where Poppa went in the ambulance.

Clyde knows that’s a long shot, and any small bird would probably tell him it’s crazy dingbat dangerous, but he decides to take the risk.
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Jay clutches Clyde’s empty cage to his chest and sticks his head nervously out of the entrance to his building.

He looks both ways along the street.

No sign of Alan and Sue. Or anyone else.

The coast is clear, apart from a storm grumbling on the horizon.

Jay shivers. Not because of the storm. Because of everything he heard a little while ago in the kitchen cupboard.

Him and Clyde, and possibly Mum and Dad, all in danger. With no details, which is even scarier.

To make things worse, he thinks, I haven’t got a clue where Clyde is. And if he comes back to find me, it mustn’t be to the flat.

Too dangerous.


Jay tries to think of somewhere safe.

Somewhere he can watch the flat and make sure Clyde keeps away from Alan and Sue.

He can only think of one place.

Jay hurries over to it, carrying Clyde’s cage on his shoulder. As he goes in through the rickety gate and knocks nervously on the front door, he hopes Mr and Mrs Pershing won’t mind.

It’s a lot to ask, Jay knows that. He wonders if it would be polite to offer Mr and Mrs Pershing his eighty dollars.

Mr Pershing opens the door.

‘Jay,’ he says, his face breaking into a smile. ‘You changed your mind about afternoon tea.’

Jay nods.

Mr Pershing looks at the cage, then peers over Jay’s shoulder.

‘No Mum and Dad?’ he says, sounding a little disappointed and a bit concerned.

Jay decides to be a polite visitor and tell the truth. Well, most of it.

‘Sorry, Mr Pershing,’ he says. ‘Mum and Dad are in Africa. We haven’t heard from them for several weeks.’

Mr Pershing frowns, still concerned.

‘So who’s looking after you?’ he says. ‘Now that your dear poppa’s not here anymore.’


‘Two nice police officers,’ says Jay. ‘But they’re having a few days off.’

Mr Pershing looks even more concerned.

‘So there’s no other family?’ he says.

‘Yes, there is,’ says Jay. ‘But he’s flown away and I need somewhere to wait for him to come back.’

Mr Pershing stares at the cage for a very short moment.

Then he smiles warmly.

‘Come in, Jay,’ he says. ‘You look like you could do with some tea and cake.’
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Clyde hasn’t ever seen a storm on the horizon before. Not like this.

Not from up here.

But even he can tell, glancing anxiously back at the dark frothing rim of the sky, that the wild bird flying next to him is right.

It’s going to be a biggie.

He also knows something else. He can’t flap for much longer.

Clyde wonders if he should tell the truth to the wild galah. That the furthest he’s ever flown before is across a lounge room.

No. Not helpful. She probably wouldn’t believe him anyway.

‘You’re doing well for a fluffball,’ says the wild bird. ‘But I bet you’re pooped. Not surprising, given how small your lounge room is.’


Clyde gives her a look, to let her know that he didn't just fly across to the dining table, he also flew back.

‘Follow me,’ says the wild bird.

She dips one of her wings, and Clyde gratefully follows her down towards what looks like one of those park places where humans go to be relaxed and happy.

They land on a tree branch, in among the leaves.

Well, the wild bird does.

Clyde bounces off the branch and keeps heading down until he lands with a thud on what feels like a flat piece of greasy metal.

‘Welcome,’ says a voice.

Clyde, dizzy from the impact, hopes he imagined the voice. But he didn’t. Standing next to him is another wild bird.

Nervously, Clyde takes a step back. And bumps into something else.

‘Take it easy,’ says another voice.

Yet another wild bird is behind him. A flock of them, in fact, all around him. On what, Clyde sees in panic, looks like a big barbecue.

I’m done for, thinks Clyde. They’re going to cook me and eat me.

‘Incoming,’ says another bird voice, and all the birds duck as a lump of wood hurtles past them.


Thrown, Clyde sees, by an angry human.

Other angry humans are shouting things at the birds and throwing other things.

Bottles. Shoes. Barbecue tools.

Clyde doesn’t understand. Are they doing this to save him from being chargrilled?

It would be a very kind thing to do, but right now these humans don’t look like they’re feeling kind. Just cross.

What’s going on?

Clyde hears a loud whack, and a couple of the birds are knocked off the barbecue by an angrily hurled packet of rainbow popcorn.

Then Clyde feels something familiar. A claw round his throat, yanking him upwards, fast.

Once Clyde is safely back on the branch, his wild bird looks down at the birds on the barbecue.

She sighs sadly.

‘Tragic,’ she says. ‘They must have known this would happen.’

As she says it, thunder rumbles loudly, and the humans stop throwing things. They pick up their picnic stuff, grab their kids, do a few last angry yells at the birds, and hurry to the carpark.

More thunder.

The birds on the barbecue spiral upwards and fly away.


Clyde still doesn’t understand.

‘I don’t get it,’ he says to the wild bird. ‘Yes, OK, those birds were being a bit selfish and silly. But the humans were behaving like wild animals. It’s only a barbecue.’

‘Long story,’ says the wild bird. ‘It’s the reason I want to talk to you.’

Clyde looks at her, concerned.

A long story? He hasn’t got time. He urgently needs to find Poppa and Jay.

‘Um, look,’ says Clyde to the wild bird. ‘I’m very grateful to you for rescuing me. Both times. But if it’s OK with you, I don’t really want to get involved in all this.’

The wild bird looks at him.

Heavy rain starts thrashing the leaves.

‘At least let me tell you what’s going on,’ she says. ‘Because it’s not good. And then you decide.’

Clyde wonders how to tell her the truth. That he’s just a budgie, and this week he’s already had more not-good things happen than his swing can handle.

‘I’m really sorry,’ says Clyde. ‘But I have to find my family.’

‘You mean the humans you live with?’ says the wild bird.

‘Yes,’ says Clyde.


Who else would he mean?

‘And you don’t think,’ says the wild bird quietly, ‘that if they really were your family, they’d include you a bit more? Instead of sending you to hide in the lightshade like they’re ashamed of you?’

A flash of lightning makes Clyde blink.

Then he glares at the wild bird.

‘Sorry to be rude,’ he says, ‘but it’s very obvious you don’t know anything about humans. My family love me and I love them, so thank you and goodbye.’

Clyde hops furiously along the branch before the wild bird can grab him.

Then, with the biggest flap he can manage, he launches himself out of the tree and into the storm.
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Jay sits with Mr and Mrs Pershing in their lounge room, sipping tea and feeling grateful.

Because along with the cake, they seem to be digesting everything he’s just told them about Alan and Sue.

Mr and Mrs Pershing also kindly let him sit in a chair with a view of the flat.

Jay has been watching closely, but Clyde hasn’t landed on the balcony yet, or any of the window ledges.

‘Ready for cake now, Jay?’ says Mrs Pershing.

Jay is feeling a bit too worried for cake, but he says yes because Mr Pershing made it himself.

Mrs Pershing hands Jay some on a plate.

‘Thank you,’ he says, and tries to look grateful as he takes a bite.


‘Jay,’ says Mr Pershing, ‘how would you feel if Mrs Pershing and I try to get in touch with your two police officers? They might not know anything about what’s going on with this Alan and Sue, but it’s worth a try, and we can keep you out of it.’

Jay has been hoping they’d offer. But he didn’t want to ask, in case it made them feel they had to.

‘That would be really good, thanks,’ he says.

Now that they have offered, suddenly things don’t feel quite so bad.

Until a boom of thunder rattles the windows and rain starts to smash down.

‘Oh, dear,’ says Mrs Pershing. ‘I hope poor Clyde has found shelter and isn’t trying to fly in this.’
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Clyde struggles to keep his spirits up.

And the rest of him too.

He’s never tried to fly in a storm before, and this one’s getting worse. Clyde can’t see how far above the ground he is, let alone how far away from home. If an empty flat can be a home.

He imagines Poppa and Jay arriving there, and their shock when they see everything is gone.

Well, maybe not everything, thinks Clyde. If I can get a flap on, at least I can be there.

He tries to flap harder and higher, but his wings don’t feel big enough to do it.

Tough, thinks Clyde. They’re all I’ve got.

He’s given up trying to get extra height from rising thermals. The only ones he’s come across seem to be going sideways.


Clyde clenches his beak and tries to ignore the wind and the lightning and the huge raindrops. So huge that each time they splash him, it feels like an eagle dribbling hungry mouth juices.

Stop that, Clyde tells himself.

Things aren’t nearly that bad.

What is bad is he isn’t sure if he’s even going in the right direction. Dusk has started and everything is getting darker and he can’t see any landmarks.

Except, now he thinks about it, the only landmarks he’d recognise were in the lounge room and the kitchen, and they’ve all been stolen by humans in singlets.

Can’t be helped, thinks Clyde. Maybe I’ve got some bird skills I can use instead.

He remembers something Jay told him. How Mum and Dad reckon birds can find each other in mysterious ways over vast distances.

Maybe, hopes Clyde, we birds can do that with humans too.

He realises what he just said to himself.

We birds.

It feels sort of good.

And we birds who are half human, thinks Clyde, are probably extra good at doing that mysterious finding thing with humans. Specially if we love them.


For a while Clyde’s wings feel slightly bigger.

Until something smacks into one of them.

Something even harder and colder than a huge raindrop.

A lump of ice or something.

His wing feels numb now. And sort of clumsy.

Oh no, groans Clyde. I think I’m starting to fly in circles. Must find a way to stop doing that.

But he doesn’t need to.

Another lump of ice does it for him.

By smashing into his head.

No more circles now.

Clyde’s wings go limp and he starts to drop and all around him the dusk darkens.
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Jay stands at Mr and Mrs Pershing’s living-room window, excited about the idea he’s just had.

OK, his mind messages haven’t been working with Mum and Dad. Maybe they’re too far away.

Clyde is almost certainly closer.

Definitely worth a try.

Clyde, it’s me, Jay says in his mind. Please stay safe, but get here quickly if you can. Just across the street from the flat. So we can think about a plan to find Mum and Dad.

He pauses to let the message reach Clyde.

And has a sudden sensation of falling.

Strange, thinks Jay, after it stops. I must just be anxious about Clyde being in the wet and windy darkness. With who-knows-who after him.

The living-room door opens.


‘Still no luck?’ says Mr Pershing, coming in.

‘I’m doing an experiment,’ says Jay, pointing to the piece of seedy bread Mrs Pershing gave him earlier with dinner. Which is now in Clyde’s cage next to the open window. ‘I’m seeing if food can help a person make long-distance contact with a bird.’

‘Experiments are good,’ says Mr Pershing. ‘All human civilisation depends on experiments.’

‘Mum and Dad say that too,’ says Jay.

‘I’m afraid our little experiment contacting the police station hasn’t produced a result yet,’ says Mr Pershing. ‘You’re right, Jay, Officer Garth and Officer Kelly are having rostered days off. And the station isn’t allowed to give out officers’ phone numbers or addresses, not even to grown-ups.’

‘Thanks for having a go,’ says Jay, trying not to sound too disappointed.

‘We’ll try again tomorrow,’ says Mr Pershing. ‘Mrs Pershing is very good at getting information. Before she retired, she was a librarian.’

Jay realises Mr Pershing is wearing pyjamas.

Which might be a sign for a visitor to leave.

‘Don’t worry,’ says Mr Pershing. ‘Keep trying for as long as you want. Just close the window before you turn in. There’s a bed for you in the guest room down the hall. And don’t worry, our bedroom faces the front too. Mrs Pershing and I are light sleepers. We’ll keep an ear open for Clyde.’

Jay’s eyes are suddenly filling with tears.

He doesn’t understand why for a moment.

Then he does.

This much kindness, it’s like Mum and Dad are here in the room.

‘Thank you,’ he whispers to Mr Pershing.

‘You’re very welcome, Jay,’ says Mr Pershing. ‘And good luck. Clyde’s very fortunate to have you.’

He shuffles towards the door with a wave.

‘Mr Pershing,’ says Jay. ‘Do you believe that love can travel any distance?’

Mr Pershing stops in the doorway, and smiles.

‘Oh yes,’ he says quietly. ‘I certainly do. When I first met Mrs Pershing, it was at a distance. We didn’t even know each other. She was living in a refugee camp in Cambodia. I’d managed to get over the border and was with the freedom fighters in Laos. She wrote to tell me my mother had died in the camp. I wrote back to thank her. That’s how we started. In those days there was no postal service, so we used pigeons. It was a very long distance. But those birds flew across it, and so did our love.’

Mr Pershing’s eyes are closed now, and his face is alive with memories.


‘Next year,’ he says, ‘we’re going to take a cruise to visit our old countries. So you see, love doesn’t just fly, it can sail too.’

‘Thank you,’ says Jay again, his mind suddenly racing. ‘Thank you for everything.’

Mr Pershing has just given Jay an idea that is so exciting, he can hardly breathe.

An idea that Mr Pershing probably wasn’t even aware he was giving.

An idea, thinks Jay gratefully, about how me and Clyde can get to Africa.
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Clyde groans.

It’s not a sound he’s ever heard himself make before. Probably because he hasn’t ever felt like this before. Waking up from . . . he’s not sure what.

All he knows is that he’s hurting all over.

A lot.

He tries to imagine what he’ll see when he opens his eyes.

Poppa and Jay, he hopes.

In the kitchen.

With warm hands and warm bandages.

‘Don’t,’ says an urgent voice. ‘Don’t give up, you dopey fluffball. Keep breathing.’

It’s not Poppa’s voice. Or Jay’s.

I think that means, Clyde says to himself sadly, I might be dead.


His feathers sag, which makes everything hurt even more.

‘C’mon,’ urges the voice, sounding desperate. ‘Choose life, you dope.’

Clyde opens his eyes.

The wild galah is staring down at him, her claw round his neck as usual.

He tries to find something nicer to look at.

There’s moonlight, and he sees he’s lying on the branch of a tree. Leaves all around him, dripping on him. Ragged leaves, shredded and damaged. Which is exactly how he feels.

The wild bird is looking weak with relief.

‘Never do that again,’ she says. ‘Never fly into a storm. Even though it was sort of brave in a dopey sort of way. Are you OK? Say something. Come on. Tell me you’re OK.’

Clyde lets her know he is OK, sort of.

He wishes he could nod with his head, like humans. Nodding his wings like this, even a tiny bit, makes him wince with pain.

‘What happened?’ he croaks.

‘Lumps of hail,’ says the wild bird. ‘Big as frozen eggs. One of them whacked you in the head.’

Clyde looks at her, trying to tell from her face how injured he is.

She bulges her eyes at him.


‘Don’t look at me like that,’ she says. ‘OK, yes, I followed you. Yes, that did show total disrespect for your privacy. Sorry, and all that. But there’s a reason I did it.’

Clyde hasn’t got the strength to ask what.

It’s all coming back to him.

The storm. His wing-size issues. The explosion in his head. The falling. The blackness. The last tiny thought just before the blackness, that this probably wasn’t going to end well.

And then, incredibly, what must have been yet another rescue.

Which makes him hurt in another sort of way. An emotional one.

‘I’m sorry too,’ says Clyde. ‘You’d already rescued me twice, and making you do it again, with all the frozen eggs. That wasn’t fair.’

The wild bird gives him a look.

‘I know you’re fresh out of the cage,’ she says, ‘but don’t be a dope. This is what we birds do. We look out for each other, right?’

‘Right,’ says Clyde, wondering why he’s never heard about this. ‘Thank you. You’re very generous. And if I was a bird, that would be fair enough. But the thing is, I’m not really. I’m more of a human.’

Even as he says it, he knows how weird it must sound to someone like her.


‘Same here,’ says the wild bird.

Clyde stares at her again.

‘Let me guess,’ says the wild bird. ‘Born in a pet shop? Taken home by an excited kid? Spent all your life so far in the bosom of human society?’

Clyde nods again, despite the pain in his wings and not being exactly sure what a bosom is.

‘Same here,’ says the bird quietly. ‘I’m just like you. Except I didn’t start in a pet shop. I was a raffle prize in a pub. And my kid was thirty-seven.’

Clyde isn’t exactly sure what that means either.

There’s just so much to take in. He realises he’s staring at her again. Which is rude, so he looks away.

‘Also,’ she says, ‘I didn’t have a cage. My human made other arrangements to stop me flying away.’

Clyde thinks about this, and realises he’s staring at her leg now.

The one with the scar all the way around it.

He blinks and looks at her calm face instead, trying not to imagine what the arrangements were.

‘But I did fly away,’ she says. ‘Just not as soon as I wanted. Had to wait a few years for my wooden post to get as rotten as my human. And even then, I’d still be there if it wasn’t for all the storms we’re having now. Luckily my post blew over, my rope snapped, and I winged it. Off to start a new life. Which is when I discovered what’s going on.’


Clyde has so many questions, he doesn’t know where to start.

She doesn’t give him the chance.

‘I need your help,’ she says. ‘Something terrible’s happening. Huge numbers of birds have started acting crazy. Putting themselves in crazy danger. We saw it, birds trying to keep hungry humans away from a barbecue. Madness. You saw what those humans did.’

Clyde nods.

He doesn’t care about the pain now. Thinking about what was done to this poor bird is much more painful than nodding.

‘You’re right,’ he says. ‘It was madness. So why were the birds doing it?’

‘It’s happening everywhere,’ she says. ‘I think it’s because birds have got sick and tired of humans being cruel to them. I think they want to show they won’t take it anymore.’

Clyde can’t help butting in.

‘Hang on a sec,’ he says. ‘Humans aren’t cruel. Not most of them. Not really.’

The bird gives him such a hard look that for a moment her eyes are like hailstones.

‘See if these mean anything to you,’ she says. ‘Shooting, trapping, poisoning, chaining, eating.’

She pauses, then makes herself continue.


‘Damaging nature,’ she says, ‘so we get killed by heat or cyclones or wood fungus or viruses. Stealing eggs, trashing nests, letting cats out of doors, stuffing our bodies with tickly synthetic fibres in museums. Shall I go on?’

Clyde flutters no.

He doesn’t understand why she’s saying these things, and he wishes she’d stop.

‘Do you know what irony is?’ she says.

‘Yes,’ says Clyde, glad she’s changed the subject. ‘It’s when humans get lost in a country shaped like one of their ears and nobody hears from them.’

The bird stares at him.

‘Wow,’ she says. ‘Dumb and smart at the same time. Impressive. So here’s another irony. The birds are making a big nuisance of themselves to punish humans for being so cruel. And they don’t have a clue how much more cruel that’ll make humans be towards them.’

Clyde is certain that can’t be right, but before he can say so, the bird carries on.

‘We saw a bit of it in the park this afternoon,’ she says. ‘And what we saw was just a very little bit. Because it’s happening all over the place. And I’ve got a feeling this is just the beginning. It’ll get worse, much worse. Crunch time.’

Clyde wishes he was unconscious again.


OK, asleep. And not having to think about these sorts of upsetting things.

Is this what the outside world is like?

No wonder Poppa and Jay kept him indoors.

‘What’s all this got to do with me?’ he says.

‘Only birds who’ve lived with humans know how bad all this could get,’ says the bird. ‘I’ve tried to warn the others, but the dopes take one look at my leg and think I’m just sulking about the past. So I decided to put together a team of very special birds, to help me spread the warning. Birds who know humans. Including birds who’ve lived with kind loving ones but still have the brains to know how cruel humans can be when they get angry.’

Clyde digests this.

‘How many have you got in the team?’ he asks.

For a moment the bird looks embarrassed, then shakes it off.

‘Just you,’ she says. ‘The others were too dopey to realise how urgent this is. Said the thought of humans getting angry made them feel ill.’

‘It makes me feel ill too,’ says Clyde. ‘I’m sorry, I wish I could help, but I’m not the right bird for this.’

‘Yeah, Clyde,’ says the bird wearily. ‘I know. You’re as dumb as they are, I get that. But you’re also smart, and you owe me.’


Clyde stares at her.

At the pleading in her eyes.

‘How do you know my name?’ he says.

‘I was watching you for a long time,’ she says quietly. ‘Because I had a feeling about you. Not that you were gunna lose your home and all that, just about you being smarter than the others.’

Clyde knows he should already have left. Poppa and Jay need him. But he hears himself asking her something else.

‘Do you have a human name?’ he says.

She hesitates.

Then makes a strange noise in her throat.

‘Dora.’

It takes Clyde a moment to realise she’s saying her name rather than getting a head cold from the rain. It’s the first human word he’s heard her use.

‘The human used to call me Ropey Dora,’ she says. ‘On account of what he tied me to the post with. I prefer just Dora.’

Clyde doesn’t know what to say. Because she’s right. Somebody does have to warn the birds, and he does owe her a lot.

‘Just give me a day,’ says Dora. ‘Come with me tomorrow. You’ll see what I’m on about.’

Clyde still doesn’t know what to say.

Because he owes Poppa and Jay even more.


‘And,’ says Dora, ‘you’ll find us birds really do look out for each other. You help us, and we’ll help you find your human.’

‘Humans,’ says Clyde. ‘Jay and Poppa.’

Dora looks at him.

Not saying anything.

Clyde doesn’t understand at first, not even when he sees the pain and sympathy in her dark eyes.

‘Oh, Clyde,’ she says quietly. ‘I thought you knew. I wasn’t just watching you, I was watching your humans as well. And I’ve got some bad news.’
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Jay feels someone gently shaking his shoulder.

He opens his eyes.

Mr and Mrs Pershing are standing by the bed, their concerned faces glowing in the soft haze from the night-light.

Jay remembers where he is.

‘Clyde?’ he croaks, his mouth dry.

Mrs Pershing smooths the sheets around him, and Jay sees how crumpled and damp with sweat they are.

‘No Clyde yet,’ says Mr Pershing. ‘We heard you calling out. Having a bad dream.’

‘Oh,’ mumbles Jay.

Flashes of his dream are coming back, making him shudder and almost call out for Mum and Dad and Clyde again.


He pushes the bits of dream away.

Mrs Pershing holds a water glass to his lips.

He gulps a few mouthfuls.

‘Go back to sleep,’ she says softly. ‘You’re safe here, Jay. Mr Pershing is a trained fighter.’

‘Thank you,’ says Jay.

He reaches out to switch off the night-light.

‘Leave it on,’ says Mr Pershing gently. ‘You’ll sleep better.’

They both shuffle out.

Jay closes his eyes and waits for sleep to come.

But it doesn’t. Something else comes instead.

The bits of his dream, rushing back, all of them this time, unstoppable.

Poppa dead.

Clyde lost or injured or dead.

Mum and Dad lost or injured or feeling they can’t come home till they’ve finished helping all the birds.

Or dead.

Jay opens his eyes.

Even the friendly glow of the night-light isn’t enough to stop him trembling under the covers.

‘Poppa,’ whispers Jay. ‘Help me, please.’

He holds his breath until there it is, in his head, soft and loving.

Poppa’s voice.


It’s just your imagination. Which shows you’re alive and well. OK, matey?

‘Alive and well,’ whispers Jay. ‘OK, matey.’

He whispers it a few more times, out loud at first, and then as he relaxes and his eyelids get heavy, he hears himself saying it in his mind.

To Clyde.

Just in case he needs it too.
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Clyde staggers to his feet on the branch.

He’s been slumped against the tree trunk ever since Dora told him the terrible news. Now he’s hoping that if he stands up, the pain won’t be so bad.

Not the pain in his legs and his wing filaments and his neck. All the other pain.

Including the most painful thought of all. That he wasn’t even there to give Poppa a nuzzle on the cheek and say goodbye.

‘Matey,’ he chirps sadly.

Just saying it makes Clyde have to lean against the trunk of the tree again.

In the moonlight, he sees Dora watching him.

‘I’m sorry you couldn’t be there,’ she says quietly. ‘And that it had to be me who told you.’


‘I’m glad you did,’ says Clyde. ‘Except maybe you could have said it a bit differently.’

‘I’m sorry about that too,’ says Dora. ‘But that’s what we birds say. Carked it.’

‘Fair enough,’ says Clyde. ‘But I’ll find another word when I break the news to Jay.’

Clyde droops as he thinks about Jay having to hear the awful news.

Then he sees Dora is giving him a look.

A look that says, I know you’ve been hit in the head by a lump of ice, but come on, dopey, think this through.

Clyde does.

And gives Dora a look.

You’re right, he thinks unhappily. Jay was with Poppa. He already knows.

Clyde closes his eyes and imagines poor Jay. All alone without even a family member to comfort him, or a home to curl up and cry in.

I’m the only family he’s got, thinks Clyde. Who’s not in Africa, anyway. I should be with him now. Wherever he is.

Even his filaments are saying it.

‘Clyde,’ says Dora softly.

Clyde opens his eyes.

‘I do understand,’ she says. ‘You need to be with him. So you must go. It’s OK.’


Clyde looks at her.

He can see she means it, but he can also see how hard it is for her to mean it.

‘This important thing,’ he says. ‘That you want to show me.’

Dora’s eyes light up.

‘It’s early in the morning, right?’ he says. ‘First thing. Really early.’

Dora nods with her wings.

‘So,’ says Clyde, ‘can we go and do what we have to do, and then leave?’

Dora nods again.

‘OK,’ says Clyde. ‘Let’s try to sleep till it’s time.’

He says a silent sorry to Jay.

Dora does a hop towards him, and for an anxious moment Clyde thinks she’s going to peck him, in a kissing sort of way.

She doesn’t.

‘Thank you,’ she says softly. ‘That thing I said about your family and the lightshade. I know it hurt you, and I’m sorry. After we finish tomorrow, I’ll come with you and help you find Jay.’

Clyde’s thoughts are still half full of Poppa. He can’t find the right words to chirp in reply, so he just nods a wing gratefully.

Then he leans against the tree trunk to sleep.


The damp bark doesn’t feel even the slightest bit like Poppa or Jay. But at least Clyde can have them in his thoughts.

He thinks of Jay, snuggled, he hopes, somewhere safe and warm.

He uses every filament on his body to let Jay know he’s thinking of him. That he’s not far away, and he’ll be there soon.

OK, matey?
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Jay lies half-awake in the soft morning light of a strange room, and thinks about his plan.

About a cruise ship. Full, like many cruise ships, of elderly people. Kind elderly people, as kind as Poppa and Mr and Mrs Pershing. And who, when they hear why Jay and Clyde have to get to Africa, will smuggle them on board and hide them in a cabin. And, at Singapore, introduce them to other kind elderly people leaving on another cruise ship that’s going to Africa.

Jay knows where the docks are.

He waved goodbye to Mum and Dad there once, when they were on a research ship, sailing for six weeks along a bird migration route.

Jay suddenly sits up, wide awake.

Clyde is close by. He can feel it in his mind and in his chest.


‘Clyde,’ he says out loud. ‘Where are you?’

He gets out of bed and opens the curtains.

Looks out at Mr and Mrs Pershing’s side fence and at the wall of their neighbour’s house.

No Clyde.

Jay searches the bedroom, including inside the wardrobe and under the bed.

Maybe the front garden, he thinks.

Or the balcony of our flat.

He pulls the rest of his clothes on and hurries along the hallway.

‘Jay,’ says Mr Pershing’s voice. ‘You’re up. Quick, come and see.’

Heart flapping, Jay hurries into the kitchen. But Clyde’s not there. Just Mr and Mrs Pershing at the kitchen table, sipping from mugs and watching an ancient TV on top of the fridge.

‘It’s a gathering of birds,’ says Mr Pershing. ‘On the edge of the city. A huge gathering. The experts are baffled.’

Jay stares up at the screen.

Stunned.

It’s an amazing sight. Even more amazing than the leaf-blower birds.

This time there are thousands of them.

Even more different types. Standing all over a highway, still and silent, blocking traffic.


‘Look at them,’ says Mrs Pershing. ‘Not a peep of birdsong. Incredible. I wonder what your parents would make of it.’

Then Jay sees something else. Something that’s more than incredible. Just for a second. So quick he’s not sure if he really did see it. But too late, now he’s looking at a weatherman.

He gives a frustrated groan.

‘Don’t worry,’ says Mr Pershing. ‘I knew you’d want to see it, so I’ve recorded it on my videotape cassette recorder.’

Jay can hardly stay still as Mr Pershing comes over and pushes several buttons on the front of a black plastic box under the TV.

Inside the box, things spin and hiss and squeak, even louder than the fridge.

Jay begs the box not to explode.

Or he will too.

‘Sorry,’ says Mr Pershing. ‘It’s quite old. I was only forty-three when Mrs Pershing bought it for me.’

‘Less talking, love,’ says Mrs Pershing. ‘More audio-visual assistance.’

The box doesn’t explode.

After a few more buttons, and more newsreader, the screen fills with the birds standing calmly and quietly on the road, truck and car horns screeching all around them.


‘Hooray,’ says Mr Pershing. ‘Oops, wait a sec, it’s halfway through.’

‘Doesn’t matter,’ says Jay. ‘The bit I want is at the end. Can we freeze the picture?’

‘Um,’ says Mr Pershing, squinting. ‘I think with that button.’

Jay waits until the right moment, and jabs the button. The picture freezes and he leans forward, squinting too.

Excitement surging through him.

Yes.

He thought it was, even from half a glance.

And it is.

Incredible.

‘What?’ says Mr Pershing.

Jay points to the top of the screen. To something above the sea of birds standing quietly on the road. A highway sign.

‘Exit 43?’ says Mr Pershing.

Jay points again.

To a bird sitting on the crash barrier under the sign. A bird looking down with a slightly panicked expression at the rest of the birds.

‘That’s Clyde,’ breathes Jay.

Mr Pershing gasps.

Mrs Pershing stands up and rummages on the kitchen workbench till she finds her phone.


‘I’ll call the police station again,’ she says. ‘Give them a description. Tell them there’s a bird they have to bring safely back.’

The excitement is making Jay’s insides ache.

He knows what he has to do.

‘Sorry,’ he says. ‘I need to go to the bathroom.’

He hurries back into the hallway. On a shelf he sees a pen. He grabs it, goes into the bathroom, and locks the door.

Now, thinks Jay.

Neat writing.

He sits on the lid of the toilet, tears off a few sheets of toilet paper, and starts writing.

Dear Mr and Mrs Pershing.

Thank you for everything. I’m going to the highway to find Clyde. Please, don’t tell the police where I am. Except maybe Officer Garth and Officer Kelly.

‘Jay,’ calls Mr Pershing’s concerned voice through the door. ‘Are you OK?’

‘Fine, thanks,’ says Jay. ‘Please don’t worry.’

‘Sorry to disturb you,’ says Mr Pershing.

Jay hears his footsteps going back to the kitchen, and carries on writing.

Sorry to leave in a rude way. You are very wonderful people. Don’t worry, I’ve got $80.

Your family friend, Jay.

He leaves the note on the toilet lid.


As quietly as he can, Jay slides the bathroom window up.

And has a thought. He darts over to the toilet door and unlocks it, in case Mrs and Mrs Pershing need to relieve themselves.

Then he wriggles out the window, drops down onto the ground, and hurries along the side fence towards the street.
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Clyde is perched on the crash barrier, doing a little dance.

Not a happy one, a nervous one.

In front of him, all over the highway, are more wild birds than he’s ever seen. Most of them, he’s pretty sure, not nearly as nice as Dora.

His dance is also turning into a frustrated one.

He’s been working his beak off, chirping at the birds, trying to warn them about the dangers of angry humans.

Not a single one of them has moved to safety.

They’re just ignoring him.

How rude is that, thinks Clyde. After all the effort it took me and Dora to get here.

Flapping through the cold, damp dawn. Every wing filament in his body aching and bruised.


Thinking about Poppa and feeling thermals of sadness dragging him down. Dora grabbing him several times, muttering, ‘Earth to biscuit boy, focus those feathers, for flap’s sake.’

And after all that, thinks Clyde, what have we achieved? Nothing. Plus I’m hoarse from chirping, and this crash barrier is heating up in the sun and starting to fry my feet.

Clyde hates to admit it, but he’s starting to think this might all be too difficult.

Those trucks over there, standing mudguard to mudguard about a beak’s length from the edge of the birds, revving their engines angrily.

And the birds, not chirping, or flapping, or even trembling.

Just standing, silent.

Ignoring the trucks too.

Crazy.

I could just leave right now, thinks Clyde. Find Jay. Give him what every sad and lonely kid needs. Love and comfort and lots of gentle ear pecks.

Clyde is seriously tempted.

Until he suddenly gets a strange feeling. That somehow, Jay is getting closer.

But before he can make sense of it, he sees Dora, standing at the other end of the barrier, pleading with the birds to move.


And as Clyde looks at her, struggling to save the birds from crunch time, so brave and determined, he knows he can’t let her down.

So he tries again.

‘Please,’ he chirps to the birds. ‘There’s an empty field over there. And if you still want to be snuggled together, no problem. I’m a jigsaw expert. I can help click, um, I mean fit, everyone in. So come on, let’s do the edges first.’

Not a single bird moves. Or even looks at him.

Clyde glances at Dora again. She still isn’t having any luck either.

And the trucks are revving their engines louder and louder. Now they’re half a beak’s length from the edge of the birds.

Any moment, Clyde fears, the trucks will leap forward with an angry roar. And start squishing and squashing and putting permanent creases in a very large number of feathers.

Which means right now he has to do the thing he’s been dreading.

Get even closer to this dangerous mass of wild and possibly violent birds, and start giving them all a polite nudge.

Clyde stiffens his filaments.

He spends a moment feeling guilty about Jay.


Then he puts as many feathers as he can over his tender and precious bits, flaps down from the barrier and squeezes in among the birds.

‘Sorry,’ he says to them. ‘Don’t mean to intrude. No aggro, please. But those truck drivers are getting very impatient, and have you seen the size of their wheels?’

He waits for the birds to look at the very big truck wheels and see sense.

But they’re all still ignoring him, and the trucks.

Clyde knows how the truck drivers must be feeling. His wings would be quivering with deep frustration if they weren’t jammed against his hips in the crush.

‘For flap’s sake,’ squawks Clyde. ‘I do actually have other things to do, you know. I’ve got one dead family member, and one missing who I should be looking for right now.’

Suddenly the birds are all staring at him.

‘Why didn’t you say?’ says a bird pressed against Clyde. ‘A missing family member, that’s terrible. Once we’re finished here, we’ll help.’

Birds all around Clyde murmur and chirp their agreement.

Clyde stares at them, speechless.

‘Try to stay strong,’ says another bird a couple of birds away. ‘And don’t waste your energy, making all this noise. If you’ve got something to share, do it our way. It’s much more –’

The bird doesn’t finish because another bird, a very large one, who looks to Clyde like an eagle or something, swoops down, snatches the bird in its claws, and flies off with him.

Clyde, horrified, watches it go.

‘I think,’ says one of the other birds, ‘what he was going to say was, much more energy efficient.’

The other birds murmur their agreement.

‘That monster,’ screeches Clyde, ‘just snatched your friend. I think it’s eating him. Don’t you care?’

The other birds all shrug, looking at each other, puzzled at Clyde’s outburst.

‘Um,’ says one, ‘that’s sort of how it is. We all have to eat, and some of us get eaten. It’s not personal, so there’s no hard feelings.’

Clyde stares at them, beak hanging open with disbelief.

‘I had a slug for breakfast,’ says another bird. ‘So it’s all fair go, really.’

The other birds agree again.

Until they’re drowned out by the truck engines roaring again, even louder. This time with the squeal of huge tyres spinning on the surface of the road, and a clanking, hissing shudder of huge air brakes holding them back.


Clyde pulls himself together.

‘Look,’ he says to the birds, ‘I know what this demonstration is about, and with respect, you’ve got it all wrong. Humans aren’t cruel and horrible. They’re just very busy inventing amazing things like sliding balcony doors. And sometimes they’re so busy, they get stressed and a bit grumpy. But definitely not cruel and horrible.’

The birds are all staring at him again, puzzled.

‘We don’t think humans are cruel and horrible,’ says one of the birds.

Clyde stares back, confused.

‘Then why are you doing all this?’ he squawks.

The birds glance at each other, still puzzled.

‘Come on,’ says another bird. ‘You’re a bird. You must know why we’re doing this. Pay attention. We’re all thinking about it right now.’

‘Well, I’m sorry,’ says Clyde, ‘but I’m not a mind-reader. You’ll have to spit it out and tell me.’

The birds, looking nervous and shocked, take a few steps away from Clyde.

‘What?’ says Clyde. ‘What did I say?’

‘Relax, dopey,’ says Dora’s voice behind him. ‘I’ll explain it to you.’

Clyde turns to her, relieved and grateful.

‘Wild birds are all sort of connected,’ says Dora. ‘Through their thoughts.’


Clyde thinks about this. It sounds a bit like the thing Jay told him. About what Mum and Dad have discovered.

‘We share thoughts silently all the time,’ says one of the birds. ‘Don’t you?’

Clyde always tries to be truthful.

Even at a moment like this, with all these birds looking at him and making him feel embarrassed.

‘Share thoughts?’ he says. ‘Of course I do. All the time. You know, with myself. On my swing.’

The birds are all silent for a moment.

Then, on all their faces at once, appears a sudden look of understanding.

‘Of course,’ one of them exclaims.

‘You’re a cage bird,’ says another.

‘Brilliant,’ chirp a few more.

‘We need you,’ chorus a whole heap of them.

Clyde stares at them, stunned.

‘Really?’ he says. ‘Me?’

‘Yes,’ says the first bird. ‘To tell the humans what we’re doing here. And why.’

Clyde opens his beak to ask them what exactly that is. But before he can, he hears a terrible sound. And even as he struggles to turn round, he knows what’s happening.

The sight is even worse than the sound.

The trucks have started to move.


Thundering slowly forward, onto the first rows of birds.

Clyde hears Dora scream, but none of the other birds are making a sound. Just standing silently, not even looking at the trucks as the huge wheels move slowly towards them.

Then Clyde hears something in the distance.

Sirens.

He manages to turn again and sees, further down the highway, beyond the birds and trucks, several police cars speeding closer.

When they get to the trucks, the cars and sirens all stop suddenly. Police officers leap out and start yelling at the truck drivers.

Clyde feels dizzy with relief.

This is the best sight in the world.

Until he sees an even better one.

A figure running towards him along the highway. Arms waving. Shouting Clyde’s name.

Jay.
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Jay stops and stares.

Too shocked to yell Clyde’s name anymore.

All he can do is stand there, horrified by the sight of the feathery bodies under the front wheels of the trucks.

All around him, Jay is dimly aware, are cars and more trucks and police vehicles.

Truck drivers yelling, police officers shouting back, media people everywhere with cameras.

But none of that matters.

Just the birds.

Then he sees the rest of them.

The huge number of them standing all over the highway. So many more than the TV showed.

And how still and silent they are, and how dangerously close to them the trucks are.


Why are the birds doing this?

They don’t look angry or upset or like they’ve got worms. Just very calm and determined.

For a moment Jay thinks that if Mum and Dad were here, they could explain. But he’s glad they’re not, for their sake. And he’s even more worried that Clyde is. He looks around desperately.

‘Clyde,’ he yells. ‘Clyde.’

Until suddenly, wonderfully, he doesn’t need to yell it anymore.

That favourite feeling of someone small and flappy dropping onto his shoulder. Soft feathers nuzzling against his cheek.

‘Clyde,’ whispers Jay, hoarse with joy.

‘OK, matey,’ chirps Clyde in his ear, and hops into his cupped hands, just like always.

‘Sorry I took so long to find you,’ says Jay. ‘The taxi driver made me get out when we reached eighty dollars and I had to come the rest of the way on foot.’

‘Foot,’ chirps Clyde.

Jay decides not to make too much about how he’s feeling. How weak with relief he is that none of the things he’s been worrying about, the Alan-and-Sue being in danger things, have happened. There’ll be time for that when he discovers what exactly the danger is, and who from.


‘You’re safe now,’ he says to Clyde. ‘And we’ll stay together, I promise.’

‘Safe,’ says Clyde in a small voice.

Jay wonders why Clyde doesn’t sound happier about that. Then he sees where Clyde is looking. At the birds under the truck wheels. Who definitely weren’t safe.

He gives Clyde a gentle kiss, so Clyde will know staying safe is what’s going to happen to him.

‘Poppa,’ says Clyde.

Jay hesitates.

He was hoping to put off telling Clyde about Poppa. At least till after they get away from this noisy place.

But Clyde has brought it up now.

Jay thinks hard, wanting to choose the right words. Before he can say anything, Clyde looks up at him, eyes big and sad.

‘Not OK, matey,’ he chirps softly.

Jay stares at Clyde. At the sad droop of his wings.

‘You already know?’ says Jay. ‘How?’

‘Chum,’ says Clyde.

Jay wants to ask which chum, but he’s interrupted by the roar of a truck and a squeak from Clyde. He turns, and sees one of the trucks from further back shuddering forward, directly at the birds.


Before Jay can do anything, Clyde flies out of his hands and towards the truck.

‘No,’ yells Jay. ‘Come back.’

He dashes after Clyde, who is now perched on the front of the huge truck, chirping through the windscreen at the driver.

‘Clyde,’ shouts Jay. ‘No.’

The truck is still moving forward.

Jay steps in front of it and frantically waves his arms, yelling at the driver to stop.

Clyde turns round at the sound of Jay’s voice, and flies back to him, landing on his shoulder.

But the truck doesn’t stop. The driver is yelling too, and so are other voices. Police officers probably, and Jay can hear the scuffle of media people trying to get closer with their cameras.

But it’s the advancing truck he’s focusing on.

And getting Clyde away from here.

As Jay starts to move backwards, he feels Clyde give his ear a sharp peck.

‘Job,’ chirps Clyde.

Jay glances at him and sees him looking, wings clenched with concern, at the birds who are about to disappear under the truck’s massive wheels.

You’re right, Clyde, thinks Jay.

Job. And if the rest of the family was here, they would be doing it too.


Jay faces the truck again and raises the palms of his hands towards the driver. Hoping that even a very aggressive one like this wouldn’t squash a kid and a budgie on national television.

Except, as the truck keeps moving, it’s looking like this one might.

Then, with an angry hiss and a violent jolt, the truck stops.

Jay sees that a police officer has leaped up and is clinging to the cabin door, shouting at the driver through the window.

‘OK, matey,’ squeaks Clyde shakily into Jay’s ear.

Moving away from the truck, Jay tries to make his hands less shaky as he gently lifts the trembling Clyde off his shoulder.

‘That was very brave,’ he says to Clyde. ‘Poppa would be proud of you.’

‘Poppa,’ chirps Clyde weakly.

He lays his head against Jay’s hand, then looks up at the sky.

Jay watches him, amazed.

It’s almost as if Clyde knows that Poppa is up there, his particles and molecules flying free.

Then Jay hears another roaring sound.

Getting closer.

More trucks advancing?


Maybe not. The noise is starting to sound like it’s coming from above. Jay doesn’t hang around. He holds Clyde close to his chest and hurries off the highway onto the dusty verge.

A huge shadow falls over them.

A violent wind starts battering them.

Jay stares up.

At something he’s only ever seen in movies, but never this loud.

A helicopter thundering out of the sky.

Giant whirring blades. Army camouflage paint. No weapons, but Jay ducks anyway.

The police officers and the truck drivers and the birds are all staring too, and most of the officers and drivers are ducking like Jay.

Slowly, ear-numbingly, the helicopter lands in a dry paddock next to the highway.

The whirling blades start to slow down. Dust spirals in the air.

A door slides open and steps unfold.

Still crouching, Jay watches warily.

What’s going on? Is this how the army deals with birds on a highway? Are soldiers going to rush out now with nets and water cannons?

Then Jay has an even scarier thought.

Those unknown mystery people, the ones Alan reckons might be putting us in danger.


Would they come here? In a helicopter? With all these police watching?

Surely not.

Just in case, Jay wriggles behind a police car.

‘It’s OK,’ he whispers to Clyde, who is looking out nervously from his hands. ‘They can’t see us.’

Jay peeks out from behind the car, and sees two figures appear at the top of the helicopter steps. Shading their eyes, peering through the dust haze, as if they’re searching for someone.

They don’t look like soldiers. Or like unknown mystery people.

They look like Alan and Sue, waving at him.

‘Jay,’ yells Alan.

Jay feels a stab of panic as Alan and Sue hurry down the steps, their eyes on him the whole way.

The police officers and truck drivers have their eyes on him too, so bolting with Clyde down the highway probably isn’t going to work.

Jay struggles to stop panicking.

This could be a good thing.

Mum and Dad could have been found.

The Australian government or the air force or a kind pilot with more than two rostered days off could be offering to fly him and Clyde to Africa in a helicopter. So they can land in the jungle without having to use parachutes.


Except, if that was it, wouldn’t Alan be looking happier than this?

‘Hello, Jay,’ says Alan.

‘Hello,’ says Jay nervously.

He can feel Clyde trembling inside his hands.

‘Sorry about all the noise,’ says Sue, picking bits of wind-blown leaves and twigs out of her hair bun. ‘It’ll be better in a sec.’

Even as she says that, the helicopter engine stops. Just some clanking and swishing as the blades come to a stop too.

‘Thanks,’ says Jay, his mouth dry. Which could be from all the running he did before. Or from how much danger is about to happen.

Alan clears his throat, like he’s about to make a speech.

‘As you know, Jay,’ he says, ‘your grandfather has been writing to the authorities asking to have a meeting about your parents.’

If I already know this, thinks Jay, why are you telling me again?

‘He's been successful,’ says Alan. ‘The meeting is happening today. But sadly, of course, the only family members who can come are you and Clyde.’

Jay stares at Alan.

‘OK?’ says Alan.

Jay stays silent.


The last thing he wants is a meeting with Alan and Sue.

But the other last thing he wants is to waste Poppa’s efforts. And a military helicopter like this must be the government’s reply, and a way of them saying they’ll help find Mum and Dad, which was all Poppa wanted.

‘OK,’ says Jay.

If it doesn’t work out, there’ll be plenty more cruise ships.

Clyde wriggles out of Jay’s hands, hops up onto his shoulder and starts chirping urgently into his ear. Tugging at Jay’s earlobe with his beak.

Making Jay turn his head slightly.

Until he sees a female galah standing on the ground near his feet.

Jay looks at the bird, puzzled.

‘Chum,’ chirps Clyde.

Jay understands.

He crouches next to the galah and holds out his hand. After a moment’s hesitation, she flaps up and perches on his finger.

‘Hello,’ says Jay. ‘Nice to meet you.’

‘Dora,’ chirps Clyde proudly from Jay’s shoulder.

‘Good on you, Dora,’ says Jay. ‘For being Clyde’s friend. He’s only had human friends before.’


The galah stays silent and gives Jay a slightly suspicious look, just like Mrs Probert did in the library when Jay told her he knew the names of four hundred birds.

Before Jay can let Alan know that Dora will be coming too, he hears a voice calling his name.

He looks round.

Nearby is a police car that wasn’t there before. Getting out are Officer Kelly and Officer Garth.

‘Hiya, Jay,’ calls Officer Kelly. ‘Alright?’

Jay gives them a wave.

Alan gives them a weary look and walks over.

Jay can’t hear what they say to each other, but he sees Alan show Officer Garth and Officer Kelly some sort of badge in his wallet, which makes them look over at Jay, concerned.

Jay gives them another wave, to let them see he’s not being kidnapped.

Alan walks back.

‘OK,’ he says to Jay. ‘This way.’

Jay tries not to hold Clyde and Dora too tightly as he follows Alan towards the helicopter. There’s no point them feeling anxious about all this just because he is.

Sue walks beside Jay.

‘Your police friends think this is for the best,’ she says.


Which is a nice thing to say, thinks Jay.

Or it would be if it was true.

As he climbs up the helicopter steps, Jay gives Officer Garth and Officer Kelly another wave, and he can see from their worried faces that they’re not thinking this is for the best at all.
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Clyde hops towards Dora’s end of the perch.

To check she’s OK, and to apologise.

‘Sorry there’s no swing in this cage,’ he says to Dora. ‘I don’t think helicopters have them. And I’m sorry I didn’t ask if you actually wanted to come with us to Africa. I just thought we needed some help with the birds, and Mum and Dad will be good at that. Plus I miss them.’

Dora looks at him, puzzled.

Clyde realises she probably didn’t hear what he said. The helicopter is taking off and the engine noise is worse than a leaf blower.

Squawking as loudly as he can, Clyde says it all again. Several times.

Poor humans, he thinks. If this was the only way I could fly, being deafened by engines and shaken up like Poppa’s health drink, I wouldn’t bother.


Finally Dora hears what he’s saying.

‘You’re forgiven,’ she says. ‘I’d miss them too.’

‘Thanks,’ says Clyde.

Dora moves closer and puts her beak right next to his ear.

‘I’m wondering,’ she says, ‘where we’re heading.’

For a second Clyde wonders if she means their relationship. He decides she probably doesn’t.

‘Um,’ says Clyde, ‘I’m not exactly sure. All they said was, a meeting. Which I’m very hopeful will have a good outcome with regard to finding Mum and Dad. Plus keeping birds safe and healthy with regard to truck scenarios.’

Dora gives him a look.

Clyde knows why.

Flap me, he thinks. What am I doing? I’ve made friends with a really nice wild bird, and just being with her makes me want to learn about being a bird myself. So why have I started speaking like those government humans Poppa used to get cross with on the phone?

‘Clyde,’ says Dora, interrupting his thoughts.

She points through the cage bars at the armed soldier whose knees their cage is balanced on.

And whose face suggests he doesn’t like birds very much.


‘What about us?’ Dora says to Clyde. ‘Will we be having a good outcome with regard to staying safe and healthy in grumpy-human scenarios?’

Clyde can see Jay, sitting towards the front. He’s talking to Alan and Sue. But with all the helicopter noise, Clyde can’t hear what they’re saying.

‘Sorry,’ Clyde says to Dora. ‘I’m not exactly sure about safe scenarios either.’

Dora frowns at him.

‘I thought you knew about human stuff?’ she says.

Clyde gives her an apologetic look.

‘I thought I did too,’ he says.
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Jay can tell that Alan and Sue don’t really want to talk, from their body language.

The way they won’t open their eyes. Or let him strap his body into the same row of seats in the helicopter as theirs.

But he’s not giving up.

‘Alan,’ he says, leaning forward in his seat. ‘Will we be going to Africa in this helicopter?’

It’s not easy, asking questions to the back of someone’s head.

As Jay waits hopefully for an answer, he wishes Alan was still pretending to be nice.

Alan sighs loudly.

‘I’m not authorised to answer questions,’ he says without turning round. ‘You know I’m not. I’ve told you.’


‘That was the other question,’ says Jay. ‘The one about where are we going now and what danger are we in.’

‘And will the Prime Minister be at the meeting,’ says Sue’s voice wearily.

‘All of which I’m not authorised to answer,’ says Alan. ‘So be quiet.’

Jay sighs. Which he tries to do quietly.

Things are going so well now, with a helicopter and a government meeting arranged at last, that it’s probably best not to make Alan cross.

Jay decides not to ask any more questions.

Well, not on this flight.

Which is a shame.

He'd like to know if Alan's hunters and gatherers found any clues about danger in Mum and Dad’s stuff, and when will they be giving the stuff back, and will it be dry-cleaned first.
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Clyde feels Dora give him a nudge.

He opens his eyes and has a stretch.

Helicopters are quite relaxing in a noisy, bumpy sort of way. Specially when you’re feeling a bit stressed. And even when your cage is on the knees of a heavily armed human.

Clyde hopes Dora is feeling the same.

She’s peering through the bars of the cage, and out one of the helicopter windows.

Clyde peers too. He sees why Dora nudged him.

So far, all they’ve seen out that window is sky.

Now they can see land.

But not very beautiful land. Flat, dusty, rocky, hot-looking land all the way to the horizon. With no lakes or trees or mountains. And definitely no scenic petrol stations big enough for trucks.


‘Wouldn’t make much of a jigsaw,’ says Clyde.

‘Careful, biscuit boy,’ says Dora. ‘My family comes from country like this.’

Clyde looks at her.

‘Really?’ he says. ‘The bloke who won you in the pub raffle? But there aren’t any pubs out here.’

Dora gives him a look.

‘My real family,’ she says.

‘Oh,’ says Clyde softly. ‘Sorry. Will you be able to see them while we’re here?’

Dora gives him an even longer look, and Clyde senses he got that one wrong too.

‘My family are all carked,’ she says. ‘Humans building a road out here got cross with my lot for loud squawking, so they killed them with baits.’

Clyde doesn’t know what to say.

‘Baits,’ says Dora, ‘are lumps of food with poison in them. Just so you know and give them a miss.’

‘Thanks,’ chirps Clyde quietly. ‘Sorry about your family. That’s really sad.’

Dora nods, but before they can say anything else, the helicopter tilts and they have to hang on.

‘On approach for landing,’ says Dora.

She’s right. Clyde can see a building now.

A big, low concrete building with two levels.

A large circle is painted on the flat roof. Inside the circle is the outline of a helicopter.


‘Hope we’re not going to land on that,’ says Dora.

As they curve lower, Clyde sees why.

Inside the circle, a flock of birds are standing still and relaxed, staring up at the helicopter.

But not just any birds.

‘Budgies,’ squeaks Clyde.

‘I forgot to mention,’ says Dora. ‘Your lot come from out here as well. Sorry you’re having to meet them this way.’

Clyde stares down at them.

The wild budgies are still just standing there, in the circle, on the exact place where a lot of tons of helicopter are about to land.

‘Why aren’t they getting out of the way?’ says Clyde. ‘Haven’t they seen a helicopter before?’

‘I think they probably have,’ says Dora. ‘I think they’re doing this on purpose.’

‘We have to stop them,’ says Clyde.

This is my extended family, he thinks. Even a mostly human bird might be able to send their thoughts to their extended family.

He closes his eyes and tries to imagine what would happen if a helicopter landed on you. He makes the picture even more squashed and scary than when a truck drives over you. Then he uses every muscle in his body to try to send that picture into the minds of the budgies down below.


When Clyde opens his eyes, he sees Dora doing the same, trembling with the effort.

He closes his eyes again and puts in even more effort. After a while, Dora gives him another nudge. They both look out the window, down at the wild budgies, still standing in the circle.

Extremely close now.

‘No,’ croaks Clyde.

‘Move your butts,’ squawks Dora at them.

But the budgies stay where they are as the huge bulk of the descending helicopter obliterates them from view.

Clyde and Dora don’t let go of each other until they hear the engines stop and the blades start to slow down.

Clyde is trembling so much, he’s not sure if he can stand on his own.

Dora looks the same.

‘Come on, you two,’ grunts the soldier, giving the cage a thump. ‘Shake a leg, we’ve arrived.’

Clyde gives the soldier a bleak glance.

Don’t be fooled, he thinks miserably. We look like birds and we sound like birds, but when it really counts, we’re not birds at all.
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Jay wants to be the one to carry Clyde and Dora.

As soon as the helicopter lands, he goes up the back and collects them from the soldier, and sees how shivering and miserable they are.

‘You poor things,’ he says. ‘We’re getting off this helicopter right now.’

‘What’s wrong?’ says Sue at the exit as she and Alan peer at Clyde and Dora.

‘They’re birds,’ says Jay. ‘They can fly by themselves. They don’t like being in machines that try to do it for them.’

Alan clearly doesn’t understand.

He won’t even let Jay take Clyde and Dora out of the cage for a cuddle.

Sue takes the cage. She gives it to one of the three people waiting on the roof. Three people in white medical coats.


Jay doesn’t take his eyes off Clyde and Dora as he and the others go down some concrete steps to a corridor inside the building.

This whole thing is starting to worry him.

A meeting with the Prime Minister should be in Canberra. In Parliament House. Or if that’s being used for shouting, in the Prime Minister’s house.

Not in a lonely building in the desert.

Jay helps the people in white coats wheel Clyde and Dora along the corridor. The cage is sitting on a steel medical trolley like the ones that were in Poppa’s hospital.

Oh well, thinks Jay. At least Clyde and Dora will be getting medical attention. That’s if these white coats are real and not just to keep desert grit out of people’s undies.

‘OK, young man,’ says Alan. ‘This is you.’

One of the other bunker people opens a door.

Jay looks at Clyde, alarmed, and grips the trolley.

‘Clyde has to stay with me,’ he says. ‘I promised him we’d stay together.’

But Alan and Sue pull his hands off the trolley and steer him towards the open door. Jay sees the trolley disappearing down the corridor. With Clyde and Dora looking back anxiously through the bars of the cage.

‘Hey,’ he yells at the white-coat people. ‘Stop.’


The white-coat people don’t even slow down.

‘The birds’ll be fine,’ says Alan. ‘I promise.’

Inside the room, Alan and Sue only let go of Jay when they’ve closed the door.

‘This is kidnapping,’ says Jay.

Then he remembers he actually agreed to get on the helicopter, so technically it probably isn’t.

He pretends to look at the room so he doesn’t have to see Alan smirking. Jay hasn’t had much experience of rooms that are for meetings, but this looks more like a motel room. With a bed and a fridge and a table and chairs and a bathroom.

And a pile of jigsaw boxes.

‘This will be your home for the next few days,’ says Alan.

Jay stares at him.

‘A few days?’ he squeaks. ‘You said a meeting.’

‘A few meetings,’ says Sue. ‘Nice short ones.’

Jay wonders what Poppa would do right now. He’d stand up for his rights, that’s what. Like he did when the government switchboard people told him they weren’t allowed to talk to him because his voice was too gruff.

‘Bring Clyde and Dora back, right now,’ says Jay, ‘and take us home, by road transport, or I’m calling the police.’

Alan smiles.


Sue gives Jay a look that’s a bit sympathetic and a bit encouraging and a bit not real.

‘Wow,’ she says. ‘So many jigsaws.’

Before Jay can grab the phone by the bed and dial emergency, the door opens and more people come in.

‘Hey there,’ says a tall thin elderly man with an American accent. ‘Our young guest. Thank you. We’ll take over from here.’

Alan and Sue leave the room without looking back at Jay.

I won’t miss you either, thinks Jay.

But that doesn’t stop him suddenly feeling like he did when he was very small, every time Mum and Dad picked up their backpacks and kissed Jay goodbye.

Alone and scared, until Poppa gave him a hug.

Jay looks at the man, who has a very straight back for an elderly person. And a very black suit, which Jay imagines would be very uncomfortable for anyone silly enough to wear it in a desert.

‘I’m not a guest,’ he says to the man. ‘I’m here for a meeting. So is the family member I came with, and his friend.’

One of the other two people who just came in steps forward. He’s not elderly and he’s not wearing a suit, just casual pants and a white tennis shirt.


The shirt has a little picture of a crocodile on it.

The man holds Jay’s shoulders gently but firmly and lowers him into a chair at the table.

‘We’re going to get along fine, Jay,’ he says, also in an American accent. ‘But there are a few little rules. Mr Stanton is our senior team person, so please don’t speak to him.’

Jay glances at Mr Stanton.

Who isn’t even looking in his direction.

‘Me and my colleague here will ask you some questions,’ says the tennis-shirt man, ‘and then you’ll tell the answers to us. And when you’ve finished answering the first bunch, you can do a jigsaw. We know you like jigsaw puzzles.’

Jay gives the man a look to show him what he thinks of jigsaw bribery.

The third man who came in opens the fridge.

He’s wearing a short-sleeve shirt with lots of different pink and red shapes. Which, Jay sees, are actually steaks and sausages and burgers and bacon. All raw.

‘Y’all like a soda?’ the third man says to Jay.

Jay shakes his head. Soda, whatever that is, also leaves him unimpressed. So do shirts the colour of food groups.

‘Are you from the Australian government?’ Jay asks the men.


The two he’s allowed to speak to both smile.

‘Not directly,’ says one.

‘We’re in the employ of a US national security agency,’ says the other. ‘Just helping to keep the world safe. But we do like footy.’

Jay likes footy too.

But he doesn’t let them know that.

‘Are you helping to keep the world safe from birds?’ he asks the two men.

They smile again.

‘Smart kid,’ says the tennis-shirt one, sounding to Jay like he means it.

‘Birds and other things,’ says the raw-meat one.

Out of the corner of his eye, Jay looks at Mr Stanton. Who doesn’t seem very bossy for a boss. But at least he’s watching now. And listening.

‘When can I see Clyde?’ Jay asks the two men, trying to sound friendly so they’ll say, now.

‘Soon,’ says the one in the tennis shirt.

Jay forces himself to make do with that.

The crocodile tennis man sits down at the other side of the table.

‘We know you’ve had a long journey,’ he says to Jay. ‘And we’re sorry we have to get straight to work. But it’s urgent.’

The raw-meat man sits at the other side of the table too, next to the tennis man.


Jay looks at their shirts. Is this what secret agents have to do? Try to tell people about themselves by using clothes, because in a top-secret job you’re not allowed to say anything personal?

It seems a bit sad, but Jay can understand why.

If you’ve just met someone you want to be friends with, it’s probably important to at least let them know whether you like tennis and if you’re vegetarian or not.

‘Clyde has thrown himself straight into work too,’ says the secret agent who likes tennis. ‘Just a few little scientific tests so we can get to know him better.’

Jay stares, alarmed.

‘You’d get to know Clyde better,’ he says, ‘if he was here with us.’

‘So,’ says the tennis secret agent, ignoring that and smiling in a way that would be quite friendly if there wasn’t the crocodile on his shirt. ‘Here’s the deal. That bird get-together you were at this morning, it wasn’t the first one. They’re starting to happen everywhere. In our country and in your country and also in lots of other countries. And they’re starting to be a problem. Are you with me? Do you see the picture?’

Jay nods. He resists telling the secret agent how he’s about to start Year Six.


‘OK,’ says the agent. ‘We’ve been talking to bird experts, trying to find out what this is all about. The experts didn’t have much to tell us. But lots of them did say one thing. About who would be able to help us. Your folks, Jay, that’s who.’

Jay takes all this in.

It's sounding hopeful. Very hopeful. Like they could all be getting back into the helicopter soon and heading to Africa.

Except something doesn’t feel right.

‘Excuse me,’ he says to the secret agents. ‘If you want Mum and Dad to help you, why have we come to a secret building in the desert?’

‘Sadly,’ says the non-vegetarian secret agent, ‘your folks seem to be uncontactable right now. And, tragically, your grandfather too. Which is why we’re so grateful to be spending this time with you, Jay. And Clyde, of course. We’re hoping you’ll both help us understand a little more about what’s going on.’

The secret agents smile.

‘So,’ says the tennis one. ‘OK if we ask you a few questions?’

Jay nods.

If this is what has to happen before they all fly off to Africa and find Mum and Dad, he’ll tell them what he can.

If they stick to the deal.


‘But,’ says Jay, ‘there’s one condition. I don’t care if you shine lights in my eyes and shout at me, but not Clyde.’

Jay sees the agents starting to smile again, then stopping themselves.

‘No lights and shouting,’ says the non-vegetarian agent. ‘We don’t do that.’

‘Not with kids and birds,’ says the tennis agent, giving Jay a wink.

Jay just gives him a look back.

‘Oh, I almost forgot,’ says the tennis agent. ‘These belong to you, I believe.’

Jay stares.

The secret agent is holding out two familiar objects. Things he shouldn’t even have.

The salt and pepper shakers from the dining table at home.

Jay takes Batman and The Joker. He sticks them into his pocket before he starts getting emotional.

The agents are giving him friendly smiles.

Jay gives them another stern look.

Don’t try to make friends with me by winking or giving me salt and pepper shakers, thinks Jay. There’s no chance of that until Clyde’s safely back on my shoulder.
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Clyde is very grateful.

But also confused.

The humans in white coats have just spent ages showing him the food buttons in a special cage.

‘Press the small button,’ they explained, ‘and some seed will drop down from above.’

Then they showed him what happens when you press the big button. A human wearing thick rubber gloves did it, and huge electric sparks shot across the cage.

Watching from outside the cage, Clyde shuddered.

He knows what electric sparks are, from when the toaster broke at home.

He remembers Poppa’s yell of alarm.

And how Poppa said Jay could have been killed, or at least had his shoes melted.


So Clyde appreciates how kind it was of the humans in white coats to demonstrate that the big food button is broken, and if he gets hungry, he must only use the small button.

Except all the white-coat people seem to have changed their minds.

And now, thinks Clyde, I’m here at the other side of the room. In a totally different cage that’s more like a glass box. Without a single food button in it. Don’t they care anymore if I get hungry?

Then Clyde sees something else, and everything starts to make sense.

Another human in a white coat is carrying Dora in from the corridor. Clyde thought Dora was in her own white room, with her own cage, hopefully with food buttons that both worked.

But obviously not.

Because the white-coat person is standing with Dora outside the broken-button cage.

OK, thinks Clyde. They must want to show her the broken button too, because that must be the only feeding cage they’ve got.

And Dora does look hungry.

Much better if she goes first.

Except now Clyde doesn’t understand why the white-coat people are putting Dora into the special cage. Without showing her the danger.


Clyde starts squawking and flapping his wings at Dora, to warn her.

‘Don’t touch the big button.’

He does it till his throat hurts and his wings are cramping.

But Dora doesn’t look towards him even once. She seems very tired. She hardly looks at the food buttons either, which is a relief. But that doesn’t mean she won’t suddenly feel peckish.

Clyde squawks and flaps again.

She still doesn’t notice him.

Then Clyde remembers something that makes his insides quiver with alarm.

As the humans in white coats were bringing him over to this glass box, he saw that the outside was all mirrors. He couldn’t see anything inside the box, just reflections of himself.

Which means Dora can’t see him in here now.

It’s a box for seeing out of, not into.

Is this some sort of test for Dora? thinks Clyde. To see if she makes the right choice. Why would the white coats do that? And why did they bother showing the buttons to me?

Suddenly Clyde understands.

Oh no, he thinks. This is a test for me. For the humans to see if I can send a silent message to Dora and save her. Don’t they realise we can’t do real-bird stuff? Didn’t they look, after we landed, and see what was left of the poor wild budgies?

If anything was left.

Clyde closes his eyes and pushes that horrible picture out of his mind.

Instead he tries to send other pictures to Dora. Ones from his imagination, showing her what will happen if she touches the big button.

He tries for ages, not caring that his whole head is hurting. Then he opens his eyes, dreading what he’ll see.

Dora is slumped against the wall of the other cage. Not moving.

But breathing, like she’s relaxing.

Best of all, there no smoke coming from her feathers, or any other signs of harm.

Clyde gives a chirp of relief and sends her a new thought, asking her to wave a wing if she’s getting his messages.

Dora doesn’t even look in his direction.

She doesn’t know she’s still in danger.

Oh Dora, thinks Clyde miserably. You were right. You did make a mistake choosing me.

‘Hey,’ he yells at the white-coat humans. ‘I can’t do it. I can’t send the message. I’m not a real bird.’

He yells it several times, but they don’t look in his direction either.


‘I’m telling on all of you,’ he yells at them. ‘I’m reporting you to the gentle kind humans. They’ll be really cross with you.’

Of course, nobody hears him.

Which, Clyde thinks, probably doesn’t make much difference. Because he’s starting to wonder if there are as many gentle kind humans in the world as he’d thought.
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Jay is shocked.

American secret agents don’t work very hard. These ones only ask him three questions.

All easy ones.

He answers the questions, about Mum and Dad’s work and phone calls, in as much detail as he can, and then, each time, asks if he can see Clyde yet.

After Jay does that for the third time, the secret agents sigh wearily and stand up.

Mr Stanton stands up too.

‘Let’s have a break and find out,’ he says.

Jay stands up as well.

The non-vegetarian agent shakes his head, and signals to him to sit back down.

‘We’ll be back,’ he says.

Jay sits down again.


But as soon as Mr Stanton and the secret agents leave the room, locking it behind them, Jay jumps up and searches everywhere for a spare key.

There isn’t one.

Just a couple of pens and a notebook in the bedside drawer.

OK, thinks Jay. Better than nothing.

He sits back down at the table.

Before, while he was giving his answers, the secret agents weren’t recording him or taking any notes. Which Jay felt wasn’t a very organised way to find missing people in Africa.

Now he can give them some help.

He works fast, and finishes just as the three men come back in.

The tennis agent is carrying a cardboard box, which he puts on the table.

Jay stares at it.

‘Is Clyde OK?’ he says, jumping up and trying to open the box.

‘He’s fine, buddy,’ says the tennis agent, taking Jay’s hands off the box. ‘He’s still busy in the lab. You’ll see him soon. When you’ve answered a few more questions.’

Jay gives the notebook to Mr Stanton.

‘This is to help you find Mum and Dad,’ he says. ‘It’s a map of Africa. Here’s the Great Rift Valley, where Mum and Dad go. Their bit of the valley is right here, in Central East Africa. But I don’t know exactly where they are. Their bit is over a thousand kilometres long.’

Jay stops, wishing he could have finished on a more positive note.

‘Thank you,’ says Mr Stanton.

He glances at the map, and hands the notebook to the non-vegetarian agent, who also glances at it, then drops it onto the table.

‘Let’s get back to work,’ says the tennis agent.

Jay sighs and sits down at the table.

The two secret agents sit opposite him.

The tennis agent opens the box and lifts out an old laptop, which Jay recognises immediately.

‘That’s Poppa’s computer,’ he says indignantly. ‘You lot didn’t have to barge in and take that. If you’d asked nicely, me and Clyde would have lent you anything you need.’

‘We’re sorry it had to be that way,’ says the tennis agent. ‘We’re very grateful. This computer has been very helpful to us.’

Jay looks at the tennis agent.

What does he mean?

‘Lots of redirected emails on it,’ says the tennis agent. ‘From bird experts. Specially the last couple of weeks. Wanting to chat with your folks about what’s going on. Your folks sure have a lot of bird expert friends in a lot of countries.’

Jay’s shoulders sag.

This is just wasting time, he thinks. They should be using my map and planning our trip.

He glances at Mr Stanton. Who has gone back to just watching and listening.

Come on, says Jay, sending Mr Stanton a mind message. You’re the boss. Can’t you give them a boot up the bum and get them to concentrate?

Mr Stanton’s expression doesn’t change.

‘So, tell us, Jay,’ says the non-vegetarian agent. ‘Have you ever met any of your folks’ bird-expert friends from other countries?’

Jay sighs again.

He tries to answer quickly so that hopefully they can get onto something important. Like where the best places are to land a helicopter in the Great Rift Valley.

‘I think I have,’ he says. ‘A couple of African bird experts came and had dinner at our place once, when I was younger. And a Russian one did. And I think there was one from Italy. Or Iran, or somewhere like that.’

All three of the men glance at each other.

Jay hopes he hasn’t said the wrong thing.

It could have been Iceland.


‘This is very helpful, Jay,’ says the tennis agent. ‘Now, on another topic, we’d like to ask you something about Clyde.’

He taps the laptop keyboard.

‘This was written by your grandpa about three weeks ago,’ he says. ‘One of the many times he accused your government of not doing enough to find your parents. And I quote, I’ve got a bird here who could do a better job than you clowns. He could put all the pieces together in about a day.’

Jay waits for more.

There isn’t any.

The two agents look at him.

‘What do you think your grandpa meant by that?’ says the non-vegetarian agent.

Jay can’t believe they’re asking this.

Isn’t it obvious?

Unless, and Jay has a stab of anxiety as he thinks this, the agents and the people in the white coats suspect Clyde knows exactly where Mum and Dad are in the Great Rift Valley. And that’s what they’re doing to him in the lab. Trying to force him to tell them.

Jay turns to Mr Stanton.

‘If you really want to know what Poppa meant,’ says Jay, ‘bring Clyde in here. He’ll show you.’

Jay doesn’t give them any more details.


They probably wouldn’t believe it anyway. Not until they see it.

Mr Stanton thinks for a moment.

‘OK,’ he says to the agents. ‘When they’re done with the bird in the lab, bring him here.’
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Clyde still can’t believe it’s all over.

‘Are you sure you’re OK?’ he says to Dora.

‘Yes,’ says Dora. ‘I’m definitely sure I haven’t got worse in the two seconds since you last asked me.’ She pauses, and her face goes softer. ‘But thanks.’

She has another sip of water and a nibble in the seed bowl.

Clyde is still weak with relief that he and Dora are together again and in this bigger cage. With no life-threatening equipment. He glances nervously at the other two cages. The horrible ones.

‘Why couldn’t they see their experiment wasn’t working?’ he says to Dora. ‘I thought they wouldn’t ever let you out.’

‘Not your fault,’ says Dora quietly. ‘White-coat clowns.’


The door from the corridor opens.

For a moment Clyde fears it’s the white-coat clowns coming back.

But it’s not.

It’s a bird, a big one, strolling towards them.

Clyde is gobsmacked. A bird? Free to just wander around in here? What’s going on?

He takes a small hop back. Just in case. He’s not as scared of wild birds as he was yesterday, but this one is quite big.

Dora is staring at the big bird too.

‘You must be Kea,’ she says. ‘Our super-smart parrot. I heard the white coats talking about you.’

Clyde blinks. This is news to him.

‘G’day,’ says Kea. Then he looks more closely at Dora and Clyde. ‘You understand human?’

‘We’re cage birds too,’ says Dora. ‘Well, more rope in my case. How come you’re here?’

‘I’m helping them with their research too,’ says Kea. ‘But I didn't volunteer like you. They snatched me from work. Really bad timing. Just before a Wednesday matinee.’

Clyde doesn’t have a clue what a Wednesday matinee is.

‘We're all circus birds, my family,’ says Kea. ‘I work in the ring. You know, stealing keys to unlock clowns’ trousers. Usual stuff.’


‘Bad luck,’ says Dora.

‘No,’ says Kea. ‘I like it. You can pick up a lot of useful life skills in a circus.’

He opens his beak and a key falls to the floor.

Clyde stares, impressed.

And suddenly has a thought.

‘You don’t happen to know what’s going on?’ he says to Kea. ‘With the bird gatherings?’

Kea looks surprised.

‘Course,’ he says. ‘Don’t you?’

Dora sighs.

‘We’re not bird brains,’ she says sadly. ‘Only human brains, sort of. So we can only find stuff out the slow, clumsy way.’

‘No stress,’ says Kea. ‘You can learn how to be a bird brain. My dad taught me. It’s not hard.’

Clyde is tempted to say it is actually a bit hard if you haven’t got a dad, but he decides not to.

‘I mean, hey,’ says Kea. ‘You two are technically birds. Even I could probably teach you.’

Clyde blinks.

Dora stares at Kea.

‘Teach us to be real birds?’ she says.

‘Reckon I might,’ says Kea. ‘I can give it a go.’

‘Thank you,’ says Dora. ‘That would be . . . oh, I can’t even put into squawks how wonderful that would be.’


‘What about you?’ says Kea to Clyde. ‘Up for it?’

Clyde nods his wing filaments. It’s all he can do. His throat is going a bit tight and anxious. Don’t you have to be qualified to teach this stuff?

‘Don’t worry,’ says Kea. ‘My dad was an expert. Here’s what he used to say. Don’t try to force your mind into the minds of others. That’s rude, he’d say. Relax your mind. Open it. Invite the minds of other birds into yours.’

Clyde isn’t sure if he likes the sound of that.

‘Couldn’t you just,’ he says to Kea, ‘you know, just this once, just tell us out loud why the birds are doing it?’

Dora looks at him.

‘Clyde,’ she says. ‘You can do this. You can.’

‘Once you’ve got it,’ says Kea, ‘you’ll never lose it.’

Clyde nods nervously.

Change is good, he says to himself. I used to be a human, but now I’m going to be a bird.

‘So,’ says Kea. ‘Shut your eyes and try to see the biggest mob of birds you’ve been hanging around with lately. Really see them. Then, open your mind and invite them in.’

Clyde closes his eyes.

He tries not to think about the wild budgies on the helicopter landing place.


Instead, he sees the birds and the trucks on the highway.

He turns away from the trucks and just tries to see the birds. Except the one who got eaten. And the ones who got squashed. He doesn’t want to see those at the moment. Just the others.

‘Keep going,’ says Kea.

Clyde struggles to relax his mind. And let the other birds come in. Just as long as they don’t push or squabble.

I want them to come in, he thinks, because I’m a bird. Not Poppa or Jay, or Batman. A bird.

Nothing happens.

‘Keep going,’ says Kea.

Clyde keeps going. Opening his mind. So the birds can come in. So he can come in too. Before the others, 'cause it’s his mind.

‘Don’t stop,’ says Kea gently.

And suddenly, in his mind, Clyde feels the warm presence of a bird. Not on the helicopter landing place or the highway. In a pet shop. Watching him and keeping him safe. Tucking him under her big wings. Gazing down at him with her loving eyes. Loving feelings from far away and long ago.

Clyde’s own feelings are so big now, all he wants to do is open his eyes and hold on to the feelings and never lose them.


But before he can, Dora gives a soft squawk.

And it starts.

Pictures in his mind.

Faint, fast, hardly there. But definitely there.

Fire tearing through trees. Water smashing through buildings. Wind hurling boats onto land, and hailstones through the nests of wailing ants. Dust storms choking babies of many species and flinging tiny creatures to oblivion. And everywhere, falling from the sky, churned in melting ice, blackened by scorching air, strangled by flooded weed, motionless in parched paddocks, the lifeless, the ones who were so alive, the ones just like us.

Clyde opens his eyes.

Dora’s are already open, shining.

She’s looking at him, trying to say something, but panting too hard.

Clyde tries to say something too.

We did it, is what he wants to say. But he doesn’t have the breath either. It doesn’t matter. He can see Dora knows it.

The thing we’ve both just discovered.

What all we birds have to do.
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Jay looks up hopefully from the jigsaw on the table as the door opens. But it’s not the secret agents arriving back with Clyde.

They’ve been gone ages. Where are they?

He tries not to imagine. Just thinking of Clyde locked in a cage, without jigsaws, is bad enough.

He decides not to say anything to the woman who’s just come in. Not till he finds out who she is.

‘Hello,’ says the woman. ‘You must be Jay.’

Jay doesn’t answer. Just watches as she takes off her dusty leather jacket and brushes more dust off her spiky black hair.

‘I’m Maxine,’ she says. ‘Any chance of a drink?’

‘There’s soda in the fridge,’ says Jay.

‘Thanks,’ she says, helping herself. ‘Where are the Americans? They said they’d be here with you.’


‘One went to fetch my family member,’ says Jay. ‘The others left at the same time, but I don’t know what they’re doing. Something secret, probably.’

Maxine smiles and takes a swig of her drink.

‘I’m glad it’s just us,’ she says. ‘Chance to get to know each other.’

Jay doesn’t reply.

He’s met enough new people already today, and up till now nobody he’d like to be friends with.

But for some reason, with Maxine here, he's not feeling quite so anxious about everything.

Maxine takes another swig.

‘When I was at uni,’ she says, ‘your parents used to teach me. Then after I graduated, I worked with them for a while, before you were born. Without what I learned from them, no way would I have my own research project in Venezuela.’

Jay looks at her.

‘You’re a bird expert?’ he says.

She nods.

‘A very lucky one today,’ she says. ‘I’ve always wanted to meet you, Jay.’

Jay’s head is full of questions.

But first he has to check something.

‘When my dad gets carried away,’ he says, ‘you know, talking about some rare Ethiopian bird’s nest or something, what yukky habit does he have?’


Maxine grins.

‘He picks his nose with a pen,’ she says.

Jay grins too.

‘Sorry to ask,’ he says. ‘Just had to check.’

‘I completely understand,’ says Maxine. ‘It’s a bit secret agenty around here, isn’t it?’

‘Is that why you’re here?’ says Jay. ‘To help find Mum and Dad?’

Maxine nods.

‘When I heard they’d gone missing,’ she says, ‘I wondered if I could help. So when the spooks came knocking, I jumped at it. Even though I was halfway through cooking a coconut curry.’

Jay is glad she did.

It’s not the same as having Mum and Dad here, but it’s a start.

Maxine is looking at him, her dark eyes serious.

‘We’ll find them, Jay,’ she says. ‘I’m not sure exactly where, but we will.’

‘Thanks,’ he says.

Before Jay can say anything else, Mr Stanton comes in with the two agents behind him.

‘Sorry that took a while,’ says the non-vegetarian agent. ‘One of the research birds here is a real big fella, and they needed to lock the laboratory down while they wrestled him into a cage.’

Maxine gives the agent a look.


‘And that’d be a national security agency animal welfare officer doing that presumably,’ she says.

Jay smiles.

He can see why Mum and Dad were happy to work with Maxine. She probably didn’t even get nauseated when she needed a pen and Dad offered to lend her his.

Jay watches as Mr Stanton gives Maxine a look.

Not a cross one.

More a thoughtful type of one.

The tennis agent puts something onto a chair and lifts a cloth off it.

Jay sees it’s a cage. With Clyde inside.

He rushes over and opens it.

‘Are you OK?’ he says, lifting Clyde out and checking him for bruises and missing feathers.

‘OK, matey,’ chirps Clyde.

Jay starts breathing again.

Except, as he looks at Clyde more closely, something isn’t quite right. Clyde’s face and his voice are both sort of dazed.

Clyde hops up onto Jay’s shoulder and nuzzles his cheek.

‘Job,’ he chirps.

Maybe, thinks Jay, he’s just feeling the stress of being here with all these strangers.

He strokes Clyde’s head.


The tennis agent comes closer.

‘OK, little buddy,’ he says to Clyde. ‘Over to you.’

Jay takes Clyde to the table.

On it is one of the jigsaws, almost finished.

A jigsaw globe of the world. Which Jay chose because it's like the globe from the kitchen.

Jay hopes he’s left enough pieces still to click in. Enough to impress Mr Stanton.

‘Take your time,’ he whispers to Clyde. ‘I know, a jigsaw on your own, but you’ll be great.’

He puts Clyde onto the table.

‘OK,’ says Jay to Mr Stanton and the two agents. ‘Clyde will now show you what Poppa meant in his email about putting the pieces together.’

Jay picks up one of the remaining jigsaw pieces, and holds it out to Clyde.

Clyde looks at him, slightly stunned.

Here? his expression says. In front of all these strangers? He even glances up towards the ceiling. Looking, Jay can see, for a lightshade.

‘Your turn,’ says Jay softly.

‘Turn,’ chirps Clyde, still sounding a bit dazed.

He takes the piece in his beak, hops onto the jigsaw, studies it, and clicks the piece into Iceland.

Jay gives Clyde a big smile, trying not to show how tense he’s feeling.


The next piece will be the tricky one.

No doing it as a family today.

‘More,’ says Jay softly to Clyde, pointing to the other pieces. ‘Your turn.’

Clyde looks at him, then up to the ceiling, then around the room, as if the world has gone crazy.

Then gets to work.

‘Job,’ chirps Clyde after a few more pieces.

Jay looks at Mr Stanton’s face.

Which is frowning slightly, but interested.

And Maxine’s. Fascinated and smiling.

‘Wow,’ says the tennis agent. ‘I get it. “Putting all the pieces together.” Bravo.’

Jay gets an uncomfortable feeling. The tennis agent doesn’t sound like he thinks this is bravo. He sounds like he thinks it’s all some sort of trick.

Mr Stanton is still watching Clyde.

Who only has one piece to go.

Clyde picks it up in his beak, does a little dance on the table, and clicks it into the last space. In the middle of Africa.

Jay picks him up and strokes him again.

‘Good job,’ he whispers to Clyde.

‘Job,’ chirps Clyde.

Jay is relieved to see Mr Stanton is smiling.

A small smile, but still.


The two agents aren’t smiling.

‘Obviously highly trained, sir,’ murmurs the non-vegetarian agent to Mr Stanton. ‘Perhaps he needs some further analysis?’

Jay can’t believe it.

He gently puts Clyde onto the table, and takes an exasperated step towards the agents.

‘You’ve got it all wrong,’ he says. ‘Clyde doesn’t know where Mum and Dad are. If he knew, he’d tell me. We have to find them ourselves.’

Maxine nods, agreeing.

The non-vegetarian agent interrupts.

‘Holey moley,’ he says, pointing at Clyde. ‘I think he’s lost it.’

Jay turns. And for a few alarmed moments, he thinks the agent is right.

Clyde is pulling the jigsaw apart, piece by piece, and with furious flicks of his neck, flinging each piece across the room. Towards the bathroom. In through the open bathroom door, some of them. A couple even into the toilet.

Jay is stunned.

He’s never seen Clyde worked up like this.

Not even when Poppa gave a whole box of seedy biscuits to the neighbour’s poodle.

‘It's OK,’ Jay says softly, picking Clyde up. ‘You did a really good job.’


‘Job,’ says Clyde as he flaps free and flies up to an electric heater on the wall. He starts pecking the on–off switch.

Jay lifts Clyde down and nuzzles him gently.

‘It’s OK,’ he says again. ‘You can relax now.’

‘Job,’ squeaks Clyde, starting to sound frantic.

He flaps free again and goes back to the heater and back to pecking the switch.

I don’t understand, thinks Jay.

Then he has a scary thought.

‘Mr Stanton,’ he says. ‘What happened to Clyde down the corridor? What did they do to him in the laboratory?’

Before Mr Stanton can reply, Maxine goes over to the heater and switches it on.

Jay realises gratefully it must be to stop Clyde damaging his beak on the switch.

Until he sees what happens next.

Clyde starts flying in circles, very close to the glowing heating element. Several times. Until he spins downwards, crashes into to the carpet and lies there on his back, his feet in the air.

‘No,’ shouts Jay.

What’s happening? What did they do to him?

‘Clyde,’ he whispers, dropping to his knees and cradling Clyde. Almost in tears when he smells how charred a few of Clyde’s feathers are.


‘Oh my God,’ says Maxine. ‘Oh my God.’

Which makes Jay feel even worse.

He sees Maxine turn to Mr Stanton.

‘The bird convergences,’ she says. ‘Do you have any idea why they’re happening?’

‘We’re looking at some theories,’ Mr Stanton says. ‘Nothing confirmed.’

‘Well,’ says Maxine, ‘Clyde is telling us why.’

Jay is so stunned to hear this, he stops cradling Clyde as firmly as before. Clyde starts to wriggle free, looking up at him. Not injured. Inspired. Eyes gleaming. The face of a bird with something to share.

Suddenly Clyde is in the air again. Flapping to the table, pulling more pieces off the jigsaw. Then flying into the bathroom and dropping the pieces into the toilet.

‘Isn’t it obvious?’ says Maxine.

Everyone stays silent.

Nobody says, ‘Yes, of course.’

Then it hits Jay like a truck.

‘Yes,’ he says to Maxine, ‘of course.’

Everyone looks at him.

‘Last year,’ says Jay, ‘Mum came to school to do a project with my class. Everyone chose an animal or fish or bird or insect, and you had to write down your creature’s thoughts and feelings about what’s happening to the planet. All the things that are making your creature’s life worse.’

Jay pauses. Everyone is looking at him.

‘All the things,’ he continues, ‘that humans are responsible for. And only humans can fix. Like the planet getting too hot.’

Jay looks at Maxine.

She gives him a smile, nodding.

‘Can’t you see?’ Jay says to the agents. ‘Clyde is showing us exactly what the birds are doing.’

The agents are still just looking at Jay.

‘It’s simple,’ he says. ‘The birds are encouraging us to keep our planet out of the toilet.’

Mr Stanton frowns.

Maxine nods again.

‘A lot of us who study natural life,’ she says to Mr Stanton, ‘have been wondering which species is going to jack up first. Say “enough”. Try to stop us in our tracks.’

The tennis agent snorts.

‘And we wonder,’ he mutters loudly, ‘why people don’t believe experts anymore.’

Jay is glad Maxine ignores him.

‘A lot of votes,’ she says, ‘went to viruses just wiping us out. Which, yes, would stop us in our tracks. But not give us a chance to do repairs.’

She pauses for breath.


‘So I was in the other group,’ she continues. ‘Stop us in our tracks, yes, but do it in a helpful way. Not a punishing way. And that, I think, is what the birds have decided to do.’

Jay feels Clyde drop gently onto his shoulder. He opens his hand, and Clyde hops into it.

‘Job,’ chirps Clyde, and Jay sees how exhausted his little body is.

‘Thank you,’ whispers Jay. ‘I’m so proud of you, and Mum and Dad will be too.’

And then, with a sick feeling, another thought hits him.

Now the security agents know why the birds are doing this, will they still want Mum and Dad’s help? Will they still go to the trouble and expense of finding them?

Please, begs Jay silently. Please still want to.

‘OK,’ says Mr Stanton. ‘Good work, Clyde. And you, Jay and Maxine. Fine risk analysis. But a little incomplete.’

Jay looks at him.

What does that mean?

‘I think the time has come,’ says Mr Stanton, ‘for you to see what we’re up against.’
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Clyde doesn’t make a fuss.

He just perches quietly in the cage having a think while the uncooked-barbecue-shirt agent carries him back to the laboratory.

There’s so much to talk about with Dora.

The uncooked-barbecue agent’s face, for a start.

Which is very grumpy.

Very soon, thinks Clyde, there’ll probably be a lot of other human faces just as grumpy. Once more and more humans realise what the birds are telling them.

Clyde sighs.

He’s learned a lot since he left home, including that humans don’t really like being told what to do. You can tell by the way they throw barbecue tools around.


Suddenly the cage tilts, and Clyde has to hang on.

‘Look at you, lost in your own little world,’ says a human voice.

The agent has lifted the cage up and is peering at Clyde.

‘I would pay good cash money,’ says the agent, ‘to know what goes on in that tiny brain of yours.’

No need to pay, thinks Clyde. I hope you’ll hear it soon for free. Once Dora and Jay and me work out how birds and humans can get together to save the big version of the globe in the kitchen.

And everything on it.

Including trucks that don’t want to be saved.
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Jay is worried.

Why is Mr Stanton taking us so far underground? he wonders. If they've decided we’re not going to Africa with them, it’ll be even harder to escape from down here and go there ourselves.

Jay wishes he could ask Mr Stanton if they still want to find Mum and Dad.

But Mr Stanton is striding ahead with the two agents along the brightly lit corridor.

‘Isn’t this exciting,’ says Maxine.

Jay looks at her. She doesn’t sound excited.

‘Do you have any idea what this is actually all about?’ he asks.

‘’Fraid not,’ she says. ‘I’ve never caught a lift with a national security supervisor down into the bowels of the earth before, so it’s all new.’


‘Same here,’ says Jay.

They catch up with Mr Stanton and the agents, who are standing next to a big metal door.

‘OK,’ says Mr Stanton. ‘Once you’re inside, no touching anything. Got it?’

Maxine nods, so Jay does too.

Mr Stanton touches something and the big door slides open. So, behind it, does another door. Which Jay thinks is pretty amazing, this far under a desert.

Then he walks through and sees what’s on the other side, and the doors don’t seem so amazing after all.

Not compared to this.

The huge size of the room.

The desks and control panels and computers.

The people sitting at them in the dark, faces lit by the rows of video screens on the walls.

Jay stares at the screens.

‘Jeez,’ whispers Maxine beside him.

She sounds a bit scared.

Jay feels the same.

The birds filling the screens aren’t just on roads. They’re on other things too. Factories and football stadiums and container terminals and airports and shopping centres. And loads of other places.

Not just in Australia.


Jay knows some of the overseas things they’re on, from movies. The Brooklyn Bridge in New York. The Eiffel Tower in Paris. That tower in Italy, the leaning one.

And roads.

Same as before. Birds standing calmly. Trucks and cars and scooters and motorised rickshaws and mobile cranes and carts pulled by animals, all backed up, drivers furious.

Some of them being violent.

‘Live stream,’ says Mr Stanton’s quiet voice in the gloom. ‘All happening now.’

Jay sees that even some of the police cars have got birds on them.

How, he wonders, can fragile bundles of bones and feathers be this brave? Just the sight of their quiet determination makes Jay feel anxious.

And a bit proud.

‘So you can see,’ says the tennis agent, ‘it doesn’t really matter why they’re doing all this. A global crisis is a global crisis. And that’s what we’ll have very soon. Once the big powerful governments start getting scared.’

‘Scared?’ says Jay. ‘What of?’

Several of the people sitting at control panels turn and look at him.

Oops, thinks Jay. That was a bit loud.


They probably don’t get many kids in here. Probably best if I keep quiet and let Maxine do the talking.

Maxine steps closer to him.

‘Good question,’ she whispers.

‘Actually, Jay,’ says Mr Stanton, ‘if you think about that question for a moment, I’m pretty sure you can answer it yourself. And I’d be grateful if you would, because I want everyone here to see that this isn’t complicated. What we’re facing is quite simple. An eleven year old can understand it. So Jay, why do you think the leaders of the biggest, most powerful countries of the world are starting to feel scared?’

Jay looks at Mr Stanton.

Um, he squeaks to himself, trying to think.

Big leaders. Scared. Really quite simple.

But he’s so scared himself, what with everyone looking, all of them trained in world security and control panels, all waiting for him to speak, that his brain feels clogged. Really clogged. His head is full of feathers.

Jay feels Maxine close to him again.

‘Don’t think about this lot,’ she whispers. ‘Just think about the birds.’

So Jay does.

And the words come.


‘There are fifty billion of them,’ he says. ‘Fifty billion birds. And most of them haven’t joined in yet. But if they do, if they decide it’s the only way to make human leaders think about what they should be doing, everything will get clogged up. And I don’t think leaders would like everything clogged up. People might blame them. And that would make them scared.’

Jay stops.

He’s used up the words.

‘And so,’ says Mr Stanton, ‘what do you think the leaders will do?’

There’s a silence.

Jay realises he has to say more.

He remembers what Poppa said once.

Taking a deep breath, Jay hopes he can say it without getting Poppa’s words scrambled up.

‘Leaders have two basic things,’ he says, seeing, in his mind, Poppa saying it. ‘Ideas and armies. And the armies are usually bigger than the ideas.’

He pauses. Those were Poppa’s words, but now he’s said them, he knows with a sick feeling what the leaders will probably do.

‘I think they’ll use their big armies,’ says Jay. ‘To hurt the birds.’


He pauses again, wondering if he should have said that. Because of what having no birds would mean for the world.

He asked Mum and Dad that once, and they told him.

All this is making Jay feel so bad, he can’t say anything else even if Mr Stanton wants him to.

The room is still silent.

Just tens of thousands of birds on dozens of screens, none of them moving. And so far, thinks Jay, only a few of them dead.

‘Thank you, Jay,’ says Mr Stanton. ‘Now, Maxine, could you help us? What would happen then?’

Jay hears Maxine breathe, like people do when they’re getting ready to say something really scary and difficult.

‘Without birds,’ she says, ‘we're finished. Nature will collapse. Humans will be history.’

Jay gives her arm a squeeze.

Sometimes telling the truth is very hard.

Mum and Dad used to say that.

He can hear a couple of people in the gloom who sound like they’re crying.

‘Thank you, Maxine,’ says Mr Stanton. ‘I think you’ll all agree, we need help. To find another way to stop the birds. Where nobody dies. Fortunately, we know where to get that help.’


In the low lighting, it takes Jay a moment to realise Mr Stanton isn’t facing him and Maxine and the other people in the room anymore.

He’s turned and he’s looking at the screens.

One screen.

With several people on it.

Official-looking people, sitting on both sides of a long table, watching Mr Stanton.

Listening to him.

‘As of two hours ago,’ says Mr Stanton, ‘we have satellites scanning a particular section of the Great Rift Valley in central eastern Africa. In the next twenty-four hours we expect to locate both assets. I will supervise contact personally. But we’re also fortunate to have another asset at our disposal.’

Jay blinks as Mr Stanton turns to face him.

‘Jay,’ he says. ‘We don’t know how your parents are going to feel about us asking for their help, but we do know they’ll give it serious consideration if they see you’re involved. So we need you to come with us. Will you do that?’

Jay nods.

Of course.

‘You don’t have to,’ whispers Maxine.

‘I want to,’ says Jay.

‘Thank you,’ says Mr Stanton.


He turns back to the screen, and watches it fade to black. Then he signals to the two secret agents to follow him out of the room.

Jay, dazed, watches them go.

Was that real?

Did all that just happen?

He sees the faces of the people at the control panels, some of them hugging each other, and he knows it did.

Maxine puts her arm round him.

‘You were amazing,’ she says. ‘Well done. Are you excited?’

Jay nods.

‘Clyde will be excited too,’ he says.

Then he stops. There’s something he forgot to ask Mr Stanton. He looks anxiously at Maxine.

‘Clyde can come, right?’ he says.
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Clyde lays his head sadly against Jay’s cheek.

It’s not Jay’s fault, he thinks.

He knew it as soon as Jay lifted him out of the cage, and he saw Jay’s face. Plus a bit earlier he had a weird and crazy feeling this might happen.

‘I so wish you could come with us,’ whispers Jay miserably. ‘But Mr Stanton says the trip is just for humans. I begged him to change his mind, but he says he can’t because of security regulations.’

Clyde doesn’t understand every word, but he can hear the love and unhappiness in Jay’s voice.

I’m a bird now, thinks Clyde sadly. I have to get used to not being so human. And not always being invited along when humans are doing things.

Even the very important things, like going to Africa to find Mum and Dad.


‘I wanted to smuggle you onto the plane,’ says Jay. ‘But if they find you, they might ditch you.’

Clyde shudders. He’s heard about ditches. He gives Jay some gentle pecks on the earlobe, so he won’t blame himself.

It’s not your fault, pecks Clyde. I’m glad one of us is going to Africa for Mum and Dad. And for the big version of the kitchen globe. Me and Dora will do what we can here. And I’ll be waiting for you. I always will.

He stops.

That was a lot of pecking.

He’s relieved to see that Jay’s ear is OK.

Jay lifts Clyde off his shoulder and holds him gently and explains what Mr Stanton has promised. No more tests on him and Dora. And a live video feed from their cage. So Jay can check that the white coats are behaving themselves.

‘But,’ says Jay quietly, ‘if you need to get away, and you can manage it, wait for me at Mr Pershing’s. Across the street from the flat. He’ll be pleased to see you. Otherwise, I’ll see you back here.’

Suddenly the room is filled with the noise of a plane landing outside.

Clyde and Jay look at each other.

‘I have to go now,’ says Jay.


They have one last hug, then Jay puts Clyde back into the cage next to Dora.

Clyde gives Jay one last long look.

‘Don’t forget,’ says Jay quietly. ‘Love can travel any distance.’

Clyde knows it can.

Jay gives Dora a grateful look, and goes.

A white coat comes over from the other side of the room and locks the cage door, and checks that Kea’s cage is locked too.

Clyde pecks at some seed to try to feel better, which he knows is dopey. Even if the seeds were attached to biscuits he wouldn’t feel better.

‘That was sad,’ says Dora, touching Clyde’s wing with hers.

Clyde nods with his other wing.

He’s feeling too emotional to say anything. And too confused. Can there be such a thing as a real bird who’s still human too?

‘Sorry to butt in,’ says Kea from his cage, ‘but there’s something I think you should know. I was having a stroll earlier, and I had a look at those humans Jay will be travelling with. Toxic body language there, I’m sad to report.’

‘What’s toxic body language?’ says Clyde, panic sinking its claws into his insides.

‘Details, please,’ says Dora to Kea.


‘Flap me,’ says Kea, ‘even cagies should know this. Body language is how you spot if an ant’s gunna nip you or an eagle’s gunna swallow you.’

‘And the humans on the plane?’ says Dora.

‘The woman’s OK,’ says Kea. ‘Her body says the same as her mouth. Happy to trust her. But the others, the old one and the two shirty types, not so much. In fact, the shirty ones, not at all.’

‘Flapping flap,’ mutters Dora.

Clyde tries to work out what all this means.

A flock of possibilities are flying around in his mind, and they’re all tweeting the same thing.

Danger for Jay.

‘Kea,’ says Clyde. ‘Can you help with the lock? I’ve got to get out of here and warn Jay.’

‘We both do,’ says Dora.

Clyde sees Kea glance around the room.

At the two white coats who are studying their computer screens.

Kea hesitates.

Clyde remembers it's a noisy lock.

‘Do it,’ squawks Dora at Kea. ‘If the white coats hear, we’ll deal with it.’

Suddenly everything that’s not bolted down in the room starts to rattle. Outside, what sounds like giant leaf blowers have started roaring. And are slowly receding into the distance.


Clyde knows it’s not leaf blowers.

It’s the plane taking off.

With Jay inside it.

‘Poop,’ says Dora. ‘That was quick.’

Clyde slumps miserably.

‘Hey, c’mon,’ says Dora. ‘This isn’t the end of the world. We can still warn Jay. Better late than never. The white coats will be knocking off work soon. Then we can get going.’

Clyde stares at her.

Her body language looks totally normal, but what she’s saying is crazy.

‘What do you mean?’ he says. ‘We’ve missed the plane.’

Dora looks at him with fond exasperation.

‘Humans aren’t the only ones who can fly,’ she says.











[image: 40]





Jay peers out of the plane window as the lights from the bunker disappear into the dusk.

‘Are you OK,’ says Maxine in the next seat.

‘Clyde’s my brother,’ says Jay. ‘I promised him we wouldn’t be apart again.’

Maxine sighs.

‘Sometimes we can’t keep every promise,’ she says. ‘Not because we don’t want to. Sometimes we just don’t have enough superpowers to do everything at once.’

Jay knows she means well, but it doesn’t change how he’s feeling.

‘Clyde has even less superpowers,’ he says.

Maxine gives Jay a look.

'Don't forget he's a bird,' she says.

This does make Jay feel a bit better.


Then he stares at Maxine.

Talking about superpowers has just reminded him of something.

He puts his hand into his pocket and pulls out Batman and The Joker.

‘I forgot to give Clyde these,’ says Jay. ‘They’re his friends.’

Maxine gives Jay a sympathetic look.

‘Keep them safe for him,’ she says. ‘You’ll be seeing him sooner or later.’

Before Jay can ask if she’s got any idea how sooner or later, the pilot’s voice comes over the intercom.

‘Good evening, ladies and gentlemen. You may move about the cabin, but only when you need to. Otherwise, please keep your seatbelts fastened in case we experience an attack from Russia. Only joking. Refreshments will now be served.’

Jay frowns.

Are military pilots on secret missions allowed to make jokes?

Two military flight attendants come from the front of the plane, one with an armful of snacks, the other with bottles of drink.

They’re followed by the tennis secret agent.

‘How’s it rollin’, buddy,’ he says, leaning over Jay’s seat. ‘This is for you.’


He hands Jay a small blue book.

Jay opens it and sees what it is. His passport. How did the agent get it? It’s locked in Poppa’s sock drawer at home.

Then Jay remembers.

‘Thanks,’ he mutters.

‘We know you’re sad Clyde’s not with us,’ says the tennis agent. ‘But if it helps, think of it this way. Even if Clyde was with us, he still couldn’t save your parents from making a terrible mistake. But you can. So relax. We’ll be having a hot meal soon. Not bad, huh? Two live feeds on one trip.’

The agent smiles to himself and heads back to the front of the plane.

Jay struggles to make sense of what the agent just said.

‘Terrible mistake?’ he says to Maxine. ‘Mum and Dad? What terrible mistake?’

Maxine frowns and shrugs.

‘Sorry, haven’t got a clue,’ she says. ‘And his lame joke about the live feed doesn’t make me feel that good either. When people like him and the pilot start doing comedy routines, it’s usually because they’ve got something to hide.’
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Clyde can't hide it, he’s feeling anxious.

‘All the way to Africa?’ he says to Dora. ‘With us doing the flying?’

‘We’ll have a crack at it,’ says Dora. ‘Once we get out of this place.’

She’s at the cage bars, impatiently watching the white coats pack up their work things.

‘Don’t bother washing your cups,’ she mutters to them. ‘You can do that in the morning.’

‘Right,’ says Clyde. ‘Africa. Um, OK.’

He wants to like the idea. But he’s having a bit of trouble with the thought of angry oceans, and plunging into them.

‘Hey,’ says Dora gently. ‘You’re a bird. Flying is what we do. And I’ll be with you.’

Clyde starts to feel better.

Quite a lot better.


There’s something about Dora that makes his wing filaments feel stronger and braver than they ever have.

‘Thanks,’ he says to her.

They look at each other for a long moment.

Right up until two white coats come over and start attaching something small and electrical to the cage door. Clyde knows it’s electrical because of a long cable they plug into the wall.

‘Dora,’ he says, after the white coats have gone. ‘You think this is the camera? The one Jay asked for so he can check we’re OK?’

‘Looks like it,’ says Dora.

‘I'll send a message to him now,’ says Clyde. ‘Warn him to be careful of the shirty humans and let him know we’ll be on our way soon.’

‘Best not go into details,’ says Dora. ‘Might be humans here working late and watching.’

‘Good thought,’ says Clyde. ‘OK, I’ll make it a secret message, just so Jay can see we’re on the job.’

Clyde flies up to a cage bar and puts his face as close as he can to the camera.

‘Job,’ he chirps, and flies back down.

‘Is that it?’ says Dora.

‘He’ll know,’ says Clyde.

Dora looks impressed.

Then she peers at the camera again.


‘We should cover this with something,’ she says. ‘Give Kea a bit more privacy when he does his thing with the lock for us.’

Clyde tries to think what they can use.

‘All we’ve got here is water and seed,’ he says.

‘That’s good,’ says Dora. ‘I’ve done this before. My human wanted to keep an eye on me while he was at work, so he installed a camera. Just before I escaped, I covered it, to let him know he wouldn’t need it anymore.’

At first, Clyde can’t imagine how she did that just with water and seed.

But after watching Dora gobble lots of seed, and gulp quite a lot of water, and jump up and down for a long time, and then hop up onto the cage bar and point her bottom at the camera, he can.

‘Yes, that should do it,’ says Clyde, politely looking away.
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Jay stares glumly at the screen.

When he first turned it on, he was surprised and excited to have his own personal in-flight military communication hub.

But he’s not feeling excited now.

For a start, there’s no sign of a live stream from Clyde and Dora’s cage.

Plus, each time he clicks to another channel, he’s seeing more and more birds in danger. Bigger and bigger crowds of them. Standing quietly and calmly where they shouldn’t be. Including, as one news report just said, on buildings, buses, barns, bridges and bridal bowers.

Bridal bowers?

The one on the screen is so covered with birds, Jay can’t even see what a bridal bower is.


But he can see how totally the bride doesn’t want birds anywhere near hers.

The wedding guests feel the same. Spraying the birds with champagne and fizzy water.

And when the bottles are empty, chucking them violently at the birds.

Jay clicks to the next channel. Another live feed.

Just not the one he wants to see.

A street somewhere. People standing in their front gardens, glaring and yelling. And squirting and hurling and revving and banging and clanging. With hoses and bricks and whipper snippers and chainsaws and pots and pans.

The birds on the street aren’t moving.

Just standing, looking at the angry people.

‘Jay,’ says Maxine’s voice, suddenly above him. ‘Why don’t you take a break from all that, mate.’

He looks up.

Maxine is back from her field trip to the front of the plane.

‘We’ve got some news to digest,’ she says, as she flops down into her seat.

‘What did they say?’ asks Jay.

‘Not much,’ says Maxine. ‘I asked Stanton what the tennis agent meant by your parents making a terrible mistake, but he didn’t want to talk. Just said there’ll be an update for us in a few hours. Sorry.’


‘That’s OK,’ says Jay quietly. ‘Thanks for trying.’

‘The spooks did tell me one more thing,’ says Maxine. ‘And Jay, don’t panic. This might not be as bad as it sounds. Clyde and Dora have escaped.’

Jay doesn’t panic. Not completely.

‘Escaped?’ he says.

‘Not just from the cage,’ says Maxine. ‘From the bunker.’

She’s watching him anxiously.

‘OK,’ says Jay. ‘That was quick.’

‘They’re a pretty smart pair,’ she says. ‘They’ll find somewhere safe to hang out.’

Jay nods.

‘I told Clyde about a place to do that,’ he says. ‘A secret place.’

Maxine looks at him, but doesn’t ask where.

Jay wishes she had. To make this fair. Because there's something he wants to ask her about.

‘Maxine,’ he says. ‘When you worked with Mum and Dad, did they ever have a secret place?’

She gives him a puzzled look.

‘In Africa, for example,’ says Jay. ‘Somewhere in the Great Rift Valley. With really fascinating birds, but also with high and dangerous crumbling cliffs. So that if you were trying to get closer to a fascinating bird, and your foot slipped –’


Even before he’s finished, Maxine is shaking her head, her eyes soft with emotion.

‘No,’ she says quietly. ‘They didn’t.’

Jay believes her. If they did find a place like that, they must have found it after she stopped working with them.

But it was worth asking.

‘And,’ says Maxine, ‘I don’t think they’d ever take a risk like that. Not once they had you.’

Jay looks at her gratefully.

‘I’ve got another question,’ he says. ‘When we find Mum and Dad and they tell people what they reckon bird gatherings are all about, do you think everyone will believe them?’

Maxine chews her lip, thinking.

‘Yes,’ she says. ‘I think most people will. Nobody knows birds like your parents. All the discoveries they’ve made. How birds communicate. How they navigate. How they share their lives in ways that are so different to us humans.’

Maxine’s eyes are shining now.

‘Must have been so exciting,’ says Jay. ‘Working with them.’

‘Yeah,’ says Maxine. ‘It was exciting. And pretty exhausting sometimes.’

‘I wouldn’t mind,’ murmurs Jay.

Maxine gives him a fond smile.


‘Listen, why don’t you get some sleep,’ she says. ‘Leave the birdwatching to me for a while.’

She switches on her screen.

Jay closes his eyes.

Feeling sad that he hasn’t ever made amazing new discoveries about birds with Mum and Dad.

Then he has a word with himself.

Reminding himself that one day, when all this is over, he definitely will.
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Clyde wishes he could let the birds sleep.

They look so peaceful, cuddled together in the moonlight, covering the whole roof of the bunker including the helicopter circle.

Exhausted from their long flight. Some of them all the way from overseas.

Clyde and Dora don’t want to startle them with a lot of noise, which is why they’re trying to make contact with them the bird way.

Standing close, in case that helps.

‘Let’s try again,’ Clyde whispers to Dora.

He closes his eyes and in his mind invites their minds to sleepily answer his urgent question.

Are there any migrants here? Please. We’re looking for a migrant who can help us with our travel plans.

He waits.


Nothing.

He tries again.

Still nothing.

Clyde looks at Dora. She’s trying too. But he can tell from all the bird snores that it’s not working for her either.

‘I don’t understand,’ says Clyde. ‘It worked with Kea, when he got all those highway birds to show us that scary weather stuff.’

‘That was different,’ says Dora. ‘Those birds were sending it to us. We weren’t sending it to them.’

Clyde thinks about this.

‘But I reckon we are starting to get the hang of sending,’ he says to her. ‘You often know what I’m thinking, and I always know what you’re thinking when you roll your eyes.’

‘That’s not the same,’ says Dora. ‘That’s just two close friends getting even closer.’

Clyde droops with disappointment.

‘Give it time,’ says Kea, coming over. ‘Sending is a bit harder. Here, let me.’

He closes his eyes.

Clyde watches as Kea’s whole body goes still and relaxed. And, almost immediately, wings pop up all over the rooftop.

Kea chooses a bird, who hops over to them.

Clyde and Dora introduce themselves.


‘G’day,’ says the bird. ‘Last time I came down from the Arctic, when I stopped for a feed outside a pizza joint, they called me Lazlo.’

‘Thanks for volunteering, Lazlo,’ says Clyde.

He and Dora explain the help they need.

‘OK,’ says Lazlo. ‘All doable, and I’ll take you as far as I can. But first, a few essentials. Have you eaten more than your own body weight in food today?’

Clyde and Dora tell him they haven’t.

‘The energy you’ll be burning,’ says Lazlo, ‘you need to stuff yourselves.’

Clyde looks at Dora, not exactly sure how they can do that.

‘Follow me,’ says Kea.
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Jay opens his eyes, and for a few moments he’s not sure where he is.

He blinks and stares around in the gloom.

Then he sees Maxine asleep in the seat next to him, and remembers.

Her face is pale in the glow from her screen. Jay is glad she’s having a break from all the scary stuff. Humans threatening birds, and sometimes doing more than just threatening.

He switches her screen off.

The plane is still and quiet, apart from the low growl of the jet engines.

Jay decides to get some snacks.

He unclips his seatbelt and steps carefully past Maxine, then heads towards the front of the plane.

Maxine explained earlier that the snacks are just beyond what she called the situation room.


Which he can see now. Taking up quite a bit of the front of the plane.

‘Don’t go wandering in there,’ Maxine said. ‘It’s a sort of office for the spooks, and they don’t like to be disturbed.’

Jay sees the door is shut.

He tiptoes towards the snack place. Best not to disturb anybody, including the pilots up front.

But there’s a problem.

The entrance to the place where you get the snacks is blocked by a curtain.

You can’t knock on a curtain, obviously.

Jay wonders if passengers are allowed to just walk into a military snack area.

He decides you probably can, once you’ve been let on the plane. Then he hears voices on the other side of the curtain.

‘Jeez,’ says one of the flight attendants. ‘Look at that, on the screen. Those feathery little buggers are targeting airports now. Heathrow’s a shemozzle. Two runways closed already.’

‘Don’t sweat,’ says the other one. ‘I don’t think we’re even using Heathrow. We’re landing at that big military air base just outside of London.’

Jay stares at the curtain.

London?

London, England?


He turns and heads back towards the situation-room door.

Not being quiet now. He’s only got one question, but he’ll keep thumping the door and yelling it till he gets an answer.

‘If Mum and Dad are in Africa, why are we going to London?’
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Clyde is eating as fast as he can. Luckily there’s a huge amount of food. A whole row of big garbage bins outside the bunker kitchen.

All overflowing.

Flap me, thinks Clyde. Working hard forcing birds to do unpleasant experiments doesn’t seem to make humans very hungry.

Trouble is, being experimented on doesn’t make you that hungry either. Clyde is starting to slow down. Soon he won’t be able to swallow another thing.

‘Eat more,’ says Lazlo. ‘Much more.’

‘He’s right,’ says Kea. ‘Energy. You’re gunna be up against some very unsavoury humans. And I don’t just mean the shirty ones.’

Dora gives Kea a thoughtful look.


‘You’re probably right about the shirty ones,’ she says. ‘Very unpleasant. And probably their boss too. But I’m more hopeful about the other humans.’

Clyde looks at Dora, surprised.

‘Are you sure?’ says Kea to her. ‘All eight billion of them?’

‘A couple of days ago,’ says Dora, ‘I probably wouldn’t have felt this way. I’d have thought, flapping humans, they’re totally unpredictable. Do something nice for them and they’re just as likely to tie a rope to your leg and flick cigarette ash at you. But since I met Clyde, he’s shown me another side to humans. I mean, look at him, he’s half human, and what a sweetie. So I’m feeling more hopeful. I reckon once humans realise we’re not trying to hurt or punish them, that we’re saying, hey, c’mon, we’re all in this together so pull your fingers out, maybe they’ll stop and have a bit of a think.’

Clyde gives Dora a quiet chirp. That’s the nicest thing another bird has ever said about him.

He wishes he could agree with everything else she said.

But some humans might not like being told to pull their fingers out, or their thumbs.

And then what?

All those fingers and thumbs would be available for picking up weapons.


A couple of days ago, thinks Clyde, I’d have said, humans using weapons on birds, no way, it would never happen. And even now, I’m trying to be like Dora, very hopeful it won’t. Not any more than it has already.

But, flap me, what if we’re wrong?
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Jay sees that inside the jet-plane situation room, things look sort of familiar.

But much smaller.

Smaller screens than in the bunker room under the desert, and fewer desks and control panels, and way fewer people.

But the same number of irritated secret agents.

Both of them sitting at a small table across from Jay and Maxine. Their hair getting untidy, Jay sees, and their shirts slightly crumpled.

The agents are checking the pieces of paper Maxine has just signed. The ones saying that if he or she ever tell anyone the information they’re about to hear, she’ll go to jail.

The tennis agent tries to smooth the crumpled crocodile on his shirt.


‘We thought you’d want to get some sleep,’ he says. ‘But you want to do this now, so here we go.’

‘Why are we going to London?’ says Jay.

Both agents sigh wearily.

‘Good question,’ says a quiet voice next to Jay.

Not Maxine, Mr Stanton.

Jay looks at up at him. Mr Stanton has been leaning against the curved wall, his black suit not crumpled and his hair all in place.

Now he comes and sits at the table.

‘Turns out, things aren't as simple as I’d hoped,’ he says. ‘My bosses, who you saw on the screen, have been thinking. About a new problem.’

‘What problem?’ says Jay, his mind racing.

He hopes it’s not a new problem involving Mum and Dad. Or Clyde.

Mr Stanton sighs.

‘My bosses are wondering whether your parents might be doing a favour for a scientist friend,’ he says. ‘A scientist friend who lives in Russia or Iran or a country like that.’

Jay is starting to wish he hadn’t told the agents about Mum and Dad’s scientist friends.

‘What favour?’ says Jay.

‘A dangerous favour,’ says Mr Stanton. ‘Helping that friend’s country be the first country in the world to deal with their bird problem.’


Jay opens his mouth to ask why that would be a bad favour and not a good favour.

But Mr Stanton doesn’t give him the chance.

‘If that happened,’ says Mr Stanton, ‘that country would be stronger than the rest of us. Because our countries would still be clogged up with birds. So that country could start bullying us.’

Jay understands.

All bullies are the same. Even bullies at school. They’re always looking for people who are weaker than them.

‘Mum and Dad wouldn’t do that,’ says Jay. ‘They wouldn’t help a bully government.’

Then he goes quiet. Remembering how often Mum and Dad have said it’s important to stick by your friends.

‘Our mission is simple,’ says Mr Stanton. ‘If your folks have gone to one of those countries, we need to persuade them to leave. To let us protect them while they give their help to the whole world, and not just one country. Does that sound fair?’

Jay nods.

Then he explains to Mr Stanton how it can be very hard to persuade Mum and Dad to change their minds once they’ve made a decision. He’s tried it with birthday cards for Poppa.

‘That’s why,’ says Mr Stanton, ‘we need you.’


Jay doesn’t understand again.

But it sounds like Maxine does. She’s doing sort of a low growl.

‘Oh, no, no, no,’ she says to Mr Stanton. ‘Oh no you don’t.’

Jay still doesn’t get it.

Mr Stanton ignores Maxine.

‘So, Jay,’ he says quietly. ‘We’ve come up with a plan to keep your parents out of trouble.’

He glances at the non-vegetarian agent.

Jay glances at Maxine, who is silent again.

‘We have to move fast,’ says the non-vegetarian agent. ‘Rather than lose any time roaming around Central East Africa looking for your parents, we’re going to encourage them to come to us.’

‘Encourage?’ says Jay. ‘How?'

Maxine growls again.

She’s glaring at the three men.

‘I think the word they’re looking for,’ she says, ‘is bait.’

Jay stares at her, his mind whirling faster than the jet engine outside the window.

‘When your folks see you’re in London,’ says the non-vegetarian agent, ‘without your Poppa, we’re pretty sure they’ll want to hurry there and make sure you’re OK.’


‘And London,’ says the tennis agent, ‘is the best place for this plan. It’s much closer to the countries where your folks might be than Australia is.’

‘Good thinking,’ says Maxine to Mr Stanton. ‘As long as you let me be the bait.’

Jay looks at her, shocked.

Then he sees the two agents smile sadly.

Just like sympathetic teachers do when a kid who’s trying really hard gets the wrong answer.

‘There is of course another problem,’ says the non-vegetarian agent to Jay, ignoring Maxine’s offer. ‘When your folks decide to leave wherever they are and come to us, bad people probably won’t want them to do that. But you have to trust us, Jay. We will not let your folks get hurt. Or you.’

‘This is crazy,’ says Maxine.

The agents don’t even look at her.

They keep their eyes on Jay.

Which, Jay realises with a sick feeling, is where their eyes have been ever since Maxine first said the word bait.
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Clyde burps again.

Is that just my tummy trying to make more space? he wonders. Or is it trying to tell me that you can explode from eating too much?

Then Clyde has an even scarier thought.

Could some of the food in the bins be bait?

Should he snatch the pea from Dora’s beak?

‘OK,’ says Lazlo. ‘I’d say that’s about enough.’

Clyde spits out the prawn eyeball he was trying to swallow, and sags with relief.

So does Dora.

For a moment Clyde thinks the sudden happy sounds filling the night air are coming from his tummy filaments.

But they’re not.

Clyde, bemused, stares at where the sounds are actually coming from.


Wild budgies.

Another huge flock.

Flapping around him.

Chirping friendly greetings and their very best wishes for the trip.

Clyde isn’t sure how to say it, but he has to.

‘Sorry,’ he says to them sadly. ‘We tried not to squash your friends, but we don’t know how to fly a helicopter, so we couldn’t put the brakes on.’

The wild budgies flap around Clyde in a storm of amused chirping.

‘You didn’t squash anyone, silly,’ says one. ‘We ducked out of the way at the last moment.’

Clyde sags with even more relief.

‘Thank you,’ he says to them. ‘You’re amazing.’

‘We’re too busy to let ourselves get squashed,’ says another budgie. ‘Specially now our overseas colleagues are doing the roof-blocking duties. We’ve got seeds to scatter and fungi to poo on in a nutritional way and a million other chores to keep nature ticking over.’

‘Plus,’ says one of the other budgies, ‘if we were squashed, we couldn’t wish you all the best for your trip to Albury. Wow, southern New South Wales, that’s quite a flap for a cagie.’

Clyde blinks.

‘Not Albury,’ he says. ‘Africa.’


The wild budgies all go silent.

They stop flapping and plop down onto the ground and stare at Clyde.

‘Africa?’ says one. ‘Um, don’t you think that’s a bit far?’

Clyde sort of agrees with them, but he doesn’t want Dora to see.

‘Thanks for your concern,’ he says. ‘But love can travel any distance.’

The birds don’t say anything. Just keep looking at him with worried frowns.

Clyde feels a nudge on his wing.

It’s Dora. She’s pointing at Kea, who looks like he’s got something to say. Something sad.

‘Good luck with your mission,’ says Kea. ‘And remember to work on your sending. Practice, that’s all you need. Sending by inviting. It’s tricky, but you’ll both get the hang of it. Oo-roo.’

Kea turns to go.

‘Aren't you coming with us?’ says Clyde.

‘Sorry,’ says Kea. ‘No can do. Good luck.’

‘Thanks for everything,’ says Dora.

‘Yes,’ says Clyde. ‘Thank you. If you’re ever in the city, and you’ve got a lot of rubbish in plastic bags to get rid of, I can show you a –’

But Kea is already giving them a last wave and melting into the desert night.


Clyde watches him go.

Then, sadly, he turns to Dora.

‘Why no can do?’ he says.

‘Well,’ says Dora, ‘here’s how he put it. His exact words. You two have got a long, tough, dangerous journey. There’s a lot you’ll both need to learn to get to the other end. And the quickest way to learn isn’t from me leading you by the beak. It’s from personal experience, you two on your own.’

Clyde thinks about this.

Long, tough, dangerous journey.

Now Kea’s put it like that, being led by the beak actually sounds quite good.

‘I reckon,’ says Dora, ‘Kea’s probably right.’

‘I wish he wasn’t,’ says Clyde.

They look at each other for a moment.

‘OK,’ says Dora, pointing to a pile of melon skins. ‘Last chance for dessert.’

Clyde does his best. He likes dessert. But now, his gullet is so tense he can hardly swallow again.

He knows why.

The flock of wild budgies are still perched all around him. Still silently watching.

And since they heard what Kea said about the journey, they’re looking even more worried.
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When Jay and Maxine are almost back to their seats, Maxine puts her arm round him and squeezes him so hard he can feel the pile of snacks in his arms crunching and popping.

‘It’s not going to happen,’ she mutters. ‘I’m not letting them use you for bait.’

Jay gently lifts her arm away, to save at least a few of the snacks.

‘Thanks,’ he says. ‘But it’s OK. Mr Stanton said I can think about it. He said I don’t have to do anything I don’t want to. And he promised that the tennis agent and the non-vegetarian agent will be seriously looking after me the whole time. I think they’re allowed to use guns.’

‘I think you’re probably right,’ says Maxine.

She sighs.


They both sit down, and Jay gives her a slightly squashed chocolate marshmallow biscuit.

He wants to be honest. He wants to tell her how he feels. Sick with worry, but not just about himself. If Mum and Dad really are helping a friend’s bully government, Mum and Dad could end up being bullied themselves.

Badly.

So I need to do it, thinks Jay.

Poppa would, if he was alive.

But I need time to get used to the idea.

‘Listen,’ says Maxine quietly. ‘I know you’d do anything for your mum and dad, just like they’d do anything for you. But you don’t have to rush into this. It’s a big decision and it’s a long flight. You’ve got time to think about it carefully.’

Jay nods.

She’s right.

‘Whatever you decide,’ says Maxine, ‘I’ll back you up. And if anyone even thinks of hurting you, they’ll have to hurt me first.’

Jay looks at her.

He’s feeling a lot of things.

Scared. Emotional. Very impressed.

‘Thanks,’ he says. ‘Would you like some more chocolate marshmallow biscuits?’

Maxine nods.


‘Yes, please,’ she says. ‘I never do self-defence exercises without them.’

Jay makes himself smile.

Because of how lucky he is to have her sitting next to him. And because he doesn’t want her to see the thought that’s just crashed into his brain like a plummeting helicopter.

What if a bully government thinks the best way to make Mum and Dad talk is to grab their kid?

And show Mum and Dad they’ve got their kid.

And threaten to hurt their kid.

And what if Mr Stanton thinks that’s the best way to find Mum and Dad?
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Clyde’s wings are so tired, they’re hurting.

This isn’t good, he thinks.

It’s only a little while since the lights of the desert bunker faded into the darkness behind him. And Africa, and Jay, are a long way away.

Clyde clenches his beak.

It’s scary up here in the dark sky. With the wind thumping him around. And his tummy sagging in the moonlight, full of food that’s way too rich for him. Prawn eyeballs and soggy chips and melon skin and pumpkin seeds with the pumpkins still attached.

Only humans should ever eat four-course meals, Clyde knows that now.

Oh well, he thinks, at least I’m not up here on my own.


He glances gratefully at Dora, flying strongly beside him in the moonlight. Almost as strongly as Lazlo up ahead.

But even that isn’t a totally happy thought.

Because each time Clyde looks at Dora, he's reminded how much bigger her wings are than his. At least twice as big.

Which means he has to do twice as many flaps as her.

Which means if her wings conk out before they get to Africa, he probably won’t be there to help her. His wings will already have seized up, and he’ll probably have plummeted beak-first into the angry ocean.

Clyde sighs.

Which he can’t really spare the breath to do.

‘Hey, dopey,’ says Dora. ‘Remember the saying. Too much sighing stuffs your flying. You’ll find it easier if you learn to relax.’

She gives him a fond look, then puts her head down and spreads her wings and closes her eyes.

Flap me, thinks Clyde. What’s she doing? Oh right, it's the quick-snooze-while-you-glide thing that Lazlo tried to teach us earlier.

Inspired, Clyde tries it himself.

As soon as he closes his eyes and tries to glide, he starts to plummet.


Flapping frantically.

Struggling upwards.

Burning through a lot of prawn eyeballs.

But Clyde is pleased to see, when he makes it back up, that at least he hasn’t disturbed Dora’s snooze.

 

After a lot more flapping, Clyde decides he needs something to take his mind off his aching wings. And his worries about Jay and the shirty agents.

Dora is still having snoozes.

Maybe some of the others fancy a chat.

‘Excuse me,’ says Clyde to the dark sky and the dark clouds and the dark wind, which Lazlo says are also his friends. ‘What did the seedy biscuit say to the teacup?’

That’s the only part of the joke he knows, so he hopes they can tell him the rest.

But they don’t.

Clyde sighs. Then he blinks.

What’s that, way down there? Lights. The first human lights he’s seen for ages. And loads more lights on the horizon.

Yes, he thinks. Thank you, dark sky and dark clouds and dark wind.

‘Lazlo,’ he calls. ‘Are we there? Is this Africa?’

Lazlo slows down so he’s flying next to Clyde.


‘Not really,’ says Lazlo. ‘Couldn’t really describe it as Africa. It’s sort of more like a petrol station near Perth.’

Clyde feels his wings sag.

‘Haven’t you got the bird map?’ says Lazlo.

Well, obviously not, thinks Clyde. If I had it, I’d have spread it out on a table before we left and had a good squiz at it.

‘We call it a map,’ says Lazlo, ‘but actually it’s an electro-magnetic gravity grid that covers the entire surface of the planet. Invisible to the human eye, but of course visible to our bird brains.’

Clyde sighs.

He so wishes he had a bird brain.

‘Don’t worry,’ says Lazlo. ‘You just need a few more flying hours. Couple of hundred, tops, and the map will be yours. Probably.’

‘Definitely,’ says Dora, flying closer to Clyde.

Clyde looks at her soft eyes, and his insides glow with gratitude. I’m so lucky to have a friend like you, he thinks. And also lucky, of course, to have Lazlo’s very good grasp of geography.

‘Okey-doke,’ says Lazlo. ‘Time to say oo-roo. I’m wanted over east to perch on the Opera House. Happy travels. Just keep heading west for a very long way and you’ll be in Africa.’

Clyde stares at him, a bit stunned.


That was quick.

Dora doesn’t seem stunned at all.

‘Thanks for your time,’ she says. ‘And all the technical advice. We appreciate it.’

‘We do, really,’ says Clyde. ‘If you’re ever in the city, and you’ve got a lot of rubbish in plastic –’

‘Sorry,’ says Lazlo. ‘Running late already.’

As Lazlo flies away, Clyde’s wings sag again.

How do birds do all this stuff? he wonders. Personal message transmission without chirping. Long-distance travel with a tummy-bulge. Electro-magnetic gravity grids, and flying in your sleep.

Clyde’s body suddenly feels weighed down by everything he can’t do.

‘Come on, mopey bum,’ says Dora. ‘Brighten up. It’ll be daylight soon.’

‘Are you sure?’ says Clyde, flapping hard and catching up with her.

‘Trust me,’ says Dora.

And later, when Clyde feels warmth on his back, and looks over his shoulder and sees that the entire curved rim of the world is glowing gold, he knows that Dora is also right about the direction she’s taking him.

The sun rises in the east. Poppa taught him that.

Africa is the other way, to the west. The globe in the kitchen was very definite on that subject.


‘Thank you,’ says Clyde to the sun and to the globe and to Dora.

Dora doesn’t reply.

Clyde glances over and sees that she’s flying with her eyes closed again, but this time her whole body is trembling.

Clyde goes closer.

‘Are you OK?’ he says.

She really is trembling a lot.

Clyde has a very scary thought. He looks up at the sky and the clouds and the wind.

‘Please,’ he begs them. ‘Please not prawn-eyeball poisoning.’

Dora opens her eyes.

‘Sorry,’ she says, ‘did you say something? I was just putting a few things out there. Seeing if I can make contact with any locals. When you’re travelling overseas, Lazlo reckons, you can’t have too much local knowledge.’

‘Um,’ says Clyde, light-headed with relief. ‘I was just, you know, hoping everything’s OK.’

Dora hesitates for a moment.

Her wings, drooping, start to slow down.

‘Not totally OK,’ she says. ‘I still can’t get the hang of the sending thing.’

‘You will,’ says Clyde. ‘A bird like you.’

Dora gives him a grateful look.


‘And hey,’ says Clyde. ‘Look at us. We’re going well, right? Plus, each of us is at least half a bird, so we must have at least half a chance of actually getting through this whole thing. More than half a chance. Heaps more. Am I right?’

He hopes that makes Dora feel better.

It’s the sort of thing Jay says sometimes. Cheery but also honest. Jay learned it from Poppa.

Dora is looking at him, her eyes soft.

‘Thank you,’ she says quietly. ‘You’re my kind of travel buddy.’

Clyde is about to thank her for that. And all her other encouragement. And tell her he’ll always be there for her. But then he remembers his wings and the plunging into the angry ocean thing.

And stays quiet.

‘Hey, look at you,’ says Dora. ‘Excellent wing technique. Lazlo was right. If you stop worrying about them and let them just do it, they’re fine.’

To Clyde’s surprise, as he glides along next to her, he has to admit they are.
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Jay thinks about Mr Stanton’s plan.

Mostly with his eyes closed and his seatbelt done up tight. After a while he falls asleep. When he wakes up, he thinks about it some more.

Till his head hurts.

Then he asks for help.

Clyde, he says softly in his mind. What do you think? It’s dangerous, but Mum and Dad need me.

He waits.

No reply.

Suddenly the plane starts to bump and lurch. Jay keeps his eyes closed, and to take his mind off the bumping, he imagines he’s at the dining table, doing a jigsaw with Clyde. Mum and Dad are in the flat somewhere too. Humming their favourite songs like they always do.


After a while, Jay feels Maxine touch his arm.

‘Turbulence,’ she says. ‘Always a bit scary on your first flight.’

Jay opens his eyes.

The turbulence isn’t worrying him now.

‘I’ve decided,’ he says. ‘I’m going to do it.’

Maxine gives him a long look.

‘I know it’s risky,’ he says. ‘But so’s not doing it. That’s even more risky for Mum and Dad.’

Maxine nods.

‘You’re a very brave boy,’ she says quietly.

‘Not really,’ says Jay. ‘Just now, thinking about it. I got this weird feeling.’

‘Feeling?’ says Maxine.

‘Yes,’ says Jay. ‘That whatever happens, there’s a very good chance I’ll get through it.’
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Clyde sees them at the same time as Dora.

Far away in the endless blue of the sky.

Tiny dots, but quickly coming closer.

‘Look,’ chirps Dora, delighted. ‘Birds.’

‘Um,’ says Clyde. ‘Maybe we should hang back till we see if they’re friendly.’

Dora doesn’t reply.

Clyde understands. Tied to a pole all that time, she must have so wanted to be with other birds.

As these birds approach, Clyde watches them anxiously. A small flock. And they don’t look any bigger than Dora. So if there is eating planned, they’d need knives and forks, which they don’t seem to have.

The birds get even closer.

Definitely no cutlery.


‘Hi there,’ says one of them. ‘We picked up a call. About your grid being on the blink. We’re heading to Burma to fill a coal mine with nests. Happy to escort you for a while. Follow us.’

‘We’re happy to be escorted,’ says Clyde, chirpy with relief.

The bird stares at him.

‘Whoa,’ says the bird. ‘Never seen one of your lot this far from land before. Take it easy, little fella. No swings and mirrors out here.’

‘Thanks,’ says Clyde. ‘Good advice.’

If a little hurtful.

‘Thank you for your help,’ Clyde says to them. ‘You’re very kind.’

‘Nah,’ they all say. ‘Happy to.’

‘We’ve never had a distress call before,’ says one of them.

Clyde is about to ask, hopefully, if Burma is in Africa. So he and Dora could be escorted all the way. And perhaps, if the birds have a free weekend, get some help rescuing Jay.

But before he can, Dora finally speaks up.

‘Distress call?’ she says.

The birds look at her, puzzled.

‘Oh dear,’ says Dora. ‘I was hoping it would come across more like a witty request for assistance.’

Clyde is puzzled too, for a moment.


Then, with a rush of delight for Dora, he realises what she’s saying.

‘Actually,’ Dora says to the birds, ‘I think my aim might have been a bit off. Probably hard for you to latch onto. Sorry. It was actually my first message. You know, that I’ve actually sent.’

The pride and excitement in her voice makes Clyde want to give her a hug. He’s surprised that the other birds aren’t looking pleased for her.

Confused, more like.

‘Um,’ says one of the birds. ‘Are you Lazlo?’

Dora stares at them.

And then droops with disappointment.

‘Oh, right, of course, Lazlo,’ she mumbles. ‘Yes, we know Lazlo. Top bird. Honour to meet him. Very kind. Very thoughtful.’

Nobody says anything.

Everyone seems to be concentrating very hard on their flying.

Except for Clyde. He waits until Dora drops back behind the other birds before he goes over to her. So the other birds won’t hear.

He wants to tell her not to give up.

‘Clyde,’ she says before he can say anything. ‘Thanks, but I really don’t want to talk about it.’

‘I understand,’ says Clyde.

But he still wishes he could say it.


‘I know it’s not a big deal,’ says Dora. ‘I thought I could send and I can’t. And I know you probably think I’m a dope, feeling this bad. But just then, for a moment, I thought something wonderful had happened. The thing I used to dream about, every day, with that rope round my leg. That one day I could be a real bird again.’

Clyde tries to say something, but for a few moments his feelings are too big to squeeze into sounds. Then he manages it.

‘I don’t think you’re a dope,’ he says. ‘You’re the most amazing real bird I’ve ever met.’

Saying that makes his feelings too big again.

Clyde wishes he could just lay his cheek against Dora’s and let her feel how wonderful he thinks she is.

But he doesn’t.

He’s not sure if he can manage it while they’re both flying. Probably only a real bird can do that.

And that’s not me, thinks Clyde sadly.

But he’s wrong. Which he discovers moments later, when Dora lays her cheek against his.
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Jay hasn’t ever stayed in a hotel like this before.

He wonders if all London hotel bedrooms are as big as this. Or are these ones reserved for people who have to hide from kidnappers?

‘I hope you’ll be very comfortable here,’ says Mr Stanton. ‘Don’t forget, Maxine will be in the next room through that dividing door. And Aaron and Lester’s rooms are just across the corridor.’

Jay nods gratefully. Except he doesn’t have a clue who Aaron and Lester are.

Maxine whispers in his ear.

‘Tennis and Non-Veg.’

‘Thanks,’ says Jay.

‘If you have the slightest concern,’ says Mr Stanton, ‘use your remote alarm. The response will be rapid.’


‘Thanks,’ says Jay.

‘Good luck,’ says Mr Stanton, going to the door. Which Jay wishes he hadn’t felt the need to say.

‘Hey,’ says Maxine. ‘Look at this view. Trafalgar Square.’

Jay goes over to the window. He stares down at the big old square. There’s a huge stone column in the middle with a statue on top. A lot of the square and some of the column and a fair bit of the statue are covered with birds.

At the edges of the square, workers are trying to put the birds into big plastic crates. Jay can see they don’t really know how to do it, and some of the birds are being hurt.

Maxine presses a switch on the wall.

‘Sorry,’ she says. ‘That’s a horrible view.’

But Jay still sees it in his mind, even after the curtains finish sliding across the windows.

Could I be as brave as those birds? he wonders. Getting hurt and not minding?

He finds himself starting to imagine what bad things a bad government might do, to hurt him in front of Mum and Dad, to try to make them give information.

‘Jay,’ says Maxine gently. ‘Whatever it is you’re worrying about, share it with me or stop it.’

Jay stops.


‘That’s better,’ says Maxine. ‘We’re not going to help Mum and Dad just sitting around worrying.’

She gives him a fond smile.

Jay tries to smile back.

‘It’s hard, I know,’ says Maxine.

Jay nods.

Oh well, he thinks, at least I’ve got one happy thing to think about.

Clyde, safe soon at Mr Pershing’s.
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The storm comes out of nowhere.

For a while, all Clyde notices is that the air high above the sea smells a bit different.

I wonder why? he thinks as he glides along next to Dora through the gentle breeze.

Seaweed? Or just that I’m so happy being with Dora.

He shrugs and goes back to thinking about the last lot of birds. What a shame it is they weren’t going to Africa. How kind they turned out to be. Giving him tips about long-distance flying.

‘Pretend you’re on your swing,’ they said. ‘Bit of a nudge with your wings when you need it, then let the breeze and the thermals carry you until it’s time for another nudge. Better than a swing, it’s all forwards and no backwards.’


And it works, thinks Clyde happily.

He hasn’t had a chance to tell Dora. She’s had her eyes closed since the birds left, trembling with concentration, working on her sending.

Clyde is getting worried she’ll tremble herself into exhaustion.

If she’s planning to do this much practice each day of the journey, he decides, it’s important she knows about the energy-saving swing technique.

‘Dora,’ says Clyde gently. ‘Sorry to interrupt.’

Then it hits him from behind.

A wall of freezing air, travelling at the speed of a truck.

It flings him a huge distance away from Dora before he can manage a single flap. Then he starts to plummet. Desperately trying to do an energy surge. Flapping with all his strength.

‘Dora,’ he squawks frantically.

He sees her, way below him. Much closer to the ocean, which isn’t sparkling anymore.

It’s a dark surge of angry frothing.

Clyde flings himself towards her.

But it’s not his energy hurling him downwards, he realises. It’s the storm’s.

He’s being slammed into slabs of air harder than the metal floor of a garbage truck. The air is writhing and tilting as he tumbles forward.


Trying to fly towards Dora.

Not managing it. Smashed by the wind.

Unable to even hear himself yelling her name.

Then suddenly he’s closer to Dora.

He keeps yelling.

She’s still below him, so close to the thrashing water now he’d be screaming with fear for her if he wasn’t suddenly choking on freezing spray.

Then she sees him.

And something happens to her body.

She seems to Clyde like she’s growing taller, but without actually getting bigger. Her wings and shoulders and legs and head are poised, ferocious and determined.

Different to Batman in heaps of ways, but Clyde thinks of him now as Dora rises up, her wings beating slow and strong.

Until she and Clyde can almost, please he begs, yes, touch each other.

But not quite.

Both falling now. Wind slamming them. Wings numb. Eyes locked on each other. As they drop towards the water.

Clyde has never seen Dora’s eyes like this.

She doesn’t speak, but he can see what her face is saying.

We’ll always be together.


Then everything changes. Waves of whiteness. Surging and churning. But not foam. Not icy water.

Birds.

A wheeling dazzle of birds, wing tip to wing tip, protecting Clyde and Dora with the speed of their circling, deflecting the wind, giving them both the time to gather strength and start moving upwards.

Wing tip to wing tip themselves.

As the ocean recedes beneath them.

Clyde glances at Dora. She’s already looking at him. Then he hears her voice. Not from her beak. From inside her.

Invite them in.

So he does. And the birds accept.

And from then until they all leave the storm behind them, Clyde’s wing filaments rejoice.

At last, they sing. At last.

Wheeling, diving, under and over and between the brutal blocks of air.

Skimming the wind.

No hesitating. No fear. One mind. One flock.

Dora, the same, with him, ecstatic.

They reach the edge of the storm. Their wings tilt and suddenly the wind is behind them.

Flinging them forward.

Speed like never before.

Each wing beat opening up a new horizon.


Normally Dora’s scream would fill Clyde with fear. But not this time. Not this scream of bird joy.

He could almost do one of those himself.

Hang on, he is.

 

Later, nudging himself across the night sky, Clyde sees lights twinkling softly down below.

Still numb and dazed from so much bird joy, he wonders if the storm could have blown them all the way to Africa.

He should have asked the flock if such a thing is possible. But there hasn’t been much chatting since the storm. Almost as if everyone just wants some quiet time with themselves.

Before Clyde can ask Dora what she thinks about the lights, the flock tilts as one and starts to descend, Clyde and Dora too.

Clyde peers down, trying to see where they’re going.

Dora is doing the same.

It’s not Africa.

It’s surrounded by sea like Africa, but it’s not shaped like a human ear, and it’s way too small.

‘A ship,’ says Dora.

She’s right.

Clyde wonders what the cargo is.

‘A cruise ship,’ says Dora. ‘Humans on holiday.’


Now they’ve almost reached it, they can hear music thumping from the most brightly lit part of the ship.

Bad time for a holiday, thinks Clyde. Don’t they know humans could be at war with birds soon? Or maybe they do know and they’re hiding away out here on the ocean.

The flock lands among the funnels at the other end of the boat, away from the music and humans.

That’s a relief, thinks Clyde.

He can see that Dora is feeling the same.

Sometimes human music can be really squeaky.

‘We’re here for a holiday too,’ says one of the birds. ‘An eating holiday. We’ve just done a month in Indonesia, forest health work. Getting stink bugs off tree roots. Flap me, those little mongrels taste ordinary. Then we took a break and found that our feeding grounds on the south coast of China have just been concreted over for a carpark.’

‘That’s terrible,’ says Clyde.

He realises something.

‘Where are the others?’ he says. ‘There were lots more of you when you first rescued us.’

‘Yeah,’ say the birds. ‘Some of us didn’t make it.’

‘Storms are like that,’ says the first bird. ‘Always gunna lose a few. Hey, who’s for dinner? The wind-dried plankton is up this end of the boat.’


Clyde stares at them.

‘Don’t you feel sad?’ he says. ‘They were part of your flock. You flew with them united as one with a single mind.’

‘S’pose,’ says the bird. ‘And we probably will feel a bit sad next time we’re doing what you just said. But not now. It’s chow time.’

 

Later still, snug against a warm funnel, Clyde looks fondly at Dora as she snores gently.

He thinks how wonderful it will be when she gets the chance to know Jay even better.

And meet Mum and Dad.

And how sad it is that she won’t get to know Batman and The Joker.

Clyde sighs.

The truth is, he wants to share everything with Dora.

He even enjoyed watching her eat her cheeseburger. Enjoyed seeing how much she enjoyed it.

It was nearly a whole one, with double cheese and teeth marks, but that didn’t stop her.

Clyde enjoyed his individual half-full sachet of muesli too. And now he wishes he could slip into a deep refreshing sleep like Dora.

But there’s just too much to think about after this incredible, confusing day.


In the storm, after he let the birds in and was part of the flock, he felt more than ever that maybe, soon, he could be a real bird.

Like Dora will be again soon.

But tonight it all feels less hopeful.

Real birds are so practical. No getting bogged down in complicated feelings.

Sadness and grief are things they only do when they’ve got time. Like trimming their toenails.

I don’t know if I can ever be like that, thinks Clyde sadly.

Thing is, I’m stuck with human feelings.

And I don’t know how to get rid of them.
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Jay is very pleased that Mr Stanton agreed to the bird rescue.

‘I’m not surprised he did,’ says Maxine, as they snuggle into their new winter coats and walk out of the hotel towards the birds in the square. ‘It was a brilliant idea of yours.’

Jay wonders how many injured birds they’ll be able to fit into the two big cardboard boxes they’re carrying.

The people in the hotel kitchen were kind to give him the boxes, and specially kind to put a layer of straw and washed lettuce in the bottoms of them.

Jay grips his box tighter.

In the distance, workers are still grabbing the birds, and still getting it tragically wrong.


Jay glances nervously around Trafalgar Square. Which looks even bigger than it did from the hotel window.

Thousands of birds.

Hundreds of tourists, gawking at them. But no sign of anyone dangerous, as far as Jay can see.

And no sign of Mum and Dad.

Which is what he’d expected.

It’s the main reason Mr Stanton agreed to this.

When Jay suggested, trying to look calm, that rescuing birds and putting them online would be a great way to grab Mum and Dad’s attention and let them know he’s in London.

‘Excuse me,’ says Maxine when they get to the workers. ‘I’m a bird scientist with vet training. We’ve come for the injured birds.’

Jay can see birds in plastic crates in the back of a truck. Miserable and in pain.

The workers look relieved.

‘You’re welcome to ’em, love,’ says one. ‘We’re not trained for this.’

Jay is relieved too.

He doesn’t want to imagine what might have happened if the workers had been less friendly.

If they’d tried to get rid of him and Maxine by yelling and grabbing. Or behaving in any way like kidnappers from an unfriendly government.


The birds could have ended up even more hurt. So could the workers.

Jay glances over his shoulder.

The tennis secret agent and the non-vegetarian secret agent are both standing nearby.

Videoing Jay and Maxine with their phones.

Both with their other hand deep in a pocket of their new winter coats.

And both those hands, Jay is almost certain, are holding guns.
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The next morning, Clyde is feeling good.

Mostly.

Except for what he has to tell Dora.

But not now, he thinks. No need to spoil everything. Not yet.

Clyde lets his insides glow as he and Dora glide across a beautiful empty sky that smells like it just had a shower, and used a deodorant.

It’s been a lovely start to the day.

The way the flock were so touched when he and Dora said thank you for saving us from the storm. The fond goodbyes they gave each other, and the invitations to drop in at Mr Pershing’s any time.

But most of the good things Clyde is feeling are because of Dora.

He’s never seen her so happy and carefree.


She’s flapping her wings, same as him, but she looks like, in her mind, she’s blissfully hugging herself with them.

Which makes Clyde very happy for her.

And a bit curious.

‘Dora,’ he says. ‘I don’t want to be beaky, but did something, you know, special happen to you back there?’

He’s thinking maybe it was the experience of being with real birds, but he doesn’t want to say it out loud in case it’s just fond memories of the cheeseburger.

He also doesn’t want to end up feeling jealous and other complicated human things.

Dora looks at him, first with one eye, then the other.

Both sparkling.

‘I thought you’d never ask,’ she says, and glides even closer to Clyde. ‘Yesterday, when that flock appeared out of nowhere and rescued us, did you wonder why?’

Clyde thinks about this.

‘Sort of,’ he says. ‘But I was a bit distracted by us nearly drowning.’

‘Well,’ says Dora. ‘Just before we said goodbye this morning, they told me.’

Clyde looks at her.


She’s sounding as if this is the best news she’s had in her whole life.

‘They picked up my message,’ says Dora. ‘The one I was sending. The one I was practising with. I thought I might as well practise with a real one. Help, we’re lost in a storm.’

She gives a shiver of delight.

‘Isn’t it wonderful?’ she says. ‘I can send. I’m a real flapping bird.’

Clyde wants to tell her it’s very wonderful.

Except he’s suddenly feeling so emotional, it takes him a while to find his voice. And before he can say it, Dora suddenly veers off to one side. Curves upwards. And Clyde blinks as she dives into a high-speed but graceful loop-the-loop around him. Again and again.

And again.

Just like the real bird she is, thinks Clyde with a surge of love.

But also with a twinge of sadness.

After many loop-the-loops, Dora comes back to his side, slowing happily to his flying speed.

‘It is very wonderful,’ Clyde says to her, and he means it.

All of it.

Her sending, and her joy, and her birdness.

‘Thank you,’ she says softly.


And then stays silent for quite a while.

As they fly together, Clyde wonders what she’s thinking. He hopes she hasn’t guessed the difficult news he’s about to tell her.

No, he thinks. She can’t have.

‘Oh, flap, Clyde,’ says Dora, suddenly breaking the silence. ‘I’m sorry for being so selfish. You’re so kind and generous, but I know what you must be feeling. Sort of a bit left out. Well, try not to. If I can be a real bird, so can you. It’ll probably take you longer, ’cause you’re more human than me. But you can be one too, I know you can.’

Another silence.

Clyde is the one hesitating now, wishing with all his heart, which feels as big as the sky right now, that he didn’t have to say it.

But he knows he does.

‘Dora,’ he says. ‘I won’t ever be a real bird.’

He sees her starting to argue, but he doesn’t let her.

‘I was lucky,’ he says. ‘I was with humans who loved me. Who helped me feel lots of complicated and wonderful human feelings. Which are part of me now. They always will be.’

Dora protests even more loudly.

‘Don’t be a total dope,’ she squawks. ‘A bird has feelings. I’m having them now.’


‘It’s not the same,’ says Clyde. ‘I saw that, when the flock were talking about the birds who died in the storm. Of course birds have feelings. Just not messy, tangled-up, out-of-control human ones.’

He watches Dora think about this.

‘What if yesterday,’ he says, ‘the flock had all stopped in the middle of the storm so they could feel sadness and grief. We’d all be dead.’

Dora slowly nods her tail feathers.

‘You’re right,’ she says quietly, with a sigh. ‘No matter how much birds and humans love each other, we’ll always have differences. I so wish we didn’t, but we do. You’ve got a human family. And my family is up here.’

She gestures around the sky with her wing.

‘I know,’ says Clyde.

He pauses, then says it.

‘But there’s room for you in my human family too,’ he chirps softly.

He holds his breath, hoping she likes that idea as much as he does.

Dora gives him a fond, sad look.

‘That’s a lovely offer,’ she says. ‘But I don’t think I can. I used to think I was half and half, but now I know I’m not.’

Clyde tries to speak, but his feelings are too big again.


‘But,’ says Dora, ‘you are. You’re half and half in the best way. And the world needs you so much. Someone who understands what it is to be a bird and also a human. Beak and busted teacups. You have such important work to do.’

Clyde wants to beg her. Do the work with me, please. Just for a while. So we can be together for just a . . .

But before he can even start saying it, he sees something.

High above them, in the distance.

Approaching fast.

At first he thinks it’s another flock. But as it gets closer, he sees it’s not.

Just one bird, with very big wings.

‘I think this might be a distant relative,’ he says nervously. ‘Of yours. Here for a visit.’

Even as he says it, not taking his eyes off the bird hurtling towards them, Clyde is starting to feel more than just nervous.

Because he can’t imagine the faintest chance of having a cosy get-together with a distant family member who’s also a hungry eagle.
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Jay suddenly feels a jolt of panic.

He’s not sure why. Yes, he is maybe a kidnapping target, but there are two probably-armed secret agents in the hotel here to deal with that.

‘Look more relaxed,’ says the tennis agent, who is crouched in the corner, videoing Jay and Maxine with his phone.

Jay sighs.

It’s hard to look relaxed in a hotel room full of injured birds. All bandaged, and swaddled in room-service bath towels on every available chair and table.

And, through the dividing doorway, the same in his room.

‘Aaron,’ says Maxine. ‘Please, can’t we leave this till the birds have recovered? Or at least got their bandages off.’


Jay agrees.

‘No,’ says the tennis agent. ‘These bandages are great. Clickbait heaven. When Jay’s folks see all this online, how can they stay away?’

Jay has to admit the tennis agent is probably right.

And just the thought of Mum and Dad coming up in the hotel lift and putting their arms round him and giving him a big loving hug does make Jay feel more relaxed.

But only for a few moments.

Then all the tragic injuries in the room remind him of something else.

That Mum and Dad might not be the people who come up in the hotel lift.

It might be other people.

Who put their arms around Jay, but definitely don't give him a loving hug.
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Clyde flings himself between Dora and the huge eagle hurtling towards them.

Then he waits.

Not sure what to do next. But determined the eagle will harm him before it harms Dora.

He closes his eyes.

A claw clamps around his neck.

Not the eagle’s claw. Dora’s.

‘Clyde,’ says Dora, pushing him behind her and staring at the eagle. ‘Let me handle this. Please.’

Before Clyde can reply, or even move, she veers off to one side. But this time, instead of looping the loop, she curves upwards towards the eagle.

Who twitches one wing, flashes past her and Clyde sees his world fill slowly, then horribly, with a single gigantic claw.


The impact when the claw grabs him jolts his brain into a mist of dancing prawn eyeballs.

Leaving just one thought in his battered mind.

Dora.

Clyde can only just open his eyes. The eagle is dragging him through the air at such speed, the air pressure is trying to force his eyes shut again.

He manages to keep them open. He wants to see it, the claw that’s grasping him, crushing his feathers and his breathing and his hopes for ever seeing Jay or Dora again. He wants to bite it.

But then, nearby, he sees another claw.

Crushing Dora.

‘No,’ Clyde yells at the huge expressionless face of the eagle. ‘Stop it. Let her go.’

He sees that Dora is struggling and kicking in the grip of the other claw.

At least she’s still alive. And she’s yelling too.

‘Leave him alone,’ she’s screaming at the eagle. ‘He’s not for you. He’s not one of us. I’m the one you want.’

Clyde doesn’t even wait to see what the eagle’s huge hungry beak thinks of that nonsense.

He has a quick word with his own beak.

Reminding it how in all their years together not one seedy biscuit has ever defeated them.

Then he plunges his beak into the eagle’s claw.


Or tries to.

It’s like trying to stab a vinyl bathmat, only more difficult.

The eagle doesn’t lift him to its mouth, crunch his bones and spit out his feathers, so it mustn’t even have felt it.

‘No,’ Dora is yelling. ‘Please. Don’t do that.’

Clyde realises she’s yelling at him.

Her voice goes quieter and suddenly calmer.

‘It’s OK, Clyde,’ she says. ‘This is normal. This is what we birds do. It’s how we care for each other. It’s what I’ve dreamed of. Please, it’s fine.’

Clyde stares at her.

At her loving face.

Which she then lifts to glare at the eagle.

‘And you,’ she says. ‘You know how it works. Eat me, it’s lunch. Eat him, it’s murder. So let him go, or you won’t swallow me quick enough to stop me putting it out there. Before you can say pre-lunch snack, your trashed reputation will be trending globally. Your choice, big boy.’

The eagle doesn’t reply.

But it does slow down, just slightly.

Clyde opens his beak to make a better offer.

To tell the eagle that if he lets them both go, he won’t ever need to worry about plastic rubbish bag disposal ever again.


But before Clyde can chirp anything, the claw releases him and he feels himself falling.

His wings kick into action, and start lifting him towards the eagle.

The eagle is rising too, and so much faster.

Clyde looks up at Dora, and for a short time they’re both close enough for him to see her dear, precious face and hear her voice.

‘Thank you,’ she says to him.

He only has time to gaze at her for a moment, and say the same to her.

Then the eagle soars with her into the sky.

Clyde watches the two of them get smaller and smaller. Even after they’ve gone, and he’s stopped wailing her name, he still keeps staring into the blank sky.

Numb at first, then spilling over with agony and the complications of having a human brain.

Was Dora thanking him for being her friend, or for letting her go?

Or both.
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Jay stands in Maxine’s hotel room, looking at her laptop. At the videos she’s just posted online.

Him and her rescuing the injured birds. Then up here in the room, bandaging them.

Maxine comes over, switching off her phone.

‘Clyde’s still not there,’ she says. ‘Mr Pershing said he must be taking the scenic route.’

Jay smiles gratefully. Mr Pershing is very good at keeping your hopes up. So is Maxine.

‘Look at these videos,’ says Maxine, pointing to the screen. ‘Don’t they go well with the one of you and Clyde stopping the truck on the highway.’

Jay nods. But not very enthusiastically.

'What is it?’ says Maxine.

‘Sorry,’ says Jay, looking at the bandaged birds around the room. ‘I just wish they weren't hurt.’


‘I know,’ says Maxine quietly. ‘But these new videos have only been online for three minutes, and they’ve got over a thousand likes.’

Jay looks at the screen again.

He feels his hopefulness rising.

Two of those likes could already be Mum and Dad. Which means they would have seen the hotel logo that the agents made sure is in each video. And they could be finding the address right now.

Then, out of the blue, another feeling hits Jay. The agonising feeling of losing someone.

It hits him so hard, he has to sit down.

‘Are you OK?’ says Maxine.

Jay manages to nod.

‘Just all the excitement,’ he manages to say.

But he doesn’t feel OK.

Because, yes, he knows it’s normal to have these feelings when you’ve lost someone, like Poppa. And you're worried about losing the other people you love.

But in a tiny, distant, puzzled part of Jay’s mind, he's having the feeling that this time it isn’t about Poppa, or Mum and Dad

Just Clyde.
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Human feelings, Clyde discovers over the next few days, don’t mix that well with flying.

There are some scary moments.

At first it mostly goes OK in a numb, one-deeply-sad-flap-at-a-time sort of way.

Because mostly Clyde only lets himself think about three things. None of them Dora.

Fly.

To Africa.

And find Jay.

But sometimes Dora is suddenly there. Filling him, her voice, her face, everything they shared.

That’s when it gets dangerous.

He's suddenly somewhere else with her.

Feeling raindrops on his face as she rescues him from that first storm.


Until he realises they’re not raindrops.

It’s the spray from the surging waves here and now. The ones that he's suddenly flying less than a wingspan above.

About to plunge in, beak-first.

After a few of those scares, Clyde decides to do things differently.

When Dora comes, no more trying to keep her for himself.

Instead, he’ll share her with the world.

Put her out there, as best his mind can do.

Fill the sky with her.

Everything he loves about her. Everything he did with her. Every question he would have asked her if there’d been more time.

Everything.

 

It works well.

It keeps Clyde looking ahead.

All the way to the horizon and, in his mind, beyond.

It also shows him that while the human mind might not be as limitless as a bird’s, it is pretty spacious. Room for most things. As much joy as you’ve got. Very big cupboards full of gratefulness. Lifetime supplies of sadness that don’t need to be stuffed up the back of the garage.


And, best of all, the human mind has also got an inflatable backyard pool of missing someone, a pool you can float in and never drown.

 

It works very well.

Until one bright, clear morning when Clyde is looking to the horizon, sending Dora across the sky to the world as usual, and sees something.

In the distance.

Approaching fast.

A flock?

No, just one bird, with very big wings.

Wild thoughts fill Clyde’s head.

Could it be the eagle, after a change of mind, bringing Dora back? Or another eagle, too hungry to change its mind about anything, looking for breakfast?

The second one seems more likely.

The first one would be astonishing.

But Poppa once said that the human mind was born out of astonishment, and a mind that isn’t capable of being astonished isn’t really a human mind at all.

So Clyde doesn’t try to flee.

No point trying to outpace an eagle anyway, when you’re a budgie heavy with human hopes.

He just keeps slowly flying ahead.


Until the big bird is close enough for Clyde to see something almost as astonishing as the first astonishing thing would have been.

It’s not an eagle, it’s Kea.

 

‘Flap me,’ says Kea, after slowing down to Clyde’s flying speed. ‘You’re a hard bloke to find. Wasn’t sure I’d manage it. Probably wouldn’t have done if you hadn’t started putting your feelings out there about poor Dora. Sorry for your very sad loss, by the way.’

Clyde doesn’t say thank you.

He appreciates the sympathy.

But his gobsmacked brain is a tangle of about three billion questions all fighting to get out.

‘Quick update,’ says Kea. ‘We need to turn right. Head north. Get to London. That’s where Jay is. Bit of a long story. I’ll explain on the way.’

As they both dip their wings for the right turn, a very urgent question finally makes it to the front of Clyde’s brain tangle.

‘Is Jay alright?’ he says.

‘As far as I know he is,’ says Kea. ‘From the couple of updates I’ve had. Bunch of birds from a place called Trafalgar Square reckon he’s OK. But no guarantee he’ll stay that way, so we’d better get a wriggle on.’


More questions are struggling inside Clyde’s tangle, but he’s still trying to get them out. He needs all his energy to keep up with Kea, who is speeding up and whose wings are mega times bigger than his.

Then Clyde has a thought that almost sends him into a plummet.

Not a question. A realisation.

A slightly late one, but still huge.

Flap me, thinks Clyde. Kea reckons he found me because I was putting out my feelings about Dora.

Which means it’s happened. The thing Dora inspired me to hope for even more than being able to speak all the human words, and thumbs.

I can send.

Clyde waits for joy and elation to make his wing filaments tingle.

Followed perhaps by a happy dance and some delighted chirping, and then lots of ecstatic loop-the-loops.

But he doesn’t do any of those things.

This moment isn’t feeling anything like he thought it would. Probably because, he realises with a pang of deep sadness, new skills just aren’t that exciting if your dearest friend has to die for you to get them.


‘Are you OK?’ says Kea. ‘You’re looking kind of washed out. Hop up onto my back if it’ll help.’

Clyde doesn’t think it’ll help much, but he does it anyway.

He flops down on Kea’s back and sticks his head under Kea’s big feathers and it does feel better. He can understand now why Jay used to do it with the doona when Mum and Dad first disappeared.

‘Oh, one more thing,’ says Kea’s voice. ‘Just a quick one. Don’t want to be overloading you with information.’

‘Thanks,’ says Clyde.

Kea clears his throat.

‘As of today,’ he says, ‘you’re the most famous bird in the world.’
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Jay stands in Maxine’s room, staring anxiously at her laptop.

‘How many did you just say?’ he asks, hoping he heard the number wrong.

‘A hundred and forty-five million,’ says Maxine.

Jay can’t believe it.

A hundred and forty-five million likes.

Just for a short video of him and Clyde standing on the highway back home.

It’s terrible news.

‘Why are you looking so worried?’ says Maxine. ‘Sometimes going viral can be a good thing. You and Clyde are heroes. A boy and a budgie, bravely protecting thousands of birds. Standing in the way of giant trucks that want to squish them. How totally inspiring is that?’


Jay watches miserably as Maxine clicks to the next video. Him in the hotel room, busy helping her bandage the injured birds.

‘See, there’s even fifty-eight million likes for this one,’ says Maxine. ‘Which is amazing, given there’s visible blood.’

Jay knows he should be grateful.

‘It's very amazing,’ he says to her. ‘I hope seeing me and Clyde on the highway does inspire other people to do the same. As long as they keep their feet away from the big tyres. But if so many people have seen it . . .’

He stops.

The thought is too painful.

‘This is what we wanted,’ says Maxine. ‘Millions of people seeing the videos. Some have even sent messages to the hotel.’

‘I know,’ says Jay quietly. ‘But not Mum and Dad. And they would, if they'd seen the videos. They’d send a message that they’re on their way.’

Maxine touches his arm gently.

‘It’s only been a few days,’ she says.

‘Nine days,’ says Jay. ‘And if Mum and Dad are helping friends, like Mr Stanton said, they’ll be at a place they can have their phone and their laptop switched on. So they or their friends would have almost certainly seen the videos. But they haven’t. Which means Mum and Dad have probably been grabbed by an unfriendly government and locked away somewhere without any double adaptors.’

Maxine is looking at him.

Concerned and sad.

‘Oh, Jay,’ she says. ‘How long have you been thinking this?’

‘A couple of days,’ says Jay quietly.

For a few moments, Maxine doesn't seem to know what to say.

Then she makes her shoulders stop sagging.

‘Nine days isn’t really that long,’ she says. ‘Even now they could be seeing the videos for the first time. Spotting where you are, Jay. Looking up the email address of the hotel.’

‘Yes,’ says Jay quietly. ‘They could.’

He wants to believe it, but it's hard after nine days and a hundred and forty-five million likes.

Jay looks at the birds all around Maxine’s room. And, through the doorway, in his room too. They’ve been starting to get better over the past few days. Even beginning to look happy, some of them.

But none of them look confident about what Maxine just said either.

‘Why don’t I ring Mr Pershing again,’ Maxine says. ‘See if Clyde’s arrived yet.’

‘Thanks,’ says Jay.


And he is grateful. Even if she did ring only an hour ago. He’s grateful that she’s here with him, trying to cheer him up. That he’s not here on his own, waiting for kidnappers to arrive.

While Maxine talks softly into the phone, Jay walks over to the window and stares out at the grey London sky.

To take his mind off Mum and Dad, he thinks about Clyde. Even though he knows it will be just as worrying.

Then Jay starts to have a very strange feeling. That somehow, in some way that he can’t imagine in exact detail, Clyde is getting closer.

Jay tells himself to be sensible.

Of course I’m feeling closer to Clyde, he thinks. You do when you’re missing someone you love, and worrying about them.

Plus, budgies can’t fly across the world.

Not even for family. Can they?

Jay thinks about Clyde, who he’s known for most of both their lives. He thinks about all the amazing things Clyde has done lately.

And suddenly, with Clyde at least, he feels hopeful.
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Clyde is grateful each day he’s up here with Kea. Grateful that Kea’s back is so wide and strong. And grateful that Kea’s feathers are strong as well.

So Clyde can cling onto them with his feet and not fall off when Kea flies fast. Or when Clyde’s body is wobbly with the effort of all the sending he’s doing to Jay.

Jay, he says silently, yet again, in pictures so Jay can understand without guessing. I’m really worried now. Just let me know you’re OK. A quick picture of you smiling with no bandages. Oh, and if you can manage it, an address.

Clyde waits for a reply, his mind aching with being open to Jay for so long.

Nothing.


‘Disappointing,’ says Kea’s voice from below. ‘But don’t blame yourself. I don’t think it’s actually ever been done. A bird sending and receiving to and from a human.’

Clyde blinks.

It takes a bit of getting used to, being close to someone who knows everything that’s going on in your mind.

‘Sorry,’ says Kea. ‘I’d stop doing it if I could, but it just sort of happens.’

Clyde sighs again.

Then he remembers they’re over Europe.

‘Please,’ he says to Kea. ‘Don’t you blame yourself either. You’ve got a lot of other things to worry about. We’re in busy air space now. Human planes everywhere. You must be making a huge number of very critical safety calculations.’

‘Not really,’ says Kea. ‘Hardly any.’

‘Oh,’ squeaks Clyde. ‘OK.’

‘I’m actually receiving some useful info,’ says Kea. ‘About where Jay is in London. A bit vague, but it’s a start. The birds in Trafalgar Square reckon he’s in a hotel somewhere near them. And get this. They reckon he and a human who trained as a vet have been patching up some of their mates who were hurt by humans.’

Clyde’s wing filaments shudder.


‘Sorry,’ says Kea. ‘I’m forgetting you’d rather not hear that, you being half human and all.’

‘It’s not that,’ says Clyde.

It’s the thought of Jay helping birds in a square place that sounds like a security nightmare. No doors or lockable windows or even curtains. What if violent humans attack him?

‘Don’t worry,’ says Kea. ‘It’s probably not going to happen.’

Just in case, Clyde sends an urgent message to the birds in the square place, wherever it is.

Please, don’t let him help you. He’s just a kid. Make him run back to the hotel as fast as he can. Tell him to be careful crossing the road.

Clyde waits.

No reply.

Please, he says to the birds. You’re birds. You look after other birds. Jay is half-bird, sort of.

‘Sorry to interrupt again,’ says Kea, ‘but there’s something I’ve been meaning to tell you about.’

‘What?’ says Clyde.

‘Insects,’ says Kea.

Clyde is surprised to hear that.

He’s been snuggling under Kea’s feathers for days and he hasn’t felt a single tickle or bite.

‘Not on me,’ says Kea. ‘The insects on the planet.’

Clyde still doesn’t understand.


‘I should have explained before,’ says Kea. ‘We birds aren’t the only ones who’ve been waiting for humans to start cleaning up after themselves. All the other species have too. There was a vote, and we birds got first go at giving humans a nudge. But if we can’t do it, the insects are next. And they won’t just be giving humans a nudge. It’ll be more drastic than that. And a lot messier.’

Clyde doesn’t like the sound of this.

He’s seen what insects can do to a seedy biscuit. And seedy biscuits aren’t even damaging the world. Not much, anyway.

‘Don’t panic yet,’ says Kea. ‘There’s more than fifty billion of us birds. We can do this ourselves. We just need a special individual to inspire us and give us a focus. So fifty billion bird brains can get the job done.’

Clyde’s wing filaments have started to perk up.

Kea is right. One special individual can make all the difference. Dora believed that.

Clyde remembers a story Poppa told him once. About a dove who did something really important with an olive twig or something.

It's what we need now, thinks Clyde. A special individual who has a deep personal understanding of humans, and a deep personal understanding of birds.


Who can bring them all together. And inspire them in wonderful ways.

Clyde is trembling now, and his chest is puffed up with pride and excitement.

Because in every follicle and filament of his body, in every proud feather and all the way along his trembling beak, he knows who that individual should be.

Jay.











[image: 62]





Jay is very grateful.

Not everyone would be as sympathetic as Maxine when you come into their room and wake them up because you can’t sleep from worrying about everything.

Maxine was very kind, too. She reminded Jay that budgies don’t fly across the world quickly. And parents are mostly tough and clever.

And now she's showing him some late night news items, to cheer him up.

They are pretty amazing.

Huge numbers of kids in Japan and Norway and Canada and Greece and Brazil and China and other places.

Standing in front of trucks and other vehicles, stopping them from squashing birds.

Looking after wild birds who’ve been injured.


Feeding them and cleaning their wounds.

‘Isn’t it wonderful,’ says Maxine.

Jay nods.

It is, and he’s excited to see it.

But it’s also hard, seeing some of those kids with their family members.

It makes you think about yours.

Maxine suddenly looks up from the screen and turns, concerned.

‘What was that?’ she says.

Jay heard it too. A noise outside his room. And now somebody thumping on the door.

Rigid, Jay holds his breath.

He can see Maxine is doing the same.

The thumping stops. Then another sound. A worse one. The quiet beep of a keycard releasing the lock.

Jay feels in his pocket for his remote alarm. Then he remembers he’s wearing his pyjamas.

The remote is next to his bed.

So no Aaron and Lester to the rescue.

Maxine jumps up and shuts the door between the rooms. Her sudden movement makes sleeping birds squawk and jump up too.

She’s trying to lock the door, but there’s no key. Jay remembers housekeeping took it when Maxine told them the door didn’t need to be locked.


‘Get under the bed,’ says Maxine, grabbing an armchair and pushing it towards the door. Jay sees it’s too low to wedge under the door handle.

He grabs a knife and fork from the room-service trolley and takes them to Maxine.

‘We have to hide,’ he whispers to her. ‘I’ve done it before. We have to find two small places, where people won’t think we’ll be.’

Maxine grabs him.

The door is opening.

She pulls him down behind the armchair.

Jay struggles not to get dizzy with fear.

He wonders where the best place to stab a gang of thugs is, and if the knife is best, or the fork.

‘Jay?’ says a familiar voice. ‘Maxine? Sorry. Are you awake?’

Maxine stands up, so Jay does too.

Coming into the room, still in his suit but with his hair crooked in a bed-squashed sort of way, is Mr Stanton.

‘What are you doing?’ Maxine hisses at him angrily. ‘It’s the middle of the night.’

‘Sorry,’ says Mr Stanton. ‘I have some important intel.’

‘Intel?’ says Maxine. ‘What intel is important enough for this? Making an eleven-year-old boy think he’s being kidnapped?’


‘Sorry,’ says Mr Stanton again. ‘But see what you think. The mission is cancelled, Jay. We’ve found your parents.’

Jay blinks.

A million questions. Alive? Injured? What?

His throat is frozen.

He waits for Mr Stanton to say more.

‘Your folks are OK,’ says Mr Stanton. ‘The satellite images are too blurry for faces, but they show enough. Your folks are in a valley we didn’t even know existed. Off the Great Rift Valley to the south-west. Looks like it’s mostly caves. Hidden by vegetation. Your folks are moving around. They seem fine.’

‘How do you know it’s them?’ says Jay.

‘The thing Maxine told me,’ says Mr Stanton. ‘The thing your dad does with his pens.’

‘When he’s thinking?’ says Jay.

‘He’s doing it with twigs,’ says Mr Stanton.

Jays feels relief surging through him.

‘How long till you get to them?’ says Maxine.

‘Not sure about air access,’ says Mr Stanton. ‘If the terrain won’t allow it, a few days. Won’t know till we get a chopper there.’

A few days isn’t a problem, thinks Jay.

Nothing bad can happen to them now, not with the satellite watching them.


‘You’re absolutely sure it’s them?’ says Maxine. ‘Lots of people pick their nose.’

‘We’re sure,’ says Mr Stanton. ‘Age, gender, body shape, ethnicity, all match. And they both have the type of hats their colleagues tell us they always use. Plus, the valley’s full of birds.’

Jay stares at Mr Stanton.

His insides are still swimming with relief, but a tiny part of the gladness is trickling out of him.

The dream. The one he had at Mr Pershing’s. Mum and Dad discovering rare and precious birds that are just so fascinating.

Jay pushes the thought away.

Dreams are just dreams.

‘So, no unfriendly governments coming after us?’ says Maxine.

‘It was just a theory,’ says Mr Stanton.

His phone lights up.

‘Sorry, have to take this,’ he says, heading out of the room.

Maxine puts her arms around Jay.

‘I’m so proud of you,’ she says. ‘You did it. You got through. And so did your mum and dad. You must be so relieved.’

Jay nods, still dazed.

Mum and Dad are safe, which makes him very relieved and very happy.


And he knows they’ll be home.

Sooner or later.

So while Maxine makes a cup of tea, Jay thinks about Clyde instead.

Is he getting closer?

If he is, thinks Jay, where's that getting-closer feeling I had a few days ago?

Jay pushes that thought away too.

Because you don’t give up on family. No matter what’s happening.

And if waiting gets a bit sad, it won’t kill you.
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Clyde wakes up suddenly from a deep sleep.

He doesn’t know why at first.

Everything feels normal. Just like every other night since he’s been travelling with Kea. A cosy tree out of the wind. Quiet and safe for them both to rest.

Except Kea isn’t sleeping.

As Clyde’s eyes get used to the faint moonlight, he sees that Kea is standing on a nearby branch. And he’s got his beak clamped around the leg of another bird.

Clyde gives a shocked squeak.

Dora?

No, the other bird is nothing like Dora. Bigger, with exotic feathers.

Tropical probably. Possibly even from Africa.


Which is strange, thinks Clyde, because we’re in a forest in the south of England.

Kea must have heard the squeak.

He’s turned and is looking at Clyde.

‘Go back to sleep,’ he says. ‘I’ll explain later.’

Then he puts his beak back around the bird’s leg. This time he’s pulling at something, as if he’s trying to remove something from the leg.

Clyde can’t watch anymore. He turns away.

Am I dreaming? he thinks.

 

The next morning, as they leave on their final flap to London, Clyde doesn’t say anything about the bird and the leg. In case it was just a dream.

If it wasn’t, Kea will probably mention it.

 

But Kea doesn’t.

Probably because we’re close to the centre of London now, thinks Clyde.

Kea’s thoughts are probably on other things. Including finding where Jay is.

Clyde decides to quickly mention it himself, to clear the air.

But before he can, he catches a glimpse of something down below. Something that makes him squawk excitedly, hanging on to Kea’s feathers and peering down.


‘There it is,’ says Clyde to Kea. ‘Down there. The square place.’

Actually, he has to admit, quite a lot of square places. But it’s a start.

We’re almost there, he says to Jay, sending lots of happy pictures. It’ll be so good to see you. And go to Africa with you to find Mum and Dad.

Clyde opens his mind as wide as he can, for Jay’s reply.

Waiting like he has been for days.

But still nothing.

And suddenly Clyde’s excitement is gone.

Worry starts to trickle through his follicles and filaments. Worry and sadness.

Of course I’m feeling this stuff, he thinks. Who wouldn’t, when their family is scattered like this. Poppa’s particles, flying around all over the place. Mum and Dad, far away on a continent shaped like an ear, and we don’t know if they’re on the earlobe or in the earhole. And Jay, who’s in one of those buildings down there in London. Except there are millions of them.

Clyde sighs.

Totally normal for a human to be sad about something like that.

Then he stops sighing.

Because this sadness is feeling different.


It’s reminding him of that day at home when there was a knock on the door and it wasn’t Mum and Dad, it was the postie.

Another surge of sadness. Making Clyde’s wing filaments tingle with excitement.

Flap me, he thinks.

This isn’t my sadness, it’s Jay’s.
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Jay is enjoying his porridge.

Sort of.

Maxine asked room service for it specially.

With ice-cream and jelly worms heaped on top. To celebrate their first relaxed breakfast together. Not worrying about who might burst in.

‘Cheers,’ says Maxine, raising her coffee cup.

‘Cheers,’ says Jay, raising his mug of chocolate milkshake with whipped cream.

This is so kind, he thinks.

But each time he tries to relax, his mind fills with the distant image of Clyde.

A tiny figure in a huge storm.

Chirping to him.

‘Bye, matey.’

Maxine puts more ice-cream on his porridge.


‘Isn’t this so yummy,’ she says. ‘Porridge as it’s meant to be eaten.’

She pauses and looks at Jay, concerned.

‘Are you OK?’ she says.

‘Just missing them all,’ says Jay quietly.

Maxine’s face falls even more, and Jay feels bad. This is her special breakfast, after everything she’s done for him, and he doesn’t want to spoil it.

‘Isn’t it good?’ he says. ‘Not having to worry who might burst in.’

Before Maxine can reply, the door flies open and two men burst in.

The bandaged birds look up from their special breakfasts and give startled squawks. Jay grabs a fork. Holds it tight until he recognises the men.

‘Please,’ says Maxine, giving the tennis agent and the non-vegetarian agent a look. ‘Come in.’

‘We’ve got a situation,’ says the tennis agent, who has food stains on his crocodile shirt.

Jay sees the non-vegetarian agent is carrying a black bag.

‘By situation,’ says Maxine, ‘you mean problem.’

The tennis agent nods.

‘Bigger than you can imagine,’ mutters the non-vegetarian agent.

Jay’s mind fills with possibilities.

All terrible.


Come on, he says to himself. You haven’t got a clue what it is, so lighten up.

‘Try us,’ says Maxine.

‘It’s classified,’ says the tennis agent. ‘So you’ll have to trust us. We’ve got money for you, and you can go anywhere you like. But stay away from birds. Something very bad is going to happen.’

Jay tries to make sense of this.

Stay away from birds?

It sounds bad, but also crazy.

The non-vegetarian agent thumps the black bag on the table, scattering the bandaged birds.

‘Hey,’ says Jay. ‘They’ve been injured, you know. They’re trying to get better.’

The non-vegetation agent unzips the bag with a big flourish, as if the bag will do the talking.

Which it does.

Jay stares. So does Maxine.

The bag is full of money. Big fat bundles of cash. US dollars. British pounds as well, by the look. And Australian dollars.

‘Thank you for your service,’ says the tennis agent. ‘You’re free to go.’

‘What’s going on?’ says Maxine.

‘Is this about my parents?’ says Jay. ‘Or Clyde?’

‘I’m sorry,’ says the tennis agent. ‘That is now classified information. So we can’t disclose –’


Jay is about to interrupt him with an angry yell, but the non-vegetarian agent gets in first.

‘Really?’ he says to the tennis agent, giving him a look, as if to say, It’s over, do we really still need to do all this?

The tennis agent looks at Jay and Maxine. Then back at the non-vegetarian agent.

And then shrugs.

‘OK,’ he says quietly. ‘As you know, our theory about your folks and enemy governments turned out to be wrong. But our government is happy. It gave our military the time it needed.’

Jay doesn’t like the sound of this.

‘Time for what?’ he says.

‘Time to decide,’ says the non-vegetarian agent. ‘How to deal with the birds.’

‘Oh, poop,’ says Maxine softly. ‘Don’t tell us, we don’t want to know.’

Jay wants to know.

‘Hurt them?’ he says.

The tennis agent gives the non-vegetarian agent a long look.

Jay recognises that look. It's the look Officer Garth and Officer Kelly and the doctor gave each other at the hospital when they couldn’t decide who was going to tell him Poppa was dead.

The tennis agent sighs.


‘Won’t be painful,’ he mutters. ‘Just a chemical food additive. Only affects birds. Does something to their heart that doesn’t hurt. Just stops it.’

Jay stares at him.

‘Our gift to the world,’ says the non-vegetarian agent miserably.

Maxine explodes.

‘Are you totally brain-dead crazy?’ she says. ‘Do you have the tiniest understanding of what you’re playing with here? Has nobody ever explained to you that without birds, nature will collapse and we will seriously struggle to find food for our belly and a reason to wash our underwear?’

Jay knows this.

Mum and Dad explained it years ago.

But he still feels terrified, seeing on Maxine’s face that suddenly it’s actually close to happening.

The tennis agent and the non-vegetarian agent are looking at Maxine too.

Very embarrassed.

‘Yeah, not ideal,’ says the tennis agent. ‘Best to keep your head down.’

‘Case in point,’ says the non-vegetarian agent. ‘We’re spending the next few weeks underwater with a naval buddy. You guys are cashed up. Doesn’t have to be a submarine, but you need to find yourselves a safe place for this next period of time.’


Maxine opens her mouth.

Jay can see the agents aren’t going to like what she’s about to yell at them.

Except they don’t give her the chance.

‘Sorry,’ says the tennis agent to Maxine. ‘We’re off the clock. On vacation leave as of now.’

‘Stay safe,’ says the non-vegetarian agent.

And they both leave.

Jay is in a daze. But not too dazed to think about Clyde.

Who mustn’t come any closer.

Who needs to stay totally away from this part of the world, and all armies everywhere.

Who needs to know the danger, now.

Clyde, begs Jay silently in his mind. Go back to the Australian desert now. Find the friendliest flock of budgies you can and join them. And tell them to absolutely and totally stay away from all humans.’

Up till now, Jay knows, this hasn't worked.

Sending mind messages to Clyde.

But trying now is all he can do.

Just keep sending and sending and desperately hoping it gets through. Or, by some miracle, that Clyde is already in the desert.

Jay sends the message again, powering it with desperation.

Then he sees Maxine’s amazed expression.


He sees where she’s looking. He turns and looks there too.

At the hotel-room window.

Outside the window, standing on the ledge, is the big bird from the desert bunker laboratory.

Standing next to the big bird is Clyde.
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Clyde taps excitedly on the window.

So much to tell Jay. And show him.

All the wonderful things that Kea has just been showing me, thinks Clyde.

Jay is running across the room towards them.

He pulls the window open, lifts them both in, and Clyde nuzzles Jay's cheek.

Jay hugs him.

So tightly, Clyde's ears are squeezed shut. Jay's words are muffled. Though quite a few of them seem to be, ‘You did it. Incredible.’

Only after Jay has hugged him a lot does Clyde see who else is in the room.

Maxine, saying hi to Kea.

Plus, there are lots of other birds.

Who look injured. But have got bandages on. Clyde’s heart melts even more for Jay.


Then Clyde sees something else.

The hotel-room door flying open and the man in charge of the agents striding in.

Jay sees it too, and cradling Clyde in his hands, he goes towards Mr Stanton.

Maybe now, thinks Jay, we can find out what this is all about.

‘Aaron and Lester told you?’ says Mr Stanton. ‘About what’s going on?’

‘Yes,’ says Maxine, standing next to Jay.

‘I prayed it wouldn’t happen,’ says Mr Stanton. ‘That my dingbat bosses wouldn’t lose patience. But with what’s going on now in San Francisco, there’s no hope of that. I’m heading to the US to do what I can, but it’s out of my hands. I’m sorry.’

‘What’s going on in San Francisco?’ says Jay.

Clyde, who wishes Mr Stanton would talk more slowly, is wondering this too.

He turns and looks at Kea, to see if he grasped anything. But Kea’s eyes are closed, which probably means he’s receiving from somewhere else.

The San Francisco place, maybe?

Kea opens his eyes and looks at Clyde.

And makes a choking sort of noise.

That doesn’t sound good, thinks Clyde.

‘They didn’t tell you?’ says Mr Stanton to Jay and Maxine.


‘No,’ says Jay.

‘No,’ says Maxine.

‘No,’ says Clyde.

Mr Stanton goes over to Maxine’s laptop and opens the lid.

‘Why don’t you use my laptop,’ says Maxine.

After a few clicks, Jay sees the screen fill with a city centre. Buildings, streets, vehicles, parks, all covered with birds.

‘Several million so far,’ says Mr Stanton. ‘Vastly bigger than any previous gathering. And more arriving all the time. Little wonder my bosses spat the dummy.’

Jay sees something else. Something terrible.

All around the edge of the vast expanse of birds, standing watching them, are large numbers of armed soldiers. With weapons Jay doesn’t recognise.

Poison food weapons? he wonders.

‘Why San Francisco?’ Maxine is saying to Mr Stanton. ‘Because it’s one of your biggest cities?’

‘No,’ says Mr Stanton. ‘We think the birds have chosen San Francisco for a special reason. There’s a building in the centre that’s the headquarters of a very famous company. A business that’s made billions of dollars and changed the way humans live. And they did it by borrowing an idea from birds. For a long time they were called Twitter.’


Clyde is stunned.

A human company called Twitter?

‘Smart thinking,’ says Maxine. ‘By the birds.’

Clyde waits for her to explain why.

Maxine stays silent.

‘I get it,’ says Jay. ‘The birds have chosen somewhere that shows how much humans and birds have got in common. And how much birds have given humans in the past. So we’ll feel better about working with them now.’

‘You’ve got it,’ says Maxine.

Of course, thinks Clyde, who got most of it too. What a brilliant idea.

And then something happens that makes his wings tremble with excitement. He remembers his own brilliant idea, the one about the special individual.

About Jay.

He opens his beak to share his idea with the others. But before he can get started, Maxine turns to Mr Stanton, glaring at him.

‘Your bosses, on the other hand,’ she growls at him, ‘don’t get it. So just as we’re being given an opportunity to save the world, they’re going to destroy it.’

Mr Stanton raises his hand.

‘Excuse me a moment, Maxine,’ he says.


He turns to Jay.

Who wonders what’s coming.

‘Jay,’ says Mr Stanton, ‘could you take your friends into the other room for a short while? Maxine and I need to have an important conversation.’

Maxine looks at Jay and nods.

Jay isn’t sure. He’d rather be here for Maxine, and the birds in danger.

He’s about to say no, but Clyde flies onto his shoulder and nestles against his cheek.

And Jay finds himself saying yes.
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Jay sits on the bed with Clyde.

He invites Kea to join them.

But Kea stays where he is, perched on the back of a chair, still making strange choking sounds.

I hope he’s OK, thinks Clyde. I hope he hasn’t got what Poppa had. A wheezy windpipe.

‘You’re fine up there,’ says Jay to Kea. ‘But any time you want the bed, hop on.’

Kea moves his wings in a grateful way.

OK, thinks Jay. So much to talk about. So many difficult things. Where should I start?

Clyde is looking at him, waiting.

Jay starts gently, at the beginning.

‘How did you find me?’ he says to Clyde.

Clyde nuzzles his cheek and makes a soft sound.

‘Sad,’ he chirps.


For a moment Jay doesn’t understand. Was it Clyde who was sad? But then, without Clyde saying more, he does understand.

He means my sadness, thinks Jay, amazed. My sadness about him and Mum and Dad.

Jay has never felt grateful for sadness before, but he does now. Until, suddenly, he has a thought he should have had the moment Clyde got here.

‘Dora,’ says Jay. ‘Where’s Dora?’

Even as Clyde nuzzles his cheek again, Jay starts to feel the dread of already knowing.

‘Sad,’ chirps Clyde again, and Jay is sure this time it is about Clyde’s sadness.

‘Oh, Clyde,’ he whispers. ‘I’m so sorry.’

Clyde gently pecks his ear, which Jay knows is to help them both feel better.

Jay takes a deep breath. There’s lots more to tell. The terrible thing that’s about to happen in San Francisco. And Mum and Dad. The good news, but if they decide not to come home for a while, the sad news too.

Before Jay can start, Kea gives a flap of his big wings, leans forward on the chair and starts making loud and worrying gullet noises.

As Jay jumps up from the bed, concerned, Kea gives a violent cough, and something flies out of his beak and plops wetly onto the floor.


Jay hurries over, worried this might be a medical emergency.

But it’s not.

He recognises what it is immediately.

A plastic bird band, used by bird scientists to attach information to the leg of a bird.

Jay picks it up, wipes it, and opens it.

He unfolds the waterproof paper. Reads the tiny handwriting he knows so well.

Darling Jay and Poppa. Sorry, our phone conked out. This is all we’ve got instead. We’re fine. But we’re looking after something so precious we daren’t leave. Not till help arrives. Then we’ll come home. We love you and can’t wait to see you. Mum and Dad.

Jay has to close his eyes to keep the tears in, and also because he wants to see Mum and Dad in his imagination. To say thank you, and sorry.

He feels Clyde fly down into his hands and do a little dance.

Chirping, ‘OK, matey.’

Jay’s mind starts to fill with incredible scenes.

A flock of many different birds, flying out of a deep jungle valley, wheeling and flapping off in every direction, each with a leg band. Some bands the colour of the one Jay just opened, others the colour that’s used only for messages between bird scientists.


Clyde is silent in Jay’s hands, but Jay suddenly knows that Clyde is sending him everything he’s just seen, and is seeing now.

The deep valley lined with caves, all sheltered by masses of greenery that filter the sunlight between ancient shadows. Birds in the greenery, and not a single one frolicking and making themselves look fascinating.

Still and attentive, all of them.

No, even more than that, realises Jay.

On guard.

And then Mum and Dad.

With two other people, who Jay recognises as the African bird scientists who came to dinner.

All of them inside a cave, surrounded by piles of bones. Ancient bones. Bird bones and human bones, heaped together.

And on the walls of the cave, painted in colours that are only slightly faded, images of humans and birds living together. Working together. Being together.

Mum and Dad are standing in the mouth of the cave, binoculars to their eyes, scanning the tops of the cliffs above them.

On guard too.

And without Clyde saying a word out loud, Jay knows what this place is.


An ancient place of precious memories, from a time that no human remembers today. A time when humans and birds were together. Were one. Were family.

A place that Mum and Dad have been led to with their friends. And are guarding. From the greedy and the desperate who just want things to sell.

Four humans working with the birds to protect this precious place. Until help arrives to keep it safe forever.

To remind us.

 

Jay blinks.

The images are gone.

Clyde and Kea are looking at him with gentle eyes. And Jay wants so much to be gentle to them in return.

But he can’t.

I have to tell them what’s about to happen, he thinks. To the birds in San Francisco, and to birds everywhere, including them if Mr Stanton doesn’t move fast.

And if we don’t move fast too.

Jay doesn’t move fast enough.

Before he can speak, Clyde is speaking to him.

‘Job,’ he chirps. Several times. And ‘Jay.’ Also several times.


Then, using only a few words and lots of wing movements, plus a short dance and the wonderful newfound ability Jay has to know all the things Clyde is sending, Clyde shares with Jay the details of his San Francisco plan.

One special brave individual, known the world over. An inspiring individual, admired and trusted. The perfect individual to bring birds and humans together.

It’s a good idea, thinks Jay.

A great idea.

Only one thing isn’t quite right.

‘Not me,’ Jay whispers to Clyde. ‘You.’
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Jay holds Clyde close as their plane takes off for San Francisco, and sends him a message.

‘Thank you,’ he says out loud.

Not just for agreeing with the plan.

For everything.

Like Clyde has taught him, Jay is using a few words to say a lot of other words.

Thank you for helping me understand about Mum and Dad. And thank you for being my brother.

Clyde peeks out from the cradle of Jay’s hands.

‘OK, matey,’ he chirps softly.

Jay gets the feeling Clyde is saying thank you too. As he snuggles in Jay’s hands with Batman and The Joker.

 

Clyde has decided he likes secret-agent planes. In the best ones, you can sit on your brother’s lap.


Clyde relaxes against Jay’s tummy and smiles inside as he remembers Mr Stanton’s face when Jay told him the plan.

Suspicious at first.

Then confused.

And finally, as Kea and Clyde worked together to make the pictures they were putting into Mr Stanton’s mind a bit clearer, gobsmacked.

But it was only when Mr Stanton asked Maxine for the latest number of likes on the truck video, that he was finally convinced.

Eight hundred and forty-seven million.

Everyone in the room was amazed and delighted by that. So Clyde didn’t say anything. About how it was really quite a small number compared to the fifty billion bird brains who are part of the plan.

 

Clyde and Jay allow themselves a few moments of being a bit proud.

For being pioneers in the field of bird-human-human-bird communication.

We tried our best but it didn’t always work, says Clyde silently.

‘Never does for pioneers,’ says Jay out loud.

It’s OK, says Clyde. We’ll get better with a bit more practice.

‘Pioneers always do,’ says Jay.


‘OK, matey,’ chirps Clyde out loud.

OK, matey, says Jay silently, with a grin.

 

Jay is missing Maxine a lot.

But in a happy sort of way.

She must be halfway to Africa by now, in a plane like this one, he thinks. With Kea, who, as we all agreed, is the ideal bird for the job.

Jay knows that Kea will do the whole thing brilliantly, even though he hasn’t started yet.

Flying into the deep hidden valley ahead of the science and guard teams, guiding their helicopters safely down so that no helicopters, or the ancient valley, or Mum and Dad are even the slightest bit damaged.

 

Clyde keeps thinking about how sad it is that humans, with all their incredible abilities, couldn’t work out for themselves why they're being clogged up with birds.

Oh well, he thinks. They'll know soon.

Thanks to Jay and Kea. And Dora, with her wonderful mind and her loving heart.

Suddenly Jay’s tummy isn’t enough, and Clyde has to wriggle up and snuggle against Jay’s neck until the sadness fades a bit.

Jay seems to know what Clyde is feeling.


‘You must miss Dora a lot,’ he says to Clyde.

‘Lot,’ says Clyde.

Jay strokes Clyde gently, and as Clyde relaxes, he can tell that Jay is making his neck available for as long as required. Years if necessary.

Clyde wants to say how much he appreciates the offer. And how his ear pecks are available for as long as required too.

And his love.

He rests his face against Jay’s cheek.

‘OK, matey,’ he says.

Clyde suddenly feels himself going tense.

What if it isn’t OK matey tomorrow, he thinks. What if I mess it up in the San Francisco place and let Jay down?

Clyde starts to panic.

Then he remembers what Dora told him. About how he's got everything he needs to be half-and-half in the best way.

Clyde relaxes again.

Thank you, Dora, he says in his mind. You were right. We will always be together.
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Jay goes up to the front of the plane and sits next to Mr Stanton.

Mr Stanton gives a little jolt in his seat, turns to Jay, and blinks.

‘Sorry,’ says Jay. ‘Did I wake you up?’

‘All OK,’ says Mr Stanton. ‘I was dreaming about prison. So you rescued me.’

Jay sees a book on Mr Stanton’s lap.

It’s called The Birdman of Alcatraz.

‘Is that book about prison?’ he says.

‘Partly,’ says Mr Stanton. ‘It’s also about a man who looks after birds, to make up for things he did in the past that he doesn’t feel good about.’

They both sit in silence for a long time while Jay thinks about this.

‘Is that why you were dreaming about prison?’ says Jay.


‘Not really,’ says Mr Stanton.

Then he frowns, as if he just said something he didn’t really mean.

‘After we do what we’re going to do today,’ he says, ‘I may have a few legal problems.’

Jay looks at him, startled.

‘It’s OK,’ says Mr Stanton. ‘I’ve got good lawyers.’

Jay is relieved to hear that.

‘And,’ says Mr Stanton, ‘judges can sometimes be understanding about people who find they can’t agree with their bosses anymore.’

Jay is relieved to hear that too.

‘But,’ says Mr Stanton, ‘the government might want Maxine to be part of my trial. She isn’t in trouble, but if she’s called, she’ll have to do it. You’re a kid so you won’t. You can choose not to. So if you get a letter from the US Justice Department, make sure you call this special friend of mine.’

Mr Stanton takes something from his pocket and puts it into Jay’s hand.

A mobile phone.

‘You can only call one number from it,’ says Mr Stanton. ‘When you need something, a friend of mine will answer, and he’ll do his best to get it. Travel arrangements, protection for you and others, getting your folks home from Africa, anything.’

‘Thanks,’ says Jay, a bit dazed.


‘Anything you need sooner?’ says Mr Stanton. ‘After we land and before we get to work?’

Jay remembers why he came to the front of the plane.

‘There is just one thing,’ he says.
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Jay stands on the steps of the Twitter building and looks at several million birds.

Most of them are looking back at him.

Silently. Not a single tweet.

Even the vast crowds of people have got birds standing among them. So do the soldiers.

Everything else – buildings, roads, parks, to the San Francisco horizon – is all birds.

OK, Jay admits. Not quite everything.

The birds on the front steps of the building have kindly made space for him and Clyde.

And a tiny bit for Batman and The Joker, who are official observers.

Clyde is on Jay’s shoulder. They’re both standing quietly, letting the world see them through the thousands of cameras. The media cameras and the private ones and probably secret-agent ones too.


Jay sees Mr Stanton at the edge of the crowd, glancing up at the sky.

Mr Stanton explained why on the plane.

The poisoned bird food, he said sadly, when it is used, if it is used, will be dropped from drones.

Nothing yet.

Just the roar of other engines up there. News helicopters mostly.

Jay glances at the big video screens, placed everywhere so the crowds further back can see.

On lots of the screens is a live feed from right here, big close-ups of Clyde on his shoulder. Some are showing the freeway video of him and Clyde.

Jay wishes they wouldn’t keep showing it, but he understands.

Lots of the other screens, he’s glad to see, are showing other bird gatherings around the world. With thousands of young people, their pet birds with them, standing among the wild birds.

Protecting them.

And also, of course, the screen at his feet. From Mr Stanton. Which only he and Clyde can see.

A smaller screen, its images fuzzy, but clear enough. And proof, thinks Jay, that Poppa was right. Love can travel any distance.

A live feed from a remote valley in Central East Africa.


Maxine, waving in front of a helicopter.

And Kea, flapping on its roof.

And Mum and Dad.

As tearful as Jay knew they would be when they heard about Poppa, but also smiling and giving him and Clyde proud thumbs up.

‘OK, mateys,’ chirped Clyde happily when he first saw them. Jay couldn’t help it, he grinned at them both for quite a long time.

And imagined having their arms around him, and feeling like a kid again.

Then he went back to concentrating on the job.

Jay carefully stays quiet, so Clyde can finish preparing himself. Preparing his mind, and his filaments. Which are trembling less each time Jay gently strokes him.

Nearly there, Jay hopes, because he knows that Clyde isn’t the only one with a job to do.

The police and soldiers are looking like they’re starting to wonder what’s going on with this kid and his feathered friend, and with the bloke with the high-level security pass down the front.

So Jay decides it’s now.

‘OK,’ he says to Clyde. ‘Jigsaw time.’

He picks up the box at his feet and scatters the pieces onto the top step.

Clyde helps him turn all the pieces over.


Then, edge pieces first, Clyde starts doing the jigsaw.

It’s a jigsaw of the planet, but as the people in the San Francisco toy shop said, an unusual one. All the countries are there as usual, but just outlines. The images that make up the body of the planet are animals, birds, fish, insects and other living creatures. Hundreds of them. Filling every nation with colour and life.

It’s not a hard jigsaw to do.

Each piece has at least one living thing on it.

Easy to spot, so Clyde can work fast.

Jay sees the cameras watching, showing every piece as it’s clicked into place.

Everybody is silent now. The crowds here and the crowds streamed in from around the world.

The only noise is from the helicopters above.

Finally Jay feels Clyde back on his shoulder. Which means the jigsaw is finished, apart from the last piece in Clyde’s beak.

This is the moment Jay has been nervous about all day. Not nervous for himself. Just as a person who loves birds, and this one on his shoulder more than any other.

But now that the moment is here, and Clyde is chirping softly into his ear, Jay suddenly doesn’t feel nervous at all.


Thanks, Poppa, he says silently.

As he knows he'll say many times in the years to come.

He gives Clyde an encouraging kiss.

Not in front of such a big crowd, obviously.

Just in both their minds.

After that, Jay glances one last time at the big screens, all of them showing the jigsaw, our living planet full of life, with just one piece missing.

Then he lets Clyde take over.











[image: 70]





Clyde closes his eyes.

This is the moment he’s looked forward to all day, and now that it’s here, he’s just a little bit nervous.

He knows he doesn’t have to be. He’s on Jay’s shoulder, and he can also feel Kea supporting him, and Mum and Dad. And of course, Dora.

So he gets stuck into it.

He opens his mind.

Or rather, both parts of his mind. The human part and the bird part.

Into the human part he invites as many as can squeeze in. Which he hopes is a lot.

Starting with Mum and Dad, and Poppa, and Mr and Mrs Pershing, and Jay’s friends Officer Kelly and Officer Garth. And Aaron and Lester, and all the people who were throwing barbecue accessories in the park. And the truck drivers and the police officers and the media people from the highway. And the white coats from the bunker. And Maxine and Mr Stanton and all his bosses. And all the people here today, who Clyde thinks must be pretty special to give up their time, because they could be at a great toy shop right now.

And finally he invites every other human who’d like to join in. Including the man who bought the Twitter company and changed its name. Clyde has a message for him, and every human like him.

‘Don’t be ashamed,’ he says silently. ‘You don’t have to be embarrassed that the idea came from birds.’

After that, Clyde opens his eyes and looks at all the birds in front of him.

So silent, so patient.

He invites them into the other half of his mind. To bring them even closer to the humans.

Happily, a lot accept.

After Clyde has finished the introductions, he talks gently to the humans.

You had to be there that day, in his mind, to know exactly what he said. But we can guess it might have included, ‘Thank you for being at this family reunion.’


And also, ‘Your original family have missed you a lot.’

We do know Clyde perches for a long time on Jay’s shoulder.

And when he finishes, he ignores the machines still roaring high above, and chirps something softly into Jay’s ear.

He may have been reminding Jay to be patient, just like all the people gathered there, all waiting to see what happens next.

When it does happen, not a single one of the humans watching ever forgets it.

Of course, not every bird there that day is a songbird, but millions are. And suddenly, for the first time since a leaf blower was interrupted by the first silent group of birds, they sing.

A song of welcome.

A welcome home.

Which is when Clyde flies down and puts the last jigsaw piece, the piece with the human on it, exactly where it belongs.

On the planet with all the other living things.
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Once

Once I escaped from an orphanage to find Mum and Dad.

Once I saved a girl called Zelda from a burning house.

Once I made a Nazi with toothache laugh.

My name is Felix.

This is my story.

Then

I had a plan for me and Zelda.

Pretend to be someone else.

Find new parents.

Be safe forever.

Then the Nazis came.

After

After the Nazis took my parents I was scared.

After they killed my best friend I was angry.

After they ruined my thirteenth birthday I was determined.

To get to the forest.

To join forces with Gabriek and Yuli.

To be a family.

To defeat the Nazis after all.

Soon

I hoped the Nazis would be defeated.

And they were.

I hoped the war would be over.

And it was.

I hoped we would be safe.

But we aren’t.


Maybe

18 May 1946

Dear Zliv,

It’s me you want, not Gabriek or Anya.

I caused your brother’s death, just me.

But you’ll have to come to the other side of the world to kill me, because that’s where I’m going.

If you don’t believe me, check the newspapers.

Felix

Now

Once I didn’t know about my grandfather Felix’s scary childhood.

Then I found out what the Nazis did to his best friend Zelda.

Now I understand why Felix does the things he does.

At least he’s got me.

My name is Zelda too.

This is our story.

Always

Always stay hopeful.

That’s my motto.

You’re probably thinking, He’s a dreamer, that Wassim.

What’s he got to be hopeful about?

He’s ten years old and look at his life.

Thanks, but it’s not so bad.

I’ve got a lot to be hopeful about.

Specially now there’s a person who can help me.

A person called Felix Salinger.


Loyal Creatures

They were loyal creatures, the men and horses of the Light Horse Brigade, but war doesn’t always pay heed to loyalty.

Or to the debt you owe your precious horse.

The powerful story of a young Australian’s journey towards his own kind of bravery in World War I.

Grace

Grace, who comes from a fundamentalist Christian community, has always been encouraged to think for herself by her parents. When she produces a school project that goes against the community’s teachings, she is faced with the threat of being cast out and losing her family.

So she fights to keep her family together, and as she does, finds her true self.


Boy Overboard

Jamal and Bibi have a dream. To lead Australia to soccer glory in the next World Cup. But first they must face landmines, pirates, storms and assassins.

Can Jamal and his family survive their incredible journey and get to Australia?

Girl Underground

Bridget wants a quiet life.

Including, if possible,
 keeping her parents out of prison.

Then a boy called Menzies makes her an offer she can’t refuse and they set off on a job of their own.

It’s a desperate, daring plan – to rescue two kids, Jamal and Bibi, from a desert detention centre.

Can Bridget and Menzies pull off their very first jail break, or will they end up behind bars too?

Sometimes, to help a friend, you have to dig deep.


Bumface

His mum calls him Mr Dependable, but Angus can barely cope.

Another baby would be a disaster. So Angus comes up with a bold and brave plan to stop her getting pregnant. That’s when he meets Rindi. And Angus thought he had problems . . .

Adults Only

Jake’s an only kid. He’s the only kid in his family. He’s the only kid on his island. Or that’s what he thinks . . .

A funny and surprising story about new and old friends.

Teacher’s Pet

Ginger is allergic to cats. And possibly to her family as well.

She’s also not keen on the cat food in her breakfast bowl or the school principal trying to kill her best friend.

The question on everyone’s lips is – will Ginger snap?

Join Ginger as she gets through her worst week ever, complete with sneezing allergies, grumpy Vice Principals, and the feeling of not fitting in.


Doubting Thomas

Thomas has an embarrassing secret. Is it a rare and special gift or the worst thing that could happen to a boy?

A story about best friends, surprising adventures and itchy nipples.

Too Small To Fail

What do you do when your mum and dad and sixteen camels are in trouble – and only you can save them?

The sometimes sad but mostly funny story of a boy, a girl, a dog and four trillion dollars.

Extra Time

When thirteen-year-old Matt is discovered impressing the livestock in an Aussie country town with his remarkable soccer skills, he is offered the chance of a lifetime – a try-out at one of Europe’s biggest and most glamorous soccer clubs.

His younger sister Bridie goes with him as his manager and tells us their story – warts, goals and all.









SHORT STORY COLLECTIONS




Digging Up Dad

Save the nation with a burger . . .

Find your dream with a front-end loader . . .

Save your best friend from salad . . .

See if the neighbours ever wear clothes . . .

Turn your tuck shop into a musical . . .

Make your mum buy more swimming pools . . .

Snot Chocolate

Stop your mum picking her nose . . .

Read the secret diary of a dog . . .

Discover how one slice of toast can make you the most popular person in school . . .

Use a wrecking ball to defeat a bully . . .

Show your big sister the very scary secret in your wardrobe . . .

Unleash the awesome power of chips . . .



Pizza Cake

Save ten lives with a paperclip . . .

Bounce on a vampire’s bed . . .

Rescue your dad from a dog and a spider . . .

Use a toilet roll to get justice . . .

Upset the neighbours with a pickaxe . . .

Eat a pizza that makes you fearless . . .

Give Peas A Chance

Surprise your mum with a chainsaw . . .

Save the world with a plate of veggies . . .

Send your dad into a panic with a tractor . . .

Do a good deed with a paper bag on your head . . .

Upset your auntie with ten kilos of chocolate . . .

Swap a bomb for three ice-creams on a train . . .










PENGUIN BOOKS

UK | USA | Canada | Ireland | Australia
 India | New Zealand | South Africa | China

[image: Penguin Random House Australia logo.]

Penguin Random House Australia is part of the Penguin Random House group of companies whose addresses can be found at global.penguinrandomhouse.com.

First published by Penguin Books, an imprint of Penguin Random House Australia Pty Ltd, in 2024 

Copyright © Morris Gleitzman 2024

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, published, performed in public or communicated to the public in any form or by any means without prior written permission from Penguin Random House Australia Pty Ltd or its authorised licensees.

Cover images: Save nature and wildlife/Shutterstock.com; Tayka_ya/Shutterstock.com; K.Yas/Shutterstock.com; arvitalyaart/Shutterstock.com; Aluna1/Shutterstock.com; Yaroslav_gp/Shutterstock.com; Japan’s Fireworks/Shutterstock.com; Animedigitalart/Shutterstock.com

Chapter heading image: Ihnatovich Maryia/Shutterstock.com

Cover design by Tony Palmer © Penguin Random House Australia Pty Ltd

Inside cover design and illustrations by Rebecca King © Penguin Random House Australia Pty Ltd

[image: National Library of Australia logo.]

ISBN 9781760149376

penguin.com.au

We at Penguin Random House Australia acknowledge that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples are the Traditional Custodians and the first storytellers of the lands on which we live and work. We honour Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples’ continuous connection to Country, waters, skies and communities. We celebrate Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander stories, traditions and living cultures; and we pay our respects to Elders past and present.








[image: Penguin Logo]

Powered by Penguin


Looking for more great reads, exclusive content and book giveaways?

Subscribe to our weekly newsletter.

[image: QR code]

Scan the QR code or visit penguin.com.au/signup






OEBPS/Images/ch38.jpg
38





OEBPS/Images/ch37.jpg
37





OEBPS/Images/ch40.jpg
40





OEBPS/Images/ch39.jpg
39





OEBPS/Images/ch42.jpg
42





OEBPS/Images/ch41.jpg
41





OEBPS/Images/ch44.jpg
44





OEBPS/Images/ch43.jpg
43





OEBPS/Images/ch46.jpg
46





OEBPS/Images/ch45.jpg
45





OEBPS/Images/ch47.jpg
47





OEBPS/Images/ch27.jpg
27





OEBPS/Text/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		About the Book



		Title Page



		Contents



		Dedication



		Getting started . . .



		Chapter 1



		Chapter 2



		Chapter 3



		Chapter 4



		Chapter 5



		Chapter 6



		Chapter 7



		Chapter 8



		Chapter 9



		Chapter 10



		Chapter 11



		Chapter 12



		Chapter 13



		Chapter 14



		Chapter 15



		Chapter 16



		Chapter 17



		Chapter 18



		Chapter 19



		Chapter 20



		Chapter 21



		Chapter 22



		Chapter 23



		Chapter 24



		Chapter 25



		Chapter 26



		Chapter 27



		Chapter 28



		Chapter 29



		Chapter 30



		Chapter 31



		Chapter 32



		Chapter 33



		Chapter 34



		Chapter 35



		Chapter 36



		Chapter 37



		Chapter 38



		Chapter 39



		Chapter 40



		Chapter 41



		Chapter 42



		Chapter 43



		Chapter 44



		Chapter 45



		Chapter 46



		Chapter 47



		Chapter 48



		Chapter 49



		Chapter 50



		Chapter 51



		Chapter 52



		Chapter 53



		Chapter 54



		Chapter 55



		Chapter 56



		Chapter 57



		Chapter 58



		Chapter 59



		Chapter 60



		Chapter 61



		Chapter 62



		Chapter 63



		Chapter 64



		Chapter 65



		Chapter 66



		Chapter 67



		Chapter 68



		Chapter 69



		Chapter 70



		Author’s thanks



		About the author



		Books by Morris Gleitzman



		Imprint



		Powered by Penguin











OEBPS/Images/ch29.jpg
29





OEBPS/Images/ch28.jpg
28





OEBPS/Images/ch31.jpg
31





OEBPS/Images/ch30.jpg
30





OEBPS/Images/ch33.jpg
33





OEBPS/Images/ch32.jpg
32





OEBPS/Images/ch35.jpg
35





OEBPS/Images/ch34.jpg
34

P





OEBPS/Images/ch36.jpg
36





OEBPS/Images/ch18.jpg
18

X





OEBPS/Images/ch17.jpg





OEBPS/Images/ch20.jpg
20





OEBPS/Images/ch19.jpg





OEBPS/Images/ch22.jpg
22





OEBPS/Images/ch21.jpg
21





OEBPS/Images/ch24.jpg
g

24





OEBPS/Images/ch23.jpg
y ¢
23





OEBPS/Images/ch26.jpg
26





OEBPS/Images/ch25.jpg
25





OEBPS/Images/ch07.jpg





OEBPS/Images/ch09.jpg





OEBPS/Images/ch08.jpg





OEBPS/Images/ch11.jpg
11





OEBPS/Images/ch10.jpg
10





OEBPS/Images/ch13.jpg
13





OEBPS/Images/ch12.jpg
12





OEBPS/Images/ch15.jpg
15

VAR





OEBPS/Images/ch14.jpg
14





OEBPS/Images/ch16.jpg





OEBPS/Images/brand.jpg
Penguin
Random House
Australia





OEBPS/Images/fm01.jpg
*

Getting started. . .

>





OEBPS/Images/tp.jpg
Morris Gleitzman

PENGUIN BOOKS





OEBPS/Images/ch02.jpg





OEBPS/Images/ch01.jpg





OEBPS/Images/ch04.jpg





OEBPS/Images/ch03.jpg





OEBPS/Images/ch06.jpg





OEBPS/Images/ch05.jpg





OEBPS/Images/PRHA.jpg
Penguin
Random House
Australia






OEBPS/Images/ch70.jpg





OEBPS/Images/endpage_penguin.jpg





OEBPS/Images/NLA.jpg
M A catalogue record for this
AZZESIL ook s available from the
NATIONAL

National Library of Australia






OEBPS/Images/endpage_qrcode.jpg





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
Morvis *

Cle Ifzman






OEBPS/Images/ch60.jpg
60





OEBPS/Images/ch59.jpg
59





OEBPS/Images/ch62.jpg
62





OEBPS/Images/ch61.jpg
¥ K

61





OEBPS/Images/ch64.jpg
64





OEBPS/Images/ch63.jpg
63





OEBPS/Images/ch66.jpg
Y

66





OEBPS/Images/ch65.jpg
65





OEBPS/Images/ch67.jpg
67





OEBPS/Images/ch69.jpg





OEBPS/Images/ch68.jpg
68





OEBPS/Images/ch49.jpg
49





OEBPS/Images/ch48.jpg
48





OEBPS/Images/ch51.jpg
51





OEBPS/Images/ch50.jpg
50





OEBPS/Images/ch53.jpg
53





OEBPS/Images/ch52.jpg
52





OEBPS/Images/ch55.jpg
55





OEBPS/Images/ch54.jpg
54





OEBPS/Images/ch56.jpg
56





OEBPS/Images/ch58.jpg
58

LUk 4





OEBPS/Images/ch57.jpg
K

57





