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      To my Amazon parrot, Jasper. Without his personality and love for his humans this book would not have been written. He is my personal Muse.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      Trees grew so high that it was hard to tell where they ended and where the sky began. Trees with large, bright green leaves were covered with orchids, their branches reaching toward the sky. The forest buzzed with so much activity every single day. Today was no exception.

      The jungle had many animals, some of which were the Amazon parrots. They wore all the colors of the rainbow. Their cheeks were a mixture of red, yellow, and orange feathers, while on their forehead was a beautiful explosion of violet. Their bodies were as green as the grass in your backyard, and their tail feathers completed the masterpiece with colors from black to blue to red. These birds seemed to know just how magnificent they were by the way they flew around showing off.

      Normally, there was nothing extraordinary about a hollow tree in the middle of the rainforest, yet this one had something special. Halfway up was a hole covered with leaves and twigs. Inside, there was the nest belonging to an Amazon parrot.

      However, if you looked … really looked, you would see that eggs had been laid within that nest. Sally stood by, keeping her eggs warm. She watched and waited for that magical day. Inside the eggs, however, all was quiet and dark.

      Soon, it was time for the eggs to hatch. Sally tapped on the eggs.

      A curious tapping came from within one of them. As sunlight peeked through the leaves, the egg cracked down the middle. Slowly, the shell broke apart. A tiny beak appeared as the young one worked his way out.

      Who?

      Well … Jasper, that’s who. With his eyes closed and featherless body shaking, he fell onto his face, looking quite pitiful.

      From behind, he heard, “Hi, Jasper. I’m your mama. I’ve been waiting for you.”

      “Jasper? What’s a Jasper?”

      “That’s you, silly,” she said. “Pretty soon your brother or sister will hatch, too.”

      Suddenly, Jasper’s stomach made a loud rumbling noise.

      Knowing how hungry he must be, Sally fed him.

      As his tummy got full, Jasper got sleepy and slowly fell asleep. It had been a busy morning for the little bird.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, movement broke the silence within the nest just enough to wake up Jasper. He heard his mama coaching the other egg to crack.

      She nudged and nudged, but the egg remained uncracked.

      Jasper watched his mama continue to stare at the egg.

      She sighed.

      “What’s wrong with it?” he asked his mama.

      “I don’t know, son. There could be a few reasons. Maybe I didn’t sit on it enough to keep it warm. Maybe it doesn’t have a baby inside. I’m not sure,” she said.

      Jasper didn’t know what to say to his mama. While he didn’t know what it would be like to have a brother or sister, having one would have given him company for the times his mama was out gathering food and supplies. What he did know was that she was sad. Maybe that was what he was feeling on the inside of his tiny body.

      Mama came to where Jasper sat and gave him a big hug. “It wasn’t meant to be. A lesson we all learn as we grow older, Jasper.”

      At that moment, Jasper’s tummy made a loud noise.

      A smile found its way across his mama’s face. She left to find food for her little man. Quickly returning, she fed him until he was satisfied.

      Soon, Jasper fell asleep.

      Waking up the next day, he was startled to find the most curious sight staring back at him with its eyes blinking.

      “Who are you?” Jasper asked, keeping his distance from the ugly thing.

      “I’m Willie, your brother,” he said.

      “But … you weren’t here when I went to bed. Where did you come from?”

      “I hatched last night. Mama said I’m a late bloomer. I think that means I’m special,” Willie said.

      The two young birds watched each other for a long time, each thinking how ugly the other was.

      Secretly, Jasper thought he was prettier, but he kept that to himself. He wanted his feathers to start growing so that he could look like a real bird, just like his mama.

      Who cares if  I had a brother!?

      “This is so cool,” Willie said. “Did she tell you what we are?”

      “Yes, we are Yellow Cheek Amazons,” Jasper replied proudly.

      It was a mouthful to say, and while he was still new to all of this, such a title had to mean something awesome. He just knew it. There was so much to learn. Jasper felt that he was ready. Best of all, he now had someone to do things with.

      He looked outside of his nest and noticed how high up in the tall trees they were. So high, that it hurt his neck. So many unfamiliar sounds also filled the air. He was amazed.

      For the next two weeks, the routine stayed the same. Day in and day out, the little birds ate, pooped, and slept. The changes were slight. Both boys’ feathers were growing like tiny spikes poking out of a pin cushion.

      They were also growing a little bit with each passing day. Like most boys, they were also getting restless.

      Waking up one day to a loud sound, Jasper’s eyes opened wide. Seeing Willie by the entrance, he asked, “What’s going on, Willie? You woke me up from a good sleep with the ruckus you’re making.”

      “Sorry, but this is so awesome, I could not hold back. You can sleep any time, Jasper,” his brother said. “Come check this out.”

      Jasper walked over to the entrance of their nest and stood by his brother’s side. Looking in the direction Willie was staring at, he saw a large group of birds flying across the horizon.

      “Wow. That looks like so much fun. I can’t wait until our wings are fully grown.”

      “Why wait?” Willie asked.

      “Well, duh. We would fall,” Jasper said, thinking to himself that Willie must have hit his head while sleeping to come up with such a suggestion.

      “No, we won’t,” Willie replied, flapping his tiny wings. “All we have to do is the same as those guys and don’t stop.”

      “Mama said it would be a few more weeks before we could start to fly,” Jasper reminded his brother.

      “What, you’re chicken?” Willie goaded. A smile formed upon his face.

      Now, if anyone knows anything about anything, they know that no one likes to be called chicken, especially by their baby brother.

      “Mama just left before you woke up. She will be gone for a bit,” Willie continued.

      Willie apparently had forgotten it was due to him that Jasper had been woken up from a good sleep.

      Not wanting to be the one to back down, Jasper said, “Okay. Let’s do it. You’re right. How hard can this be?”

      “I saw the birds just lift off, so if we jumped out that should do the trick,” Willie suggested.

      Both brothers looked at each other for a few minutes and then looked back out. In unison, they jumped out of the nest, flapping their tiny wings. Instead of flying with ease like they’d seen the other birds do, they started to fall, and fast.

      “Flap, Jasper, flap!” Willie yelled as he did the same.

      “It’s not working!” Jasper shot back.

      Both of them continued to fall toward the ground. It didn’t take long for the two of them to hit the soft leaves lining the floor of the jungle.

      Looking around, Jasper searched for his brother, but he was nowhere in sight. “Willie … Willie? Where are you?” Jasper shouted.

      Nothing.

      “Willie … Willieee?” he repeated.

      Again, nothing.

      Jasper shivered. It was a bit cooler down here than it was up in their nest.

      Where could Willie be? he wondered. Okay, don’t worry. How far could he be?

      Jasper looked up and saw how far he’d fallen. This wasn’t good. He should have never listened to Willie. The leaves rustled from the small breeze making its way to the bottom. It reminded Jasper of where he was.

      Should he sit here and wait, or start looking for Willie? He honestly didn’t know what to do. He would call out for Willie one more time, and then move on. Sitting here wasn’t going to help either of them at all.

      “Willie? Willie? Come on, stop playing, Willie!” Jasper yelled.

      Jasper took a deep breath and walked slowly from where he’d landed, taking the time to cry out Willie’s name, just in case. Taking small steps, Jasper arched his head and kept a lookout for his brother. He had to find him. He didn’t want to be all alone in this strange place.

      When he’d thought Willie hadn’t made it, Jasper mourned him, not truly understanding what it meant to have a brother. What he knew now was that he didn’t want to be by himself. He wanted his brother with him; someone who was just like him, who understood what it was like to be a young parrot.

      Jasper made his way to the nearest tree and rested near it for a tiny bit. He was scared, hungry, and now alone. He also had no way of getting back home. Although afraid to close his eyes, his eyelids closed from exhaustion because of the failed attempt at flying.

      He didn’t know how long they were closed when the sound of movement stirred him awake. Looking straight ahead, he saw a brown blob coming straight toward him. Well, it was half blob and half leaves. He leaned back against the tree as much as possible. Jasper gulped, trying to be brave.

      The blob drew closer, the leaves falling off by the second. With each step it took, the shape became clearer to Jasper. The blob was not a blob. It was Willie!

      Jasper ran. He met his brother halfway, hugging him tight. Some of the mud and remaining leaves were transferred onto him.

      Chuckling, Willie said, “Good to see you again, too, Jasper.”

      He stepped back to give Willie a chance to breathe. Jasper asked,” What happened to you? You were nowhere near me when I landed.”

      “I landed in some mud and as I got out, the leaves just stuck to me. I called out your name, but you never answered.”

      “I did the same thing, calling out your name three times.”

      “I heard you call my name and started walking toward where I thought I heard it. We didn’t fall that far from each other, but the mud slowed me down.”

      Hugging his brother again, Jasper said, “I’m glad you found me. It wasn’t fun being out here alone. This is a very scary place.”

      “Yes, it is.” Willie tried to pick the remaining leaves off himself. He then looked up. “Hey, have you thought about how we’re going to get back home before Mama gets back?”

      Jasper paused and thought about it. No, he hadn’t. He’d been too busy being worried about finding Willie to think of anything else.

      “Oh, boy. No, I haven’t. What are we going to do now? This is all your fault, Willie!”

      “I didn’t make you jump! Well, not really,” Willie said.

      Jasper looked at his brother. Fighting wasn’t going to solve their problem.

      “Well, we can’t fly back up, and we can’t stay here either. Maybe Mama is already back at home.”

      Willie shuddered. “She is going to be mad.”

      “She will be worried, too,” Jasper said.

      “Yeah, but she’ll mostly be mad.”

      Jasper lapsed into silence. Willie was right. There had to be a way to figure this out. While he pondered their predicament, a small stick fell nearby.

      Looking up, Jasper noticed a yellow bird flying toward them. “Hello,” he said to the bird.

      “Hello,” the bird replied. “You two aren’t, by chance, the two birds that fell out of the nest earlier, are you?”

      “We didn’t fall,” Willie spoke up. “We were flying.”

      Even Jasper knew how silly that sounded.

      Hiding a grin, the bird replied, “Call it what you like. All I know is I saw you fall like two little rocks. I’ve been trying to find you. I’m sure your mom is very worried about you both.”

      “Do you know where we live?” Jasper asked.

      “Sure do. Way up there,” the bird stated, and pointed upward.

      “Could you go tell our mama where we are?”

      “Yes, please. Can you help us out?” Willie chimed in.

      “Sure. My name is Al, by the way. What are your names?”

      “I am Jasper, and this is my brother, Willie.”

      “Nice to meet you. Okay, let me go see if I can find your mom at your nest.”

      With a salute of his wings, Al jumped up and flew upward, higher and higher until the two birds could no longer see him.

      “We might as well sit here and wait,” Jasper said.

      Sighing, Willie replied, “How mad do you think Mama will be?”

      “I’m not sure, but what’s worse, having Mama mad at us, or spending the night here?”

      Both boys knew they wouldn’t survive a night on the jungle floor alone. They didn’t have their complete feathers and it did get cold at night. Fortunately, the two didn’t have to wait long, for they soon heard their mama calling out their names.
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        * * *

      

      Within a few minutes, Sally appeared from above and softly landed next to her two boys. Opening her wings, the two ran to hug her. She held them tightly to her body.

      “Mama, I can’t breathe! You’re hugging us too tightly!” Willie complained.

      “You are lucky that’s your only problem, young man!” she replied, releasing them so that she could get a good look at them. She wanted to make sure they were okay.

      “Do you two know how worried I was? Coming home to feed you and seeing the nest empty?”

      “Yes, Mama,” the two young parrots mumbled.

      Ignoring their response, Sally continued, “Then, I find out from the birds nearby that you jumped out of the nest and fell to the ground.”

      “We saw the other birds flying. We thought we could do it, too,” Willie said in a small voice.

      She looked at Jasper. “Do you have anything to say for yourself?”

      “Sorry, Mama,” he said, staring at the ground.

      “Just promise me you won’t do this again until I tell you that you’re ready. This goes for the both of you.”

      Sally stared at her two pitiful boys.

      Jasper was still staring at the ground, while Willie was covered in mud and leaves.

      “Okay, let’s get you both back home. Jasper, wait here while I take Willie home first. I’ll be right back.”

      With that, she gently grabbed Willie by the neck and took off.
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        * * *

      

      Why did she take Willie first? He was the one who made me jump in the first place. This isn’t fair! he thought irritably. Jasper stomped his feet into the leaves. He’s probably getting all cleaned up while I’m sitting here waiting.

      The time went by slowly, or so Jasper thought. In all actuality, only a few short minutes had passed before Mama reappeared to return Jasper to the nest. When they got back, Jasper saw that Willie had started to clean himself up.

      Mama only made it worse by walking over to him to help pick off some of the remaining leaves.

      Really?

      Jasper made his way toward the opposite side of the nest, making sure he made as much noise as possible.

      Looking up, Mama asked, “What’s wrong, Jasper?”

      “Nothing.”

      Seeing that he wasn’t going to say anymore, Mama made her way over to where he sat.

      “What’s wrong, Jasper?” she asked again.

      “Why did you pick up Willie first?”

      “Well, he had mud and leaves on him. I needed to get him started on getting clean before it completely dried up.”

      “He started it. He made me jump out!”

      “He made you?” Mama said, and smiled.

      “Okay. He didn’t MAKE me, but you still picked him up first. You love him more.”

      “No, Jasper,” she said softly. “I love you both equally. Willie is the youngest and he needs more care. Now, if that had been you at the opening of the nest, would you have thought to jump out?”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “I know my wings weren’t ready.”

      “See, you know this, while Willie isn’t as grown up as you. Jasper, it’s your job as a big brother to make sure he is okay and to also look after him.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes, and I’m depending on you to help me when I’m not here. Okay?”

      Jasper nodded, relieved. “Yes, Mama.”

      “And Jasper? I love you,” Mama said, hugging him to her. “How about you go help your brother out? He’s a mess, isn’t he?”

      Giggling, Jasper nodded and made his way over to where Willie was and helped him clean up.

      Between the two of them, the job was completed in no time.

      Once fed, Jasper, Willie, and his mother soon took a nap to rest up from the day’s adventure.
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      Morning arrived too soon. With the two boys exhausted from their previous exploits, the night came and went by very fast. Waking up, they saw Mama watching over them.

      Looking at himself and then at Willie, Jasper said, “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing,” Mama replied, “I just like looking at my boys. Especially with that scare we had yesterday.”

      From behind Jasper, Willie’s stomach growled and it wouldn’t stop.

      “Guess it’s time to go get food for all of us. Now, boys, I expect to see you both in this nest when I get back, right?”

      “Yes, Mama,” Jasper and Willie said in unison.

      “Good. And while I’m gone, Jasper will be in charge.”

      “Oh, man!” Willie cried, wrapping his wings around his body and pouting.

      Jasper puffed his chest out just a tad. He was in charge and liked the sound of that.

      “That’s right, Willie. You have to do what I say. Right, Mama?”

      “Jasper, you have to be fair now. I’m putting you in charge because I trust you to take care of your baby brother.”

      “He’s only older by one day,” Willie muttered irritably.

      “Willie …” Mama sighed.

      “Yes, Mama, I’ll behave,” Willie replied, walking toward the back of the nest and sitting down.

      “I won’t be too long. Just enough to get food to feed those hungry bellies,” Mama said.

      With that, she hurried to the tree’s entrance and took off in search of food.

      I’m in charge. I’m in charge. I’m in charge. Woohoo!

      Granted, there was only so much they could do in the nest. In fact, there was really only one thing for Jasper to do—to make sure Willie didn’t do anything stupid that would get the both of them in trouble. Or worse, hurt. It would be a piece of cake. After the scare, Jasper doubted Willie was up for that to happen again. It could get boring, but that was a-okay for him.

      Turning around, he walked over to where Willie sat. “So what should we do?” Jasper asked.

      “Nothing fun, that’s for sure.”

      “We could groom the feathers we have, or we can look outside. Maybe we can play pretend?”

      “Boring, boring, and boring,” was Willie’s reply.

      Jasper shook his little head. Being in charge was turning out to not be as fun as he’d first thought. Seeing how Willie refused to be in a good mood, Jasper walked toward the entrance so that the morning light that managed to filter through the trees would shine on him. He so loved the warmth. He liked how it enveloped him as the dust bunnies filtered through the air.

      Jasper closed his eyes and daydreamed about flying. His mama had told him and Willie it would be soon. It would only be a matter of time before they would be out there flying in the sky with their mama and learning more about their jungle home. Jasper was so caught up in the excitement that he’d stopped paying attention to his surroundings.

      Minutes flew by as his daydream came to a close. Jasper opened his eyes.

      Ah, life was good!

      “Hey, Willie, come on. Let’s do something,” he said, turning around. “Willie?”

      Willie was looking right at Jasper, but he didn’t reply.

      “Oh, come on! I know you’re mad at Mama for putting me in charge, but we can still have fun,” Jasper replied as a matter-of-factly.

      Willie didn’t speak, nor did he blink. Willie lowered his eyes and stared at his wing before looking back up at Jasper. He did this three times.

      What was going on? Was this a new game? Jasper thought, moving closer to Willie.

      “What’s wrong? Are you okay?”

      That was when Jasper saw them. They were red, had a lot of legs, and they were also small. Red ants!

      Jasper froze. Mama had told them stories of the ants that crawled upon the floor of the jungle. How anything that got in their way was either killed or destroyed. They had powerful jaws that wouldn’t just bite, but inject their venom into their victims. Mama had said more, but Jasper couldn’t remember what it was. His eyes were glued to the ants that were crawling all over his brother.

      Jasper was in charge and it was up to him to help Willie out. That’s what big brothers do, his mother had told him. He was so busy trying to figure out what to do that he failed to notice the red ants were now crawling onto his feet.

      He felt his heart drop to the bottom of his chest. His mouth went dry as he looked at his brother.

      Willie remained frozen.

      Neither boy could afford to move for fear of being bitten.

      Great! My first chance at being in charge and this has to happen!

      Jasper knew he couldn’t panic and he couldn’t move, but that was all he knew.

      “What do we do?” Willie whispered.

      “I don’t know,” Jasper replied.

      Both continued to stand as still as possible.

      The ants continued to crawl upon them, making their way up their bodies toward their beaks.

      Jasper’s eyes were glued on the ants moving across his brother, while he felt the ants crawl over him. He wanted to cry, but if he did that, he knew it would scare Willie. He had to be strong for his brother’s sake, no matter what. His mama was depending on him.

      “Willie, close your eyes and just hold still. They will move on if we don’t bother them,” Jasper whispered.

      Jasper had no clue if they would move on, but he hoped they would. Seeing that Willie had closed his eyes, Jasper did the same.

      The ants continued to crawl about, checking out the birds from claw to beak.

      Come on, leave!

      Jasper refused to panic. He would not let his mama down, but he was starting to get scared. Opening his eyes slowly, he took a peek at Willie to find that his eyes were still closed. He wondered what Willie was thinking. Hearing movement outside, Jasper hoped it meant that their mama was arriving with food, but more importantly, to help.

      “Jasper! Willie!” Mama cried with alarm. “Don’t move!”

      Horror filled her as she saw the situation that was occurring inside of her home.

      Jasper had no intention of moving. He was pretty sure that Willie felt the same way. He felt Mama pick the ants off of his beak one by one. He also saw her do the same for Willie, tossing the pesky ants out through the nest’s hole. Jasper soon sighed with relief. It was safe again.

      “Yeah! You killed them!” Before Willie could get any further, his mother interrupted him.

      “No, Willie, I didn’t kill them. I tossed them out so that they’d find their way home.”

      “But … they were on my beak!” he exclaimed.

      “They were just doing what ants do. How can we blame them for that?”

      “I can blame them,” he muttered to no one in particular.

      “Are you two okay?” she asked, looking at the two of them.

      “Yes, Mama, but I was scared that they were going to bite me,” Jasper chimed in.

      “I was scared even more,” Willie said, trying to one up Jasper.

      “It doesn’t matter who was more scared, so long as you are both okay. How did you know to stay so still?”

      “I didn’t. Jasper told me what to do.”

      Mama smiled. “I’m very proud of you, Jasper. You were very brave.”

      Jasper didn’t feel very brave. The only reason he’d stood still was because he was scared, too. Anyone would have done the same thing. He didn’t have time to think more on it.

      Willie was already lining up to be fed. If Jasper didn’t hurry, Willie would pig out.

      Once he and Willie were fed, it was time for them to groom their still growing feathers.

      Mama did the same. The only difference was that she had so many more to clean.

      Once the tedious task was done, the three of them settled in for a nap.

      While Willie and their mother fell asleep rather quickly, Jasper could not. He had a lot on his mind. His mother had told him he was brave, but he really didn’t do anything. She’d placed him in charge of Willie, but what about the dangers that Jasper wouldn’t be able to fix?

      This was a huge responsibility he’d been given. What happened when they finally learned how to fly? There was so much out there that Jasper had to learn. The unknown worried him. He didn’t have the same faith that his mama had in him.

      Jasper sighed. He cuddled up next to Willie, who was sound asleep. Yawning, Jasper closed his eyes. He would worry about everything later.
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      Today was THE DAY. Today, Jasper and his brother would learn how to fly.

      YIPPEE!

      Jasper tapped his brother awake. “Wake up. Wake up. It’s time, Willie. It’s time!”

      A few days ago, their mama had told them that since they were fully fledged they could start practicing their flying. Fledging was just a fancy way to say that all of their feathers had grown out and that they were growing up.

      Willie peeked out of the tree, saw how far down it was, and gulped. It was far. Really, really far.

      “We’re ready, Mama,” Jasper said, not even waiting for Willie.

      “Are you sure?” she asked with a smile.

      He and Willie nodded, making their way toward the nest’s opening.

      Oh, boy!

      Before either boy could change his mind, Mama tossed them out into the air. The two of them free-fell toward the ground.

      From above, they both heard, “Flap your wings fast.”

      Jasper stretched his tiny wings out and flapped them for dear life.

      Willie did the same.

      No matter how hard they tried, they were still heading straight for the ground.

      Here we go again, Jasper thought.

      The young birds panicked. They closed their eyes and plopped on the floor of the jungle. The leaves and underbrush broke their fall, so neither of them were hurt.

      PHEW!

      The sounds and smells were different from what they were used to within the tree, but there was also a slight familiarity to it from the previous fall.

      I can’t see the sky from here, Jasper thought.

      Without any warning, a brown creature with a long tail and long arms appeared.

      Willie ran behind Jasper and peeked around him with only his face showing.

      “What is that?” he asked.

      “How am I supposed to know?”

      Jasper was so surprised that he wanted to ask who the creature was. Instead, when he opened his mouth, the only thing that came out was, “What are you?”

      The creature laughed. “I’m a spider monkey, and my name is Charlie.” Charlie drew closer to them and held out his hands for a handshake. “Who are you?” he asked.

      “My name is Jasper, and this is my brother, Willie. We are Amazon parrots and we live high above in the trees.”

      “You came from way up there?” Charlie wondered, and looked up. “Wow. I’ve never had anyone drop in on me before from that high up. Awesome! So, what are you doing down here if you’re from all the way up there?”

      “We’re learning to fly. Today was our first try,” Jasper said.
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TERMINATION
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