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			Check out what other kids think about this book…
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			‘Dr. Sarah Pye’s book is a really fun way to learn about the Australian environment and all the weird and wonderful critters within it. Through a well-written story, you’ll embark on many adventures with an inquisitive and humorous main character, Kai, who you’ll just love. Get ready to be blown away by all the interesting and quirky things you’ll learn along the way. A must read for all nature and animal lovers!’

			Malani, age 10
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			‘I had fun reading Curious Kai. I enjoyed hearing about all the places she went in Queensland. I liked the cool animals she saw and learned from. I have been to some of the places and seen some of the animals, which was super cool. I am looking forward to the next book in the series!’

			Connor, aged 10
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			‘This book was so much fun to read, because it had so many interesting and exciting moments that made you want to read more and more!  My favourite part in the book was when Kai went on all her different adventures. I loved it when she was watching the baby turtles hatch from the eggs in the sand. 

			One of the things I liked most about Kai is that she always asks questions and that reminds me of me because I love to find out new things. I think this book is really good, especially if you love adventure! I hope you love reading it as much as I did.’ 

			Brooklyn, age 12
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			‘This book is perfect for children who want to learn about Australian animals, some of their threats, and ideas on how to help protect them. I liked the way that Kai met lots of passionate people with different expertise, and how she learnt from them along the way. I learnt that there has been a pink Manta Ray sighted at Lady Elliot Island, and I will forever be on the lookout whenever I go to the island from now on.’

			Elijah, age 12
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			Chapter 1

			If leaves need water and sunlight, 
are rainbows tree food?

			Kai was a curious kid with endless questions. Her brain was filled with so many, that several sometimes spilled into her mouth and tumbled over her lips all at once. Her teachers struggled to answer them, her mum tried hard to keep up, and her best friend didn’t even try. 

			She lived with her mum in a sleepy neighbourhood, a short walk from the corner shop. Their three-bedroom wooden Queenslander was set back from the road. It had wide eaves, a hard-wood veranda all the way around, and a splash of unruly wildflowers populating the front lawn. Kai’s mum said she was too busy to mow, but Kai suspected it was an excuse because Mum was an artist, and she loved crazy colours. Mum had decorated the inside of the house to match like a paint palette.  

			Kai’s bedroom was an amber-coloured room, giving it a sunny mood all year-round. Her bed was high off the ground and the space underneath was transformed into a cubby with a flower-print curtain down to the wooden floor. When propped up on her bed, Kai had a perfect view through an open picture window. The garden beyond was a magical place with the perfume of jasmine wafting towards her, bees pollinating the dense lilly pilly hedge, and skinks crossing the grey stepping stones.

			Most importantly, Curious Kai’s best friend lived there. And her favourite time with her best friend was in the afternoon.

			When the final school bell rang, Kai unlocked her purple bike, squeezed her matching helmet over her unruly marmalade hair, and pushed her glasses up her nose. She peddled home fast. Then she lowered her bike onto the grass by the back gate and dropped her backpack inside the veranda door.  ‘I’m home!’ Kai yelled in the direction of the pistachio room, where Mum was finishing off an illustration. Then she opened the fridge, picked a dead cricket from the jar, and headed back outside, slamming the squeaky screen door behind her.  

			The click of the latch was like a dinner bell for Kai’s best friend. She whistled towards the shady paperbark tree and within seconds, a flash of black and white flew towards her, every feather stretched out like fingers, until he crash-landed on the lawn. 

			‘Hi Elvis! How was your day?’ Kai asked, flicking the crunchy treat in his direction, then wiping her fingers inthe grass. He caught the gift mid-air and swallowed. Then he put his head back and chortled a melodic reply. 

			‘That good, eh?’ said Kai, pensively. ‘I wish I was a bird.’ 

			As far as Kai was concerned, Elvis was almost the perfect friend. She confided in him when the worries of the world got too much. Like on Father’s Day, when everyone else seemed to have a dad, or when ‘Ivan the Horrible’ teased her about her glasses. Other times, they hung together in an easy silence. Kai lay on her stomach, searching for four-leaf clovers, and Elvis plodded around in circles searching for worms. Elvis was almost perfect because Kai wished he could share what he knew. ‘Elvis, how come we have two eyes, but we only see one thing?’ Kai asked, knowing he couldn’t respond. She forgave his lack of English because Elvis had a superpower. Elvis made sure she got to school on time.  

			Just as the early sun peeked over the fence, Elvis’s strong claws tapped a rhythm on the corrugated roof above Mum’s tropical ocean bedroom. Then he floated down to Kai’s windowsill and jabbed at the glass. Kai rolled over and smiled at him through blurry eyes, and he chortled repeatedly until she sat up. 

			‘Hi, Elvis,’ she mumbled, climbing backwards down the ladder. Then she remembered music class. Or as Kai liked to call it ‘45 minutes of agony’. ‘It’s alright for you,’ Kai said to the magpie, feeling frustrated. ‘You were born to sing!’ She brushed her teeth, pulled on her uniform, and followed her nose to breakfast. 

			If leaves need water and sunlight, 
are rainbows tree food?

			‘Morning, Possum!’ came Mum’s greeting as she danced to ’80s music on the radio and flipped banana pancakes. Her polka dot bandana kept her blonde mop of hair out of the frying pan.

			‘Mum, if trees need rain and sun to grow, does that mean rainbows are plant food?’ asked Kai.

			‘Yeah, I reckon it does!’ laughed Mum, arranging strawberry eyes, a blueberry nose and mango mouth. She handed the plate over, proudly.

			‘Thanks, Mum, it’s one of your best,’ said Kai, reaching for her fork.

			‘Thanks, lovely. Here’s your lunch.’

			Kai lifted the soft lid of her dinosaur cool box and sneaked a peek inside. Some days were red days with sweet potato wraps, capsicum strips, and rosy apples. Others had triangle sandwiches, triangle cheese and watermelon wedges. Today, she spied chicken sushi, Baby Bell cheese and lychees. 

			‘Looks like it’s circle day. Thanks, Mum!’ she said.

			Just then, the radio crackled. As Mum reached to change the station, she stopped in her tracks.

			‘WE INTERRUPT THIS PROGRAM WITH 
A COMMUNITY ANNOUNCEMENT. 
TODAY WILL BE THE HOTTEST 
MARCH DAY ON RECORD. 
EXPECT STRONG WINDS LATE THIS MORNING WITH LIGHTNING AND POTENTIAL HAIL. 

			PLEASE TAKE ALL NECESSARY 
PRECAUTIONS.’

			Kai and Mum looked at each other. ‘I’ll pull the furniture off the veranda,’ Mum said.

			‘But what about Elvis? Can you leave the window open so he can come inside?’

			‘No, Kai, I can’t leave windows open in a storm.’

			‘But it was the hottest day ever last week too. If the world keeps getting warmer, what will he do without air conditioning?’

			‘The problem is bigger than just Elvis,’ Mum said under her breath.

			‘What do you mean?’ asked Kai.

			‘If it keeps getting hotter, ALL species will suffer. Human inventions, like air conditioning, are making it worse, and the high temperatures are causing frequent storms…’

			Why don’t we do something?

			‘Why don’t we do something? How do we stop the storms?’ asked Kai, alarmed.

			‘That’s a big question, Kai.’ Mum glanced up at the wall clock. ‘Oh, my goodness, you better get going, time’s a ticking!’

			Sometimes Mum deflected Kai’s difficult questions adeptly, but Kai found it harder to move on. She peddled like the wind in the hope of shedding her worries, but couldn’t shake a sense of dread as she snuck into the back of the music room and tried to blend in. 

			Miss Sing was standing by the Smart board. Her shocking pink hair was twirled on the top of her head; held in place by a neon-green scrunchie. It matched her glasses, which were sliding down her nose, and she pushed them up with her index finger. 

			‘Turn on your listening ears!’ she projected towards the back of the room, as the chair shuffling abated. ‘The song we are going to sing at the Easter concert is called Blackbird. It was written by a British pop group called The Beatles.’

			Kai’s thoughts flew back to her own black and white bird perching in the paperbark tree in the sweltering heat. Would he try to sing the wind away? Would he fly away, or hunker down somewhere? She realised she really didn’t know much about what Elvis did while she was at school.

			Do birds have to learn their songs?

			‘Miss Sing, why are magpies so good at singing, and I’m not?’ Kai blurted out. 

			‘You’ll get better with practice, Kai,’ answered Miss Sing.

			‘Do magpies have to practice, too?’ 

			‘I’m not sure, Kai,’ said Miss Sing. ‘But I had a music student once who loved music so much, she decided to find out. She’s a scientist at the University of the Sunshine Coast now. I’ll call her and ask,’ she said. ‘Now, back to work… We only have three weeks before the concert, so we’d better get started. We are going to sing a three-part version by a group called Songbird from the Netherlands.’

			First, Miss Sing played a video on YouTube. Kai had to admit it wasn’t half bad, but something didn’t seem right, and she blurted, ‘If they are from the Netherlands, why do they sing in an American accent?’

			‘A good question, Kai. When we sing, we lengthen the syllables and articulation. That means the way we say words is less precise and it can sound a bit like an American accent.’ 

			Miss Sing scattered her gaze around the class. ‘Can you think of any Australian singers that sing with an American accent?’ 

			‘Guy Sebastian,’ yelled Harry.

			‘Hallie,’ added Ina.

			‘John Farnham,’ said Annette.

			‘Who’s that?’ yelled everyone.

			‘Ok, that’s enough,’ said Miss Sing, who brought up the lyrics on the Smart board. She pointed out the verses and the chorus, then highlighted the difficult phrases. Her multicoloured skirt swayed as she walked over to the keyboard next to her desk. ‘First, we will learn the chorus. This high part will be taken by the sopranos.’

			Her fingers moved across the keys, and she sang. 

			‘The altos will sing the melody, like this…

			‘And the tenors will sing it like this…’

			Kai wondered how her teacher managed to get her voice so high, then so low. Elvis could do that too. She stared out of the window where the tops of the trees were swaying alarmingly, and the sky had a strange green tinge. 

			‘Is that clear?’ asked Miss Sing.

			It was as clear as cloudy apple juice and before she knew it, Kai was shuffled into a group.

			‘Altos, are you ready?’ asked Miss Sing. ‘Repeat after me.’

			Kai wished the floor would open up and suck her in. Just then, a cacophony of hail beat a heavy percussion on the tin roof, drowning out Kai’s voice. She was secretly happy until she realised the storm was moving quicker than expected. Mum wouldn’t have had time to secure the house. And Elvis wouldn’t have had time to hide. She had to do something!

			Chairs scraped across the concrete, and everyone crowded by the windows watching ice peas bounce on the grass outside. With Miss Sing distracted, Kai had an idea, and before she could second guess herself, she snuck out the door, pulled it closed behind her and grabbed her bag. 

			Kai dodged shiny marbles until she reached the bike rack. She focused her determination on the leaf-strewn path ahead and her legs moved like pistons. Hailstones hit her bare arms, leaving red welts. Her feet slipped off damp pedals, but she rode on. Suddenly, a huge crack of thunder lit up the sky before her, and she almost lost her nerve. 

			‘A thousand and one, a thousand and two,’ she counted under her laboured breath. CRACK! The storm was only two kilometres away. She peddled faster. ‘I’m coming, Elvis!’

			Another bolt illuminated the slate-grey sky just as Kai skidded through the open gate into the back garden. She dropped her bike onto a carpet of twinkling ice spheres. Mum, startled, stopped dragging furniture.

			‘Kai, whatever are you doing home?’ she yelled. ‘Get here, at once!’

			Kai knew she would cop it later, but there was no time for anger. She helped Mum pull the wicker chairs into a huddle, throw a tarp over the top and wrap rope around the package like a Christmas present. When that was done, Kai squinted towards the paperbark, but Elvis was nowhere to be seen. Maybe he was hiding in the lilly pilly? The wind howled, and twigs flew. Lightning flashed brighter, and she counted again.

			‘A thousand and one...’ She felt the rumble in her bones.

			‘It’s getting closer, Kai, let’s get inside.’

			‘But Elvis!’ protested Kai.

			‘That was not a suggestion, Kai,’ ordered Mum, dragging her inside and latching the door. Another FLASH. An immediate CRACK. The fridge rattled to a stop. Kai ran to her bedroom window and pulled it closed. Another electric bolt split the sky like a dagger. It hit the top of the paperbark tree, ripping it open like chopsticks. Kai was frozen to the spot as if she was watching a movie. Burning bark flew through the air. It landed on the grass, and sizzled when it met ice. Elvis’s favourite branch snapped. It fell hard on the veranda roof, obscuring her view and shaking Kai to attention. She ran, trying to hold back tears, buried her face in Mum’s T-shirt and hung on tight. Poor Elvis, how would he survive this?

			As quick as it had come, the storm disappeared. 

			Kai loosened her grasp and together they tentatively pushed the back door open. Twigs crunched under their feet. The end of Elvis’s branch was cradled by the dented iron roof. Kai pushed through a curtain of olive-green leaves to survey the damage. The broken tree trunk was split into a fist of daggers. Crispy shards covered the lawn. She whistled. Then waited. There was no reply. No flap of wings.

			Is Elvis still alive?

			‘Do you think he’s alive, Mum?’ Kai asked, with a wobble in her voice. 

			‘I don’t know, Kai. I hope he’s just hunkering down somewhere, and he’ll be back. We’ll just have to wait and see.’

			For the next week, Kai endured each school day and rushed home to whistle for her friend in the dead air. By the second week, she sauntered to the bike rack and walked her bike home slowly. There didn’t seem much point in doing her homework, and she didn’t want to learn the concert song. Mum was worried, and one night when Kai was tucked in, she called Miss Sing. 

			As Kai pushed pancakes around her plate the next morning, Mum said. ‘Miss Sing’s scientist friend invited you to help with her research and learn more about songbirds. Would you like to do that?’

			Kai perked up a little. ‘Is Elvis a songbird?’

			‘Yes, he is.’

			‘Do you think if I know more about songbirds, I’ll be able to work out where he has gone?’

			‘It can’t hurt!’

			‘OK, Mum. I’m in. What do we have to do?’

			Mum exhaled with relief. ‘We start by waking up super early tomorrow…’

		

	
		
			 

			This is Kai’s mum’s sketchbook. 
She likes to hide Kai’s glasses on each page! I wonder if you can find them?
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			Chapter 2

			Do songbirds have accents?

			When Mum’s alarm clock went off, Kai leapt out of bed and pulled the curtains open. It wasn’t even light yet! Except for Christmas, she didn’t remember being awake this early. She pulled her lucky unicorn pyjamas over her head. Mum had left a folded pile of clothes on the chair next to her bed.

			With her jeans and purple skivvy on, Kai caught a glimpse of herself in her wardrobe mirror. She looked just like a Wiggle, and it made her giggle. With a cheesy grin on her face, she waved her fingers around like pistols! Hope had lifted the heavy storm clouds hanging over her head. If she could learn more about songbirds, she was sure she could find Elvis!

			Why do birds get up so early?

			Kai flicked her rain jacket off the hook on the back of her door and stuffed it into her school backpack. She pushed her full blue water bottle into the side pocket and clipped it in place. Then she put her arms through the straps and bounded towards the kitchen.

			 ‘Don’t forget to brush your teeth!’ Mum hollered above the noise of the blender. Kai rolled her eyes and turned around. She emerged a few minutes later and Mum handed her a glass with a metal straw standing up straight. 

			‘Thanks, Mum!’ A banana and mango smoothie was the ticket to keep her going.

			‘Why do birds get up so early, Mum?’ Kai asked.

			‘No idea…I could have done with more beauty sleep,’ grinned Mum.

			‘You are beautiful enough already, Mum.’ 

			‘Flattery will get you everywhere!’ laughed Mum, feeling her own worries lift. ‘Let’s go!’

			Mum backed the ute out of the garage with the lights turned off, so she didn’t disturb the neighbours. In the passenger seat, Kai fiddled with the maps on Mum’s phone. 

			‘Take me to Latitude -26.763618 degrees south and 153.130168 degrees east!’ she ordered in a posh English accent.

			‘I reckon it’s easier to call it Currimundi Lake, Kai.’ 

			‘But what if there were two places called Currimundi? Numbers don’t lie, Mum. Latitude and longitude numbers help ambulance drivers find people too. Do you know the Emergency Plus app on your phone tells you EXACTLY where you are every second? So, if you need to call triple O, you can tell them!’

			‘No, I wasn’t aware of that, but that’s pretty cool,’ said Mum.

			As they drove, streetlamps reflected in the puddles along the side of the road. They were still on when they turned into the parking lot alongside the lake, but Kai could see the blush of early dawn on the horizon. ‘That must be east, Mum, because the sun comes up in the east!’

			‘Very clever,’ said Mum, sarcastically. She wished she had coffee. An early kookaburra laughed at her.

			Kai was out of the car in a flash, with Mum’s phone flat in her palm. Her face looked ghostly in the reflected light. 

			‘This way, Mum!’

			A wave of sound rose and fell like fans at a football stadium. Kai thought it must be cicadas. ‘Mum, do you know cicadas close their ears, so they don’t make themselves deaf?’

			‘No, another thing I didn’t know, Kai.’ 

			The shape of two people stood next to a gate at the edge of the tree line. 

			‘Is that you, Dom?’ Mum called out in a loud whisper.

			Can birds speak more than one language?

			‘Hi guys, you made it,’ came an American-sounding reply.

			‘Hello, both of you,’ said another voice with a thicker accent, ‘I’m Marie, from France!’

			‘That’s cool!’ said Kai to Marie. ‘How many languages do you speak?’

			‘Besides French and English, I speak German and Spanish,’ Marie said. ‘Knowing different languages helps me recognise the different parts of a bird’s song.’

			‘Can birds speak more than one language?’ Kai asked.

			‘Some birds, like the superb lyrebird, can imitate ALL the other birds, but most birds only speak one,’ answered Dr Dom. ‘However, songbirds aren’t born knowing their song. They have to learn it, like you are learning the song for the school concert. They listen to their parents singing for a while first. Then they babble as they get to know what noises they can make. Their parents give them feedback.’
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