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CHAPTER ONE

Painting Parrots

“Look at Giggles go!” Jess Forester said to her best friend, Lily Hart. “He doesn’t stay still for a moment, does he?”

Giggles the parrot was flying around an aviary, an enormous cage made of wire netting and wood. It was part of Helping Paw Wildlife Hospital, which Lily’s parents ran inside the barn close by. Both girls adored helping to care for the poorly animals. As well as Giggles, the aviary contained a duck with a damaged wing, who was nibbling at some lettuce, and two young pigeons. They were cooing sleepily in the autumn sunshine, their heads gently resting together.

While Lily went into the aviary to fill up water bowls for the birds, Jess tried to paint Giggles. She had her paints and sketchbook spread out on the grass in front of her. Jess squirted some yellow and blue paint into a pot, and mixed them together with her paintbrush to make green. Giggles flashed by in a blur of green feathers. A white bandage was tied around his foot.

“He’s going to be hard to paint, flying around like that,” said Lily. “Are you going to paint his bandage too?”
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Jess held up the paint pot, frowning. “I need to mix the right colour for his feathers first,” she said. “This green doesn’t look bright enough.”

Giggles shot past again. “Bedtime!” he squawked. “Bedtime, Giggles!”

Lily grinned. “My dad said parrots copy what they hear people say. I bet his owner says ‘Bedtime’ to him every night!”

“Night, Giggles!” the parrot squawked. “Night, night!”

Both girls laughed.

“I love it when he talks,” said Jess. “Do you know what it reminds me of?”

“Friendship Forest!” said Lily, with a trill of excitement.

Friendship Forest was a secret magical world where all the animals lived in little cottages, and visited the Toadstool Café for honey buns and hazelnut cream milkshakes. Best of all, they could talk! The girls’ special friend, Goldie the cat, often took them to the forest, where they’d had lots of amazing adventures.

Giggles settled on a perch, put his head on one side and squawked, “Hello!”

“Hello!” Jess called back.

But Giggles looked past her. “Kitty! Kitty! Kitty!” he squawked.

“What kitty?” Lily wondered as she stepped out of the aviary.

Jess glanced around. A golden cat, with eyes as green as Giggles’s feathers, was running across the grass.

“Goldie!” Jess cried.
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The beautiful cat bounded over. The girls stroked her as she rubbed against their legs and purred. Lily grinned. “She’s come to take us to Friendship Forest for another adventure!”

Goldie turned and ran towards Brightley Stream, at the bottom of the garden. The girls followed, hearts racing with excitement. Since no time passed while they were in Friendship Forest, they knew their parents wouldn’t worry about them.

Goldie led them over the stepping stones across the stream, then through Brightley Meadow towards an old, bare tree. As Goldie reached it, red, orange and yellow autumn leaves burst from its branches. A woodpecker scurried up the trunk. Bright goldfinches swooped down to peck seeds from thistles growing in the lush grass below. A butterfly perched on an orange toadstool, flexing her wings.

When the girls caught up, Goldie touched the tree with her paw. Words formed in the bark, and together the girls excitedly read them aloud. “Friendship Forest!”

A door appeared in the trunk. Jess’s eyes sparkled as she turned the leaf-shaped handle. Golden light spilled out and Goldie leaped inside.

The girls followed her into the golden glow, and felt themselves tingle all over. They knew that meant they were shrinking, just a little.
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