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			Hope is the thing with feathers

			That perches in the soul,

			And sings the tune without the words,

			And never stops at all . . .

			 

			Emily Dickinson

			 

		

	
		
			 

			One
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			Is there an animal you love?

			A dog, perhaps? Or a cat? Maybe something more unusual?

			What about a bird?

			Could you love a bird?

			I have a bird I love.

			He was my gran’s, and she named him Twigsy-Twiglet. He’s a cockatoo. But not an ordinary cockatoo. An especially rare type – a Moluccan. They’re the biggest cockatoos in the whole world. With their salmon-coloured crest pointing straight up, they stand over two feet tall.

			Amazing, eh?

			Above is a sketch I did of him about a year ago. It’s one of my favourites because it’s the last to include Gran.

			Gran’s on the left, just in case you thought that was me. She often dressed in that old cardigan. Dad’s on the right. I’m in the middle, next to Twigs. My nose isn’t quite that big. Twigs’ beak is definitely that size, though. It’s huge – like the rest of him.

			My first clear memory of Twigs comes from when I was around four years old. I was over at Gran’s house at the time, hiding from him under her dining table. All I knew was that this gigantic squawking white bird had just dive-bombed me from her couch.

			Shooing Twigs away, Gran calmed me down and showed me a photo of a tropical island. It had rich golden sands, palm trees and a wide blue ocean that seemed to stretch to infinity.

			‘This is a photograph of Seram Island in the South Pacific,’ Gran told me. ‘It’s almost the only place Moluccan cockatoos still exist in the wild now, Jess. They’re incredibly rare.’

			I glanced up, puzzled. ‘Why, Gran?’

			‘Because everyone wants one, that’s why,’ she said. ‘Moluccans are so gorgeous that they’ve been poached and hunted almost to extinction.’

			I’ve still got that old photograph of Seram Island. It’s crinkled and yellowed from the number of times I’ve held it. The colours have faded, too, and it’s hard to see the details, but if you stare really closely you can still make out a few creamy-white patches fluttering under the palm trees.

			Birds.

			Moluccans.

			A family of four.

			‘National Geographic magazine took this snapshot the same year Twigs was born,’ Gran explained at the time. ‘He’s fifty years old this year.’

			‘Fifty?’ I gawped, my four-year-old mind amazed that any bird could live so long.

			‘Oh, that’s nothing,’ Gran said. ‘Moluccans are surprising in all sorts of ways. One in San Diego Zoo survived to be eighty-five years old. They live almost as long as we do. Do you know why?’

			When I shook my head, she said, ‘Because Moluccans are more like people than birds, Jess. They’re really smart and sensitive. Twigs is always watching me, trying to figure out how I’m feeling. Even his heart beats at the same steady rate as a human heart.’

			And that’s when Gran did her trick, the one that made me remember that day forever. She placed Twigs (so heavy I gasped!) in my lap, took my hand and touched my fingertips to the downy white feathers on his chest.

			The bird heart I felt there – boom-boom – scared me with how hard and fast it was beating. But when Gran turned my hand around, and placed it against my skinny ribs, guess whose own heart was beating just as hard and fast?

			That day was special for another, more horrible, reason: it was the day my mum died. She was killed on her bike in a crash on her way to work. It was awful, but I was so young that I don’t remember much about her. It’s Gran I remember. She moved house to be closer to Dad and me, and from then on I got to be with her almost every single day.

			Which meant I got to see Twigsy-Twiglet almost every single day, too, of course. I grew up with him. I didn’t have any brothers or sisters, but I had Twigs.

			Gran taught me how to look after him. She explained about feeding and cleaning Moluccans – all those things you would do for any pet. But Twigs was soon much more than a pet to me. I spent so much time with him that he became my closest friend, and I know Gran felt the same way. How could she not? She’d taken care of Twigs for forty-six years. Imagine that!

			‘It’s only me and Twigs now,’ she used to joke after her husband, Granddad Billy, passed on. ‘Only us two oldies left. A beautiful, cranky, noisy cockatoo – and dopey old me. All in all, I think I got the best part of the deal.’

			 

			 

			Why am I telling you any of this?

			Here’s why.

			Have you ever made a promise? I don’t mean those silly promises to be good or behave yourself you make when you’re a little kid. 

			I mean a real promise.

			A true promise – one so important it can never be broken.

			This story is about that kind of promise. I’m eleven now, and I made it a year ago. My gran had just died – and don’t worry, it was a peaceful death in her own bed at the age of ninety-two – but it was still my wonderful gran who had faded away, and I hated it.

			Not once during her last illness did Gran ask me to take care of Twigs after she was gone. She would never have done that. She was far too good a person to burden me with such a big responsibility. But I made a silent promise to her that I would.

			I knew I couldn’t possibly replace Gran in Twigs’ life, of course. Gran and Twigs had such an amazing bond. They were lifelong companions. They were perfect together. I couldn’t give Twigs anywhere near the same amount of attention as Gran, either. She could be with him almost all the time. I had to go to school.

			But I swore to do my best. Twigs was used to a strong one-on-one bond with Gran. I’d make sure he had that with me, too. And whatever else I did, I’d take care of him and keep him safe. I’d never put him in danger.

			 

			 

			But things happen, don’t they? Things go wrong.

			My dad restores ancient oil paintings for museums and, although he didn’t want to leave our old house, he had to take up a job nearer the city to work on a big commission.

			We ended up moving to a new home. It was miles from anyone I knew, miles from all my old friends. And it meant I had to start at a new school.

			As I put on my brand-new purple uniform that first morning, and set off with Dad in the car, I had no idea what was about to happen.

			I had no idea that for me and for Twigs everything – everything – was about to change.
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			Ashcroft High School.

			Eight o’clock, Monday morning. My first day. Eek!

			Mrs Baldwin, my new form teacher, is the first person I meet. While Dad and I are filling in forms at the reception desk, she comes sweeping towards us, and my first sight of her scares me half to death. Short, with severely scraped-back greying hair, her chin is so pointy that she reminds me of the Wicked Witch of the West.

			Striding up, she ignores Dad completely for a second and peers hard into my eyes. Then, I don’t know what she sees there, but her faces softens completely, and she says in the most welcoming voice I’ve ever heard from a teacher, ‘Fine. Jess, is it? Wonderful. Altogether good. Delighted to meet you. The Head has offered me the chance to teach you the embarrassingly little I know. What do you think of that idea?’

			‘Erm – OK,’ is all I can think to reply.

			Still nervous of her, I accidentally knock a sketch of Twigs I’ve been doodling at the reception desk onto the floor.

			Mrs Baldwin bends down to pick it up. ‘Intriguing,’ she mutters. ‘Who taught you to draw like this?’

			‘Er . . . no one,’ I mumble.

			‘No one? Really?’ Her bushy black eyebrows shoot up. ‘You learned such accuracy of line and perspective entirely on your own? No one guided you?’

			‘Well, um . . . I did get books out of the library by artists, if that’s what you mean, miss,’ I say. ‘I looked at, you know, how they drew things. Tried to copy them. Was that wrong?’

			‘Wrong?’ Mrs Baldwin frowns, then flashes a wide-lipped smile at me. ‘No, it’s not wrong, Jess. In fact, I’ve been teaching art for countless decades here, but seeing your sketch makes me wonder if I should have spent rather more time in that library of yours myself.’

			I realise she’s complimenting me, but it’s weird hearing something like that from a teacher I don’t know.

			‘Are you ready to meet your fellow students?’ she asks brightly, and I’m not, of course, but I nod, say goodbye to Dad, and follow her along two corridors to where the Year Six classes are.

			Ashcroft High School is a private school, and the strangest thing about it is the small number of kids. Students from Reception through to Sixth Form are taught here, but the school only allows a maximum of ten students to a classroom, and with four students having recently left because their families moved away, the class I’m joining, 6B, is the smallest of all – there are only five students.

			Mrs Baldwin opens the door and – gulp! – there they are, all staring at me from behind their desks.

			Mrs Baldwin places her hands on my shoulders like a protective owl as she introduces me.

			‘Good morning, 6B. Let’s give our new arrival, Jess Soper, a proper welcome, shall we?’

			Murmurs come back from the class, and I manage a squeaky ‘Hi!’ as Mrs Baldwin lets me escape to an empty front-row desk.

			There’s a girl next to me. She’s the only other girl in the class, and I’m getting a big friendly smile from her. At least, I think it’s a friendly smile. It’s hard to be sure, because her eyes are mostly hidden behind square, red-framed glasses and her frizzy hair covers half her face. She’s chocolate-skinned, with a chin as delicate as a mouse’s.

			‘Hello,’ she says as I squirm into my chair. ‘I’m Lucy Daniels. Do you like poetry?’

			‘Er . . . I suppose,’ I mumble, because I’ve never really thought about it before.

			‘Good,’ she says firmly. ‘I’m a poet. I started very young. Of course, I wasn’t very good at it then, and my poems were mainly about cuddly animals. Especially Fluffy.’

			I raise my eyebrows. ‘Fluffy?’

			‘My pet rabbit,’ she explains. ‘I wrote twenty poems when Fluffy was born. It was night-time. Very exciting. I wrote four hundred and twenty-seven poems about Fluffy before she died.’

			‘Impressive,’ is all I can think to say. 

			She laughs. ‘Stupid, more like, but I was only a little girl. Nowadays I mostly improvise poems. I’ll make up one for you right now if you like. Pick a subject. Any subject will do.’

			I wonder if she’s joking, but when she smiles sweetly I see that she isn’t.

			‘At the moment, I’m doing verses about pieces of furniture that no one uses any more, if that helps you choose,’ she says.

			‘Furniture? Hmmm.’ I’m not quite sure what she means, but I look around. ‘How about a chair? Would that do?’

			‘What kind of chair?’ Lucy asks. ‘I like to be really challenged.’

			Mrs Baldwin steps in. ‘A lonely chair,’ she says, and there are nods from the other students, as if they’ve been through this many times before. ‘Make it a small, lonely chair with a comfy seat.’

			‘Lonely, small and comfy, huh?’ Lucy grins, the tip of her small tongue poking out in concentration. A few second later she stands up.

			‘OK, I’m ready,’ she announces, and says this:

			 

			‘Little chair,

			All lonesome and true,

			Big bottom or small

			You don’t care,

			So long as someone sits on you.

			To stand is boring, to fight you need kung-fu,

			So why not perch on this comfy seat

			And enjoy the incredible view?’

			 

			My jaw drops open in admiration. It nearly kills me not to laugh, too, especially when what look like twin boys near Lucy pull faces, trying to make me.

			‘It’s OK,’ Lucy tells me. ‘You can laugh. It’s meant to be funny.’

			‘How did you make up the poem that fast?’ I whisper to her, as Mrs Baldwin goes across the room to fetch some textbooks.

			Lucy presses her glasses firmly onto the bridge of her nose. ‘Oh, it’s not hard,’ she says airily. ‘I’ve been making up poems every day since I was little. Last year my improvisations were all tragic, but I noticed people didn’t like those as much as the funny ones. That’s why I mostly do comedy now.’

			Mrs Baldwin quietens everyone down, and starts our lessons. She takes us through Geography and History for periods one and two, and during them I’m mostly able to tuck my head down and stay silent and unnoticed.

			Sitting next to Lucy makes it easier, too. She’s very intense about her poetry, but she’s welcoming and friendly towards me right from the start. Being the newcomer still makes me feel edgy, though, especially when I find out that Mrs Baldwin has been the form teacher for everyone else in the class since Year Four.

			At mid-morning break Lucy heads off somewhere, and I’m left standing in a corner of the playground feeling awkward. I shuffle my feet. I don’t really want to be here, if I’m honest. I miss my old friends. Even more than that, I miss Twigs. I’d much rather be with him right now, but I can hardly bring a giant cockatoo into school with me, can I?

			I’m nervously watching the kids from other Year Six groups when the twin boys from my class walk up to me.

			‘Hi,’ one of them says.

			He smiles, and so – in an eerily similar way – does the other boy.

			Lucy has already told me about these two. Their names are Hamish and Angus McTavish, and they’re identical twin brothers. All morning I’ve been sneaking glances their way, fascinated by how similar they look. Both have the same light green eyes, snub noses and freckled cheeks. They even cut their black curly hair exactly the same way. It’s all slightly creepy, but Lucy tells me they’re the happiest and funniest boys she knows.

			‘Are you enjoying Lucy’s poetry, then?’ one of them asks.

			‘She, um, does know a lot about it,’ I mumble.

			‘You can say that again,’ the other boy agrees. ‘She was too shy last year to say anything out loud, but this year Mrs Baldwin’s been encouraging her. It means we get at least one new poem every day. I liked the one last week about a pencil stub.’

			‘The stub that was sad because it was too small to be sharpened any more,’ his brother adds.

			I smile, not quite sure what to make of them. ‘Er . . . are you Angus?’ I ask one.

			‘Hamish, actually.’

			‘Oh, sorry.’

			‘No problem,’ he says. ‘We dress the same way to make it harder for people to tell us apart. Means we can get away with stuff. Truth is, we’ve got nothing much in common, really.’

			‘That’s right,’ Angus chips in. ‘Hamish is basically nuts. I’m not.’

			Hamish grins and holds what looks like a shoebox towards me. ‘Wanna take a look inside?’ he says.

			I try to peer over his hand. ‘What’s in there?’

			‘Only our hamster,’ Angus says. ‘His name’s Hairy Jim. Mum bought him last week. A bargain. Only five pounds. He loves being stroked. Go on. He’s really cute. He’s just shy.’

			Hamish slides the lid back.

			It’s a big mistake reaching into the box. Something black and slithering shoots up at me, coiling in my hair.

			I shriek, knocking it to the ground.

			It’s a snake. A mechanical snake about five inches long. Both boys are laughing as they pick it up. Angus presses it carefully back inside its box.

			‘Sorry, Jess,’ he says. ‘Couldn’t resist it. We call him Sid. No hard feelings, yeah? He’s very real-looking, isn’t he? Expensive, but worth every penny.’

			Smiling at each other, the twins cart the box across the playground towards a Year Five girl sitting near the science block.

			 

			 

			It takes me a few minutes to get over Sid the Snake, and overall it’s a strange and long day. There’s so much class stuff to catch up on. I’ve missed the first two months of the school year here, and the other students all seem to know a lot more than me about their subjects. Mrs Baldwin is reassuring, though, and stays behind in a separate office with me after the school day ends to help get me up to date.

			By the time we’re finished my head’s spinning, and I’m anxious to get back to Twigs – he’s not used to me being away for this long – but when I return to 6B to pick up my bag a boy is still sitting there.

			Danny Davis.

			He’s the other boy in my class, and I’ve already decided I like him. I’m not sure why. Maybe it’s because when I was standing at the front of the class this morning he waggled his fingers at me – a little welcome wave from his third-row desk.

			Danny’s got blue eyes and sandy hair, which he combs forward. He’s tall, too – easily the tallest in our class – already looming over Mrs Baldwin. Right now, he’s hunched over his desk, reading a book.

			‘Hi!’ I say, trying not to sound too shy. ‘What are you still doing here?’

			‘Nothing much,’ he answers. ‘Just looking at this.’ He lifts the book up, and I see it’s about dogs.

			‘Oh,’ I say. ‘Are you thinking about getting a pet, then?’

			‘Nah, just looking,’ he tells me. ‘Can’t have a pet. Not a dog, anyway. Not allowed.’

			He flips to a page showing a big dog sitting on a train. ‘See this mongrel?’ he says. ‘Passengers call him Dmitri. He and some other stray dogs in Russia have managed to figure out how to use the train subway in Moscow. They use it to get faster to areas where there’s food.’

			‘Wow, that’s amazing!’ I say. ‘How did they learn to do that?’

			Danny shrugs. ‘Oh, it’s not that surprising. Dogs are incredible. They understand well over two hundred words, you know. They’re really smart. There’s a terrier in California who can juggle four balls between his paws.’

			I glance up at Danny, not knowing quite what to say, but liking him. ‘Um . . . are dogs your favourite animals, then?’

			‘Yeah.’ He closes the book. ‘I’d like to have one but . . . Mum won’t let me. Too expensive to keep, she says.’ He drops his eyes. ‘Anyway, I have to go now. I’m late. See you later, yeah?’ And, giving me a little smile, he slings his bag over his shoulder and heads off up the corridor.

			 

			 

			As I walk back home – our new house isn’t far from school – I spot Lucy. She lives only a few streets away from me, on Sidney Street.

			I notice she’s writing in a red notebook as she wanders along. It’s one of what she calls her poem pads. She takes one everywhere she goes, jotting down ‘rough ideas’, she says, ‘for perfecting later.’

			I wave as she approaches, but she’s so engrossed in her poem pad that she doesn’t see me until I’m right in front of her.

			When I tell her about Danny and his dog book, she laughs.

			‘Danny’s always had a bit of a thing about dogs,’ she says, rolling her eyes. ‘He spends all his time with strays when he’s not at school. He’s got a soft spot for one particular dog right now called Kim. She’s lovely – an eight-month-old Rottweiler puppy. Danny’s always borrowing her from the Fletcher family before and after school.’

			‘Borrowing?’ I ask.

			‘The Fletchers breed Rottweilers to sell.’ Lucy closes her poem pad. ‘Their house is always totally over-run with them, so they don’t mind Danny taking Kim for extra walks if he wants. They’d probably give her to him cheaply, but his mum says no. She’s not a dog person. Danny’s always trying to come up with fresh arguments to persuade her to take Kim, but she’s dead set against it.’ Lucy sighs. ‘Actually, she’s a complete ogre for not letting Danny have Kim, if you ask me. Anyone can see that the two of them are a perfect match for each other.’

			Lucy pauses. Then she whisks open her poem pad to a fresh page and, with her tongue sticking out, scribbles a few lines. She finishes with a flourish. ‘Would you like to hear what I’ve just written?’

			‘Yes,’ I say.

			Lucy raises the poem pad close to her lips:

			 

			‘Danny without a dog,

			Like a warrior unable to hunt,

			Or a pig unable to grunt,

			Or a tadpole unable to squiggle,

			Or a worm unable to wiggle,

			Or a clown unable to giggle . . .’

			 

			I smile, and Lucy glances searchingly at me. ‘Any ideas of your own on that theme?’

			‘Oh!’ I realise it’s a test. She’s asking me to improvise. I think hard. ‘Um . . . like a mouse unable to nibble?’

			Lucy snorts. ‘Very good,’ she says, and I feel like I’ve passed some sort of test.

			‘Like a giant without Jack to steal his gold,’ she adds. ‘Like a witch without her pointy hat. Like . . . a candle without a birthday cake.’ She grins broadly, reaching out for my arm and squeezing it. ‘It’s been inspiring chatting to you, Jess. Thank you for reminding me that the spirit of poetry in class 6B is not entirely and completely dead.’

			And with that she sets off again up the street, the tip of her pen already hard-pressed to her poem pad.
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			Finally, I’m home – and Twigs, of course, is there to greet me. He’s always crazily excited to see me when I first get back. My key is barely in the front door before he’s huffing and puffing towards it.

			‘HERROOO, JESS! HERRRRROOOOOOOO, DARLING!’ he calls out, just the way Gran used to.

			Herroooo is Twigs’ version of hello, of course. Except Twigs screeches it so loudly you jump. Well, Dad does. I’m used to it.

			Twigs is a big talker. All Moluccans are. They’re mimics – brilliant at copying things they hear. Twigs is super-good, though, even for a Moluccan. He repeats not just individual words but whole sentences. He invents his own sounds and words all the time, too. MWAAAAA, FFF and MOO-MEE-MOO are his current favourites.

			‘DEARIE, DEARIE, WAAAAAAAAAAAA!’

			Jump-hopping in his wobbly-bobbly way down from the couch, he dashes towards me. Twigs can’t fly – Gran kept his flight feathers pruned to avoid accidents in the house – but he can glide short distances.

			‘GIVE UZ A SHMILE!’ he croons, cocking his big wide head to the left, and I can’t help grinning. Gran was always tickling Twigs under his chin and asking him for a smile.

			‘Hiya, Twigsy-Twiglet!’ I call out, throwing my school bag down. ‘How ya doing?’

			‘GRAAAAAAAA!’ he squawks, loudly enough to blast the roof off. Then, after five more welcoming shrieks, he jumps up and down in front of me like a mad puppy. ‘Paaaaa,’ he squawks. ‘Paaaa aaaaaa.’

			He chokes a bit on the last aaaa because he’s so thrilled I’m back. Now that Gran’s gone, he thinks it’s his job to keep watch over me. He’s always relieved when I’m back safe and sound.

			Standing up on his long grey claws, he lifts his creamy-white neck up as far as it will go.

			‘Th . . . th . . . th . . . th . . .’

			He’s after a kiss. Twigs is into kissing big-time. Gran made sure of that. He chases Dad for kisses all the time, too, but Dad always runs a mile if Twigs’ massive beak gets anywhere close to him – which is stupid, if you ask me. It’s not as if Twigs hurts you. He only ever lightly touches his beak to your cheek.

			After I bend down for a smooch, Twigs toddles around me. He’s pretty fast for an oldie. ‘MOO-MEE-MOO, MOO-MEE-MOO!’ he shrieks, and we do a few speedy loops around each other. ‘MAGWA, MAGWA, pfffffffffffffffff!’

			‘Hi, want a glass of orange?’

			That last bit’s from Dad, not Twigs. He’s leaning against the kitchen door, his long arms folded. I notice that his brown eyes look a bit sunken and tired today.

			‘HERROOOOOOOOOOO DADDY!’ Twigs shrieks, greeting him with his usual wild excitement even though it’s probably only a few minutes since he last saw him.

			‘Yeah, yeah,’ Dad mutters under his breath.

			You might be able to tell that Dad’s isn’t nearly so keen on Twigs as I am. ‘Way too noisy,’ he’d groan while Gran was alive, but after she died he took Twigs into our house without complaining. Until recently, that is. Recently, Dad’s been complaining a lot!

			I can’t blame him, I suppose. Twigs is noisy. Incredibly noisy, sometimes. Other birds chirp, tweet and twitter. Twigs does all of that, but like all members of the large parrot family he also squawks, squonks, hoots and SCREECHES. On top of that he’ll suddenly SCREAM his head off whenever he feels like it – which is often.

			‘GREEEEEEOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!’ he blasts now, so happy to see everyone in the family together again that his peach-coloured crest (actually, its proper name is a recumbent) stands straight up.

			Dad cringes at the noise. I never really understand why. Yes, I know Twigs is loud, but the only reason he’s making such a racket is that he’s happy. He’s super-excited about life, that’s all!

			Anyway, Dad’s the last one who should complain. He works in a separate room. By the time I’m home Twigs has been alone most of the day, so of course he’s bursting to talk to me!

			‘GALA-GALA-GEENY!’ he calls out, and I laugh. Gala-gala-geeny is a new phrase he invented only last week.

			‘Glad you’re back,’ Dad says, unable to hide a huge sigh of relief that I’m back.

			‘WOOO-HOOOOOO!’ Twigs hoots, doing his owl impression, followed by a head-ripping ‘EEEEEEEE!’ that nearly breaks Dad’s eardrum.

			‘Ouch,’ I wince. ‘Sorry. That was a noisy one. It just means he likes you, of course.’

			‘You could have fooled me.’ Dad shakes his head, managing a rueful grin. ‘What was your first day at school like?’

			‘Not bad,’ I tell him. ‘Mrs Baldwin taught us all about glaciers, limericks and the Romans.’

			‘As for me,’ Dad says, after I’ve told him how school went, ‘thanks to Mr Twiglet here, I’ve been learning a lot about gaaaaa, muuuueeeee and wawawa.’ He plumps a cushion on the sofa. ‘I’ve watered him and cleaned out his cage for you, by the way. Oh, and I got another toy for him before he completely destroys the couch.’

			Dad shows me a special bird mobile made from wood, rubber and long twisty bits of rope. It’s either buy toys like this or Twigs shreds the furniture. Twigs loves wrecking things, especially when he’s bored. I’ll admit that’s a problem, but if Dad just learned to play with him, it wouldn’t be!

			Gently head-butting my shin (he loves head-butting), Twigs stares up at me happily with his huge, bright blue eyes.

			‘OOOOOO-EEEEE,’ he says. ‘OOOO-EEEEE . . . OOO-EEEE . . . OOO-EEEE . . . OOO-EEEE . . . ooo-eeee . . .’

			There. Hear that? What’s Dad moaning about? Twigs is quietening down now that he’s had a chance to say a proper hello. Soon he’s up beside me on the couch, nestling against my leg.

			‘Gratitude, eh?’ Dad mutters. ‘Look at him now you’re back – affectionate as a kitten!’ He manages a frustrated laugh. ‘I wish he’d save some of that lovey-dovey stuff for me.’

			‘Shut up!’ Twigs squawks at him, and I chuckle. Twigs is saying ‘Shut up’ a lot at the moment. Dad generally bites his tongue about it because we both know he taught him that one.

			‘Swishy-sweee! Swishy-swoooo!’

			Hopping onto his wooden climbing frame at the back of the living room, Twigs dashes up and down the knotted ropes. ‘Jumpy up up!’ he cries, repeating a mixed-up version of words Gran used to say to him. ‘Jumpy downy down down . . . slidey slidey.’ 

			‘That bird’s sheer enthusiasm for life is unnerving,’ Dad says, brushing the edge of the couch. ‘He’s shedding powder again, by the way. Does that mean he’s unhappy or something?’

			I roll my eyes. Dad’s just moaning. He knows only too well that Molluccans constantly shed a white powder. The powder comes from special downy feathers and is completely harmless, though I have to admit it gets everywhere. But it’s not like Dad to mention it. He sounds really fed up with Twigs today. If I’m honest, he’s been tetchy for weeks now. It doesn’t help when – as Dad heads to the kitchen – Twigs marks out each of his footsteps with a squawked, ‘Waa-waa-waa-waa.’
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