
[image: Image]


[image: Image]



SOLI DEO GLORIA



A Fish Bird Story

“Call me Ishmael.”1

I ate that sentence once

in a thick steak of a novel.

It wasn’t my usual diet of

Frost, Whitman, Keats,

but it tasted all right anyway,

a little salty maybe, a smidge

fishy, but good.

I prefer the poetry, though.

Always have.

Since the first time I wrapped my

beak around the meat of a

Norton Anthology,2 I was a

fish on a line—hooked.

When all your tongue has known

has been the blandness of

phone books, the sour snack of

tax forms, the cardboard-y flavor of

cardboard, that first bite of Shakespeare

is nectar, I tell you. Almost makes

a fella forget there are other books

to chew, the way it satisfies long.

And the act of remembering,

regurgitating—it fills the taste buds once more . . .

“Call me Ishmael.”

I ate that sentence once and knew

it would come back to me to be savored again

if ever I set out to write my story.

And it has.

Just like the poems, it’s come back,

filled my beak, taken flavors

old and new, same and

different.

I am a bird.

These are my poems.

This is my story.

Call me Alastair.



1. “Call me Ishmael”: famous first line of Herman Melville’s Moby-Dick.

2. Norton Anthology: a particularly delectable book of poems.




PART I

A TALE OF TWO PARROTS

—OR—

GONE WITH THE WING






CHAPTER 1

You’re born blind, so you only hear things at first. The crack of your shell. The whirring lullaby of the air around you. The muffled pips and peeps inside the two eggs nearby. You manage by a series of guesses those first few days. And without much else to go on, the things you hear stick with you.

It wasn’t a few hours before I heard my first whopper of a tale—my first fish story.

“Alastair—that’s you. Psittacus erithacus erithacus. Bird.

“And I’m Fritz. Homo sapiens. That’s Latin for ‘wise man.’ It just means I have a bigger brain . . . and I’m top of the food chain.”

Right.

Apparently, I was born an African grey. A parrot. A bird of small brains.

Doesn’t sound suspicious at all.

But it wasn’t the Latin lesson or being told I was different that I remember most about that first evening. It wasn’t the shock of cold air rushing inside my shell or the terrible task of scrabbling my way out. It wasn’t even that first thrilling sensation when one moment you’re curled tight as a pencil shaving, and the next you’re free as a bird (if you’ll pardon the pun), and the world is closer, louder, at your very wingtips.

No.

What I remember most about that first day is that I was tired. Even as I listened to the two tiny voices calling for help inside those two other shells, I fell asleep.

And by the time I woke up, one of those voices was gone.



Fritz Feldman’s Official Medical Logbook Medical Log, May 6


Today in English, Mrs. Cuthbert said that if I wanted to become a doctor someday, I should start writing like one, and oh Mylanta, I thought that was a GREAT idea, so here starts my “Official Medical Log.”

• Age: 11 years 10 months

• Weight: 122.3 lbs

• Height: 53 in (if I measured right)

• Current status: 1 ingrown toenail, 2 spider bites, 1 possible heart palpitation, questionable lump

I think that about covers the medical stuff.

I guess I should tell you a little bit about me. There are probably only two really important things you should know.

1. I want to be a medical practitioner when I grow up. (That’s a doctor, in regular terms.)

My dad’s an accountant at a big hospital with all kinds of doctors—brain surgeons, heart doctors. . . . I’m actually not sure what kind of doctor I’ll be, but I’m pretty sure it won’t be one of those. I don’t want to specialize in the emergency stuff either. Or geriatrics (that’s medicine for old people). Nothing where you, you know, have to try to save somebody’s life?

2. I’m the only almost-twelve-year-old I know who has a job.

I work at Pete’s Pet (and Parrot!) Shack every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday after school. It’s not exactly legal, but Mom said it was okay since she works late and Grandpa isn’t there to let me in after I get home from school anymore. She worries I’ll get locked out again, like that time the neighbor’s dog was sniffing around the rhododendron bush and ate our hidden key. (PS Did you know you can get frostbite in just thirty minutes? It’s true. I didn’t get frostbite because it wasn’t exactly cold, but anything’s possible.) At least at the shop Mom knows where I am. And if anyone asks, I tell them Pete’s technically my childcare technician.

(Pete says not to mention the five bucks he gives me every day.)

It’s a good job. I mostly sweep and stock shelves, but sometimes it’s exciting. Like when I get to take a sick guinea pig to the back and put him in the Infirmary to get better.

Or when a shipment of twenty-four tarantulas comes in, and I have to show Pete that his handwriting on the order really DOES look like a 24 and not a 2. That’s why I get to fill out all the orders now.

Or like today, when I got to watch a baby African grey parrot hatch. I was the very first person in the whole world to welcome him to earth. That’s a big responsibility, I think. I didn’t really know what to say, so I just introduced myself, and I kind of gave him a name. And just to keep him company, I told him about his genus and species and the differences between primates and birds (thumbs, for example)—stuff like that.

But later, when I was cleaning out litter boxes in the back, I noticed one of the other eggs didn’t look right. A tiny bird was halfway out of his shell, and he wasn’t alive. I didn’t touch him at all, but I could see that he hadn’t absorbed his yolk sac, and when that’s the case, there’s just nothing you can do. I looked it up.

Pete wasn’t happy. He told me to take the baby bird out and feed it to the snakes. Don’t worry—I didn’t do it. But I did notice the egg incubator was at 97.3 degrees. A whole degree too low! That’s a big deal when you’re hatching chicks. I fixed it and added water to increase the humidity, so hopefully the last egg will hatch all right.

I’ll check on Alastair and the other egg when I go back in on Wednesday and let you know what happens.

Signed: Dr. Francis Fitzpatrick Feldman, MD [image: Image] (I think this will be my future signature.)

PS I just realized I forgot to bring the dead bird home. I was going to bury him.

PPS I don’t know why I’m telling you this, but during lunch today, I found a dollar in the school library’s Latin dictionary. I didn’t want to be sneaky, so I gave it to Mr. Hall, the librarian, and as I was leaving, this little old lady who was helping him put books on the shelf waved her feather scarf at me and shouted, “Ah! Rara avis! Farewell!” It was kind of weird.

(Note to self: Remember to look up what “rara avis” means.)


FROM THE DESK OF

ALBERTINA PLOPKY

Dear Everett,

I bought a feather boa the other day—a lovely red one. I know you’ll think I’m a birdbrain, but I truly needed it. I wore it to the post office. I wore it while getting my hair set. I liked that boa so much I wore it to church! Betty, Joan—all the girls loved it. Delores Greenbush thought it was scandalous, but I told her, “Delores, if the good Lord made a cardinal, he obviously had no problem with red feathers.”

That shut her up.

Anyhoo, I took my boa to the market yesterday. I’d just gotten my oatmeal and two bananas, when somewhere around the canned peas, that cell phone Henry gave me started ringing. It was the school, looking for help in the library for a few hours, so I quick bought my things and skedaddled on over there.

Well, I’ll be darned, it wasn’t until my curls hit the pillow later that night that I realized I never bought food for the fish! I didn’t bother changing out of my nightdress, just threw on my slicker and boa and headed on down to the pet shop since it’s close. Peter was just locking up when I got there, but you know me.

I got my ways.

And there I was, waiting for my fish flakes, when next thing I know, doesn’t he come out of the back room, throwing a fine fit over a dead bird! Said he’d told his stock boy to get rid of it earlier. Went on and on about it.

Out of nowhere I said, “Peter, you go on and get me a box, and I’ll take care of it!”

He did it. He boxed it up.

And I walked out carrying my fish flakes and an expired bird.

Well, I wasn’t about to bring the poor thing home where Tiger could get to it. It deserved a proper burial.

A burial at sea was too dramatic. The dumpster behind the building just wasn’t kind. I thought about burying it in your flower boxes, but that seemed crowded. And I couldn’t go digging up a spot in the park, on property I don’t own! I did all I could think of.

You guessed it. I went to the cemetery.

It was closed when I got there, but I marched myself past those NO TRESPASSING signs and buried it there on the only piece of land I got.

It almost felt right, too, like a cemetery was the proper place for a bird. Who knows if the little twittering ghost of the thing won’t be singing over the flowers, building nests in the crooks of the stones, and making friends with all our dearly departed. Animals do have a way of keeping people company, I told myself. And then I had a thought.

What if I planned my own little get-together? You know, with some old folks—and some animals! I could make a flyer. I’ll invite the gals! (Not Delores, she’s a pest.)

I think that could catch on, don’t you?

Oh, would you look at me, I’ve been rambling away here! I was only meaning to give you an update on Henry. Tried calling when I got home, but he was working late again. I told his machine that if he can spare a minute, he should give his old mother a ring. For all he knows, I’ve been carted off to jail for trespassing. And you know what they say . . .

There’s no end to the mischief an eighty-year-old woman can get into when wearing a red feather boa.

Love,

Your glamorous criminal of a wife

PS Forgot to mention, while I was volunteering in the school library today, I took the opportunity to hide a few dollars in books, just like I used to do when Henry was little. (It got that little penny-pincher to read, remember?) Well, one very honest young man found one of the bills and turned it in. I thought it was real respectable. A rare thing these days.

I bet he calls his mother all the time.



CHAPTER 2

Pete blows into the back room of the pet shop, makes a beeline for the line of glass cases across the way, and dumps an exceedingly large rabbit into an empty one.

“Babs,” grunts the guinea pig next door.

“Porky,” answers the rabbit in a throaty voice. “Back here in the Infirmary again? I was hoping you got sold this time.”

“Sold? And leave you?” Porky’s eyes twinkle mischievously. “You couldn’t live without me, Babs.”

“I’d manage,” she replies coolly.

Behind me, Aggie’s voice chirps out from under a towel. “Alastair! You can count to ten now. I’ve got my hiding spot!” At Aggie’s insistence we’ve played about a hundred games of hide-and-seek over the last few weeks. Being that there are only two places to hide—under towel number one or under towel number two—it’s not very challenging. But I oblige.

“All right, Ag. Here goes. One, two . . .”

In the far corner of the room, Pete tears a box off the shelf and begins to untangle the mangled knot of leashes inside when there’s a rap on the storeroom door. He looks over his shoulder and frowns. “I may have mentioned this on the phone every day for the last five weeks, Mrs. Plopky,” he shouts, “but you can’t take the expensive stuff! I’ll let you borrow some tarantulas for your little dance party—I’m up to my ears in tarantulas! But nothing else!”

I continue to count. “. . . three, four . . .”

“Now, Peter,” says a muffled voice from behind the door. “I’m not looking to give anybody a conniption with your spiders. Lord knows everyone signed up for my Polka with Puppies group is pushing a hundred. No, no, this is supposed to be a nice senior social hour—with animals.”

“. . . Five . . .”

Pete slaps a hand over his face and groans. “Mrs. Plopky, you’re a swell customer, but if I start letting you borrow pets for all your little shindigs, people are going to start coming in here with the same idea. Use one of your own animals! What about that cat I sold you?”

“That cat—” The door bursts open, and the squat shape of an old woman with red feathers around her neck steps inside. She settles a fist on each hip and stares at Pete, who withers a little under her gaze. “That cat is a miser. No, sir. Folks signed up for puppies. I need something cute and cuddly.”

“Take the guinea pig,” offers Babs, and Porky shoots her a dirty look.

I glance back at the Aggie-shaped lump under towel number two. With all this distraction, I can’t remember what number I’ve left off on.

Pete sighs and grabs another box from the shelf. “You want something to bring with you, something cute, take a parakeet. They’re cheap.”

Porky nods. “Yeah, take a parakeet. Pigs don’t polka. Barely got knees. Besides”—he coughs, unconvincingly—“think I got a touch of the swine flu.”

A regular in the Infirmary, Porky’s forever faking an illness for what he calls “a trip to the sauna.” An incubator, his own food dish, and a few days away from the kids and customers, and Porky’s a new pig—I mean, rodent. This particular trip, however, has been no spa visit. He had a run-in last week with a piece of plastic broccoli some kid threw in his cage. “Thought it tasted a little rubbery,” Porky said later.

“Or what about this guy here?” suggests Pete, gesturing to Porky. “See? That sounds fun. Guinea Pig Polka or whatever you’re calling it. Or how about”—Pete looks thoughtful—“Jig with Some Guinea Pigs?”

Porky promptly chokes on a pellet. “Jig with— JIG? I’ll give you a jig with a guinea pig!” He heaves another pellet in Pete’s direction. (It misses by twenty feet.)

“Thought you were a gerbil there for a second, McPorkster,” Babs says with a smirk. She raises an eyebrow and waits.

Porky takes a long look at her, sniffs, and returns to his food bowl. “I got much more refinement than a gerbil,” he growls.

Meanwhile, back in our incubator, Aggie’s given up on our game. “Who’s that?” she asks, joining me at the glass and nodding at the visitor. She gives a little cough, and I frown. That’s the fourth cough today.

“I don’t know,” I answer slowly. “Never seen another human back here but Pete and that Fritz kid.”

Aggie coughs again. “I like her feathers.”

Mrs. Plopky wanders past the glass boxes of the Infirmary. “Guinea pigs just don’t have that pizzazz,” she’s saying, tapping a finger against her chin.

“Pigs got pizzazz,” Porky mutters from his case.

Mrs. Plopky turns and scans the room a final time, her finger tap-tap-tapping away. All at once, her eyes land—on me. “How about a parrot?”

Pete leaps from the box of chew toys he’s half inside and smacks his head into the hanging lightbulb, sending it spinning in circles. It knocks his cap off, and the top of Pete’s head gleams like a beacon with every swing of the bulb.

I scowl. Feather picker.

“NO PARROTS!” shouts Pete. “Parrots are money in the bank! I hate parrots, but parrots pay the bills!”

Aggie gasps.

“He don’t mean it, hon,” says Babs.

“He means it,” says Porky.

“It’s okay,” I tell Aggie. “Pete just doesn’t want to give you up because he loves you so much.” (It’s wholly untrue, but Aggie’s sensitive.)

“Oh.” Aggie brightens. “Oh, of course! Pete’s so funny like that.”

“A real hoot,” I say through clenched beak as Pete scrambles to gather his hat from an open box of cat collars. The light continues to sway over his bald patch. I scowl again.

It’s quite the nasty trick Pete takes such care of the long, gray feathers that peek out from under his baseball cap. I’d admired them for a while. So did Aggie. Until one day he took that cap off.

Balder than a chick up top.

There’s nothing worse than a feather picker. They tend to be anxious sorts. They lack confidence, self-control, feathers (obviously), and a good amount of brain cells. Familiar with the term “birdbrain”?

Feather picker.

Somebody saw some bird with a few tufts left and two blank eyes goggling in two different directions, looking hungry to pick whatever was left, and thereby determined all birds were idiots. Hence: birdbrain.

We cannot all be judged by the disheveled madness of a few.

Mrs. Plopky plants herself in front of the door, blocking entry to the store, and begins to do a little shimmy. A forgotten pink curler pinned to her head bounces as she tappity-taps in a circle. Even her eyes dance, the wrinkles around them deepening. “Peter, dear,” she sings. “If you let me borrow a few puppies for my group, one of my fuddy-duddy friends might decide to purchase one. . . .”

Pete straightens and pulls his cap on. “Fine,” he growls. “You win. Grab some puppies and bring ’em back here. I’ll put ’em in crates.”

“Oh goody!” the old woman exclaims as she runs back into the shop, curler bobbing behind her. She returns a few minutes later with an armful of slobbering Labrador pups. As soon as the door closes, one wriggles from her grasp and then another. “Oh! Oh dear!”

Soon all four puppies are tearing through cartons of dog biscuits and pulling flea powder off shelves. One’s eating kitty litter, another leaves a warm puddle next to a sack of cedar shavings.

The room’s a riot of barking and Pete’s cursing, but at last the puppies are wrangled up and locked in carriers.

“Go on and put them in my car, Peter,” says Mrs. Plopky, straightening the feathers around her neck. She reaches up and pinches Pete’s cheek. “I’ll have them back by Tuesday. And don’t you worry! I’ll tell all my friends about you!”

Pete grunts, clearly annoyed he’s been duped into the whole business, but obeys.

“And I’ll make you a pie! I’m a very fine pie baker!” she shouts after him. She tucks her pocketbook in the crook of her arm and, turning to leave, spots our case again, stops, and peers inside. I hide myself under a loose corner of towel, while Aggie flaps her wings and garbles a greeting.

“Well, would you look at that?” she says to Aggie. “Aren’t you a little darling?” She turns her sights on me then, and I try my best to melt into the corner. “And you—”

Behind a pair of thick glasses, the watery blue of her eyes bores into me.

“You,” she says again. “You’re no darling, are you?” The corners of her mouth curl.

I swallow. I’m not sure I appreciated that comment.

Even if it is true.

“Cat got your tongue?” Mrs. Plopky asks.

As if I’d ever let that happen.

In a flash of pink skin and spiny feathers, I rush the glass, squawk, and snap my beak, thinking it should scare her off.

She doesn’t seem to notice. “That’s what I thought. You’re no darling, but you’re feisty. I like feisty,” she says, then points at my feet. “Don’t look now, but you stepped in a little something.”

She trots out into the shop, and the door swings on its hinges and comes to a groaning stop. I look down at my feet.

A little something.

Well.

That’s a nice way of putting it.



CHAPTER 3

When do you think we’ll eat?” Aggie asks.

I crane my neck to get a peek at the space under the door, and sure enough, the thread of light’s been snuffed out. I put on a brave face. “Pretty soon, I think,” I answer.

Aggie flaps her wings and grins. “Oh good, because I’m starving.”

The barks, squawks, squeaks, and purrs in the pet shop quieted long ago. Somewhere on the sales floor, crickets chirp faintly from inside those $3.99 Styrofoam containers they get themselves stuck inside. A hamster falls out of the wheel he’s been sleeping in. Here and there the snore of a turtle drifts through the dark.

Across from us, Porky’s fallen asleep in his food dish, mouth agape. A string of drool gleams in the dismal light of the exit sign.

All right, so I lied about the “pretty soon” part. Crickets, snoring, drooling in the dark—you add it all up and it means only one thing:

Ol’ Pete will not be returning to feed us.

It isn’t the first time. Not the first time I’ve thought about taking a nice bite out of him either. Pete says he hates parrots? The feeling’s mutual.

“I bet Pete’s just feeding the puppies first this time, huh,” Aggie says, shaking her head sadly. “Poor Mama Pete, so many mouths to feed. We’ll just be patient. Right, Alastair?”

I smile at her and feel a little of my anger fall away.

If anyone is a different species, it’s my sister. Aggie.

She came into the world, in a warm beam of incubator sun, a full three days after my own entry. Aggie’s first words to me? Oh, there you are! As if she were the one waiting on me and not the other way around.

I’d tapped hellos, coaxed, willed her here. And after I helped her chip away at her shell, she arrived like a tiny sunrise and with so much light, I never did ask if she’d heard the voice inside the other egg. The one that never hatched, just disappeared. I didn’t want to ruin it, didn’t want to make her sad. Sadness has claws, I’ve found. And keeping them from my sister is all I’ve ever wanted for her since.

Above us, the heat lamp pops and flickers out. Aggie gives a startled wail.

A stab of cold air blows in from the air-conditioning vent in the corner, and Aggie shivers beside me. I grab the edge of the towel with my beak, do my best to wrap it around us, and hold my breath, waiting to see what the lamp will do. A night without heat is certain death for a pair of hatchlings.

Aggie pats me with a thorny wing, and her beak chatters. “Don’t worry, Alastair. Pete won’t let us down.”

Out of the quiet depths of the pet shop, the rabbits cackle. A puppy yelps and goes silent. Something hoots in the distance, and Aggie cocks her head, listening. My ears prick too at the sound of one of Aggie’s coughs.

Another. I’ve lost count today.

A few fiddle-playing crickets play a mournful dirge. A funeral march.

We’ll see about that.

I stalk to the edge of the glass and rap my beak against it. Nothing happens.

I rap harder. This time the lamp above us flickers, sparks, and blazes back to life.

“There. Light’s back on,” I say, stalking back to our nest. “Don’t worry, Ag. I’ll take care of you.” And I will. I may have slept on the job once, but not again. There’s a reason Aggie stays warm and fed and far from sorrow’s grip. There’s a reason she hatched all right.

I made sure of it.

I will always make sure of it.

Aggie bobs her head and smiles. “You and Mama Pete—you never let me down,” she says, and I’m about to tell her that statement is only half-true, when her forehead wrinkles, and she clears her throat. “Um, Alastair? Do you think if Pete feeds the puppies first, then maybe the kittens will be next, and then us?”

I sigh. I’m not fond of lying to her, but it’s better this way. “That’s probably about right,” I answer. “Puppies first, then the kittens. Should be any minute now.”

“Oh, but what about the gerbils? They need to eat.”

“Right. The gerbils—”

A head pops up across the way in the Infirmary. A bandaged head with bandaged eyes and half a tail. Aggie lowers her voice to a whisper. “I know you don’t think much of them, but they’re not so bad. They’re just troubled!”

“They’re barbarians, Aggie.”

She looks over at the gerbil, who’s now sniffing around blindly and talking to himself, a bit of spittle gathering at the corner of his mouth. Aggie winces. “They’re good at heart, though—just yesterday that one asked me if I wanted a knuckle sandwich!”

I rest my case.

See, I’ve learned a few things very early in my young parrot life. I’ll give you the basics.

One: You come into this world very cold and very naked. Your only job is to grow an armor of feathers and survive.

And two: Trust no one. Not even your mother. It’s a gerbil-eat-gerbil world, everyone clawing for a spot at the top of the food chain. A bird can’t get caught with his feathers pulled over his eyes.

He’d better be sharpening his talons.

“How about I tell you a bedtime story while we wait?” I suggest.

Aggie sniffles and squeezes in closer. “Okay.”

The sharp spines of her new feathers poke into my side, and she closes her eyes and smiles in that perfect Aggie way: a little lopsided, but sort of precious, you know?

“Tell the one about the stars,” she says.

“It’s like someone took a handful of light, threw it up in the air, and it broke apart in a million tiny sparks.”

“And the sky?”

“The sky’s blue—periwinkle-powder-bright, to be exact.”

“Ooh, I like that color,” Aggie says.

I tell Aggie about things I’ve never seen, places I’ve never been. I know them, though, somewhere deep in my bones. Like some kind of instinct.

Like some long-ago bird whispered stars to my heart, made clouds scuttle through my veins. I know trees: pine and palm, the kola nut and the wandering mangrove. I’m sure of things called flocks and family, and that good, foraging, attentive mothers have to exist.

I know what it is to fly.

“The sky is a brilliant blue,” I tell Aggie. “And the bluer it gets, the closer you are.”

“To where?” Aggie asks.

“To home.”

If there’s another thing I know, it’s that there’s a place called home. Some nest high in a tree, where you can watch clouds and count stars. A place with no Petes. A place where they don’t forget to feed you. A place where I’ll never have to listen to Aggie’s belly growl again.

Whatever it takes, I’m going to find that home for me and Aggie. I will.

Like most things, it takes more than a dream and a couple of thumbs to get what you want. It takes determination, strength.

It’s not just wings you need to fly.

*  *  *

Pete barrels into the storeroom the next morning, half-moons of sweat staining the space under his arms. “Sorry ’bout that!” he says briskly. “Had to pick up my takeout at Tasty Panda before it closed last night! Didn’t want my wontons getting cold!”

“Yeah. Hate it when my wontons get cold,” I hear Porky grunt from his darkened case opposite us.

Pete flips on the light.

“Hey!” Porky yells. (By the way, if you thought most guinea pigs had high, squealy voices, you’d be wrong. Porky sounds like he’s swallowed a bucket or two of the gravel Pete keeps in the back for the fish tanks.) “Can a pig get some fresh lettuce or something over here? Cripes! Thought this place was supposed to be the spa!”

From out of the corner of my eye, I see him turn to me and hold up a slimy piece of green between two tiny claws. “Must be a health spa, right, fella? Yech.” He flings the lettuce aside, where it slaps on the incubator window and sticks. “You waiting on breakfast too?”

“Late-night snack, actually,” I answer.

“Eh, sorry, kid. I can share some pellets if you like. They taste like cedar shavings, but they work in a pinch.”

“Thanks, but no.”

“It’s coming, it’s coming,” grumbles Pete, grabbing water, food, and the little plastic tubes that spit meals into our gullets. “Dang birds better be worth all the trouble. Ol’ Pete could use a few thousand to tide him over until the Christmas rush,” he mutters. “Got other things to do ’sides feed birds all day.”

“What about guinea pigs?” shouts Porky. “I’m gonna turn into a pellet over here if I don’t get some greens!”

Aggie, still asleep, lets out a whimper. I nudge her awake.

“Is the story over?” she asks with a yawn. Even with a full night’s sleep, her head droops. She looks like a stuffed cat toy that’s lost a bit too much of its stuffing. Being careful not to catch a claw in the terry cloth, she stumbles trying to inch out of the corner we slept in. I offer her my wing, and she leans on it heavily. “Oh, I am hungry,” she whispers.

“I know you are, Ag. Don’t worry—Pete’s here,” I say, first guiding her, then pushing her to the middle of our glass box, where Pete will see her straightaway. Back in the corner, I hide myself under a towel. If Pete runs out of food, as he’s done twice already this week, he’ll run out of my breakfast instead of hers.

And I can handle it.

“Here we go, little moneybags,” I hear Pete say. “Not sure which one you are, but eat up!”

With each of Aggie’s gulps, I swallow a sigh of relief. When it’s my turn to eat, I keep one eye on the food bowl and one on Pete’s hand.

“You sure eat a lot,” says Pete. “You’d think I needed to whip up a whole extra bowl! Geez, I feel like that Tortelloni lady from TV.”

Pete says this every time he feeds us. You’d think he’d whip up that extra bowl already. He never does. The bowl of mush gets low, and Pete’s patience gives out.

Mine gave out overnight.

While I fed Aggie stories into the wee hours of morning, I fed myself with thoughts of revenge.

I can see I’ve timed my plan just right.

Pete tips the plastic tube toward my mouth, and I wait for what he’s about to say next. . . .

“If you two weren’t worth so much, I’d probably feed you to the snakes.”

It’s then that I bite.

And strangely enough, though I haven’t learned to fly yet . . .

I find myself soaring—no—hurtling through the air.



CHAPTER 4

I did not become snake bait.

I did, however, get myself pitched against the wall like a limp piece of lettuce.

“He’s waking up! He’s waking up!”

Pete doesn’t let him hang around our box often, but I’d know this chirp anywhere. Fritz reaches down to grab me. “Come here, little fella,” he says.

A single finger brushes against me, and a fire ignites in my left wing and burns through my shoulder. My stomach lurches. I look over to see pinned to my side the bandaged mummy of my wing, heavy—and dead.

“Poor little guy,” says Fritz, slowly lifting me from the glass box and setting me in a nest of towels on the desk. His forehead creases, and a pink tongue peeks out of the side of his mouth. “Don’t worry. I’ve done this before. I was sitting in Grandpa’s old food truck in the backyard once, and a robin crashed right into the window.”

“Alastair!”

Aggie. She flutters her wings and bobs her head beside me, eyes bright with excitement. “Oh, Alastair! I was so worried! When Pete threw you against that wall, I thought—well, I don’t even want to say it. But you’re well! You’re awake, anyway. I’m so relieved. But Fritz says you’ve broken your wing—” Her face crumples into a look of utter despair. “How terrible—a bird with a broken wing.”
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