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A LETTER FROM AMANI

Hey!

So after the whole pickle-making-changed-my-life situation when I was eleven years old, I thought I had it figured out. And Bebe Shanti, my great-grandmother, had taught me all in the magical dream—WRONG. Turns out, almost twelve-year-old me was about to meet a sassy talking parrot with ACTUAL magical memory powers and get thrown into some serious social justice action. We’re talking about memory time travel and finding ways to get freedom, not just fight for it, but be smart about it.

This one gets real. I see memories that’ll make you happy and wonder. I have to basically change someone’s entire future with nothing but a phone. No pressure, right? Bebe—you got me this time! But if I may say so, I was rather good at it—if you know what I mean!

Also, after my second encounter with Bebe, Heritage Haulers—my social media account with my bestie Shanaya—became super popular, and now we’re low-key internet famous for not only blending tradition and modern life but also for having become a social justice squad. Life’s still weird like that.

Ready to have your mind Bebe-blown again?

Let’s go,

Amani


Chapter 1

My Birthday Wish

‘It’s my birthday month!’ I announced, thundering down the stairs, my fuzzy unicorn socks sliding on the hardwood. My birthday is the event of the year—being a single child comes with perks. The kitchen table barely stopped my skid—Whooooooops! 
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‘Amaaniiiii,’ exclaimed Mumma. ‘Careful!’ screeched Papa in what looked like a perfect, practised sync, one warning, the other laughing. 

Quick morning kisses on both their cheeks, and I flopped into my chair. 

I grabbed two pancakes from its leaning tower, squeezed honey from the bottle with a loud squiiish-squaash—the sound makes Sunday complete. The cheesy masala omelettes were sitting temptingly on the side. They were next.

Steam curled like a picture straight out of Pinterest, from both Mumma’s masala chai and Papa’s weird vegan coffee—heavenly aroma, gross enough to taste like cardboard; I had tried a sip once and nearly died, yuck! 

‘I have finally decided…’ 

‘Your birthday gift? Let me guess,’ Mumma set down her cup with a soft tink. ‘That skincare kit I can’t pronounce?’ 
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‘Or maybe,’ Papa wiggled his eyebrows, ‘that pink mixer you’ve been sending links about every single day this week?’ I drummed my fingers on the table. 
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‘They aaaareeeee niiiiceeee buuuttttt…’ 

The drumroll lasted exactly three seconds before I puffed out my chest. ‘I want something epic—something that doesn’t get eaten, forgotten, or deflated the week after!’ 
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Mumma’s eyebrow shot up. ‘And what exactly might that be?’

I slammed my palms onto the table, making the orange juice dance a little in its tumbler. ‘I want a dog!’ 

Papa choked mid-sip, coffee dribbling down his chin. He grabbed his napkin, coughing. ‘A pet is a big responsibility, beta. Are you absolutely, positively sure you can take care of it?’ 

‘I will! I promise! I’ll feed it and walk it and bathe it and…’ 

‘Of course, honey! Like how you promised to water your plants every day?’ Mumma’s voice was exceedingly sweet, which actually wasn’t sweet at all. She served me some of that delicious omelette in another plate—she knows how I don’t like foods getting mixed. 

I slumped back in my chair. Those poor, dead lilies flashed through my mind. 
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‘That was totally different. Plants are boring. They just sit there looking green. (Or, in my case, brown). Dogs are fun!’ 

‘We know you love animals, Amani,’ Mumma’s voice was gentle, but firm. ‘But pets need constant attention and we both work. Maybe when you’re a little older.’ 

I felt my face become hot as I pressed my lips together and counted to ten like my school counselor taught us. They still talked to me like I was five. I’d be thirteen in just another year! 

‘So, what you’re saying is, I can have a dog when I’m like, eighty?’ 

Papa opened his mouth, but the musical jingling of Kamla didi’s anklets cut him off. She walked through the front door, balancing a cloth bag on her hip. 

She’s been around forever—literally my whole life. Behind her, Pinki carried my old pink unicorn sequin bag like it was designer. She’d gotten it after I declared it ‘so last season’, but honestly, it didn’t look bad on her. ‘Hmm…’ 
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‘Namaste, Amani didi.’ Pinki’s voice came out barely above a whisper. 

‘Hi,’ I said, barely glancing up, too busy mentally designing @AmanisAwesomeDogs social media account. 

Mumma’s face lit up. ‘Pinki! Look how you’ve grown! How have you been?’ 

Pinki straightened up with pride. ‘I’ve been studying hard, Madam ji. I want to become a nurse. I took my entrance exam last month, and now I’m just waiting for the results. They will be out any day now.’ 

‘That’s wonderful! Your mother mentioned how hard you’ve been working. Keep it up and good luck.’ 

Kamla didi’s hand settled on Pinki’s shoulder. ‘She’s my shining star. Always dreamed of working in a hospital, helping people.’ 

Papa nodded. ‘That’s an admirable ambition, Pinki. We need more compassionate people in healthcare.’ It felt like I’d been dropped into a family soap opera and Pinki had suddenly become the star. Hello? Can we get back to MY dog situation? It is MY birthday month, after all! 

Pinki smiled, then hesitated. ‘I thought I’d help Ma until my results come. I don’t want her to do everything alone.’ ‘That’s very thoughtful of you.’ Mumma smiled at Pinki as if she had won a Nobel prize or something! 

Kamla didi sighed. ‘She has big dreams… but you know how things are. The moment my family finds a decent match, they’ll push for her marriage. They say educating a girl is a waste, too expensive and unnecessary.’ 

My fork froze halfway to my mouth. Marriage? Pinki? But she wasn’t even old enough for A-rated movies! 

I remembered Kamla didi bringing ladoos for Pinki’s eighteenth birthday just months ago. 

For a split second, I forgot all about my dog. 

Okay, that’s sad and everything, but what about MY dog? 

Mumma frowned, catching Papa’s eye. ‘She’s still so young, Kamla. Shouldn’t she have a chance to chase her dreams first?’ 

‘I want that too, Madam ji, but it’s difficult to fight. In the end, it’s all in God’s hands.’ 

I poked at my pancake, making little honey moats around the edges. My brain bounced between ‘I NEED A DOG’ and ‘WHAT’S WRONG WITH PINKI’S FAMILY?’ like a flickering light bulb. 

‘Can we get back to my birthday please?’ I finally said aloud. 

Mumma shot me a look that said, ‘Have patience, Amani,’ while Papa just smiled and gave a quick wink, as if to tell me to relax. 

When Kamla didi and Pinki disappeared into the kitchen, I swivelled back to my parents. ‘So,’ I clapped my hands together. ‘Dog’s decided then! Thanks, you guys are the best!’ I started to get up. 

Papa’s hand landed gently on my shoulder. ‘Hold on there, beta. Nice try, but we’re not done talking about this.’ 

‘We both work, Amani,’ Mumma’s voice carried that gentle-but-no-way-you’re-winning tone. ‘Taking care of a pet is a big responsibility.’ 

‘It’s just not practical right now,’ Papa added. ‘A dog needs attention all the time. Who will walk it? Who will train it? It’s not as simple as you think.’ 

I sank back into my chair like a deflated balloon. ‘But that’s… not… FAIR!’ Each word came out louder than the last. 

‘Everyone else has pets! Aisha has two dogs and a turtle! And boring Aryan has a hamster! And Shanaya, too, is getting something living for her birthday this year! I’ll take care of it, I promise!’ 

My parents did that annoying telepathy thing again. My face heated up with that horrible mix of mad-sad-frustrated—like losing Wi-Fi mid-Netflix binge but worse because this was my only chance to get a dog. 

‘Fine!’ I huffed. ‘Maybe I’ll become a crazy dog lady when I grow up, and it’ll be all your fault!’ 

The chair screeched as I pushed it back. If they weren’t going to listen, then I wouldn’t grace them with my presence. 
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Chapter 2

The Talking Parrot

 
I threw open the balcony door like I was in some super dramatic movie. 
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The mango tree leaves were rustling frantically against the grey clouds in the sky. It felt like me—hot and bothered. 

I basically threw myself into a chair and crossed my arms tight. Today is THE WORST DAY EVER. Perfect. Just PERFECT. 

Across the street, Mrs Verma was putting small bowls for the two lovebirds—one blue and one yellow—in a golden cage. Even ancient Mrs Verma has pets! And she’s like seventy-five or something! 


[image: image]


She saw me and waved. 

I waved back half-heartedly—just lifted my hand a tiny bit and then dropped it. EVERYONE has pets. 

Everyone but me. 

‘Amani,’ Mumma called from inside, ‘you’re not a little kid anymore. You need to be more responsible. Let’s talk about this properly.’ 

I crossed my arms tighter and fixed my eyes on the mango tree. ‘What’s the point? You guys never listen anyway.’ 

‘She’s upset.’ Papa said quietly. ‘Let’s give her some time.’ 

I kicked the railing and—OW! ‘Great! Now I’m pet-less and my toe hurts!’ 

The green parrots were going crazy in our mango tree, fighting over the food Mumma puts out for them. Such freeloaders. 

‘Are you guys my pets?’ I asked them out aloud. ‘No, you’re not. You just eat our food and fly away. Rude.’ 

Then—FLAP FLAP FLAP—a green thing landed on the railing. 

It was Mithu, Mumma’s favourite parrot! His feathers were so bright green that they looked totally fake, and he had a pink ring around his neck that resembled a necklace. 

He stared at me with his beady eyes, as if saying, ‘What’s your problem, kid?’ 

‘You wouldn’t understand, Mithu,’ I said, and I let my head fall back all dramatic. ‘Wait a minute… maybe you WOULD understand!’ I squinted at him. 

Mithu just blinked at me. ‘OMG I’ve got it!’ I said, pointing at him. ‘I should just put YOU in a cage and keep you as MY pet! You wouldn’t need walks like a dog. No baths! No training! And I’d FINALLY have my own pet!’ 

Mithu started screeching SO LOUD and flapping his wings so close that I winced, covered my face, and curled inward—elbows to chest, body tight. 

‘You black sheep, Amanpreet!’ 
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My face froze as I peeked through the fingers webbing my face. My mouth opened but nothing came out. Did he just—no, that’s impossible. Birds don’t— 
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‘You… you actually TALKED!’ My voice came out all squeaky, still scared. 

Mithu tilted his head. ‘Yes. And you should listen.’

I stared, hands falling to my sides, my brain trying to catch up with what my ears had just heard. ‘How is this even POSSIBLE?! Am I dreaming? Did I like, hit my head when I kicked the railing?!’ 

‘Of course, some parrots can talk,’ he said, like it was the most obvious thing, and I was the idiot. ‘You never really listened before. Anyway, your Mumma’s super nice to us so we want to help you. Plus, we owe it to your family.’ 

‘You owe us? For what?!’ I forgot about the whole talking-parrot thing for a second. And the insult! 

His little eyes got all sparkly. ‘It’s a long story. My great-great-great-grandfather got trapped by this bird catcher once.’ He stopped and did that head-tilt thing birds do. ‘But someone saved them. Your Bebe.’ 

‘My Bebe saved your family?!’ My heart did this crazy thumping thing. I scrambled onto the floor; I didn’t want this wild imagination to make me faint! 
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‘This pet thing has totally made me lose my mind,’ I said to myself. ‘I’m talking to a bird. Mumma should’ve just gotten me a dog—way easier than having a crazy daughter!’ 

‘Looks like someone has trust issues,’ Mithu said, and he fluffed up his feathers, all upset. 

‘Trust issues? You’re a TALKING BIRD telling me about my Bebe! Of course I don’t believe you!’ 

‘Fine then. I could show you what happened… if you can handle it.’ 

‘Handle it? Are you for real? Wait, don’t answer that—let me—no, you’re NOT.’ 

Mithu puffed up his chest and stared at me with his beady eyes. ‘Are you done? Because I have better things to do than watch you argue with yourself.’ 

‘Okay, fine! But how am I going to see something that happened before I was even born? Do you have like, a time machine? Or some parrot YouTube thing?’ 

‘Memories, sweetie!’ he said, in that voice teachers use when they think you’re being slow. 

‘What do you mean, memories?’ 

‘We parrots pass them down, from grandparents to parents to kids. So we remember who’s nice and who’s mean.’ He started preening his wings like this was totally normal. ‘So, if you want to witness one, hurry up. It’s already eleven and I have important bird stuff to do.’ 

‘Okay, okay! I guess I wanna see… I mean, this is all just my imagination anyway, right?’ 

‘WAIT!’ He held up his wing, ignoring what I said. ‘One rule first. You tell ANYONE about this and… ZAP! We erase your memory. Gone!’ 

‘Erase my memory?! Why?’ 

‘Because if you go around telling people, they’ll think you’re Crazy Amani—which isn’t my priority, really—but the so-called scientists will want to put us in cages or poke us with needles and stuff. So, deal or no deal?’


‘Okay! Fine! I won’t tell. Can we just DO this already?’ I stopped. ‘But wait, what if Mumma and Papa come looking for me?’ 

Mithu rolled his eyes and looked up at the sky as if complaining to the parrot gods. ‘They’re binge-watching something. We’ll be done way before they even notice.’ 

‘Now hurry! Stand up quick and close your eyes, Amanpreet. Don’t 
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