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            Dedication

         
         
            To anyone who’s ever felt a little lost, know that friendship and kindness can help you find your way. 

            —Girl Scouts

             

            To all the girls making a better world.

            —S.D.
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            Chapter One

         
         The fall breeze rustled the pages of Anika’s sketch pad. Under the mossy, overgrown trees way out in her backyard, she could
            hear the birds. The bench she was sitting on was old and a little rickety. Still, it was her favorite place in the garden.
            Here, Anika could think. She could breathe.
         

         
         Things felt like they were changing in the garden. Mama’s flowers usually shouted their presence in the sticky heat of summer.
            They were loud and bold. But in the fall, the garden tamped down its colors. It was still pretty, just different now. Quieter.
         

         
         School was so noisy these days. Some kids had started hanging out in groups. They gathered in giggling packs of excited voices and swirling energy. Sometimes, they reminded Ani of a many-armed, many-headed monster. 

         
         Anika liked hanging out one-on-one with people, or in smaller groups. Mostly, she liked spending time with her best friend,
            Harper, whom she’d known since kindergarten. And when Ani couldn’t do that, she liked being with animals, out in the peace
            of the garden. Maybe it was because she was an only child, but sometimes, the only company she needed were the birds. Oh,
            and her sketch pad and colored pencils. Still, even the birds and her sketch pad couldn’t entirely fill the space in her heart
            that longed for a pet of her own—someone to keep her company during the long after-school hours that Baba was away working
            or Mama was busy.
         

         
         Ani had already drawn a bunch of birds, including a couple of cheery sparrows and a glossy blue-black male grackle. But this
            was a different bird whose song filled the air. And she didn’t need Baba’s phone app, with its birdsong identifier, to know
            the conk-la-ree birdsong she was listening to.
         

         
         She whistled back to the blackbird, hunting for it in the leaves. And soon, she saw the jet-black male bird hopping on a branch above her head, his red and yellow shoulder marks like patches on a jacket. 

         
         “Hi, little dude,” Ani whispered. Her hand moved quickly over the paper, first sketching the shape of the bird. As she drew
            its head, she tried to capture the expression in its bright, dark eyes. “There you are. You’re so pretty, yes you are.”
         

         
         Her hand moved faster, switching colors. She frowned, squinting at the paper. It was all right, but nowhere near as good as
            the picture she saw in her mind.
         

         
         As she tried to fix the sketch, Anika sang under her breath, “Blackbird singing in the dead of night . . .”

         
         It was a song that Baba sometimes played by his favorite band, the Beatles. He’d explained once to her that the song is about
            the need for justice in the world. Ani thought wistfully back to the time when her house was full of song, when her parents
            hadn’t been too busy to listen to music or to sing. Her hand kept flying over the paper, bringing the bird to life as best
            she could.
         

         
         The bird tilted his head this way and that, as if wondering if she, too, was a strange kind of bird. He looked so silly and confused, like those videos of people’s dogs tilting their ears at words they knew, like park or ball or grandma. Ani loved those dog videos. She loved any and all things to do with animals, but she had a super soft spot for dogs. Too
            bad her mom would never let her get one. She let out a big sigh at the thought.
         

         
         “Anika, where are you?” Mama called from the back door. She must have finished her video call for work. At the sound of her
            voice, the blackbird took flight. Ani shielded her eyes from the sun until the bird had flown away, becoming a little speck
            in the sky.
         

         
         “I saw a boat-tailed grackle!” Anika called. “And a blackbird just now too!”

         
         “Khachar bhitor ochin pakhi, kaymne ashe jaye,” sang Mama. Mama had a beautiful singing voice. She had once given Bengali
            singing lessons on the weekends for fun. That was before her work had gotten so busy. And she was always so tired. The song
            she was singing was something about a bird being trapped in a cage, at least from what Anika could understand.
         

         
         Ani headed toward the house, picking her way around Mama’s garden railings. A rosebush heavy with blooms made the air thick with sweet smells. It reminded Anika of being in India last summer for her older cousin Jaya’s wedding. Before she’d gotten all dressed up for the first time in a sari, her grandmother had washed Anika’s hair in rose-scented water. 

         
         “Mrs. Davis’s daughter just called,” Mama said as Ani walked back into the house. “The poor lady had to go to the hospital.”

         
         “Is she okay?” Anika put her sketch pad and pencils down on the kitchen table. Mrs. Davis was their sometimes scary, usually
            grumpy next-door neighbor on Tulip Lane. Anika tried to avoid her, which was almost impossible. Most nice days, gray-haired
            Mrs. Davis sat on her porch in a rocking chair, sipping sweet tea and shouting things at the kids who went by. Anika knew
            it was silly to be afraid of her and felt guilty now that Mrs. Davis was sick.
         

         
         “She’ll be home in a few days, her daughter says.” Mama distractedly ran a hand through her hair. “But in the meantime, she
            needs us to feed her parrot.”
         

         
         “Oh no,” moaned Anika. That was the other thing about Mrs. Davis. She had the loudest, meanest African grey parrot. The bird sometimes sat on the back of Mrs. Davis’s rocker, squawking as Anika rode by on her bike. It made Ani think of Mrs. Davis as some kind of rocking-chair pirate, only without the hook or eye patch. Or actual pirate ship, of course. 

         
         Mama didn’t seem to hear her. Or maybe she just chose not to.

         
         “We already have a spare key,” she said, “and the bird eats twice a day. Oh, and her daughter said something about the bird
            getting lonely. So I suppose you can spend a little time over there when you feed it in the afternoon, do some homework or
            something?”
         

         
         Anika had a sinking feeling in her stomach. Like a pirate ship capsizing. “Do I have to take care of the parrot?”
         

         
         “Well, you love animals, don’t you?” Mama gestured to Anika’s sketchbook. “You’re always drawing the birds in the backyard.
            And you loved that Girl Scout field trip to the aquarium. Not to mention the fact that you’re always asking for a pet.”
         

         
         It was true. Anika was always asking for a pet. And she did love animals—all kinds of animals. Except Mrs. Davis’s parrot, that is.
         

         
         “Wilbur’s mean, though,” she told her mother by way of explanation.

         
         “Wilbur?” Mama asked in her distracted way. She was already on her computer again, answering emails.

         
         “The parrot.” Anika nervously nibbled at a cuticle. “The parrot’s name is Wilbur.”

         
         Mama looked up from her computer with a frown. There were smudges under her pretty brown eyes. She looked so tired. Anika
            wished that instead of helping with Mrs. Davis’s bird, she could help Mama with her job. Why did that boss of hers make her
            work so hard? And, of course, with Baba always traveling for his job, that meant Mama had to take care of everything in the
            house too. Like her.
         

         
         “Isn’t Wilbur the name of a pig?” Mama was squinting at her as if Anika was a problem she had to solve.

         
         “The pig from Charlotte’s Web.” Anika nodded. “But also that mean parrot. I think he might know some curse words.”
         

         
         “Really?” Mama looked shocked.

         
         Ani reconsidered her words. Had she ever actually heard Mrs. Davis’s bird curse? “No, but he’s kind of grumpy all the same.”

         
         She didn’t say it out loud but thought it in her head: just like Mrs. Davis.

         
         Mama handed Ani a plate of cut apples, taking a wedge herself before saying, “Well, it doesn’t matter.”

         
         “If Mrs. Davis’s parrot is named after a pig?” Anika asked around a mouth full of apple.

         
         “If Mrs. Davis’s parrot is grumpy,” Mama clarified with a laugh. “We still have to help out our neighbor.”

         
         “I . . .” Anika began, trying to think of an excuse that her mother would accept. But nothing came to mind. Helping her community
            was important, Mama would say. And Ani would normally agree with her. Only, she wished there was a different way to help Mrs.
            Davis.
         

         
         “You know, you could get Harper to go over with you.” Mama studied Anika’s face for a minute. “Maybe if you do a good job,
            I might rethink my decision about getting a pet.”
         

         
         Anika couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “No way! Really?”

         
         Mama held up her hands, stopping Anika’s ongoing stream of words. “Not a big pet. A small one. Like a hamster or a fish. There’s
            still the issue of who would look after it when we go on our long vacations to India. Still, your father and I have been working
            so much, it might be good to have something to keep you company.”
         

         
         “That’s what I’ve been saying this whole time!” Anika was practically jumping up and down with excitement.

         
         “I didn’t say yes, just maybe,” Mama clarified. But she was smiling. “Maybe isn’t definitive. But maybe I’ll reconsider.”

         
         Anika grinned. Maybe was not a no. And not a no, she could work with.

         
         “Deal!” she said, shaking her mother’s hand.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         Baba fed Wilbur the next morning before heading to the airport. As usual, he left so early, Ani didn’t even see him.

         
         “You’ll have to take the afternoon shift,” Mama told Anika over breakfast. “I’ll be on a video call about this case I’m on
            that whole time.”
         

         
         Mama’s eyes still looked so tired, and Anika wondered why she had to attend so many meetings for her job at the law firm.
            And why she always seemed so stressed.
         

         
         Mama must have seen her frowning, because she reached over to rumple Anika’s dark, bobbed hair. “Why don’t you ask Harper to come keep you company at Mrs. Davis’s house? That could be fun. You haven’t seen much of her since the summer.” 

         
         “Sure,” Ani agreed.

         
         Mama was right. It would be fun to spend time outside of school again with Harper. Since she’d joined the local swim team
            this year, Harper had been so busy. She was always going to swim practice, traveling for swim meets, or talking about things
            that happened with her team. It was great that Harper loved being on the swim team so much. She had even asked Ani to try
            out for the Georgia Sharks with her. But ever since Ani had decided not to try out, Harper had seemed more distant. If nothing
            else, taking care of Wilbur the parrot would be a good excuse to hang out together again.
         

         
         And so, the first thing when she got to school, Anika found Harper. Her best friend was in a big group of their fellow fifth
            graders just inside the front doors. She was laughing and joking with Emilee Hsu and Jane Watson, two other girls on her swim
            team. All of them had funny rubber ducks in their hands—one dressed in a top hat, one as a pirate, and one as a painter with
            a beret.
         

         
         “Can you believe that medley relay!” Harper was saying. She had on a T-shirt with the Sharks logo and a big blue-and-white wave. 

         
         “Coach Kang was about to explode when we decreased our time so much from practice!” laughed Jane. “You’re an amazing anchor,
            Emilee. Your freestyle time was incredible.”
         

         
         “What about Harper’s butterfly? I mean, you were seriously channeling Torri Huske!” said Emilee. 

         
         It felt like they were speaking a different language. Ani knew how to doggy paddle and freestyle—kind of. Basically, she knew
            how not to drown when she went to the town pool during the summers. But all these different kinds of strokes, and the timings,
            and what was even a medley? Ani didn’t understand any of the lingo, but she didn’t want to ask Harper either. Ani noticed
            Harper had a new backpack too—plain blue like the older kids carried. When had she bought that?
         

         
         “Hey, Harper!” Ani called out.

         
         “Hey,” Harper said without her usual enthusiasm. Ani could feel Harper looking at her backpack, the one with stars and rainbows that they’d bought together. The one that matched the backpack Harper had been carrying just last week. 

         
         At Harper’s glance, Ani shifted her colorful pack from both shoulders to one. It was more uncomfortable, but somehow, from
            Harper’s expression, she could tell that it was the right thing to do.
         

         
         Ani smiled weakly. “You guys had a good meet?”

         
         “You don’t know what you’re missing out on, girl!” said Jane with a whoop. Her red hair was in a high ponytail that bounced
            when she talked.
         

         
         “They were giving out these ducks for the top race finishers!” Emilee held up her painter duck.

         
         Ani wasn’t sure what to say. “That’s so cool,” she offered with a smile.

         
         It took Anika another minute to get Harper’s full attention. Impatiently, Harper tossed her pirate duck up in the air and
            caught it again. “What’s up, Ani?”
         

         
         Anika explained the Mrs. Davis situation as quickly as she could. “And maybe you could come feed the bird with me this afternoon.
            We could hang out after.”
         

         
         The words weren’t even out of her mouth when Harper started laughing. “Mrs. Davis is why I chose this duck!” She held out the little yellow toy with the eye patch and crooked hat. “Remember how we said she was like a pirate, with that parrot on her shoulder?” 

         
         “I do.” Ani cleared her throat. “But . . . um . . . did you want to come over this afternoon to help me feed the bird?”

         
         Harper was shaking her head the entire time Ani spoke. “I can’t. I’m going over to Emilee’s. Our moms are going to take us
            all to get our ears pierced! Isn’t that cool?”
         

         
         “Yeah,” said Ani faintly. “Cool.”

         
         Anika touched her own small earrings, a gift from her grandmother. Ani got her ears pierced in India when she was four or
            five. She remembered that when Harper’s mom heard how young she’d been, Mrs. Robby had been shocked.
         

         
         At the memory, Ani’s stomach twisted. “You’re getting your ears pierced? I thought your mom didn’t want you to yet.”

         
         “Well, she changed her mind.” Harper shrugged. She didn’t even look upset about not hanging out with Ani. “Actually, I think
            that Jane and Emilee’s moms convinced her.”
         

         
         Anika felt a pang of regret that her mom was always so busy. Maybe if she had more free time, her mom could have made friends with Mrs. Robby, like Emilee’s and Jane’s moms seemed to have. Ani felt a shame she couldn’t even understand sweep over her. Not to mention the regret that now Harper had a whole new set of friends, activities, and life she was living—a life that Ani was less and less a part of. 

         
         The bell rang, and Harper separated herself from the group in the hall. She sighed, looking over her shoulder at the other
            kids scuttling to their classes.
         

         
         “I can’t come today, Ani,” Harper finally said as they entered their classroom. “But maybe tomorrow?”

         
         Ani tried to force a happy expression on her face. “Sure, okay.”

         
         She gave Harper what she hoped was a confident nod. Then there wasn’t any more time to talk, because their teacher, Ms. Rodriguez,
            was beginning the lesson. And of course, ever since Ms. Rodriguez had told them she was expecting a baby soon, everyone had
            made an unwritten pact to be extra special well-behaved for her.
         

         
         Ani was hoping to spend time with Harper at recess, but she was too late. The entire time, Harper, Emilee, and Jane goofed around, along with Cameron Lund and Tatum Stevenson, two boys Ani hardly knew but who were also on the Sharks swim team. It was only at the very end of their free time that Anika was able to grab a minute with her best friend. As they were heading in from recess, Ani brought up Mrs. Davis again. She was careful to keep the conversation light and funny. 

         
         “Since Mrs. Davis is in the hospital, at least she won’t be there.” Ani felt a little bad for saying it that way, but her
            comment brought a grin to her friend’s face.
         

         
         “Do you remember when she yelled at us not to walk on her lawn?” Harper laughed, pausing to adjust a barrette in her curly
            blond hair.
         

         
         Ani felt the worry from the morning melting in her chest. Harper was acting like her old self.

         
         “Oh my gosh! I’d almost forgotten.” Anika hadn’t forgotten, of course. But somehow, she knew Harper would be happier to think
            she had.
         

         
         Harper giggled, gripping Ani’s arm. “How can you not remember? She was like, ‘Girls! You’re killing my bulbs before they’ve
            even had a chance to live!’”
         

         
         Harper had always been really good at imitating people’s voices. Now, she almost sounded like Mrs. Davis herself.

         
         “Well, we both stayed on the sidewalk after that!” Anika said.

         
         “That’s only because we were worried Mrs. Davis would plant us upside down like the flower bulbs in her garden!” Harper snort-giggled.
            “She was shaking that walking stick like she wanted to throw it at us!”
         

         
         Anika was laughing so hard, she had tears in her eyes. She squeezed Harper’s arm back as they both entered the building again.

         
         “We were so scared!” Anika remembered.

         
         “Mrs. Davis is such a busybody,” Harper said, like that was the final word on the matter. “I can’t believe you have to live
            next door to her. And now, like, feed her nasty bird too.”
         

         
         “Well, she does have a lot of nice flowers in her garden.” Ani leaned on Harper’s desk as the rest of their class made their
            way inside. “I guess she just didn’t want us hurting them. And it is kind of sad she’s in the hospital.”
         

         
         Harper tilted her head at Ani like the blackbird had. She fixed Ani with unblinking green eyes. “What, are you on Mrs. Davis’s side now?” 

         
         “No. I mean, there aren’t really sides, right?” Ani’s voice got softer as she felt herself losing ground. Nervously, she gnawed
            at her nail. “I just don’t think it’s nice to call Mrs. Davis a busybody.”
         

         
         “Really?” Harper had stopped smiling. “I guess I’m just not that nice.”

         
         “Harper, wait. All I was saying is that we were walking on Mrs. Davis’s garden,” Ani began. “It was kind of our fault.”
         

         
         “Well, maybe you’d rather hang out with her then, and not me,” Harper said with such a force of air behind her words, she
            was almost spitting them out. “Since I’m such a mean person.”
         

         
         “No!” Ani felt her insides twist. She swallowed, like something hard was lodged in her throat. “You’ve got me wrong. I wasn’t
            saying you were mean.”
         

         
         Ani hadn’t realized it before, but there were curious eyes on them. The other kids around Harper’s desk seemed to be listening
            to their conversation, including Cameron and his buddy Tatum.
         

         
         “Well, if I didn’t know how you felt before, now I know,” Harper said, suddenly sharp.

         
         “I’m sorry, Harper!” Ani backed up toward her desk. She couldn’t figure out how things had gotten so messed up. “I wasn’t
            trying to say anything.”
         

         
         The rest of the afternoon, Ani could hardly pay attention to her lessons. She felt more and more like crying. Every time she
            tried to catch Harper’s eye and smile, Harper was looking a different way.
         

         
         Then finally, when the end-of-school bell rang, Anika was free. Without stopping to talk to her oldest friend, she bolted
            out the door and toward home.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         Mama was working on her laptop when Ani got home. Ani couldn’t remember the last time they’d used the dining table to actually
            eat. For months now, it had become Mama’s work-from-home space, covered with files, papers, and books.
         

         
         “Harper couldn’t join you?” Mama asked after muting the call she was on. Ani noticed she was wearing a fancy blouse on top
            but old sweatpants below where no one on the computer could see.
         

         
         Ani put down her stars-and-rainbow backpack with a sigh. She shook her head. It was too complicated to explain while Mama
            was in a meeting. It was too complicated to explain even when Mama wasn’t in a meeting.
         

         
         “Maybe she’ll come tomorrow,” Ani said in a low voice.

         
         Mama gave her a thumbs-up before returning to her call. Ani sighed again. How could she explain to her mother what happened
            with Harper when she didn’t really understand it herself?
         

         
         Ani took her time getting over to Mrs. Davis’s house. She made herself a snack and straightened up her room. She even looked
            up some facts about parrots in one of the animal atlases her parents had gotten her for her birthday. Then she got the spare
            keys to Mrs. Davis’s house and walked next door. Mama barely looked up to wave when she left.
         

         
         The first thing Ani saw when she approached Mrs. Davis’s white porch steps was her old rocking chair. The chair was brown
            and weathered but had pretty carvings of birds on the part where your head rested. Ani wondered if someone had hand carved
            the design. It was sitting empty with its little table next to it, the one on which she usually kept her glass of sweet tea.
            Ani wondered why the old lady liked sitting out on the porch so much. She certainly liked yelling at the neighborhood kids!
         

         
         “Here goes nothing,” Ani mumbled to herself as she put the key into the lock. She swung open Mrs. Davis’s front door and walked into an unfamiliar house smell. A hot, musty smell mixed with bird droppings. And then an unfamiliar noise. A really, really loud noise. 

         
         “Gladys! Gladys!” screeched Wilbur the parrot. “Where’s Gladys?”

         
         It was hard not to jump. Ani had known that Wilbur could talk, but she’d always heard him from the distance of the sidewalk.
            In the tiny living room, his voice was way too loud.
         

         
         “Mrs. Davis—I mean, Gladys—she’ll be home soon,” Ani said in as reassuring a voice as she could. She walked over to the sliding
            doors off the breakfast area and slid open the glass. Fresh air and light swept through the stuffy house.
         

         
         “There, isn’t that better?” Ani asked.

         
         “Better!” Wilbur shouted. “Better!”

         
         Ani took a glance around the room. It was actually a nice space. Pretty pillows dotted the sofas. There were even crocheted doilies on every surface, just like at her grandma’s house in India. On Mrs. Davis’s walls were colorful paintings of tropical places. Plenty of the paintings included a gray-feathered and black-billed parrot who looked a lot like Wilbur. Ani wondered if someone Mrs. Davis knew had painted them, featuring Wilbur just for her. 

         
         “Gladys! Gladys!” the bird squawked. He almost sounded like a little kid crying.

         
         Wilbur’s eyes were big and round, and he ruffled his feathers as he paced around the cage. Ani had read that these were all
            signs of fear, and she felt her heart squeeze in sympathy. Wilbur wasn’t grumpy at all. He was just confused and alone, and
            he wanted his mom.
         

         
         “Shh! It’s okay! Don’t be scared! Gladys will be back soon!” she cooed. Ani slowed down her breathing. Then she pressed her
            face up near the big cage, trying to radiate calmness and happiness.
         

         
         “Gladys! Gladys!” the bird squawked, still pacing. But he seemed a tiny bit less upset. Animals were so good at understanding
            your mood. It was one of the many things Ani loved about them.
         

         
         “It’s going to be okay,” Ani soothed. “I’m here to take care of you. I’m a friend. Remember? I live next door. You’ve seen
            me a million times when you’re out on the porch with Gladys?”
         

         
         Just like a dog, Wilbur tilted his head this way and that, studying Ani. It was like he was trying to figure out all the words she’d
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