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THE SUN FELT WARM ON my back, a comforting weight. I sat cross-legged on our backyard deck, my sketchbook balanced on my knees, trying to avoid the sticky sap from the grevillea bush. It was the first day of January, and I was determined to fill my art journal with at least one drawing every single day of the summer holidays. I loved being outside, breathing in the smell of warm eucalyptus and freshly cut grass. It felt good to be strong enough for long days in the sun again.

“Hold still,” I whispered, even though the lorikeets fluttering around the grevillea wouldn't hear me. Their feathers were so bright. Electric blue heads, orange-red chests, and those amazing green wings. I’d been trying to get their colours just right with my pencils for ages. In the distance, Mr Patterson’s lawnmower hummed, a familiar summer sound. Somewhere down the street, kids were laughing and shouting. I smiled, adding another splash of blue to my drawing. School holidays were the best.

I was so focused on getting the curve of a wing perfect that I almost didn’t notice the new bird. It landed on our back fence with a soft, unnatural thump. When I looked up, my smile faded. This lorikeet wasn’t like the others.

“Oh,” I breathed, setting my sketchbook aside. My stomach clenched. Its feathers were all wrong. They were dull and messy, like someone had taken all the shine out of them. The bright rainbow colours I’d just been drawing looked washed out and sad on this bird. Its chest feathers were matted together in clumps, and a few were missing entirely. The poor thing’s head tilted at a weird angle, like it was too heavy to hold up properly. And its eyes—they blinked so slowly, just dull slits of colour, as if each blink took all the energy it had. It reminded me a little of how I felt last year when I was so sick, every movement feeling like an enormous effort.

I stood up carefully, my heart beginning to thump a nervous rhythm in my chest. The other lorikeets flew away when I got too close, scattering into a blur of colour. But this one just sat there, unmoving, its small body slumped.

“You don’t look right, little guy,” I whispered, taking a small step toward the fence.

The bird made a sound that squeezed my heart. Not the cheerful chatter lorikeets usually make, but a raspy, weak squawk that sounded like it hurt. Like a tiny cough.

I took another slow step. “It’s okay,” I whispered. “I won’t hurt you.”

The bird didn’t move, didn’t try to escape. It just watched me with those tired eyes, its breathing shallow and rapid.

“Mum!” I called over my shoulder, trying to keep my voice calm even though my heart was racing. “Dad! Can you come here? Something’s wrong with this bird!”
I heard the rustle of bushes behind me, then the brisk thud of Mum’s boots tamping down soil. She came up beside me, her gardening gloves still on.
“Look,” I pointed, my hand trembling slightly. “That lorikeet. I think it’s really sick.”

Dad appeared a moment later, squinting in the bright sunlight. “Where?”

“On the fence. See how it’s just sitting there? And its feathers are all wrong.”

They both moved closer, and the three of us stood in a line, staring at the poor bird. It barely reacted to having three humans just a few metres away.

“Poor little blighter,” Dad said quietly, his brow furrowed with concern. “He’s not well at all.”

“Is it going to die?” The question slipped out before I could stop it, making my voice wobble. A familiar ache of helplessness tightened in my chest.

Mum put her arm around my shoulders, a comforting squeeze. “It needs help, that’s for sure.”

Dad leaned forward slightly. “Hang on. It’s got a leg band. See that little ring? This isn’t a wild lorikeet. It’s someone’s pet.”

“A pet?” I looked closer and spotted the tiny blue band around its leg. “So it belongs to someone?”

“Looks that way,” Dad nodded. “Which means we might be able to find its owner.”

Something about knowing it was a pet made me feel even more worried. Someone out there was probably missing this little bird, wondering where it had gone. It made him seem even more alone.

I took another careful step toward the fence. The bird watched me but still didn’t fly away. Its dull eyes blinked slowly.

“Hey there,” I whispered, reaching out my hand very slowly. “It’s okay.” My finger gently touched its back. I expected it to flinch, to pull away. Instead, it seemed to lean slightly into my touch, its dull feathers fluffing up just a tiny bit. My heart squeezed again, but differently this time.

“Mum, what should we do?” I asked, still stroking the bird’s back with one finger, feeling the fragile bones beneath the matted feathers.

Mum pulled out her phone. “I think we should call the vet. They’ll know how to help it.”

“The Riverside Animal Hospital isn’t far,” Dad suggested. “We could take it there.”

“Do you think we should?” I suddenly felt both excited about helping and terrified that the bird was too sick to save. I remembered how important it was to me that my parents fought for me when I was sick.

“I think we have to try,” Mum said, already dialling the number.

While she spoke quietly on the phone, I kept my finger gently resting against the lorikeet’s back, willing my strength into its little body. The bird made another weak sound, somehow sadder than before. I swallowed hard.

“It’s okay,” I whispered. “We’re going to help you.”

Dad returned with a shoebox lined with a soft tea towel. Together
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