5 DECEMBER

Bivds of § Fegther

Today, in History, Mrs Crake tells us that our
comman ancestor, Pukeko Ancienato, was blown
to Aotearoa around a thousand years ago. She
says this means we are all related, and that birds
of a feather should stick together.

Me? Related to Billy Flickeail?

“That’s stupid,” says Billy, and for once 1 agree
with him.

Anyway, even if we are just a teeny bit related,
we're talking about a great-great-great-great-
great-great-greai-greal-great-great-great-great-
etcetera grandfather. And there’s no way that can
count for anything. Right?



13 DECEMBER

Poctry aad a Plucked Chicken

Today is the last day of term, and [ am
moulting. Mum says that means I'm growing
up, and that it’s lovely. Shows how much she
knows!

‘When Billy Flicktail moults, it is absolutely
cool. He faps his wings and the loose feathers
pop out, just like that, with the new ones
already perfect underneath. Me? I moult in
clumps. My plumage is totally patchy T have to
wonder if this is normal. When Billy pops his
feathers, they float to the ground ‘as lightly as
seed-pods in the breeze’. (That’s what Tndigo
Tuk-Tuk said in poetry class.) Whereas my
feathers practically plonk. And underneath it is
not a pretty sight. [ am almost certain I can see
raw skin. What if I go completely bald?

Will Indigo Tuk-Tuk ever compose poetry
about a plucked pukeko? T doubt it



25 DECEMBER

Chistmas, the Wekas,
and 3 Sligln’r\y Sﬁnbf Frog

At last, its Christmas! Problem is, the Wekas are
coming for lunch. Dad says, “Can’t we just un-
invite them this year?” and Mum says, “Of course
we cant, they're family,” but T can tell she’s tearing
her feathers out because she knows Aunty Weka
will drink too much swamp water and go on and
on about how weka are a threatened species.
Sure enough, this is exactly whai happens.

“Pity you're not extinct,”says Grandina, not that
quietly, and Mum says, “Do have another spider,
T made them myself.” Uncle Weka starts telling
bad jokes and Aunty Weka laughs that stupid
little *Coo-eet, coo-eet.”

1 try to slip away to practise the Swamphen
Stomp for the Tuk-Tuks New Year's Eve dance
party, but Bekka Weka follows me. She thinks

shek hot stuff but she’s as plain as a drain, not a

splash of blue anywhere. If only she could see
Indigo Tuk-Tuk, she would know what true
beauty is. Indigo has cobalt-blue plumage and
the shiniest legs in class.

Then its time for lunch. Uncle Weka says,
“Oh, its frog again. 1 thought we were having
snail,” and Grandma says, “We always have frog,
it’s tradition,” and Uncle Weka says, “I reaily like
snaill,” and; Bekka says, “Actually, I'm on a diet,”
and Aunty Weka goes, “Coo-eet, coo-ger,” and
Mum says, “Ok dear, I hope the frogs not a tiny
bit past its use-by date.”

When they leave, Mum has to lie with her feet
up for three hours.

“Never again,” says Dad.

“Oh, conde on,” says Mum. “They’re family”



e A

3{ DECEMBER
New Year's Eve!

T am anxious 1o be the first to arrive at Indigo
Tuk-Tuks dance party tonight, but Murm says she’s
not letting me out of the house till after dinner,
which is leftover frog. This is nothing new. She
has been trying to make us eat it all week. If it
was past its use-by date before, it is now seriously
puirefied. Dad waits till Mum’s back is turned,
then throws the lefiover frog in the swamp.

Mum says, “Maybe we'll have snail next year.”

I'm late to the dance, but in the end it doesn™
matier, because guess who gate-crashes? Billy
Flicktail and his brothers! First, Billy tramples the
weed 1 have been specially saving to share with
Indigo. Then he swallows thirteen caterpiliars,
one after the other, just to impress her. Then,
worst of all, he asks her to do the Screech and
Squawlk with him, and she says “Yes.”

I have never been so humiliated in my life.
Billy Flickiail had better watch cut. This is war!

10




iZ MARCH

Old Plastic Bags

Today in class, Indigo waggles her tail feathers at
me. [ ger a little over-excited and tell her T can {ly
like a swallow.

“Can not,” she says, and I say, “Can too,” and
she says, “Can not,” so I show her ...

My beak is only a little bit chipped and the -
tree is not damaged at all. Billy Flicktail sniggers,
so I peck him, but Mrs Crake carches me.

I have to stay on after school. I have never been
on detention before. As if T needed any extra
torment, Mrs Crake tells me that she is pleased
lam interested in the art of flying, and that she
has put my name down for the school triathlon
in Cctober. The Swim-Run-Fly fills me with
dread. Everyone knows that Billy Flickeail will
win. I will be totally annihilated.

“Stay cool,” says Porp, when Mrs Crake has

finally let me go. He has been waiting for me

in the sheep paddock. Porp is a great mate.

“Stay ccol,” he says again, but 1 am not ceol. I am
completely cverheated from picking up every
scrap of rubbish in the entire school grounds.
Plus, my beak has a funny taste in it from carting
round those dirty, crinkly, tangly things that Mrs
Crake says human beings call Old Plastic Bags.
Human beings are disgusting.

; “You can train with me,” says Porp.

ELf;?or'_p mzy be a great mate, but

k& he has actually volunteered

H» 5 for the Swim-Run-

Fly because he
thinks it will be
fun. He does
not understand
what it is like
to be a physical
misfit. T pause to

drink some water

~ . from a puddle.



My reflection looks dirty and crinkly, like an 4 MAY
Old Plastic Bag,. T am rubbish on legs. : : | SP)/

“Come on,” says Porp. “Lets go 1o the

roadside and get some grit. 1 bags the red grit, Today is the first day of the duck-shooting seasofl.

you can have the yellow and the blue.” School is closed for one week as a precaution.
“Keep your feathers low,” advises Mrs Crake.
Tm pleased to get away from Bﬂl Flicktail, but T

miss Porp. Also, d:iéiillrbi ;

“No way!” I laugh. Everyene knows that the

red is the tastiest.

We rum all the way.

“See?” puffs Porp. “Youw're not so bad at
running.”

Not so bad at running, maybe. But flying?
Flying is another story. And the triathlon is

seven months eway, and couniing . ..



It too dangerous to go out into the open, so
Mum and I hang around eating pickled slaters
and playing I spy. It goes like this:

Murn: | spy with my little eye, something
Leginning with D.

Me: Druck?

Mum: No.

Me: Dung?

Mum: No.

Me: Dog?

Mum: Yes!

1t’s boring and scary at the same time.

The duck-shooters wear ugly clothes and
funny hats and smear mud on their faces,
which they think makes them look like bushes.
They also blow little whistles, which they think
makes them sound like ducks.

Eventually, they decide there is no bird life
here, and go away. We all agree that hurnan

beings are a very primitive species.

P

29 MAY

The Great Po‘ra’r;a Adventure

Today, during training for the Swim-Run-Fly,

n~

Billy Tlickeail comes up behind me and Porp and
hisses: “Want an adventure?”

I'm not at all sure that 1 do, but Porp says,
“Sure!l” and 1 dont want to lock like a coward,
so Inod. .

“Then meet us in the potato field ai two a.m.,”
he says. “We're going on a plunder.”

That nighi, I lie wide awsake, tossing and
tuming. Should T go? Somerimes its hard to be
a pukeko.

30 MAY, 2 AM.
I'm going! 1t's pitch black this early in the

morning, and freezing cold. There are weird
noises coming from the reeds by the edge of
the swamp: little scrarches and squeaks. Whar if

therek a rat or a stoat? I'm shaking so hard, my
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feathers rustle. We hide in a ditch il Billy
gives the signal.

“Charge!” he shouts, and we mun into the
middle of the field and start digging. The others
eat their potatoes straight away, but I roll mine
out of the field and all the way home without
taking so much as a peck.

Thide it under my nest but I feel so guilty,

I can't sleep. I'm a criminall I can bear it no
longer. 1 wait till first light, then roll the potate
all the way back to the field .., but disaster
strikes. Indigo’ younger sister Violet is already
up, doing her tai chi, and she sees me!

I'm sick to the stomach. She’ll tell Indige,
then Indigo will know I'm a coward. 'm sunk.




{9 JURE sduULY

A Sob, 3 Sniff and 3
Valuable |esson

The Rail family is in mourning. Today is the fifth
anniversary of the death of Great-Uncle Perky,
whose life was tragically cut short by a pink Fiat

Pukeko SOMP

Today the Wekas come back for a visit. Dad is
calm, Mum mortified. Grandma fakes beak-ache
and slips away. I escape into the paddock and

try (unsuccessfully) to sirike up a conversation

with the local sheep, but Bekka Weka and her
disgustin§ Titdle brother Webfoot follow me.

Bambina cutside the tearoors on State Highway
One north. of Wellsford.

“Remermber, son,” says Dad.

*No insect is so deliciots that

it’s worth dying for.”

Grandma stifles a sob.

i Mum sniffs and says, “He was

playing chicken on the road. M .

There’s a valuable lesson in
this for us all.”
L know, 1 know. A pukeko is

Fh not d chicken.

20




Webioot tells me all pukekos stink because
we've got poo in our name, so I tell him hesa
cretin and it's not pronounced “poo,” its “pu,”
Bekka Weka tells me she has z new secret
recipe, and would I like her to share it with
me? Sure, | say — unwisely.

“It’s for pukeko soup,” says Bekka. “You boil
a pukeko with 2 stone for three hours, then
throw out the pukeko and eat the stone.”

She and her brother kill themselves laughing,

1 tell Bekka that she’s a silly old coot,
which is not only rude, but also biclogically
incorrect. But hey, who cares? 1 was provoked.
Luckily the Wekas remember the rotten frog
at Christmas, and leave before dinner. Mum’s
exhausted, so Dad picks up takeaway crickets.
There are some advantages to having annoying

relatives after all.

1AUGUST

Kidnapped!

My feathers are all in a ruffle. Something
sensational has happened: Billy Flickiail has
been abducted by humans! Indigo is in the
depths of despair. Mrs Flickrail is hysterical.
Porp is thrilled.

I'm jusg plain confused; why on earth would
anyone want to kidnap Billy?

“There’s nothing for it,” says Dad. “We need
to visit Mister T.”

Dad is standing, still as stone, up to his belly
in swamp water. We are fishing. It’s incredibly
boring. We never catch anything.

“Who’ Mister 12" asks Porp. Honestly,
sometimes T have to wonder about that bird.

“Mr T,” says Dad, “is a takahe. He’ a prophet.
He looks back into the past, and foreteils the
future.”

“Cool,” says Porp. “Can I meet him?”



I pretend to keep fishing, but secretly I'm in
turmoil. There is no way I have arny wish to meet
Mister T.

“You bet,” says Dad. “We'li all go together in
the morning.”

1 stick my beak deep into the swamp and stifle
a squawk. By complete fluke, when I come up,
my beak has a {ish in it. Porp whistles and claps
his wings, but I'm not fooled. T nzed to face facts:
Porp is a great mate, a super athlete, and a hero
among birds. And [ am a coward. Just think of
the potato.

z AUGUST
Mister T

Mister T is one big bird. He locks about three
times heavier than Dad — and Dad, before he met
bMum and got middle-aged and scrawny, actually
won the avian heavyweight championship

(pukeko division) two years in 2 row. Mister T

2%

is old enough to be dead about three times

over. In fact, when we first arrive we think that
maybe he actually is dead, because heb just
sitting there like a big blackberry bush with his
beak slumped down into his feathers.

But then Dad pushes forward the grass
shoots we've brought as z gift. We bow deeply,
tails up, wings drocped.

Misteréf squawks, “Clowp!” [ nearly jump
out of my feathers. And he speaks.

“Clowp! Yes, Billy will be safely returned.”

At this point, Mrs Flickrail faints with relief
and needs to be revived with an especially juicy
grub. I feel a pang of something suspicicusly
like disappointment.

“But why have they kidnapped him?” Porp
blurts out.

I clap my wing over his beak. Mister T
glares at Porp and blinks like an owl. Te looks
as if hes about to pull Porpk feathers cut, one

by one.

pin



“Billy will be trained,” he says at last, “for a
television commercial. The last one had to pull
a string to make 2 light come on.”

Thave not the foggiest idea what he is tafking
about, but ['am far too afraid to ask.

Mister T’ beak sinks o his chest. He closes
his eyes, and goes back to being dead. Porp

fumns to me and says, “Do you think we should
i li wake him up and ask him who's going to win
i the Swim-Run-Fly?”

This is too much for me. Coward that [ am,

I turn and run, Horestly, if I run like this in

the triathlon, I will win wings down, prophesy
or no prophesy. Old age is a terrible thing.
I'm never going to let it happen to me.

26




7 AUGUST
Toe Much Zonking,
and 3 Bad Case of Guilt

It’s the weekend, and Porp and I are supposed to
be practising for the Swim-Run-Fly but the water
is freeziﬁg, and full of paradise ducks going,
Zonk, zonk, zonk. All that zonking is enough to
make me wish thar the humans had kidnapped
me instead of Billy. Drat that bird! T hope they
put him in a pie. .
Then I remember the duck-shooters. Humans
. really do Hke eating birds. I feel guilty now. And
confused. _—
“What’s the matter?” asks Porp, and 1 confess.
“1was just thinking about Billy,” I say. “T know-
he’s my enemy and everything ... but ... T'd feel
kind ef bad if . .. you know ... he ended up as
a pie.”
“Pie?” repeats Porp. Then he shrugs. “Dont
sweal the small stuff,” he says.

28

Actually, I den’t think this is small stuff. Small
stull is whether the dance mdves in the Screech
and Squawk go flap, peck, dip, chirp or flap, dip, _
peck, chirp. Actually, I'm confused about this, too.
I mension it to Porp. We practise the Screech and
Squawk for the rest of the afternoon. We really,
really should be concentrating on the Swim-Run-
Fly, though. There’s only two months to go, and

counting ¥

2¢ SEPTEMBER
Qom\as\ne\\s

Something truly disgusting has happened. I should
have guessed when 1 saw Dad beating down a
clump of reeds by the water’s edge, but I was
distracted, thinking about Indige Tuk-Tuk’s eight
shiny, perfectly formed toes. By the time I catch
on, it is too late. Mutn has laid.

“Mum!” I shriek. “You don’t need another baby.

You've got mel”

29



She says nothing, but her face goes all kind
of faraway and squeezy, and when I lock down,
there’ another egg. T could have just about
forgiven her for that, but then she drops the real
bombshell.

Guess who she’s invited to share her nest? Billy
Flicktails mother! My own flesh and blood has
turned against me. T have been betrayed by the
bird who laid me. It is 2 dark day.

“Chill out, son,” says Dad. “Mrs Flickail’s really
nice when you get to know her” He winks at me.
Winks!

When Mrs Flicktail lays her first egg in Mum3s
nest, I stalk off and go into a sulk for an entire
day. When Dad takes over nest duty for the night
and Mum comes locking for me, 1 hide behind
SOIne raupo reeds.

But the next morning, I feel ashamed. I get up
at dawn and go down to the nest to apologise.

“Hello, darling,” says Murmn. 1 knew you'd
come round,” and she lets loose another egg, just

to rub it in.

30

Has any bird in the history of this entire swamp

EVER had a mother as embarrassing as mine?




2 ocToBER
Pecker, Maths and 3
Mind—Peacﬁng Mother

Today, the running tally of eggs in the nest is

as follows:

Billy’s brother Pecker stops by on his way to

training for the Swim-Run-Fly. “How many you
got, Ma?” he asks. Then: “Hal Seven!”

I may not be a maths whizz, but [ know who
is winning here. Suddenly, I'm thinking that
maybe [ shouidn't be so negative about Mum’s
egg-laying abilities. Maybe, in fact, T should be
encouraging her to push out another three, just
to even things up? Or, better still, four?

“Its not a competition,” says Mum, sternly.

=

Itk freaky when she reads my mind like that.
But what will Billy say when he comes back and
finds he’s got nearly twice as many new brothers
and sisters as me? i

Mum glares. She’s reading my mind again.

“It doesn’t matter what anybody says.” she hisses.

Well, what did I expect? This is the mother

who gives me slug in my school lunch.
;

it oCToBER

Drama in the DuCkPond

During training today, Pecker Flickiail, who
is usually an excellent swiramer, gets his foot
tangled in an Old Plastic Bag and nearly

drowns. Dad has to pull him out and give him

" heak-to-beak.

“No pain, no gain,” says Porp when he hears
the news. He once fractured a wing bone in a

collision with a macrocarpa, so he should know.
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