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Running Wild, the Cockatoo Child

Life in Yellow Town is pretty normal, as lives go. We farm livestock, have done for
generations, my Ma says. It’s boring, but it's what we do.

The bush here is scraggly and wild, the ground dusty red and sandy when you get
closer to the desert. The kookaburras sing to each other in the mornings, though |
reckon they’'d need a few lessons before winning any prizes. It’s the thought that counts,
my Ma said with a laugh when | told her that.

We live on the edge of town, though there’s not much there either. A tavern I'm not
allowed in, a hotel that Mr Stiggins says is the grandest in Australia and everyone else
says is a dump, a store and some houses.

There aren’t so many kids around, but we make do. Everyone else tends to leave us be,
so we have to sort out problems on our own. Once | had to sock an older kid, Branden,
in the jaw when he was picking on my friend Charlotte; my Ma got a bit angry with me
for that, but there was a twinkle in her eye that made me think maybe she didn’t mind so
much. Branden said he’d get me back, but he never has, ‘cause all the other kids bunch
around me and scare him off. | guess sometimes | feel a bit bad about that, since he
looks a bit lonely sometimes, but my friends tell me he’s not worth it whenever | think
about saying sorry.

| guess in small towns, things out of the ordinary are a lot bigger of a deal. Since there
aren’t many kids around, we look past most stuff for games and things, unless they’re a
jerk like Branden. So, | guess it says a lot that there’s one girl we’ve never even tried to
talk to.

| don’t really see her often, and when | do, it scares the living daylights out of me. She
has a way of sneaking up behind you without a sound, and you turn around to wide,
grey eyes and dark black hair in your face.

Sometimes | see her running around with silent laughter, arms stretched out to either
side with her hair flowing behind her, like she thinks she’s flying. Ma gets huffy
whenever we see her across the street and steers me away, muttering under her breath
about wild children and ‘negleegence’. Once | asked her what she meant and she just
shook her head sadly, which was real strange ‘cause she almost always answers me,
even if all the answer she gives is a smack on the bottom or a scolding if | was being
cheeky.

None of the other kids know about her either. Branden said once that she was an evil
spirit, but we all chucked gum leaves at him and told him to shut up, ‘cause we all know
those ain’t real. Some of the older kids call her the cockatoo child when they think we
aren’t around, though nobody knows what to make of that. One time we caught her just
staring at us while we were playing ball, the top of her head poking out of a bush, her
wide, unblinking eyes looking straight at us. None of us really knew what to do,
especially since she didn’t move at all once we noticed. Eventually we just ran back to



the town, looking behind to see if she followed. Charlotte said she was real glad the girl
didn’t follow us, but | was hoping she would.

People talk strange things about her when they think nobody’s listening. Once old man
Al, who smokes pipes by the tavern, said to Mr Stiggins that he remembered when she
was a little girl, that she was sweet as anything until her Ma lost her in the bush one
day. He said they’d thought she was dead until a good while later, when she showed up
out of the blue, covered in dirt and warbling in some strange language nobody knew
except her. Her parents had left the town pretty much right after she’d gone missing —
old man Al spat disdainfully on the ground after he said that — so nobody knew what to
do with her, especially since she didn’t seem to like being touched or talked to, and they
all got scared once they saw her warbling happily to the cockatoos like they were
people.

Mr Stiggins laughed nervously after this, waving the story off and taking old man Al
inside, saying he’d had too much to drink, which Al weren’t too pleased about but there
wasn’t much he could do on account of him being sat in his rolling chair all the time,
though he called Mr Stiggins a young dense idiot and some other words Ma once cuffed
me round the head for saying.

| was never really sure what to think of what the old man had said. | didn’t ever get the
chance to ask him, ‘cause he was always sat by the tavern, and | get a good scolding if
anyone sees me there. | thought about it lots, though, ‘specially when | caught glimpses
of the girl with raven hair and grey eyes, dancing through the bush without a care in the
world.



