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1 Take the Road of Not Yet

RUPERT'S MOTHER AND father had to go to Great Uncle Percy's funeral. All the usual babysitters were busy. So Rupert was dropped off at Great Aunt Ada's house, with Roly, his puppy.

Rupert and Great Aunt Ada waved the car round the corner, while Roly sat in a wet flower bed.

“You knew Great Uncle Percy,” said Rupert. “Why aren't you going too?”

“No fear!” said Great Aunt Ada. “At my age, funerals in wet weather tend to be catching.”
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She turned to see Roly sprawling about in her pansies.

“Out!” she said. “Out of there at once!”

Roly ignored her, and began to chew a begonia.

“Isn't he trained yet?” Great Aunt Ada asked Rupert crossly.

“Not yet,” Rupert admitted. He didn't want to admit to someone he hardly knew that his new puppy was so round and warm and soft and lovely that he couldn't bring himself even to start to be a little firm.

So he just said again, “Not yet. I keep meaning to start, but I never get round to it.”

Great Aunt Ada frowned at him over the top of her spectacles.

“Take the Road of Not Yet,” she warned, “and the only place you'll arrive is the Land of Never.”

Then she gave Roly a sharp poke with her walking stick, and he shot off the flower bed at once.

“That's better,” said Great Aunt Ada. “After all, rather unborn than untaught.” And she led the way back up the path to her little house.

Rupert trailed after her while Roly raced ahead, barking. In the front room, there was a glossy green parrot in a large wire cage.

“Now, there,” said Great Aunt Ada, “is a pet to make an owner proud.”

Rupert was embarrassed for Roly. But Roly just kept skittering about, making a nuisance of himself and jumping on furniture.
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Inside the cage, the parrot sat silently on its perch, blinking at Rupert with a beady eye.

Rupert went closer.

“Hello, Polly,” he said to the parrot. “Hello, Polly.”

“Gordon,” Great Aunt Ada corrected. “The parrot's name is Gordon.”

“Hello, Gordon,” said Rupert.

The parrot opened its beak. “Faster!” it shouted. “Faster, you dozy lump! Faster!”

Startled, Rupert backed away, and Roly stopped barking and stared.

“Gordon belonged to Great Uncle Percy,” Great Aunt Ada explained to Rupert. “Your mother wasn't madly keen, so he came here instead.”

“I see,” said Rupert.

“Jump!” screeched the parrot. “Get on with it! Jump! Jump!”

Poor Roly whined in terror and scratched at the door, desperate to get away.

“Was Great Uncle Percy a very rude man?” Rupert couldn't help asking.

“No,” said Great Aunt Ada, mystified. “Why on earth should you think that?”

“No reason,” Rupert said hastily. “Honestly, no reason.”

“Go!” screeched the parrot. “Stop hanging about like an old lady! Go, go, go!”

Great Aunt Ada looked just the tiniest bit put out. “We'll leave Gordon in peace, shall we?” she said loftily. “Let's go into the kitchen.”

Rupert followed her willingly.

“Rubbish!” the parrot called after them. “Absolute rubbish!”
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