So here I am.  Stood in the middle of the school hall, silence all around me, teachers staring and my friends nervously trying to pretend that they don’t know me.  Feathers, fur and the awful stench of animals grimly invading the room.  How on earth had it come to this and, more importantly, how was I going to get out of it?
I suppose I had better introduce myself.  My name is Esther and I can talk to animals.  It all began when I was 4.  I had always been good with animals but it wasn’t until I was 4 that I realised that I could speak to them and, guess what?  They could not only understand me but would talk back!
As years passed I learned to understand and speak to more and more types. First it was just my dog.  It was so amazing that first time.  I was holding his ball, pretending to throw it one way only to send it another, then laughing as he zoomed off in the wrong direction, when all of a sudden he turned and looked at me, and quite clearly growled “would you stop doing that.  It’s very frustrating!”  Well, you can imagine my surprise.  At first I thought it was my brother playing a trick on me, but no.  It was just the dog – Bert – and I.  As you may imagine it took a while for me to stop staring mouth wide open, arms hanging limply by my side like a rag doll which had been scared by a ghost.  However Bert had no intention of letting me stop playing (even if it was now by his rules) and so began our first conversation.
From then on I found that I was able to chat to more and more people’s pets. The real surprise however happened just after my 9th birthday on a school trip to the zoo. I had been happily reading the zoo map, watching the animals and arguing with my friends about where to go first when I heard a low but insistent chatter. Looking around I couldn’t see who it was. Shushing my group I listened carefully. It seemed to be a very heated argument about food.  I could see that none of my friends were talking, and neither were the adults nearby.  At least, not about food, they were moaning about who had been sick on the coach and why they always had to be the ones to clean it up.  So if it wasn’t from them who could it be?  Scanning around me I spotted two squirrels in the tree immediately above me and lions in a cage off to my left.  As I watched, I forced myself to tune in to the sound more carefully.
“Why do we always have to do it your way?  I say we just run up and jump them.  With their poor hearing and spindly legs not only will they never see us coming but they won’t be able to get away even if they do.”
“Don’t be a fool.  When has that ever worked?  These creatures might be pathetic and extremely ugly but they are clever.  What we need to do is climb over those trees, through the gap in the fence and then we can come up behind them.  Silent like.  Now that’s the way to get a good and tasty snack!”
I had often spoken to her guinea pigs so presumed it possible that I might be listening to the squirrels, yet what nuts had legs?  It just didn’t make sense.  Plus, they were already in the tree so they had no need to get through any fences…
In the few seconds it took for me to realise that it wasn’t the squirrels that I could hear, the culprit had jumped the tree, snuck through the fence and now stood glaring at me and my friends, licking its lips hungrily.
“Hm mm mm, yummy.  Six little girls.  They will make for a good starter!”
I didn’t have time to think about my own safety, I just knew that I had to act and fast.  Adrenalin kicked in and I drew myself up to my full height and stared at the enormous, slobbering lion, it’s sharp teeth bared and stomach rumbling ferociously.
“Don’t. Even. Think. About. It” I spat, with as much confidence as my shaking body would allow.  
Surprise briefly registered on the hungry lion’s face.  “Interesting.  Food which can speak” it growled.
Suddenly an idea hit.  It may be a long shot but it was all I had.  “Yes.  I can speak and I know that you wouldn’t want your friend over there to know what you had been doing only a few minutes ago so beat it back into your cage or I spill the beans!”  Disbelief followed by anger flickered across the lions face but was soon replaced by the unmistakable look of shame.
“You wouldn’t? “
“Oh yes I would.  Now get back in your cage before I start getting chatty”
With a final glare and frustrated flick of the tail the lion slunk slowly back into the cage, defeated.  
The rest of the day passed in something of a blur with animal trainers and zookeepers rushing around desperately trying to fix the broken cage and check that we had no intention of suing them and teachers fussing over the girls, constantly checking that they were unharmed and wondering how on earth they had escaped being eaten.  As far as I know no one ever realised that it was me that saved them.  I think they all believe that the lion simply changed it’s mind.  But whatever, my secret was safe as were my friends and I, and that was how I wanted to keep it.  If only…
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