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      Wendy Graham is a full-time writer, with more than forty published books, both educational and trade. She writes for children of all ages,
         from the primary-school age group to novels for teens and young adults. A long-held fascination with birds, particularly birds
         of prey, was the catalyst for this story. Wendy lives in a small coastal community in Victoria.
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         Life is what happens to us while we are making other plans.
        

         THOMAS LA MANCE

      



      
      The wedge-tailed eagle, Jemma, had been brought from her night quarters. She was sitting on her perch, sharp-eyed, regarding
         Macka with interest. She was hungry and she was quite aware of what was in the hawking bag slung over Macka’s shoulder – pieces
         of meat.
     

      
      Macka calmly thought the process through. He knew what to do; he’d watched Mr O’Reilly often enough. The idea was to get the
         raptor to step up to his gloved fist and, if that was successful, get her to jump to his fist from her perch.
     

      
      He’d already learnt the drill of attaching jesses, swivel and leash, and had checked to make sure the anklets and swivels were in good shape. And he’d practised the falconer’s knot until he could do it quickly, without even
         thinking about it.
     

      
      He smoothed out his new hawking glove. It was quite ornate, made from fine supple leather, with a fringed, suede tassle.

      
      Calmly, Macka approached the bird. She was a magnificent specimen. Australia’s largest bird of prey, she was more than three
         feet from head to tail. Curved beak for tearing at meat, large, clawed feet and strong, thick legs. She cocked her head slightly,
         eyeing him.
     

      
      Macka made clicking noises with his tongue as he stepped closer.

      
      The bird moved sideways, further away along the perch. Macka offered her the beef scrap, held tightly between the pad of his
         thumb and forefinger. He knew to be patient. Mr O’Reilly had warned him, too, that the bird might bate – try to fly off.
     

      
      She reached forward to grab the meat but Macka held onto it tightly – he wanted her to step onto his glove first. After a
         brief hesitation Jemma decided she had to gain better leverage to the offering and she extended one foot onto Macka’s glove.
         Wow! Macka’s heart leapt.
     

      
      
      But when he lifted his fist a little, to encourage her to step up with the other foot, she immediately bated, throwing herself
         off the glove. Stopped short by the leash, she hung upside down, thrashing her wings and shrieking.
     

      
      Macka felt like panicking as well. He just stood there, arm extended, helpless to stop the huge, flapping wings.

      
      Mr O’Reilly hurried over to help. He gently grasped the eagle’s back and breast and firmly placed her on the glove. Macka
         let Jemma have the beef, then gently moved her away, touching the back of her legs against her perch so that she stepped back
         onto it.
     

      
      ‘Maybe next time,’ Mr O’Reilly said, taking over.

      
      •

      
      When the farm went bust and Macka and his mum had to leave Hartfield, Macka had thought it was the end of the world. Country
         life was all he knew and he’d had no desire to live in the city.
     

      
      It was the worst at first, staying with rellos in the suburbs while his mum looked for a job. When she found one, they began
         renting a tiny house not much bigger than a bungalow. It was set on a large, rural estate at Warrandale, on the outskirts
         of the city. Macka’s mum was working as the cleaner of the O’Reillys’ huge house on the same acreage. They were nice people, Mr and
         Mrs O’Reilly – rich as anything. They’d been excellent to him and his mum. They’d given Macka some tasks on the property,
         too; he looked after their aviary birds and a couple of horses that they kept as pets.
     

      
      Macka had started working at Tom O’Reilly’s private sanctuary, Wildlife Haven, after school a few days a week and some hours
         on weekends. It was here that he was learning to handle the birds of prey. He could hardly believe the rapport he was developing
         with them. It took his breath away when he watched them perform their aerial displays.
     

      
      Macka knew how lucky he was that Mr O’Reilly had given him the job at the wildlife sanctuary. He was sure that his mum being
         their house cleaner probably clinched it, but he’d still had to suffer through the interview process. Even now, a few months
         later, recalling the interview made him wince inwardly. ‘Tell me, lad,’ Tom O’Reilly had said, ‘have you had any experience
         with animals?’
     

      
      ‘Y-y-y-y-y-yes. On our far-far-far-farm.’

      
      ‘And why is it you’d like to work at Wildlife Haven?’

      
      
      ‘B-b-b-’ Macka began. ‘B-b-b.’ He stopped trying to say ‘because’ and started again. ‘It’s what-what-what I’ve always want-want-wanted.’

      
      He’d so wished he could bite back his stupid, jackhammered words.

      
      Mr O’Reilly, though, hadn’t seemed concerned. He’d asked a couple more questions, and then took Macka outside to the sanctuary
         to see how he related to the animals. And that’s when he got the job.
     

      
      It was the perfect occupation for Macka.

      
      It meant he didn’t have to speak.
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         Fate will bring together those a thousand miles apart; without fate, they will miss each other though they come face to face.
        

         CHINESE PROVERB

      



      
      Macka had just arrived home from school and was making his way up the O’Reillys’ winding driveway when a noise made him look
         back to the street. Loud and revving, the motorbike roared around the corner, all black metal and shiny chrome.
     

      
      Macka waved. Although the rider was wearing a full-face helmet, he knew it was Luke, the teenage boy from the next-door property.
         Luke fishtailed past, showing off with a ‘mono’ at the end of the street. He executed a leaning U-turn, tyres squealing, and
         pulled up next to Macka. The bike’s engine was still gurgling, impatient, like it wanted to leap away and hurl itself, tyres thumping, up the nearby hills.
     

      
      Envy swept over Macka, and homesickness, too – at Hartfield, when they still had the farm, he’d loved riding his dirt bike.
         He used to ride it around the property to check the fences, jumping the motorbike over the irrigation channels in the orchards
         – it felt like flying.
     

      
      ‘How ya goin’, man?’ Luke said. He still straddled the machine, feet planted either side.

      
      ‘G-g-g-g.’ Macka stopped, rubbing his lip. He gave up on saying g’day, and just nodded instead.

      
      ‘Like my new wheels? Traded in the Honda.’ Luke, eighteen, was three years older than Macka. He waited a moment for an answer.
         When Macka didn’t speak, he revved up the machine again and took off, screeching to a halt in the driveway of the house next
         door.
     

      
      That’s when, on impulse, Macka decided to go into the city. He’d check out Harley Heaven, look at the motorbikes. He might
         get himself one, in a few years.
     

      
      He wished himself invisible as he pedalled his battered, kid-sized bicycle past Luke, who was dismounting in the next-door
         carport.
     

      
      
      It took him nearly an hour to ride into the city.

      
      •

      
      Macka gasped and jumped on the brakes of his bike. A girl had rushed across the city mall, right into his path. There was
         no way he could stop in time. All he could do to avoid her was to crash the bike and himself to the ground. He landed heavily.
     

      
      The girl’s hand flew to her mouth. ‘Oh, sorry!’ she said. ‘Are you okay?’

      
      Macka got to his feet and righted his bike. He took off his helmet and raked his hand across his forehead.

      
      ‘It was all my fault,’ the girl said.

      
      Macka, brushing himself down, gazed at her as she began raving on – something about a walking disaster, hiccups, spilling
         her drink – she went on so fast he couldn’t catch it all.
     

      
      ‘Sorry,’ she repeated.

      
      He raised his hand in acknowledgment and rubbed the back of his neck, embarrassed. His leg was hurting but after a moment
         he hopped back on his bike and rode away. He was anxious to check out the Harleys. They were in his line of vision, just along
         the street, angled in a row like fallen skeletons, bony arms raised skywards. The high mirrors of the handlebars glinted in the sun as Macka pedalled closer. Oh, boy, to own one of those! Well, he earned a fair
         wage from his work at Wildlife Haven. Just have to save up, that’s all.
     

      
      He sensed the girl hadn’t moved and he glanced back over his shoulder. She was standing on the footpath, staring after him.
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         Destiny is no matter of chance. It is a matter of choice. It is not a thing to be waited for, it is a thing to be achieved.

         WILLIAM JENNINGS BRYAN, US LAWYER, ORATOR, & POLITICIAN (1860–1925)

      



      
      Josie was already five minutes late for her first appointment with the loonydoc. She hadn’t wanted to go into town after school,
         but that was the first available appointment and her dad was anxious for her to start her treatment.
     

      
      Midday in the city. Glass office suites, arcades of boutique shops, green-and-gold trams that trundled and screeched. And
         people. Far too many people.
     

      
      She found her way to the street where the medical suites were located. The building loomed high on the other side of the mall.
         Her mind was on what the therapist would ask, and what shape her answers would take. Would she confess she was a school outcast? Maybe he’d suss out that she was a total loser, just by looking at
         her. Preoccupied with these thoughts, she dashed across the road.
     

      
      A sudden whirr, a silver flash, made her stop her run. Too late. The rider fell to the ground, his bike jangling as it crashed
         around him. Josie stumbled in surprise.
     

      
      The boy got up, brushing himself off.

      
      When he took off his helmet Josie saw that underneath he wore a multi-striped, knitted beanie. Grandma’s tea-cosy, she thought.
         ‘Are you okay? It was all my fault,’ she went on, without waiting for an answer. ‘Let’s face it, I’m a walking disaster. You
         can always trust me to get in the way. Say the wrong thing, wear the wrong thing. Get the hiccups. Laugh in the wrong place,
         talk too much.’ She was waving her arms as she spoke. ‘Spill my drink. Trip or stumble,’ she gabbled. ‘Get the picture? Totally
         uncool, that’s me. Sorry.’ Josie bit her lip. Why was she rattling on like that!
     

      
      The boy made no answer. He nodded at her, replaced his helmet and rode away.

      
      Josie watched him go. His face was familiar – wasn’t he a boy from school? Yeah, she’d seen him around, in that thick woollen tea-cosy hat. Always sitting by himself on the stone wall near the oval to eat his lunch. Throwing
         scraps to the birds.
     

      
      She felt a bit sad, watching him pedal away.

      
      He was one of the school outcasts, too.

      
      •

      
      Nearby in the city street, applause broke out and Josie turned towards the sound. A crowd of people had surrounded a street
         performer. The clapping was hearty, genuine. She moved closer.
     

      
      The busker looked to be in his early twenties. He wore stovepipe retro jeans with a black leather vest over a black shirt.
         Jammed on his head was a battered, black hat and his feet were clad in fancy snakeskin boots – pointy-toed with patterned
         stitching. His hair, as sleek and black as a raven’s wing, reached halfway down his back.
     

      
      Wow! Josie thought. He’s drop-dead gorgeous!
     

      
      But it wasn’t just his appearance that triggered her admiration. His guitar work was magic; his fingers just flew on the strings.
         And his voice! She wanted to stand there and watch and listen forever.
     

      
      She couldn’t stay too long, though, or she’d miss her appointment with the loonydoc. Like she’d care – but her dad would bust
         a gasket. It was bad enough having to stage the big argument to go to the appointment on her own – like at nearly fifteen she was such a kid she
         couldn’t see a doctor by herself? The last thing she wanted was more fireworks about missing the appointment.
     

      
      Well, if it happened, she’d blame that slow-mo bus into town – meandering about the suburbs like a lost cow. Better than the
         train, though – who in their right mind would get on a train? One big, crowded, movable coffin, that’s all.
     

      
      She hurried on, pushing past mothers with prams, old people with shopping trolleys, city workers. The congestion on the footpath
         slowed everybody and she was caught in a sea of bodies.
     

      
      God, make these people MOVE!
     

      
      She imagined her voice, sudden and sharp. Lights, camera, ACTION! She wanted to yell. Something to shock them into a decent speed. Moving right along, please!
     

      
      Josie often wondered what the reaction would be if she dared express her thoughts aloud. What is this, a funeral march?
     

      
      If only she could hurry them up. FIRE!
     

      
      She reached the building and scanned the directory. Oh, no, the fourteenth floor. She pressed the lift button with her sleeve stretched over her hand.
     

      
      The moment she heard the ping of the lift arriving, the familiar knot formed in the pit of her belly.

      
      Don’t be ridiculous, whoosh and you’re there.
     

      
      Okay. If two or three people get in, I’ll get in, too.
     

      
      If nobody else gets in, I won’t either.
     

      
      If lots of people get in, I’ll get out.
     

      
      Right.

      
      She snapped the rubber band around her wrist, once, twice, three times. Zap! Snap out of it!

      
      The lift settled with a soft hiss and the doors swished open. Stepping inside, Josie positioned herself near the lift’s buttons
         and emergency phone. Two men in business suits entered, chatting.
     

      
      No more, that’s it. No more people.
     

      
      She pressed button 14 again with her thumb in her sleeve. Millions of bacteria on lift buttons. Stay close to the doors so as to be first out. With another hiss the doors began to slide shut. ‘Oi, hold the lift!’ a male voice called. Footsteps tapped along the fake
         marble floor.
     

      
      One of the men in the lift obligingly put out his foot and stopped the doors from closing. Two more people stepped in. Too many!
     

      
      
      Now Josie’s hands became sweaty and her heart started banging. She didn’t even bother to snap the rubber band on her wrist;
         instead, she scrabbled to stop the doors closing and leapt out.
     

      
      Back in the foyer. Back into safety.

      
      Phew! Well, at least she’d given it a go.

      
      Soon she was trudging up the stairway. It was just as bad in here. No windows. Concrete walls. She could suffocate, easily.
         Break her leg and be stuck here for days! She imagined the headlines:
     

      
      GIRL FOUND DEAD IN STAIRS OF CITY BUILDING

      
      No, she should think of something more dramatic. Maybe:

      
      GIRL FOUND STARVED TO DEATH IN STAIRWELL

      
      Good thing I’ve got jeans on or the ambulance people might have seen these thunder thighs when they put me on the stretcher.
            Or would I go straight into a body bag, since I was already dead?
     

      
      These thoughts and others rambled through her head until she reached the right floor.

      
      This had better be worth it.
     

      
      
      She pressed down the door latch with her elbow. Piano music tinkled from inside. Wow, have they got a guy playing grand piano to the cuckoos?
     

      
      No, it was muzak. The stuff they play in planes for takeoff and landing. For danger!

      
      After she’d counted the chairs in the waiting room, she tried to imagine the scenario in the doctor’s office. Would she have
         to lie on the couch like they do in movies, with the psychiatrist asking questions and writing? Was he a psychiatrist? Or a psychologist? Or a psychotherapist? Whatever, he’s a psycho for sure.
     

      
      A giggle rose in her throat.

      
      Oh, no, she’d laughed aloud. A quick scan of the room told her nobody had noticed. There was one businessman, one young woman,
         one middle-aged woman. Nobody’s looking at me, she realised. All caught up in their own problems. What are they – nuts? The
         familiar phrase ran through her head: The lights are on but nobody’s home. She’d heard them at school say that stuff. About her.
     

      
      In the ladies’ room she ran hot water to wash her hands. A good day, so far. Only washed them three times. She tore off some paper towel, covered the tap with the paper and turned off the running water. Opened the door with her sleeve pulled over her hand.
     

      
      She’d just sat down again in the waiting room when the doctor came to the door. ‘Miss Josie Pastor, please.’
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         No bird soars too high if he soars with his own wings.

         WILLIAM BLAKE (1757–1827)

      



      
      Macka propped his pushbike against the bungalow wall and followed the path around the perimeter of the gardens to the bird
         aviaries.
     

      
      The parrots fluttered as he unlocked the side door with the tiny padlock key. They were unreal, these birds, and worth a fortune.
         Two Green-winged Macaws, a Blue-and-gold Macaw, an Eclectus Parrot and a couple of Musk Lorikeets. Macka’s favourite was George,
         the young macaw with wings of brilliant aqua-blue, contrasting with the gold chest feathers. Its white face was lined with
         fine, black markings like the facial tattoos of a New Zealand warrior.
     

      
      
      He refilled the water bowls and feed dishes. Macka liked birds better than people, mostly. Birds had always held a fascination
         for him: the symmetry of their sleek bodies, the grace of their flight. As well as the birds of prey, he’d gained a lot of
         knowledge about looking after exotic caged birds, too; he knew heaps about breeding, feeding and hand rearing them.
     

      
      With an encouraging whistle he held his forearm in front of George, who stepped on without hesitation. Macka stroked the macaw’s
         feathers and transferred him to his shoulder. The bird nibbled at the hair escaping from underneath Macka’s beanie.
     

      
      ‘Here, look what I’ve got for you.’ Macka felt in his pocket for a handful of nuts, gave a few to George and dropped the rest
         into the feed bowls. He returned George to a perch and checked the next aviary. The budgies were nesting here and he peered
         into the nest boxes. Nope, none of the eggs had hatched yet.
     

      
      He locked the aviaries and continued on to the house. Boy, was he tired. He could still feel the blood pumping through his
         legs from the long ride home from town. A glance at his watch told him his mum would be finishing her cleaning about now.
         She had a lot to look after; the O’Reilly place had three storeys.
     

      
      He relaxed, let his head fall back, and closed his eyes. Well, his life had certainly changed since they’d lost the farm and
         left Hartfield. He’d thought his life was over but now he had a part-time job he loved and was earning him good money. He
         even got to ride Mr O’Reilly’s horses. So, he should be happy, right?
     

      
      The girl, the one he’d almost knocked over in the city, materialised in his thoughts. He’d recognised her as a student at
         school; wasn’t she Jessie or Josie or something? That’s it, Josie. They had a few classes together, but they’d never spoken.
         She seemed okay. Why did she call herself a walking disaster and put herself down that way?
     

      
      Thinking about Josie, he felt a stirring of empathy.

      
      They made fun of her at school, too.
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         Truth is more of a stranger than fiction.
        

         MARK TWAIN (1835–1910)

      



      
      Josie stood up as Dr Thiele motioned her into the consulting suite. She noticed his thick, silver hair – it rose and fell
         like whitecaps rolling to shore.
     

      
      His room held a desk with a chair each side, an armchair and some small chests. ‘Take a seat,’ he said.

      
      Josie moved to a chair at the desk and obediently sat down.

      
      Dr Thiele (or Psychbrain, as Josie now privately referred to him) had remained standing. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘would you like
         to be me and I’ll be the patient?’ He was smiling.
     

      
      Josie stared at him. What could he mean?

      
      
      After a pause, she hit her forehead. Facing her were his desk papers, a photo of his family – two girls and a boy – and his
         prescription pad. She was sitting in his chair! How excruciating. Her face flamed. She jumped up and went around to the other side of the table. So he already knows I’m a goofus.
     

      
      He wrote a few details, put his pen down and looked at her over his glasses, his fingers forming a steeple. Josie stared at
         the fine, soft hairs on the back of his hands. Bet he says, ‘Now what seems to be the problem?’
     

      
      His face was kind as he spoke. ‘Now, what seems to be the problem?’

      
      Ha, gotcha!
     

      
      She hesitated. The words ran through her mind. Lifts, dressing-rooms, anywhere with the doors closed. Tapping, counting. Avoiding germs – like, not touching doorknobs or
            taps. Repeating silly rhymes.
     

      
      The silence stretched. She didn’t know where to start. Well, can’t frighten the guy. Can’t let him think I’m totally whacko.
     

      
      ‘Oh, lots of things,’ she began. ‘Avoiding germs. And I get panic attacks, mainly from being closed in somewhere. But I’m
         not getting shut in any cupboard, so you’ll have to forget that.’
     

      
      
      ‘Why would I shut you in a cupboard?’

      
      ‘That’s how phobias are treated, isn’t it? If a person’s scared of spiders, you make them hold one. If people are scared of
         small places, you shut them in a cupboard.’
     

      
      Dr Thiele shook his head, smiling. ‘No, no, we won’t be doing anything like that. Now, tell me more about your difficulties.’

      
      He listened intently, made notes, and the discussion continued. When he’d written nearly a page he glanced up. ‘For now we’ll
         tackle things one at a time. Okay, what do you mean by “counting”?’
     

      
      ‘Oh, I just count things, continually, in my head. Mostly footsteps – mine, other people’s. But heaps of things – fence posts,
         telegraph poles. Magpies. People wearing glasses. How many A’s on the Cornflakes box. How many rings of the phone. How many
         –’
     

      
      He interrupted. ‘And when did this start?’

      
      She bit her lip; she’d been babbling. She shrugged. ‘Can’t remember. Ages. It was only now and then at first, then it became
         more often and now it happens all the time.’ She grinned at him. ‘There are eleven chairs in the waiting room.’
     

      
      
      ‘All right. Now, what about the panic attacks? What sets them off, and what symptoms occur?’

      
      ‘Well, it happens in lifts, trains, anywhere shut in. My heart starts banging, my hands get sweaty, I feel sick to my stomach,
         I get a terrible feeling like I’m about to die –’ Josie stopped.
     

      
      The doctor nodded encouragingly. ‘All right.’ He made some more notes. ‘What kind of interests do you have?’

      
      ‘Well, nothing special. I like playing basketball, and training the dog to do tricks. Not at the same time, though.’ Josie
         paused to give him time to laugh at her joke but he missed it. ‘I like poetry, too,’ she added. ‘And listening to live bands.
         At the daytime park festivals, mainly, because Dad won’t let me go to gigs.’
     

      
      ‘Tell me about your childhood.’

      
      ‘Just normal. Live with Dad, he’s great. Mum has remarried.’ Josie paused for that fleeting pain that always stabbed when
         she thought of her mother. She recovered quickly. ‘And I’ve got an older sister, Skye, she’s seventeen. One pet dog, Baxter.’
     

      
      Scribble, scribble. After the questions Psych-brain explained a little about claustrophobia – he told her it was made worse
         by anxiety, and he reassured her it could be treated. ‘The cause, very likely,’ he said, ‘may be due to some event in your early life.’
     

      
      ‘I knew it!’ Josie exclaimed. ‘When I was little I hid in Nanna’s old wooden wardrobe and it fell over and I got trapped in there.
         Until Dad heard me yelling.’
     

      
      ‘There you are, then.’ Dr Thiele made more notes. ‘And your other problems, like the obsessive counting, are anxiety based.
         Habits form, then become hard to break.’
     

      
      ‘So I’m not a nutcase, then?’

      
      Psychbrain smiled, shaking his head, and the white breakers on his head bobbed. ‘Of course not. Think of it this way: you
         have an intense personality.’ His voice was kind. ‘You’re a person who thinks too much about things.’ Rifling through some
         booklets he produced a set of printed pages. ‘Now, take these sheets home with you, and when a panic attack occurs, I want
         you to record exactly how you feel. It’s graded for various emotions on a scale of one to ten. Just tick some boxes and write
         a few comments. Bring that back with you next time and we’ll go over it, and take things from there.’
     

      
      
      Yeah, right. Josie took the sheets. Ridiculous. It’s like asking a person who’s fallen over a cliff to write how he feels on the way down.
     

      
      •

      
      When she arrived home, Baxter rushed to meet her, tail wagging. ‘Hello, Frog-face,’ she greeted him. ‘How’s old Rabbit Bum?’

      
      ‘I’d appreciate more respect, if you don’t mind.’ David, Josie’s father, was smiling, hands on hips, in the doorway.

      
      ‘Oh, I wasn’t talking to you, Dad. You’re not Frog-face or Rabbit Bum, you’re Triangle Head.’

      
      ‘I haven’t got a triangle head,’ he protested, turning to his reflection in the hallway mirror. ‘Have I?’
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