

[image: Cover Image]




[image: image]

WILLIAM McINNES

[image: image]




William McInnes is one of Australia’s most popular writers, delighting readers with his memoirs A Man’s Got to Have a Hobby and That’d Be Right, his novels Cricket Kings and The Laughing Clowns, and his insight into Australian life since the 1940s, written with Essential Media and Entertainment, The Making of Modern Australia. In 2011, with his wife Sarah Watt he co-wrote Worse Things Happen at Sea, which was named the best non-fiction title in the ABIA and the Indie Awards in 2012.

An award-winning actor, William has won two Logies and an AFI Award for Best Actor for his role in the film Unfinished Sky. He received critical and public acclaim for his leading role in the film Look Both Ways, written and directed by Sarah Watt, and starred in the ABC television series ‘The Time of Our Lives’ and ‘Hello Birdie’. William grew up in Queensland and now lives in Melbourne with his two children.


Also by William McInnes

A Man’s Got to Have a Hobby

Cricket Kings

That’d Be Right

The Making of Modern Australia

(with Essential Media and Entertainment)

Worse Things Happen at Sea (with Sarah Watt)

The Laughing Clowns


To Bernadette

from William and Sarah


[image: image]



A group of strangers pushed together for a short time usually ignore each other. Think of a lift: even a happily chatting couple’s conversation trickles to silence in the confines of a shared space.

Most trams are filled with people doing just that: not connecting. Some seem actively to repel it – showing a grumpy face, wearing headphones or focusing intense concentration on a book or magazine or tablet. Others don’t necessarily want to connect but do show an interest – staring at someone’s outfit, listening to phone conversations, glancing out the window at the terrace houses and shops the tram is passing. Others seem to be more open, even willing their fellow travellers to connect with them in some way – meeting their eyes, offering a small smile, showing recognition of those getting on and off and whether they need a seat. And then there are those people who are neutral and seem to have almost no awareness of where they are or who they’re with.

David, a tall Anglo forty-something, hangs onto a strap as he stands on the crowded tram. He scans the carriage and its occupants, noting people’s movements and the subtle indications of their intentions. The gentle bend of an elbow by an older woman and her raised shoulder hint at her preparation to stand. She shifts her bag to her left hand so she can pull the stop buzzer.

Sometimes, he thinks, sometimes, the way a person holds themself really gives you a glimpse of their essence – like the young man with the iPad. David regularly sees him on this tram; always dressed in neat fitted suits, his hair styled and his beard as carefully kept as his clothes. Nearly always on his iPad, his thumb sweeping across the screen from left to right, streaming through whatever it is he usually reads. But today his actions are different. David can see his thumb gently falling across the screen both ways. He’s looking at something, yes, but he scrolls to and fro. An image or words? The way the man’s head tilts slightly, almost imperceptibly, suggests he’s looking at an image, David thinks. A photograph. The young man’s hand stays still for a few seconds and then moves back and forth again. Every few minutes he looks away from the screen and sighs, turning to the window, and almost always his left hand comes close to his face, his thumb gently touching a gold band on his ring finger.

Another deep breath. He’s upset.

If David cranes his neck and leans forward he’ll be able to see the image on the screen. He holds his position, uncomfortably contorted but in an inconspicuous way. Good practice, David thinks.

There’s a shuffle of feet as the other passengers hanging onto straps move, like birds perched on a branch, and David sees the image on the iPad screen. It’s a photo of the young man and another man, almost as neatly styled as the man holding the iPad, embracing on a beach. Then an arm covers the screen and the neat young man sighs again. The passengers in the aisle revert to their original positions.

David resumes his relaxed stance and gently swings on the tram’s strap. I was right, he thinks, the man’s upset. Well, I hope something good happens for you today, Neat Beard.

Then a flash as a bird passes by the window. David looks out; a seagull. His eyes dart, his attention drawn away from his fellow passengers. Two ravens sit on a power pole, before one drops swiftly onto a garbage bin below. Imported birds – sparrows and starlings and blackbirds – are everywhere. As the housing density increases, so do the number of feral pigeons.

A nature strip along the tramline has been planted with flowering eucalypts. David stares carefully as he passes. Honeyeaters dive about, raiding the gumnut flowers, and he leans forward to look at them, not noticing his invasion of the seated passenger’s space until he actually touches the man’s head with his body. David pulls back clumsily.

‘I’m sorry.’

The passenger shrugs. ‘No worries.’

David explains, ‘Honeyeaters.’

The passenger looks back to his book. David hesitates, about to say something else, before being distracted by an Indian myna bird flying past.

The tram approaches its next stop. David lets go of his strap and pulls out a very small notebook with an attached pencil. The tram comes to a standstill with the jolt so many Melburnians don’t even notice, but which can easily hurl an unsuspecting tourist to the floor or, perhaps worse, into one or more of the less approachable locals.

As he waits for half-a-dozen people in front of him to get off, David has a last look through the windows and, seeing nothing, writes in his notebook, on a page dated already, Tram 28.

Stepping down from the tram, his awareness of other commuters kicks in again. Some people almost leap off, some hang on to the handrail and take it one step at a time, some look around carefully for cars, while others are already mentally elsewhere, darting around in front of the tram to cross the road. One action, same intent, so much variation.

David joins the other city workers on the footpath, taking his usual route. Though long-legged, he walks slowly; a country man’s mooch, steady and deliberate. He sees a crested pigeon, four spotted doves, blackbirds, a thrush, some white-naped honeyeaters and a seagull. He watches the seagull as it takes flight from a rubbish bin; lit beautifully by the morning sun, it flies across the cityscape. He slows down even further as he walks through a small park, the lawn dappled as the sunlight filters through the trees and bushes. The grevilleas are in flower; their long droopy sprays of beautiful red spiky blossoms stand out against the blue-green foliage.

David automatically veers off the path and pauses below a tall tree. He looks up and checks on a pair of tawny frogmouths, their nest almost invisible. David smiles, as he does every morning that he sees them. A good day then.

Catching a movement in the grevillea, he turns to see, what it is: honeyeaters? No, too small. Silvereyes? He’s never seen them here before. He moves aside to let some people go past him but tries not to unsettle the birds. He watches them flit about. Even though they are only about four metres away, he pulls out a pair of small binoculars and focuses on the birds. Silvereyes. They are definitely silvereyes. Bodies the size of an apricot in shades of green feathering into grey, with sharply rendered white rings around their eyes. David continues to watch them for a while, seeing what they are eating. Insects or seeds? Nectar?

Passers-by glance at him curiously. He’s tall, and though not exactly in a suit, he’s dressed for work, so his binoculars seem out of place, provoking thoughts of a private detective, a spy, a creep, rather than a birdwatcher. As they walk by he pulls out his notebook and turns to a page marked 30th Aug, where there is a list of ten or so birds. He notes down the ones he has seen on his way from the tram stop, then writes, Silvereyes (5). East William St (park).
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David climbs up two flights of stairs and walks into an open-plan office, filled with desks and drafting tables. He heads to his own space and dumps his coat, nodding to Rosie, who is working nearby. She smiles at him.

‘Hi, David. There are a few messages for you on your desk.’

David lets his nod be his reply and sits down, turning on his computer. He looks at the screen and after a long moment nothing happens.

Go on, David thinks. Just die.

The computer starts in fits like a fluorescent light then settles to on.

I don’t hate my job, he thinks. I don’t. I am on the side of good.

‘Have a nice weekend?’ Rosie puts a pile of envelopes in his tray.

David shakes his head, shrugging. ‘So-so.’

‘Did you go away?’

‘No, I went to the football. We lost.’

Rosie is about to speak but David raises his hand. ‘I don’t want to talk about it. How was your weekend?’

‘Lovely. We saw that new movie on Friday night, Saturday was Stephanie’s dance final plus Pete’s stepmum’s brother’s fiftieth, which was actually a hoot, even though I was dreading it.’

David doodles on the paper in front of him: a bird. It has an amazing sense of character to it, though sketched in just a few lines.

Rosie watches as she continues, ‘Then on Sunday Josh had football, of course. He has to play in the under-thirteens and the under-fifteens so there goes half the day, but then we —’ She stops. David’s vague attention has been completely diverted from her to the view outside the window, where a bird has flown into a tree.

Rosie follows his gaze then looks back to her colleague, waiting. After a full minute, David faces her again. Realising the list of weekend activities is over, he offers up what he knows is an inadequate reply, ‘That’s a lot. Pretty busy.’

Rosie smiles, nearly forgiving.

He adds, ‘I don’t know how you do it.’

Rosie looks back out the window. ‘What bird was that?’

‘A black-faced cuckoo-shrike.’

‘How can you tell that from here?’

‘The way it shuffles its wings when it lands.’

Rosie looks out at the grey and black bird and shrugs, unimpressed, dismissive. ‘It’s never just a blackbird with you, is it?’

She disappears behind their divider, then David sighs. He pulls the tray of envelopes towards him and starts to open them.

Then he says very softly, as he looks back out the window at the bird, ‘It’s a blackbird if it’s a blackbird.’

And he smiles.
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The phone rings. ‘Vic Land and Water Care, David Thomas speaking.’

There is no response for a few moments and then, just as he is about to hang up, he hears a call in the background: a crow call; a Torresian crow – Corvus orru, found only in the northern parts of Australia. The caller must be a birder.

David’s heart leaps a little. Someone has seen something! The crow’s call is a sharp and harsh Ar-ar-ar. It is its aggressive call, probably defending food from a rival. It might be picking at something dead beside the road; it sounds too close to the caller to be in a tree. There is traffic noise as well; a heavy truck goes by and David remembers when he last heard that bird call and that type of engine – it was when he’d passed a troop carrier filled with young soldiers in camouflage uniforms, with short, tight haircuts and wearing wraparound sunglasses. And carrying guns. Army. Army town.

Townsville, David thinks. No, wait …

He hears another call, though this time not a bird’s. It’s a man making a faux bird-call sound, like a mix between a ringing phone and an old ham actor rolling his r’s as some form of voice warm-up exercise.

It’s Don Barrellon. And if anybody should have been a ham actor, it is Don.

David has known him for nearly fifteen years. Don runs birding boat trips out to the continental shelf off Wollongong on the New South Wales south coast. When they first met, David couldn’t quite believe Don wasn’t putting on an act. A large man with a large beard and a large personality, he seemed like the creation of an over-enthusiastic actor, one who was playing Falstaff in an old Illawarra Steelers Rugby League jersey and track pants, and an accent as broad as his stomach. But Don is real and so is his love affair with birds and his knowledge of the creatures. He took to David because David is very good at listening, and if there is anything that Don loves more than birds, eating, wine and the sound of his own voice, it is being listened to.

His bird call is a signal he gives when he has seen something he thinks is special and wants a few of his favourites to know about it before anyone else.

The first time David heard it was via a phone call from Don when a wandering albatross had drifted in. Even now, David thinks it odd that a living creature would fly from the other side of the world to come to Wollongong. Not that he will ever tell anybody that – least of all Don. Just as he has never told Don that he had seen the wandering albatross a fair while before Don had given David his bird-call signal.

David doesn’t wait for him to speak. ‘Don, what’s that crow doing?’

There comes a chortle that sounds like the fat old actor who used to sell Heinz tomato soup in television commercials. ‘Well, what do you think he’s doing, Dave?’

‘It’s hopping about by the side of the road over … a dead possum.’

There’s a pause, then a crow call and then an abrupt, ‘Well, bugger me! It is a possum. I thought it was a cat. You’re in form, Dave.’

‘Don! Long time; how’ve you been? What are you doing in Townsville?’

There’s a disgruntled sigh from Don before he speaks again. ‘Well, now, nobody likes a smart-arse.’ Then he laughs. ‘In very good form. I’ve been good; good and busy. Listen, I’m just giving you the nod on a sighting of a pale pygmy magpie goose up here, north of Port Douglas; I’m driving up to see it now.’

‘A what? Really? Sure it’s not a green-freckled?’

‘I dunno … Thought that at first, but it was Bill Matthews – he brings the minibus up every year. From Adelaide. Bunch of oldies, but they know what they’re doing usually. They saw it this morning, halfway to Mossman. Jeanne Gallie was up there and she just called me. And David – they heard from Neil.’

‘Neil?’

‘Yeah. He left any messages for you?’

David pauses a moment. He reads the notes stuck on his computer screen. David – PPMG here. Neil – call.

‘Shit.’

‘I thought you didn’t have a tick on it. ’S why I rang.’

‘Shit,’ David says again. He is senseless with indecision and frustration. ‘Shit.’

There is another pause. Don begins to sign off. ‘Call me if you come up here.’

‘Call me if you see it,’ David gets in just before Don gives his bird call again and hangs up.

David stares at nothing. ‘Shit!’ Louder this time.

Rosie tentatively pokes her head up over the divider. ‘Are you all right?’

David doesn’t hear her so she repeats the enquiry, louder.

‘Fine. Thanks,’ he says, picking up a filled-in form, at first trying to decipher it, then just pretending to decipher it.

Shit, he thinks. Then shakes his head firmly. He brings up a graph on his computer screen, looks at his watch then back to the form. At his watch. At the clock. At the screen.

He logs into his bank account. It’s a pretty sad sight, but there is some credit available. He brings up a travel site and starts typing, Origin: Melbourne. Destination: Cairns.

There’s a flight at eleven to Sydney and then an onward flight at two to Cairns. He could be there before dark. He looks up car hire for a four-wheel drive. Bloody expensive. It’s ridiculous.

He goes back to his envelopes and pulls out another form but, like a man with a persistent itch, he can’t settle. He glances at the calendar and remembers something.

Shit, he thinks again and kicks the desk leg. Quickly lowering his head before Rosie can respond, he picks up the telephone and dials.

‘Hi, is Genevieve Forti there, please?’ David keeps his back determinedly turned, but he can almost feel Rosie’s stare.

‘Hello?’

He hunches closer to the phone and speaks quietly, ‘Hi, Genevieve. It’s David. David Thomas.’

Genevieve laughs. ‘Hi, David Thomas. I do know which David. Didn’t we sleep together last week?’

David almost winces. ‘Well, yeah. Of course. And, um, yeah. It was lovely. You were lovely.’

‘Were?’

‘Are, of course. You are. Um … This thing on Thursday night, with your friends …’

‘Yes …’ Genevieve’s tone doesn’t give much away.

‘Is it, um …? I know it’s important to you.’

‘Yes.’

David struggles through the silence and the building tension. ‘I just might have to go away. Only might.’

‘Only might,’ Genevieve says. ‘So, is there a choice here? Have you got appendicitis or something? Not sure if it’s going to perforate? Or is your mother on her deathbed somewhere?’

David hesitates, a bit taken aback by the contrast between the neutrality of her voice and the sharpness of the words. ‘My mother’s already dead,’ he says, without thinking.

‘Oh. I’m sorry.’ There is an apology in her tone, but one that only admits fault knowing the other is at greater fault. Then there is a pause. Genevieve breaks it first. ‘So?’

‘So, it sounds like I should come.’

‘No, you shouldn’t come; it would have been nice if you had wanted to come. What is it you “might” have to do?’

David screws up his face, knowing he is wrong, already hating himself but unable to stop. ‘There’s a bird I want to see.’

‘A bird.’

‘I haven’t seen it before.’

‘What, and it only shows itself on a Thursday night?’

‘It’s in Cairns. Well, north of Cairns … I’ll be back by Saturday.’

‘Cairns? A bird?’ Genevieve is incredulous.

David lets his words sit.

‘God. The scary thing is I actually believe you!’

David waits, hopeful.

‘Well, hey – don’t come back on my account. There might be a possum you need to check out. Or an island resort. I mean, if you can just fly to Cairns for a weekend, why wouldn’t you want to get out on the reef? Have a strawberry daiquiri or two, find Nemo. It’s meant to be beautiful out there. I wouldn’t know myself.’

‘Nemo’s a fish,’ he says, idiotically. ‘Why would I want to go to see a fish?’ When he hears the sigh of exasperation at the other end of the phone he tries to back-pedal. Or at least buy some time. ‘I haven’t decided whether to go or not.’

‘So you rang me for what? To take me with you? That doesn’t seem to have come up.’

David is silent.

‘Then why? To give you what – permission? For me to say, “No, that’s fine. I don’t mind what you do, don’t worry about my dinner and my friends,” who I told about you because I thought I might have actually met someone halfway fucking decent and reliable?’

Wincing and not unsympathetic, David lets her words wash over him. He’s heard similar before.
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David knocks on the thin partition meant to divide boss from worker, private from public. Being slightly lower than David’s height, it does neither.

‘Yep?’ Maggie is going through a mass of papers on the table with a keen young intern, Daisy.

‘Hi, Maggie. When does this job have to be finished again?’

Maggie looks at the papers all around her. ‘This job is never going to be finished. What you mean is, “When are they going to stop paying us?”’

David offers her a vague apologetic gesture. ‘Well, yes.’

‘Maybe when everything is extinct, or everything is GM whether we like it or not, or when some sound bite or election bribery transforms our crap little amount of money into something decent, or maybe even tonight when I have to submit this yearly funding application report I can’t finish writing because my stupid computer that they said they’d upgrade “as soon as possible” three months ago crashed and the technical department has been outsourced and —’ She glances at Daisy, all lipstick and eagerness, then stops and looks at David. ‘Why, David?’

‘I just need a couple of days off. If I leave now, I could be back on …’ David mentally calculates, ‘Monday. Leave without pay.’

Maggie gestures towards the papers.

David pleads, ‘It’s barely two days … There’s a bird I’ve got to see.’

Maggie’s shoulders slump, almost defeated already. Then she makes a little jutting movement with her chin. David knows she’ll turn to her other computer, her laptop.

She turns to her laptop. ‘A bird, huh?’

He nods.

‘What’s it called?’

‘Pale pygmy magpie goose. PPMG.’

‘Sounds like an accounting firm. Wikipedia okay?’

‘It should give you an idea.’

‘So sure of yourself, David.’ But she’s smiling. It’s a game and it’s obvious she likes him, or something about him – something that if she took the time she’d be interested in trying to uncover. But she realises she doesn’t have that much time and she juts her chin out a bit further. ‘This thing better be special …’

David gives her a look that says, It is.

‘It is an accounting firm!’ Maggie says, scanning the screen. ‘And some other silly bloody thing: a media management group in Beverly Hills and a …’ She clicks onto something else and gives a hoot. ‘A nice big blackfella with bad ears. Good suit, though. Oh, the joys of a browse on the web.’

David stares at her.

‘He’s a boxer and he’s had his fiftieth birthday party and your PPMG hosted it for him. Nah, they hosted the official after-party. Wanker. Oh well. Evander Holyfield. And he’s even got a foundation named after him. His ears – his ears really are bad.’

‘One was bitten.’

‘What?’

‘One was bitten in a fight.’

Maggie looks up at him.

‘A boxer called Mike Tyson bit his ear.’

‘True?’

He nods.

‘You blokes. A fella bit my ear once. Well, he nibbled it. On a date. Thought I should return the favour.’

David looks at her pen. She twirls it a little. Not the whole way around.

‘Thank God I had a look down his ear first. Wasn’t pretty – put me off custard for a while.’

David makes a face.

‘Oh yeah, it’s all right for you. You blokes want us girls to go all Star Trek on your bits and pieces. Boldly go where no girl should ever go. Here’s your bird.’

Maggie twirls the pen between her fingers. Still not the whole way around. ‘It’s rare.’

‘Very rare. Endangered.’

‘Can see that. What makes it different from the pale pygmy goose?’ She’s looking at another webpage now.

‘Well, it’s more colourful. Predominantly white with blue and green markings and an orange bill. It’s got a dark nape flecked with yellow. Iridescent green in the mating season, but other times a pale yellow.’

Maggie nods. ‘You still seeing that nice Italian girl? What’s her name … Jenny?’

‘Genevieve.’

‘Yeah. She ever bitten your ear?’

‘No.’ He suddenly feels something nearing shame. ‘She’s not likely to be biting anything of mine in the near future. Or ever, really.’

Maggie stops twirling the pen and shakes her head. ‘She was really nice that time she came in to meet you for lunch. What’s a dabbling duck?’

‘It’s a water bird that feeds from the surface, or just below. It doesn’t dive, but the PPMG isn’t really a part of that group – it’s got lineage from a Gondwanan waterfowl. And it sings.’

Maggie looks at him. ‘You making this up?’

‘Want to check on Wikipedia? It sings, it’s the only waterfowl that sings. A very special bird.’

‘That girl Genevieve and her not biting you in the foreseeable future – or ever … That got anything to do with the singing goose?’

David just looks at her and repeats almost helplessly, ‘It’s a very special bird.’

He glances at her hand. If she twirls her pen all the way around in a circle, flipping it gently between her fingers like a marching-band leader flipping a baton, then he’ll be okay.

She flips the pen – but not all the way. ‘I’m not filling in one extra form for you. Not one word. Forge my signature if you have to.’

‘I’ll do it all.’ David moves to the cupboard and finds the leave forms. He smiles at Maggie. ‘Thanks, Maggie. You’re a brick,’ he says, before starting to walk away.

‘A brick. Great,’ Maggie mutters after him, deadpan. Then, louder, ‘Don’t you get tired of just wanting to tick stuff off? You ever want to stop long enough to really get to know one thing?’

He stops and looks back. ‘Does anyone, Maggie? You can see things, know what someone or something will do. But does anyone ever really know one thing?’

Daisy looks back and forth between them.

‘You know, my dad travelled all over – never settled for years,’ says Maggie. ‘Until he ended up in a village in Thailand watching some old guy fishing. The old guy caught a big fish and he was so happy.’

David stands with the leave forms in his hand.

‘Sure, it was a big fish, but this old guy seemed so happy. My father went and asked him how long he’d been waiting to catch the fish.’

There is a silence. Then Daisy says, ‘How long?’

‘Well,’ says Maggie, ‘the old guy thought a little and took the hook out of the fish and held it up and then looked at my dad and said, “For a fish like this I waited sixty years.” Then he looked at the fish and said almost to himself, “Sixty years.” And then let the fish go.’

‘Why did he let the fish go?’ asks Daisy.

‘Because he said he suddenly understood the fish. And he understood that all he wanted to do was catch it, not eat it. The river was full of little fish he could eat almost any time. But that old guy got to know the big fish and himself, what he wanted. So he let it go.’

‘What did your dad say?’ asks David.

Maggie doesn’t say anything for a moment and Daisy looks between her and David again.

Maggie takes a deep breath. ‘He said he didn’t know whether the old guy was wise or a bloody fool but that he knew it was time to come home and stop wandering.’

‘You keep moving, you keep learning …’ David says.

‘Isn’t that just skimming the surface of knowing something?’

‘It’s only a few days.’ He smiles. ‘And it’s a bird, not a fish.’

She does the thing with her jaw, jutting it out. ‘You’re being a dabbling duck – just interested in the surface, not what’s down below.’

David stares back.

‘One day, David Thomas, Mister Bird Know-it-all, you’re going to chase something and actually find it. And you’re going to have to decide whether you really understand what finding it means. It’s the old-guy-and-the-fish moment. Maybe this singing goose of yours is going to make you decide if you really want to learn.’

She looks at him and he sees something in her eyes that he has never seen before. She’s looking right at him, as if she’s trying to sense his essence. Like a birder checking a bird they haven’t seen before. She stops jutting her chin and the pen makes a full circle in her hands. Then Maggie winks at Daisy. ‘Bloody whitefellas. Always wanting to go walkabout. Bloody unreliable.’
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Rosie is waiting back at the cubicle.

David shuts down his computer and puts his jacket back on, then tries a joke. ‘Maggie’s the only person I know who can panic in slow motion.’

‘She’s not letting you go …? Just like that?’

David starts shoving things into a bag. ‘Leave without pay. I’ll be back on Monday.’

Rosie frowns, cross. ‘We want them to renew this project. We have to meet the deadline. It’s the best job I’ve had for ages. I feel like I’m doing something really good.’

‘We’re compiling reports that nobody’s even going to look at. The only way they’ll make a national park is if some stupid opinion poll tells them they have to.’

Rosie looks wounded, but stands firm. ‘That’s cynical.’

Trying to ignore the stab of guilt, David shrugs and buttons his jacket.

‘They still need the information,’ Rosie says. ‘They still need people to try. Walking down the street with protest signs doesn’t tell the real picture. The figures tell the real picture.’

David feels mean. ‘I know. You know I care. And God – I need the job too. I’ll be back on Monday.’

He walks back to the tram the same way he walked to work, still clocking birds. The silvereyes have gone, but a willie wagtail is on the park lawn, doing its signature dance, desperately trying to draw attention away from its partner’s nest for an oblivious audience of passers-by.

David sees a tram coming and, surprisingly for a usually slow mover, runs fast to catch it.

[image: image]

His flat is above and behind a shop. The entrance is actually at the back of the shop, reached by a small lane off the side street. This adds about five minutes to the walk from his flat to the tram stop, which is right outside the shopfront. David has lived there for many years and seen shopkeepers come and go. When the system works, the shopkeepers are able to use David’s downstairs kitchen and outside bathroom, and he uses their entrance.

When he first found the place, the shop and flat were both owned by the proprietors of Mahanis’ Pet Supplies, a family-run pet shop. David had always hated the idea – and usually the reality – of caged birds, but the family was eccentrically endearing, and loved their pets so much they often adopted them when they couldn’t face selling them. He had seen Mr and Mrs Mahanis and their daughters refuse to sell pets to customers they thought weren’t ‘right’ for an animal.

David had an unrequited crush on their eldest daughter, Eirene, for a time, and still smiles at a memory of her explaining falsely and at length why a particular customer just wasn’t a good enough fit for her favourite hermit crab. The crab hadn’t moved during its viewing for the potential sale, so Eirene had ‘translated’ its behaviour to the man and his daughter.

‘Put your hand in again and we’ll see if he’s getting used to you … Oh no, oh, that’s not good. Sorry, you’ve upset him … What’s wrong with you today, Hermie?’

The little girl removed her hand.

Eirene carried on, ‘He’s very nervous, shy, but also, I have to confess, aggressive. He was treated badly as a little crab and now … Well, he finds it hard to like people. It’s so sad. I think Hermie’s incapable of love.’

The little girl looked increasingly doubtful as she listened to Eirene wax lyrical about the joy the right pet can bring, before being sent away with a goldfish she didn’t really like but which Eirene assured her was more capable of loving eight-year-old girls than any other fish, more capable in fact than any other marine creature she had ever known.

Eirene had married years ago and taken a position at the Werribee Zoo, where she now managed its captive breeding programs, established to rescue endangered species from extinction. The Mahanises’ second daughter, Zoe, was finishing an Arts/Law degree in between stints of volunteer work at refugee camps around the world, happily slaughtering chickens and goats to feed the hungry. David’s friendship with the whole family had gradually enlightened him about the world of animal and human interaction.

The very elderly Mahanis parents had finally retired, worn down not so much by their age as by the battle against the proliferation of chain pet stores in shopping malls, and by the couple’s increasing inability to sell anything as they deemed more and more people unfit for pet ownership. They had packed up their menagerie and taken it home to Glenroy, where David still visited them from time to time. They had let him stay in the flat for as long as he wanted with low rent in exchange for his agreeing to share his bathroom and kitchen with the new tenants of the shop. They also left him Mr Peachy.

During the Mahanises’ occupancy, David had grown very fond of Mr Peachy, their tame and talkative cockatiel. It had its own cage, but the door was never closed and it treated David’s flat as part of its territory. It would follow him up the staircase behind the shop’s back door and into the light and spacious multipurpose room, or down the short hall to the kitchen, where an old, unusable wood-fired stove left just enough space for an electric cooker, a narrow bench and a table with two chairs.

Today, a fridge lives with the washing machine and the shower in the lean-to shed outside the back door. And leaning against the lean-to is the toilet, the plank door only big enough to conceal the midsection of a seated person. When David was seated, Mr Peachy would often perch on top of the door and offer him words of encouragement, and pompous discouragement to any potential bird visitors.

[image: image]

The shop downstairs is currently a gift shop selling scented candles and recycled retro homewares. The business is owned by a stockbroker’s wife, helping to ease her husband’s tax problems, and staffed by a self-identified interior decorator called Janice. As David passes through the shop he thinks of the Mahanises, missing them. He waves a brief hello to Janice, busy with a customer.

‘I really think you’ll love this collection of pillowcases with the elegant dancing-bear motif – because I love them and you seem to be very similar in your tastes to me.’

The customer, a woman with ironed-straight blonde hair and a face graced with a surgeon’s refinements, nods back.

‘You know,’ says Janice, ‘eclectic everyday quirky.’

‘Yes, yes, yes. The elegant dancing bear,’ says the customer.

David shivers a little and heads through the back door and upstairs. He opens his door and feels a pang for Mr Peachy, even though two years have passed since the bird died at a great age. David can clearly remember the morning he found Mr Peachy on the sofa. Still and hunched, as if only playing dead, ready to bounce up and prattle.

He had held the tiny bird in his hand, felt its warmth; Mr Peachy must have only just died. He cupped the creature in his hands for a good while; he didn’t know how long exactly, but long enough for the warmth to go and the body to stiffen.

No movement.

No life.

Mr Peachy.

He thought of what the Mahanises would have done. Probably weep. But David hadn’t. He’d held the bird’s body and looked at it. No, he wouldn’t weep; he was too busy trying to understand something. It was just a bird, and a fairly common one. But it was also Mr Peachy. His conflicting feelings had unnerved him slightly and he couldn’t quite explain why.

Now, for some reason, he suddenly thinks of Genevieve Forti. He knows something has passed and he tries to explain to himself why he feels a catch in his chest. He stands still for a moment, and then shakes his head and moves over to his desk.

The big main room is still full of birds, though nonliving ones; fine drawings, rough sketches and beautifully rendered watercolours, one of which lies half-done on the table beneath the window, surrounded by tubes of paint, coloured inks, crayons and pens. Another, in a wooden frame, sits by a window. It’s a painting of a cockatiel: Mr Peachy. David doesn’t look but he knows it’s there and he nods his head like the pleasant looking blonde actor from I Dream of Jeannie, dispensing some bad magic.
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