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SALT

Drunk.

Yesterday, your mother died and now you are drunk.

You were both there and it was the salt that you had always refused her because you thought it was bad for her health, and now it was keeping her alive through the slow saline drip into her arm, and then the doctor said, No more salt.

It was time. You knew that.

The doctor insisting on plunging his oar into the deep, deep sea of your sorrow.

I’m going to have to turn this off now.

That’s fine, we know what’s going on. Now go away.

Already it had started. The breathing. The stopping and the starting of it.

The stopping and now not daring to look at each other. Then, as you sat by the bed, you read in the little handbook they gave you in that special hurried meeting in the office of the Primrose Hill Rest Home that, sometimes, towards the end, the period between breaths could be between ten and thirty seconds.

And yes, counting in your head, it was ten to thirty seconds, ten minutes to thirty years, as you waited for the next one.

And then the stopping and it was

Now.

And then the big heave so that you jumped, jumped out of your skin. And, only just, back again.

But . . . the silence and the waiting for the next one, the next breath. Mum.

Mummy?

The silence that was so silent, and afterwards your husband spoke to you about the great swirling wind, the great swirling

The great swirling outside and the leaves

And you didn’t hear it, all you heard was the silence, your mother’s breath stopped . . . the chatter stopped

And then

You put your hand on her chest and there was nothing there at all

Just the buttons of her nightie and no thump of a clock

Her breasts flattened into skin over bone

And then all the colour that was her life going away. Her lips white and her mouth open

And her cheeks whitening

And everything draining away.

The colour that she would have had a name for, in all its tones. Raw sienna, cobalt violet, ultramarine blue, Windsor yellow, cadmium orange, permanent mauve, etc, etc. You have no idea, really. The colours she squeezed from aluminium tubes, sloshed around with camel-hair brushes before she dabbed and made her magic.

All the colours that she absorbed through her eyes and interpreted and played with on canvas.

All the colour in her eyes.

Gone from her.

It’s all so final, says old Joyce afterwards, in the lounge when you say goodbye to the others in their bucket seats who are waiting their turn.

But really it’s all so now and everlasting, the life without her

The life without your mother.

And now you are drunk because you don’t know what else to do with the thoughts in your head.




AFTERWARDS

And you bring out the boxes from under the house and go through her clothes and fill the car boot with them and take them to the Salvation Army. And you can’t help yourself picking up objects that are too deeply connected to this time or that time and, inside your chest, a snake of pain grows too fat for the cavity it has found there; it has swallowed its own tail, and everything that follows is too big for its stomach. It has opened wide jaws and engulfed your life and down you flow into the tight darkness of the beginning and the end.




DOING THE TRICK

And as if it will make up for it all, they bring to you, as an offering, a baby duck.

Your husband’s relations have a small farm in Te Awamutu. On one of his missions to the area, a business meeting in Hamilton, Simon had driven down to have lunch with his aunt and uncle. He told you that he’d had no say in the matter, but in fact he could have said no. That would have been the ultimate no say. His meeting was after the lunch in Te Awamutu and he had to stay in Hamilton overnight. He had excuses. But he explained to you that the duckling was waiting for him in the hard-based plastic carry-bag. All ready for the journey back to Auckland. A container of mucky mash for food, and a lid holding water.

They were well-meaning, and it could have done the trick. Every passing day had become a slushy footprint in mud. You were depressed, they said. You were not yourself. You seemed withdrawn. The duck was an orphan; it would die anyway. Everybody was worried about you. They thought a duckling would help. They thought a yellow fluffy duckling pooing and skittering around the wide well-worn seat of your mother’s throne would give you something to think about. Is that the trick they had in mind? The one up the sleeve, the sleight of hand. From woe to go, just like that.
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THE GARDEN PATH

Sitting in the grass in the spring sunshine. Somewhere nearby a starling was munching on a song, savouring every whistley morsel before spitting it out for inspection in long chewing-gum threads.

The duckling was lying with its head resting on Hannah’s ankle. Her other foot contained it in a safe haven. It appeared happy to be there. She wondered whether it thought it was a foot, or whether her feet were ducks.

It had been lumbered upon her; there was no doubt about that. When her husband had arrived home from Hamilton, several weeks ago now, he had hesitantly made his way down the garden path as she greeted him from the front door. He was carrying a bright orange carry-bag with a hard base, rather like a doctor’s medical bag, full of quackery. He’d opened it, less than triumphantly, for her to see inside.

From the start she’d been aware of the whole projected scenario, the band-aid for the gaping wound. It did not stick. It somehow marginalised her grief.

And what are you going to do with this? she’d asked her husband. She closed herself tight against the chirruping fluff skittering in the straw.

It’s for you. From Claire and Bob.

I don’t want it. I don’t want another creature to look after.

That’s OK. I thought you might say that. Don’t worry, it was going to die anyway, it’s been abandoned. But what shall we do with it?

It smells revolting, she said.

I know, I . . . it’s been running around in its mess since yesterday morning. And the water has sloshed everywhere.

Turning, she went inside. From the bedroom her mother called to her. No, she didn’t, but always there was the echo of her voice lingering there, hovering in Hannah’s head like wind chimes, waiting for the right breeze to knock a memory resonating into life.

She passed through the hall, through the sitting room and out to the deck where she leaned on the railing, staring across the valley. The magnolia tree beside her, winding across the deck, was just sneaking into leaf. They’d lived in this same house for twenty-two years, on the quarter-acre section in a hilly suburb near the centre of the city. The area used to be a patchwork of sections the same size as theirs, houses surrounded by daisy-dotted lawn stretching from fence to fence, with paths from the road to the houses framed by flowers. Over-laden plum trees had provided for sauce and jam, gorging kids, rows of preserving jars in wash-houses, and still there were plenty of plums for the birds. Lemon and grapefruit trees, heavy with balls of juice, grew in sunny corners. Neighbours talked over the fences and shared produce from their vegetable gardens, squared out at the bottom of the sections.

Now they were crammed in by apartments, town-houses and palatial new villas which, from time to time, sprouted a shroud of white plastic, like nursery-web spiders in a hedge, to allow workmen to repair leaks from poor construction. Video cameras surveyed properties. Alarms, like frightened birds, spasmodically startled the peace. Generally, there was no communication amongst the neighbours. Hannah and Simon used to be more than friendly with Eric, the man next door, but recently even he had withdrawn. And his music, which used to thread so enticingly from his house to theirs, had stopped.

Hannah.

An alarm, startling her. Simon had followed her to the deck, was standing beside her.

She’d placed her head into her cupped hands.

Hannah.

I don’t want a duck. I don’t want anything.

I know. I’m sorry. Come inside. I’ll get rid of it.

How can you just get rid of it? I’m not pregnant. This creature has been born.

He’d stood there helplessly. He pitied her, she could see that. But she was pushing him, nudging him away from her, forcing him right up to the edge of the cliff. She was the last straw in a duckling’s carry-bag.

Where did you put it?

On the front lawn.

On the lawn? Where the cats can get it?

Once again she’d turned from him, passing back through the house to the lawn, which was surrounded by trees and shrubs and ferns. She picked up the bag and returned inside, to the bathroom. She scooped the duckling into the bath. It ran skittering in panic on the shiny white porcelain. Simon stood at the door, watching. She took out the mash and the water dish.

Can you empty this into the compost, said Hannah, handing him the carry-bag. Have you got clean straw?

Oh yes, I think I have. Claire gave me some stuff. And fresh mash. The duckling will need a heat source, I believe.

When he returned with the carry-bag, she wiped it clean with paper towels and put it on a towel on the heated tiles in the bathroom, with the fresh straw that his aunt had provided. The carry-bag was made of strengthened plastic and its corners could be straightened rigidly to create a box. She leaned over the bath and cupped her hands around the noisy duckling, releasing it into the straw. Already there were two small heaps of mess in their bath. She brought out the disinfectant, turned on the tap and started swishing and scrubbing. She knew nothing, nothing at all, about ducklings. Nor about ducks of any description, except that they quacked and ate bread in parks.

Later, she’d googled ‘ducklings’ and found: They must always have water. They have no teeth and can choke on their food if they don’t have water, as they can’t chew. Ducklings are messy and will slop their water everywhere, will walk in it. Don’t give them bread as they are not made for it. Ducklings might like the odd worm, but not too many. Too much protein and they will develop angel wings — wings that stick up. They eat greens and mash.

So she’d placed a bowl for water in its box. A green china jam dish from the cupboard, the size of about a third of an orange, in the shape of a flower. When the duckling stood in it, the bowl contained its fluffiness perfectly. The petals opened around its yellow form like an eggshell.

And that was several weeks ago. She had reluctantly agreed to look after the helpless creature until it was strong enough to fend for itself, before returning it to Te Awamutu or setting it free amongst other ducks in a park somewhere.

She leaned over and picked a dandelion leaf growing from the base of a rock. So tiny was the duckling that she had to rip up the leaf. She dangled the narrow strips in front of its beak so it could snap them up.




SOMETHING, SOMEONE, TO CARE FOR

When her mother came to live with them after she became ill, Hannah would lurch from sleep, wondering whether she might have passed away overnight. There were times when the anxiety was so insistent that she was forced to get out of bed and pad down the stairs to stand at her mother’s door, listening for the soft snoring that filled the room.

Once, confronted by silence, she eased open the door, crept in and stood by the bed. Moonlight filtered in through the curtains and settled around the shapes of the motionless bedclothes, across her mother’s face, the dark cavity of her open mouth, empty of breath. Hannah touched her cheek. Slapped her vigorously, calling. Suddenly her mother heaved and yelped, struggling in vain to sit up.

Oh, oh, I’m sorry Mum, I . . . was just looking for your teeth. She grabbed the first reason — however ludicrous — that came into her head.

Hannah, for heaven’s sake, what’s happening?

Nothing, I’m sorry. I just, I was just checking, that you were all right. Ssssh, it’s OK. Go to sleep.

I was asleep. Where are my teeth?

They’re in the glass. It’s OK. I had a dream that you’d lost them.

Are they there?

Now, every morning, Hannah was awakened by her husband perfunctorily plodding around the house, his weight wrapped thickly around his middle, whereas hers returned to fill her head, unseen except for the pull of flesh from around her cheeks, her mouth. The weight of heavy deliberation.

Her first task was to check on the little duckling in the carry-box in the bathroom, to make sure he hadn’t drowned in his water or died in his sleep from lack of whatever it was that ducklings needed that she hadn’t been able to offer.

From the local pet shop she had bought supplies of straw to line his box, and special baby chook mash. Each day he ate a little more.

When he spotted her, the duckling peeped an urgent staccato code, for which she didn’t have the key, but it soon threaded its way from its helplessness to the part of her that had become habituated to caring for the helpless. She only had to pick him up to soothe him. All he desired was to nestle into somebody, to sleep with his head pushed into a fold of arm or flesh. All he really wanted, of course she realised, was a mother duck.

Because of this, when she was at home the woman carried the duckling on her shoulder under her hair. If she was working at her desk, the ducking snuffled into her neck before settling to sleep. It was a strange companionable thing to have this downy ball rummaging through the blonde grassy shelter of her hair. At other times she spread a towel across her lap and he’d sleep there as well. Eventually, she noticed that, as long as she removed him from time to time, he didn’t poo when he was upon her. She supposed that, in the wild, this was Nature’s way of preventing mother ducks from being covered in the excrement of their brood.




VENTURING OUT

Gradually, as the weeks passed, the woman introduced the duckling to the outside world. She took him into the garden, looking for worms and pulling out weeds along the way. The duck kept close by her, almost dangerously so as she clambered on her knees around him while he pecked and skittered amongst the grass and plants. He wasn’t strong enough yet to tear at leaves, so she continued to do this for him. As she didn’t know which plants were poisonous for ducks, she guided him towards the dandelions and discouraged him from eating other vegetation. They discovered the fleas that erupted from the soil when she pulled away a brick or a piece of wood. He liked slaters and small cockroaches. The special purring chirrup he made when he ate rose in intensity whenever he made a bountiful find.

The garden had been neglected. Its parched soil felt malnourished, screaming with thirst. When they first moved here, twenty-two years before, they’d been surrounded by a low hedge, a lawn filled with daisies, and with plums, lemons, figs and mandarins on the lawn out the back.

She and Simon had laboured over the soil, digging in compost, and buying native trees, flaxes and ferns to attract birds. It was a project they’d enjoyed, quietly working alongside each other, often until dark when their tools and the weeds dissolved into shadows. In the early days, they’d kick off their shoes and fumble their way inside, laughing, without switching on electric lights. They’d fling off their grubby clothes to sink into a hot bath together, their skin stinging from the sun, the water muddying from their shared toils. They sipped wine or smoked a joint, ate previously prepared delicacies, and looked at each other in flickering candlelight from each end of the bath.

Over the years, the garden was developed to a point where it needed less attention. From time to time they’d revisit it with the same fervour, spending full weekends doing maintenance: weeding and pruning, planting and feeding the soil. But basically it looked after itself. The trees grew into a lush barrier from the rest of the world. It was only from the deck that they could look over and beyond to the neighbours’ backyards, and over to the other side of the valley where houses and apartments were continually being crammed into any available space.

After her mother came to live with them, Hannah finished teaching and took on editing work that she mostly could do from home. Her mother’s stay also coincided with Simon shifting from a solid day-job into semi-retirement. He took on engineering work that he could do from home, or which alternatively led him away for days or weeks at a time to other cities, sometimes other countries, on contract. Although they were spending more time in the house together, they spent less time nurturing each other. Hannah could see this clearly now. She’d been involved in the care for her mother. The garden became a shell that locked them against the world, into themselves. And their connection through their computers into separate domains left them trudging through different ethereal wastelands, and somewhere along the way they had become disconnected, their fingers seldom touching, moving onwards from a perspective that had once met, along parallel paths that steered them into an infinity apart.

And after her mother arrived, neither Hannah nor Simon had ventured into the undergrowth of the garden, neither of them pulled weeds or re-planted. Neither of them spent days or hours labouring until their muscles ached. On warmer days, Hannah had helped her mother outside onto the garden seat, with her handbag of course, bundled up in a bright crocheted blanket. She’d entertained her with readings from Shakespeare, absurdly shouting the Elizabethan language to be heard, not only by her mother, but all the neighbours and passersby, as well as triggering a nearby dog to soulfully howl the part of an unsolicited extra.

Meanwhile, the neighbourhood cats had moved in. Now Hannah anxiously shooed them away. She could spot their eyes glinting like malevolent creatures from a Rousseau jungle. Her own old cats skulked close by as well, displeased by this newcomer, a bird what’s more, competing for her attention.




DREAMS

At night, the duckling slept in the bathroom, still in the same plastic carrier. Each morning she cleaned out the straw where his poos collected, all the plump worms of his dreams spurted from the night for her to see.

Her own dreams of late were to do with him. Foraging dreams. Losing dreams. And then, a truly distressing dream.

The day before, she’d heard a radio interview with a chef banging on about the exquisite flavour and texture of pâté de foie gras. He was exuberantly sharing a recipe for tender juicy duck breast, cooked slowly with juniper berries and brown sugar.

Later, an email from a listener was read on-air. Were people aware of the cruelty behind the production of pâté de foie gras? How ducks were force-fed five kilograms of mashed corn a day, pumped through long pipes thrust down their throats? The torture lasted over two to three weeks, swelling their livers up to ten times the normal size.

That night, she dreamt that she was pulling a roasting dish from the hot oven. Amongst a rocky landscape of potatoes, pumpkin and parsnips, the duckling lay sprawled, gazing up at her weakly. His crusty fluff was pressed against goosebumpy skin.

She quickly retrieved his little carcass from the roasting dish, pleading with him not to die. But his eyes were milky white. There was a hopeful shimmer of black in the centre, until even that closed, like the last bubble popping from quicksand. His head quivered then flopped onto the palm of her hand.

She woke, crying into her pillow in that peculiar condensed way of dreams. Simon’s comforting hand was on her back.

Are you OK? he asked into the darkness.

The duck, she replied. I dreamt . . . that the duckling was . . . dead.

Oh, he muttered. The duck!

I . . . betrayed him.

For goodness’ sake. I thought it must have been about your mother.

He rolled over, and already he was asleep again, his back a wall towering above her.

She lay with the ache of the dream still sitting like a brick on her chest.

She was thinking of those days of her childhood when all the breathing in and out was a stitching together of moments and moments and moments. Her fear of the night, and her fiercely beating heart as she stood shivering in the dark by her parents’ bed until her mother eventually shifted over to let her in. She could still recall the sense of the delicious plunge into sleep once she felt safe.

And now her mind turned to the funeral parlour, with that organic smell hitting the back of her throat. An enormous wall clock whacked out the minutes, a clock from a busy railway station, where trains with no timetable arrived and departed on a whim. Her mother was already rotting on the board, though she wore lipstick, her cheeks were rouged and her hair was swept up as if her final journey had been on a motorbike. When Hannah curiously drew the blanket aside, she could see her mother’s blood, black and pooling under her bones, only just held within her skin.




TALKING ABOUT LOVE

The woman’s cats associated her with food. When they saw her, they sat upright with their ears pricked straight. Once they’d eaten their prime minced meat, they ignored her, unless it was cold or wet and they wanted to come inside. Their interest in her was self-serving.

When the duck saw her, all he wanted was to be with her. Whether or not his bowl was full of mash, his greens were piled around him or his water dish was replenished, he wanted only to sit on her lap or push his beak under the wing of her arm, or if not that, at least to sit contentedly at her feet.

She wondered whether this was a duck version of love.

One evening alone, before settling him down to sleep, she found herself sitting on the heated tiles of the bathroom with a glass of red wine by her side, musing out loud to him. She told him that the world was full of people who loved each other, or loved someone who didn’t love them, or were loved by someone who was not the one they truly loved. Or worse, people who didn’t love anyone, or who were loved by nobody at all. Everyone — she said, gulping more wine — could be defined by whom they loved, or didn’t love, and whether that love was reciprocated. Everyone formed themselves around the quality of love they had within them. And that was who they were.

That’s a bit obvious, the duckling replied. He said that he was sure his mother and father would have loved each other forever if tragedy had not intervened.

She told him that after her father died, so many years ago, her mother had tended to her own wizened mother, who clung to life as though it were a galloping horse, her white-haired head resting on its mane, fingers clasped into its gums like a bridle. Finally the horse had flung her off. After that, Hannah’s mother had lived alone.

When she went on to mention, in a somewhat maudlin tone by now, that some people were very difficult to love, oh yes they were, the duck asked her why she’d bother loving them at all.

Surely you just love them, or not?

It’s not that easy, she replied, spinning the tip of her finger around the rim of her glass. She told him that loving her sister, for example, was like loving a bee trapped in a jar, if he could imagine that.

You’re frightened to take the lid off because you don’t know whether she’s going to sting you or fly away. On the other hand there’s the honey side of her, but it’s seldom experienced.

The woman recounted how her sister had arrived from Christchurch, straight from the plane, on the morning of their mother’s funeral just a few months ago, dressed in black tights, short black skirt, professional jacket. Black sleek hair in a short bob, red lipstick. Heels that clipped noisily as she hurried about, apologising that her husband Toby couldn’t come, kissing the cousins and Simon’s relations and friends she’d met and never met, the hobbly uncle and the smelly old guy no one knew, and the celebrant — everyone — on the cheek. Everyone at the funeral was branded with a smudge of red along the continuum between ear and mouth: intimacy was determined according to the proximity of the lipstick to the lips. During the service she read a poem she had written. Even people who hadn’t met her mother dabbed their eyes. At the reception in the hall afterwards, people came to Hannah and remarked about its poignancy.

While Hannah hung back, exhausted by the event of her mother’s death and years of lack of sleep, Maggie spoke to everyone, her hand resting on arms, her eyes meeting theirs, babbling like a motor boat and pulling out their own stories as if she were sifting strings of weed from a lake. After the club sandwiches, asparagus rolls, little meat pies and cup cakes in the hall alongside the chapel, they traipsed back home, Hannah and Simon, and Maggie. Auntie Claire and Bob had a cup of tea and left soon after for Te Awamutu.

That night they lit a fire for the first time that winter. Maggie got stuck into the gin. Simon and Hannah opened a bottle of champagne. Hannah had a glass of bubbly and a leftover club sandwich and went to bed, leaving Simon still drinking. He had finished the bubbly, and Maggie had persuaded him to have a gin. The fire had settled down and was glowing like an angry fist.

A couple of hours later Hannah woke up. Simon wasn’t in bed. She got up to go to the bathroom, and found Maggie lying on the couch, her arms and body curled around the framed photo of their mother, the one that had been propped against the coffin. Simon was squatting at her head, his hand on her shoulder. Hannah saw that he was holding a bucket. He looked up as Hannah peered around the door.

What’s going on? she asked.

Your sister isn’t feeling well. His voice was thick. Maggie turned her head in a delayed, jerky kind of way. Her face was as wet as winter. Her lips were pale. The ink pad had run out. The gin bottle was on the floor, nearly empty.

We’re talking about Mum, said Maggie. Your mother and my mother. And your darling husband is telling me things. Aren’t you, Simon, you sweet man? And she shoved her fingers backwards through his hair and over his face and into his beard, lingering over his mouth. He tugged away.

Maggie is upset, he explained to Hannah.

I know I am, and he’s right, he’s as right as rain, the dear man, but my mother has just expired. Dead. Would you believe it? My mother. And my whole life, trying to live up to expectorations, expectations, ex marks the spot and now she’s gone, and I will never know whether I made it. She didn’t give me the test results. Did I pass? All that time, and where is she now? I don’t even know whether she liked me.

She did, said Hannah. She missed you terribly.

Maggie hoisted herself up from the couch, sat up, tore at her hair, then flopped back down again before continuing.

I rang her once at her place, before you kidnapped her, and she thought the kids were with her — the kids who have been in London with their father for years. She told me that she could see them, and she complained that she cooked for them and, not only would they not eat her food, but they didn’t help with the dishes afterwards. She was away with the fairies.

That was the medication, said Hannah. She had episodes like that, hallucinations. You would have caught her on a bad day.

Yes, darling, but what was the point? In the end, what could we say that was real? Nothing.

She was proud of you, said Hannah. And Toby, she liked Toby, too. After all the divorce trouble, she was pleased you found someone who was more suited to you.

She never told me. Honestly. Would’ve been nice to hear it from the horse’s mouth.

Her words mushy, running into each other, slow.

She ached for you. She’d tell everyone about you, your job, so important. My daughter, in advertising . . .

Everybody except me. You’ve no idea how hard it has been for me. Toby’s not all fun and games, you know. People think I’m strong, but it’s all a mouth. A myth. Huh. It’s all word of myth. You’ve no idea what my life’s like. What I have to put up with. No idea. Nobody. Simon has though, now, don’t you, sweetie? How tough it’s been for me?

Simon by now was sitting back in his armchair, drumming his fingers, yawning and shuffling his feet over the carpet. He glanced at Hannah, then fixated on fiercely flicking at crumbs on the arm of the chair. Maggie attempted to sit up again, swinging her legs around to the floor, groaning, still clutching the photo.

I’m armour-plated because I’ve had to be, and if only you knew how heavy all that stuff is to carry around. Hauling it around, clanking and jangling in the dungeons, OK, OK, bucket, quick Simon, sweetie, give me the bucket, here here here.

Simon leapt over and pressed the bucket at her chest, under her chin.

She dropped the photo and threw her arms around the bucket.

God. Oh God.

Her voice echoing in the bucket. She retched and heaved violently and fruitlessly, before pushing the bucket away.

God. I’m gonna die on the day of my mother’s funeral.

Come on, Maggie, said Simon. No, you’re not.

Hannah was leaning against the door, amazed but not surprised that her sister could flip the occasion of her mother’s death into a means to seek attention for herself. Simon stared at Hannah for help. She went over and helped prop Maggie’s head onto a cushion. Together, they bundled her, moaning like a cow in labour, onto her side. Simon lifted her feet onto the couch again. He went to the linen cupboard and pulled out a crocheted blanket and a towel. He spread the blanket over Maggie, arranged the towel under her chin over the couch, and left the bucket within easy reach.

You’re a good man, Simon, she murmured, her eyes blinking, her hand waving like seaweed in an attempt to grasp his.

By the time Hannah returned to bed, after making sure the fire was safe and picking up bottles and glasses, the good man was snoring on top of the duvet, still in his clothes, the eye of his navel winking at her between shirt buttons.

In the morning Maggie had left, her taxi arriving on schedule at six-thirty. Only a waft of her perfume floated in the room to suggest that she’d been there at all.

Hannah glanced down at the duck on her lap. He’d shoved his head up into her sleeve and by his breathing she could tell he was asleep. When she moved, though, his head was out and alert again.

Oh, I’ve been miles away, said the woman. Sorry.

It’s been interesting, said the duck. That Maggie, she’s a one all right. And the man. What about him?

What do you mean, what about him?

You love him?

And she realised that she felt awkward about answering this question. It seemed complicated. A little acidic spot of infidelity etching its way through the shiny paintwork. Guilt, like rust, never sleeps.

Of course I do, was the easiest thing to say, and that’s what she did say, and of course she did, but she didn’t like the feeling of discomfort that hovered.
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Chapter 2
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IN THE UNDERGROWTH

The duckling was becoming more gangly and straggly. An undergrowth of white down was sprouting amongst the yellow. Also, on top of his tail, hidden by fluff, there was a round plug of sunny yellow tufts. Hannah examined it with her fingertip; it was soft and sensual, resembling in appearance and touch the centre of a dandelion flower. And it felt significant, like a storehouse for a fountain of feathers, fizzing to burst into a fanned display.

Look at this, she said to Simon, who was sitting at the kitchen table, working on his computer. She held the duckling in the crux of her arm and rummaged through the tail fluff to display the golden plug. She knew Simon didn’t care much for the duck, but he also had a tendency to be pedantic. He peered over his glasses and said, Hmmm. Looks like a gland of some sort.

Shortly afterwards he told her exactly what it was, as if he’d known all along.

It’s a uropygial gland, he read from the screen of his computer. It produces oil to spread over the feathers to make them water-repellent. It’s strongly developed in waterfowl such as ducks, and not all birds have them. Emus, ostriches and bustards don’t. Hmmm, no, wait a minute . . . What you’re looking at is the uropygial wick, under which is a single narrow nipple-like papilla, producing vitamin D precursors, extruded cells, ester waxes, fatty acids, fat and sudanophilic secretory granules.

What’s a bustard, wondered Hannah, and what’s a sudanophilic secretory granule? But she didn’t dare ask.

Ducks are more buoyant than they would be if their feathers absorbed water, continued Simon. And they have hollow bones. If ducks die at sea, say after an oil spill, ninety per cent of them float for at least two weeks.

Hannah looked at the duckling with its hollow bones and uropygial wick.

Well, she said. Well, we have learnt something.




SOMETHING TO TELL HER

Simon had always relied on knowledge or information as a means of communication.

The first time he’d asked her out, rather casually, one cold Easter, to a university tramping club get-together, there’d been a bonfire. Baked potatoes encrusted with thick charcoal, sausages, white bread, tomato sauce, mulled wine, laughing camaraderie. After eating, everybody sat on logs around the fire and hollered out rude songs into the chilly night. She’ll be coming round the mountains when she comes. The hair on her dikydido hung down to her knees.

Then, without any preamble, he’d grabbed her hand.

Come, I want to show you something, he said.

She’d clambered up from the log and followed, or rather was pulled behind him, along the grassy dunes, down to the beach and around a headland of rocks, their boots squelching through the wet sand left by the low tide. Around the next bay they stood against the rocks, sheltering from a keen wind cutting its way under their coats. The icy blue light of the full moon was shattered across the choppy sea. It’s stunning, Hannah said, pushing herself against him, more for warmth than anything.

Diving into his coat pocket, he pulled out a large pair of binoculars. He moved behind her, resting his arms on her shoulders, breathing close to her ear as he held the binoculars to her eyes, directed towards the moon. His hand, she noted, was trembling. She took the binoculars from him, adjusting the focus as he pointed out the main craters and seas and mountains. He had names for them all. Unaccountably, she started to giggle, and the more she tried to stop the worse it became.

What’s funny? he asked.

Nothing, she replied, but the more unsettled he became, the more the bubbles burst out from under the lid of the boiling kettle.

As he pulled away from her, she could feel his sense of rejection and this made her worse.

What’s wrong? What did I do?

She stopped until the hysterics exploded from her again.

I’m sorry, she kept saying, I’m sorry.

He wound the strap around the binoculars and stuffed them roughly back into his pocket.

She pulled herself together.

I just don’t get the joke, he said and, when she started giggling again, he grabbed her and placed his mouth over hers. He tasted of charcoal, sausages, tomato sauce, mulled wine. He tasted of teeth and tongue. He tasted of everything she had ever wanted, forever, in her whole life. Suddenly they were urgently making love, still bundled up against the cold in their layers of clothes, she with her back pressed against the rock face, and, above her, the unblinking eye of the moon, with all its craters, seas and mountains, shattering itself into every particle of her being.

Afterwards, as they ambled hand-in-hand back to the bonfire, he said, with an element of hurt lingering in his voice: I still don’t get what it was that you were laughing at.

I’m sorry, she said again. I tend to giggle when I’m nervous.

But really, she’d been laughing at his premeditation, his obvious preparation, she was laughing because he had set up everything so that he could have the excuse to put his arms over her shoulders, and his cheek against her cheek to murmur craters and lakes in her ear. He could have muttered anything — the periodic table, his favourite ice-cream flavours, characters from Animal Farm; he could have been silent. And all these months at university he had given her no clue that he even liked her. They were both a few years older than the other students who were straight from school, and they’d enjoyed lengthy discussions in tutorials, in groups over coffee, sometimes sitting next to each other in lectures, in a contrived arbitrary sort of way. It had suddenly seemed ridiculously hilariously gloriously funny.

And then he’d said, There’s something I need to tell you.

Oh?

I don’t want to tell you now, but just remember that I told you this: that I need to tell you something.

You’re married with three children?

No, he said.

Ten children?

Don’t be silly.

I know you’re Australian, she joked. And I don’t mind.

I’m wishing I hadn’t mentioned it. It’s not funny.

You can tell me, she said.

I don’t want to tell you now as there might be no point. I mean it’s early days, I mean . . . I don’t know what this means to you.

OK, she said. Sure, that’s fine.

I mean, we’ve only been ‘us’ for five minutes. Well, maybe seven, he said.

OK, she said again, and nestled into his armoury of jerseys and coat. And she took from this that he was looking at a meaningful relationship, and, although this would normally scare her off so soon, for some reason she knew it was to be, and didn’t mind at all.




THE DUCK AND THE MAN

Hannah was stressed, bogged down with a sudden overload of the editing work she did. Sometimes the duck felt like the breaking point and she had to call on Simon to help her. And it so turned out that Simon, who had played an instrumental part in the duck coming to stay, didn’t like to touch it unless it was wrapped up in a towel and placed carefully in his lap. And even so, when this was forced upon him, he sat upright in a meditative pose with his eyes closed. The epitome of contrived tolerance.

The first time she handed him the duck, after the duck had been freshly bathed in warm water in the wash basin, both the man and the duck protested. The duck wriggled to be free.

He doesn’t like me, Simon said to his wife.

He doesn’t like me, the duck said to the woman.

Well, you’ll have to get used to each other, said the woman to both of them. If you want me to cook your dinner, she said to the man. If you want me to clean out your box and give you fresh water and stir up your mash, she said to the duck. And smash up a snail or two, she added. And pudding for you, as well, and if you’d like me to be relaxed enough to have a wine with you later, she added to the man.

She eased the duck from Simon’s big smooth hands. Held the duck against her stomach, rubbed his damp downy breast with the towel. He pressed against her and nuzzled into her shirt. He thought he had won. Simon, too, thought he had won. He yawned and stretched and scratched his ear. She chatted to each of them a little, and once they had both calmed down, she wrapped the duckling in the towel again and passed him over to the man. This time, both duck and man were resigned to each other.

The duck was outgrowing the carry-bag, so Hannah had bought a large plastic storage box which he slept in at night in the bathroom. But he needed to have more of a free run in the daytime. And it was Simon who, under some pressure from her, had built the makeshift hutch for the bottom of the garden. A third of it was a wooden covered shelter, and the rest was a run enclosed above and around with chicken-wire. It was makeshift because one day the duck would have to go.

At first the new hutch, about two metres long, seemed enormous, but already with his water dish and mash bowl and the towelling cloth in the shielded corner for nestling into when the wind was cold, it felt cramped. Hannah was thinking they should extend it. She’d imagined he would love his new abode, but once the duck realised that this was the place of confinement when she went away during the day, he would squeak unhappily every time she brought him near it. Now he threw himself insanely against the netting, over and over, trying to force his beak through the wire holes along the rows. This one and this one and this one. He was a persistent gambler, clinging to the vain hope that one of the wire holes was the magic one that would let him through.

While Hannah was there, he ate, or sat looking at her. But as soon as she turned her back, the cheeping started. He was like her fridge door, reminding her that she had left it open. He was the smoke alarm needing a new battery. He was the drier saying that the clothes were ready. The microwave saying the food was done. The phone calling for an answer. He was an electronic beeper, reminding her to be anxious, that she was leaving him alone and motherless, and that she was mean mean mean.

She thought of her mother in the Primrose Hill Rest Home. How, in the beginning, she would shuffle along the corridors — her handbag, now almost empty, over her arm — until the staff found her again. Sometimes she would set out with a wobbly friend, the two of them supporting each other, out for an adventure along the pastel-hued corridors that all looked the same. In the end, to stop her escaping, they’d crammed her bones into a bucket chair from which she couldn’t get up. In the end she couldn’t get up from anywhere. In the end she couldn’t stand. In the end the only exercise she had was to bat with her right hand at a balloon thrown directly to her from the centre of the room.




TO BELIEVE OR NOT TO BELIEVE

The duck was about a month old when the woman placed him in his cage and went out to a long meeting about a book on adoption and its association with mental illness. All day she had to consider people who were isolated or depressed or manic around issues of adoption.

She couldn’t help thinking of the duck in relation to all this. At the meeting she mentioned him to people she hadn’t met before. She was told that ducklings didn’t have a defined gender until later, according to how they fitted in with the dynamics of the rest of the flock. Hannah found this difficult to believe, but even so, wondered whether she was actually influencing the final gender of her duckling. Somewhere, quite early along the way, she had started assuming that he was a male, and for no other reason except that she felt that he was. Almost without doubt. But when she was also told that drakes in general were rapacious and aggressive, she just knew this wouldn’t be the case with her gentle little duck, whatever gender he turned out to be.

As soon as she arrived home from the meeting, the duckling jumped up and ran at the wire netting.

The woman picked him up from the cage, her hands slipping under his belly to calm his clockwork legs. He was like a puppy, such was the intensity of joy as he snuggled into her. She was a dandelion leaf salad, the sun on his fluff after a bath, she was a paddock wriggling with worms, she was a wing, she was a mother duck.

I thought you would never come back, he whimpered. He told her how cats had slunk towards the cage, their whiskery noses investigating. How it had rained — the first time he had experienced water that hadn’t been presented to him in a dish or a basin. Today it had fallen from the sky, and she hadn’t been there. He dug his beak under her hair, delving into the skin of her neck. She sat down on the steps of the deck, and he laid his neck upon her stomach, burying his head into the crook of her arm, and finally the chirruping settled, and in the silence, in his silence, she thought she could feel his heart vibrating against her arm.

And she thought of his anxiety and isolation all the day long, and wondered whether there would be issues in the future over his adoption.




FILLING UP HER LIFE

As the days passed, the duckling’s shape pushed out further into the form of a duck. It looked as though a thumb had pressed its beak outwards. Its body was stronger and also longer, its neck snaking out from its body. It was a balloon being blown up in the night by a masterful street artist. One day, she thought, its tail might be tied into a knot and the duck released to float away into the sky, to join all the other fluffy white balloons that skidded high across the wide summer blue.

The woman wondered what would happen to the duck when he grew up. She visualised him filling up all the spaces she had to offer. She imagined going down to the bathroom one morning, to where he slept on straw in the large plastic box, only to find that the duck was a square thing occupying every corner of the box.
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Chapter 3
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VISITATIONS FROM THE OVERNIGHT EDUCATOR

And with every new day it seemed that he had learnt things overnight about being a duck.

The woman took him down to the tiny pond in the garden, surrounded by trees and lilies and tall reeds. Two life-size ducks — one a decoy and one a concrete sculpture — cluttered up the pond, along with a slimy plastic lily-pad, a plaster-of-Paris frog, an ugly spouting fountain, and a weathered wooden bridge. Pieces of driftwood sat at the edge. Several orange goldfish lurked in the shadows. It was a once-crafted pond, abandoned.

When the duck was still a pom-pom he floated on the water, wildly paddling his little legs until he started to sink. He’d then panic back into the hands of the woman, with his transparent fluff sticking to his naked pimply skin.

Now that he was bigger, he plodded around the edge, flicking his head under the water before wiping it over his back. The woman, sitting on the bridge, watched him as he lifted his body upright and flapped his winglets. Then he took himself across to the other side of the pond where there was a mini beach of stones. Standing in a patch of sunlight, he poked his beak into his downy breast, as if exploring new terrain, searching for a clue to his duckness.

It was a new development for him to be apart from her while they were together. They were separated by a muddy puddle of water. They were separated by a vast expanse of pond, where she as a woman and he as a duck were different beings. He stood up tall again, fluffing up, flapping. Every day he did this now.

The mysterious overnight educator had informed him that he would fly, and every day he checked to see whether this was the day.




LAYING OUT THE FOUNDATIONS

The woman looked at his stumpy wings fluttering uselessly. The design plan of his day-to-day evolution was impeccable. Even if he could fly now, it would be perilous for him, crashing into the walls of the world and careening into the mouths of cats and dogs and rats. Once he flew, where would he go? And how would he know to stop? She thought of thistle-down floating high in the sky and imagined that it was individual feathers on test flights, checking out the lie of the land, the sigh of the wind, the lift under the wing, and finally all returning to assemble on the duck for the first grand take-off.




DIFFICULT DAYS

Sometimes unpredictable events or expectations settled on a day before it had even started. They arrived by email, or phone. This day they’d arrived in a couriered box. The house shook with the early morning hammering on the door. Simon was in Sydney at a conference, and Hannah was still dozing in bed. When she opened the front door, there was the box on the doorstep, delivered by a guy in a uniform and a cap.

There wouldn’t be time for the duck today. She cleaned his bathroom box and let him scurry behind her to his daytime cage on the back lawn. When she dropped him in, he chirruped in disbelief, demanding that she come with him to probe the catchments of dew in the bromeliads. He wanted her to peel back the long leaves of the agapanthus, so he could snaffle the cockroaches and wood lice leaping like people from a burning building.

He was too little to be released to forage alone — there were too many predators waiting for him. And he wanted to be with her.

She picked him out again and plonked herself down on the grass. He sat on her stomach.

That’s better, he said.

I can’t be with you today, Ducko, said the woman. I just can’t.

What do you mean? You are with me. Everything is good.

But not for long. I have work. I have to go inside and work.

That’s OK, I can come, too.

Ducko, she said. Listen. A box arrived today from the outside world. From the world outside our world. And when I opened the box, the whole house was filled with birds, dark flapping crows batting their wings against my face, their claws pulling at my hair. Squawking at me for attention. I screamed at them. Get out! Leave me in peace! I opened the window, releasing some of them, but they sat on the railing around the deck, or on the roof, or hid in leafy branches. Waiting for me.

That’s terrible. I didn’t see them. What did you do?

I flapped. Inside, one was drinking water from the kitchen sink, lifting its head as if about to gargle a song. Another paced on the kitchen table, its claws clattering like pins on the wood.

And then what?

Duckie, each crow is a task on a list. And I don’t have energy for them today. I’m tired, Ducko. I have to catch the crows and tie coloured bands around their stiff-worm legs before they’ll go away, labelled as done.

That’s all very well, said the duck, but what’s that got to do with me?

What it’s got to do with you, Ducko, she said as she stood up and opened the lid to his cage, is that we’re not going foraging today.

As she walked away she could hear the vibration of the wire netting as he threw himself against it. She wondered whether the feeling she had was anything like a mother might have, walking away from a crying baby.

And on top of that, this morning, when she’d been searching for a pencil sharpener, she’d opened the top drawer in her mother’s bedroom cabinet, and there she was presented with all the non-descript knick-knacks left behind when her mother had gone to Primrose Hill. Spare glasses, magnifying glass, comb, birthday book, a writing pad with half-written letters, abandoned because her disease made it so difficult for her to write. Hannah picked up the pad and flicked through it. I ask myself whether I will ever be happy again, she read. And there it was again. The pain, swelling in her chest, in breech position, kicking its heel against her heart.

During the course of this day, the weather shifted. It seemed that the wind was filtered through ice. She went to the window. The sky had sucked up the shadows from the earth. The garden was misshapen, its edges gnawed into by its shivering self. Animals slunk by and tentatively sniffed at the wire netting. The duck had pulled himself under the wooden covering, into his own darkness, where Hannah had left a heap of soft towel. He’d backed into it, and tried to become a part of it, so that he was unseen. Hannah went once more down to the garden to put a tarpaulin over the cage to keep him warm, then left him again.

When she finally returned to the duck from her work, it was night. She took him inside and filled the bathroom basin with warm water. He stood there, letting the heat seep into his body as Hannah sat on the bath edge, her face level with the basin, talking to him softly. He flitted his beak at her mouth. It gave the impression of kissing her, but she knew that he was checking that her lips weren’t two fat, lazy worms.

After the bath, Hannah dried him on a towel and held him for a while. She had more work to do, another crow to deal with, so she put him to bed in his box. As soon as she left the bathroom he hurled himself out of the box. He’d managed to do this once yesterday, too, for the first time. She put him back and turned off the light. He clambered out again, waddling triumphantly into the kitchen where she’d just sat down at the table to work. Again she returned him to the box, but again he flung himself out onto the tiles. She could hear his flippers slap slap slapping on the floor as he crossed the hall and proudly waddled his way to her feet. She returned him to his box, but she hadn’t even left the room before he was out again.

The woman yelled at him.

This is the last straw!

As she strode towards him she caught him accidentally on her foot, propelling him out into the hallway, where, to her astonishment, he spun a full circle, a feathery top spinning. He then stood motionless, his yellow feet splayed on the wooden floor, his eye black and piercing. He was measuring her, wondering whether she was a thing to be wary of. Until that moment, he had accepted her unquestioningly.

What did you do that for?

I’m tired.

What did I do?
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