Child

Patti Miller Allen & Unwin 1998, pgs 1 – 4

Chapter One

Birds were singing.

Corrie watched a black cockatoo glide onto the bird-tray in her backyard. It ruffled its breast feathers and yellow comb, making itself look bigger than it was, then settled; its plumage so smoothly black it looked like a hole cut in the bright fabric of the day. It was a scout, a messenger. Its flock waited in a gum tree for a secret signal that the world below was safe.

It couldn’t sing. It could only screech like a noisy child.

Tom would have said, come and look. He always said, come and look, when he was a child. Ran inside with the wind in his hair and his eyes shining and the sun still lighting his curls. Or that’s how she remembered it; that’s surely the way it was.

And she would go out and look at the rosella in the apricot tree. Or a gang-gang parrot pecking on the tray, or kookaburras watching from the garden shed. Or an empty space. If they had flown away.

‘You made them go,’ Tom would accuse.

‘They never stay long.’

She folded her arms across her belly and then unfolded them. She didn’t know where to put her hands.

She stood up and reached out as if she needed support, taking hold of the verandah post with both hands. Sunlight and shade patterned the yard and she could see that it was beautiful. The beginning of December in the Blue Mountains was mild and some blossoms still clung to the fruit trees, delicate pink and snowy white in the soft, warm air. It made no difference. It may as well have been a print on a motel wall, stared at by travellers with nowhere else to look.

A honeyeater darted about he Cape honeysuckle trying to find early flowers to plung its beak into. She could see flashes of its yellow breast from where she stood. She wouldn’t have believed she could register the world as clearly as she still did. More clearly than before. It was as if she couldn’t shut her eyes nor stop her ears. But nothing she saw or heard mattered, left less than a fleeting impression, like the beat of a wing briefly disturbing the air.

Still, birds were singing. Magpies and whipbirds and curlews warbled and whistled and called, their exchanges echoing through the trees at the bottom of the yard as though they were conversing. As if they were happy. As iof nothing had changed. That was the strange thing. Birds should have become silent; leaves on trees should have ceased stirring.

The news fanfare blared out from the radio in the kitchen. She started. It was the fanfare she had heard since she was a child; nothing had changed. She hadn’t remembered turning the wireless on. Was she still performing the usual actions? The newsreader’s voice was firm and clear, outlining atrocities without wavering. Lost babies, exploited children. No tears.

Her yes were glassy dry. She looked at her hands around the verandah post. The parabolas of her finger nails struck her as strangely precise against her dry skin, pleasing in their neat mathematical precision. She’d never noticed that before. It was as if her hands belonged to someone else. The were squarish and weathered, a miniature landscape of valleys and hills where the knuckles rose and fell. They were strong hands. Michaek and Tom had always asked hedr to open jars and bottles and she had always been able to twist the lids off with one quick turn of her wrist. She has mocked their helplessness. What would you do without me?

Her arm muscles tightened. She pulled herself forward and her hands went out of focus. The backyard presented a larger landscape, grassy and tree-covered, shaped by the small undulations of her cultivation. Pumpkin mounds. Water channels. She dug and directed them. And beyonfd the yard was the wild landscape, deep valleys, cliffs, miles of mountains. Except the mountains were a series of plateaux, not peaks. And then, further away out into the west, the plains and the deserts stretched right across the heart of the country. And then there were other countries. Too far away.

Only an unmarked plain existed inside her. It had opened up as if it was always there, as if she had been expecting it all along. No movement. No sound.

It hadn’t changed even when she saw Michael off. She hadn’t gone down the mountains with him, but had quickly driven him to the station to catch the train to central. From there he’d make his own way to the airport. I’d prefer to do that, anyway, he’d said.

She knew that. He’d never liked to be seen off. He always wanted to imagine he might not return. It had seemed a harmless illusion.

Michael was relieved to be going, to have something to do; she didn’t want to leave the house. She didn’t want to be at the airport again, looking at all those faces. Each one of them looking like Tom’s before it dissolved into a stranger’s  face.

The cockatoo stretched its wings out and jumped into the air briefly, scaring away a magpie.

‘Stay.’

The bird overbalanced a little on the rim of the tray and flapped wildy to regain its equilibrium. It wasn’t worth the effort.  It had changed its mind anyway. Changed something. It flew upwards and the rest of the flock lifted out of the tree like gigantic black blossoms being blown away.

