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“She was not quite what you would call refined. She was not quite what you would call unrefined. She was the kind of person that keeps a parrot.”

―Mark Twain, Following the Equator
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BUNNY JERKED BACK. She near-about stabbed herself with the pair of scissors she was about to use on the packing tape. Something inside the big package was making noise. The box began rocking from side to side.

She stared at the thing where it hulked on the tiny café table in her kitchen. “This doesn’t look like the package I ordered. What’s in there?” Her voice quavered.

Wondering if she should call someone, she backed away from the table and the thing on it. Shouldn’t spooky music be playing in the background at times like these? 

Bingo, Bunny’s black lab, leaped about the kitchen, barking furiously. Not a fan of the package.

“Bingo. Sit,” Bunny commanded.

Bingo, good dog, sat.

Gingerly Bunny stepped to the box, slit it open along the taped seam, and lifted the flaps. 

She jumped back with a little scream.

WTF. 

It was a parrot.

The creature cocked its head at her and emitted a loud SCRAW.

Bingo started barking again. Bunny forced the flaps back down as the parrot clawed to get out. 

Her heart pounding, she fell onto the little wire-backed chair at the café table. Bingo nuzzled under her elbow to give her a reassuring dog kiss.

No no no no no. 

“Bingo. Stay.” Bunny darted to her front door, flinging it open, looking right and left up and down the beach. 

“Hellooooo??” she tried.

Where was that delivery guy?

Around the back, the alley that ran behind her house, she heard the startup of a motor.

She whisked around the side of her house. The delivery guy was already in his van, already backing out of the alley and into the street.

“Wait!”

All the way across the broad back yard, he didn’t see her. He drove away.

Damn.

She darted back into her house, grabbed her keys and purse. She eyed the carton on her café table, where it was rocking back and forth, a furious scrabbling coming from inside.

She hauled the thing up and tottered out to the driveway, where the hotpinkmobile broiled under the summer sun. Not even 9 am and already the weather was sweltering. And today, no beach breeze ruffled her hair. The air was absolutely still.

Juggling the box and her keys, she got the passenger-side door open, wincing as the hot metal of the door handle stung her. She eased the carton onto the seat.

Then she slung herself into the driver’s seat, wiped the sweat from her eyes— No, dear. Her Aunt Fanny’s voice in her head. Women sweat. LADIES dew. –and sped out toward the highway and the UPackWeDeliver.

She screeched up to the entrance, parked, and went in. The young girl in the tan shorts and shirt at the counter looked her over, a bored expression plastered on her face. The AC was blasting in there, not that anyone could tell.

“Yeah? Help you?”

“You must be new.” Bunny wiped the sweat from her forehead. She knew every single person in Currituck Cove, North Carolina, but she’d never laid eyes on this girl.

“Got sent over from Elizabeth City. They’re short-handed here,” said the girl. “Three people in this office here, they up and quit. So here I am. Help you?”

“One of your guys delivered a parrot to my house just now.”

The girl’s eyes lit. “Oh, yeah. The parrot. How’s he doing? Doing okay? We were worried about him.”

“I don’t know how he’s doing,” said Bunny. “I have no idea.” She waved her hand impatiently, feeling a little frantic. “He’s not my parrot.”

“Oh,” the counter girl said. She worked her wad of gum a bit. 

“He’s in the car. Where can I put him?”

“Uh, we don’t have the facilities to take care of a parrot, ma’am. That’s why we were worried. We have to get live animals to their destinations right away, and today, it’s hot, you know? We get ‘em, we deliver them within the hour. It’s in the manual.”

“Not my problem,” said Bunny, trying to stay calm. “Not my parrot.”

“Uh,” said the girl. She got down a thick book from a shelf and began leafing through it.

Behind Bunny, a little bell rang as the office door shoved open.

The girl looked up. She smiled past Bunny. “Hey, Finn! This lady has a problem with the parrot.”

“Look,” said Bunny, starting to feel desperate. “It’s a big package. Can someone help me get it in here?” She glanced over her shoulder and her jaw dropped. She shut her mouth fast.

The guy who had just come into the office—Finn, the girl called him—was drop-dead and yes, jaw-dropping gorgeous. When he’d delivered the carton, she hadn’t noticed. That’s not like me, Bunny thought, her eyes roving up and down Finn. I’d notice something like this. She guessed she had been too excited about the delivery to pay much attention to the person who delivered it. My cosmetics supplies!

She’d signed Finn’s form, and he’d dumped the carton on the front porch. Leaving me to get that big package inside by myself. She scowled at him.

He scowled back.

“You left the parrot in your car?” he said to Bunny.

“It’s a big package,” Bunny said defensively. “I could hardly shove it inside my house. You just plunked the thing down on my front porch. Then you drove away before I could wave you down. I had to work to get that big package out of my house again and to my car. I had to make a big effort to bring it back here. It’s not my parrot.” Now she narrowed her eyes. She didn’t much like this Finn guy’s attitude, square manly jaw or not. Hot body in hot tan shorts or not.

“It’s a hot day, ma’am,” Finn said to her in the patient voice you’d use to explain something to a toddler. “Parrots can get heat-stressed in a hurry. They dehydrate fast. You can’t leave a parrot in a hot car.”

Hot, Bunny’s man-candy radar pinged. She made an impatient little gesture, shooing it away. There was a parrot, and it was in her car. “Get the parrot out of my car,” Bunny said between tight lips. “Now.”

Finn looked down at a clipboard he was carrying. He ran a ballpoint pen down a list fastened to it. “You Bernice Dowdy?”

“Bunny,” said Bunny. She knew everyone in this town. Why didn’t she know Finn? Or the girl?

“Sorry, ma’am, if you’re Bernice Dowdy, you’re the recipient of the package.” He shrugged. “We delivered it, and you took possession. You signed for it.”

“It’s not—” Bunny puffed out a breath. “my parrot.”

“Here’s your signature, right here.” Finn held out the clipboard for her to see.

“I was expecting a different package. That’s what I thought I was signing for.” She stopped. This was going nowhere. “I’d like to speak to the manager.”

“He’s in Elizabeth City,” said the girl at the counter.

“Someone needs to get the parrot out of my car.”

“Sorry, ma’am,” said Finn, with an infuriatingly polite smile. “We’re not allowed to take a package back once the recipient has taken possession.”

“It’s in the manual,” put in the girl behind the counter.

“But ma’am,” Finn continued. “You need to get the parrot out of that hot car. Maybe take him back to your house? He needs water.”

“If that parrot dies, that’ll be on you,” said Bunny in a constricted voice.

“No, ma’am,” said Finn politely. “It’ll be on you.”

“You can fill out this form,” said the girl behind the counter. “Bring it back here, or mail it to the address on the top, and one of our representatives will get back to you.”

“Y’all are new to town. I can tell,” said Bunny, grabbing the form and storming out to her car.

But when she slid into the driver’s seat of the hotpinkmobile, the sun was blazing through the windshield, and the carton on the passenger seat was very still.

In a panic, she got herself back to her house and wrestled the carton into the AC. She hoisted it back onto her café table in her kitchen. With trembling fingers, she undid the flaps as Bingo lay whining softly on the cool tiles of the kitchen floor, thumping his tail.

The parrot was hunched in a corner.

Bunny licked her lips. Water. That’s what those rude, rude people said he needed.

She ran a glass from the tap and reached it down into the carton, giving a little scream as the parrot made scrabbling noises with his claws.

They’d called him a “he,” so Bunny guessed he must be a guy parrot.

“Hi,” she told him, inching closer and peering over the top into the carton.

Damn. Why hadn’t she noticed the air holes when she signed for the damn carton? She was too excited to get her shipment of cosmetics materials. She hadn’t paid enough attention, and now look.

But the parrot was leaning over the water, and he was drinking it. Then he bustled around in the carton, and the water glass went over.

Damn.

He tilted his head up at her and moved it from side to side. He screamed.

Bunny jumped back. Damn!

She did the flaps back up, in case he got out and flew around. 

Then she groped in her big purse and brought out the form those rude UPackWeDeliver people had handed her. The type was tiny. She groped around some more and extracted her readers, perching them on the end of her nose.

She got herself a cup of coffee from her Keurig machine. Put it into her favorite mug, one her friend Fran had given her last Christmas. I got a GOOD HEART but THIS MOUTH, the mug read. 

Taking a sip, she peered at the form. RETURNS, said the headline at the top.

“Good, good,” Bunny muttered.

Remove shipping label from carton and affix in the box below, the form read.

Bunny bent down to search for the shipping label on the side of the carton. Another scream from inside it made her grit her teeth. Bingo let out a short, sharp bark.

There. There was the shipping label, beside another big one, big red letters, LIVE ANIMALS.

Her mouth gaped open. The shipping label read, Ms. Bernice Dowdy. Then her address in Currituck Cove, North Carolina: 5 Beachcomber Road. She was sure she was going to see some completely different address, some completely different addressee. Mr. Hot Pants—"Finn!” she gritted—must have gotten her address from some list, probably the one with her actual delivery on it, and delivered this box instead. Surely he must have.

But no. There on the side of the carton was her own address.

“Where are my cosmetics materials?” Bunny raged aloud.

She peered at the side of the carton again.

Back to the form. 

We regret no returns on the following items.

Bunny ran her beautifully French-manicured finger down the list.

Livestock/live animals

“This. Is not.” Her voice rose. The parrot’s inside the carton rose with it. “My parrot!”
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“MISS BUNNY DOWDY, AS I live and breathe!” Joe Chasin, the hardware store clerk smiled big. “Haven’t seen you in a age. What can I do for you, darlin?”

“Hey, Joe.” Rude to rush him without asking about the family, but Bunny was in a state of near-panic. “Do you carry bird cages?”

“I think Mr. Fountain’s gotta have just about one of everything in here, Bunny. If we do have one—not saying we do, but if—it’ll be on the far wall.” Joe gestured behind him with his thumb.

“Thanks, Joe.”

As Bunny hustled to the back of the place, loaded with merchandise—pots and pans, cleaning supplies, big bags of dogfood, big bins of chickenfeed, crab traps and trotlines, bathing suits, big bags of candy, you name it—Joe began dealing with a delivery that had come in after her. 

“Okay, thanks,” she heard Joe saying. “So here? I sign here?” And then, “On the back wall. Yessir, just dump ‘er back there and we’ll figure out where to put ‘er.”

Bunny suppressed a giggle. Everything that didn’t have an assigned place in Fountain Feed and Seed went on its back wall. She remembered being a little kid, coming in here. All the kids knew to head for the back wall. That’s where the treasures were. That sequined pair of flip-flops. . .Bunny’s smile grew nostalgic for her twelve-year-old self.

She snapped to. Her eyes focused gimlet-style. There. Bird cage. She reached for it where it sat tilted over on a high dusty shelf, aware out of the corner of her eye that some guy with a hand-truck had begun unloading something beside her. 

She couldn’t quite reach. . .

“Uh, ‘scuse me, but could you. . .” she said aside.

A big male presence stepped around her, getting the bird cage down for her.

“Thank you so much!” she gushed, reaching for it. 

The man pulled it away.

She gaped up at him. “Finn.” 

“This isn’t for the parrot, is it?”

She practically felt her hackles rise. It was rude Mr. Hot Pants, and now she knew what pissed her off even more. His voice. His accent. Why, he was a Yankee. “Yes. It’s for the parrot. I can’t keep the parrot in that carton. I need something to put him in while I find a home for him.” She rounded on the man, furious. “Did you know. Did you know I can’t return that thing? It’s a live animal. No returns.”

He took a quick step back, but he didn’t let go of the bird cage. “Not our problem. That’s the shipper’s rule,” he mumbled.

“Nothing is ever your problem. Not our problem. Not my department,” she mimicked, getting madder by the minute. “You know how sick customers are of that kind of an attitude? I know. I was in sales, and I was good at it, too.”

He stood staring at her, dumbstruck.

“Please hand over the bird cage.”

“No.”

“No?’ Bunny prided herself on her kind, even temperament. But now for the third or fourth time in the same day, she found her voice rising up to screech-level.

“Ma’am. Uh. Ms. Dundy.”

“Dowdy,” she hissed.

“Ms. Dowdy, you can’t keep that parrot in a cage like this.”

She tilted her head at it. Bird cage. Pet birds lived in bird cages, didn’t they? Her old Aunt Fanny had two canaries, and this is what they lived in. The cage was wire, it had a perch, it curved up into a kinda beehive shape, it had a little ring on top where it could hang from a stand. What the flack?

“It’s not big enough for a parrot. What kind of parrot is it, anyway?”

“The green kind,” she told him. Then she hated him more because she saw he was trying to suppress a grin. “You,” she said, pointing a finger at him, poking it in fact against his chest, which felt rock-solid under the sexy tan jungle-explorer shirt they made these guys wear, “are an interfering son of a gun, aren’t you?”

“I’ve been called worse,” he admitted. “I really don’t mean to interfere, but I know a lot about parrots, and this cage is ‘way too small for a parrot, unless it’s a really small parakeet. Not even then, probably.” He looked down at her out of the most amazing green eyes she thought she’d ever seen. 

Not parrot green. But really green.

“Judging from that carton I delivered, your parrot is much bigger than a parakeet.”

“It’s not my—” Bunny began. She wound down. “Uh. So. What kind is it?”

“What does it look like?”

“It’s green, but it has some kinda blue-gray on it.”

“Does it look like this?” Finn whipped out his cell phone, punched something in, and held it out for her to see.

“Yes!” Bunny screeched. “That’s my parrot! He has that orange on him, too.”

“He’s a Senegal, then,” said Finn. “Or she.” At her look, he said apologetically, “It’s hard to tell what sex they are. You can pay for a DNA test on him, to make sure.”

“You’re calling him a him,” Bunny pointed out. “How sexist is that?”

“Busted,” said Finn, and then he really did grin. A lock of dark hair flopped adorably over his forehead.

Bunny tried to hate him and failed. “That’s stupid,” she said instead. “How does anyone know what to name their bird, then?” 

“Unisex name?” he ventured.

“Okay, Mister Know-It-All. Where do I find the right cage for him,” Bunny demanded.

He winced. “Sorry. I just happen to know a lot—”

“—about parrots,” she finished for him.

“You could order one online, or go to a really good pet store.”

“This is a small town. You’re not from around here,” she said. “You must live in Elizabeth City.” But you’re not FROM there, she thought, her eyes narrowing suspiciously.

“Right now I do. I do live there. Temporarily.” He looked at her sidelong, as if she might leap up and bite him. Or poke him again. “Elizabeth City has a couple nice pet stores. The big box kind, and one smaller specialty one, I think.”

“Okay, then,” said Bunny. “I’m naming him Buffet.”

Mr. Hotpants rolled his eyes.

“Or, no—I know,” she said, thinking of her last trip to New Orleans, back when she was working for the cosmetics company and they were rewarding her sales acumen with fancy trips. “I’m naming him Sazarac.”

Finn nodded his head. “Now that I like,” he said.

Bunny tossed her blonde curls. Who cared what he liked? She liked it. The parrot would like it. She was sure of that.

“So,” he said. “You’re getting him a cage. You’ve just named him. Looks like you’re keeping him. Looks like he really is your—”

Before he could finish, Bunny flounced back to the front of the store.

“Find a bird cage?” said Joe Chasin.

“It’s not the right size,” said Bunny. “Bye-bye, now, Joe, you have a nice day, you hear?” 

“Bye, sugar.”

She got into the hotpinkmobile, and then she drove off a bit too fast toward the highway. Just a bit.

She headed toward Elizabeth City.

Before getting herself to the PetParade, she stopped for coffee with Fran, one of her two best friends. Fran had recently married her long-time suitor Nelson, and moved from Currituck Cove to Elizabeth City. Somehow, Bunny didn’t bring up the parrot. She wasn’t sure why. Too many complications, maybe. “Over here to do a little shopping,” she said, waving her hands airily about.

Fran made them both nice mugs of coffee. She kept a special mug for Bunny’s visits. Classy, Sassy, and a Bit Smart Assy, it read. Fran’s own mug read 49% Banker, 51% Badass. Fran had retired from banking, but not from this mug.

At the PetParade, Bunny bought a nice big cage. 

“Parrots need a lot of space,” said the saleswoman. “What type of parrot is it?”

“Seg something. I know. Segenal,” Bunny said, with confidence.

“A Senegal. Hmmm,” said the woman. “Yes, you need one about this size.” She led Bunny down a row of cages, and then to a very large cage, although not the largest, and showed Bunny its bars. “These need to be close enough together so the parrot can’t get its head stuck.”

By the time Bunny got back out to the blazing hot parking lot of the PetParade, she had a box so enormous it could barely fit into the hotpinkmobile. But the strong young PetParade clerk the saleslady sent out to help her with the package did manage to get it into the trunk. He tied the trunk down with ropes while Bunny eyed his impressive muscles. Too young, Bunny’s man-radar pinged.

Besides the enormous package in her trunk, the clerk loaded in Bunny’s other finds: a big bag of parrot pellets (“Don’t feed it seed—or not too much,” cautioned the saleslady), a book on parrot care called My First Parrot, a water bottle, and a shit-ton of parrot toys. “They need these so they won’t get bored. Parrots are really smart. But they can chomp through their toys in a matter of days,” the saleslady warned before Bunny left the store. “Parrots are not cheap pets. You didn’t get your parrot from us. What did you pay for it, if you don’t mind my asking?”

“I inherited it,” Bunny lied.

“Oh,” said the woman, her eyes sympathetic. “Parrots live so long. Frequently they outlive their owners.”

“How long?” said Bunny.

“That parrot of yours. I’d say thirty, forty years. How old is it?”

“I’m not sure,” Bunny admitted.

“Luckily, that kind of parrot shouldn’t have much trouble bonding with you. An African Grey, now, one who was attached to its former owner—” The woman shook her head and shuddered. “In that case, I’d say you’d be in for a world of hurt. Not this bird.” She looked doubtful. “Probably not.”

Probably not, thought Bunny with a chill. Suppose it didn’t like her, after all she was doing for it. Sazarac. Already she knew it didn’t like Bingo, and the feeling was mutual.

It, she thought. No. HE. But of course she didn’t know for certain. A DNA test cost upwards of a hundred bucks, though. And now that she didn’t have her job. . .well, she just wasn’t gonna pay, and that was that.

She sped back home, exceeding the speed limit. Just a bit. Hoping she wasn’t gonna encounter Officer Baldridge on the way into town. If she had to encounter one, let it be Officer Gould. She could sweettalk Officer Gould out of a ticket. But she was worried about Sazarac. She sped up. Just a bit. By now, Sazarac must need more water, and Bunny doubted the lettuce she put into his carton would hold him long.

As she pulled into her driveway, she was stunned to see the big UPackWeDeliver truck pulled in too. And there he was. Finn. On her front porch, sitting just as bold as you please in her nice hanging double swing.

He stood when she triptrapped up to the front steps, taking care not to break off a stiletto on the gravel or turn an ankle. 

He looked a bit sheepish. “Ma’am,” he said.

“What’re you doing here?” Bunny blurted out.

“Delivering a package.”

Bunny’s hand flew to her mouth. She’d forgotten all about it. Her package! The real package, the one she’d been expecting for the past week.

“I betcha you misdelivered the parrot instead of this one, and now you have to make it right. Well, you can’t have Sazarac back. He’s mine now, and I just spent a fortune in Elizabeth City on a big cage for him, and all the trimmings.” She gave Finn a triumphant glare.

“No, ma’am,” he said softly. “This is just another package for you. I’m, uh—” He coughed. “—gonna help you get it inside. It’s a big package.”

“The one I actually ordered,” she said.

Bunny could hear Bingo on the other side of the front door. He was going crazy. “One sec,” she told Finn. “Let me put Bingo up. He usually likes people, even strangers, but lately, with the parrot and all, I guess his routine has been disturbed. I’ll be right back.” She whisked into the house and stuck Bingo in the downstairs spare room, with a lot of comforting pets and a kiss on top of his soft, soft head.

When she came back to the front porch to sign for her package, Finn was looking past her to the hotpinkmobile with its tied-down trunk.

“That the cage? That’s a big cage,” he said. “Wow. That car is really pink.”

“The saleslady said it was the type of cage I need,” said Bunny, ignoring the remark about her car. “The saleslady knew all about—” Bunny paused to make sure she got it right—“Senegal parrots. She knew how wide apart the bars should be, and everything.”

Finn was nodding his approval. “So. PetParade, not Fins ‘n Feathers.”

“Umm. Yes,” said Bunny.

“Much more knowledgeable people in PetParade. Good choice.”

“Glad you approve,” said Bunny, her voice dry.

“I’ll help you get the cage inside,” he said.

“Bet that’s against the manual.”

He closed his eyes, briefly. “Yes,” he said. “Where do you want it?”

Once they wrestled the cage and all the other gear up the porch steps, across the porch, and inside her house, Bunny sagged against the doorframe in dismay. “Where am I gonna put this thing?”

Finn looked around him. “Your front room looks nice. I’d say put the cage against a wall. You want your bird to feel safe. Like nobody’s sneaking up on him.”

Finn helped her move furniture out of the way and then unbox the cage and set it up against the far wall of her living room. It hulked back there on a tall practical-looking metal stand, looming out of place among Bunny’s tasteful antiques.

Bunny ran water into the water bottle and affixed it to the cage. She put newspaper from the Currituck Cove Nickel Shopper on the cage bottom, and strewed parrot toys across it. Meanwhile, Finn was reading a page of directions and figuring out how to attach the perch. “Good perch,” he approved. “Natural wood. Your parrot is going to chew on that thing. Some plastics are toxic. Parrots need to chew on things to keep their beaks healthy.”

“Only one part left,” said Bunny at last. “Sazarac himself.”

She tiptoed into the kitchen. She’d had to put Sazarac’s carton on the floor. She was too worried his frantic activity would toss his carton off the kitchen table with him in it. And so she’d had to be careful about keeping Bingo out of the kitchen.

Bingo was an unhappy dog.

She opened the carton and tried to grab Sazarac, who eluded her and snapped at her with his very vicious-looking beak.

“Let me,” said Finn.

Bunny stood back and let him.

Finn tilted the carton carefully onto its side so he wasn’t reaching down from above. He crouched at the opening, giving Bunny, behind him, quite the eyeful. He peered in, and moved his hand slowly into the carton’s depths. After about an age of patient waiting, he drew his hand out with Sazarac perched on it.

“Yay!” said Bunny.

Sazarac flapped his wings.

“Ugh, suppose he flies away?” said Bunny. “Guess I better get his wings clipped.” 

“Please don’t,” said Finn. “Sure, some parrot owners do that. But it’s terrible for the birds. And this guy isn’t a baby. He has spent his whole life with all his wing power intact. Clipping a parrot’s wings, that’s so bad for them. You’ll have an unhappy parrot if you do it. A screaming-all-the-time feather-plucker.”

“We can’t have that, can we, Sazarac?” said Bunny soothingly to the bird. She looked over at Finn. “But suppose he flies away?”

“Gotta keep the doors and windows closed. And, damn, you don’t have ceiling fans, do you?”

“Yes, three, they have the nice vanes that look like palmetto leaves and they’re so classy and beachy, and—”

“No,” said Finn. “Turn them off. Right now.”

Bunny bridled.

“Or prepare to scrape up a bundle of chopped up feathers from your very classy oriental rugs, and the beachy sisal one too.”

Bunny rushed to turn the fans off. “This parrot is ruining my decor," she fumed.

When she returned, Finn was standing by the cage holding a big object in both hands.

Bunny boggled at it. “A watermelon?”

“Brought it over for you. Every parrot I’ve ever known loves watermelon.”

“Thanks,” said Bunny, faintly. “And thanks for helping me set up Sazarac’s cage.”

“Any time. Okay, this box I just delivered? Check before you sign. Make sure it’s the right one this time.”

“That wasn’t my fault,” Bunny grumped. “Someone sent me a parrot, and I have no idea why.” She followed Finn out to the front porch. 

He lifted the carton up as if it were nothing. “Where do you want it?”

She led him to the kitchen and pointed at the little café table.

“Check the box, please.” 

Bunny bent down to look at its label. She smiled. “This really is my package,” she informed Finn.

When she looked up as she finished signing for it, she caught him smiling back at her. But maybe she imagined it. The smile disappeared. “I gotta go. I have a package to deliver.” He whisked out the door.

A package to deliver. Bunny, gazing after his tight ass in the hot shorts, was very sure he did.
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