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  RAVENS


  Corvus corax, family Corvidae


  A pair of them. They pair for life, ravens, like swans. They are generally identified by their size  much bigger than the other British corvids  but size can be
  tricky. Held in the circle of the binoculars, a birds size is difficult to judge accurately except by reference to something else: a tree, another bird, a human figure.


  These two were displaying their huge wingspan  well over a metre  as they spread and hopped awkwardly around the prone body on the ledge. Easily bigger than a rook or crow. I
  couldnt see from my vantage point at the top of the corrie whether they had taken out the eyes yet with their heavy beaks. Probably. Those, and the soft belly, are where the carrion eaters
  attack first, if they are left a find like this by the predators. Fleece and Gore-Tex had protected the belly in this case but the eyes  the eyes are another matter. Fleece and Gore-Tex
  would probably long outlast the rest of the body, but what else would eat it there, caught on the ledge, if the ravens didnt?


  Another pair came in and circled uncertainly as the first two flew up to challenge them with loud hoarse croaking calls. I watched the display fascinated and repelled, unable to tear myself away
  until several more birds flew in to join them and they finally settled together around the body to share the feast. That was when I withdrew behind the bothy and threw up, heaving yellow bile from
  an empty stomach, the convulsions continuing until even that was gone and I was retching only air.


  I leaned my head against the cool stones of the wall, thinking hard. This was one bird sighting I wouldnt be writing down. I knew now that I must erase all traces of my presence here. I
  kicked dirt over the spot where Id thrown up, smoothing the loose earth over and over until no sign remained. I went back into the bothy and surveyed his scattered belongings. It looked as
  though he had stayed a couple of nights before my arrival, making himself at home. I had a sudden vision of policemen crawling over the hut and his belongings, picking them clean of evidence. I
  took the sleeping bag out of the hut and held it open into the whipping highland wind and hoped it would scour all signs of me from it. Feeling slightly foolish, I put on my gloves to examine the
  contents of his backpack. A few oddments of anonymous clothing  white T-shirts and shorts, thick walking socks, a shirt worn and faded with washing. It seemed very little, spread out on the
  sleeping bag, a sorry assemblage of things to leave behind you. A few empty food cans  a couple of days worth  had been rinsed and stacked neatly in a corner but there was no
  more food in the bag apart from a couple of snack bars and a water canteen. I was surprised to find no binoculars or scope, no tripod, no camera. I looked around for another pack but found nothing.
  He must have been wearing the bins when he fell, I thought. I tried to remember but I could form no clear mental picture and I didnt feel like peering down to have another look at his body.
  After some thought I took his bar of Kendal mint cake but left his canteen, map and, more reluctantly, his compass. Useful as it would be, it would be the sort of thing that was expected. He had to
  have died a lonely death. Anything else would just be complicated.


  I was about to leave when a familiar shape caught my eye. Tucked into a gap in the stones beside the door was a little field notebook, its black cover held shut by an elastic band. Curiosity
  made me pick it up and flip it open, unsure of what to expect. The first page I opened was headed Manda in the fine-nibbed map-making pen a lot of birders seemed to use, double
  underlined. My name. Just the sight of it lifted the hairs of my scalp in a primitive ripple of horror, animal in its intensity. There was a photograph of me too, taken some time ago, a fragment,
  creased and faded, torn from something bigger. I was smiling uneasily, at some occasion I didnt recall. A group shot from which the rest of the group had been excised, leaving me smiling on,
  alone.


  As I went reluctantly through its pages I saw just how little I had managed to evade him, how futile had been my attempts at escape. Almost every step of my journey up to these mountains had
  been observed and meticulously noted down, page by page, day after day, well before Id even guessed I was being followed. There were sketch maps and map references, dates, times, almost a
  parody of a real field notebook, except that the quarry was different. The quarry was me.


  I tore out each sheet as I went with clumsy gloved fingers, hands shaking as I fumbled with the thin paper. My name soon blurred into meaningless scribbles with the repetition and I soon stopped
  reading the words and just worked back until I had emptied the book completely. I burnt the whole pile of papers right there in the bothy and crumbled their remains into dust. Charred scraps rose
  feather-like into the air and flew off in the biting wind, taking my name with them, the whole sorry history of the past. The photograph was the last to go and the hardest to destroy. One after
  another the matches broke in my fingers until finally I tore my gloves off to get a better grip. Even then my shaking hands made it hard to scratch a flame from the worn end of the box. My face
   its foolish awkward smile  blackened and curled but wouldnt catch until I blew on it, watching it warp in the flame. I dropped the last flickering corner as the heat
  threatened my fingers and kicked at the smoking remains, erasing the traces of fire. Then I packed everything back into his bag. I paused at the doorway to check my work. Everything seemed to be
  left as I had remembered it. As though I had never been there at all.


  I stepped once more out of the hut, squinting at the brightness after the gloom inside. Behind me something shifted and coughed and I whipped round to see a sheep backing
  slowly away from me before it turned and ran, foolishly bleating. Up on the cracked slates of the roof another raven perched and looked at me, unfazed, before taking off with heavy strokes of the
  wings and dropping suddenly down over the edge of the cliff. Below, the rest of them were still hopping and circling, unsure of how to unwrap their prize. Ravens have very little fear of humans,
  especially in these remote places. I shouted and waved but that barely shifted them from the prone figure. A volley of stones was more effective, driving them off for a short while. But
  theyre intelligent, and big and bold. Food was food. A prize like this, out of reach of other scavengers, was too good to miss. I gave up when the birds returned for the second time, and
  started to prepare instead for the long walk out.


  I wondered if it was the drop that had killed him or the exposure. Summer or no summer, the night had been a cold one up here but I had heard nothing: no cries, no pleas, nothing after that
  first inhuman scream when he hit the ledge to suggest hed survived at all. I had spent the first half of the night huddled quietly in the bothy, staring at the darkening wall until at some
  point I was forced by the chill to crawl into his sleeping bag and curl up in its warmth. Id never killed anyone before.


  Midsummers night, it had been; the shortest night of the year, just a brief interval of darkness at these latitudes. Short and endless. Even after I had got into the sleeping bag I lay
  there with my eyes open against the dark and played out a hundred alternatives that didnt end with his still and broken body lying at the foot of a cliff. I saw myself managing to slip his
  grasp and outrun him, barring the door to the bothy. I watched us grappling round so that it was me with my back to the cliff, not him, me falling, horribly silent, through the air to hit with that
  terrible cry. By the time dawn came I must finally have slipped into a doze and these fantasies had merged into repeated brief and futile dreams, treading over the same worn ground. I had woken
  stiff and cold to the realization that dreaming them had changed nothing.


  Theres a certain cool clear light that comes when the day dawns overcast. A stealthy light. I have always woken early, from years of starts in the oh-god-hundred hours, getting up while
  its still dark, fumbling for last nights clothes and pulling a woolly hat over last nights hair. Leaving silently along the sodium-lit streets to await the first paling of the
  sky, the first tentative calls of the blackbirds. Those overcast dawns are the best, the truest light. Theres no false colour, no shadows or glare. People talk about the cold, hard light of
  day. Theres no escaping what you can see by it. There can be no confusing, in that early morning light, the truth with the wished-for reality of dreams. The body was still there. He was
  still dead.


  With the bothy cleared, and my few possessions packed up, all I could do was get myself out unseen. I started off slowly along the hillside, keeping the sharp drop of the
  corrie to my right, wishing I had more food, a working phone, a GPS. Ahead of me the drop was gentler, ridge after ridge of heather and scree patches, empty even of sheep. Behind me more ravens
  were circling over the abandoned shelter, ragged black shapes against the grey sky.


  I had walked for no more than a few minutes when the whipping wind brought in cloud that rolled down the slopes of the mountain and engulfed me in fog. One minute I was standing on the ridge
  looking down towards the burn that I knew would lead me back to safety, the next the world had been wiped out and I was standing in a circle no more than a few yards in diameter surrounded by
  whiteness. Darker shapes seemed to form and disperse in the cloud around me, disorienting me. What little I could see of the surrounding moor was uniform in all directions, as blankly uninformative
  as the mist. I knew I hadnt moved from where I had stood and surveyed my route but in my mind I felt as though I had spun round to face the drop. I couldnt shake the conviction that a
  few blind steps would send me stumbling downwards over the cliff edge. And all around me the ravens rose. Birds are visual navigators, and will generally avoid flying blind, but these ones were
  everywhere, calling, mocking, their cries surrounding me. In the fog their shapes were nightmarish shadows, advancing, retreating, enormous.


  The ravens called amongst themselves, their voices almost human, but speaking in a language I couldnt understand. They are the dark birds of mythology, creatures of ill omen, feared and
  honoured, messengers of the gods, creators of the world. They circled around me, and as they turned I turned with them, keeping them always before me. We circled together, alone in a world of
  swirling mist. I had lost all sense of where the drop was. I turned, uncaring.


  And then as the birds rose it was as if the clouds rose with them, and I was back in the clear air. The ravens had abandoned me, vanished as though they had never been there, and the world
  around me was silent and still. For a moment I didnt recognize where I was, the empty upland, the high surrounding hills. I was a child again, lost in an endless sea of savannah grass,
  afraid to move, afraid Id never be found, afraid that nobody would come and look for me. My father always said, Keep still, stay where you are, and thats how hed
  find me, rooted to the spot, hardly daring to breathe until he came.


  The illusion lasted only a moment before it passed. Then I was back on a Scottish mountainside, alone, the solid weight of my pack anchoring me to the earth, the yawning drop no closer than
  before. I breathed again. I felt the pull of the empty moorland calling, away from the path Id taken the day before, away from people, from roads, from civilization. I was no longer waiting
  to be found. So I turned and walked away.


  
    
  


  KINGFISHER


  Alcedo atthis, family Alcedinidae


  The year had started with a very different dawn. Seven a.m. on New Years Day with the rest of the world asleep. It was still dark as I drove in on the Selsey road but
  when I stopped the car the sky was just beginning to lighten. I sat in the car park outside Church Norton feeling the deadening effects of the night before. I thought Id managed to negotiate the
  fine line between drinking enough to make the evening bearable and keeping sober enough to be able to make the dawn start, but there was still a black ache of hangover behind my eyes. My head was
  full of the flat buzz of tiredness, and shaking it did little to clear it. I got out and fumbled with the car lock, my scope awkwardly dangling from one shoulder, hands stiffening in the raw cold.
  There was a brief moment of longing for a warm bed and a lie in, but then the long mournful hooting of an owl recalled me to my senses.


  I stepped into the little thicket that leads down to the main hide and the harbour, scanning the trees. I was instantly alert, ears open, eyes straining against the gloom. A second call pulled
  me further in, off the path. It was darker under the trees, and the ground was covered in twigs and leaf litter. I paused between each step, placing my feet carefully, hardly daring to breathe.
  Another call, then nothing. As I stood and listened I could hear the bare murmur of the sea and the soft hiss of tyres on the nearby road as a car drove past. My own breathing. And then a different
  sound: dried leaf pressing against dried leaf as if under the weight of a foot. I held my breath and listened some more, turning my head slowly back towards the way Id come. Around me, as I
  turned my head, the wood seemed peopled by shifting shadows. The trees coalesced in the gloom into a single shape, which then vanished. Another sharp rustle, another shadow forming between the
  trees. I could hear now only the pounding footsteps of the blood in my own veins. My ears pushed against the silence. There was a final sharp movement and I was galvanized.


  Whos there?


  I was answered only by the ringing alarm call of a fleeing blackbird. My heart rate settled back to normal and I returned to the path, and headed to the bay.


  With the cool grey of a January dawn, details emerged slowly out of the murk. I was crouched on the shingle bank watching a group of waders follow the ebbing tide, probing with
  their beaks through the mud for invertebrates. Among the smaller waders a bigger bird, a godwit, was working its way through the mud channels. I had just set up the scope and was trying to get the
  bird in it to check the colour of the tail and the streaking on the back. Most of the birds were oblivious to my presence, moving busily back and forth on the important business of feeding, but the
  godwit seemed to be aware it was being watched, and every time I had it nicely in the centre of my lens it would duck behind a hummock of seaweed or into a deeper channel, where it would disappear
  for a few seconds and then reappear at the worst possible angle. Finally, it hopped up onto a clump and stood showing nicely as I fumbled with stiffened fingers to get it into focus. The slanting
  sun broke through the cloud and for a few seconds each feather was sharply picked out in its light. The bird was preening and I could see the busy movements of its beak through the plumage, the
  inward-turned concentration of its eye. We were joined together, just for a moment, in the curious one-sided intimacy of the telescope. But then something spooked the whole flock of them, and first
  the godwit and then every other bird in the harbour rose with a cacophony of alarm calls. Most of them circled once, calling, and settled, but the godwit was gone.


  I turned to look at the source of the disturbance, hoping it was someone just passing through, a dog walker, someone I could ignore. But this was another birder, grinning as though he knew me,
  dressed in a bright turquoise anorak and a fleece bobble hat that seemed to have been designed to be seen from a helicopter in a blizzard. He was armed with a set of new-looking binoculars, Leicas,
  8 x 42s, and had a Swarovski scope slung over his shoulder. My heart sank. I was in no mood to be sociable.


  Anything interesting? he asked.


  There might have been. I tried to keep the irritation out of my voice.


  What?


  Godwit.


  Bar-tailed, he said confidently.


  No, black. I could see the tail as you flushed it up.


  He ignored my sarcasm. The hide books got an entry for a bar-tailed.


  I suppressed the urge to point out that hide books werent infallible, and besides, birds had a tendency to move around. Instead I looked blankly at him and hoped he would go away. No such
  luck.


  Where is it? He raised his binoculars, started scanning the horizon.


  It flew away.


  This time I hadnt quite managed to keep the edge out of my voice. He looked at me, feigning hurt.


  Ooh er. Bit hung-over, are we?


  I didnt respond immediately. There was something familiar about him that had been nagging at me throughout our exchange, and now I had managed to place him. Hed shown up on a
  guided visit the bird group had taken to a sewage works the summer before. He cant have had the scope then because hed kept borrowing mine, but I remembered the way hed shown
  off the brand-new Leicas, hovering anxiously behind them as they were passed from hand to hand. Eight hundred quid, he had said, when they had been returned, and he hefted them in one
  hand as he spoke, as though their quality was something that could be weighed. I remembered too the smirks behind his back because everything he did and said betrayed his ignorance, and the
  expensive binoculars didnt prevent him from looking half the time at the wrong bird, misidentifying everything, and finally almost losing his footing and having to be hauled back from the
  brink of a settling pond. Hed latched on to me in the end, when the teasing from the others became too audible to be ignored, and I had tolerated him then, encouraged him even. Irritating as
  he was, his chatter masked the fact that Gareth and I werent really speaking, and hadnt been for weeks. It only served to deepen Gareths mood, but I didnt care. Someone
   anyone  to talk to, someone to pay me a bit of attention, was better than the lengthening silence between us. And maybe Id thought it might pique Gareths interest a
  bit. So I had taken the time to show this guy where to look for the rarer gulls, how to tell them apart, let him use my scope. But Gareth ignored me anyway, walked on without speaking, shutting me
  out.


  I softened. He was probably right, I was hung-over. Any other year, I would have been tucked up in bed early on a New Years Eve, ready for an early start. Our big celebration for New Year
  was the day itself and the chance to kick off the year list together with as many birds as we could, making every bird suddenly fresh and new, something exciting. But that was then, when there was
  an us. Now Gareth would be birding somewhere else, with someone else  if he could drag Essex Girl out with him. And my sister, guilty at abandoning me over Christmas, had
  insisted I spend the night with her friends. I had worn a social mask all evening, uncomfortable with the effort. Zannah had treated me with the careful handling youd give to recently mended
  china. Her friends had been polite, friendly, ultimately remote. I had left as soon as I decently could, walking through the damp alien London streets, but the late night had taken its toll on my
  mood. I had had my fill of semi-strangers.


  Still, there was no need to be rude. I had been a new birder once, and probably just as annoying. I mustered the closest I could manage to a smile. Maybe a bit hung-over, yes, I
  offered, and he grinned.


  While we had been talking a few more waders had flown in and the rest were feeding again as though they had never been disturbed. Out of the corner of my eye I could see the constant bustle of
  the birds as they probed for food side-by-side in companionable silence, like so many little sewing machines stitching through the mud. I was itching to get back to watching them. In peace and on
  my own.


  Anything else?


  Cattle egret over on the big shingle bank, I lied.


  Cool! He trotted off, and I was alone at last.


  By eight-thirty, a couple more birders had set up on the shingle and every ten minutes or so another would arrive. There were nods of recognition at half-remembered faces,
  rueful acknowledgements of one too many the night before, a sense of a community building up on the barren shore. Seeking a more solitary pursuit, I packed up and drove down to Selsey Bill to do a
  bit of quiet sea watching. Red-throated divers would have been nice, even a common scoter or two, but actually what I really wanted was just an hour or two of quiet concentrated watching.


  I found a sheltered spot and hunched down and let my eyes scan the sea for birds. I was looking for some little anomaly in the movement of the water, something bobbing, or flying, or diving.
  Crouching down further, I caught it: almost nothing, just a disturbance in the pattern of the wind-blown waves. This was what I had come for: the moment when I get the binoculars onto something and
  a shape resolves itself  what is no more than a speck against a sparkling sea instantly categorized into duck or gull or diver. The moment when there was nothing in the world but me and the
  bird. My mind filled with the particulars  the diagnostics that make that one bird uniquely itself and nothing else, my whole concentration focused through the narrow circle of the lens. I
  was as still as a hunter, projecting my gaze towards the tiny distant speck. And then, nailed, the bird was named, labelled, pinned down. Just a cormorant this time, floating low in the water as
  though holed and sinking. I watched it for a minute or two until it slipped back down under the waves, and then I began scanning again, for the next flash of movement, the next prize.


  It was absorbing stuff. When I checked my watch it was gone eleven; I had been watching for about two hours. My left leg was completely dead, and my fingers were blue. Id spent the last
  few minutes just watching a young lesser black-backed gull as it tried to smash shells by dropping them onto the shingle below. It would fly up and drop the shell, spend a few minutes hunting
  around for it on the beach, retrieve the unbroken shell, fly up and drop it again. Eventually, it had a bright idea and flew round to drop it instead on the road that ran along the seafront. It was
  immediately robbed of its prize by a couple of black-headed gulls half its size, who then got into a huge fight over it and flew off, still squabbling. The lesser gave up and sat on a groyne
  instead, ruffling its feathers. It was hard not to imagine it was sulking.


  As I stood on the seafront, still stamping the blood back into my leg, I realized that not once in the past two hours had I thought of Gareth. The black mood of the morning had gone, and I no
  longer had that wretched loop of memory playing in my head of the last time I had seen him, driven off in Essex Girls car, his notebooks clutched in his lap, and that last triumphant wave of
  hers as her car had dwindled down the road and vanished round the bend. The hours had simply disappeared. And the birds Id seen in them were purely mine. I straightened and stretched the
  kinks out of my neck and spine and even my scalp seemed to lift and lighten. For the first time in four weeks I began to feel that I had been somehow liberated.


  Selsey that morning had the shut-up air of all seaside towns in winter. There was only one open cafe, a tiny place with a window that was so steamed up I couldnt see in,
  but I didnt care. I just wanted a hot breakfast and somewhere to make some notes, list what Id seen. A whole mornings worth of birds clamoured and jostled in my head;
  diagnostics and calls and primary feathers and bill lengths confused together until they were funnelled down into neat rows on the paper. Gareths best friend, Tom, always used to scold him
  about his obsession with keeping score. Its not about the numbers, Tom would always say, and he was right. Well, half right. Its not just about the numbers. But
  when your boyfriend  partner, live-in lover  of ten years leaves you three weeks before Christmas, and when hes always been the one who has seen the most birds, and when
  hes going to be in the pub in a few days time with the rest of them to see who got off to the best start for the year, then, you know, it is about the numbers. I added up my total for
  the morning and allowed myself to feel just a little bit pleased.


  I went on to make some more detailed notes; some reminders on the godwit colouring so I could check it later. Id been a little more confident with Neon Bobble Hat Boy than Id
  really felt, and I wasnt about to get my field guide out of my pocket in public. I made a note about the gull and its abortive attempts to open shells and was just putting the notebook into
  my pocket when someone sat down heavily opposite me.


  My fragile good mood ebbed away. I didnt need to look up. My peripheral vision had clocked the bright turquoise jacket as soon as he entered the cafe. He had, at least, taken off the
  hat.


  Thanks for that cattle egret, he said. Superb. My first for the UK.


  Slowly, reluctantly, I moved my belongings to make space for him. The cafe was crowded now, and there were no free tables. I was trapped.


  Theres been a fair few sightings round here these days, I said, masking the irritation as best I could. I was annoyed though. Even he couldnt mistake an egret, so
  there must have been one after all. That would have got me off to a good start.


  Youre Manda, arent you? Gareths girlfriend? Wheres Gazza then?


  No putting a brave face on that one. His girlfriend no longer.


  Oh God, he said. Im sorry. I shrugged, trying to convey that it didnt matter, that I didnt care. I was grateful for the distraction of the
  waitress, the bustle of taking his order. The tea I was drinking had gone cold and nasty, but I buried my face in my cup anyway. By the time the waitress had gone, I had managed to regain my
  composure.


  Im David, by the way, he said. We met a few months ago, that trip to the sewage works. So sorry about you and Gareth. But Im glad I bumped into you here,
  Ive been hoping to meet you again. You do remember, dont you, that time we met last summer? His eyes sought mine anxiously and I nodded again.


  Of course, I said. He grinned again, a strange too-eager grin. I looked away, embarrassed by his eagerness, wishing I were elsewhere, wishing Id thought to get the bill when
  I had the chance so I could get away.


  You were a real inspiration to me, you know, that day. I just remember how kind you were, putting up with me, my bumbling, my stupidity.


  His face, thawing in the heat of the cafe, was as bright now as his coat. He had blue eyes that seemed to bore into me as he spoke, still trying to hold my gaze. His skin was pulled taut and
  thin over the cheekbones. Id thought him good looking in the summer, in a flashy way, though not my type. Now I wasnt so sure. I began to look around rather more desperately, seeking
  a means of escape. The waitress seemed determined not to meet my eye.


  Ive remembered everything you told me, you know. About the birds, about finding them, identifying them, watching them.


  It was nothing.


  Not to me, he said. Not to me. I was inspired. I rushed out and bought a scope that same day, the same one you had, the same tripod and everything. He laughed
  self-deprecatingly, but his manner was flushed and hectic, overheated.


  Theyve good optics, Swarovskis, I said, as neutrally as possible.


  The waitress passed almost within touching distance, her face still resolutely averted. Finally, my despairing wave attracted her attention. I gestured for the bill and started gathering my
  belongings.


  Do you have to go? Are you in a hurry? Cant you stay and chat? I saw that godwit again and you were right. Of course. How could I have doubted you? Im sorry, Im
  talking too much again. Im driving you away. I do that, sometimes.


  Look, Ill see you around, I said as the bill came at last and I could escape. It was something to say, meaningless, a commonplace pleasantry to blunt the brusqueness of my
  departure. But he smiled again as if Id said it as though I had meant it, as though it were a gift Id given him, a promise Id made. I left the cafe with relief.


  The cold air hit me as I turned up the street towards my car. All that was waiting for me in London was an afternoon spent rattling round the confines of my sisters flat
  until I could decently leave and go back to the unwelcome prospect of the empty house. Delaying the moment, I stopped off at the Pagham reserve, checked out the Ferry Pool hide for some of the
  freshwater ducks and then strolled along the banks of the silted-up harbour. Sitting on a sheltered bench was an old couple who must have been in their seventies. Both had ancient binoculars around
  their necks and they were dickering gently away about who had misidentified what bird some time back in 1957. They both smiled vaguely at me as I passed, and the man, seeing my binoculars, suddenly
  said, Nice kingfisher up by the cut. Probably still there; fishing, it was, before he turned and resumed their running argument. I could believe that it was one that had been running,
  on and off, for the last forty-odd years. There had been a time when I had thought Gareth and I would end up like that, still birding for as long as we could totter.


  Leaning over the parapet of the bridge I looked up the cut and lingered there, half hopeful, half just waiting to see if the kingfisher would appear. The river banks were a tangle of dead stems;
  the only movement came from the weed that flowed in the water, waving in the current. As I waited and watched I became one more still thing in a world of dull greens and greys and browns and the
  birds which had fled at my approach began to re-emerge. It was a drear winters day, really, raw and drizzling, but to the birds, acutely tuned to the lengthening of the light, the year had
  already turned and spring was on its way. I could hear a great tit calling, then a chaffinch, then the persistent territorial chucking of a wren. The only human sound was that of the couples
  voices carried to me on the wind in bursts, nothing I could make out  just a tone of voice, equal parts affection and exasperation.


  I had almost given up on the kingfisher when a flash passed under the bridge and shot straight to the vegetation on the river side. I saw nothing but a glint of blue and it took another minute
  of close searching with the binoculars before I found the bird again. It was perched swaying on a dead stick, staring down into the murk of the water. Even in the dull light it glistened, blue and
  turquoise and coral, incongruous among the drab fretwork of the bare bushes.


  A kingfisher was the first bird I can really remember seeing, shown to me by my father. Not the common kingfisher, the one we see in England, but one of the African ones. The
  English avifauna are pretty impoverished. Apart from ducks and waders, and some of the forest birds like tits and warblers, we tend to have just one of each kind: kingfisher, bittern, heron, each
  instantly identifiable, whereas in Africa each bird comes qualified with a host of similar relatives. I have never been able to work out exactly which species of kingfisher it was that my father
  and I watched through the Land Rover window  probably a pygmy or a malachite. I dont recall much else about the day or why we were out driving alone together, with me sitting in the
  prized front seat. Maybe my mother was ill that day, maybe she was off doing something with Zannah, maybe it was some special treat Id earned. I would have been about eight, my head filled
  with animals, not birds. I remember only my father stopping the car abruptly and backing up the dirt road, the engine whining with the effort, until we were level with a small tangled stream,
  choked with debris.


  Look, Manda, there, on the reed.


  I looked, willing to do anything my father asked of me. Held my breath in silence at his hushed tone, even though the Land Rovers diesel engine ticked and grumbled louder than ever in
  neutral. When I saw it, everything else faded away. The bird sat, impervious, jewelled in turquoise and blue feathers. It was stilled and attentive, its whole being focused down towards some point
  in the muddy water beneath it. What fish could be small enough to be caught by this tiny toy? For a minute it hung motionless from the reed, then took off and seemed to hover over that spot in the
  water before plunging downwards. It returned briefly with a minnow squirming in its beak and then was gone, as though the whole scene had been something my father had conjured up for me and then
  dispelled. I turned to ask him what wed seen but he was still staring at the space where the bird had been, as though patient watching could call it back. I let the words die and the spell
  held us both in silence until we regained home.


  Id rushed to boast about it to Zannah, that Id seen a bird, that Dad had pointed it out to me, a bird catching a fish. I tried to describe it, couldnt find the words, my
  arms windmilling in frustration, Zannah disbelieving. Finally, I appealed to my father. But he was gone, the door to the study shutting behind him with a click.


  The English kingfisher I was watching was bigger and less magical than my remembered bird. But it too could hover for a moment of suspended time as it chose its point to
  strike. It seemed to barely disturb the water and then it was back on its branch, a fish held firmly in its dagger beak. I saw now, as I had been too mesmerized to see then, the tearing cruelty in
  the way it mastered its struggling prey, surrounded by the flashing drops of water. Fish and bird both glittered for a second against the drab of the bank and then were gone.


  On my way back to the car I passed the couple again, gave them the thumbs up.


  See it, did you? They both smiled, the same smile, grown alike together. I smiled back, feeling very much alone, walked back to the car in the eye-watering wind.


  As I turned the corner, the loneliness dissolved into irritation. There David was again, in the car park, leaning against my car. This time he seemed lost in a reverie, gazing
  into space. I was surprised he could be so still. His hands hung down by his sides as though in readiness for something. Without the vacant grin his face was drawn and wary. Only when he turned and
  saw me did the animation return.


  We meet again.


  I hadnt the energy to humour him this time, to do anything but stand and wait for him to move so I could get away.


  Leaving already? he asked.


  When you stop using my car as a resting place, yes.


  He sprang aside, motioned me in, bowed clownishly as I started to drive away. I dismissed the whole encounter from my mind, thinking of the road ahead, the long drive back to town. But I
  couldnt quite shake off the lingering image that I had of the capering figure with the grinning face, watching me as I drove away.


  
    
  


  RING-NECKED PARAKEETS


  Psittacula krameri, family Psittacidae


  I had meant to go back home the next day but Zannah, little sister from hell, trapped me, pleading that we never spent enough time together. Naturally, once I had agreed, taken
  the extra day off work and stayed, she then started moping round the flat not sure what to do with me. The two of us were stuck, alone together. We had exhausted all topics of conversation. It was
  drizzling again. We were reverting to our childhood selves, prickly, restless.


  Why dont we go to Kew? I suggested, flicking through an old copy of Time Out. I had already spent an hour pacing the limits of the flat: kitchen, sitting room, spare
  bedroom, back to the kitchen, where Zannah sat, still in her dressing gown, nursing a cooling tea, watching me as I went.


  So expensive, she sighed.


  Its free entry if you take in your Christmas tree to recycle it.


  Manda! Youre supposed to be the observant one. I went back to the sitting room and took a closer look. It was a plastic tree, and oddly familiar with its gappy branches. The
  decorations looked familiar too.


  Is that our old tree? The moment I looked at it properly I could see that it was, and suddenly I was nine again, piecing it together with my father, transforming the prickly
  bundles of plastic. I let my fingers trail across the branches, setting the tinsel into uneasy shimmering motion. You hated that tree.


  I know. She joined me now in the sitting room, and grimaced at it ruefully. Every Christmas she had whined about having a plastic tree, wanting the sort of Christmas we read about
  in books: snow, and robins, and chestnuts. It was our mothers fault; shed filled Zannahs head with stories of her childhood holidays. But even our mother had enough sense not
  to go out looking for a fir tree in Tanzania and wed made do with this one. Every December in the sticky heat we would deck it with sledges and snow flakes and apple-cheeked carol singers,
  and frost it with tinsel. We pulled the heavy curtains against the tropical sun for the moment when we would turn the fairy lights on and watch the tinsel shimmer. Except that the lights,
  damp-infested and rat-gnawed, would rarely work. That was always the favourite part of Christmas for me, the afternoons Dad and I spent patiently testing each bulb one by one, Dad re-twisting the
  wires and taping them into place, while I held the tape, the pliers, the spare bulbs, handing them to him as needed. By the time we got the lights working, Zannah and my mother would have drifted
  off and Dad and I would stand and admire them together. But then hed retreat back into his study and Id be left alone to run out into the sunshine where Mattie was waiting, hoping
  Id throw him some sticks, his ragged flag of a tail waving in surrender.


  Zannahs voice recalled me to the present. Juma shipped it over with the rest of Dads stuff. What Mrs Iqbal didnt nab. I thought Id put it up for old
  times sake.


  What did she get?


  The grandfather clock and the zebra-skin rug. And God knows what else, before he died.


  Given what Id heard of Dads condition in the last few years of his life I felt Mrs Iqbal had earned her souvenirs, but I was a little sorry about the rug; I had fond memories of
  it. It used to lie on the cool hall floor in the shadowed centre of the house and I would spend hours sprawled on it, leafing through the Field Guide to East African Mammals, its pages worn
  soft with years of use, telling Mattie stories about how wed fly on the magic zebra rug over the plains and up and up to Ngoro-Ngoro, where all the animals could talk. Mattie would lie with
  his eyes shut and his tail hopefully thumping at the rise and fall of my voice, until Juma came and found us and shooed us out. But Mattie was dead now, and Juma ill, old before his time, and the
  rug would be a sorry threadbare thing, a relic of another age.


  Christmas is over. You should take it down.


  Not till the sixth. Id forgotten Zannahs obsession with correct procedure over all things Christmas, indeed all things traditional. I turned my back on the tree and
  went to stand at the window and watch the wind buffet the ragged clouds over the tops of the nearby buildings. Somewhere a siren tore the air and then faded into silence. A pigeon, its wings held
  up in a sharp vee, fought to hold its course against a sudden buffet of air. I felt the old restless longing to be somewhere out there with wide-open skies, not festering indoors watching the
  weather close us in.


  In the end we settled on a walk in Richmond Park. Zannah agreed I could take my binoculars as long as I didnt spend four hours staring into a bush at little boring brown
  birds, and I agreed as long as she agreed to shut up if I did see something interesting. The day had settled down into a grey flat dampness, not quite raining, but always ready to. Someone,
  somewhere, was burning leaves, and the unseasonable autumnal smell hung in the air. We stumped along with our hands in our pockets, neither of us being much able to handle the cold, and after a
  while the walk took on a rhythm of its own and the mutual silence became a restful one. She stopped, uncomplaining, as I checked out a green woodpeckers bounding flight, or searched for a
  jay I could hear squabbling in the branches of a tree. She even pointed out the still, hunched
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