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The first time Kate and Brett had a conversation, it involved a white-bellied sea eagle rather than a hangnail.

Kate had finished her lunchtime shift at the beachside café where she worked and had gone for a walk, following a well-worn track through the dunes. The local council had built a wooden platform with a bench where the track crossed over the summit of the tallest dune, commanding a view of the ocean. For the last month, almost since the first day of her arrival in Port Banksia, it had been Kate’s favorite spot to unwind after work.

It was early spring, and today, despite the weather being sunny, a cold breeze was blowing in off the ocean. Kate hunched her shoulders and buried her chin in her jacket. She was in no hurry to return to her room in the boarding house. It got dark at half past five this time of year, and she had two hours of daylight left to enjoy.

Out at sea, a group of surfers in black wetsuits, looking like seals, bobbed about, waiting to catch a wave. A movement drew Kate’s gaze up to the sky, and she caught sight of the eagle two hundred meters from the shore. Its white belly and black wing feathers stood out against the blue sky.

Kate watched in a trance as it flew in tight circles high above the water. Her concentration was broken by the timber boards creaking as a man stepped onto the platform. She didn’t stare, but her peripheral vision told her he was tall, over six foot, and broad.

The man moved to the platform’s edge and placed a pair of expensive binoculars to his eyes.

Kate recognized his curly black hair and matching beard. He had been to the café for the last three mornings, each time ordering toasted banana bread and a cappuccino. Most patrons at that time of day were older people enjoying their retirement, but he was young compared to them, probably in his late twenties, a few years older than her. 

“Wow!” the man said. “Would you like a look?” He offered Kate the binoculars. His face, round and a touch chubby, was flushed with excitement.

Kate’s first instinct was to refuse an offer from a stranger, but the man’s enthusiasm for the eagle seemed genuine, and she did want to see it close-up.

She took the binoculars. The focus was good for her, and she gasped as she picked out the eagle. It cruised effortlessly through the air, a monarch with sharp, fierce eyes and a cruel beak.

“Thank you,” Kate said, passing the binoculars back to the man. 

The eagle swooped, its wings wide and its legs extended as it skimmed the water. There was a small splash as it plucked a fish from below the surface and rose with it gripped tightly between its talons.

Kate and the man stood side by side, watching the eagle disappear with its catch in the direction of a nearby headland. She was aware of the contrast in their size. Her five feet one inch was a good foot shorter than him, and while she was slim to the point of skinny, he was tending to fat around the waist.

“That was a bonus,” the man said with a broad grin. “I’m here for the migrating birds. They’ve just started arriving. I’ve already seen eastern curlews at the estuary.”

“From Siberia to Australia,” Kate said. “That’s a long trip.”

The man’s face lit up with delight. “Are you a twitcher, too?”

Kate knew that a twitcher was an enthusiastic birdwatcher whose goal was to see as many different bird species as possible. 

“I don’t know about a twitcher,” she said, “but I like to come up here and watch the birds.”

“And you like to know what it is you’re watching,” the man said. 

Kate nodded. One of her few possessions was a battered secondhand copy of ‘Field Guide to the Birds of Australia,’ which she had bought from a charity shop three years ago. 

“Twitching is a bit of an obsession with me,” the man said, “but at least it’s healthy.”

“Fresh air, exercise, and travel,” Kate said.

“Combined with the excitement of the chase,” the man said.

Kate nodded and smiled but said nothing more.

“I’ll keep moving,” the man said. “The wind today is a bone-gnawer.”

He made to go.

“Thank you for sharing your binoculars,” Kate said.

“No worries,” the man said. “I’m Brett, by the way. Have I seen you at the Sun and Squid café?”

“I work there,” Kate said. “I’m Kate.”

“Nice to meet you, Kate,” Brett said. “Enjoy the rest of your day.” He smiled at her, then continued with his walk.
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In the following days, Kate saw and spoke to Brett regularly. There was no avoiding him as he turned up every day at the café for his breakfast, his order never changing from toasted banana bread and cappuccino. He was always pleasant and talked about his latest bird sightings with infectious enthusiasm.

After a week, Brett suggested they might go for a walk together when she had finished her shift. The offer came as a surprise to Kate. What surprised her, even more, was that she said yes. Brett’s knowledge and passion for birds had sparked something inside of her.

On that first walk, Brett revealed that he was a self-employed computer programmer, and he was able to work remotely. He had rented an apartment in Port Banksia for three months, and the plan was to spend his nights working and his days birdwatching.

They fell into the habit of meeting after her shift at the café had finished and going for long walks, whatever the weather.

At the end of these walks, Kate returned to her room in the boarding house, and he went back to his apartment.

Each night, Kate would sit on her bed and wonder whether it was time to leave town without giving a forwarding address. Her rule was not to build up ties, and her growing friendship with Brett was in danger of becoming that.

She was twenty-two years of age, and for the last four years of her life, she had moved up and down the coast, never staying more than three months in any town. In each new place, she would find a cheap boarding house room and settle in with her few possessions. 

Finding work was never a problem, even in the off-season, especially as many people had quit Sydney and moved to the coast when they retired. Cafes always had a need for an experienced waitress, and she had mastered the art of being polite and cheerful while keeping people at a distance. 

That distancing skill had let her down where Brett was concerned, leaving her with an uncomfortable sense of vulnerability.
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One morning, two weeks after spotting the eagle, Brett gave Kate his standard order for breakfast, then asked if she would like to go for a drive that afternoon instead of walking. He suggested visiting an estuary ten kilometers north of the town where the local council had built a hide to cater to the birdwatchers.

Kate had heard about the hide but had not visited it. Owning a car was too expensive on what she earned, and no bus routes went anywhere near it. She happily agreed to his plan. 

Brett picked her up from work in a black four-wheel drive, several years old but clean and well-maintained. 

The inside of his car was tidy and impersonal. Music was playing, which Kate would have classified as ‘easy listening.’ 

“Who is this?” she asked. “They sound familiar.”

“The Eagles,” Brett said and grinned.

Kate grinned back. He was referencing their first meeting, which was cute.

Fifteen minutes later, they arrived at an empty car park bordered by long grass. Brett’s driving had been unfussy and competent. Kate felt safe with him behind the wheel.

Brett opened the rear of the car. “I have a spare pair of binoculars in here for you.”

Kate took in the stacks of neatly labeled plastic cartons, which filled up the rear space. “It looks like you have a spare everything.”

“I go to some pretty remote sites when I’m birding,” he said. He tapped the different cartons. “Spare parts for the car, tools for the car, camping equipment, emergency rations, fresh water, first aid kit, binoculars, cameras with a selection of lenses and filters, birding books, maps, more maps, extra maps because maps are cool, and you can never have too many of them.”

Kate giggled. “Kitchen sink?”

“No kitchen sink, but I carry a spare sink plug,” Brett said, “and bowls of several sizes and a collapsible bucket.”

“I’m impressed,” Kate said.

Brett grinned and handed her a pair of binoculars. “Come on. Let’s not waste the daylight.”

Side by side, they followed a sandy footpath, which twisted its way through the long grass. The ocean was hidden from view, and the sound of the waves reaching the shore was a gentle murmur.

At one point, Kate stumbled, and Brett took her arm to steady her. They walked arm in arm for a step or two; then he gently let her go.

The hide was a squat timber shed at the end of a boardwalk, nestled among the reedbeds. They entered, and it took their eyes a moment to adjust to the shade. 

Rectangular holes in the far wall let in shafts of sunlight and allowed the birdwatchers to look out.

Kate peered at the waters of the estuary spread out before her. It was like the view from the deck of a boat. 

Brett moved to the window beside her. In unison, they raised their binoculars.

During the next half hour, they saw recently arrived gray-tailed tattlers, bar-tailed godwits, and eastern curlews, in addition to the local oystercatchers and red-capped plovers. The highlight was a pelican diving into the water to emerge with a fish flapping from its beak, which it tossed into its baggy throat pouch with a nonchalant flick of its head.

“He made that look so easy,” Brett said.

“Like lifting it from a supermarket shelf,” Kate said and laughed. 

“I’m glad you’re with me,” he said. “It’s more fun when you can share these things.”

“I know what you mean,” she said. 

“But you have friends here,” he said. “People in the café like you; it’s not just me.”

“That’s work,” she said. “I don’t really do friends because I move about too much; every two or three months, I’m in a different town.”

He smiled and nodded. “Me too. However much I like a place, I don’t want to get stuck there.”

“You can always return later if you want,” she said.

“That’s right,” he said. “Do you have family?”

“I’m not in touch with them,” Kate said. The answer had slipped out before she had time to edit it. What was she doing, handing out so much personal information?

“I’m the same,” he said. “Don’t worry; I won’t pry. Family stuff is painful.”

“No friends or family,” she said. “It sounds sad, but I like it, at least some of the time.”

“Loneliness has its advantages,” Brett said. He looked down at the floor, then raised his gaze and met her eyes. A shy smile played on his lips. “Of course, that can change when you meet a kindred spirit.”

“A kindred spirit.” Kate repeated his words, a note of alarm in her voice.

“Sorry,” he said. “That was a bit heavy. I saw one of those inspirational posters once that said, ‘Birds take flight because they keep it light.’”

She smiled, relieved that they were moving to safer ground. “I hate those posters.”

“Me too,” he said. “Let’s enjoy the moment. I’ve not spotted a whimbrel yet, and they should have flown in with the eastern curlews.”

They raised their binoculars and gazed out from the hide.
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Two more weeks passed, during which Kate and Brett met for regular walks and occasional drives. They talked a great deal but, by unspoken agreement, never about family or friends. Brett had grown up in Sydney like her, but he chose not to reveal more than that.

Alone in her room, Kate would mull over what sort of relationship was growing between them. He had not shown any physical desire yet. Did that matter? Wasn’t it enough to enjoy the company of someone who appreciated nature and told her fascinating facts about the birds they saw? Besides, physical intimacy would bring challenges it was too scary to think about.

At times, she wished she had a friend to give her advice. What were the milestones in a relationship, when should they be meeting them, and what did it mean if they didn’t? Was there a right path to take? 

When she tired of chasing the thoughts circling in her mind, she would conclude that it was best if their relationship – assuming they were in a relationship – developed at its own pace. Her circumstances were unique and painful, and it sounded as if Brett’s were similar. Trying to force things along would be unhelpful.

Having reached that decision, Kate was surprised but not unduly alarmed when Brett suggested a change in their routine. A late afternoon stroll had taken them to the bench overlooking the ocean where they had first seen the sea eagle. As they prepared to return to town, Brett asked if she’d like to come back to his place and share a pizza with him.

He apologized in advance that it would be a brief and not very romantic meal because he had a potentially long-winded conference call with an overseas company scheduled for nine that evening.

Kate was delighted. A short encounter would satisfy her curiosity about the insides of Brett’s apartment while avoiding any awkward moments.

Brett took her to the apartment he was renting on the top floor of a modern block overlooking the ocean. The furniture was sleek and contemporary, while hung on one of the cream-colored lounge walls was an abstract painting of waves of blue and green. 

It was far superior to Kate’s scuffed and faded room in the boarding house. However, one thing it did have in common was the absence of personal objects such as family photographs.

Brett asked her for her pizza preferences – a zucchini and wild mushroom – and while he ordered it on his phone, she went out onto the balcony to admire the view. The sun was setting and gave the water an orange glow.

It was an impressive vantage point. Brett’s building was taller than the surrounding ones, and the whole beachfront was visible. Kate picked out the Sun and Squid café where she worked. Further around the bay where the houses ended, the track across the dunes began. In the distance, the platform at the summit of the tallest dune was bathed in sunlight, and a couple was sitting on the bench looking out to sea. Kate smiled. A little while ago, she and Brett had been that couple.

Brett joined her on the balcony, and they stood in comfortable silence gazing out to sea. One of many things Kate appreciated about him was his ability to enjoy being quiet; he didn’t feel obliged to create conversation when he was in her company.

His phone pinged. “Pizza has arrived,” he said.

They ate in the lounge, sitting in front of the television. Brett had uploaded pictures of a birding trip he had taken to South America. Every few seconds, a new image of an amazing, brightly colored bird of paradise would appear on the screen.

“They’re so beautiful,” Kate said. “Did you go as part of a group?”

“I hired a guide,” Brett said. “There were just the two of us.” So far, neither of them had appeared in any of the pictures.

“Are they rare?” Kate asked. “The birds, not the guides.”

“Many of them are,” he said. “But none of them are as rare as the hangnail bird.”

“Never heard of them,” she said. “Have you seen one?”

“No, very few people have,” he said.

“What do they look like?” 

“I don’t have any pictures.” 

“Not even online?” 

Brett shook his head. “It’s so rare that you won’t even find it there.” 

“But everything is online,” Kate said.

Brett smiled. “Not the hangnail bird.” He lowered his voice. “And we might be in with a chance of seeing them.”

“You’re kidding!” Excitement had made her raise her voice.

He hushed her with a finger to his lips. “They are so special and unique that their existence is kept a big secret.”

“Are they here?” Kate asked in a whisper.

“A four-hour drive north up the coast,” he said. “Every year, a single pair of hangnails arrive and mate. It’s going to happen a few weeks from now, and no promises yet, but if we’re lucky, we’ll be invited to see them.”

“That would be amazing,” she said.

“We would need to stay there for a couple of nights,” he said. 

“Camping?” Kate asked. It was a big jump going from sharing a pizza in Brett’s lounge to sharing a tent with him. Was she comfortable with that?

“Not camping,” Brett said. “A trust owns the land where the nesting site is. They have a house there.” He blushed. “It would be separate beds, but we might have to share a room. Are you okay with that?”

Do I trust Brett? Kate asked herself. She found that she did. Had he wanted to take advantage of her, he would surely have chosen a lonely bird hide. Things might happen if they were alone in a bedroom, but they would be with her consent.

“I’m fine with that,” she said.

“Can you swing time off at the cafe?” Brett asked.

“I think so. Our shifts are flexible.”

“Don’t give them or anyone else any details. It’s vital to keep the nesting site a secret.”

Kate grinned. “My lips are sealed.” She mimed zipping them shut, and Brett laughed.

His phone pinged. “I’m sorry Kate, I have to prepare for this meeting. Can I give you a lift home?”

“No worries,” Kate said. “I’ll walk.”

She left his apartment block and strolled along the seafront. The water was calm, and waves lapped the sand with a gentle caress.

Her mood was buoyant. She trusted Brett. It was over four years since she had trusted anyone. She had forgotten what it felt like.

They were planning their first overnight trip away. His excitement was more about the hangnail birds than her, but that reduced the pressure and expectation. The great thing was that he wanted to share the excitement with her.

After four drab and listless years, her life was moving forward.
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Four weeks later, on a hot sticky morning, Kate stood on the pavement outside the boarding house under the shade of a jacaranda tree. It was late spring, and its branches hung heavy with violet flowers. The trip to see the hangnails was going ahead, and Kate was waiting for Brett to pick her up.

She had with her a small rucksack in which she had a change of clothes and toiletries. Slung around her neck was a leather satchel in which she had a few personal items, including her valuables – four years living in boarding houses had taught her not to leave them unattended for any length of time.

Carrying the satchel reminded Kate of going to school. She had been a bright student once, but that was long ago.

Brett was due to pick her up at ten. Kate smiled when at one minute to ten, his black four-wheel drive turned into her street. He liked to be precise about timing.

Since that first pizza at Brett’s place, she had learned many interesting things about birds but little about him. It wasn’t his fault alone. She was reluctant to talk about her past, and he didn’t attempt to pry. It seemed polite to extend the same courtesy to him.

If their relationship was a bird, it was circling in a holding pattern high in the sky. Would the next few days see it swoop and soar?

Brett stowed her rucksack in the rear, and they
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