
	  
	  

MAUREEN CASHMAN 

 

The Amber Bird 
 

for Lana 

 

 

A few months after your grandmother’s death, your great-uncle Peter suggested that he and I 

make each other executor of our wills. I imagine he’d been thinking about the idea for a while 

before he mentioned it, and held off, with his usual sensitivity, till I was ready to take it on 

board. He knew all about what I was going through at the time because he’d lost his own wife 

Elaine ten years before. Alex herself, your grandmother, was extraordinary to the end; I was 

the one who went to pieces. Peter in his quiet, kind way, helped me back to normal life. So 

did you, sweetheart.     

After Alex died Peter used to drive up to the lake to see me occasionally, and I went 

down to Sydney about once a month to visit him. He brought up the executor thing one 

Sunday at his apartment at Double Bay. He’d invited me down for a barbecue. We were out 

on the deck watching the sea sparkling through the screen of Moreton Bay figs. I agreed 

straight away: Peter and I had been like brothers for so long we could almost read one 

another’s minds. I knew I could trust him to look after you and your mother if I went first, 

and he knew that I would do the same for Sophie, Paul and Natalie, if it went the other way.  

You might have heard mention of the Lerimov Gallery. It was started by your great-

grandparents when they first came to Australia. Peter took it over eventually, and built it up 

into one of the most important art dealerships in the country. He was resigned to the fact that 

none of his children were interested in keeping it on after him, but he wanted to ensure that 

everything would be disposed of properly. The proceeds from the art sales would be split 

equally among the children. As for the other assets, he said he’d discussed with each of them 

what they wanted and that there shouldn’t be any surprises. 

They were all there that day. While Peter and I were talking, Natalie was leaning on the 

balcony rail blowing smoke into the breeze, shouting over her shoulder at her girls. They 

were inside in the lounge room, playing with their Iphones. Paul was charring steaks on the 

barbecue while Sheree, wedged in a deckchair, her chardonnay in easy reach, told him what 

to do. Their daughter Michelle and her fiancé were at the other end of the deck practising 



	  
	  

what looked to me like wrestling holds. Sophie, apologising profusely, was trying to set the 

table around Sheree, who is by nature impervious to sarcasm from other people.  

I’ve never understood how two intelligent and sensible people like Peter and Elaine 

managed to produce such an odd trio as Sophie, Paul and Natalie. Sophie is the most like a 

Lerimov in looks and, well, in her ability to get what she wants. Peter might have made her 

his executor, but it wouldn’t have gone down well with the other two or with Sheree.  

As Peter and I took in the scene from our end of the deck, he murmured with an 

apologetic smile, ‘I’ve got a feeling your job will be a bit more complicated than mine, Bill.’  

There was a scream from the lounge room. Natalie clapped her hands to her temples and 

shouted, ‘If you both don’t behave I’m taking you home right now!’ 

‘Good!’ came a shrill voice. ‘Let’s go then!’ 

‘Kids! Who’d have them?’ Natalie groaned and lit another cigarette.  

‘You never know, Peter,’ I smiled back, ‘there’s a fifty-fifty chance you’ll get away with 

not having to do anything at all.’ 

I didn’t imagine that he’d get away so soon. Not long after that day, his friend Gao Chen 

came for a visit from Shanghai. Peter took Chen for a drive up to the Blue Mountains one day 

and they were forced off the highway by a carload of hoons.  

   

Straight after Peter’s funeral I took Chen’s body back to his family and then I started working 

on the will. He left the Double Bay apartment to Paul, the terrace house at Queens Park to 

Natalie, and the Gallery premises to Sophie. But before the will could be finalised, I had to 

make an inventory of all the artworks, arrange the sales and wind up the business.  

It meant going down to Sydney often. I used a plain little room at the back of the Gallery 

as an office. It had a desk, a chair, a sink, a bar fridge and a cabinet next to a rest room. 

Outside was a courtyard with weeds straggling through cracked concrete. It was a world 

away from our lagoon where I used to take you after preschool. You had just discovered the 

little Red-necked stints darting about and drilling their bills into the mud. I told you that they 

flew to the summertime lakes in Russia every year to have chicks, and came back again to 

your summertime and your lagoon to feed. You would run along ahead of me, chortling like a 

magpie, and splash back to show me some muddy treasure you’d found. There were 

moments, out and about with you, when I would lose myself again in the contentment I had 

when Alex was alive. It was always a wrench when it was necessary for me to go to Sydney 

and I knew I wouldn’t be back in time to pick you up. 



	  
	  

Working on the inventory, every now and then I would go into the display room to check 

the documents against artworks. They were beautiful pieces; I could see how carefully and 

expertly Peter had selected them. Sometimes, instead of getting on with the job, I would 

remain in an armchair, rapt by the patterns, the textures and lustres of the vases and 

sculptures: they seemed to flow in an infinitely slow and elegant dance. It made me sad to 

think that all these beautiful things would melt away into the fine art market; and that 

everything they represented for generations of Peter’s and Alex’s family in their long 

migration from Russia through China to Australia, the enterprise and dedication, hardships 

and triumphs, would be forgotten.  

 

One morning, I’d just let myself into the Gallery and was waiting for my eyes to adjust to the 

darkness inside, when I heard a cough. The hairs went up on the back of my neck, because it 

sounded just like Peter’s. Then I made out Paul, hovering near the light switches at the other 

end of the display space, grinning the way he did when he was a kid playing some pointless 

practical joke.    

‘Did I scare you Uncle Bill?’ he said. ‘We’re out the back.’ 

I followed him into the office. Sheree was in my chair, forearms planted on the arm rests. 

I noticed that one of the desk drawers was half open.  

‘Sheree,’ I said. ‘How are you?’ 

Sheree didn’t waste time on pleasantries. ‘That cupboard.’ She waggled a finger at the 

cabinet. ‘Locked.’ 

‘So it is,’ I said.  

‘Do you happen to have the key?’ 

‘Reckon so. I’ll get to it when I’ve finished with the inventory.’  

‘Oh, the inventory,’ she said, as if I was inventing the whole idea. ‘What we’d really like 

to know is how much longer you’re going to be with this business.’  

 ‘Well, you know, Sheree,’ I said patiently, ‘it hasn’t been exactly straightforward. I 

couldn’t do anything till we had the coroner’s reports. And then I’ve had to establish the 

personal debts and the Gallery’s debts and assemble all the assets.’ I could tell she wasn’t 

terribly interested, but I went on anyway, ‘When I’ve finished going through the provenance 

papers I’ll be contacting buyers. I can’t finalise the accounts until all the art is sold. Then 

there’ll be the tax returns.’  

‘Perks of having an accountant in the family,’ Paul smirked. 

‘Retired,’ I said.  



	  
	  

Sheree’s fingers were tapping the arm rest. ‘Yes, okay. So when can we sell Double 

Bay? We’ve got Michelle’s wedding. And we’ve booked a cruise for Christmas. We have to 

pay a deposit.’  

‘I wouldn’t count on the money for a while. Better not make any commitments.’ 

‘And why you had to go to Shanghai I don’t know. The Goas could have handled that 

end of the business.’ 

‘Gaos,’ Paul corrected. 

‘Gows, then.’ 

‘It wasn’t just business.’  

‘It was nice of him to take the body back,’ Paul said mildly. ‘And meet Chen’s family. 

You must fill us in on that one day, Uncle Bill.’ 

‘Let’s get this over with first.’ Sheree levered herself up, nudging the desk drawer closed 

with her hip. ‘Come on, Paul. It’d be a shame to take up any more of Bill’s precious time.’      

It was the drawer I kept the papers for the artworks in. I made a mental note to lock it in 

future.  

Around the middle of the morning the buzzer at the front door went. Natalie was jigging 

from foot to foot on the pavement.  

‘Nat!’ I leaned forward to kiss her, but she was already past me.  

‘Hoping you’d be here, Uncle Bill. Forgot my keys.’ 

Her head swivelled as she kept going across the display area. ‘Everything’s still here, 

then.’ 

‘Not for much longer. I’ve almost finished the inventory.’ 

In the office, her eyes darted, a hand groping in her shoulder bag. ‘Mind if I smoke?’ She 

lit up and flapped the smoke towards the door. ‘Does that open?’  

‘Actually, I’ve never bothered to,’ I said, looking round for my keys, ‘but now’s as good 

a time as any.’  

Just as I got the door open, she said, ‘Got the key for that?’ She was pointing her 

cigarette at the cabinet. 

‘Funny. Sheree asked the same thing this morning.’ 

‘Sheree was here? Why?’ 

‘They just turned up. Like you. I suppose you’re all keen to get this over and done with.’  

‘It’ll certainly make a difference to me, not having to pay rent any more. Not that Dad 

asked for much. And I can do with my share of the cash from...’. She crooked her hand back 



	  
	  

at the display room. ‘Be able to send the girls to a private school. Might teach ’em some 

manners.’ Her gaze strayed again to the cabinet.  

‘Probably just office supplies,’ I said.  

She blew smoke into the courtyard. ‘So how’s Tanya?’ 

‘Fine, great. She likes teaching at the local school. And Grant’s enjoying working in the 

National Park. They’re settling well into the new house. Lana loves coming to the lagoon 

with her granddad to see the wader birds. She’s getting to be quite an expert.’ 

‘Lucky for them they both got jobs up there.’ She flicked her cigarette butt into the 

paspalum and shut the door. ‘Much healthier than the city. I’ll take the girls up there soon. 

Get some fresh air into their lungs.’ She came over and gave me a peck on the cheek. ‘Well, 

I’ll be off now.’ 

I got back to work. I was just starting to feel hungry when the buzzer went again. It was 

Sophie this time. She didn’t hear the sound of the door opening over the din of the traffic but 

turned round with a wide smile when I spoke and gave me a big hug. 

‘Got time for lunch, Uncle Bill?’ 

‘Forgot your key?’ 

‘No, it’s in my handbag somewhere. Just didn’t like to sneak up on you if you happened 

to be here. The symphony of the street,’ she remarked as the door clicked shut, cutting off the 

whoosh and grind outside.  

‘I don’t get that. It’s all noise to me and I’m not used to it these days.’ I stood aside to let 

her go first through the display space. ‘I prefer the currawongs in the gums at home.’ 

‘Poor Uncle Bill, you must want your life back. Tanya says Lana can’t understand why 

her granddad keeps going away all the time. But you’ve nearly finished here, haven’t you?’  

‘I’ll knock over the rest of the paperwork this week, I reckon. Then I can start selling the 

artworks.’ 

‘I’m so glad Dad left this to me. Nat is welcome to Queens Park, and Double Bay isn’t 

quite my demographic. Not sure it’s Paul’s and Sheree’s either.’ She shot me the Lerimov 

twinkle.  

   ‘They’re going to sell it,’ I said. ‘They’d rather have the money. For Michelle’s 

wedding. And a cruise.’ 

‘Oh my God. Poor old Paul, what’ll he do on a cruise?’ She wandered around looking 

past the exhibits, examining the installations. ‘It’ll make a perfect studio. It’ll fit three 

practice keyboards, as well as my Grand. The shelves will be good for my CDs and books. 

Do I get to keep those armchairs and the coffee table?’  



	  
	  

‘“To my daughter Sophia the Lerimov Gallery and the furniture and miscellaneous items 

contained therein other than the artworks the subject of the import business.’” I knew Peter’s 

will off by heart by then. ‘That means the furniture is all yours if you want it.’ 

At the door to the office, she sniffed. ‘Have you taken up smoking?’ 

‘Natalie came by. It’s been quite a social morning. Sheree and Paul. Nat. Now you.’ 

‘Really? What did they want?’ 

‘I’m afraid I didn’t think to ask. I suppose you’d all like me to hurry up and settle the 

estate, but I can’t go any faster than I’m doing.’ 

‘Of course you can’t, Uncle Bill. Don’t let anyone hassle you. I don’t plan to set up here 

till next year anyway. Come on, let’s get some lunch.’ 

I put my papers in the desk drawer and locked it. ‘They seemed to be interested in that 

cabinet,’ I said. ‘But it’s just office supplies, I guess.’ 

I set the alarm as we went out the front door. It was one of those blustery spring days you 

get in Sydney. The wind tugged at our clothes and hair and created little eddies of dust that 

bustled along at our ankles. The branches of the jacarandas overhead swayed and creaked. 

We headed for a Turkish café near the station. 

Sophie linked her arm in mine. ‘How was Shanghai?’ she shouted over the traffic.  

‘Oh,’ I said, ‘painful, but I’m glad I went. Chen’s family really appreciated it, I think. 

They showed me the house where your father was born and the park where he and Chen 

played together as children. The old people described the panic when the Communists were 

advancing on the city, and how your father and grandparents got away just in time. And they 

told me about your grandfather’s visit back in the ’seventies. How heartbroken he was when 

he heard what the Red Guards did to Chen’s father. Did you know that your father and 

grandfather sent advance payments for artworks to help them build up their business again 

after the Cultural Revolution?’  

‘I might have heard something,’ she said. ‘I’m afraid I didn’t really take much interest in 

all that. None of us did. I had my piano studies, and Paul, well, you know Paul, it was all cars 

and motorbikes with him. And Nat, our own rebel without a cause, thought all that shop talk 

was boring. I wish now I’d paid more attention to those stories.’  

Over lunch she told me about a dinner Peter had put on to celebrate Chen’s visit. ‘We 

were all invited. He really wanted us to meet him, but it turned out to be rather excruciating. 

Nat’s girls giggled at Chen’s accent. Nat kept going out to smoke. Sheree and Michelle spent 

the whole night talking to one another about wedding dresses as if nobody else was there. 

Paul just grinned like an idiot. I tried to keep Chen occupied, talking about music in Shanghai 



	  
	  

and anything else I could think of that he might be interested in. Dad made the best of it, as 

he always did. When we’d finished dinner, Chen announced that he was going to tell a story, 

and everyone looked at him expectantly. This was it: long ago a flight of birds (he 

pronounced it fright) on its way from Russia to Australia stopped to rest in Shanghai. It 

stayed there for many years but eventually continued its journey, except for one little bird.’ 

She sat back, smiling. ‘The End. The girls broke up again and everyone else except Dad 

looked puzzled. He looked quite surprised and, well, excited too. Then Chen handed him a 

little parcel wrapped in a piece of silk. Dad took one look at whatever it was and stuffed it in 

his pocket. He and Chen both had tears in their eyes.’ 

‘One little bird,’ I said. I found that my hand was shaking. My fork clattered on my plate. 

‘What is it, Uncle Bill?’ 

 ‘Do you remember your grandmother, your Baba, talking about her mother’s pendant? It 

was amber and silver, in the shape of a bird. It had been passed down from mother to 

daughter in her family for generations.’ 

‘Vaguely. Wasn’t it lost in the confusion of getting away from Shanghai?’  

I hesitated, while Sophie spooned hummus onto bread. ‘Well, that’s possible. But I seem 

to recall her saying once that her mother might have taken it with her when her parents 

decided to leave China.’ 

‘Baba’s parents, yes,’ Sophie said reflectively, the bread halfway to her mouth. ‘They 

went back to Russia and died in Stalin’s Purge, poor things.’ Then her eyebrows shot up. 

‘You don’t think that Chen was talking about Baba’s amber bird?’ 

‘I did for just a second.’ In fact I was thinking how strange and wonderful it would be if 

the amber bird came to light again. Alex would have inherited it had she still lived, and 

Tanya, and eventually, you. I smiled at Sophie and reached for the falafel. ‘The Red-necked 

stint migrates between Russia and Australia,’ I said. ‘Just ask my granddaughter.’ 

She laughed. 

 

When I got back to the Gallery I went through the cabinet. As I’d assumed, it was full of 

office supplies, which I thought Sophie might use when she took over the premises, so I left 

everything in place. I did finish the inventory that week and spent the next few months 

supervising the disposal of the artworks. I managed to finalise everything by Christmas. After 

the estate had been distributed I still had some incidental documents to give Peter’s children 

and I asked Sophie if she would mind if we met at the Gallery premises, which were now 

officially hers.  



	  
	  

On the day, instead of reading, I spent the train journey looking out the window. It was a 

lovely summer’s morning. The leaves of the eucalypts and the long waves rolling onto the 

beaches shimmered in the early sunlight. For once, I was quite happy about going to Sydney. 

Even though the Lerimov Gallery was no more, I was satisfied that I had fulfilled my promise 

to Peter and glad that the job was finished. I looked forward to getting home in time to pick 

you up from preschool and take you fossicking along the lagoon. The Red-necked stints, your 

special birds, had reappeared. 

Sophie opened the door and gave me her usual affectionate hug. The others were already 

there, Sheree ensconced in an armchair looking peeved, Paul putting his hands in and out of 

his pockets, Natalie coughing compulsively and fidgeting with her shoulder bag. 

‘Well, Bill,’ Sheree said when I bent to give her the obligatory kiss, ‘so you managed to 

finish at long last.’ 

As I shook hands with Paul, he muttered, ‘She’s upset about the wedding.’ 

‘We’ve had to hire a dump for the reception. The good places were already booked.’ No 

thanks to you-know-who, was the implication. 

‘This isn’t gunna take long, is it?’ said Natalie.  

Sophie winked at me and I smiled, realising how mistaken I was in imagining that 

Peter’s children might feel the same as I did about this end-of-an-era in their family. I 

decided not to make the speech that I’d rehearsed for the occasion, I simply outlined the 

contents of the envelopes I’d put together for each of them and answered a few questions. 

Natalie kept crossing and uncrossing her legs. Sophie wore a patient smile. Paul sat next to 

Sheree, his mouth slightly open. Sheree gave an obvious yawn. The whole exercise probably 

took ten minutes.  

‘Well, that’s it from me,’ I concluded. ‘Would anyone else like to say anything?’ 

Natalie was already on her feet when Sophie said, ‘I would.’ 

Natalie perched again on the edge of her chair, the shoulder bag dangling. 

‘It’ll only take a minute. It’s just so there are no misconceptions about this in the future.’ 

Sophie leaned to one side so that she could reach into her jacket pocket for something. She 

placed a small object on the coffee table. ‘I found this last week when I was moving my 

things in. It was in the cabinet back there.’  

You’ve guessed what it was. Without thinking, I picked it up from the coffee table and 

held it under the light. Filigree silver enclosed a chunk of amber in which shades of cognac, 

grey and white melded into the markings of a bird. Silver filaments created its slender beak 



	  
	  

and legs. The paler tones absorbed the light, the cognac seemed to flow like liquid and the 

white floated like feathers.  

Natalie reached for it and for the next few moments it passed from hand to hand – flew, it 

seemed to me. I don’t imagine any of them except Sophie and I realised what it was. I 

glanced at her thinking that she must share my delight, but saw that she was preoccupied 

watching the reactions of the others. 

Paul said, ‘What is it?’  

Natalie held it between finger and thumb. ‘It’s so small.’  

‘Can I see?’ said Sheree.  

‘Gotta be the present Chen gave Dad at that dinner just before the accident,’ Paul said 

slowly. ‘Remember, Sheree, we couldn’t find it anywhere.’ 

‘It’s a pendant,’ said Sheree, her brow puckering in disdain. ‘Where could you wear a 

thing like this?’ She plonked it back on the coffee table, where it spun for a second, 

glimmering. 

‘We looked in all his pockets at Double Bay,’ Paul said. ‘We didn’t find anything. You 

were right, Sheree, Dad must’ve left it in that cabinet. He said he was going to take Chen 

round the Gallery that morning they went up to the Blue Mountains, remember.’ 

‘You said you were going to go through the cabinet, Uncle Bill,’ said Natalie sharply.  

I dragged my eyes away from the amber bird and cleared my throat. ‘I did go through it. 

It was just stationery, so I left it for Sophie.’ 

Sheree gave a snort of derision.  

‘It was on the top shelf, right at the back in a box of envelopes,’ said Sophie. ‘Easy to 

overlook.’ 

‘What do we do now?’ asked Paul. 

‘If no one wants it,’ said Natalie, ‘we might as well sell it. Could you fix that up, Uncle 

Bill?’ 

I think some kind of sound escaped me at this point but Sophie’s voice overrode it. 

‘It doesn’t belong to us,’ she said. ‘It would belong to us if it was part of the Gallery 

business. It wasn’t part of the business. There are no papers for it. And according to Dad’s 

will, everything that was here that wasn’t part of the business belongs to me. That’s right, 

isn’t it Uncle Bill?’ She looked me straight in the eye. I had to look away. 

Sheree gave an indignant gasp that covered my own dismay. 

‘Is it, Uncle Bill?’ Paul asked. 

I must have nodded.  



	  
	  

‘What a farce,’ said Sheree. ‘If it’s yours, why did you have to tell us about it anyway?’ 

‘Oh, well,’ said Natalie, hopping up again, ‘We’ve all done okay. You’re welcome to the 

pendant as far as I’m concerned, Soph. You’ll get more use out of it than I would anyway, 

with your colouring.’ 

I made sure I left at the same time as Natalie, Paul and Sheree. I managed to kiss Sophie 

goodbye and tell her no thanks, I couldn’t have lunch with her because I’d promised I’d try to 

get back to the lake in time to pick you up. But I didn’t pick you up that day because while I 

was waiting for the train at Central, I went to the railway bar and had a double scotch. Two. I 

couldn’t believe what Sophie had done. All the resentment I’d been bottling up over the 

months I’d been working on Peter’s estate, for her benefit and her brother’s and sister’s and 

the abominable Sheree’s, overflowed. I told myself I’d never see any of them again. 

I found a seat to myself on the train back, downstairs in a corner, like a crying old drunk 

that anyone might have taken me for. By the time I got home my handkerchief was soaked 

with tears of pity for myself and disgust that I hadn’t confronted Sophie. She knew as well as 

I did that even though the amber bird was hers technically, morally it was your mother’s. 

Peter would have put it in that cabinet for safekeeping until he had the chance to give it to 

her. I rang Tanya from the train to say I wouldn’t be able to collect you from preschool. I 

assured her that I was fine, my sinuses always blocked in the city air. I went straight home 

and started writing this. I thought that in the future – after you’d learned to read – you ought 

to know how you were cheated of your birthright and who was to blame.  

 

I didn’t keep my vow never to see them again. Tanya invited them all up for your fifth 

birthday party and we’ve shared various family celebrations over the years since then. Sophie 

is as warm as ever to me, and I have tried to put the amber bird out of my mind. You and she 

have become great mates; she’s like an aunt to you. She is staying at your house this weekend 

as a matter of fact, and I see it’s almost time I wandered over there too, for my Significant 

Birthday barbecue.  

Tanya and Grant have given me an early present, a new computer, with instructions to 

cull my old files before transferring them so that, if I drop dead one day, they won’t have to 

spend the rest of their lives going through what they call my detritus. Their rather tasteless 

joke reminds me of Peter’s apology all those years ago about the complications that might be 

involved in his Estate, never suspecting what the real complications would be for me. And 

here I am revisiting the story I wrote for you in anger and disappointment on the day of the 

amber bird. 



	  
	  

For some time after it was all over, I wondered what I would have done if I’d found it in 

that stationery cabinet. Would I have told Peter’s children? Or would I have kept the 

discovery to myself and after a time quietly given it to Tanya? It occurred to me also that 

perhaps Sophie had done something quite clever that day – establishing with the others that 

the pendant was hers alone so that eventually she could give it to Tanya herself. She hasn’t 

done so yet, though, as far as I know. 

I’ve set aside next week to tidy up my files. I know what I have to do with this one. 

Sophie might do the right thing one day. If she did my story wouldn’t cause much harm, but 

if she didn’t, everyone would suffer. Whatever she does, I can ensure that if I go 

unexpectedly, like Peter, there will be no more surprises.  

 

 

 

   


