
Mrs Pillai’s Aviary 

It was Mrs Pillai’s happy place, the aviary. It jutted out the side of her house, mesh and twisted 

metal bars right up against the red brick (‘like a bloody sore thumb’, Mrs Colt down the road called 

it). It was just wide enough to fit one of those benches you saw down at the park but it was tall, 

taller than Dad, even.  

One of the big boys told me that the aviary sat in another dimension. “Hours are like minutes in 

there. She can’t even hear us from inside. See that angel statue? That’s where the wormhole is. You 

gotta get through that, up really really close.” 

I was younger and braver then, curiosity a stronger guiding force than fear.  

And so, that afternoon, I marched alone through Mrs Pillai’s unkempt front garden, the crunch of 

gravel beneath my worn white runners.  

Squawks and trills engulfed me as I reached the metal cage. I glanced surreptitiously at the angel 

statue as I crossed its invisible threshold. Mrs Pillai was seated inside, hands clasped in lap and silver-

haired head tilted upwards. 

I followed the gaze of her brown face up to the birds, perched, preening, flapping. There were green 

and yellow ones, red and blue, orange and pink and purple. Every colour of the rainbow. Enthralled, I 

gripped the chain wire mesh, pushing my small fingers through the holes. 

Now here, I wasn’t sure what to say, so I drew from what I knew. “My dad says it isn’t ergonomic, 

the way you sit in here all day.” 

She drew her face away from the birds and onto mine. It seemed to me like she still had some part 

of her perched amongst them when she spoke. 

“Is that so? And what do you think?” There was a smattering of bird poo on her left temple, black 

and white. 

I wasn’t 100% sure what ergonomic meant, and was having second thoughts about bringing it up. “I 

think … your birds are real pretty,” I said. “Is it nice, having a happy place?” I didn’t mention the 

alternate dimension in case it was a secret.  

“Happy place?” Eyebrows furrowed, she paused for a moment, and then, “My husband built it for 

me, this aviary. It was not long before he died. He came home with the parts one evening, and 5 

caged birds. They were so loud, I remember! Their sounds fill you right up till there’s no space for 

much else.” 

I wasn’t sure that she was answering my question, but I enjoyed listening to the unfamiliar lilt of her 

voice.  

Later, when my stomach grumbled for its dinner, Mrs Pillai said, “Thank you for the visit. I did enjoy 

it. The birds haven’t quite figured out how to ask questions back.” 

Stepping back over the angel statue, I turned to say goodbye. But Mrs Pillai was back with her birds, 

silver hair turned golden in the twilight, and she did not answer.  


