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The musician and I met again at the end of the month. 
We arranged to go to a park along Lake Ontario 
created on the grounds of a former psychiatric hospi- 
tal. There was a “hot ticket” bird, and the musician 
thought it would be a special treat. The air was damp 
and soft. Heavy clouds drifted across the sky. It hap- 
pened to be my birthday. 

 
“What I’m looking for,” the musician told me, “is an 
accidental bird.” “Accidental,” he explained, is a way of 
describing solitary birds that have lost their way. For 
birders there is nothing more compelling  than a bird 
in the wrong place or in the right place at the wrong 
time. The bird we were after was a western grebe, a 
water bird common in the North American West but 
rarely seen in Ontario. 

 
I was stirred by the idea of an accidental bird. Could it 
be a harbinger of doom indicating climate change, 
potentially catastrophic to the species? Or was it just a 
rebel bird with a bad sense of direction and an aver- 
sion to flock formation? 

 
We sat by the edge of the marina bay, under  the paper-
coloured sky, a din of rush-hour traffic in the 
background, as the grebe floated in the middle of two 
distant banks. Even far away, it was one of the prettiest 
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and most elegant water birds I had ever seen—slender 
with striking black-and-white plumage. It reminded 
me of Pina Bausch, long dark hair tied behind her 
graceful neck. A dancer’s commanding sleekness. 

We waited for it to come closer. 
And waited. 
And waited. 
It was hard to decide which side we should be on. 

This side or that side. We tried one side, then seeing 
that the grebe had floated closer to the other shore, we 
made the twenty-minute hike around  to the other side. 
By this point, the grebe was closer to the other shore. 

So we waited and waited some more. We sat on the 
rocks, then on the grass, the sky empty above us, hour 
after hour. The musician was effortlessly still. My own 
stillness had the quality of intense effort. If we were in 
the Stillness Olympics, I thought, the musician would 
own the podium. 

 
A little wind whistled along the bone of my ear. More 
people arrived to see the grebe. When there is a hot- 
ticket bird, the musician explained, word of its presence 
will speed along the various communications networks 
that link bird enthusiasts all over the continent. 

 
Twenty years ago, if you saw an unusual bird, you 
might mention it to the person passing you in the 
park, vaguely motioning towards its location. Now, 
with mobile phones, bird alerts have GPS precision. A 
birder in Savannah, Georgia, can learn of a “drab 

 
 

91 



Macl_9780385687515_5p_all_r2.indd  92 10/30/16  5:23 PM 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

female cerulean warbler at 89th Street near Central 
Park” mere moments after it is sighted. 

 
By late morning the edge of the water was dotted with 
people looking through binoculars, spotting scopes, 
and cameras set on tripods. A few non-birders cupped 
hands around  their eyes, trying to spot the celebrity. 
Where did all these people come from on a working 
day? Was it really worth waiting for hours on a barren 
breakwater for a fuzzy photo? 

 
A Cooper’s hawk with a dark-banded, white-tipped tail 
flew over our heads. A horned grebe sporting a punky 
Klaus Nomi hairdo put on a little show, diving and 
disappearing. The musician and I tried to guess where 
it would resurface. There. Or there. Or maybe there. It 
was a fun, leisurely game. It was not a game for a busy, 
gainfully employed person. But we had long ago shed 
our busyness. 

 
The basic measure of time, the tempo around  which 
we arranged ourselves, the water lapping, the sky 
slowly changing from paper white to cobalt blue, was 
the tempo of boating retirees. Or maybe it was the 
tempo of firebrand  revolutionaries on a wildcat strike 
against industry. Either way, we were Not Working. We 
had desynchronized from productive time frames. My 
chronic  sense of being late for some appointment 
dissolved. 
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I heard the clicking of the musician’s shutter and 
looked up to see the western grebe stretching and 
spreading its wings. Then the western grebe retracted 
its wings and went back to floating. 

 

 
 


