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“The owl is a contradiction. It is the best known

of birds and the least known of birds.”

— Desmond Morris, Owl


Author’s Note

Sparky is a real barn owl, her Article 10* is in my name, I’m responsible for her wellbeing, but I don’t own her: we’re ‘mates’.

Sparky came into my life through an odd set of circumstances; many people played parts, some they’re unaware of, and so many things had to fall into alignment that it seems impossible it happened. But it did, leaving me thinking we were fated to meet. Sparky was nearly five years old; I was 44. In captivity barn owls can live to be 20; humans in captivity sometimes live beyond 100. So we should have a long time together which is amazing because she’s amazing. That said, owls aren’t pets, no bird of prey is. They require specialist care. I’m fortunate to have expert help with Sparky; I only adopted her because I knew this help was available and because I feared for her wellbeing if I didn’t. People with no raptor experience shouldn’t adopt owls or any other birds of prey.

Hopefully Sparky’s story will help readers learn a little about owls and come to regard animals a bit more on their own terms, not ours. In writing the book, I drew on my understanding of barn owls, and Sparky specifically, to portray how she conceivably experiences her lived reality. I wanted to find an alternative, more empathetic, way of writing animals’ lived experiences through emphasising that animals live in their own world, be it canine, feline, avian etc., not ours; we’re just in it with them. For readers wanting to know more about owls I recommend Desmond Morris’ Owl (2009), Stephen Moss’s The Owl: A Biography (2023), Jemima Parry-Jones’ Understanding Owls (1998), What an Owl Knows by Jennifer Ackerman (2023) and The Secret Life of Owls by John Lewis-Stempel (2017).

Having a barn owl as a central protagonist was a major writing challenge and readers who know my previous works might be surprised by this book. But, in common with Green Dawn et al, it blends fact and fiction. From Sparky’s leg ring number, logged with the International Bird Registry (IBR), I learnt her hatch date but, due to data protection, only a few other vague details of her life. I didn’t change any known information in my writing and everything from the point we meet is factual but, because of that, I’ve withheld details which might have been problematic if included. My accounts of myself are as accurate as any autobiographical writing can be. But, knowing nothing else about her until Sparky arrived at the animal centre where I was volunteering in March 2022, everything she experiences before we meet is fiction, based on what her behaviour suggests about her early life and drawing on factual accounts of barn owls in captivity.

Telling Sparky’s story raised the question ‘how can language convey an animal’s wordless experiencing of its life?’ Obviously it can’t, especially when avoiding writing that portrays Sparky as a feathered human, so I used narrative perspective, structure and, especially, vocabulary that I felt would give the impression of an owl’s outlook. My vocab choices were inspired by considering how, if Sparky had language, she’d use it to recount her story. What words/phrases would be relevant to her? I took some liberties, though. For example, owls’ night vision means they probably can’t discern colours as well as I’ve suggested and I don’t believe Sparky actually knows my name. Such liberties were necessary to keep writing clear and concise for readers’ benefit.

Inventing Sparky’s life before I met her made me realise something incredibly obvious: all animals in captivity, from the most exotic zoo collections to the cat at your fireside, are utterly at the mercy of their human carers. So if readers take anything from this book, I hope it’s this: ensure you can properly care for, and truly care about, any animal you’re thinking of adopting. If they could speak, all they’d ask you for is love.




Tracey Iceton

2026










NB: Sparky is not fed any live prey. All her food is humanely killed prior to her receiving it. Descriptions of her ‘killing’ prey are creative portrayals, based on her behaviour of pouncing down on anything edible, that attempt to convey how she seemingly perceives the meals she gets.




*	A legal document confirming Sparky is lawfully in captivity as she was captive bred from parent birds who were also captive bred.










SPARKY

My Barn Owl Story


Prologue




14th July 2023




Great Writing International Writing Conference 2023, University College, London




I slip into the classroom mid-session and slide, I hope discretely, into a seat near the door as the chair introduces the second panellist. I’ve timed this well, his is the paper I want to hear; Noel Sloboda, ‘Talking Animals: Poetics of Interspecies Reciprocity’. I listen intently as he outlines how most creative writing about animals imposes human values on them instead of engaging with animals on their terms. Creative writing about animals is a, currently, missed opportunity, he says, to challenge presumptions about animals’ lived experiences and foster greater empathy for animals. I leave the session deep in thought.

The lightning fork moment is that night, at home, in bed. The story that’s been hovering overhead, readying to pounce on me for months, finally settles gently on my shoulder just as Sparky does. It’s her story. Told in a way that doesn’t present her as a winged human but that somehow conveys her owlish understandings of life. Can I write such a book, a full length prose work depicting Sparky’s lived experiences, known and imagined, avoiding anthropomorphising her, instead being faithful to her barn-owlness? I lie motionless while the idea races around me, hunter and prey. I haven’t written anything for over three years, scrapped the last book I was working on, stopped calling myself a writer. Can I still write? Can I write Sparky’s story, telling it as she deserves it to be told?

As I stare into the darkness around me, I imagine how Sparky, with her superhero night vision, would see this bedroom. In my head I start writing her description of it.


Now




28th March 2022




HHH




It’s a colander, the old fashioned metal kind, punctured with tiny holes, two small U-shaped handles soldered opposite each other on the rim. I pick it up. What’s it doing outside the owl room? In the sixth months I’ve volunteered, a day a week, at this animal centre, I’ve encountered some odd things. But a colander, like my nan used to have, what that’s for I can’t imagine. I return it to the concrete with a clatter, open the mesh door and enter the owl room with my buckets and dish scrubber to clean and refill the water tray.

As I set the buckets down something white flickers in my peripheral vision. I turn. Am staring into a pair of onyx eyes, darkly bright against a pure white love-heart face, gemstones in an elegant setting that narrows to a point below the hooked beak. I take in the snowy breast, lightly speckled with black, the feathery white trousers and pale, scaly feet, thin-toed and armed with talons. Dappled tan, grey and white feathers cloak the head, back and wings like a hooded cape as it stands proudly stretched to its full height of 1ft 0. I’ve been lucky enough to see barn owls up close before, but to have this one standing just feet from me, only air between us, calmly scrutinising me…

It’s on the long wooden perch in the corner behind me. It wasn’t here before my holiday. I’m used to the animal comings-and-goings at the centre but this watching barn owl is a starkly white novelty. The owl room is where injured wild owls are housed, mostly tawnies but a long-eared owl too. With their muted brown-and-speckled camouflage plumage they hide even in plain view but, being nervously nocturnal, mostly they shelter in the wall-mounted nest boxes, under the twin pairs of pallets leant together to make dark tee-pees in two corners, or perch in the shadows of the tree branch propped against the far wall. Some of the tawnies scurry down a hole in the corner behind the perch this barn owl is on, going to ground, literally, in the drains below, if you catch them out of hiding. None of them ever sits on either of the two long wooden perches in daytime, watching.

But this barn owl is. Do I stare back? The silence amplifies so I break it with my usual greeting.

‘Hello, little one. I’m Tracey, one of the volunteers here. Are you alright?’ I like introducing myself to new inmates, makes me feel I’ve started off with them on the right paw, or wing.

Suddenly the owl is airborne, swooping towards me. I stand still, breath held. It lands on my shoulder, so lightweight I feel just the hint of its taloned grip on me. The outer corner of my left eye fills with whiteness. Birds of prey fascinate me. I’ve done hawk-walks and ‘flying experiences’ at raptor centres, had falcons and even an eagle, perched on my gauntlet-covered hand and, once, flown a barn owl. Though I’m mindful of how weaponised they are, I’m not nervous around them, unlike some volunteers here. I’ve already spoken to the centre manager about working with the resident harris hawks and eagle owl, all of which are captive bred, have been trained and flown in the past but now live in aviaries, under-stimulated. As a volunteer I have time for them, it was on my post-holiday agenda. I’ve got the number of a local falconer who might be willing to help me help the raptors here, was planning on ringing him this week. Now there’s a barn owl on my shoulder. Clearly not a wild barn owl. Obviously an imprint owl, hand reared by a human so it’ll trust people enough to want to be with them, us: me.

‘What are you doing here, little one?’ I chatter to it as I slowly walk towards the perch. I can’t tell if it’s male or female, don’t know if this bird has a name so, reluctantly, ‘it’ and ‘little one’ will have to do. ‘What’s your story?’ I reach the perch, crouching down so that, on my shoulder, the owl’s lower than it would be on the perch.

Little One accepts my suggestion and hops up. I step away. We study each other again. The dark eyes stare at me so intently I know there’s a thinking mind behind them, one free of the internal jibber-jabber of human thoughts, a wordless mental processing beyond my comprehension but that’s every bit as real and cognisant as my mental monologue. I wish I knew what it’s thinking as it eyeballs me. It’s clearly thinking something.




OOO




Sparky’s on her, now, usual perch in the corner of the fliers’ space, where she can watch the narrow gap that humans come and go along. She’s waiting, as she has since she was brought here, for a particular human to come. When it comes it’ll be her partner in life: her mate. She’ll fly to it; it’ll feed her. She’ll trust it; it’ll protect her. They’ll bond; be together. It’ll be her other half and she’ll be its, they’ll be a whole, a pair, living a shared life. She’s waiting for it to come: her new mate.

Humans have been with her since she hatched, in her world: her life. They’re her kin, though not her kind. Some were her mate for a while but none has stayed with her so she knows now they weren’t her lifelong other half. She still hasn’t found that particular human yet; they haven’t found each other. So she keeps watching for it. She needs to find it, needs it to find her, so they can bond, be a pair, get on with living their life.

A human’s coming now that Sparky hasn’t seen before. Its short red head plumage and blue body plumage is unfamiliar. She absorbs its appearance as it comes along the narrow gap, stopping at the in/out. It bends forwards, straightening up again holding the hard shiny half-shell that some humans put on their heads when they enter the fliers’ space. This new human stares at it, puts it down again, not on its head, and enters the fliers’ space. It looks right at her, stares, doesn’t move. It chatters softly, tilting its head, watching her watching it. Sparky listens for the call, her ss-p-aaarrr-kkee call, that humans give when they want to fly, hunt and feed with her: bond with her. Those humans that have been her mates before gave this call so she listens for it now. Hears in this new human’s chattering the sound pattern t-raay-cee.

It’s not her call but it’s a bit like it; this human could want to be her mate. To find out she’ll have to fly to it. If it flaps her away with its featherless wings and screeches at her it definitely doesn’t. If it lets her land on its head ledge it might. Sparky leaps into flight.




HHH




Turning back to my duties, I notice the large nest box on the floor in the middle of the room. I creep over and peer inside. It’s too dark to see anything but I hear hissing, scuffling, another owl presumably. Maybe this box is something to do with the barn owl on the perch. I’ll ask but that doesn’t mean I’ll find out; info about what’s what here is sketchy so the animals’ backstories often get garbled, Oriental whispers. With a shrug, I scrub out and refill the water tray before heading to the next room. As I leave the barn owl stands on the perch, head turned nearly completely behind it, watching me go, still thinking whatever it’s thinking about me.




OOO




The new human stands still, calm, like her human partners from before, so Sparky lands on a head ledge easily. New human keeps chattering but doesn’t give the call that was like her ss-p-aaarrr-kkee call again. It walks her slowly to her perch. She jumps up, turns, head then body, to face new human. They share a look, her dark and its pale eyes. She knows it’s sizing her up; she’s doing the same. Could they become mates? Then it goes to ss-kk-reee flier’s nest box, looking and listening at the hole. Sparky tenses. But ss-kk-reee doesn’t come out to try to make new human its mate.

Sparky stays on her perch, watching new human gushing clean fresh water into the pool. Sparky hasn’t bathed since she’s been in the flier’s space; she’s afraid of being attacked by a keee-w-ickk flier when her feathers are too water-logged for an aerial escape. Often the water is so murky she wouldn’t bathe in it anyway but new human has left invitingly clear water. If only she could be sure she’d be safe she’d bathe. If only she had a mate and they had a space of their own, with no keee-w-ickk or ss-kk-reee fliers. If only new human might be her new mate…

New human leaves; Sparky watches for it returning.




HHH




Another volunteer tells me the barn owl’s name is Hoot. I’m also told there’s a pair of barn owls in the large nest box plonked on the owl room floor. It’s not clear if Hoot and the pair of barn owls arrived together but they’re all captive-bred. I also discover the colander’s purpose; Hoot’s habit of flying to people has spooked those volunteers who’re fine entering a room of timid owls in hiding but who don’t want a free owl encounter. She (I decided to think ‘she’ because Hoot sounds somehow feminine) has been known to land on heads, as well as shoulders, so one volunteer brought in the colander to use as PPE. As I go about my duties I remember Hoot balancing, feather-light, on my shoulder, picturing it as a photograph I wish I could’ve taken, and wonder if Hoot would be as insulted by that colander business as I am on her behalf.




It’s late afternoon, time for the carnivore feeding. I collect the appropriate number of day-old chicks from the fridge, counting them into a bucket, and set off on my rounds. The owl room is first.

Hoot’s on the same perch. I don’t know if she’s been there all day or has been in the nest box on the floor and popped out when she heard me.

‘Hello, Hoot. We met before but we can be properly introduced now I know your name. I’m Tracey. It’s nice to meet you.’

I’ve just finished speaking when she flies to me, landing on my left shoulder again. Like a parrot. Like she’s been trained to do that. But I doubt it’s something a falconer would teach a bird of prey; I’ve never seen them fly to people’s shoulders at displays.

‘Do you want some tea?’

I grab a chick from the bucket and throw it towards the perch; it lands on the floor nearby. She flies down to it, pouncing feet first like a wild hunter, as if killing the fluffy yellow corpse, before snatching it up and carrying it to the perch, eating while I place defrosted chicks around the room; on the broken tree branch, under the pallet tee-pees, in the corners. I’ve been watching ‘behind the railings’ zoo programmes and dangerously think I’m providing stimulation by letting the animals find scattered food. I also leave some piled in the middle of the room too, easily reachable for the disabled owls.

Hoot’s still eating so, before I go, I leave a final chick on the end of the perch for her. She looks up, jerking the last of the first chick down her throat before hopping across to grab the second one.

‘If anyone asks, tell them Tracey said you could have two,’ I say, nodding to her as she clutches the chick in a foot.

I’ll ring that falconer this week. And hunt out a book on owl husbandry.




OOO




Sparky’s still on her perch, waiting and watching. Soon a human will come with food, maybe that new human who might become her mate. She tunes in her hearing, ears filtering sounds until she picks up the clap-clapping of human feet, her ears seeing them getting closer. It is the new human. Eyes fixed on it, Sparky listens for her call, or the call from before that sounds like hers; there it is.

T-raay-cee.

It’s still not her ss-p-aaarrr-kkee call but she wasn’t flapped away when she flew to it before and it’s a sound-alike call to hers. She leaps into flight, fluttering down onto the head ledge. New human keeps chattering then flies a chick through the air towards her perch. Sparky chases it, snatching it up to the perch to eat.

She’s swallowing that chick when new human drops another on the perch end, chattering again, making the t-raay-cee sound. Some of Sparky’s before mates had their own calls, like a-ll-eee and d-aann-y-elll.

T-raay-cee. She clutches at the call.

A human that lets her fly to it. A human that feeds her. A human calling to her. A human behaving like it wants to be her mate. But Sparky’s been with humans before that behaved like this; some were her mate for a while, then they weren’t: none of them stayed with her. Sparky needs to find a partner that’ll pair with her lifelong.


Before




4th–5th August 2017




HHH




C’mon, little owlet, time to hatch. I can see you’ve pipped through your shell and I’m dying to meet you. It’s going to be a long hard day of pecking and scraping your way out but you can do it. I’ll help if you need me but it’s safer for you to do it yourself so keep trying.




OOO




Her space presses tightly around her after so much growing inside it. She taps and scrapes, scratches and pecks at the heavy shell crushing her.

A sudden slip of her beak; the tiny egg tooth breaks through to peck against nothing. She feels cold trickling into the warm wetness surrounding her. She rests but that tiny hole needs scratching and scraping, pecking and tapping at until it’s enough to split her too-small space open, freeing her from her eggshell. So she taps and pecks and…




She’s exhausted but the tiny hole is a growing crack, creeping around the shell, meeting itself. She wriggles and flops, flaps and kicks at the weight pressing on her. It falls away slowly then suddenly. She’s eggless: free. The trickle of cold becomes a stream of chilling wetness but she can’t do anything except rest so she lies there, panting breath after breath, getting colder.

A chat-chattering sound drifts down to her. Instinct tells her the sound means safety; she struggles towards it.




HHH




Well done, little owlet, you made it, I knew you could. Come here, lets clean you up, pop you in the incubator. Bless you, you’re so ugly, a tiny pink wizened dinosaur, but you’ll be a fluffy little bundle in a few weeks and a bonny barn owl by autumn.




OOO




She’s being moved, rising up nestled in warmth, the texture enough like her own skin and flesh that it bleeds into her as she settles against it, soaking up the warmth. The chat-chattering sound floats down to her. The warmth and chatter are comforting. She’s safe. Whatever’s making the chattering call brought her the warmth she needed. She calls back to it with her own quiet chit-chittering. She knows now that there’s another here to protect her: the chatterer. If she calls to it, it’ll be there for her.

Dry fluffy softness strokes her, rubbing away the chilling sticky wetness coating her skin. Then she’s gently floating, landing in more dry soothing warmth, fluffiness under her and air softly blowing over her, ruffling her fine down. She nestles into it and sleeps, holding the reassuring chat-chattering in her ears. Knowing the chatterer’s there for her, she’s contented.




HHH




There you go, that’s better, isn’t it? Got all that goo off you. Now warm up, dry out, rest. I’ll check on you later, little owlet. Then tomorrow you’ll get your first feed.


Now




30th March 2022




HHH




I ring the falconer’s mobile, given to me by the animal centre’s director who assured me the falconer has happily helped them before with birds of prey. I hate ringing mobiles, poor signal quality and the endless list of things you might be interrupting when you call. I get voicemail, which I hate nearly as much, leave a mumbled message and hope he rings back. Then I flick through the second hand falconry book I got. I haven’t found one specifically about owls yet but this’ll give me introductory basics for working with the centre’s captive-bred raptors; Mildred the harris hawk, Orville the eagle owl, and Sparky.

That’s the barn owl’s name, the centre director told me, not Hoot. He also told me she was surrendered to the centre by her previous owners who mistook her friendly imprint behaviour of flying to them for aggression; thinking she was attacking them they wanted rid of her, he explains. She’s nothing to do with the breeding pair of barn owls nesting in the large box on the owl room floor. I wasn’t told where they’ve come from or why. And I only know what I’ve been told about Sparky: the teller’s Sparky story. Stories are only ever the teller’s tale; there isn’t such a thing as a true story because the truth is inevitably, sometimes deliberately, impacted by the teller’s narration. Only Sparky, if that’s her real name, knows her true story but, even if she could tell me, it still wouldn’t be the truth; it would be her telling of it. I might as well just make up my own Sparky story…

The falconer rings back. I explain again, hopefully more coherently, about wanting to enrich the lives of birds of prey at the centre, that I’ve done a bit with raptors before. He’s willing to help and we agree a date for him to drop in, suss out the birds and suggest a few things.

I go back to my reading. The book makes it clear I know sod all about training and flying birds of prey. Heat flushes my face. The falconer will have realised that too. The experience days were just flying encounters. I’m a complete novice. But I’m what they’ve got; Sparky, and the others, will have to make do with me.




OOO




The new human, t-raay-cee, hasn’t returned to the fliers’ space. Sparky keeps watching for it, though, because it let her fly to its head ledge, fed her, called to her, though not with her proper ss-p-aaarrr-kkee call. If the t-raay-cee human wants to be her mate it’ll come again, be with her. It’s the human here that’s behaved most like it might become her mate so maybe… If she could search for this human, she would, but she can’t escape the fliers’ space, only humans can use the in/out. She has to wait for t-raay-cee to return to her.

If they do bond, become a pair, they’ll leave this space that she’s forced to share with the wild fliers, where she’s had to learn to survive amongst them. At least ss-kk-reee flier hasn’t tried to land on top of her since she fought it off. There’s still the night-time chaos though, when the keee-w-ickks, ss-kk-reee fliers and hoo-hoo head-tufts emerge from their roosts, snatching prey from the pile, flying, if they can, around the space, attacking each other. Sparky doesn’t fly when they’re about unless she needs to escape a keee-w-ickk. She does her flying in daylight; nights belong to the wild fliers so she stays on her perch or the ledge high up the wall, resting watchfully. Whenever she finds her mate, when they’ve found each other, she’ll be safe and contented again. She has to find a human mate; that’s the life she knows: needs.


Before




August 2017




OOO




She feels empty inside: hungry. She struggles around, pecking, getting beakfuls of dry, coarse fluff that she can’t eat so she makes her chit-chittering as loudly as she can, calling to the chat-chatterer who’ll help her when it comes. She calls and listens until she hears its chattering reply to her, knows help is close. Then she chit-chitters continuously, encouraging the chatterer to hurry.




HHH




Alright, yes, you’re hungry, I know. Got yummy minced beef for you. Let me get some in the tweezers. There we go. That’s it, down the tunnel.




OOO




Something touches her open beak. She snaps her mouth closed on it. A fleshy strand slides down into the emptiness. She needs more, opens her beak again, stretching up, heavy head flopping about on her flimsy neck. But her stretching and straining are rewarded. The touch on her beak again, another fleshy strip slipping down her throat. Morsel by morsel she’s fed full. She curls up, feet under her belly, head down, neck muscles relaxing, and sleeps again.




She’s been eating, fleshy strands, then bigger meaty chunks, moist and squishy, all passed to her beak by the helpful chatterer. And she’s been sleeping, curling up into herself, warmth cocooning her. She only has what she feels and hears to tell her about the world outside the fluttering, twitching body that she’s slowly learning to control.

Now there’s a new sensation, a flickering, quivering in her head that brings, creeping in, a chink of whitely glowing brightness, a change from red darkness to blue lightness. She finds her eyes, blinking eyelids revealing a thicker slice of light. She blinks more; darker or lighter patches come into focus. Brightness separates out into lines, forming shapes as her eyes open wider. She hears a big shape coming closer, sees it getting bigger, and learns the sound of movement. The moving shape gives the loud chattering she’s been listening for. She calls back with her chittering as the chatterer nears her.

Squinting newly-opened eyes, she makes out its head, body, limbs. Blurrily, she studies it, needing to see now so she can recognise the chatterer by look as well as call, matching sound to sight, binding hearing and seeing together into knowing. She compares what she sees it is with what she feels herself to be. The chatterer’s eyes face forwards like hers. The chatterer’s beak doesn’t open like hers though; its an unbeak with a hole beneath instead. The chatterer’s body and limbs are similar to hers, legs and feet but no taloned toes; its taloned toes are at the ends of its wings which are at its sides, as hers are. The chatterer’s a human, different to her but familiar enough for her to accept it. Now she’s seen that it’s a human feeding her, keeping her warm and safe she’ll bond with it, share her life with humans; make them her kin.




HHH




What lovely dark eyes you have, little owlet, open for the first time today after a fortnight of blindness. Sorry if I’m not the mum you were expecting to see but I want you to have a home where you’ll get to fly, not be stuck in an aviary and gawped at, so I need you to imprint on me, not your owl parents. You’ll soon get used to me and this way you’ll have the best of life: the protection of captivity with the chance to fly free. Ready for some brekkie?




OOO




Now she can see her world opens wide up. She’s in a hollow, like half of the shell she cracked out of but bigger. It’s filled with pink fluff that she nestles into, cosy and warm: her nest. The nest is inside a large box with sides and a top made of lines in a criss-crossed pattern that stop anything getting in. This is her space.

Beyond her space there’s a much bigger space, white sides and top, black-white squares on the ground. This bigger space is filled with lots of lines, straight and curved, that make shapes; flat, square, rounded, pointed, larger, smaller, lighter, darker. Some of the shapes have depth, standing forward or behind other shapes. A tall flat dark oblong patch opposite her space opens and closes; her human chatterer comes in and goes out through this tall dark oblong: the in/out.

Seeing all this she starts mapping this bigger space; it becomes her territory. She keeps mapping until she’s tired, falling back into sleep.




She wakes, opening still-developing eyes onto darkness: night. She blinks through the black, seeing into it, seeing all the shapes and lines she could see when light filled her space and the territory beyond. The colours are gone, faded to grey, but her vision is still vivid. She can see around her newly mapped territory as well in darkness as in brightness. Night hides nothing from her. She night-watches.




HHH




Good morning, little owlet. I know, you’re wondering where brekkie is but I need to get you ringed first. It’s for your own safety; if you’re ever lost and found you’ll be able to tell people who you are and where you’re from so you can get home again. And you’re always welcome back here if you’re in trouble…




OOO




The sound of her human’s chattering wakes her. It’s day again, light and colour returned. A few blinks and her eyes are ready; she sees her chatterer coming through the in/out and chitters to it for food, knowing it’ll feed her.

But when it reaches into her space it’s not bringing meat, held in the shiny thin beak it feeds her with. Instead it stretches out the limbs that are like her wings, the taloned toes at the ends of them coming towards her.

She backs away, calling shrilly, rolling and rocking away from her chattering human because something new, threatening, is happening. A hard, fast thumping in her breast makes her pant. What’s happening might harm her. She has to keep herself alive: protect herself.

She can’t move any further away so she pecks at her human’s reaching toes. They’re fleshy but too big for her to pierce with her tiny beak. Then they’re surrounding her warmly, the sensation of skin against skin. She’s being lifted up. She stops pecking to watch herself being moved through her territory, the shapes in it static around her. She flaps her wings as she’s rising, sensing there’s a way for her to escape: flight. Not yet, but soon.

She’s being lowered now, laid on her back against something that cradles her. She wriggles frantically, trying to get upright, life’s hold on her compelling her to struggle. By twisting her neck, lifting her head, she sees her human’s toes around her body. There’s a fidgeting and a squeezing. Now she can’t wriggle so much. She twists her neck side to side, up and down, back to front, pecking randomly at fleshy things, non-fleshy things: nothing.

Something touches her foot, pressing it, bending her toes against each other. She calls out at the strange, new touching, keeps calling as more strange sensations come up her body from her foot; a cold hardness gripping her toes, moving over them so they’re crushed together then moving off them, letting them spread out again. Now a cold hardness surrounds her ankle; touching here, there, as she kicks her leg.

The squeezing around her body slackens. She bends forward, pecking at her ankle, beak tip-tapping against a band of hardness that spins around her leg as she strikes it. She grips it in her beak, pulling at it but it stays around her ankle.
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There, that wasn’t so bad, was it? Now for some grub.




OOO




She’s rising up again, her human holding her gently secure in its toes, moving her forward through air, lowering her. Looking around, she sees the newly familiar map of her territory. She’s back in her space. But she’s still hungry, calls to her chatterer to feed her. It reaches into her space, this time bringing food, which is dropped beside her, out of beak reach. She shuffles to it on wobbly legs that won’t straighten under her, pecks up slippery meaty pieces, gulping them down until she’s full. She’s not feeling the cold hardness jangling against her ankle now; a soothing drowsiness creeps over her. The new happening, her human chatterer lifting her out of her space, didn’t harm her. She’s safe, well fed and contented. She knows more trust for her human other half now. She falls asleep.


Now




4th April 2022
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The falconer’s coming to the centre today to tell me what I can do for the birds of prey. I fear it’s a wasted trip for him. Mildred, the harris hawk, and her mate, have suddenly been rehomed after eight months here. It’s good news for them but I was gearing up, literally, to work with them. Harris hawks are the easiest raptors to train, a beginner’s bird, so I’m a bit deflated. I even bought a falconry glove designed for their powerful feet. Now I’m not sure what I can do.

The red tailed hawks should, but won’t, be nearly as trainable because they’ve gone feral after so long without human interaction. Hopefully the falconer can suggest things to improve life for the wild kestrels and owls. And I might be able to do something with Orville although he’s a grumpy sod. Then there’s Sparky; my falconry glove is too hefty for a barn owl but at least I’ve got a glove. That and the second hand falconry gear I’ve bought should be enough for a start. The courier lost the flying perch but I have what I need most: the scales. Trained birds of prey have a flying weight, low enough that they’re hungry enough to come to someone for food, says the book that’s becoming my oracle. I’ll need to establish this for any raptors I want to try flying. And I’ll need to learn a lot more. I hope this falconer is patient, a good teacher. I go about my usual volunteer duties, on edge for his arrival.




OOO




Sparky hears chattering outside the fliers’ space. She’s on her perch so twists around, eyes and ears following the sound.

Getting close is t-raay-cee and a human she hasn’t seen here before, a human displaying prominent dark face plumage. As they enter the space a keee-w-ickk flier scurries underground like a mouse and ss-kk-reee leaps from the top of its box, circling the space. Sparky’s legs tense, ready for take-off, her wings twitching to open into hard-beating flight so she can knock ss-kk-reee out of the air if it comes close. It circles again then disappears inside its box.

Now there’s just her and the humans out in the space. They stand chattering, looking at her, so she flies for t-raay-cee’s head ledge. As she’s wing-beating her way there the face plumage stranger raises a featherless wing with reassuring confidence. Normally when humans want her to perch on their featherless wings they hide their soft wing toes in a covering of thick dark skin then, when Sparky grips with her talons, they don’t screech or shake her off. But this face plumage human hasn’t done that, it’s just raised its featherless wing, behaving like it’ll let her land there. So, with a swift wing-tilt, Sparky veers away from t-raay-cee and drops onto face plumage’s outstretched perch.

Feeling the fleshiness of its wing toes, Sparky tries to keep her grip light, her talons unpiercing. It’s easier than she’s used to, standing on this featherless wing, balancing with a loose hold. Face plumage has the most solid perch of any human she’s flown to, a natural perch, steady as a stout tree branch. The humans keep chattering. Then face plumage sends her deftly into the air, aiming her at her perch as surely as it held her on its featherless wing.

Sparky lands, turns, sees t-raay-cee and face plumage leaving the fliers’ space.

Is t-raay-cee the mate she’s been waiting for or this new face plumage human that held her so steady?


Before




September 2017
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Her space has grown smaller around her and doesn’t have the nest of pink fluff to nestle into anymore. Instead there’s sandy gravel on the ground that she scrapes with her feet. Her territory beyond is smaller too because she’s bigger, growing fast, able to stand tall, feet fully under her, legs supporting body, instead of wobbling about on her knees. She stands and walks. Stretching her wings out, she runs across her space, finding her balance.

Her wings are changing too, she feels and sees it happening: a prickling under her thick white down; her skin sore, hot and scratchy; pale points, visible when she twists her head and looks behind her, poke through fluffy down. The points get longer and there are more of them each time she checks. Her skin gets sorer, hotter, scratchier as the pale points lengthen, start unfurling. She pecks at herself here, there. It doesn’t ease the soreness, sooth the scratchiness or stop more pale points piercing through her downy plumage. And it’s not just on her wings; it’s all over her body. She’s fledging, feather by feather. The strengthening feathers urge her to run faster, stretching her wings further, beating them harder.

Her call has changed as well, the chittering replaced by a croaky, rasping sound coming from deeper in her chest, a single throaty cawing note, a softly screeching call. The sound and volume of it wells within her so she makes it again, opening her beak wide to let the new call out. From inside her smaller space she screeches raspily for her human to come to her, feed her and be with her because life for her means being with her human other half.

Her human has heard, is entering the territory that’s theirs when they’re in it together, bringing her food but not just the chunks of flesh she’s been eating. Today it’s bringing her prey. A tiny white body with a pointed head and pink feet dangles by a pale thin tail. The sight of this furry white body stirs an inherited knowing in her, the legacy of her hunter’s ancestry. Mouse: a meal to be caught, killed then eaten. She cranes her neck, caws croakily, eager to crush the mouse’s skull in her beak. As her human opens her space, bleeding it with their territory beyond, she jumps up with a wing-beat to catch that mouse.

Her human fills the opening with its featherless wing; stopped, she falls back inside, the mouse following, flying across the space away from her. She tracks its limp flight with her motion-tuned sight, runs to where it lands, beating wings propelling her forward. She pounces on the mouse with both feet, toes strangling it, talons piercing soft flesh. She tightens her hold on it: a killing grip. Her hunter’s birthright is a reflex. The mouse doesn’t struggle at all but she kills it anyway. It’s hers now, a meal earned. She spreads out feathering wings, hiding her catch. Then she crunches down on the skull, thin bone crumbling. She bites at the head until the skull is many fragments that fold in on themselves, making it small enough for her to swallow. Next she tugs sharply, yanking the head off the body, gulping it down. Standing firmly on its belly, she assesses the headless mouse, pecking at it before beaking it up, shutting her eyes and squeezing it down to fill the emptiness of hunger. The mouse settles in her stomach, tail hanging from her beak like a half-eaten worm until it too is swallowed.

She turns now to face her human, calling out her new croaky screech, the one that brought her a whole mouse, rousing hunter-her.

It responds with its familiar chattering. She’s started to notice that the chattering has many sounds within it; ooo, eee, arrr, ch, th, ppp, fff and more. She doesn’t know what they mean but she can pick them from each other, her ears tuning ever more finely. Now she hears a ‘sss’ sound. She replies with her raspy hissing call. The sounds are different: similar. Just as her and her human are similar but different. They fit together, though, halves making a whole. She’s complete and content as long as her human’s there, sharing life with her. She calls again to it as it leaves their territory. Looking back at her, it chatters and head-bobs. It’ll return soon.




HHH




You liked that mouse, didn’t you? It still amazes me how quickly you grow from helpless hatchling to winged hunter. Only a month old and you’re scoffing down whole mice. If it stays warm you’ll be able to go out into a proper aviary soon, with room to fly, where you can see a bit more of the world, get ready to join it, little owlet. 




OOO




She’s grown big enough to leave the space that was her nest; it’s too small for her now. But she can’t leave until her human is ready for that too, taking her to a new, bigger space that she can share with it whenever it comes to her.

Twisting her neck, she inspects her wings; pale speckled grey-and-tan feathers have unfurled from the long pale points that prickled through her hatchling’s down which is mostly gone now. When she unfolds her wings her feathers spread out, the longest few at the ends making a shape like the toes at the end of her human’s wing-limb which is featherless. Its whole body is featherless, covered with its own type of plumage but she knows their similarities well enough to accept her human’s differences.

 Her own newly grown feathers are still soft but stiffening in places, like on her wings. The pecking at scratchy skin has become preening, smoothing and tidying her plumage. Now she has properly feathered wings she needs to look after them. Not all the pale points have unfurled into flying feathers yet so when she beats her wings and jumps she’s airborne just for a hop. She can’t fly but the urge to is fierce. She’ll keep trying until she can. Then she won’t have to wait for her human to come to her so they can be together; she’ll be able to go to it.

It’s come to her now. She starts her croaky call, head bobbing, looking for the dangling mouse it usually brings her.

But it doesn’t fly a mouse into her nest space for her to pounce on. Instead her human lifts her out, carrying her across their territory, leaving it.

Something new is happening. She struggles against it in case there’s danger in this new happening but her human keeps hold and it’s always protected her so she accepts being taken from her territory, away from her nest space, where she’s been safe. Maybe she’s going to that new bigger space she’s being ready for a while since.

They pass into light so bright she blinks against the glaring blaze. Sight returning, she looks overhead into an endless pale blue wilderness smeared with white. The sky: where, when her wing-beating jumps become flight, she’ll soar high, swooping down on prey. Her wings twitch and quiver, fluttering against her human’s hold. It’s her nature, her purpose, her living. She’s a flier and a hunter. She knows this about herself now and she’s ready to start living that life with her human mate.

OEBPS/Images/pastedGraphic.png
Cinnamon Press
= small miracles from distinctive voices ::





OEBPS/Images/sparky_ebook.png
‘2 1 drky

my barn owl story

TrRACEY ICETON





