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Ovenbirds

 Maybe I’m brushing my daughter’s hair and I see it on her
neck, curved, white, like a small smile under her skin. Maybe I’m
washing dishes and I see a blue Lincoln framed in the window, the
geraniums on the sill perched momentarily on the car’s hood as it
glides innocently up the block. Maybe my husband touches my thigh
absently, and I feel his fingers drawing heat from the pinched,
discolored skin. 

_____

 


He took me from the mall. I wasn’t supposed
to be there, but I was. Brenda needed help choosing a prom dress,
and Brenda’s demands took precedence over my mother’s. Brenda was
popular. She couldn’t drive me home because she was meeting her
boyfriend at Louie’s and didn’t want to be late. Maybe if she
hadn’t left her credit card at Sak’s, or if we didn’t stop at
Farrell’s, or if I were going to prom and had to try on dresses
too. What I’m getting at is this: Timing is everything. That was
his mantra. That was the first thing he said to me when I came to
in a cabin somewhere in the Catskills. I was lying on a cot with my
ankles bound by what I later learned was an electrical cord. My
mouth felt wet and raw, and when I moved my jaw I heard a popping
sound that could have been an explosion a thousand miles away. I
touched my mouth first—my hands were not bound, but they were
bloody—and my lips were swollen, like balloons. When I gasped, I
swallowed hard bits like Chiclets, like eggshells, like pebbles
before knowing that they were my broken teeth.

“Timing is everything,” he
said to me then. “I’m a very lucky man.” 

_____

 


You may think that I’m very lucky, too, to
have lived to tell this story, and on most days I’d say you’re
right. But I’m lucky for lots of other reasons, not the least of
which was giving birth a decade later to a healthy baby girl, one
who may grow to hate me more than I hate the man who abducted me,
because I won’t let her walk to school or ride the bus or go to the
mall alone. Maybe you think this is impossible, my daughter hating
me more than I hate my abductor. But it’s not. Why? Because he
could have been worse. When I came to, tasting blood and swallowing
teeth and wondering why I couldn’t feel my feet, I wasn’t staring
at a 200-pound man in a black mask waving a sickle, or a group of
drunken bikers with chains and grudges. I consider that when I’m
pushing my daughter on a swing, or when I’m kneading the knots out
of my husband’s back after he’s threaded his way through a house
thick with flames. What if my abductor had sent pieces of my body
to my parents over the course of a week, a month, a year? Sometimes
late at night I try to tally up the parts of the body, to figure
out how many days my captor could have kept occupied with slicing,
wrapping and mailing. It’s comforting that I don’t think like a
lunatic, that I don’t know if he’d count the lips as one or two
items, the eyelids, the nostrils. What if he had been a desperate
man who’d just lost his wife and, in his incomprehensible
loneliness, held me forever?

But my abductor was dark-haired, blue-eyed,
slender, and he wore an Orioles baseball cap and jeans. He always
said he was a lucky man, and he always said timing was everything,
especially in the beginning. I don’t know how many times I passed
out that first day, or that first week, and I don’t know if I
really passed out or if I thought I passed out. You get
disconnected somehow, unplugged, and your life becomes a collection
of events that seem random, isolated, broken loose from the
constraints of time and space. Waking and dreaming ran together
early on, and I wondered if that was what it felt like to die. At
first I wasn’t scared. I wasn’t anything. Maybe I was amazed that
fate, or God, or whoever was in charge had such a dramatic
conclusion in store for me, a nondescript suburban girl with a high
IQ, a bad attitude (which today strikes me as pretty standard for a
16-year-old) and parents who loved her more than she deserved. I
suppose that’s an easy thing to believe, knowing now what I didn’t
know back when my abductor burned the skin on my thighs with his
Zippo or yanked out my infected teeth with pliers: that my parents
posted photos all over the neighborhood, harassed the Kingston
County Police Department until four detectives were put on the
case, cried openly on national television. When I watch the tape
today my mother looks haggard and desperate, resigned and broken.
When I watch the tape today, my mother looks like me. 

_____

 


My abductor spoon-fed me tomato soup. He
stroked my matted hair and hummed an unrecognizable tune into my
ear, and this frightened me more than when he burned my legs. I
thought of my parents then, and I thought of them for the first
time as Jean and Eddie. And I wondered if this was how death
began, with the dissolution of formal ties so that parents became,
simply, people with their own lives, lives that would go on without
yours.

Sometimes at night when my husband is at
work I sit beside my daughter’s bedroom door with a carving knife,
praying an intruder will finally come to end my long, insufferable
wait. I understand that any altercation with someone who means to
do harm will be long, bloody, strenuous. That is the way my
abductor has changed me: I have violent thoughts. Not about him,
but about strangers who stare too long at my daughter in grocery
stores or call late at night when my husband isn’t home. Violence
has consumed me, and I weave it into my thoughts as absently as one
might yawn. When I am finished with the man who has pulled my
daughter from her carousel horse, he is sometimes decapitated, and
even the clear vision of me kicking his head into the gutter
doesn’t pull me from my reverie. Sometimes after a man has dragged
my daughter into a car I chase it down the road, my sandals
slapping the pavement like war drums; I catch the car, I tear off
the door, I drag the man out and force my thumbs into his eyes
until they are pressed to the hilt into his skull. Only the thought
that my daughter, the subject and trigger of these rescues, will
witness and be scarred by my attacks pulls me back to the present,
to the tomato plants or the fabric softener, the gas pump, the
ironing board. 

_____

 


The cabin was rough-hewn (that’s what the
newspaper articles said, rough-hewn), and that is something
else I think about: how funny the words rough-hewn sound,
like a foreign language, like the name of a mythological character,
like a charm. The articles also said that in the rough-hewn cabin I
was burned, beaten and violated, as if burning and beating
weren’t violations. What the articles didn’t say is that I didn’t
always mind being violated because afterward my abductor
untied me, fed me, treated me like I was human. I’d never had sex,
although I’d lied about it to Brenda, who shrugged as if already
quite bored by the whole business. When my abductor violated
me, I wondered if I was being punished for lying about having sex,
or for hating my parents, or for being foolish enough to approach a
strange man who had called out to me in the parking lot.

Between beatings and violations and tomato
soup, I blamed myself for my predicament, and that’s when it became
bearable. That’s when I said goodbye to everyone, bequeathed my
tapes to Brenda and Hap, my books to Moira, my locker to Deb. Later
I took the locker back, figuring no one would ever want that
first-floor locker again. 

_____

 


So, the rough-hewn cabin, the rough-hewn
cabin, the rough-hewn cabin was very small, one room, I think, with
a dingy shower curtain separating the beds where we slept, my
abductor uninterrupted and free, me bound and chasing dreams that
melted into reality so seamlessly I was never certain where I
really was. There was an outhouse about forty yards from the front
porch, dwarfed by red pines and invaded by skunk cabbage. I wasn’t
able to use it until my ankles healed, and so for an eternity I lay
in my waste and wondered how my abductor tolerated the stench and
refuse to which he contributed his ejaculations; sometimes I grew
embarrassed, although now I find that hard to fathom. 

_____

 


My husband’s back grows into a wall of flame
at night, an impenetrable barrier, and only then do I feel safe
enough to sleep. I often believe he is made of fire, having lived
in it for years, having sucked its black smoke into his body and
bent it to his will. Now he can tame fire, as he can tame my fears,
and his back, a constellation of scars etched by falling embers,
bursts into flame just for me. You don’t want this, I told
him when we first met, I’m not who you think. But he wanted
it, wanted everything, wanted to save me the way he’d saved
snarling dogs and trembling women and shrieking children tossed
from upstairs windows. Tell me, he said, let me help you
carry it, and I started, The rough-hewn cabin, the
rough-hewn cabin, the rough-hewn cabin…

Timing is everything, my abductor
said the day the sun slashed through the window over my cot and the
birds sang just like I remembered them singing in my former life.
Then he snapped the shower curtain across the rusted pole,
something he’d never done before nightfall, and the tears came
before I even knew, the tears came because he was doing something
different, something that made the tears come without a reason. The
thump was loud and hard, and the boxsprings whined and the force of
it sent his bed skidding across the floor. The newspaper articles
said she was a bartender in her forties, last seen at Micky’s
Tavern. What the articles didn’t say was that she must have known
more about life than I did, because she screamed and thrashed and
called him names I’d never heard a woman say before, and my
abductor did the only thing he could think of to shut her up: he
tore open the curtain. Omigod, said the woman, and she saw
her future then, and she clawed at him with her bloody hands and
later when she was in the trunk of the Lincoln he smiled at me when
he said that I would go along the next time, too. There were no
landscape features I could memorize, no gnarled trees or scorched
fields, no waterfalls or logging roads as we circled farther up the
mountain to bury the woman who had called my abductor a pin
dick, a cocksucker, a child fucker. 
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