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To Patricia Taxxon











“Mother, they’re still not sure it is a baby!”


—Mary X, Eraserhead












One


I dream I’m making tender love with an owl. The next morning I see talon marks across my chest that trace the path of my owl-lover’s embrace. Two weeks later I learn that I’m pregnant.


You may wonder: How could such a thing come to pass between woman and owl?


I, too, am astounded, because my owl-lover was a woman.


As for you, owl-baby, let’s lay out the facts. Your owlness is with you from the very beginning. It’s there when a first cell becomes two, four, eight. It’s there when you sleep too much, and crawl too late, and when you bite when you aren’t supposed to bite, and shriek when you aren’t supposed to shriek; and on the day that you are born—on the day when I first look down on your pinched-red, tiny-clawed, outraged little body lying naked and intubated in a box—I won’t have the slightest idea about who you are, or what I will become.


But there you will be, and you will be of me.


*


We’re in the kitchen in our Sacramento home when I tell my husband I’m pregnant. I don’t even mean to say the words. My stew is simmering on the stove and its vapors tint the air the color of dog-skin and I can barely see the truth of things. My husband is leaning on the counter with a beer in hand, and he’s been telling me about his day, in his usual upbeat tone, while punctuating his words with dazzling flashes of rational thinking.


“I’m pregnant,” I say.


I’m afraid to look him in the eye. I look at the floor instead. I notice the floor could use a good mopping. I start to think about mops and the way they never get anything truly clean. Next I think about the way housekeeping is nothing more than a losing encounter with entropy. Did my husband hear what I said? Is it even true? Can I take it back?


And then my husband is hugging me, not gently but commandingly, and you could even say triumphantly. He is eleven inches taller and outweighs me by ninety-seven pounds. My feet come right up off the floor as he spins me around. When he sets me back down, I hear Arvo Pärt’s plaintive duet for violin and piano, Spiegel im Spiegel, playing in my head, with all of its steady inevitability and sadness, and my life flows forward.


My husband says: “Hell. Wow. Oh. Hell. We’ve been waiting for this baby for so long!”


“Wait a minute,” I say. “I have not been waiting for this baby for so long. That is false. I’m not sure I want this baby at all.”


My husband isn’t listening. He spins me around some more until I get carried along by his mood, and the next thing I know the two of us are cavorting with joy in our somewhat grimy kitchen while we let the stew burn. Once the spinning is over and my feet are back on the ground, I’m left with a dizzying sense of loss. It happens like clockwork, they say. An owl-baby is born. This baby will never learn to speak, or love, or look after itself. It will never learn to read or toss a football. The father can see no single thing in this child that reminds him of himself. He thinks: “This isn’t fair to me.” And then he leaves. The mother stays.


“Come back, come back from wherever you are,” my husband says.


I can tell time has passed because the dishes are dirty and my stomach is full and my husband is scooping the leftover stew into a plastic container. He is chattering away about becoming a father, a topic that leads him straight into telling me stories about his boyhood, and how his boyhood years shaped the man he is today. And then he tells me all about the future, and about what a good father he is going to be; and after that he swoops me up and carries me to our bedroom, where he makes love to me until I feel cherished and protected, and as precious as a glass figurine in need of constant dusting.


*


After our lovemaking my husband goes straight to sleep, leaving me alone and wide awake in the dark. I’m in mourning for my uncomplicated past, before I became pregnant with an owl-baby. I’m thinking about my music. I’m thinking about my owl-lover. I’m thinking about my life. I try to imagine adding an owl-baby to the mix. I’m a professional musician, a cellist, and I love my work. My pregnancy hasn’t changed that yet. Maybe I can take the owl-baby along when I tour. Maybe I can give cello lessons while the owl-baby is gently napping. The owl-baby isn’t buying it. My mind is flooded with broody owl-baby objections to my plans. It’s trying to replace my selfish doubts with its own, yearning wonder about the life to come, outside the womb, if only I agree to be its mother. By morning I’m exhausted by the owl-baby’s pleas. When my husband finally opens his eyes, I’m looking straight into them. All night long I’ve been waiting for him to wake up and take my side. All night long the whip-poor-wills and chuck-will’s-widows have been screaming out their cold judgments of me from their tiny, brittle mouths, complaining about my lack of commitment so hatefully that I can’t believe my husband slept through their rancor.


“Help me,” I try to say, now that my husband’s eyes are finally open.


But the owl-baby bites my tongue.


Just before my husband opened his eyes, I could still imagine that he had all the answers. Now that he is awake he looks stupefied. He yawns broadly and then he chews on his inner cheek. Soon his face breaks into a thousand smiles because he just remembered my delicate condition. He kisses me on the lips, eyelids, hair; and then he leaps up and volunteers to make us breakfast. He makes the coffee strong. He is doing his best to make me feel honored, and I do feel honored, like a sacrificial goat feels honored. Now we’re munching toast together in the kitchen. My husband is an intellectual property lawyer in the patented-seed field, and he is already dressed for the job, in a starched-white shirt and trousers that he pressed himself. I’m still in my bathrobe. Our kitchen is one of those retro, rose-colored kitchens. The refrigerator is pink. The floor is black-and-white squares. The walls are the color of cleaned-up blood. The window looks out on a jaundice-yellow yard because I always forget to water the plants. The dishes from the night before are still in the sink. Soon there will be breakfast dishes to add to the pile. My kitchen and my world are spinning in all the wrong directions and I feel sick. My husband has just stopped reading the news on his phone because just now I got the words out past my lips that I’ve been wanting to say to him all morning, which are: “Help me.”


There, it’s done. I’ve said it.


The world rights itself.


He reaches across the table and grabs my hands.


“What is it?” he says. “What’s on your mind? I love you. I’m here to help.”


“You think this baby is going to be like you, but it’s not like you at all,” I say. “This baby is an owl-baby.”


“Oh, honey, honey, honey,” my husband says. “That’s the jitters talking. Don’t listen. I’m here for you. I love you.”


Time passes and passes until finally we both cry a little.


“Maybe you’re right. Maybe it’s just the jitters,” I say.


“Maybe it’s just the hormones,” he says. “We’re in this together. I love you. You’re having a feeling, that’s all. We can talk more later.”


He kisses the top of my head. He’s already thinking about his workday. He kisses me again, this time on the lips, and then he goes out of the room briskly.


I hear a toilet flush.


I hear him whistling down the hall as if everything is settled.


I hear the front door open and close.


His car starts and I hear him drive away.


Now that my husband has left for the day, the owl-baby begins in earnest to attach itself and burrow in. I do my best to resist its insistent excavations. I’m determined to follow my usual routine. I teach three cello lessons in my home studio before noon. In the afternoon I work diligently on my transposition of Tom Johnson’s Failing: A Very Difficult Piece for String Bass. I manage to focus so deeply on the work that I stop thinking about my pregnancy altogether, until my husband comes home an hour early, carrying a dozen roses. He observes aloud that I’ve neglected to make dinner, and then he says, in a jolly tone: “Never mind, honey, let’s order takeout.”


He phones in the order himself. Food arrives in tiny cartons.


We eat without talking.


After we’re done, we pile the remains in the sink on top of the dishes already there, and my husband suggests we play a few rounds of gin rummy.


And now he is deliberately losing, making clumsy mistakes.


He pretends to enjoy the game. He congratulates me after each play.


He’s shuffling the cards for the next deal.


“It’s an owl-baby,” I say.


“Honey,” my husband says. “Don’t do this to yourself. Don’t revisit the past. You’re stronger than you know.”


Lately my husband and I have fallen into the gentle habit of playing gin rummy together just after dinner. I love to watch him shuffle the cards. I love the way he can fit himself into the world so rightly. He’s like a card in the deck that he has just squared up. I’m more like a card that somebody left out in the rain. I try to imagine that my husband’s viewpoint may be completely right when it comes to this owl-baby. I try, at least, to nod my head and smile when he tells me how much he is going to love this baby, and what a good father he’ll be. No good. I hear my own voice say: “You think it’s a dog-baby, but you’re mistaken.”


“Don’t indulge in those feelings, honey,” he says. “It’s not good for you. It’s not good for the baby. It’s been years since you’ve talked this way. You know it’s all a fairy tale. Don’t you?”


“This baby is an owl-baby. If I have this baby, it’s going to kill me.”


“Stop being so dramatic,” my husband says. His voice is tight. He’s getting impatient with me. “We’re going to love this baby,” he says. “I love this baby already.”


“If I don’t get rid of this baby, I’ll die.”


“Owl-baby! Dog-baby! Killer-baby! Baby-killer!” my husband shouts, and slams his fist down on the table.


Right away he apologizes.


“I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” he says. “Oh, God, I’m sorry.”


He gathers the cards together and begins to shuffle them in a performatively casual manner, and then he decides it would be best to apologize to me a few more times.


“I’m sorry. I really am. Oh, gosh. Of course, you’re afraid. Of course, you’re full of doubt. There’s a new little person growing inside you. We’ve taken the leap. We’ve never been parents before and we don’t know what to expect. Who wouldn’t be afraid?”


“Listen to me,” I say.


“Life can be scary sometimes. I get it. I do. I’m listening. I love you.”


“It’s a mistake. It’s not even yours. Its other-mother is an owl.”


My husband, who hates everything that he can’t solve in an instant, and who just moments ago had been shuffling the cards on our kitchen table in a contemplative manner, hurls the entire deck of cards across the room. The cards thump on the wall and scatter explosively, landing on the counters, and the floor, and in the sink where the dishes are soaking in bilious water.


My husband walks away.


That’s the end of the game.


After the card-throwing incident I avoid my husband for the rest of the night. I wait until he’s completely asleep before I creep into bed next to him. As I lie here, listening to his gentle aspirations, I keep trying to inject myself with optimistic messages about the future. I try for hours, but it’s hard to complete a single rational thought because the owl-baby is busy-busy interrupting each thought with chaotic and mysterious chitterings of its own, until the noise in my head grows so confused that I’m sure I’ll never sleep again.


It turns out I’m wrong about not sleeping again, though, because the next thing I know I’m startled awake by a harsh daylight shining in from a little window near my bed.


My husband’s side of the bed is empty.


It looks to be late morning.


Falling back to sleep is out of the question, and I decide to go out for a little walk. Outside, a bright sun beats and the air is filled with the cries of mourning doves. I walk along until I come across a woman who is painting daisies on her mailbox. The woman doesn’t pay any attention to me. There is a little dog running about in the woman’s yard, one of those high-strung, boisterous little dogs. It has a red rubber ball in its mouth. The dog and I lock eyes as I pass by. Almost as if an unspoken promise has been exchanged, the dog begins to follow me. To discourage the dog I cross to the other side of the street, but the dog still doggedly follows, trotting right along at my heel, stopping when I stop and speeding up when I speed up.


“Excuse me?” I call over to the woman painting daisies on her mailbox. “Can you call your dog, please?”


The daisy-painting woman doesn’t look up. She’s absorbed in her creative work.


Meanwhile the dog drops its little red ball between my feet and wags its tail.


Full of good intention, I pick up the grotesquely clammy ball and lob it gently in the direction of the dog’s home. The dog skitters after it. I think I’ve solved my dog problem in a very clever way until a car comes around a corner and runs the dog right over. The dog doesn’t even have time to complain about its fate before it’s dead and gone. The car is one of those giant Cadillacs from bygone days and its springs are all shot and maybe that’s why the driver doesn’t notice such a small bump as this dog, because the driver keeps going. And the woman goes on painting. And I could go on walking. It’s not really my fault. But I find myself crossing back over the street, where I stand, stupidly, until the woman notices me.


“What do you want?” the woman says.


“I’m sorry, but your dog has been hit by a car.”


I try to say it gently. I gesture in the dead dog’s direction.


The other woman’s face fills up with rancid emotion, and her skin emits small sparks.


“That’s not my dog,” the woman says. “I hate that dog. That dog shits on my lawn all day. I don’t even keep a dog. Wait a minute. I don’t even think that is a dog. That’s just some crap in the road. What are you up to? Aren’t you the one who keeps stealing aluminum cans from my recycling box? You are! You goddamn people!”


She jabs me in the chest.


“If I ever see you on my property again, I’ll get my gun,” she says. “Now git!”


Once I’m home from my walk, I throw on a jacket and find my keys and back my little car out and drive off. I don’t have an appointment, but I like to think that the women where I’m going will be ready for someone like me to show up at their door. The building is low-slung and brick-faced, and the parking lot is full. I need to park across the street, and after that I need to walk past the people holding placards of aborted fetal remains enlarged to the size of four-year-olds. The maple trees that line the street are filled with crows. They’re looking down on me, and judging me, but I’m immune to their shallow accusations. The waiting room is filled with pregnant teens holding hands with their best girlfriends. We respect one another’s privacy by not looking one another in the eye. When a kindly-looking woman wearing a hand-crocheted cardigan calls my name, I follow her into a small cubicle and I tell her my story. I tell her everything. I tell her about my owl-lover—my dear, fierce tender-woman—and I tell her that the baby inside me is an owl-baby. I hate the sound of my voice because it’s filled with a pathetic tremor. This woman passes no judgment over me. Her lack of judgment is so complete that she is useless to me. I’m irked that she won’t take a stand. I long for her to take my hands in hers or to enfold me in a mother-hug and to say, “Of course you must get rid of it.” She says nothing of the kind. Her detachment is a kind of torture. Tears spring from my eyes.


The kindly-looking woman in the cardigan hands me a box of tissues.


“No one can make this decision for you, hon,” she says. “You take your time now, and cry all you like. Have a good little cry, dear. If you decide to go ahead, then let us know. Here is my card.”


She puts her card on the table. She taps it twice. She steps out and closes the door so I can have my good little cry in privacy.


Now that we’re alone together, the owl-baby gets busy-busy whispering in my ear, trying to convince me to give up. It tells me it’s prepared to use force, but would prefer my full cooperation. I pray for a miscarriage.


As I’m driving back home from the clinic, I’m feeling so agitated and undisciplined that a painful memory from my childhood forces its way into my head—of the day when my father took me to the zoo.


We lived in a town that people used to call, with affection, a “sleepy one-horse town,” until a rare ore was found in the hills and our “sleepy one-horse town” became a burgeoning city overnight. By the time I was born, there were piles of burning industrial waste encircling the perimeter of the city, and the air was turgid with smoke and soot, and the population had grown so large and so fast that the town had split into warring neighborhoods. My father told me that there were good neighborhoods, where the streets were straight and clean and well lit, and where the people doggedly followed the law; and there were bad neighborhoods, where streets were dirty and narrow, and crowded with hucksters and homeless degenerates, and where the people lived like wild animals. Between neighborhoods lay a border, where the gleaming met the gloaming. I lived with my parents quite close to the border, in a putty-colored house. If I looked out the front window, I could see a world that was ordered correctly along right angles, and if I looked out the back window, I could see wild eyes staring out at me from a shimmering, tangled thicket.


My mother suffered from chronic ornithosis, a disease of the skin that made her shy about going out and that left her bereft of friends and female companionship. I knew that she loved me, but I was never really sure if what I felt for her in return was love or just a brittle sort of pity. Her face was always hangdog, and I disliked the feeling of her corrugated diseased skin scraping against my soft skin when she held me.


My father, on the other hand, was gregarious and handsome. Every night he and his friends would gather around the hearth to smoke cigars and to share their bitter views about the world, until smoke curled into every corner of the house, and came wafting out from the cupboards when we opened them the next morning. My mother wasn’t allowed to enter the room where these men gathered, unless it was to serve them food or to empty the ashtrays, but I was always made welcome. In those days I was a very pretty girl, and small for my age, almost like a tiny doll, and my father enjoyed dressing me up and making me do tricks for his friends. If his friends liked my tricks, then my father would reward me with little cakes. His friends would smile and bare their brown teeth, and pinch my cheek with their tobacco-yellowed fingers, so hard that I would bruise. Sometimes a man with big meaty shoulders might say to me: “I could just eat you right up, you pretty little thing! Wouldn’t you like me to eat you right up?” And I would say: “Why, no, Mr. Meaty, I would like you to keep your hands off of me, please.” My father would be ready to paddle me for my impertinence, but then he’d notice the way my brave, futile speech had made his friends all laugh, and he would feed me another little cake instead.


“Pretty little thing,” the men would say.


“Pretty, yes, but stupid,” my father would say brusquely, and then he’d send me from the room, and my mother, who had been listening from behind a door, would take me into her rough arms and tell me that she was proud of me, and that I shouldn’t pay any mind to what my father said about me.


A day came along—the day that I’m remembering now—when my father took me to the zoo. The zoo in our town was poor and broken, and its prize animal, a giant Strix, was kept in a cage so small that the creature couldn’t stand up properly. The creature kept looking at me through the bars, and it seemed to me that it was trying desperately to tell me something—that the two of us were the same, this Strix and I: that we were both sad, wild, perfect things.


“That’s what you’ll grow up to be, Tiny-girl, if you don’t learn to obey me,” my father said. “You’ll be a wild thing that belongs in a cage. You behave like a wild animal already. You take after your mother.”


The creature looked so sad to me. It licked its skin and so did I. It began to howl, and I, to scream. My father tried to pull me away, but I resisted. I scratched and bit. Soon the zookeeper came running. He had seen this kind of behavior before and came prepared, brandishing his paddle and swatting me several times before I fell silent and collapsed. My father carried me home and took me into a room without a lamp. “I’m going to fix you good,” he said, and began to paddle me just as relentlessly as the zookeeper had paddled me. And although my mother was meek by nature, and typically did what she was told by my father, that night she flew to my side and defended me, so ferociously that my father fell to the ground, his mouth and eyes trapped in a permanent rictus of surprise. Then my mother snatched me up and fled with me straight into the gloaming, with only the blood-red moon to guide us. At first she was so agitated that she found the strength to carry me along in her arms as we ran, and when I grew too heavy for her to carry, she held me by the hand and pulled me along, so fast that my feet barely touched the ground; but as her excitement waned, and her stamina gave out, our pace grew slower and more labored. Soon her steps grew so slow and heavy that it felt to me as if my mother’s feet must be sinking into the ground with each step. It took all my strength to pull her out again and to drag her forward. Her hand, dry and scaled from her chronic ornithosis, began to feel like a wooden claw.


“Ma, come on!” I whispered.


She let go of my hand.


“Ma?” I said.


My mother didn’t answer. She gestured mutely toward her feet. Is it true that her long toes were burying themselves in the ground, so deeply that she could no longer take a step? Do I honestly remember seeing her two feet rooting themselves to the spot? Did her skin really become hard and rough all over, like a tree? Were there really spring-green leaves spilling forth from her fingertips? Or has my adult mind painted the memory of this night in such unlikely colors as a way to assuage my guilt for leaving her? I could hear men shouting and dogs barking, coming closer. Ahead I could see the tangled thicket. The wind in the trees sounded like the voices of women singing in chorus, and their voices were filled with glottal embellishments, as if sung by throats made of wood. The music urged me forward. And so I left my mother, and went on without her. I wasn’t afraid because the trees took care of me, and brooded and bent over me, and sang to me their melancholy songs, and fed me, and gave me succor, until the Bird of the Wood found me and took me home with her and taught me to trust the sound of my own voice.


But now I can’t understand why such a strange story should come flooding over my thoughts just as I’m driving home from the clinic in my little car. I’m so overcome by my own memories that I need to pull over and park, and I spend the next several minutes practicing my breathing exercises, while listening to the lovely cold relentless beauty of Cantus Arcticus by Rautavaara, a recording of which I always keep in my car, for times such as these.


Whenever my husband’s extended family gathers together, they resemble a Northern European water polo team. At six foot three, my husband is the shortest of six brothers, and he is also the youngest. All of his other brothers have chosen wives of appropriate proportions. I’m the outlier. I’m known in the family as the tiny, fragile, photogenic little wife. My mother-in-law tends to seat me at the children’s table for family gatherings. I don’t think of it as a slight. It’s more like an oversight. My mother-in-law sees right over me. She is six feet tall and never looks down. She looks out toward the horizon instead, with an expression on her face as if she is thinking the same thought all the time, and that her thought has something to do with pioneer spirit. She married a man who wears suspenders. She birthed and raised six sons on a generous parcel of land that used to be a fertile apple orchard, but is now a barren place of stunted, fruitless trees, surrounded by vast agricultural monocultures devoid of insect life. She still lives in the same house where she raised her six sons. After her sons left home, my mother-in-law channeled her mother-instincts into caring for exotic birds from rescue organizations, and dozens of these stricken creatures roam tragically about the grounds. Parrots. Toucans. Macaws. Peafowl. You can tell these birds have led rough lives up to now. They are purblind and broken-winged. Their feet are missing. They hop pathetically about on mere stumps. They pick at the grit in the driveway as if to signal: Life is sad; life is sad. My mother-in-law doesn’t care for these foster birds in the slightest—indeed, she frequently abuses them in small ways, by withholding food, and by forcing them to roam at night with no safe place to roost—but the birds give her home an exotic appeal that excites the women in her bridge club, and makes them feel jealous, and makes them wish they had exotic birds of their very own. My mother-in-law’s grandchildren are forbidden to harass these pathetic creatures, but now and then one of the birds gets killed in the night by the dogs, and the grandchildren are permitted to bury it.


My father-in-law’s suspenders are an affectation meant to give him the look of a country lawyer, and he is in fact a country lawyer, or was one, before he retired. He has begun to suffer from a mild semantic dementia, much to the embarrassment of his wife and sons, who want to think of this man as wise and rock-solid—the Atticus Finch of the West. Now that my father-in-law is retired, he has had the time to build a giant brick barbecue pit by hand. Just at this moment its expansive grill is covered in T-bones, because it’s time for the Annual Summer Barbecue, and his entire clan has assembled. My in-laws live just eleven miles south of our Sacramento home, but whenever I arrive there, I feel as if I’ve traveled a migratory distance rivaling that of the arctic tern, to the edge of another world. The Central Valley sky that afternoon is so blue that it’s white. Already the six sons are on the broad front lawn playing their vituperative game of volleyball. None of them has succeeded in life as magnificently as their father, economically speaking, and so they continue to compete for his affection, and to disguise their competitive animosity toward one another through sport, while their wives busy themselves in the kitchen making salads, and the children play together like a pack of dogs, and climb in the apple orchard, and chase my mother-in-law’s rescue birds in spite of her rules, and jump and splash in the voluminous, extravagant family pool, where they hit one another over the head with pastel-colored plastic noodles. This swimming pool is part of the family lore. Each of the sons has pulled me aside at one time or another to tell his personal story of the time their father threw him into the deep end so he could learn to swim. Over the years, each of the six sons has told me his own personal near-drowning story proudly and with a reverential look on his face. Even my typically down-to-earth husband is transported by his own retelling of the time when it was his turn for his father to throw him into the pool. It’s that kind of family.


It’s time for me to be in the kitchen with the other wives, who are all busy with their little tasks, shredding cabbage and slicing beefsteak tomatoes into slabs and so on. Now and then the other wives try to engage me in conversation. But these other wives speak in concrete word-bricks, whereas I prefer to speak in metaphor: That way, no logic can trap me, and no rule can bind me, and no fact can limit me or decide for me what’s possible. The downside of my communication approach is that it makes the yabber-yabber of everyday conversation a challenge for me, and so I tend to be quiet, mostly, at these family gatherings. My own little task that day is to cut grapes in half for the little ones. The little knife is sharp, and I keep thinking that the grape I’m about to cut is maybe my thumb. The wives have explained to me how it’s necessary to cut grapes in half so that the little ones don’t accidentally asphyxiate themselves by getting a whole grape stuck in their throats. I wonder why they protect their little ones so diligently from grapes only to leave them unsupervised in the family pool, supposedly to splash and play together while in reality they are busy forcing one another’s heads underwater, and performing many other acts of one-upmanship that could well end in death.


As the wives toss and chop, they share stories about childbirth and menstrual woes.


The wifely conversations flow in and around me—


“My epidural didn’t take, hell, I’ve never been in so much pain in my life—”


“No way, no way, no way will I ever go for vaginal birth next time—”


“They always warn you about the head coming through, but for me the worst part was the way her damn shoulder kept bang-bang-banging against my pubic bone—”


“My period comes every eight days and it comes out in big purple clots—”


“The potbelly never goes away—”


“I couldn’t face another pregnancy, so I got a secret abortion and I still haven’t told my husband—”


Just after this last bit of conversation, shared by the wife who is generally known in the family as the secret aborter, a random sweaty man barges into the kitchen. I’m flooded with alarm. I seize my little grape knife and hold it at the ready. But then realize it’s not a random man at all. It’s the secret aborter’s husband. He is incensed about the outcome of the volleyball game, and in search of lemonade. He breaks the mood. He doesn’t care that the mood was different to begin with because he knows that nothing important ever happens unless he is there to witness it. He drinks, and then he rinses his glass, not really washing it, and goes out.


Today I have an important rehearsal with my string quartet partners. There’s no time to waste because our concert season is nearly upon us. The violist has arrived before the rest of us. She’s busy setting up our music stands in a clattering, unhappy way. I’ve always liked her because she is the kind of woman who strives at all times to be helpful and is never properly appreciated for her efforts, and in this way we’re alike. I sit down and take my cello from its case. The colors in this room look subtly hostile. The noises in this room sound harsh and hollow. The bow in my hand feels like a hunter’s bow. I search for my little sheath of arrows, but I can’t find it anywhere.


The violist is scratching her skin.


“Does something smell rotten to you in here?” she says.


“I don’t think so,” I say.


“Really?” she says. “Something smells rotten to me. Like rotting meat. Like something died in the walls. You really don’t smell it?”


I shrug and look away. I’m fairly certain that the violist is smelling me, but I’m hoping, through use of gentle mis-direction, to get her to give up on trying to sniff me out. Now that I’m pregnant with an owl-baby, my scent is evolving into something rich and strange. Before this pregnancy I smelled like dollar pancakes on the griddle. Now I smell like molting feathers. The change is subtle, and in my opinion not unpleasant, and it’s nothing like rotting meat, no matter what the violist says. No doubt she’s suffering from some kind of olfactory hallucination. She often complains not only of peculiar smells but also of tinnitus and other ailments that only she can vouch for. She makes one pass around the room to locate the source of her discomfort, and then she gives up suddenly and settles into her chair. The first and second violinists come striding in. They are sisters from the Czech Republic, and they greet us in their charming Continental way, with kisses to each cheek, before they sit down and uncase their violins.


Today the four of us feel ready to run through our complete program without stopping. We begin with Mozart’s “Dissonance” Quartet. The piece opens on a solemn, plaintively low C, rising up from the cello, a note that keeps repeating like a beating, broken heart, until suddenly the viola joins in—on a hallucinatory, high A-flat—and then the violins begin to play, each on a note so full of longing and surprise that it’s all I can do to keep from dropping the bow. Suddenly an unwritten tritone comes clanging out from my strings. It’s completely unexpected. It’s a clumsy mistake. But we’re professionals, and we press on. I can’t find my equilibrium. I’m completely off balance. My fingers scrabble-scrabble over the fingerboard like wild animals. Echoes of memory and prophesy reverberate between my ears. I even hear myself begin to hum along tunelessly, as if I’m trying to remember an old song that I once knew by heart. I can’t help it. The mistakes pile up. It’s because of this owl-baby. It’s telling me who is going to be in charge from now on. Is this what it means to be a mother, then? To be in constant, irrational conflict with one’s own child? To be constantly challenged by the stubborn will of a creature who doesn’t respond to logic or reason, and who always wins?


The first violinist is rapping her pencil on her music stand.


I stop playing.


Everybody does.


“So how did that go for everyone?” the first violinist says. “Thoughts?”


They all look at me.


“I’m sorry,” I say.


“Let’s try again from the beginning,” she says gently.


We start over. We lurch forward. We try again. We try many times. My colleagues do their best to smooth over my chaotic wild scratchings with their soft clear harmonies, but it’s no use. They keep telling me not to worry. We press on gamely.


It gets to be late afternoon.


“Well,” the first violinist says.


“I think we’ve made very good progress here today,” the violist says.


“I’ve played very badly,” I say. “I’ve let you all down today.”


“This is exactly what rehearsals are for,” the violist says soothingly. “If we were perfect, then we wouldn’t need rehearsals.”


“We all have our days,” the second violinist says. “I’ve had days of my own.”


They’re packing up their instruments as they smile and sigh and reassure. They tell me they believe in me. The violin-sisters both kiss me good-bye on each cheek. The violist rests her hand on my shoulder and smiles at me with warmth and understanding before she leaves. Now it’s just me and the owl-baby, plus this cello between my legs, still warm from the kill. I’m not ready to go. I came to play music. I don’t think the owl-baby likes Mozart, though, so I put it away. On a whim I bring out Anna Clyne’s Dance and begin to play it. The music is new to me. The mistakes I make are my own.


“What do you think?” I say gruffly. “Do you like this music any better, you little scamp?”


I’m expecting the owl-baby to hijack my fingers at any moment, but it doesn’t. I can feel it making soft, small somersaults inside. Maybe it likes this music. Maybe it’s bored. Maybe it’s happy. Who knows what an owl-baby thinks? The two of us are no longer at odds, at least. I play on. The owl-baby allows it. I play until I’m broken to pieces. I play until I’ve torn the bandage off. I play until I’m perfectly free.


*


Time is running out for me. If I don’t make up my mind soon about this owl-baby, then I’ll find myself accidentally careening into lifelong motherhood, but whenever I try to act in my own best interest, I hear a raucous soprano in my head, singing Schumann’s “An meinem Herzen, an meiner Brust” with such wild, near-ecstatic abandon—Only she who suckles knows what it means to be alive! I’m delirious with joy!—that I can’t think logically. I need to get away. I need my husband to come with me. I need him to take me to a quiet place and to hold me in his arms until these invasive and excessively optimistic thoughts about suckling leave my head, and then the two of us will come up with a plan, to save our lives.


“Honey, let’s go away together for a few days,” I say. “I need to. I need you.”


My husband’s teeth glint. Lately he’s been nervous that I might run off to obtain a secret abortion, the way that, as almost everyone knows, a different wife in the family has secretly done.


“There is nothing I would rather do than take a small nip out of you,” he says.


Or maybe what he says is: “There is nothing I would rather do than take a small trip with you.”


But he’s too busy at work to go away with me just now.


“Please,” I say.


I say it in my very small voice, so small that my voice doesn’t let on about the gravity of our situation.


“I need to work this weekend,” he says casually. “And maybe next weekend, too. Maybe after that we can plan a weekend together. In the meantime, why don’t you go stay with my mother for a few days? My mother will wait on you hand and foot, and then you’ll come home right as rain.”


He has failed me.


I buy a ticket from Sacramento to Berlin.


In Berlin no one can tell I’m American. I visit a museum full of Egyptian artifacts where I stand for a long time in front of the bust of Nefertiti. Nefertiti is encased in a plexiglass box, and she only has one eye, which gives her a nontraditional appeal. At first, I’m all alone with Nefertiti and the owl-baby, just the three of us in a silent, somber room, where the light is almost nonexistent—to preserve the artifacts—and the walls are painted Prussian blue. A pack of schoolchildren in uniform wanders in from the adjoining room. The schoolchildren are energized because they’ve just been to the room where the mummies are on display. The sound of their shrill happy voices electrifies the air. The owl-baby begins to flutter and caw inside me because it can sense that there are other young things nearby. I find myself meditating on the joy of children, and also on the life of Nefertiti, a mother whose divine lover came to her in the shape of a hawk. Nefertiti’s lover, a day-bird, wore the sun as a crown. I wonder if the owl-baby, also the product of a mixed mating, will be anything like Nefertiti’s god-children. I suspect that these thoughts are possibly not my own thoughts, but instead are the thoughts of the owl-baby, superimposed on mine. I wonder how long I’ve been the victim of subliminal messaging from a fetus. I wonder if it goes this way for all pregnant mothers: At first we fully recognize the existential threat that is growing inside us, but gradually evolutionary imperatives overcome the conscious mind’s objection, and the will to reproduce overcomes the will to survive, and the needs of the baby overcome the needs of the host, until the only choice left for us women is to be willing, happy participants in our own destruction.


By this point in the trip I sound crazy even to myself. After spending so much time alone in Berlin—eating unexpectedly moist meals, visiting museums full of German schoolchildren dressed in aggressively militaristic uniforms, walking through a city so full of memory and artifact that there’s a constant danger of falling into some year from the past and being lost there forever—it’s hard for me to accept anything that I believe to be true about my life. Objectively it’s all nonsense. The owl-lover. The owl-baby. The one-eyed bust of Nefertiti. The flight to Berlin. My music career. Berlin is where my music career first flourished, and so I’m not surprised that Berlin is where I’ve fled to contemplate my future life, whether that life will be as a famous cellist or as an obscure mother of an owl-baby. The last time I traveled to Berlin it was to give my debut performance of Dvořák’s Silent Woods at the Berliner Philharmonie, and it was a triumph. “That such a tiny person can make such a majestic sound,” one reviewer wrote. “Her playing is filled with otherworldly colors,” wrote another. But there is always a danger, when traveling solo, that at some point everything about your life becomes ludicrous and unbelievable. You’re alone most of the time, bombarded by your undiluted thoughts, and with nobody around to gently contradict you, your undiluted thoughts eventually spiral right out of control. Yes. That’s what’s happening to me. Undiluted thoughts spiraling right out of control.


I’m feeling so unsettled by my undiluted thoughts that I flee the museum by the nearest door. Fresh air will do me good. Once I’m outdoors, I find myself wandering through the Tiergarten, a part of the city that once was an old forest where deer and other game were hunted for sport by the nobility. It’s dusk. Deer-shadows loom and leap in terror through the gathering dark. Before long I come to the Berliner Philharmonie, the famous concert hall designed in 1960 by the expressionist madman Hans Scharoun. I buy a ticket and go in. It’s an all-Beethoven program. At intermission I visit the women’s room, where I know there will be a long line, and if I join that line, I might feel like I belong in this world. But it turns out that I have nothing in common with the women in this line with me. All of them are in their nineties, or beyond their nineties. At any rate they are far beyond their reproductive years. I can’t help but think of the way they must have spent their childhoods climbing through the rubble of broken buildings and running after US Army trucks in the fragile hope that a GI would throw them a potato or a candy bar.


After I reach the front of the line and do my business, I decide to leave the Berliner Philharmonie without hearing the second half of the program. To be honest I’ve heard enough Beethoven to last a lifetime. On the way back to the hotel I step into a German-looking eatery and order something from the menu called Fleischbein because it sounds festive. The waiter brings me the dismembered leg of a large animal, its broken femur sticking up from a clod of muscle. I attack it with vigor. There is a fish tank next to my table. The fish regard me anxiously, but I have no designs on them.


I’ve just put down my knife and fork so I can pick up the Fleischbein in my two hands and gnaw at the last scraps of meat with my teeth when I hear an owl shrieking outside. Since I’m in Berlin, where there are not so many owls, I know the shrieker must be my very own tender-woman, my beloved owl-lover, come to hash things out with me. Soon enough my owl-lover forces her way into this world, squeezing through the space under the door and spreading her monstrous wings wide. Owls have no sense of smell, and my owl-lover has no qualms about infusing the room with her rank odor, a unique mixture of feather and rotting rodent. Customers are so overcome by her presence that they rush out without paying. Cooks scoot out the backdoor emergency exit, so determined to get away that they neglect to turn off the gas burners. Soon the smell of caramelized food, and after that the smell of burning food, mix in with my lover’s dead-rot smells. Smoke curls out from the kitchen. Alarms go off. Unlike the piercing, three-beat monotone of American alarms, these German alarms sound out in a richly rising, equal-pentatonic scale, and I begin to wonder whether the difference in alarm harmonics points to some fundamental difference between the two cultures. Small fires are breaking out all over the room, beginning with the paper serviettes. The fish are floating belly up in their tank. Ceiling sprinklers begin to rain down. My owl-lover and I gaze at each other with passion and regret. I don’t think I’ve ever been so sad. My lover’s face is voluminous. I’m feeling the same mix of love and revulsion and carnal attraction for her that I always have, and at the same time I feel intensely unhappy to see her.


“My love,” my owl-lover says. “I’ve come from the gloaming, to find you and to fight for you, and to bring you back with me to the place where you belong. I love you. I’ve always loved you. Come back. Come back with me, come be my only-love again!”


“I’m pregnant,” I say.


I note with cynical pleasure that she doesn’t lift me off my feet and spin me around many times, the way my husband did when he heard the news. No.


“Pregnant,” she says. “Well. What do you want to do about it?”


I hear my own voice inside my head saying “Aha!” with tremendous conviction because her reaction to my pregnancy feels like a final confirmation of her callow, carnal nature. She isn’t one to make compromises for another, or to bend her will to the needs of a child. Now I know I’ve made the right choice to stick with my husband. My husband is kind, strong, steady, normal, and a bit of a looker, whereas my owl-lover is giant, musky, molting, monstrous, amoral, uncivilized, and fickle, a creature I once loved and with whom I once or twice indulged in bestial acts. There really is no comparing them. The heat rises up from the small fires burning all around us until my heart grows as hard as a hard-boiled egg. I make myself forget the truth, that there was a time when my owl-lover was closest to my heart. There was a time when we clutched and scratched and cleaved. There was a time when we discovered such rapacious joys in each other that we would each bare our throats to the other, and cry out to be released. But I’ve changed, and she will never change, and now—as I look at her sitting across from me, pathetic and droopy, her face stained with soot and her feathers singed at the edges—I can’t understand why I ever loved her.


“I’m in love with my husband,” I say. “He takes care of me.”


“He’s broken you,” my owl-lover says. “He’s clipped your wings. He’s a man. He’s a dog. He’ll never understand the monster underneath. Not the way I do.”


“Don’t talk that way about my husband,” I say. “Life with you would be depraved and uncivilized.”


Her round yellow eyes fill with tears.


“Won’t you love me?” she says.


I close my heart.


“I’ve made my choice,” I say.


“Then good-bye,” she says.


She leaves by the window. She smashes right through. She has smashed right through my heart, too. The floor is littered with small pebbles of safety glass that sparkle in the fires. As soon as she’s gone, I’m sure I’ve made a terrible mistake, and I rush out of there—but it’s too late. She’s already high in the air and flying away from me, one giant wing-beat following the next. I’m a creature of the ground and I can’t follow.


I hear her sad laughter, trailing back, growing ever more distant.


I’ve made my choice.


Once I’m back in my room, I call my husband so I can remind myself how much I love him.


My husband picks up right away.


“I love you,” I say. “I love you, I love you, I love you.”


My husband informs me that our lawn has been invaded by pocket gophers and that the exterminator is coming that afternoon.
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