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For Stelleaux, who taught me how to love the bird in my chest
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A java sparrow lives inside of Owen’s chest. His heart is pushed down so that it sits above his belly and his left lung is shoved against his sternum. Between the two organs his skin is pulled back, and inside the hole is a bird named Gail. She has been there since he was born. She’ll die when he dies. Three ribs stick out from his skin, swim in the open air, and then sink back beneath the skin on his left side. The bones are a dull gray, and the space where the skin meets bone feels natural, like the webbing between fingers or toes.

Owen has one week left to live. He is going to California, where he will walk off the side of the Golden Gate Bridge. He is seventeen, and many will assume he is being dramatic, but he’s simply being a realist. He has felt a strong pull to deep water ever since his birth, and he is simply giving in. He knows his story ends in the water. His body will remain in the bay, resting among the mermaids.

Under the Sea.

The bus groans and pulls over at the top of the Rob Hill, the base of the Coyote. There is no sidewalk here, only gravel and the sienna dust that covers everything in Montana. He kicks dirt and gravel onto the grass of someone’s yard and sets his bag on the ground. A left rib creaks from an injury that never quite healed right. His knuckles are swollen and bruised, and he fingers the cuts. Gail runs her beak along his spine. The wind blows a warm breeze, and Owen turns to face the town. He stands with his back to the west, makes sure no one is looking, and lifts up his tank top. There it is, the space with no skin, just ribs and the small bird who lives inside his chest. Most of her feathers are a light gray. She wears white feathers below her eyes like a mask and deep black feathers on the top of her head like a bad toupee.

He and Gail look out over the valley one last time. The Rockies sweep across the landscape, and it seems as though the town is molded into the side of the Coyote, couched in its soft hills. A mild gray film covers the valley like smoke, and Owen is not sure if it’s always been that gray or if his colorblindness is getting worse.

Morning, Montana, has always been that gray.

He pulls his shirt back down and picks up his bag and crosses the street. Beyond the street is a small ditch overgrown with grass, and past that is I-90, his ticket west. The long grass brushes against his elbows, and Gail squawks beneath his T-shirt.

“Are you going to do the classic right thumb out, walking backwards, or the walk forward, but turn every time you hear a car? I think eye contact is key here. You want the driver to see you.” Gail’s words tickle the tops of his ribs.

Owen slides down the small bank. “Walking backwards will take us twice as long,” he says, dripping the words down his throat to her. “I think it’s better to just face forward and hold my thumb out. Hope someone picks us up.” Rocks slide down the other side of the ditch, and his boots dig into the dust. He stands at the side of the railing. It is only briefly, but for a moment Owen considers those he is leaving behind: his mother, Tennessee, the boy.

“Owen, you don’t have to go,” Gail says. She’s reminded him a thousand times he doesn’t have to go if he doesn’t want to.

“I do.” He climbs over the steel rail and onto the side of the two-lane highway.

“Just be careful. Trust that gut of yours.”

Gail is thinking about serial killers again. Cars race by. None of them are even close to slowing down. “You’re my gut,” he says, and he sticks his left thumb out and walks towards exit 82, out west.
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There is a tradition in Morning, Montana, that goes back so far no one can pinpoint the first time it was ever observed. The McCullough Bridge sits at the town’s lowest point, 2,500 feet above sea level. The mountains on the west side of the bridge collect and preserve snow and ice over the winter months. When it snows it is like a door is open from another dimension and peace and quiet are allowed into the mountains. Then there are days of sun. The ice and snow start to melt. At night, the temperature drops and everything freezes again. The cycle continues, so on and so forth, until there is a slick and crunchy layer of ice that seems like it will never melt.

The mountains give in to being covered in ice and snow, summer forever just past the horizon. This moment, when the mountains finally give in to being covered in ice, is when the rain starts to fall. Then it is like another dimension is torn open, a world filled with water. Buckets and buckets of rain dump onto the mountains and onto Morning. The snow melts. The melted snow joins the rain, and together they barrel down the hill, a force known as Beaver Creek.

Every year, without fail, Beaver Creek floods the McCullough Bridge, and every year, the town gathers days before to watch. The creek climbs the concrete pillars of the bridge, carrying branches, soil, and rocks. Folks take off work. Schools are closed for days at a time. News crews stand next to the water at all hours, day and night. Lawn chairs scatter the roadway leading up to the bridge, and the chairs are striped and woven with cheap plastic of nearly every color. Red, white, and blue for the patriotic. Teal, orange, and white for the adventurous. Mrs. Jones weaves between the families with her thermos full of hot cider, filling each cup and adding small nips of whiskey into the mug of anyone of age. They all wait.

Anyone who sees the bridge flood at the exact moment when the water spills up and onto the road has good luck for the year.

Owen was born on March 3, 1997, four weeks late and on the first day of the absolute worst flood of ’97.
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The baby wailed and wailed on Janice’s shoulder in the back of her station wagon. Rain thundered the tin roof of the car. Her neck was craned, her eyes on the bridge. The water spilled onto the road and with it, sticks, mud, and pine needles. It crept along the road, coming for family dens and church basements. Owen howled at the sight of the water, wailed at the feeling of fresh air in his lungs.

Someone yelled at somebody else to get Janice to the hospital, to get her and her newborn baby there as soon as possible. People clapped. Janice could only smile, because Owen had been born right at the magic moment when the water spilled onto the road, and she felt the lucky flood flowing inside her son. She knew he was special.

The boy born during the flood.



The bird did not show up in his chest for five days. In that time, Owen was diagnosed (incorrectly) with an extreme heart murmur and was given anywhere between one week and eighty-five years to live. The hospital room was a rotating door of doctors and nurses and social workers and grief counselors. Janice called the barrage of specialists trying to remove her son the Army of Acronyms. The Army of Acronyms was strong at the hospital, third in the world to police stations and city hall. Janice sat in bed with her boy on her shoulder and answered their questions and let them administer their tests. But each was a soldier moving closer and closer to taking her boy away from her. So, on the second night, she got out of bed, dug her car keys out of the bottom of the hospital-issued plastic bag that contained her personal items (leaving behind her wet jeans and parka), and she left the hospital, vowing never to let another doctor near her child.

She prepared to grieve.

She thought, at worst, Owen could die at home as comfortable as possible. She turned the living room into a living memorial, placed peonies at the foot of his bassinet, cleaned his toys and arranged them near the television as an altar, and she smoked cigarettes like each one was a prayer that she whispered to the wind and blew out the dining room window. But each morning he woke up next to her. She got up, reheated a casserole left for her by a coworker, and put the coffeepot on. With each day that he survived, it seemed his luck increased. She investigated her son, his little toes like pebbles, microscopic toenails, and skin somehow paler than her own, so pale and new it was pink. On the third day, she woke up and found something seriously wrong with her boy.

A large hole in his chest. Three of his tiny, baby-sized ribs were exposed, and inside the rib cage, next to his heart and lungs was a baby bird.

He was the luckiest boy in the whole world.
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Owen continued to survive and grow and so did the bird in his chest. Each day, bird and boy getting bigger, both getting chattier, developing a rapport.

When Owen was three years old, he already knew two things:

The first thing was that he was not, under any circumstances, allowed to talk about or show anyone the bird in his chest. His mother told him so one night while Owen was tucked small in the folds of the couch, the bird named Gail tucked tight asleep in his chest. His mother’s elbows were on her knees, leaning forward, her face lit by the one lamp in the corner.

“No one can know.” She tapped her chest with two fingers.

“No one?”

“No one, never.” She leaned in closer to Owen, set a hand on his knee. “No one,” she said. “They’ll take you away from me, away from everyone, and they may take her away from you.” She tapped her chest with two fingers one more time.

The second thing Owen knew was that his lungs didn’t always work right. Sometimes, he and his mom would be at her friend Elayne’s house. He’d be playing in her living room, running in circles while Gail told him jokes in his chest, whispered the punch lines up his throat so only he could hear them, and before he knew it, he’d be in a fit, wheezing and coughing. His lungs clamped shut.

Some nights he woke up in the bathroom, the yellow light harsh against the cream tub. He could barely open his eyes. The bathtub faucet was a thunderous creek, and the applause of water running against the bathtub echoed off the bathroom’s tiled walls. The water was so hot it burned to the touch. Even with the bathwater near boiling and his lungs clamped shut, Owen felt a pull to the water, like all would be better if he could climb in and let it hold him.

His mother sat behind him, rubbing his back. She shushed him. “It’s okay, just breathe in the steam. Breathe it deep into your lungs.”

Steam rolled across his face and his face grew hot. He opened his eyes wide and let the bright room crawl into his brain. He tried to breathe in all the steam that rolled off the hot water. His lungs wouldn’t listen. He breathed in short, quick breaths.

His mother wore a nightgown printed with small lilacs from the frill collar down to the hems. She stared blankly at the wall, rubbing his back and turning the water hotter and hotter. His skin reddened.

Gail ran her wing down his spine, careful to leave his lungs alone. “Shhh,” she whispered. “Shhhh.”

They sat in the bathroom until the water ran cold.

Then they would move into his bedroom and his mom would prop him up in bed to massage VapoRub on his chest. She crawled into his tiny bed built for a child and sat up next to him. Her left leg hung off the side of the mattress. She stared at the wall. His breaths grew deeper. His ears were cold, still wet from the steam.

Like the sunrise, everything slowly settled until it was day again and he could almost breathe like normal, and still his mom would sit next to him. She’d take the day off work and they’d sit in bed together, watching the wall and listening to Owen’s breath.
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When both her parents died within two days of each other, Janice determined that the world was absolutely, under no circumstances safe for her son. Her brother, Bob, and his daughter, Tennessee, who was a whole one year and nine months older than Owen, came out to grieve. Owen’s mom and Bob got drunk as skunks in the living room, singing and dancing and bawling their eyes out. Owen and his cousin sat in the corner, not saying a word to each other.

Two days after the funeral, Owen’s mother took him out for a last hurrah, a day to experience everything he’d miss after he was locked away. Her face was still blistered red from three days of crying. They sat in a booth at the diner where she worked, sharing a plate of steak and eggs. Once, between bites of steak, she leaned in and whispered to Owen. “Any of these people could be in the Army of Acronyms.” She pointed her fork at a man walking briskly to his car with a briefcase. “People like him. You got to be careful.” They both tapped their chests with their two fingers.

After lunch, the afternoon sun still high in the sky, they left the car parked in the diner’s lot and went across the street to the Thelma to watch The Little Mermaid, his mother’s favorite movie which was being reshown twelve years after its release.

The inside of the theater was dark and cold. Owen stuffed Rolos and popcorn into his mouth and felt a stomachache coming on but ate more anyways.

The lights went way, way down and the movie started.

The Little Mermaid showed Owen what was possible beneath the ocean. Fish that talked to birds. Birds who talked to humans. Humans with half a fish hanging out their tail end. He saw himself on the screen and he was giant, the size of four humans put together. He felt the warmth of the ocean, how it cradled everything. He wanted nothing more than to disappear under the sea. He passed the feeling of being seen down to Gail and she danced in his chest, flapped her wings for a moment. His mother gripped his hand when Ariel agreed to give up her voice, and Owen wondered if she felt seen, too.

After the movie they drove the winding road up the Coyote. The night sky was black above them, and the headlights of the station wagon cut like two knives onto the road. His mother turned the radio on and sang along with the Rolling Stones. She pulled off the road and there was nothing but trees, the moon, and the town’s lights far beneath them. “Something for Gail,” she said.

She gripped his shoulders and walked him into the forest. It was so dark he had to put his hands out in front of him to keep from walking into a tree. They stopped in front of a monstrous pine whose branches swept out low to the ground. His mom hefted him up into the air and onto a branch. “We’re going to climb this tree,” she said. “It’s special.” She climbed beneath him and hoisted him up, branch by branch, until they were nearly fifteen feet off the ground. She sat him down on a limb. It was knobby and cut into his thighs. They couldn’t see much from where they sat. The trees were close to one another. He knew the town was out there somewhere, that beyond the trees was the diner they’d just left, that even their house still sat there without them.

His mom reached over and unbuttoned his jacket slowly. The wind rushed in and stung his belly. Once his jacket was unbuttoned, she pulled up his shirt. “We’re only doing this because no one is around. Never do this on your own.” She lifted his shirt up to his chin. It bunched up around his armpits. The air burned it was so cold.

Gail got a good look at the forest. “Holy cow,” she said, “it feels good to be in the woods.” She chirped and whistled and sent out a loud POE-TWEE-TOE-TWEET. Owen’s arms felt longer, his head lighter, and an easiness spread across his shoulders and out his fingertips. Gail flitted from side to side in his chest, prancing between his ribs and his lungs. She poked her beak between his ribs so when he looked down all he saw was the tip of her nose. She felt at home in the tree, where a bird should be. She let out another song.

His mother sat next to him, grinning from ear to ear. “She really is something,” she said. She leaned down until she was face-to-face with Gail. “I love you, Gail, and I’m glad you’re here.”
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After Owen’s last hurrah, it was total lockdown. His mother strengthened the security of the house, including a clasp lock with a chain at just the right height for Owen to lock and unlock each day when she came home.

Something about both her parents being dead made his mom superstitious of ghosts. (The only form in which her own mother could return.) She painted the front porch and the small two steps leading to the backyard a deep blue, confusing ghosts into thinking they lived on a houseboat. (Apparently, ghosts were terrified of water.) She filled a glass with tap water and set it on top of the refrigerator to trap evil spirits. Over the front door she hung bulbs of fennel, a horseshoe, several mirrors, and a broom. She stopped short of hanging a crucifix. “That crosses a line,” she said. She set an acorn on every windowsill in the house. And one sunny Monday afternoon, she found an old thick tree limb that had fallen in the woods at the base of their hill. She dug a hole in the ground in the front yard and planted the bare limb so that it looked like a short tree in January when the leaves had fallen. She pulled the paper bag full of empty glass bottles out from under the sink and brought it with her into the yard. She placed the bottles over the bare branches. The sunlight bounced and cascaded off the blue and green glass and the bottle tree filtered the light like leaves.

After the house was locked down and secured, Owen’s mother sat next to the dining room window in her rocking chair. Owen sat at the table. The television flickered in the corner of his eyes. His mother lit a cigarette and blew the smoke out of the corner of her mouth and out the window. Owen’s hand was under his shirt, Gail nibbling his finger.

His mother told him about the Army of Acronyms, how they were part of a system that removes children from parents. “Doctors are a strong arm of the Army of Acronyms,” she said. “You must never see a doctor under any circumstances.”

He nodded.

“And cops, too. Cops are worse than doctors.”

He pulled his hand out from under his shirt and sat on his fingers until they fell asleep.

“You don’t have to worry though. We’ll keep you safe in this house. You’re safe here.”

Gail ran her wing down his spine. His mom stared off in the distance like she saw something on the horizon. She stretched her right arm long in an attempt to keep her cigarette next to the window while she reached for more wine on the table. Her body was contorted, pulled in two different directions. She poured the rest of the wine into her glass and finished her cigarette.

“Rules,” his mother said, “No one, never.” They both tapped their chests with two fingers. “Never open the door for anyone. The world is lousy with the Army of Acronyms, and they are looking for you. They will kidnap you the second they have the chance, so don’t open the door for nothing.”

Owen nodded a sheepish yes.

“You gotta trust that bird of yours. She’s smart. Animals know things we don’t. The bird’s in charge.” She leaned over and patted Owen’s knee. “No baths or showers, bub. You’ll get water on your organs and you’ll never be able to get it all out. Mold and rot will find your insides.”

This was the most difficult rule for Owen to accept. He got not going outside and talking to strangers and listening to Gail, but the urge to sink into water grew each day. He was the boy born during the flood. It was in his bones, but he didn’t want his insides to rot, either.

His mother continued, “You can have a little coffee, but it has to be watered down.”

She stood up and slapped the table, satisfied with the rules she’d laid out. She drank more wine and went into the living room, where she swayed to the radio and turned it up loud. She motioned for him to come join her, and so he stood up with his shoulders slumped. Slowly, he twirled and fell into the rhythm of the Talking Heads, and soon they were both spinning themselves silly. Gail spun in his chest, a dizzy bird.
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It was ten long years that Owen stayed locked in the house, never feeling concrete under his shoes, never seeing the sky above him. He woke up each morning and his mother was already off to work at the diner. A half-drunk cup of coffee left on the floor by the couch was the only evidence she’d been home at all. Every single day for those ten years, he felt a strong urge to open the door and walk outside, but he remembered what waited for him: doctors, police officers, scientists, and social workers, all itching to rip Gail from his chest and keep him from his mother. Just thinking about it worked him up so much, he had to take a puff on his inhaler.

His school was television. The British narrators of the nature documentaries taught him about instincts, the things Gail was interested in, even though she claimed they were wrong half the time. “That’s not why we fly in flocks,” she scoffed. Owen’s favorite was the specials on ocean animals. He loved the way the screen filled with aqua blue, how sea otters and penguins and whales danced underwater. Even when he saw specials on killer whales or sharks, he thought the ocean seemed like a safer world, and he remembered The Little Mermaid. One afternoon he learned about circus “freaks” (one-armed men; a woman with webbed toes, half duck—squeeze the boy with a bird in his chest right in there). Another afternoon he learned about the Tuskegee Experiment, and he knew his mother was right about the Army of Acronyms.

The closed captions taught Owen how to read, and soap operas were the best for his reading lessons. Dr. Paul Jones taught him that a double S can make the shh sound (think: passion). Jenny and Sarah Brentworth (twins) taught him about UR and ER (murder). He loved the way the letter L rolled off Donovan’s tongue and out his mouth in so many different ways (love, world, betrayal, and lioness).

After the soaps, Owen and Gail practiced the migratory patterns of other birds together in the living room. The front door was southern Mexico, and the back door was Winnipeg. His mother’s bedroom transformed into British Columbia, his bedroom Havana.

Gail instructed him as he walked the paths from one end to the other. “It takes a long time,” she said. “Walk it slowly.” They set up glasses of water, short mugs of coffee, and bits of banana along the way. “Lots of stops for food and drink and sleep,” Gail said. He took a nap somewhere in Nevada (just south of the couch).



Owen and Gail taught his mother the bird migratory pattern game on her day off. She followed him along the route with a fan, insisting that it was the only way to really capture the feeling of wind under his wings. “Can you feel it?” she asked, and then, “Yes, Owen! You’re soaring,” and it really did feel like he was flying.

Later at night they walked the house and shut off every light until the house was pitch-black, save for the bit of orange glow cast from the streetlight through the kitchen window. His mother placed her hands on his shoulders and walked him into the living room. “The secret to seeing in the dark,” she said, “is closing your eyes and imagining your legs as roots digging deep, deep down into the ground. You have to feel the earth beneath you.” He closed his eyes. Gail closed her eyes in his chest. He imagined his feet bursting through the wood floors and then the house’s foundation and eventually the soil, where they spread and dug into the ground. “Now,” his mother continued, “you are going to count to thirty and I am going to hide. Your eyes will adjust to the darkness, and when you’re finished counting, it will seem bright as day.”

He counted to thirty, eyes sealed shut, so much darkness it hurt. When he opened his eyes, everything was clear, the couch and behind it, the dining room table, his mother’s rocking chair next to the window, and no mother, gone like a ghost. He went from room to room until eventually he found her under her bed.

Next, she showed him how to hide. “The secret to disappearing is becoming invisible.” She counted to thirty loudly in the living room, and he slipped as quietly as possible into a kitchen cabinet, the one to the left of the sink that held only a baking sheet. He held his breath and tried to imagine he was completely gone, disappeared. Even Gail played along, becoming a rock in his chest. His mom opened the cabinet and got on her knees. She leaned in, inches from his face, trying to make out the shapes in front of her. Owen thought for a moment that he had, in fact, become invisible. He couldn’t hold his breath any longer and he found it funny, his mom so close without seeing him, so he laughed, spitting on her face by accident. She laughed, the three of them on the kitchen floor, melting into a puddle of laughter on the linoleum.
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At the end of those ten years, two days before his fourteenth birthday, the urge to be outside was a burning in Owen’s chest that had grown to a forest fire, his whole insides ablaze with the desire. Gail said nothing, and the inferno grew, the flames licking his throat while they watched an informercial. He sat on the floor only two feet from the television, like a knife that could slice a shoe in half was the most interesting thing in the world. Eventually, without saying a word, he stood up and went to the back door. He didn’t see any kidnappers crouched behind bushes. No cops waiting for him. No doctors in lab coats. Only blue skies and dew dotting the sliding glass door. He worried the Army of Acronyms could be hiding around the corner, but he couldn’t stand the stale air of the house for one more second.

The metal rails were sticky from years of nonuse, so he had to push hard to get the glass door open enough to stand in the doorway. The relief was like pouring cold water on flames. The days had been sunny, and the world was alive but still cold. Birds chirped.

“Take off your shirt,” Gail said. “Let me feel it too.”

He pulled his T-shirt over his head, and she bounced up and down on his heart. The air nipped at his bare rib cage, and he shivered.

The blue paint on the back steps was chipped and faded. Owen saw it like a ghost would, as a wide, uncrossable ocean, and so he stayed inside.

A bird flew up and out of the neighbor’s tree. It flew over the roof of the house and then back into the yard. It perched on the electric wire. Owen was cold, and he tugged on the door to close it, ready to go back inside. The door stuck on its rails and he had to push it back open to get enough momentum to hop the sticky part. The bird flew down into the yard until it was nearly in front of him. He thought it an auspicious sign, that he really should go back inside and not stay a second longer in the big, wide world. He pulled harder, but he couldn’t get the door to budge. He was still wrestling with it when the bird flew up and over his head and into the house.

“No, no, no, no, no, no, no, no, no, no, no, no, no, no, no, no, no, no, no, no.” He followed the bird inside. “No, no, no, no, no, no, no, no. Oh, shit. Goddammit. No, no, no, no, no.”

The bird fluttered near the ceiling and then to the television, where it landed on top of the set. It was small, but larger than Gail, maybe five inches long. Its belly was a soft white with dark brown feathers worn long down its wings. Owen stepped slowly towards the bird. He thought maybe he could get close enough to catch it, to hold it in his hands and take it back outside. But when he got near it, it took off again and flew right at him. He ducked, and the bird ran into the window and fell to the floor. It pulled itself up and careened into the glass again.

“Close the blinds,” Gail yelled. “This bird’s an idiot.” Owen pulled the blinds closed. The bird flew over his head and to the kitchen, where it flitted from window to window. He ran around the house closing each of the blinds, save for the pair that covered the back door that was still wide open. The bird hovered in the kitchen, wings beating. He worried it would stay there forever. Maybe his mom would come home and it would still be there, uncatchable. They’d have to walk around it, avoid it in the hallway. They’d live under the loose bird regime for years.

“Chill out.” Gail poked her beak out between his ribs. “It’s just scared.”

He walked towards the bird slowly, his hands swept wide at each side. It flew towards him. He froze, ducked. It landed on the kitchen counter.

“Get it towards the back door,” Gail yelled. He walked around the bird, keeping his back to it. Once he was on the other side of the creature, he extended his hand and herded the bird towards the back door. It let him get within a couple feet before it flew up from the counter and over his head and out the back door. He ran to the door. The bird flew high up into the sky, a celebration. Owen pulled his T-shirt back over his skinny body and followed the bird, stepping onto the back step without even realizing it.

His awareness lagged behind his body, so it was a full beat before he realized he stood outside for the first time in a decade, exposed.

The breeze blew against his long hair and it startled him. He’d forgotten how long his hair had grown, tickling the tops of his shoulders now. He forgot how far the world stretched, past the neighbors, out towards the mountains, and once the world got past the mountains, it just kept going. He’d forgotten how tall the trees were and how it smelled differently outside.

The desert sands brushed against his lungs, the fresh air so startling. He peeked around the side of the house but still didn’t see anyone waiting to steal him away, only packed mud and patches of dandelions.

He stepped onto the back lawn.

He had the impulse to spin, and so he did. The grass was long but heavy with frost, and it lay flat on the ground. It crunched beneath his feet. He stretched his arms out long and looked up to the sky and the sun whirled around in a blur, he spun so fast. When he slowed down he wobbled a bit, and Gail bumped into his spine and then ran into his ribs. He plopped down on the ground, drunk on dizziness and surprised by how sharp the earth was.

He petted the grass. Beads of dew wetted his fingertips.

He stood up to walk to the corner of the yard. A dog barked. Gail welled up inside him, happiness brimming out of the hole in his chest. “Oh, this guy thinks he owns the place, huh?” she yelled. She chirped loudly, POE-TWEE-toe-TWEET-TWEET-tweet. His nostrils pulled in the scent of pine. The earth still wobbled. Air swirled around him, full of microscopic bugs and atoms and emotions. He sneezed.

He closed his eyes and passed Gail the feeling of a planet swirling beneath him, of his feet firmly in the soil and the air biting at his bare elbows. He thought of the Army of Acronyms and how bare he was outside, but then he imagined growing roots and standing tall like the trees around him. Open your eyes and it will seem bright as day. He imagined not being afraid of the Army of Acronyms. He imagined Gail living open and free, and him living open and free in turn.

The cold air sank past his skin and settled in his meat. He rubbed his neck.

“Let’s get you inside,” Gail said. “Your mom’s coming home soon.”

At the door, he turned and looked out across his yard one more time before sliding the glass door closed behind him.

He and Gail collapsed on the couch. The television now played an informercial for a ladder that fit under a sofa. He couldn’t believe it. All those years and nobody was waiting to kidnap him, only fresh air and a world alive with sound and scent and color.

The illusions of his mother’s rules were shattered.

He felt the bird all over the room. The house was different, contaminated, and he thought his mother would know as soon as she came home. She didn’t notice, though. She came in swirling on beer like she always did. She kissed Owen on the forehead and ruffled his hair. She put on another pot of coffee.

Later that night, Owen and his mother walked the house together. They made sure all the doors were locked tight. His mom wiggled the handles to test their stay-putted-ness. They ensured the stove was off, fridge door was shut, and lights were turned off. Owen shut the window in the dining room. His mother sang out good night to him and went into her bedroom to collapse on her bed. He hung her coat, placed her purse on the table, and straightened her shoes near the front door. He felt like a ghost, haunting her by picking up after her.
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Owen decided to ask his mother to start going outside officially, eventually working up to school and regular teenage boy things. He knew only what he’d seen on the reruns of family sitcoms: The Fresh Prince of Bel-Air and Full House. He wanted the drama: the two dates in one night, the bully who learns his lesson, and the opportunity to be caught cheating on a test, all to be wrapped up in under thirty minutes.

Two days later, and it was his fourteenth birthday. He sat at the table in the kitchen, his mother scrubbing the dishes from all the meals she had cooked throughout the day: oatmeal from the bottom of the pot, bits of bread crusts from plates, lasagna from forks. The question was lodged like a tennis ball in his throat. Gail sat cross-legged in his chest, tracing a wing on the top of his heart. Owen gulped, swallowed hard past the lump, and then forced it out.

“I’ve been cooped up too long and I think I’m old enough to go out in the world,” he said. “I’ll keep the bird on tight lockdown. We can start with leaving me in the car. I can’t get into trouble in the car.” He tapped his chest with two fingers and said, “No one, never.” He sat back in the chair, satisfied with his pitch.

His mother stared at him, blinking once, twice. The faucet ran water over a spatula encrusted with lasagna. He wished he’d swallowed the lump, let it sit in all his stomach acid until it was nothing at all. His mom cleared her throat, turned the sink off, and wiped her hands on the dish towel that hung on the oven door. She walked towards him, ruffled his hair, and then picked up her keys and left through the front door without saying a word.

He stood up from the table, picked up his piece of pie, and walked into the bathroom to take a full, water-to-the-brim bath. He turned the faucet on hot. Once the water pounded the tub, Owen felt the urge to crawl in grow exponentially. He wanted to know what it was like to be completely submerged in water, to feel its warmth, and to know what it was like to have every bit of his skin feel the water’s embrace. The urge to be in water had been with Owen since his birth, but he had no clue how or why it started. The desire to crawl into the water was a lot like Gail in that way.

He slipped out of his jeans and T-shirt and stood in his underwear. His shorts hung loosely off his rear end. His skin was pale, and he felt like a monster, a skeleton barely inhabited.

The water running in the tub was a roar like the creek in the winter, and steam crawled out of the bath and into the room. He leaned over the sink and bent down until he was real close to the mirror, right at the hole in his chest, where there was no skin, just bones and bird. Gail looked back at him. She winked. Her eyes were bright, full of excitement. The black mess of feathers on top of her head like a cheap bicycle helmet. His meat moved beneath her feet, lungs grew and shrunk, heart pumped, stomach folded. The steam rolled across the mirror and soon he couldn’t see Gail, and it was like she was covered in smoke. The tub was more than halfway full, so he turned the water off. The silence following the cascade of sound stung his ears, but then it settled into his bones.

He considered his mother’s warnings one last time. She believed rot would find his organs, green and black flecks of mold speckled on his heart and lungs, but she had been wrong about what waited for him outside. There had been no Army of Acronyms or doctors or social workers waiting to kidnap him, so he figured she was probably wrong about baths, too. He thought about all the baths everyone in the world must have taken with no problem at all. Kings and queens and poor folks and artists and science-fiction writers and waitresses. Why did they get to take baths while he couldn’t? There it was again, the deep pull he felt when he was next to water, the desire to climb in, the boy born during the flood. One foot and then the other, and he sank down into the hot water.

The water was warm on his skin, and he closed his eyes and tried to feel where his body ended and the water began. Gail asked him to go under, so he plunged deep. Everything grew louder and quieter simultaneously. Gail tapped on his spine and the knocking sounded like thunder underwater. She was out of breath. He came up and pitched himself forward. Water sloshed out of the hole in his chest and ran over his ribs like the creek over logs.

A child of the flood, water was his equalizer. He was home.

He brought his birthday pie into the bath; bits of chocolate pudding and whipped cream clung to his chin. Piecrust littered the bathwater.

“How many flies does it take to screw in a lightbulb?” Gail shook out her feathers and kicked the water off her toes.

“How many?” Owen asked.

“Two, but no one knows how they got in there.”

Owen laughed, snorting at the image of two flies having sex in a lightbulb.

His mother entered the house and closed the door quietly behind her. He heard her set down her keys. He was quiet in the tub, just the occasional drip from the faucet, while his mom roamed from room to room until she found him in the bathroom. He braced himself for her anger at him in the tub, ruining his insides and making a mess of the pie in the water.

His mother came in, still in her coat with a bottle of red wine, a mason jar, and a slice of cream pie. She set everything on the floor next to the tub and then plopped down next to him on the ground, her back against the wall. She stared forward, poured a glass of wine, and took a bite of pie. She cleared her throat. Took another bite of pie.

Owen couldn’t take it anymore. “Mom,” he said. “Hellllllooooo. Are you going to say something?”

She set down her plate and took a long gulp of wine. “Don’t you ever wonder where she came from?” She leaned forward and turned around and peered at Gail. “Like, where’d you come from, Bird?”

Gail shuffled in his chest. “I woke up here. Always have been here.”

“Exactly,” his mom said. “That’s how I remember it, too. It was just one morning, things were regular—well, almost regular. The Army of Acronyms said you were going to die, but you were regular, like no talking bird in your chest, just a boy with a heart condition. And then, one day, poof, there’s a hole in your chest and a baby bird inside—just like that.” She snapped her fingers.

“Just like that,” Owen said. He pushed himself up, and the tub squeaked under his naked body. He knocked a piece of piecrust away so he could lean back.

“I tried to do research when Gail first showed up, but I was terrified of someone finding out you were here, a boy with a bird in his chest, in Montana. I was too scared to check out a book from the library or even pay cash for one in a store. You should have seen how they were at the hospital.” She took a long drink of wine and then refilled her glass. “Just doctor after doctor and social worker after counselor, and they each told me you were dying. That has never left me. So I researched alone on the floor of the library and read what little I could find.”

“What’d you find? How’d she get here?”

Gail leaned forward, her wings folded over her crossed legs.

“Who knows? Everything I read called it a phenomenon, unexplained. The only thing I can think of is this one time before you were born: your dad and I got drunk as skunks one night and drove way up the Coyote, where we used to climb trees together. And that’s what we did that night, climb trees and drink gin, but at some point I felt light, like I could float off the branch and fly away—I swear it’s true—I floated up and off the branch, but I didn’t fly away, we were already so high off the ground, Owen, high in the tree. Instead—” She took another drink of wine. “Instead, I floated a few feet to where your dad was and I landed right on his lap, and I felt different for a moment.” She paused and set her wine down. Her eyes were wide and cheeks flushed. “Owen,” she said, “do you know how babies are made? Do you know what sex is?”

Owen’s cheeks turned red, and he thought of flies in a lightbulb. “Yes.” His knobby knees poked up out of the gray water. “I watched a PBS special.”

His mom laughed. “A PBS special, okay. Well, your dad and I had sex in the tree that night, and I swear I just kept flying and I felt like I could fly for weeks afterwards.”

Gail ran her wing down Owen’s spine.

“I would have dreams where flocks of java sparrows were swirling around me. That’s what Gail is, you know.” His mom leaned forward and tapped a rib. “Like a java sparrow tornado. I used to worry that I put Gail there, that I ruined your life.”

“Gail doesn’t ruin my life.”

“Sure, but she doesn’t make things easy.”

“What do the books say?”

“The books are bullshit.” She scraped up the last bits of her pie. “Most of them say you developed a bird in your chest because your dad left shortly after I became pregnant with you, that you were cursed because I had you out of wedlock. The nice ones say you have a bird in your chest because you don’t have a strong male figure, that you developed her to take on the role of father. It’s all bullshit. They do say that there are other people born with animals inside them. They don’t know how many, but they think others like you exist. They call them Terrors. That’s how I know they’re all wrong.” She leaned far forward and scooted around, rotating to meet Owen’s eyes. “No matter what, you are not a Terror. You are a delight, and so is Gail.” She smiled, and her teeth were stained a dark red from the cheap wine.

“So you don’t know how Gail got here?” He looked down at his chest, ran his finger along a rib that swam in open air.

“I do not, but this is what I do know. I know that you two are connected, that she makes you special, and that you are intertwined in a way that means you can’t live without each other. The books say that you’ll die when she dies, and vice versa; when you die, she dies. I know the way the doctors treated you. I know how rare it is, to get something like a bird in your chest, and I know what they will do when they find you. They will not let you go. It will be experiment after experiment until there is nothing left to test. No bird. No boy. The Army of Acronyms is relentless.”

“Relentless.”

“Which is why you can’t go outside, even for a moment. What if a neighbor sees you? All it takes is for one person to find out and then it’s all over. Gail is yours to protect, to keep safe. You die when she dies.” His mom leaned hard against the wall and stuck her bottom lip out, blowing a stream of air to knock the hair out of her face.

“No one, never,” Owen said.

“No one, never,” his mom said, and she tapped her chest with two fingers. She stood up and leaned over the tub, scooping out bits of piecrust from the water. “My little Pisces fish.” She ruffled his hair. “Born during the flood.” She gathered her wine and the empty plates and left him in the bathroom. “Hope you don’t rot your insides,” she called, closing the door behind her.
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Owen started off slow. He thought a lot about what his mother had said about the string of doctors and nurses and social workers and counselors and how they had been relentless, but his desire to be outside and to roam the big, wide world was stronger and bigger inside him, so every day he opened the door a little wider, and before too long, he was outside again.

He pushed the invisible boundaries he allowed himself to travel. Soon it was the front yard. And then, when he went unnoticed in the yard, it was the street. And eventually, by summer, it was the small woods at the bottom of the hill, where the street ended and a path wove through the trees along the creek.

He stood at the mouth of the path every day for one whole week.

At the end of the week, the June sun turned the air dry and hot, so when Owen closed the front door to their home, the doorknob was hot to the touch. He turned left. He walked slowly down the street. Most of the blinds were shut in the neighbors’ homes. The air smelled of pine and cedar.

He stood at the barrier between road and woods. The small path at the bottom of the hill was dark and cold with shade, but the wind was calm. Mist rolled off the creek. He listened to the small crawl of the water and could barely hear cars on either side of the woods. The sun buzzed and birds chirped wildly in the trees, and Gail flitted back and forth in his chest. “Holy moly, this is something, isn’t it?” she whispered.

He took a deep breath and stepped forward, moving from the hard asphalt to the soft dirt path. From this moment, the world expanded greatly for Owen.

He walked along the small path until he heard voices echoing through the trees, and so he stopped and placed his hands on a large oak. The trunk was smooth, save for a few rough patches of knotted bark. He thought of all the worry his mother carried inside her, of her warnings about what other people would do to him if they found out his secret. His two fingers tapped his chest and his heart quickened. Anyone could grab him out here. He wanted to run home, to flee.

“Climb this tree,” Gail said. “We’re always safe in trees.”

He remembered his last hurrah and sitting in the tree with his mother. Then the memory was gone. It may have been a dream, not rooted in reality. He remembered the story his mother had told him months earlier about her and his disappeared father, um, copulating in a tree, drunk as skunks. From the bottom, he climbed slowly. Its branches twisted and turned around the other trees. Gail encouraged him to go higher still. About halfway up, a small set of pops erupted in the distance. The pops were far apart at first, and then quicker in succession, like popcorn popping in the microwave. Boys whooped and Owen climbed higher. He thought the higher he got, the safer he and Gail would be. Owen reached the top of the tree. He was so high, and the branches twisted in such a way that he couldn’t make out the path or the creek below.

The view was far out across the small valley. To his left, beyond the trees, was a large field, and in front of him was historic downtown Morning. Just past the small park was the Wyden’s Pharmacy building, and the Thelma neon sign ran along the theater’s side and bookended the right side of downtown. The tall buildings lasted only a few blocks and then it was homes and churches until the mountains, which huddled around the valley. Forests peppered their sides, and Owen imagined each of the trees to be just like the oak that he sat in now. It seemed impossible that the world could be so big.

More pops in the distance. He turned to a clearing in the park to his left where the voices were coming from. There were two boys standing in the meadow holding a rifle. It was nothing like the compact handguns he’d seen on his soap operas. The gun was slender and long, and they took turns passing it back and forth, pumping and then firing at unseen targets. After each pop they would laugh, and one would knock the other on the back. Whoever wasn’t shooting would take long drinks from a can. They swapped the gun and the can back and forth like this for a while, drinking and shooting in turn.

“Boys will be boys,” Gail said.

The boys were older than Owen, their shoulders broader than his. Would he look like that in a few years? Their bodies were infused with confidence, their stance tall. Even from the tree he could see that they knew they belonged in that field, in the world. He couldn’t fathom taking up space like that, not caring if you were noticed. The mountains turned orange in the waning sunlight, and a breeze blew cold over the tops of the trees. “Still not sure what it’s like to be a boy and exist in the world,” he said to Gail. The two boys in the clearing plopped down on the ground and set the rifle down, each laughing and opening up another can.

“Climbing a tree is a good start.”

His foot fell asleep, so he pulled it out from under his leg and let the tingles dissipate down his calf. He pulled at the hem of his shirt and pulled the cotton T-shirt up to his neck, displaying the scene for Gail. It felt like he was showing the whole world what it was like to have a bird in his chest. He felt cradled and hidden in the tree’s leaves, while also having the sensation that he was on top of the world.

Gail chirped a loud POE-chirp-chirp-CHIRP-poe-poe-POE-TWEE-TOE-TWEET-tweet-tweet. A declaration. He whistled a similar tune, and she thought it was one of the best jokes ever told. “Listen to you,” she said. “That was funny.”

When Owen climbed down the tree, the stars had barely started showing. The woods were dark in the twilight and the streetlamps had turned on by the time he reached the house. His bones were sore and his skin salty with sweat. He ran the bath cooler than usual, hoping to pull the sun’s heat from his body so his mother wouldn’t notice he’d left the house. His insides had remained the same, no mold, and so he’d discovered another way his mother was wrong. His hair still smelled of mountain air after he got out of the bath, but his mom didn’t say anything when she got home. She rustled his wet hair and went into the kitchen to put on a pot of coffee and reheat food from the diner for Owen’s dinner. He felt the air of the outside settling into his lungs, so he snuck away to his bedroom to puff on his inhaler.
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Most days for the rest of the summer, Owen and Gail walked to the woods to climb the oak tree and watch the boys play target practice by shooting at beer cans after emptying them. The boys were loud, always hitting one another and screaming insults. Their idea of horsing around. Owen was uncomfortable by the sheer destruction of the boys, the mess they left behind, the space they took up. One afternoon when the sun was high in the sky and the heat almost too much to bear, the boys took off their shirts and sprawled out in the clearing. They sunbathed for a good part of the afternoon. Owen felt drawn to the boys, something in the danger of the gun leaning against the tree stump mixed with the vulnerability of them lounging in the field with their shirts off. Something made him want to get their attention.

“A BB gun like that can kill me, and you die when I die,” Gail whispered up to him. “Anyways, you don’t want their attention. Trust me. With boys like that, it’d be the wrong kind of attention.”

“The wrong kind of attention,” Owen repeated, dripping the words down to her.

Every night he ran a bath and took a spurt of his inhaler. He melted into the water: bones, skin, bird, boy, and bath all one, a soup of sorts, the boy born on the flood, his mother’s Pisces fish.

All those baths meant that each day he got a good look at his naked form in the mirror. His body morphed and grew in ways that were strange to Owen, out of his control. He noticed that when he climbed down the tree each evening, a scent akin to the compost pile revealed itself in his armpits. Molehills popped out of nowhere along his forehead. His voice cracked.
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