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“LET THEM LOOSE, DARLING,” says Muriel, my Muriel. Speaking her name silently keeps her with me. I hesitate.

“Unleash them, Bram!” my beloved repeats, her voice frail. It is a command only in name; it sounds far more like a plea. What am I supposed to do? I have always been a planner. Analyze, phase things out, let someone else test the result. That was already the case back when I still had a job, optimizing processes for a behemoth in the food industry. Last year the planning got... worse. Now everything has become painfully real. I cough, nervous, and look at the cage. Scattered seeds and nuts lie on the concrete floor, a reminder of what we had, of who we were. The barking inside the house swells. We have little time. Soon we will attract too much attention.

She curls her fingers around the mesh, Muriel, my Muriel. Of course she seeks support. We recently stopped going to the hospital. Naked, my beloved is fragile. Not yet unhealthily thin, but she has lost so much weight these past months. My eyes drift over her body; it feels like both a meeting and a farewell. Muriel, my Muriel, wants neither fat nor clothing between her and her end. I can respect that.

Even so, I hesitate.
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IT STARTED AS USUAL, yet still different.
“I’m in such pain,” said my beloved, one hand on her immense belly. Her other hand searched for mine on the couch. We had been married for four years. Even after our wedding I kept calling her “my beloved,” perhaps in an attempt to keep the fire burning. Though honestly, things had begun to fray, and in some areas we no longer tried. Presenting ourselves nicely to each other, for instance, belonged to the past. Giving up, however, was not in our vocabulary. Our relationship was a project. I loved projects, I still do, all about steps and schedules. My beloved too, I believe.
The day before the pain arrived, we had gone out to celebrate our anniversary, dressed up for once, like we used to. We had needed to buy clothes we could still fit into. That outing was our yearly high mass. We usually filled our days with empty activities such as eating junk food and watching television. That evening, though, we ate special dishes without a TV screen in the background. The menu was too expensive; that was fitting for an anniversary. We were surrounded by oysters, a flattering waiter and hushed conversations. We ourselves had little to say. By ten o’clock we were already home.

“Seafood is always trouble,” I reassured my beloved and kissed her forehead. Yes, I kissed her, to my own surprise. No doubt it was the bottle of Sancerre we had knocked back yesterday. She smelled odd, a little sour. Muriel, my Muriel, I mean, not the wine.

I sniffed briefly. “We should have taken the pasta all’amatriciana,” I added, smugly. It would have been cheaper than oysters. My beloved closed her eyes for a long moment. I knew what that meant, where we were headed. I barely suppressed a sigh.

“I don’t know, Bram, something’s wrong with my belly.”

On television a dating show played, filled with muscle hunks and amazons on a beach halfway across the world. Prime-time entertainment. She watched for the men, I for the women, and also the other way around. Quietly, we hoped to make it to season five, in sync with the series. Meanwhile we commented on the goings-on in the holiday resort. The feigned outrage and the real schadenfreude over what we saw on screen connected us twice a week.

I switched off the TV and spoke the familiar words: “Come, we’re going to the ER.” Thank God it was only two avenues away. They knew us well there.

Muriel, my Muriel, struggled to get up. The cushion held a deep impression of her. I hauled myself upright too, one hand on the armrest, the other on the back of the sofa. Pain shot between my shoulder blades. “Don’t move too quickly,” I urged my beloved, eyeing her twisted expression. Amid the mess in the living room I searched for her coat, growing more nervous by the second. Moments later we trudged along the garden path to the back gate.

Our birds were already asleep; I spotted no movement in the aviary. One of the reasons we bought this villa had been the large garden. Muriel, my Muriel, thought it a perfect place for a spacious aviary, like the ones from her childhood. Her parents kept canaries, parakeets and finches.

I always scanned the garden when I entered it, almost mechanically. Even now, in pain, my beloved glanced toward the aviary and granted it a cautious smile.

“At least the birds are all right,” she whispered.

I steadied myself against the fence. Muriel, my Muriel’s stomach pain had shaken me. My beloved was sick again. Maybe.

There had always been something wrong these past months. I thought back to our most recent ER visits. Hard to distinguish them now. In my mind they blended into one shapeless mass. I let my fingertips slide along the metal mesh of the large cage. Its cool ridges calmed me.

“Let our little ones dream,” whispered Muriel, my Muriel. She stepped closer and gripped my arm tighter than expected. Something moved at the back of the aviary. Thoth, I guessed, our sacred ibis. It was already very dark. We shuffled away from the cage; I unlocked the gate as quietly as possible.

The empty street with its noble name was exceptionally autumnal, as if we had stepped into a yellowed book by Jean Ray, where mystery reveals itself in fog and rain to the unfortunate. Before Muriel, my Muriel, came into my life, I used to read a lot. Times I found myself thinking back to more and more. Four years married... quite something.

No dog dared venture outside. Rain poured down. I should have worn my long coat, though I suspected it would be too tight now. Moisture found its way through my thin jacket. A gust of wind lifted my hat into the air. I briefly let go of my beloved, grabbed at the expensive Göttmann — a souvenir from better days — and placed it back on my head, firmer this time.

We inched along toward reassurance, at least that was my hope. The streetlights stood far apart, only every few trees, which had always annoyed me. We sloshed from one pool of light to the next, anonymous in the in-between. Occasionally a TV screen flashed behind a window, on the border of front yard and jardin secret. Usually beach scenes. It was a popular show. We were no different back then. Rich or no longer rich, it didn’t matter. As long as you lived in the neighborhood, you belonged.
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I SAW THE NURSE FROWN in a way that told me regulars belonged in a café, not in a waiting room. It had taken almost an hour before our turn came. She stared at us in silence. We had dealt with her three times before, at least.

The torture march through the cold had exhausted me. I stuffed myself like a pig all day. And then those oysters yesterday. Carefully, I removed Muriel, my Muriel’s coat. “She has severe abdominal pain.” I was startled by how hoarse my voice sounded.

The nurse pointed with a sour expression toward a door leading to a smaller room. “Lie down then,” she said to my beloved, that shrew. I disliked her tone.

And Muriel, my Muriel, lay down on the examination table, very slowly. I stood helpless beside her; that was my standard pose whenever we were out. I thought of the colorful bikinis in our favorite show, the Hawaiian swim shorts. Such things usually helped when I felt insecure. And indeed, I became fully hard down there, despite everything, while my beloved lay limp. I took her hand and rubbed it warm.

Questions asked, blood pressure taken, heartbeat listened to, and who knows what else. The monthly routine. I suspected we were headed for an ER-ban someday. In the distance, I heard a bird scream. A cockatoo, our palm cockatoo to be precise.

“Hm, your blood pressure is quite high, madam.” A brief silence followed. The nurse turned and closed the window, which was ajar despite the bad weather. “We get many complaints about those birds,” she suddenly confided.

Did she know they were ours? She could think what she wanted. What mattered to me was: how was my beloved doing? Was it another false alarm?

The nurse measured the body temperature. “Exactly one-oh-one. I’ll take some blood, madam.”

That didn’t happen every time. The palm cockatoo — her name was Mien — cried out again. I looked around. No chairs in this room. Heaven forbid the ER become too comfortable. So: keep rubbing that hand. At least we had the cockatoo supporting us. Birds sense these things. They are always there for you, even if they are illegal in the country. “No one is illegal,” I once read as graffiti under a bridge. I could get behind that. My beloved and I began by taking in birds; they were easier than people. Some birds had to be taken away from their owners, others we bought. Thoth the ibis was our most expensive bird. Cost us a small fortune, though Muriel, my Muriel, had just received a bonus then. That had been the month before she was fired, I think. Companies, go figure. They supposedly fired me for being “not enough of a team player.” That term alone, “team player.” After we lost our jobs, one shortly after the other, we bought no more birds.

“I feel so dizzy,” said my beloved. She shivered. “And my belly...” Her voice faded away.

The nurse narrowed her eyes and seemed to think briefly. Then she put her hand on my arm. Highly unprofessional. I had to resist the urge to pull away. “The fever and pain are somewhat concerning, sir. I’ll call a doctor after all.” Her voice rose oddly at the end of the sentence.

We usually didn’t get that far in a hospital. Last time it had been just migraine, I thought, maybe a persistent nosebleed. Whatever. I suddenly remembered something Dylan once said — not that Dylan, a contestant on the beach
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