
River Alsalihi

Killer Whales 

I found a dead bird on the welcome mat this morning. I stared at its 
upturned cream belly, its crooked legs pointing in different directions like 
snapped twigs, and I couldn’t look away.

There in my periphery were my black loafers, stitched together by a 
faceless laborer across the ocean, and there were the tiny pale petals that had 
drifted off the bush overnight and landed on the concrete stoop, prepared 
to be crushed by the day’s beginning.

I was aware of these things, but I was looking at the bird, its squinted 
eyes now, its tucked wings. It was like a bullet screaming to death with the 
legs of a helpless baby. All birds, I realized, seem infantile, seem in need of 
care. At least the palm sized ones, like this one below me. I didn’t want to 
pick it up, maybe because of butterflies—we girls in elementary school all 
warned each other not to touch a still butterfly because you’d paralyze it. 
Then you’re no longer a bystander to its death, but an agent.

But the bird was already dead, motionless, departed. I overassumed my 
responsibility in its narrative—I made myself larger than its life. I intuited 
myself a god.

“It’s better than dancing alone,” Paul said from behind me, his voice 
approaching.

“What?”
“It doesn’t matter if you’re bad at dancing, or whatever you’ve convinced 

yourself is wrong with you. I just want you to be there.”
I turned around to face his thick body dressed in corporate. We matched 

black hair, black blazers. Every time I saw us reflected in the side of a car I 
thought we looked slick. Smooth. Like killer whales.

“So will you?” he asked me and held on to my waist.
I stared at his neck. “There’s a dead bird on the stoop.”
“What?” He shifted around me to see it. “Oh, that’s s-ad.” I wondered 

what s-word he had started to say before thinking better. Strange? Or 
maybe just So, but then it wasn’t really so sad.
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“I’ll go to your work thing,” I said. I placed my hands on his shoulders, 
where you typically massage, but I didn’t press. I felt his soul fluttering 
under the machine of his body. “I just don’t like to move in front of other 
people and make them think I’m confident about it, like I know what I’m 
doing.”

“You’re perfect,” he said, trying to catch my eye.
I turned on my heel and saw the bird again. Slowly, so my knees clicked, 

I brought myself down and took it into my hands. I couldn’t speak. Its beak 
was closed, head angled one way, twisted, thrashed.

“Okay, I’ll see you tonight,” Paul said, and edged past me, down the 
stairs. “I love you,” he called from the sidewalk.

“I love you,” I said, still looking at the bird. “I’m going to put it 
somewhere.”

“What?” he called, but he was walking away, to his car.
I stepped out of the house and closed the door behind me. The air was 

cold and still. My hands were warm.
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