
AN OWLING TALE

by John-Michael Papirchuk

Often I imagine a perfectly happy childhood.  Doting parents 
and two sisters who treated me like the spoiled baby brother I was, 
most of the times sweetly and sometimes less so.  Better yet, I was 
totally aware of my good fortune and consequently basked in the 
sunshine.  I was rather akin to a sunflower; automatically pivoting 
my face up to catch the sun’s warming rays.  After all, wouldn’t it 
always be so? Warmth and security I’ve always associated with my 
earliest memories, until an incident a few months ago reminded me it 
wasn’t always so.

We lived then in a small town, less than a two-hour train ride 
east of Paris, in the very heart of the Champagne region.  Our 



residence, a fancy name for a five-room flat in a drab apartment 
building, ten units in all; ours was number ten, the last one on the 
top floor.  It was but one of several such buildings owned and rented 
out to employees by Maison Pommery, a premier Champagne 
producer. Across the common yard stood another building, identical 
in structure except it housed a common laundry room (where I was 
subsequently caught playing doctor with no less than three of my 
playmates, little girls as it turned out. Surprisingly my early interest 
in anatomy didn’t propel me to a career in medicine but my interest 
in little girls never waned although they grew older at about the 
same speed as I did,) and a storage room reserved for each family 
where bicycles, sacks of coal, kindling wood, garden tools and 
assorted brick-a-brack were piled up.  

Ever the handyman, Dad had installed a workbench where he 
fixed worn-out shoes with cutouts fashioned from sheets of raw 
leather he’d traded for bottles of Champagne.  Adept as I was at 
kicking stones or tin cans as if they were soccer balls, I kept him 
busy nailing down soles that all too often simulated a parched hound 
dog’s tongue on a hot day in August.  With the same trade in 
Champagne (a dozen bottles a part of his monthly take-home pay) 
he’d bartered for a couple of large cans of paint, white and yellow 
(that was mixed in varying percentage to change hues in the four 
rooms) that we promptly, as a family project, daubed all the walls 
and ceiling of our quarters.  Our domicile wasn’t fancy but it was 
bright and clean.

A rectangular, hard-packed dirt courtyard, weedy grass 
growing where it managed a tenuous foothold, was a playground 
kingdom to the dozen or so resident kids.  Adolescent girls paraded, 
pushing creaky doll carriages and gushing to each other – ooh, what 
a lovely child – as mothers are wont to do.  We, the boys, preferred 
rough and tumble games, sword-wielding D’Artagnans, patriotic 
maquisards blowing up Nazi armored trains, foreign legionnaires 
hunting down rebels across a parched Sahara, or more often than not 
kicking a ball around, if one could be found.  On occasion we were 



victimized by the girls who dragooned us into their ‘let’s play house’ 
rituals.  They bribed us with cookies baked under a mother’s 
supervision, already priming the little darlings on how to catch a 
man, and every one knew, especially in France, men are a kind of 
stupid fish easily hooked via the stomach.  I remember being 
vaguely worried that a sneaky little girl would someday snag my 
belly button and reel me in want to or not.

An ancient couple occupied number one, the ground floor 
apartment closest to the street and by all accounts the best of all, the 
one all the other tenants secretly wished to appropriate.  No one 
mentioned it would, as a prerequisite, necessitate both oldsters to 
vacate, permanently, and for that there was only one way, out feet 
first on a litter.  Long retired, they were rewarded by Pommery for a 
lifetime of toil in the vineyards with the knowledge the apartment 
was theirs to keep until the bitter end.  

There where two windows giving on the busy avenue where 
we lived and Madame C. spent her waking day sitting by the open 
dining room window surveying who was going and coming.   
Although the couple had no formal duties Madame C. took it upon 
herself to act as unofficial but unavoidable concierge.  From her 
vantage position at the street level window, she’d suddenly 
materialize at the kitchen window, the one just inside the courtyard.  
Anyone who came by, postman, town official, friend, relative or 
stranger had to undergo the inquisition she’d undertake without the 
slightest hesitation.  Her head would suddenly pop over the 
geranium pots; she’d beckon so authoritatively no one ever thought 
to object or failed under close questioning to admit to what might be 
their errand.   

“You can leave this package with me.  I’ll see to it they get it.”  
Or she’d shoo them away with an authoritative wave, “They’re not 
in.  Don’t waste your time. Come back another time.”  If you were 
in and she was satisfied with the answer to, “What do you want with 
them?” she’d point to the exact entrance and the floor were you’d be 



found.  And thus, the old busybody was an unquenchable source of 
information and gossip, if that’s what you were after.  Madame C’s 
snow-white hair always pulled back in a tight bun invariably wore 
and ankle-length black frock with a blue-gray apron around her 
waist.  Immutable as an Easter Island statue, I never saw her any 
other way.  She was also the authoritative voice that called to us 
kids, when we were playing under the wide canopy of chestnut trees 
lining the cross-town boulevard outside our walled compound.  
“Adele!” came the summons, “ta maman t’appele.”  Or the clarion 
calls of my name, “Jeannot! Supper’s ready. Go, tout de suite!”

Feet dragging, we crossed the street but once inside the ill-lit 
corridor, we’d jostle and laugh, taking the 18 steps two at a time.  
She wasn’t to be disregarded or she’d report, tut-tutting to a bone-
weary father trudging home we’d been disrespectful.  Dad didn’t 
like that and it wasn’t worth getting him in a snit over having raised 
impolite children.  Believe me, the paterfamilias wasn’t to be trifled 
with over his version of family honour and failure to smile 
appropriately at our elders was about the only time we were 
disciplined, as far as I can recall.

Yes, Madame C. was the first true authoritative person I recall, 
even feared to an extent.  I always wondered how it was, oddly 
enough, my twelve year old sister, spent hours standing under that 
window, switching from one leg to the other to offset weariness and 
holding earnest conversations about Lord knows what. Whatever, it 
seems the early lessons bore fruit as she is now the custodian of all 
pertinent information and gossip on her own street. A good 
conversation is still her preferred pastime and when she bites into a 
subject, it’s chewed over until every bit of juice has been wrung dry.  
Conversely, the oldster, a taciturn, shriveled, little man, crippled by 
severe rheumatism, the unhappy lot of many who toiled a lifetime in 
the vineyards of Champagne, kept to himself.  He had a slovenly 
grayish mane, chopped straight, east to west, ear lobe to ear lobe, the 
result of his spouse’s penny-pinching scissor work.  We, the 
children, used to titter she’d put a chamber pot over his head to 



achieve such perfect results.  There was a constant malodorous 
whiff of personal neglect about his person.  The old man was all but 
invisible and would have faded from the scene eventually except 
that he had one abiding passion – a grand old walnut tree.

Bent near ninety degrees at the waist, head down as if looking 
for something never found, daily he shuffled a laborious kilometer 
or so, pushing a wheelbarrow laden with a pruning saw, a rake and 
varied tools to where the cherished tree stood, majestic, dead center 
of a small plot of land.  His grandfather had planted it; now aged a 
century or more, its roots grasped the rich soil of the narrow alluvial 
plain sandwiched between the lateral canal and the Marne River.  A 
local tale, perhaps growing in the retelling, told how, in the year of 
the ‘great’ flood, he still visited his only known friend by polling 
over in a flat-bottomed boat.  Tethered to its trunk, he’d held guard 
through daylight hours, as if he could hold the giant upright by 
himself the need arising.  He returned daily until the rebellious 
Marne at last retreated to her bed.

Each day, he puttered in its shadow; gathering fallen branches, 
trimming others, short-changing knotted, gnarled muscles and bones 
by somehow clambering up a ladder to inspect every inch of the 
great tree.  Some of us kids sometimes spied on the old man, 
creeping Sioux-like through the adjacent alfalfa field.  We’d listen to 
him mutter ceaselessly, “hmmm, quoi? What? Hmmm, hmmm.”  
He’d pause as if listening for an answer that in his mind was 
probably loud and clear.  We’d point a finger to our heads and push 
our heads into the green to avoid guffawing out loud.  I would at 
this point like to say it wasn’t out of meanness that we acted that 
way, rather because he was the most eccentric person we knew and 
that made him a target for our tomfoolery.  Invariably, one of the 
bolder or older boys would suddenly jump up and gesticulate, “Hey-
hey, the tree is falling … jump, jump!”  Then we’d all runaway in 
great spirits backslapping the author for his crack-jack boldness.

The tree however was more than a source of pride, for each 



autumn, he collected several sacks of potato bags full of the hard 
nuts.  Of a high quality, they were sold to local merchants, (we 
heard one came from as far away as Epernay, the big town all of 
three kilometers away,) and not one of us ever held or even tasted a 
single nut.  Nary one was ever offered to any of the neighbours, not 
the kids, not the adults, although it must be pointed out my sister, the 
faithful, once and only once, came home with exactly five (one for 
each member of the family,) when Madame C. took them out of her 
apron and with a ‘shush’ gesture over her lips passed them over.  At 
any rate, the big bountiful tree was his reason to live and his ultimate 
undoing.

On a particular warm autumn Sunday afternoon, there was a 
commotion in the courtyard.  I was playing marbles with Jean-
Claude, a boy my age who lived directly below us, when the 
carriage door in the middle of the brick wall that fronted the 
courtyard creaked open.  That was unusual as a small door by their 
apartment was the one nearly always used.  Escorted by three of 
four women, two men pushed through a two-branched cart covered 
over with several empty potato sacks and taken directly to Madame 
C’s door.

  
Curious, we ran over to see what the mysterious cortege was 

about but were peremptorily shooed away.  Undaunted, we merely 
circled in from the other side.  On the edge of the gathering crowd, 
head pushed between adult elbows, I saw mud-encrusted boots 
dangling from the cart.  The two stalwarts hefted the bundle out and 
still wrapped by a potato sack or two, carried it inside.  Within the 
knowing assembly a moment’s expectant silence ensued; a 
sorrowful wail shattered the silence.  “Lucien! Oh, mon pauvre 
homme.”  The hackles on my neck stood straight as I vaguely 
realized something terrible had happened to Mr. C. 

Chilled, Jean-Claude and I ran away.  We soon enough 
learned the old man had been found at the base of the tree, clutching 
a broken limb.  The man who’d discovered now had his moment in 



the spotlight.  A good actor, he demonstrated to the curious, with 
ample gestures how the old boy had literally bitten the dust.  Not a 
detail omitted, for example a full bucket of walnuts had been spilled 
over, and had this not taken place in France one can imagine the 
inevitable attempt at gallows humour.  Someone offered the opinion 
a branch had broken – no, he’d slipped; maybe he fainted, ‘why 
would he?’ Whatever, a wag opined, a man his age should have had 
a circus net strung below for safety. The thought of the old man cart 
wheeling through the air seemed a tad insensitive and perhaps, 
wishing to keep the occasion suitably somber, the group dispersed at 
about that juncture. 

In those days, in rural or small town France, the body was laid 
out, for friends and neighbours to pay their last respects, in the home 
of the deceased and such was the case.  In a dark-blue wedding suit, 
likely the only one he’d ever owned, Old Man C. was displayed; a 
white sheet tucked right under the neck, a mustachioed, waxen head 
grotesquely peered out.  Two withered hands held the Médaille 
Militaire awarded to all the poilu who had endured the muddy, 
bloody battlefields of World War One.  “My Lucien was at 
Verdun,” the widow pointedly advised each new comer.  A pair of 
tall candles flickered by the headboard and already a mephitic smell 
pervaded the unventilated room.

Let me assure you, I remember only too well these ghoulish 
details as they were imprinted in my young and all too 
impressionable brain.

That evening, Father dressed in Sunday pants and a fresh shirt, 
took me by the hand and started for the door.  Mom intercepted and 
asked where he was taking me.  “You know very well,” he 
answered somewhat testily, as if she shouldn’t ask such a useless 
question.

Mom did know and didn’t like it one bit.  “Don’t take him.  
He’s too small.”



“He’s got to learn.  People die.  He must pay his last respects.  
That’s how it is.”  He pulled me along but dear Mom wasn’t 
through yet, “Michel, he’s too sensitive.  He’ll be frightened.  Leave 
him be.”

I don’t know why but Dad would have none of it.  “You baby 
him too much.” And, as an aside to me, “You want to be a big boy, 
don’t you?” 

 
He’d asked this most unfair of questions and what was I 

supposed to respond? “Of course Dad,” I piped up, “I want to be a 
big boy.”  That was good enough for Father and he led me out.  
Mom had nothing more to say, and God, how I later wished she’d 
stoop up more steadfastly on my behalf.

Instead, I suppose she decided on the next best thing and 
hurried after us.  She’d already been once but wouldn’t let me go 
alone with Dad.  He grumbled something about apron strings and 
nothing more was said as somewhat apprehensive by the tone of 
their conversation I kept pace, taking two steps to each of Dad’s 
purposeful stride.  It was easy enough as he was holding me quite 
tightly by the hand and wasn’t about to let me go.

 Within seconds in that macabre room, the smell of dripping 
wax, the oppressive atmosphere, the whispering voices, my head 
began to spin.  I couldn’t comprehend why we’d come to see old 
Lucien sleeping funny and couldn’t fathom what was going on 
except I suddenly, vehemently hated my father.  I cringed back and 
looked to Mom, imploring.  She pried my hand away from his fist 
and pulled me to safety, not a moment too soon as I was about to 
keel over.  It’s just too bad she didn’t hustle me home right there and 
then; perhaps the damage to a fragile psyche might have been 
attenuated.  As we crossed the living room, the widow, dabbing at 
the corner of a bleary eye and yet composed, waved her 



handkerchief for us to come over.  Old habits die-hard and no one 
ever walked away from Madame C. and unwilling to offend, 
Mother complied, one arm protectively around my shoulders.  I 
pressed myself as tightly as possible to her.

There were a dozen or so sympathizers in that room, sitting or 
hovering close by.  I’m not being disrespectful, but Madame C. 
might be said to have relished the opportunity to hold forth to such a 
good and attentive gathering.  And with the practiced voice of a 
storyteller, yet again regurgitated her story word by ghastly word.

I held my eyes squeezed shut throughout but heard every 
damn word! And this is what she said in a tone that allowed for no 
doubt: “I knew there would be a death in this house.  I knew beyond 
the shadow of a doubt.  I saw it there, for three consecutive nights.  
It was there, facing us, ‘l’oiseau de malheur’ and it hooted three 
times for three consecutive nights.  At this juncture, I swear, she 
hooted, a soft, lugubrious, “Whooo…  whooo…  whooo.”

A housefly buzzed by my nose.  I reared back and swatted at 
it.  

In the dead silence that followed the eerie call, she spun out a 
dreary tale.  A white owl had taken up station, directly in front of 
their bedroom window.  It had perched on an oak beam under the 
eaves of the building across the courtyard.  Anyone knew the bad 
luck bird cast a death sentence upon one who lives where it fixed its 
evil eye.  It hooted a supernatural message from beyond.  And the 
incontrovertible proof that it was all perfectly true and not some old 
folds take (she sniffled and stared reproachfully at someone in the 
room who might have been impertinent enough to have so 
remarked,) the proof was there for anyone smart enough to take a 
look at that accursed beam.  Someone actually went out to take a 
look and reported the owl was no longer to be seen.

“Of course not,” she snorted, “I told you.  Now that it has 



delivered the devil’s message, it won’t return until my time is up. 
Or,” perfidiously added, “when someone else in this building is sure 
to die.”

Oh Mama!  I tore my hand out of hers and pressed my palms 
against my ears.  I didn’t want to possess such damning knowledge.  
Madame C. was to be respected. Mom and Dad always said that.  
She must be telling the truth and I didn’t want to know that evil 
white birds came in the night and presaged death.  I began to 
whimper and shiver and mercifully Mom hustled me home.  I held 
her hand tight and snuggled my head under her arm as we walked. 
My eyes shut tight, except… except, just before we entered the 
hallway door, so help me, I looked back, over my shoulder.  I 
checked if a white apparition was now facing our windows.  I 
shrieked.  I saw it.  Clear as could be.

Across the courtyard, an attic dormer-window cast back a 
hazy moonlit reflection.

“It’s the bad luck bird!!!  It’s there.”  I wailed and Mom picked 
me up in her arms, shushing in my ear.  Dad who’d followed fumed 
about a crybaby son.  Mom snapped at him to please shut up, he’d 
done enough harm for one day.  She took me directly to bed and I 
refused to let her go.  I babbled incoherently about the white owl 
that sat across our home.  She parted the curtains and made a show 
of looking, one way and the other.  She told me there was absolutely 
nothing there.  “Come and see for yourself,” she encouraged.  I hid 
under the blankets.  I wouldn’t go near that window because I knew 
she was lying.

That night and several more, dear Mom hovered hours by my 
bedside lulling me to sleep.  Eventually, from sheer exhaustion I’d 
drop off to the clutches of the sinister white bird.  When dawn 
broke, I’d wake up, listening intently, heart pounding.  Then I’d 
hear Dad getting ready for work.  That’s one.  Then Mom would 
whisper a goodbye.  Thank God, that’s two.  I’d not get out of bed 



until I’d hear, first my oldest sister dressing for school, and then 
Adele.  Thank you Lord, we’re all here, at least for another day.  
And then, beaming from joy, I’d leap out of bed, whether the sun 
shone or not it was sure to be another wonderful day.

And then night and the same hellish fears to stomach!  It 
became fretful beyond what Dad deemed acceptable, although 
always solicitous of my welfare now he forbade Mom to spend 
more than five minutes tucking me in.  When she left my side, I’d 
rub my eyes so hard until the blood flooding behind swollen eyelids 
engendered a purple-red amoebic blob, a limbless, undulating 
monstrosity that threatened to engulf me.  Mesmerized, teeth 
clenched, I stared inwardly at the phantasm, knowing I couldn’t cry 
out or Dad would appear to scold his sissy-son.  I lay rigid; barely 
breathing, petrified, scared stiff.

And that went on, unabated for months and yes, years.  
Thereafter, each morning I counted members of my family and then 
lived another day the life of a normal, healthy boy.  But I couldn’t 
keep the sun from sneaking out of town, and darkness would 
descend on a forlorn little boy.  I’d hear the owl hooting, and 
sometimes that was true.  Barn owls were calling out somewhere, 
distant or nearby, perhaps even under the dreaded eaves across the 
courtyard.  My blood froze and I clenched my fists and rubbed my 
eyes and watched the blood-swollen beast creeping to swallow me 
up and then I‘d sleep a fitful slumber until a new dawning delivered 
me from the depredations of an overly sensitive imagination.

Madame C. lived on for many years, well into her nineties and 
we’d already immigrated to Canada.  She never knew the 
psychological violence she caused to a little boy.  How could she? 
And after all, three times the nocturnal caller did hoot, three 
consecutive nights it perched facing her window; as immutable Fate 
transmuted into a night bird predicted her mate dutifully died.  One 
doesn’t, she had stated, neglect to pay attention to the call of the 
night owl.  I wonder, did she hear it call before she rejoined old 



Lucien?

* * * * * * * *

I abruptly cut short a weekend getaway that had up to then been 
perfect.  Blue skies, good fishing, mosquitoes almost bearable, but 
my heart wasn’t in it anymore.  I’d rented a pine log cabin in a 
northern lodge that catered to hunters, fisherman and occasional 
lovers seeking a discreet hideaway.  White and silver birch framed a 
rugged Canadian shoreline of Precambrian rock; the blue water lake 
teemed with trophy-sized bass and gigantic Northern pike; the 
mixed forest a haven for white-tails, and through the early morning 
mist, one might have spotted a moose swimming across a reedy bay.  

At the crack of dawn, stepping out, fishing rod in hand, I found 
myself staring, directly, at a pair of malevolent eyes.  There, so 
close, I might have reached out and touched it, directly in front and 
just a little above; there, on a crossbeam supporting the veranda roof 
of my cabin, perched a Great Horned Owl.  It blinked horrid, 
yellow-eyes – the head swiveled as if under demonic possession.  I 
was transfixed, nailed to the wooden boards; suddenly, it lunged! I 
ducked and it whooshed, a feathered skimming over my head.  A 
ghost melting in the sunlight beyond – every single hair stood on 
end, neck, arms, I swear even my legs bristled as if zapped by a bolt 
of lightning.  

Eyes shut tight, I remembered the day before kicking aside on the 
wooden floor what looked like a fur-ball, but now admitted what it 
had been - a disgusting bundle of half-digested mouse, fur and bone, 
a tail yet visible.  The foul bird had regurgitated its lunch at my 
doorstep.  Instantly, I knew it had sat there, facing the bedroom 
window at least one night prior, this now made it two in a row.  I 
didn’t analyze the why but immediately knew I wasn’t going to be 
caught dead, anywhere near, not a third consecutive night! The 
place, so pleasant and welcoming, had now taken on a sinister aura 



and I couldn’t pack fast enough to escape.  Vaguely, I remembered 
having attempted to deaden the sound of nightly hooting in the 
surrounding forest.  I had slept with one pillow held tightly to one 
ear and the other pressed hard against another.

 
Embedded terror, long suppressed, tore loose as an iceberg from 

an arctic mooring and set adrift across the frozen landscape of my 
memory.  I shivered.  I’d forgotten the frightened little boy dormant 
inside of me, until that very instant.
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