
SP/RROW 

She was small and slight and her eyes were dark beads on either 
side of a beaklike nose. She moved quickly, head down, as if, we 

sometimes joked, scanning for seeds. She had a way of seeming 

to dart from place to place. She had a way, too, of saying the 

most predictable things. When a truck went off the road in 
front of the little store where she worked, she said, "That's too 

bad. I hope no one was hurt." When it started to rain, wheth­

er drizzling or pouring, she'd say, "It's raining cats and dogs." 
When someone said the sandwich she was eating looked good, 

she'd say, "It's a good sandwich." If someone said the sandwich 

didn't look good, she'd say, "Yeah, not great." 

If you found yourself in a car in which she was riding and 

someone suggested rolling down a window, she'd say, "Some 

fresh air." Or you'd pass a guy riding a horse and she'd say, 

"A horse." If someone, goading her slightly, asked, "You like 

horses?" she might say, "Well, they are pretty," and if that per­
son, goading her further, asked if she'd like to someday own 

a horse, she would, because that possibility was so out of the 
question (she didn't make much at the store and rented half a 
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duplex), just go quiet and blink, blink, as if something happen­

ing outside her cage had startled her into stillness. 

Of course, one day she fell in love. He was a man she worked 

with at the store. I can see her now in the brown apron they 

gave her. I don't imagine he had given her any romantic signals, 

but they were there together every day and likely he did for her 

the sorts of small kindnesses people do for one another when 

working with one another and in time she decided he was the 

one for her. She started dropping his name. "That's what Ran­

dy thinks too," she'd say, or "I said that same thing to Randx 

the other day." We imagined that Randy thought about her the 

w,1y we did; that is, in his early days of working with her, he'd 

w:1iu.:d to di scover what might be special or interesting about 

li er only to find that she didn't have, as the expression goes, 

much to recommend her. 

She always seemed to be reading directly from a book on 

how to be most common. "Are those apples fresh?" someone 

would ask, and she'd say, "I suppose they are pretty fresh." 

"Was that an earthquake just now?" someone would ask, and 

she'd say, "If it was, it will be on the radio." 

Then came a change. Because she was in love, or fancied 

herself to be, with Randy, and because, I expect, she could feel 

that not only did he not feel the same way, he didn't feel much 

about her at all (and why would he, given that she was, as 

mentioned, experienced by most people as a slightly puzzling 

blankness), she started, perhaps, to panic a little, to sense, 

maybe for the first time in her life, that her natural way of being 

was not interesting enough to get the attention of (much less 

delight or captivate) someone like, even, Randy, who, I should 

say, was no font of originality himself b'ut at least had a big 

truck he loved and would wash with pleasure every Friday after 
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his shift and sornet.imes would :ll least make a dirty joke or pick 

up a strange-looking damaged orange and do cl,c funny voi, ·,· 

in which he imagined such an orange might speak, and w:,s, 1111 

example, a passionate advocate for, and defender of, his 111otl1,·1, 

a mean old thing who lived a few houses down from t hi' •, t 1111 · , 

a strongly self-certain lightning bolt of constan t opi11i11g ,, 11,, 

presented as a fierce pair of black men's glass1.:s 111 ovi11g .110111111 

on a tanned, agitated face. 
But Randy, as they say, thought his mot+icr h1111 g tl11: 111111111 , 

and this was because she thought he hung it. It wns :1 l,i 11d 111 

mutual admiration society. He got along nicely wi th 111•1', /\ nil 

she got along nicely with him. Which was, I thought , w~· :ill 

tl1ought, part of the reason he'd never married, pcrh:1ps. 

It was a small town, and we did a good deal of miking :1ho11t 

such things. 
The woman, who we called Sparrow amon g- 11111·sc lv1·~· hu t: 

whose real name, funnily enough, was Cloria, 111 11 i1 •1·d t lt ir; 

about Randy, the way he was with his mother, 1111d :1dd1·d i1 

to the growing list of things she liked about hi111 , ' 1'11 ,11 i', , •;It , 

would say he was a good man; that you can tell :t 1111 . .1 111111 ,1 

man by how he treats his mother; tl1at mothers w1·r1· < :nd \ 
special gift to us all. And so forth.Just all tl1e things you wrn dd 

expect her to say, all the first-order things someone mi ght 1,:1 

had she made no attempt to think anew about the thing i11 

question. 
Noticing that she was having no effect on Randy, shr startl'd 

trying new things, such as having opinions of her own. But it 

was as if she were just manufacturing these in order to li :,w 

them. "Oh, I know what!" she'd s:1y. "We shou ld put tli L: fud g,· 

up there, with the olives." Or "So-and-so is such a good actor. I 

thinl< I h:1v L: a lill k <.: rn sh on him ." A11d it w:1s alw:1ys wh:,t 1·ve1· 
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actor was on the cover of some magazine that month, and if 

you pressed her on it you'd find she'd never seen any of his 

moVIes. 
You would never have described her as feminine. But now 

she decided that the way to Randy's heart was to become more 

girlish. Somewhere she got hold of a curling iron and some 
perfume. Imagine that trip to the mall in Werthley. Or the one 

in Clover. She didn't drive. So would have taken the bus. Soon 

the store smelled of her new perfume. She started, based on an 
article in one of the women's magazines she'd begun reading, 

to l:rngh more. She would laugh at anything Randy said, and 
111 1t just th <.: thi ngs that he meant to be funny. He would look 

ove r, st:irt led, al such a t·ime. 

W,· n1uld all s<.:<.: a fo ll was coming. Randy's mother owned 

the store and would come in behind those big glasses, judg­
ing everything. W ho the hell put the fudge way up there? she 

would demand. What was that terrible smell? "I'm wearing 
perfume," Gloria would say. "Well, why?" the mother would 

snap. "Are you going on a date?" That was the punch line: the 

idea of Gloria on a date with some unlucky bastard. The moth­

er would laugh her low alcoholic growl of a laugh as if this was 
the most far-fetched idea ever. But she wasn't only mean. She 

had an honest, caring side to her, too. "Don't get your hopes 

up, sister, men-wise," she'd tell Gloria, in the lettuce-smelling 

corner of the stockroom where they piled the cardboard boxes. 
"You're not much to look at but ... " And she'd think to add 

something like "you've got a good heart" or "you're a hard 

worker," but because she prided herself on being lacerating­

ly honest, as these thoughts came up, she felt she had to not 
I 

say them, because this Gloria had never shown any evidence 

of having an especially good heart, and as for as being a hard 
worker, well, no. She showed up <.!very day, st,rl' , hut had never, 
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in the mother's memory, taken any special interest in the work­

ings of the store or had a single fresh, helpful idea about any­

thing at all. It was strange to have had someone working for 
you for nearly two years and not be able to recall a single occa­

sion on which she had suggested anything to improve or liven 

up the store, such as, that gal they'd fired, Irene, had at least 

had the idea of putting a glass jar on the counter into which 

people could drop spare change, which would then be given to 

the local children's hospital, but which, it turned out, Irene was 
·leverly pocketing about half of. Which was why she'd been let 
1·0. So, not that clever. Although pretty clever. Because it had 

taken them nearly a year to catch her. But at least that Irene 

had shown some gumption, some desire to, well, improve her 
condition, one might say. She wasn't some inert thing letting 

life just happen to her. 

Because this opinionated and sometimes caring old lady was 
a sharp observer, she picked up on the fact that her son was in 

; loria's sights. And told him so. He just la ughed. But th en 

started to think. Not about Gloria, exactly, but abont th<.: ract 11r 
her liking him. He liked the idea of her starting to work t her" 

two years ago in a neutral state and then noticing this man who 

worked there, that is, him, Randy, and coming gradually to 

prefer him over all of the men in town and over all the men in 

the world, apparently, coming to like him the most, in some 

special way he didn't really know about yet but would like to 

know more about. What was it about him that she liked so 

n1uch? It was interesting. He liked, also, the way they seemed 
to agree on everything. That wasn't the case with other women. 

Other women often disagreed with him. If he said it was about 
10 rain, they might say, "I doubt it" or "Doesn't look like it" or 

"T hat·'s no t in th<.: forecast." But she, G loria, would say some­
tl ii ,,g lik <.: " I l> L· t you' re righ1 ." W li irli ronfi rrned they were 
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simpatico. And when it did start to rain, she'd say, "It's raining 

cats and dogs," which seemed, to him, like a forthright way of 
acknowledging how right he'd been. And then (he found this 

generous) she'd smile, as if it pleased her to be able to acknowl­

edge how right he'd been. Which he liked. He liked the way 

she noticed and enjoyed the way he tended to get most things 
right. She seemed, in this way, confident. It didn't bother her, 

the way it did most women, when he was shown to be right. If 
a person was right, he was right, she seemed to feel, it was no 

skin off her ass. 

So, imagine you are a woman who, all your life, people have 
shi1·d nw:iy from and avoided, and whenever you said some­
I lii11g it w<.;111 0 111 in t·o the world and just hung there, causing a 

1H·1111·:il or :- lightly :1dverse reaction, and every time this hap­

pt·11<.;d, you felt it, :rnd so, behind you, in your life' there had 

accrued a series of light but painful little blows, conspiring to 

convince you that there was something wrong with you, and 
now you find yourself in the daily presence of a man who seems 

to be coming to like you and has even started to leave you little 

presents on the break room table (a chocolate mint, a single 

Twinkie). And imagine that this man's mother is against it, 

against this thing that is the thing that, now, propels you, Glo­

ria, out of bed every morning. And that she, the mother, finds 

all of this amazing and laughable and disappointing and even, 

one day, tells her son that his interest in you is causing her to 
downgrade her opinion of him. And imagine that the man 

shares this with you. But, far from discouraging him, he says, 

this has actually made him feel, for the first time, that he is the 
protector of some woman not his mother. Which, he says, 

blushing, has made him feel tender, toward you, or whatnot. 

Imagine the kind of month that would be for you if you were 
that woman. 

!~ l'J\ 1, IU )W 1'. \!i 

And imagine you ate that 1na11, who, for the first time, feels 
he is protecting a woman not his mother, a woman who is ~ 
much more full of life than his old, tan, bent-but-agile mother, 
whose smug eternal certainty is, for the first time, coming t 

seem tiresome, as are tl1ose big honker glasses that once b1•­
longed to his father, into which she, for some reason, pnt new 

k nses last year, that is, eleven whole years after your fatl1l'l' 1
~ 

passing. T hat woman, that young, energetic woman wid1 who11 1 

you often now find yourself in pleasant agreement, might :sud­

denly start to seem even prettier to you, even if no one ds 0 

seems to notice it. But you notice it, this uptick in her prct­

Liness, and say so, in one of those notes you've begun leaving 

on the break table, with those snacks, notes that are getting 

longer and longer lately and sometimes even border on the 

passionate, in which your grammar will sometimes go a bit off 
as you struggle to express these new feelings, and tha t mig-ht 

·ven include a drawing of, for example, a ca rtoon m :rn w ii Ii 

stars pouring out of the open top of his head. 
And one day there comes a kiss. In the stockroom. /\ltt:r it , 

you say, "Not bad," to which she replies, ''Not bad :H ;di ," wld1•l1 

you take as confirmation that you are, as you have alw:1ys k•lt 

yourself to be, an excellent kisser, and now someone has fina ll y 
noticed it, thank you very much. 

And then the two of you are off to the races, and no matter 

what we, tl1e people who live in that town and shop in tl1at 
store, think about it, or how we snicker about it in the parking 

lot, saying unimaginative things ourselves now, such as "Well, 

ood for them, really, why not?" or "One thing I would not 
want to be is a fly on the wall of wherever it is they go to be 
alone" or "l gllcss you never can te ll , with peop.le," and no mat­

ter what the 111otlier with the 111en's glasses might hiss :i t night· 
:lt her son in the hrn1se, her hrn ,se, th:1t she an d d1 c son sh:1 r1

' 
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but that she owns, there would still be, as if willed by some 

force bigger than any of us, a wedding, in July, in the church 
just up the block that had formerly been a private home and 

that the current pastor had crowned with a bell tower of sorts 

but without any bell in it. 
And all of us would go to that wedding, because how could 

we not? And because the new couple looked so na'ive, happy, 

and clueless, standing there at the altar of the church with no 
bell in its tower, we would think: "Oh, this is not going to end 

well." 
And it 111:)Y not. Lt still may not end well. Life being, as they 

s:iy, lon g-. B11 1 it h:,s not ended badly yet. It has not ended at all. 
V\/111'11 wt• :1rt• in tl1 :11 store, we will often hear him singing her 

111 .,b··i, wl1 1.: tl1 t.:r she i~ nearby or not, and same with her: she is 

.dw;1ys singing his praises, whether he is nearby or not. Seeing 
her now, one does not think "looks like bird" but "small, glow­

ing lady." And he; he moves around the store with a theatrical 

beneficence, seeming to take a fastidious pleasure in helping 
customers with even the smallest things, sometimes even help­

ing a customer too much, for too long, not at all ashamed now, 

it seems, to be seen working in his mother's store, as he had so 

often seemed to be formerly. And over time, the mother has 

become, one might say, subservient to, even adoring of, the 

couple they have become, and, whether they are nearby or not, 

but especially if they are not, will sing their praises, saying that 

they are devoted, absolutely devoted to each other, is the way 

she will most often put it. 

GHOUL 

At noon Layla wheels over Vat of Lunch. For a sec I can be not­

sc:1 ry, leaning against our plastiform wall meant to resemble 
human entrails. 

"Why aren't the old served first? " crabs Leonard, Squatting 
Ghoul Two, senior to all. 

Last week Leonard's knee went out. We, his fol low Squ:11 

ting Ghouls, have since been allowing him to sit upon 011r pl:1s 

tiform Remorseful Demon, which, at this moment, c,nils <Hll' 

of its periodic Remorse-groans. 

"Grieve on, foul beast," I say, per Script. 

"Foul indeed!" says Artie, Feuding Ghoul Four: great guy, 

always blurting out such quips as "Brian, you are really on it, in 
terms of the way you keep · casting your eyes fitfully back and 

forth while squatting!" To which I might reply, "Thanks, Artie, 

you Feuding Ghouls are also ripping it up, I so admire how, 

·very clay, you guys come up with a whole new topic for your · 
Fcod!" 

lnto my paper bowl goes: Lunch. A broth with, plopped 
down in it, :1 single g leam ing Kit Kat. 

Snnwcl:iy I, too, 111:\y hi.; old, knees giving out, some group of 


