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I

IT WAS WINTER NOW. The dry leaves ticked past, scudding across the rusting wire of the screen door. He sat here every morning, a few feet from the open door, looking out into his backyard through the screen, challenging his memory. What's changed since yesterday? The wire divided the world into units and by sitting in the same spot at the same time each morning he was sure he'd someday net the moment, notice that point of departure where the future left the past. There were times when he stared so intently that the screen dissolved everything behind it and became a soft blankness of emotion. The wire would expand, float, hang so fluidly that fish were caught, brilliant gills of scarlet. Then there seemed a bewildering urgency, a writhing moment of opportunity, and he reached for the lip of the fish as if he were retreating from a burn, or an electric shock, or the barb of a hook. He almost dropped his coffee.

The grass beyond the door was sparse, brown, the weathered stockade fence grey, and the leaves so dry they cartwheeled to powder. It was winter now, he thought. When did that happen?

The parrot came then, lit on the handle of the screen door, but soon swung like a stone on a string beneath the handle, and finally rested there upside down. The bird looked into the kitchen. For a moment Lyman was so startled he felt as if he were hanging upside down rather than the parrot. He opened his mouth. The bird opened his mouth. The parrot's green and yellow was almost arrogant against the grey of the backyard. But he was weathered too' a tuft of down torn from his breast, a spot of blood between his eyes, a wing feather broken and thrust up under his beak as if he were trying to scratch his chin. Lyman stuttered, trying to snare the moment. He fought against the obvious but finally couldn't help himself, and said, “P — P — P — Polly want a . . . ”

“Shut up!” the bird screeched.

Lyman was immediately convinced of the parrot's sincerity. But he wavered when the bird didn't continue, didn't fly away. He was mesmerized by the brilliant green plumage, the yellow eye, the lolling of the body in the breeze. He asked again, “Polly want a . . . ”

“Shut up!”

The bird's voice grated through the screen shrilly and slapped him. The moment, the moment, the moment, he thought. But the parrot interrupted Lyman again. He righted himself on the door handle, tearing triangular holes in the screen with his beak. The feathers on the nape of his neck bristled and he dropped his head between the shoulders of his wings. Then he turned to Lyman directly.

“I'm an eagle,” he said. The parrot said it again, “I'm an eagle.”

Lyman, speechless, nodded slowly and put his coffee cup on the floor. He rose and walked to the door and opened it gently. The parrot, windblown, grabbed the edge of the door with his beak and swung one foot around to the inside handle, then the other, then released the edge of the door. Lyman let it come softly to and backed away.

*

For the longest time there had been only the burying of dogs, his shadow flung full-length into the roadside night by the headlights of his truck and passing cars, his shadow shoveling out shallow graves for the bodies of smashed and disemboweled and quartered animals.

*

Lyman began taking notes, writing on a Texas State Department of Highways pad the things the parrot said. In a small neat hand: “Shut Up.” Beneath this: “I'm an eagle.” He went back and capitalized “Eagle.” Beneath this: “Speak for Yourself.” The parrot had said this to him many times, with a conviction surpassing anything Lyman himself had ever had. The bird seemed sure.

Lyman took a single Polaroid of the bird sitting on the back of a kitchen chair. A single portrait because the flash caused the bird to utter a piercing scream and fly directly into the refrigerator door. He didn't seem to see very well. Lyman felt the bird staring, narrowing his field of vision, trying one eye then the other. He'd tried to speak occasionally, Lyman had, but his first syllables brought back the same shrill “Shut up” or the even more irritating “Speak for yourself.” So he was silent and moved only slowly through the kitchen. Each time Lyman walked across the room, even though he stayed well away from that startling greenness and tilting head, the bird shifted nervously from foot to foot on the back of the chair. He shut the open door and pulled the curtains across the windows, then turned off the light hanging above the table. He wanted to calm this large flying beast, and he'd seen cloth covers hung over cages to put birds to sleep. The darkness seemed to help. Both of them were lulled. The bird lowered his bill to preen a feather, and Lyman, yawning, poured his coffee into the sink. He'll want something to eat, he thought. What does a tropical bird eat? From the cupboard he mixed a variety bowl: Captain Crunch cereal, pretzels, cheese balls, onion and garlic croutons. The parrot was on the chair in the far corner of the room. Lyman walked slowly to the kitchen table and slid the bowl across the formica toward the bird. He was shocked when the parrot jumped immediately from the chair to the bowl, lowering one eye to the level of the croutons and pretzels. A four-toed foot, almost a hand, lingered forward and lifted a pretzel from the bowl, brought it to the bird's beak. The beak dropped the pretzel back to the bowl, and the bird returned with a short hop and flap to the chair.

“What then?” Lyman asked.

The parrot looked up at him. Suddenly Lyman realized the bird had let him speak.

“You let me speak?”

The bird brought a long-clawed toe up between his heavily lidded eyes and scratched at the scab there. Lyman moved back to the refrigerator, opened the door, and bent low to see what else he might have to offer the bird. He heard the rush of wings then, beating hard, flapping down on him, and all his thoughts were of the long claws and the thick, curved beak. He screamed, ducked lower, and covered his head with his arms. The parrot screamed too, coming in low, screaming in mid-flight, screaming out of the darkness toward the forty-watt bulb.

The bird screamed, “Give some to the parrot!” and lit on a shelf in the refrigerator. Lyman looked out from underneath his arms, squinting, ready to cover himself again. The parrot was rooting among the contents of his refrigerator, pushing bottles aside with his head and beak, moving from shelf to shelf. Behind a gallon of milk he found a plum and began making stabs at it with foot and beak.

“OK,” Lyman said, “OK.” He reached around the far side of the milk carton and snatched the plum, showed it to the parrot and carried it back to the table. The bird followed him, but this time made his way back across the kitchen on the floor, waddling over the linoleum, hopping up to a chair seat and then to the tabletop. Lyman moved away, and the bird began to eat. It gave him a warm shiver of pleasure, watching this foreign creature eating a plum on his kitchen table.

“Speak for yourself,” Lyman said. “I'm an eagle,” he said. But he couldn't get the parrot to respond. He'd have to find out who he belonged to. Somebody must be missing him. Who had taught him to say such extravagant things? He went back to the refrigerator and took more plums from the fruit and vegetable drawer. He washed them, yawning, and placed two more on the edge of the table. He thought that might be enough till the afternoon. He didn't have a cage, until he thought of the whole trailer as a cage. It would only be for the one clay anyway. He watched the bird eat for a while longer, feeling the pleasure again, but it had been another long night, so he closed the kitchen door on the big green bird, and walked the length of the trailer to his bedroom. Just before he fell asleep he remembered the last thing the bird had said and wrote this down at the bottom of his list: “Give some to the parrot.”

*

He dreamed there was a parrot in his kitchen and that the parrot called his name.

*

Lyman woke at 2:30 in the afternoon thinking not of the parrot but of Fiona at the library, the thing she'd said to him. She worked at the library of the northwest campus of Tarrant County Junior College. Lyman spent many nights there before work, catching up on his homework. He'd been studying there long before she'd come. The thing she'd said in a hot whisper that swabbed the convolutions of his ear, that made him feel as if she were tucking the hem of his shirt into his already buttoned pants, the thing she'd said: “Lyman, underneath this skirt my legs are almost miraculously transformed into my ass.”

And Lyman had leaned away from her slightly, putting his finger in his ear, and said, “Why're you telling me this?”

“Because to everyone else it's obvious.” And she straightened up then and walked back to the return counter. What was she trying to say?

*

The phone rang, rang, rang again, and Lyman looked at it beside his bed, but it did not ring. Then he remembered the parrot. Things never seemed to be what they seemed. He peed and the phone rang again, three short “brrriingggs.” At the kitchen door he paused for a moment, then opened it slowly, following the arc of the door in a quick scan, but he couldn't see him. Then the bird lifted his head above the rim of the sink, where he'd been drinking water out of a dirty cereal bowl.

“MA17,” the parrot said, and climbed out of the sink.

“MA17?” Lyman said queryingly.

“MA17,” the bird assured him.

Lyman wrote it down. Then, surveying the kitchen, he noticed the long chalky streaks of feces ringing the room like some stranded bead curtain from the sixties. It was an amazing amount of feces for a bird, he thought. It dripped from every conceivable perch, down the front of the refrigerator, along the cabinets and chair backs, from the very doorknob he now held in his hand. The bowlful of pretzels and cereal lay scattered across the table with the remains of the plums. The parrot took flight then, lighting on the hood above the stove, and shat on Lyman's skillet.

“This won't do,” Lyman said, but again he had an almost queer bodily pleasure in this animal's physical presence. It actually pleased him to watch the bird defecate. They looked at each other for a few moments and then, wetting the corner of a dish towel, Lyman approached the bird with the intention of rubbing the dried blood from between his eyes. When the towel was inches from the wound the parrot spread his wings and, snipping forward, drew fresh blood from the meaty part of Lyman's thumb. Lyman retreated, consoling his thumb by surrounding it with his healthy hand, and concurrently shouting, “Goddamn it!”

The bird shouted back, “Goddamn pinch-faced buttlick!”

Lyman smiled broadly at the bird for the first time. “Who made you?” he said. He looked at his torn thumb, ran water over it, wondered distractedly about rabies. There was a positive need for a cage. He'd have to see to that. He bandaged his wound, then thought of not writing down the bird's last outburst, but did so anyway. He'd never written down the word “buttlick” before. But it might prove useful in determining the bird's owner. Beside “MA17” he wrote: “Could it be the bird's name?” Had he escaped from some sort of scientific experiment? Lyman ruled out the possibility that he'd flown north from the tropics because he hadn't spoken any Spanish or Portuguese.

“¿Habla Español?” Lyman asked. The parrot didn't answer, but nearly bent himself double on the stove hood so he could look at Lyman upside down. Lyman took this for a no. He decided the only course would be to put a “pet found” ad in the Star-Telegram. Perhaps someone had already placed an ad looking for him. Whoever claimed the bird would sure as hell have to describe him.

But he couldn't imagine the person behind this bird. He looked at his list again, occasionally glancing up at the parrot to make sure he wasn't about to be attacked. I'm an eagle. What a preposterous and wonderful thing to say about yourself. Lyman said it out loud. “I'm an eagle.” Then he said it again, assuming the bird's tone of authority. “I'm an eagle.” He already understood it made him feel good to say it. He said it many more times, placing the emphasis first on “I'm” then on “eagle,” then whispering the entire phrase under his breath as if it were a secret. He glanced up at the bird again. The parrot had one foot behind his head, smoothing the feathers on his nape. Lyman took this opportunity to squeeze open the refrigerator door and snatch the last plum. He washed it, then rolled it to the center of the kitchen table. The parrot watched him but didn't move.

Lyman took the far path to the door, and as he slid through it, heard the flapping of great wings. The sound made his heart beat wildly. He walked down the hall, past his living room and past the room with all his trophies, to his slope-roofed bedroom, and he dressed. He took down one of his ten fluorescent orange-and-yellow jumpsuits, and climbed into it, zipping himself in. His cap was fluorescent as well, orange with a long yellow bill. There was much to do before work at ten that night. As the screen door on his trailer slammed to he heard the phone ringing again. And although it was hard for him to control his hands, he kept on walking.

*

When he was eighteen, twelve years ago, he'd taken up a long and almost completely fruitless search to find his family. After graduating from high school he requested his file from the state and received a small batch of carbon copies of the coroner's report, the police report on the accident, an officer's report on the failed investigation to find any of his parents' people. There were four black-and-white, eight-by-ten photographs included: two of the wrecked automobile and one each of his mother and father, close-ups of their blanched and rigid faces against stainless steel. The faces were so lifeless, so remote, that he couldn't see himself in them. He touched his cheek with the tips of his fingers, and he touched the flat glossy photos and he felt no resemblance.

There had been an accident. The police report concluded the right front tire had blown. On a ruled stretch of highway west of Fort Worth their 1955 Chevrolet sedan had left the unwavering flatness of the asphalt, cut through a barbed-wire fence and was ripped from bumper to back seat by the only tree within sight. His father's torso lay with the engine in the back seat, his legs crumpled under the dash. His mother left her shoes on the floorboard as she flew through the windshield, and she left her small intestines stretched tautly between radio antenna and tree limb. They'd found him, Lyman, bruised, bleeding, thrown clear. They estimated his age at three months.

The only identification on either of his parents was his father's driver's license, issued in Fort Worth a month earlier. His name was Edward Lyman. He was five feet, nine inches tall. Brown eyes. Brown hair. The address on the license was a motel on Highway 80 in Fort Worth. There were receipts in the glove compartment, from the motel, a grocery, and a gas station, all in Fort Worth. His father had bought the car two days after they moved into the motel, from a lot on Jacksboro Highway. He'd paid two hundred and eighty-five dollars, cash. The car was only five years old at the time but already had over a hundred thousand miles on the odometer. There had been no trade — in. The police investigation revealed no known work place, no previous address, no next of kin. His mother was listed as “Mrs. Lyman” on the coroner's report, although there was no proof that they were married. Their photos were sent to missing persons bureaus across the country but there had been no response.

The investigating officer had died by the time Lyman turned eighteen, but the coroner was still alive. Lyman carried his report back to him but the man could hardly recall the case. “So many dead,” he'd said. “I'm sorry.”

As he left, Lyman had asked, with an overwhelming sense of shame, “Do you do gynecological examinations in such cases? I mean, would you have checked to see if this woman was a mother? I mean, I don't resemble these people. The police, they never found where I came from, none of my people. Maybe I was stolen.”

The coroner took the photos again from Lyman. Lyman could see that he was trying to construct a sentence before he spoke the first word of it.

“I'm five foot ten,” Lyman said at last. “This man was five nine. It's true my hair and eyes are brown but that's common.”

Finally the doctor spoke, the words curling out of his mouth like long shavings from a plane. “Son, this poor girl was your mother. She was probably younger than you when she died. These people don't look like you because they're dead, and because, more than anything else, they're not you.”

Of the receipts in the glove compartment, the grocery and gas station were gone, and the motel, which must have been cheap even in 1960, had passed through several owners' hands. None of their records were more than five years old. The present owner explained to him that no one famous ever stayed there so there was no reason to keep old registers. Lyman had thought he might at least see his father's signature. They couldn't even tell him which room his parents might have lived in. The motel was really a motor court, with garages next to individual units. The units were set in the shape of a C facing the highway. Lyman, thanking the keeper, walked out to a circular gravel and cactus rock garden in the middle of the court, and turned to each unit one by one. There was a number stenciled on a board above each door, and a grey air conditioner hung from each window. He realized that they must have been on the run from somewhere else, that they'd left wherever so hurriedly they hadn't even had time to put his birth certificate in a purse. There was no way of knowing where they were on their way to when they wrecked.

With no one left to talk to, Lyman had rented a metal detector and gone to the site of the wreck. The highway was now an interstate and the tree was gone. From the photos he could tell that the car had ripped most of the bark from the trunk. But by the barbed wire fence that remained and the police report's careful measurements he was able to approximate the wreck site. He moved the circular head of the detector back and forth an inch above the ground, listening intently for the static buzz signaling metal below. Near a slight depression he uncovered shards of chrome, a headlight rim, and among this, much broken glass. He dug here, seining the dry earth through a piece of quarter-inch hardware cloth. The dust blew away from beneath the doth and left clear glass and colored plastic, amber and scarlet. He paused occasionally as he sifted, looking across the embankment to the cars slashing by, to all the anonymous and fragile and unsuspecting. He searched all day and long into the evening by flashlight, and went back to the state home with a jar of debris, still brilliant with reflection and color.

*

Although it was hard for him, Lyman went into a pet shop at the mall and was dismayed by the great variety of parrot paraphernalia. He bought a cage, a box of parrot food, and as an afterthought, a swing ring to hang inside the cage. He passed on the “Bird Drop-a-Day MultiVitamins,” the “Parrot Honey Sticks,” and the “Rawhide Parrot Donut.” He wanted a book on the care and feeding of parrots but the shop had no literature. He figured he could get something at the school library that evening. The food itself resembled a remarkably healthful granola cereal, a mixture of sunflower seeds, peanuts, oats, corn, milo, and something called a “parrot pellet” that contained an entire end flap list of ground and extruded and mealed and formed ingredients that might otherwise have been swept out the door of the mill. The directions on the box of food were simple: “Feed daily. Keep seed cup filled. Blow out hulls from seed cup before adding fresh food. Fruits and vegetables either raw or cooked may be fed to parrots several times per week in limited amounts. Excessive feed ing of these foods can cause loose droppings in some birds.” Well, Lyman could testify to that. His bird was obviously some bird.

The young girl at the counter, holding a Welsh corgi puppy under her arm as she totaled Lyman's purchases, asked, “Somebody give you a parrot? You look like a first-timer?”

“Well,” Lyman said, “No. I found him. I mean he sort of came to me.”

“Would you like to put a found notice on our pet board?” The girl pointed to a cork bulletin board behind her. There were xeroxed sheets on the cork, xeroxed photos of lost dogs and cats. Rewards were offered. The cashier handed Lyman an index card. “Just put your phone number and a short description of the bird on it. I'll put it up for you. Maybe there'll be a reward for the bird. Some of them are very valuable.”

Lyman looked at the girl, then at the index card, then at the Welsh corgi. All the dogs and cats and rabbits in the shop had weighed heavily on him as he'd walked from cage to cage. He'd tried not to look into their eyes. He became irritated with the girl's insistence, with her pressure, with the flashing eyes of the corgi. He said, “Look, I'll take the card with me and fill it out at home, then I'll bring it back.”

He didn't like to be short with people. To his chagrin the girl and the corgi let it pass. They both smiled brightly, as if he hadn't been rude and evasive. She said, “Great,” and, “It's very nice of you to take care of him,” and turned to her next customer. As he left the shop, Lyman sighed with some relief that he'd paid with cash instead of a check. It wasn't that he didn't want to return the bird to its rightful owner, but he needed time to think. He rationalized that there might be an ad in the paper already, and so on the way home he stopped at the grocery for a bag of fruit, oranges, apples and bananas, and a newspaper.

*

Lyman's trailer was blocked up on a lot just a street off and inside Loop 820, the highway that circled Fort Worth. It was an old trailer, a true mobile home, built just after World War II of surplus aircraft aluminum. It was as streamlined as a section of an airfoil, as if the whole trailer had been chopped out of some huge wing. The windows, excluding front and rear cockpit windows that could be closed over with aluminum hoods, were portholes. The only exterior door, entering the kitchen at the thick end of the trailer, was rounded on all four corners. It looked as if only a stewardess would be allowed to open it. The trailer still retained its rusty pulling tongue and cracked tires, although these were held in midair by the concrete blocks stacked under the axles. Lyman had bought the trailer as it sat on the lot from an owner who'd bought it on the lot from an owner who'd bought it on the lot. It had been there for the ten years that Lyman had owned it and there was no telling how long before.

The kitchen door faced the back yard. Lyman pulled his truck into the yard between the door and the privacy fence. It was five in the afternoon already so he didn't have long to get to his Russian and archery classes. He unloaded the cage first, holding it with one arm and his hip bone as he opened the door. The parrot was on the floor, leaning up against the door that led to the hallway as if he were trying to force it open, but Lyman soon saw that he was asleep. For a moment of panic he thought the parrot might be dead, but the slap of the screen door brought the one eye Lyman could see slightly open. As Lyman pulled the cage from its box and began to fill the food and water cups, the parrot continued to watch him with the one eye. In all other respects he was still dead. The cage sat in the middle of the formica and chrome table. After he'd hung the swing ring from a bar, Lyman opened the cage door wide and said, “There you go.” The bird didn't stir. “Look, I've got to go. You'd better get in this cage.” The bird leaned forward, and then walked along the baseboard to a darker spot under a chair. Lyman cut a banana and an orange in half and put them inside the cage. He could tell already that this cage was probably too small. The parrot was about sixteen inches tall and wouldn't be able to sit on the perch without stooping. Lyman considered putting on his gloves and leaping at the bird but he thought he might hurt someone doing that, not to mention the additional feces and blood that might be produced. His kitchen was a disaster, but there was no time to clean it now, and really no time to try and force this bird into the cage. So he got down on the floor too, at eye level with the parrot, and said, “OK, I'm going. Don't you want to tell me to shut up?” The parrot nodded rhythmically, then swayed from one foot to the other.

“That which hath wings shall tell the matter,” the parrot said solemnly.

Lyman hit his head on the rim of the table as he rose to rush for his note pad. “Say that again,” he said. He found his pad and dropped back down on his knees in front of the parrot. “Say that again. What was it?” He was hoping the bird would continue, but all he continued was shifting his weight from foot to foot and bobbing his upper torso, swaying to some unheard music. Lyman scribbled the phrase down, wondered at its mystery, almost overpowered by the solemnity and distinctness of the bird's voice. But he had to go. He gathered his books from his bedroom, put his note pad and the photo of the parrot in his back pocket, and closed the door on the trailer, locking it for the first time in his life.

*

He had been taking classes for years. He hadn't stopped, really, since the first grade, going from high school to a vocational school, which helped him get the job with the State Department of Highways. But even after he went to work he continued taking evening courses at Texas Christian University and Tarrant County Junior College and even with the YMCA and Red Cross. He'd never been on any kind of degree plan, or any structured course of study, but took classes as they appealed to him, as they were offered. He had, after eleven years of these random studies, some one hundred and fifty hours of college credit, but no degree of any sort. He was now a qualified welder, plumber, auto and diesel mechanic, keyboard operator, fireman, medic, blueprint reader, upholsterer, electrician, metal worker, pilot, heavy equipment operator, and was capable in many fields: small appliance repair, furniture refinishing, computer diagnostics, antique appraisal, masonry, map reading, clock and watch repair, navigation, carpentry, book keeping, etc. He could also speak, in a perceptibly Texan accent, phrases in Spanish, French, German, and Japanese.

His classes this semester were at the northwest campus of the Tarrant County Junior College. He took the loop, so practiced at this piece of road that at times he couldn't consciously recall driving it. He could tell where he was on the circle by any hundred-foot section of it. He pulled off on Marine Creek Boulevard, waving to the Medi-vac crew that used the underpass as a station house, and parked in an expanse of warm cars in front of the college, a geometric conglomerate of line, angle, and rectangle on the bank of a small, blue lake. He'd taken a boating course on the lake summers before, sliding sailboats through the shallows, and had then immediately enrolled in swimming lessons culminating with a lifeguard certificate.

Lyman was rarely late, and so slipped into his plastic chair somewhat winded. He always tried to be prepared for class, especially language classes. A lack of preparation left. him at the whim of the professor. Lyman was almost always older than the rest of the students now and felt some responsibility to lead the class, at least in diligence. The unexpectability of the parrot, and his needs, had taken up some of his study time and he'd failed to learn his Russian vocabulary for the evening. Lyman sat in the class trying to look as preoccupied as he could so the professor might know not to pick on him. He was hoping that a facial expression indicating a death in the family might deter any questions of an academic sort. Twice during class, when the professor had her back turned, he took the snapshot from his pocket and gazed at the parrot.

Out on the archery range, set up under the lights of a parking lot, Lyman pulled the bow string back, held his breath, and then released; the arrow snaked in the wind to the yellow center of the target. This was his first bull's-eye since the class began. He followed this success with three more, the shafts quivering in the straw.

“What's gotten into you?” his instructor asked, passing down the line of students.

Lyman shrugged and smiled, shook his head from side to side. Finally, testing the waters, he thought to say, “I'm an eagle,” and his instructor laughed aloud and slapped him on the shoulder.

Archery ended at eight and he didn't have to be at work till ten. As usual, he spent this gap in the library. And although he knew he should catch up on his Russian, he couldn't keep himself from the card file, peeling through the p's to “Parrot.” He wanted to find out what he could about this bird, this intrusion. As he was writing down the Dewey codes for specific titles he felt her coming in the same way he knew he was about to be shocked when he was testing spark plugs. Her four fingertips lightly pressed to the small of his back caused him to jump three inches in the air. When he came down he felt as if he had a bug in his mouth.

“Hi, Lyman,” she said.

“Hi.”

“What are you looking for?” Fiona asked, leaning between him and the card file.

“How did you ever learn my name, anyway?” he asked, pushing the drawer dosed.

Fiona turned to him, and almost drove her index finger through his nipple. There, on his jumpsuit, in a white rectangle, his name sewn in navy blue.

“Oh.”

She was attractive, in a pesky way, he thought. At least she seemed to think so. He'd never met a more arrogant person. He'd been using this library for more than ten years, and had found her behind the circulation desk for the first time at the beginning of last semester, a red plastic pin on her blouse announcing: “Fiona — Assistant Librarian.” Beneath this another pin: “Bona fide Bookworm.” Beneath this yet another pin: “May I help you?” In Fiona's case this last statement was more of a command than a request. From the first, she'd forced herself upon him. He'd least expected this behavior from a librarian. She didn't have the ability to whisper. When she attempted to whisper her words came out in a shrill whistle that caused everyone in the room to wrinkle. Lyman wanted to spray a shot of WD-40 down her throat. Most of the time she spoke in a hurried, oscillating tone of anxiousness, as if she were trying to load a gun with her teeth. She'd told him, when she'd first introduced herself, that she'd decided to be forward with him. She would counterbalance his obvious reticence. “I don't want to put too bright a light on myself,” she'd said. “I mean, I was forward before I decided to be forward so it wasn't such a big leap for me.”

Lyman had nodded. “I'm just in here trying to study,” he'd said.

“Do you like conversation?” she'd shot back. “I think conversation is as good as sex. I mean, if you're a listener, I'm a talker.”

And so it had gone with them. As soon as Lyman came into the library and sat down, she was there, her hands touching her chin, putting her hair behind her ears, touching the corners of his books. Her family lived in California and she'd lived all over the country during the last eight years since college, moving from library to library. “I do all I can for the books,” she'd said. “And then I move on.” Her specialty was repairing old and damaged books, from mending torn pages to complete rebindings. Lyman was intimidated, irritated, and somewhat mesmerized by her, by her insistence on a relationship between them. He thought he wasn't particularly handsome, and she knew of him only what she'd dragged out of him in the library. He'd tried to put her off by seeming more shy than he actually was, but his low, brief answers only caused her to lean forward and begin whispering to him. She'd seen him pull into the parking lot in his truck once, and so found out he worked for the highway department as a courtesy patrol driver. She drilled him about his job and then begged to go along some night. He'd said no repeatedly, but she remained persistent.

“I get off at nine-thirty tonight,” she said. “Why don't I go to work with you at ten. I brought my blue jeans. I'll change out of this skirt.”

“No,” Lyman said.

“Why not?”

“The state won't allow it.”

“Did you ask?”

“No.”

“They'd never know.”

“Look, I don't want you along. It's my job. It's not fun,” he said.

“I'm sorry I said that the other night about my legs. I mean I thought it would excite you, but I guess you're unexcitable?”

“I am not.”

“You're not what?”

“Unexcitable,” Lyman hissed, and then jerked his eyes up to see if anyone had heard him.

“I won't attack you. I'll sit on the far side of the truck. I just think it would be neat, driving around the city all night, helping stranded people.”

Lyman shook his head at her. “It's not just that. You can't come.” He shook his head at her again and walked into the stacks, leaving her at the card file. He found an entire shelf on pet birds, but only a few books devoted to parrots. He corded them in his arms and dropped them into a study carrel. Then he started toward another carrel that was more secluded. He'd tried all his life to be, if not devious, at least premeditated. But he'd found that he wasn't always good at it. The simplest notions eluded him. The most obvious clues slipped past him like fish in flight. Fiona was already in the second carrel, holding a large picture book on parrots.

“I was repairing its spine. You left the index cards separated. Why all the sudden interest in parrots?”

The woman was vexing to a remarkable degree. Lyman dosed his mouth. “How did you know I'd come to this carrel?”

“You always come to this one when you're trying to hide from me,” she said, and then smiled, her upper lip rising just a fraction above her gum line.

Lyman rubbed the back of his hand across his mouth. He thought for a moment that he might grab both balls of her shoulders, lean her over the carrel, and grind his face into hers, but then he stopped thinking it. The picture of the parrot was burning through his back pocket to his brain.

“Did you buy a parrot?” she asked. “Does it talk?”

“No,” Lyman whispered.

“No what?”

“No, I didn't buy a parrot.”

“Are you going to buy one?”

“Don't you have a job here?”

“Yes,” Fiona answered. “I'm helping you.”

“I don't need any help.”

“You don't want any help. Are you going to buy one? I'll help you pick it out. I've got a dog. I'm good with pets.”

“It's not a pet.”

“What's not?”

Lyman suddenly felt cornered.

“What's not?” Fiona whispered, like a jet screaming through the stacks.

“I found a parrot,” Lyman whispered. “I'm just trying to find out something about it so I can find its owner.”

“So what's the big secret?” she asked.

“There's no big secret,” Lyman crumbled. “There's no secret. I just like to breathe on my own sometimes.”

“OK then.” She pulled a chair into the carrel with him. “You need to smile more, bub,” she said.

He was uncomfortable next to her. The only women he'd ever been physically close to were his foster mothers and a few foster sisters. Fiona smelled good, like fresh glue, and this made him wonder how he smelled. He hadn't had time to shower so he probably smelled like motor oil. Surreptitiously, while paging through the parrot books, he leaned down and sniffed his armpit. Nothing unusual there. But then he realized his armpit followed him around all day and he might not recognize his body odor as odor, in the same way that he might not realize he had an accent. He hated to take the picture of the parrot out of his pocket in front of her, but she showed no signs of leaving and she had the big parrot picture book.

“What's it look like?” she asked, holding the big book hostage in her arms. Lyman was looking at her ear, the way the lobe made a tiny pout before connecting to her cheek. He was wondering what it tasted like.

“It's pink,” he said.

“Pink?”

“What?”

“The parrot is pink?”

“No. Yes. More green than pink though, with a yellow patch on his head.” He handed her the photo. She took the picture in her fingertips. Her skin was pink under her nails too, he noticed, and there were little boogers of rubber cement on her hands. She leaned the photograph against the back of the carrel and opened the book to the color section. As she slowly turned the big, glossy pages, Lyman could hear their breathing. He felt simultaneously the overwhelming urges to burp, fart, sneeze, and piss, but was able to overcome them by pressing with both thumbs the arteries on his neck that led to his brain. All the birds were extravagant wonders of color and plumage. His bird seemed to dull in comparison to macaws and cockatoos. But as she turned the pages, and the birds began more and more to resemble his, the tiny webs between his fingers began to collect sweat. They passed over the yellow-fronted Amazon, the African greys, the Mexican red head, the double yellow head, and finally came to a photograph of an almost entirely green bird with a yellow patch of feathers about the size of a quarter on the back of his head. His beak was pied: greys, black, light horn. The eye was orange and the feet grey with black nails.

Fiona looked up at him.

“That's him,” Lyman said, slowly. “Yellow-naped Amazon. He's all the way from South America.”

“There's a reference to the text,” Fiona said and flipped to the index. It felt strange, someone turning the pages for him. He'd always done everything for himself. For a moment it was almost soothing, but then he was irritated by her intrusion again.

“Here, I can find it,” he said, and slid the book across the desk.

“What's his name?” she asked.

“How would I know?”

“Haven't you asked him?” She took one of the other reference books and began paging through it.

“No.”

“Has he said anything?”

This was going too far. Instead of answering her, he read from the short description in the picture book. “'An excellent pet, and fine talker, clever, gentle.'”

“Has he said anything?”

“I don't know if he's a he.”

“What's he said?”

She was persistent. Usually people came and went. Her skirt was almost halfway up her thigh. He wondered what that point where thigh transformed into cheek looked like, whether it was a gentle upsweep or a deep fold and sudden convex curve. It was important to find the person behind the bird and to understand the message. He could tell instinctively that Fiona was smarter than him, resourceful in ways he couldn't learn to be. Sharing the bird would be a risk. Suddenly he imagined himself killed on the highway, the parrot starving in the trailer. He took the highway department note pad from his pocket.

“These are the things he's said, in the order he's said them,” Lyman whispered, laying the pad on the desk, but holding his fingertips on it reverently. Fiona pushed his hand away with hers, and although this frightened him for a moment, he was more troubled by the texture of her hand, that softness, that vulnerability to steel.

Written in Lyman's small, neat, ordered hand:

Shut Up

I'm an Eagle

Speak for Yourself

Give Some to the Parrot

Brrriinggg Brrriinggg Brrriinggg

MA17

Goddamn Pinch-faced Buttlick

That Which Hath Wings Shall Tell the Matter

“Really?” Fiona asked.

“Sometimes,” Lyman said, “his voice sounds like a little girl's, sometimes like an old man's, sometimes angry, sometimes with something like religious authority. I don't know what to make of it all. He's said 'Shut up' and 'Speak for yourself' several times, but most of the others only once so far. He came to my trailer early this morning, and he's sort of beat up, so I think he's been lost for some time.”

“He said 'buttlick'?”

“Unhunh, but it was because I provoked him.”

“Why did he say 'bring bring bring'?”

“Well, it was more of a 'brrriinggg,' like a telephone ringing,” Lyman explained.

Fiona was holding the list with both hands, staring intently into it. Lyman had expected her to laugh, but she hadn't and his appreciation for her grew.

He said, “I think 'MA17' might mean something.”

“Are you sure it didn't say 'I'm seventeen'?”

“It was capital 'M,' capital 'A,' then the number 17.”

“How do you know it was capital 'A' and not a little 'a'?”

“What does it matter?” he asked, unsure. “Maybe it's an apartment number.”

“Maybe it's his name,” Fiona suggested.

“Why would anyone name a bird MA17?”

“Maybe he's a secret agent,” she screamed, and burst out laughing, stamping the floor under the desk. Then she was silent for a moment, and then, quietly at first, she began humming the James Bond theme.

Lyman began stacking the books, and shoved his chair back so he could stand up.

“I didn't ask for your help,” he told her.

“Let me go with you tonight,” she said, standing face to face with him.

“No.”

“What are you afraid of?”

“I've never been afraid of anything,” he said, walking toward the circulation desk.

But her whisper caught up to him, snapping his head back, running a file over his exposed teeth. “That's a fat one,” she whispered. “You're scared to death of me. And I'm just a girl who likes you.” Her hand slipped between his jumpsuit and belt, and she held him there in the twilight of the stacks. “I'll help you with the parrot,” she said, and then as he turned to her she lifted her leg and put his hand under her knee. Before he knew it he was holding her leg in midair, in the middle of the library. It was an old Marx Brothers gimmick. He jerked his hand away, even though the hot, sweaty back of her knee made his cotton shorts feel like burlap.

“I'll just put an ad in the paper,” he said, unable to think of anything else, and he turned again.

Then she said, “Lyman, it's from the Bible. The last thing the parrot said. It's from the Bible.”

He stopped again, and turned back to her, his heart beginning to beat wildly with possibilities, with something as unimaginable to him as hope.

*

He'd never been adopted. The state held him, while trying to find someone from his family, for more than two years. By the time the investigation was closed he was almost three years old. He spent the next eight years in and out of the infirmary, not for any one illness but for a long series of them brought about by a general weakness of his immune system. He'd been kept back in school because of this, his desirability for adoption decreasing each year, his desire to be adopted waning as well. The dozens of foster families he lived with over the years, no one family for more than six months at a time, developed in him what he thought was a more important immunity, an immunity to loss.

Although he met many well-meaning families he found it hard to be affectionate, and since he wasn't naturally disposed to wildness or even dissembling, he chose reticence. Most people, acknowledging his past, his constitution, his backwardness in school, simply fed him and passed him on. By the time he was fourteen he'd caught up to his class by taking three years of summer sessions, and had also decided not to accept adoption. He continued to move from family to family and to attend whatever school was in the neighborhood.

He made friends most easily with dogs, who accepted him quickly and without reservation. Lyman perceived himself as on their level: no matter how well loved, still on the dole, and above all, temporary. A dog's average life span was eight or nine years, and Lyman's stay five or six months. He could remember the names of all the dogs he'd lived with better than those of the people. If he went to a foster home that didn't have pets he found a way to move on. When he received his driver's license his first careful course in a borrowed car was around the city to all of his old foster homes to visit their dogs. He found that most had died or run away, found that lives touch only briefly, in a salutary sweetness that dissolves into a long subsistence on grief. There were new dogs and puppies at some of the homes, but after a cursory petting they ran back to their owners, and Lyman could only feel the loss of the old dog. It was as if his past had died at each home.

Occasionally he was startled out of his reticence by one of his foster sisters, who conceived of him as convenient and temporary. They felt that anyone under their roof must be safe. And although he loved them less than their dogs because he felt less secure with them, he didn't hesitate. He learned what he could in the few months that he knew each one, but more of sex than relationships. Their bedrooms were generally across the hall, and the courtships were short. From the ages of fourteen to eighteen he loved them in their own beds, pushing the stuffed animals onto the floor so he'd have room. Each had told him at some point that she had wanted to go to bed with an orphan. Some of them pitied him and cried for him afterwards, which surprised him, because he'd always been an orphan and didn't feel any sadness because of it.

He'd found families to be a kind of restraining net of dependencies and allegiances. They passed on outdated customs and mores from generation to generation and kept them in place through habit and guilt. The most confining of these artificialities were their churches. Religion, moving from family to family, was to him a flavor of the month. He lived not only with different families but with varied faiths: Catholic, Methodist, Baptist, Unitarian, Mormon, Buddhist, and even a family of atheists. Each of the families was devoted to their understanding. When he was a child, they'd all tried to rationalize his loss, to explain to him why God had taken his parents and left him alone. He tried to assuage their empathetic sadness by telling them he couldn't miss what he never had. Later, as a teenager, he intentionally provoked them. They tried to take him to their respective churches and he grew sullen and told them as soon as their religion figured out arbitrariness he'd come and listen. He couldn't bear to hear one more minister or priest or brother tell him that good was rewarded and evil punished. One of his foster mothers once said, “What goes around comes around,” and he told her bluntly that this was the stupidest thing he'd ever heard. A teacher, lifting him up from the playground after he'd been beaten by a school bully, said, “It's all right, Lyman. It will all come back to him. He'll get his in the end.” And Lyman had looked at her at a complete loss. She taught math, and he couldn't comprehend what would make this otherwise logical person come to this absurd conclusion. He didn't feel that the world was necessarily good or bad, but only capricious, and no one, not even the atheists, was willing to admit it. Even they hedged, not wanting to talk about it in front of their children and even confirming a belief that hard work paid off. So Lyman placed his faith in arbitrariness, and practiced it in solitude by a determined preparation for all possible worlds, and by crossing his fingers behind his back.

He graduated from high school, spent a year at a vocational school learning how to be an automobile mechanic, and then took a job with the Texas State Department of Highways as a courtesy patrol driver. When his first check came through he rented the trailer, and six months later he put a down payment on it.

*

“I know you've got to go,” she said. “I can't remember where in the Bible it's from. The Old Testament, I think. But I'll look it up and tell you tomorrow. Weird, hunh?” she said, smiling, her gums glistening. “Somebody teaching him a Bible verse.”

Lyman nodded. His stomach constricted, pulling his body inward from all directions. He realized he hadn't eaten in almost fifteen hours, since his bowl of cereal at breakfast, just before the parrot descended. But he couldn't seem to move.

Fiona said, “I promise. I'll get a concordance and look it up.”

Lyman wanted to scream: “But what does it mean?” Instead, when he opened his mouth, his stomach gurgled and he issued a fetid burp.

“I'll see you tomorrow evening, first thing after class,” he said, and Fiona waved at him, holding her hand in the air and wiggling her fingers.

*

He felt better sitting in his truck. He'd always been relaxed behind the wheel, the familiar gauges and controls in front of him, the familiar highway beyond. His personal truck was a surplus courtesy patrol vehicle the state had auctioned off. The Department of Highways had removed the reflective orange courtesy patrol signs from the front and rear of the truck, but had only whitewashed the state seals on the doors so that they still shone plainly through. In addition to the present citizen's band radio Lyman added other features: larger rearview mirrors, a police scanner, a hitch kit, heavy-duty tow hooks, auxiliary gas tank, a halogen spotlight, an illuminated compass, an altimeter and barometer, fog lamps, emergency air compressor, air horns, and a large tool box full of assorted hardware, spare parts, first aid kit, gas can, flares, and a wide variety of hand tools. He kept a loaded .32 automatic in the pocket of the driver's door panel He hadn't installed a radar detector because he never intended to speed.

From the campus he could take the loop access road down to Jacksboro Highway where he pulled into the drive-thru of a Wendy's.

“A single, with pickles and lettuce only, regular fry, regular Coke,” he ordered, speaking toward the lighted menu. Then he added, “And spread the pickles out evenly, please.”

“Pull around, Lyman,” the sign squawked, sounding very much like the parrot.

A young man at the window took his money, and handing him his drink and food, said, smiling, “One dog-meat sandwich, Coke, and fries.” Lyman frowned, and although he joked with the boy occasionally from a long acquaintance through the window, he declined to say thank you, even though he knew the boy couldn't have any idea.

He continued in toward the city on Jacksboro, passing the deserted lot where his father bought the Chevrolet thirty years earlier, and pulled into the highway department depot, a gravel yard surrounded by a high chain-link fence topped with barbed wire. His courtesy patrol truck was stationed here, as well as many highway repair vehicles, graders, and dumptrucks. There were piles of gravel and sand, stacks of guard railing, a dispatch office, and gas pumps. He parked his truck next to the state's, a new white Dodge pickup with a two-foot-high chain-link cage mounted on the bed, reflective orange board signs warning “Courtesy Patrol-Frequent Stops” bolted to each bumper, and blue and amber revolving lights attached to the top of the cab. He moved his personal box of tools and spare parts to the bed of this truck, as well as his dinner and the pistol. The state didn't allow the pistol, but Lyman thought it a necessary precaution. He'd been robbed and beaten badly by a group of young men years earlier. They'd taken his truck and left their other stolen vehicle broken down on the roadside where Lyman had stopped to help them.

This was his job, helping stranded motorists on the loop that circled the city, removing hazardous debris from the highway, keeping traffic moving. The loop's eight lanes of concrete were the equivalent of a medieval city's walls. Travelers passing through or near the city were encouraged by the interstate road signs to take the loop around the city rather than enter it. Hazardous cargo was routed by law onto the loop, protecting the populace from spills. Lyman himself was a guard on the wall, moving broken down drifters on, burying the bodies of the stray. During his eleven years of service he'd worked almost exclusively on the third shift, 10:00 p.m. to 7:00 a.m., five nights a week avoiding the Texas heat.

He walked into the dispatch office, into the fluorescent government of paperwork and the idleness of one man leaning over a microphone. Lyman took his truck's keys off a hook and said, “Tom.”

The man over the mike pulled a metal desk drawer open with his steel hook, and reaching in, clamped and pulled out an index card, handing it to Lyman. Lyman watched, still fascinated, although he'd known this man for years. The dispatcher had lost his hand when a guard rail had suddenly shifted and fallen from a load on a truck, slicing cleanly through his wrist as he tried to protect himself. Lyman initialed the card, checking out the truck, and handed it back.

“They've started that construction on the south loop today, and we've had two wrecks already,” Tom said. “I look for more. They never heed the caution signs.”

Lyman nodded, his most versatile gesture. “I'm going west if you need me.” And he left the office. Even though it was late January it was mild out, a vagrant Gulf wind shifting through the depot. He did a ground check of the truck the same way a pilot might of a light plane and then climbed in and sat there for a moment, readying himself. With one last inhale and long expelling sigh he reached down and cranked the truck over, backed up, and turned back onto Jacksboro, heading for the loop. It had been dark for almost four hours now.

Jacksboro Highway was one of several spokes leading from the hub of the city out to the rim of the loop. The speed limit here was forty miles an hour, so Lyman had to accelerate when he turned left onto the entrance ramp. To merge he had to have reached fifty-five or he risked being run over from behind. He constantly had to remind himself when driving to work that he was now in the most dangerous place in America.

The dispatcher was continually quoting statistics on deaths over the weekend, through the holidays, over the month, the year; how fifty thousand Americans were killed every year on the road, as many every year as soldiers killed in the Vietnam War. Driving on the highway for eight hours was more dangerous than working in a factory, in an airplane, or even as a police officer. Tom proved this last assertion with Fort Worth's figures for the previous year: two dead policemen, fourteen dead truckers.

Lyman tugged on his seat belt to see if it was tight, and merged into the slow lane of the outer loop, checking and rechecking his mirrors. The dusky limbo of the halogen lights clustered around the ramps of the cloverleaf always unnerved him. Until he was out from underneath their artificial glare, secure in the darkness and tucked into his lane, he felt as if he might actually faint. He only had this sensation on entering and exiting the highway. Once he was there he felt comparatively at ease. He was most at home in his truck, looking out on his route from the anonymity of his armchair, his sun shaded bay window.
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