We Make Our Own
By Eric Newsom


Jimmy Monroe didn’t read USA Today, although thousands of issues of the paper were stacked like Greek columns in various rooms of his little house. Jimmy didn’t like the paper, didn’t like the news very much—it reminded him of what people were doing in the daytime, when the sun shined and you could meet people walking down the street besides bums and drunks and cops. Them and newspaper deliverymen, like Jimmy, who spent the dark hours restocking the metal boxes outside post offices and convenience stores, scraping gum out of coin slots, and sipping cheap, cold coffee out of dwarfed paper cups as they headed to another one of a hundred stops on their nightly route.

The papers came to his front door every night, dropped off by FedEx trucks from either Charlotte or Atlanta, he couldn’t remember, and he’d spend an hour shuffling the bound stacks into his living room, his bedroom, and, on the weekends, into his kitchen around the dining table. Sometimes he’d eat breakfast, and get on the road early; other times, he’d go back to the warmth of his bed for an hour or two and start the rounds at midnight or one. The routine was somewhat comforting, and the cheap cigarettes he’d smoke to the filter throughout the night combined with the pair of Milwaukee’s Bests he enjoyed in the morning at work’s end numbed his senses to the melancholy plainness of his life. The money was good too, but most of all the vampire shift lifestyle kept his mind off of two things that lately he’d been desperate to avoid thinking about—his dead mama and his pitiful lack of a love life.


The one was the cause of the other. Vivian Monroe, God rest her soul, had suffered for twelve years with the cancer as it made the rounds of her body, depositing disease at each of her organs. She’d had no husband since Jimmy’s no-account daddy skipped town with the girl who rang the Salvation Army bell in front of the Woolco at Christmastime 30 years ago, and that meant no more kids after Jimmy, her only son. Bound by the rules of family, Jimmy’d spent his days at his mama’s bedside talking and reading to her and holding her hand until the day he’d come in to her room at Shady Days Nursing Home to find her looking more peaceful than she had since he was a young’un.


Twelve years at the bedside of your dying mama didn’t leave much time for dating, and now Jimmy was alone and 43, and painfully aware of it. He’d tried singles bars, but the girls there were much too young and none too interested in him. Church didn’t exactly hold prospects for his type of women either.

Jimmy didn’t read USA Today, but he did read the classified section of the local Cotton Station Herald-News. The want-ads were the last bastion of hope for Jimmy, who’d scoured them for a potential mate every day in the past four months since his mama had gone into the ground. Nothing so far had panned out, but sometimes just the sound of a woman’s voice on the other end of the telephone was enough to quell his loneliness for a week or two.

He sat reading the Herald-News outside the Bi-Lo on Canfield Road, at first by the light of his dashboard and his cigarette and then by the first pink rays of the sun peeking over the hill behind the old high school. All the women in the want-ads were in their 20s, as they had been all week, and wanting someone their own age, some of them not even looking for men. A few weeks had passed since Jimmy’s last lead, and he was beginning to think he’d have to settle for a third shift loneliness for the rest of his days. For now, he settled into his seat and watched the sun rise up like a pat of butter on the horizon.
*
*
*

His fingers jerked involuntarily with pain and through his eyes flooded in the light of the waking world. The yellow-orange tip of the cigarette went spinning through the air in front of him, down the steering wheel where it splashed like a tiny firework and onto the newspaper in Jimmy’s lap. The cherry hit square in the center of the classified page which started to burn outward in a steadily growing ring like the map on Bonanza. Jimmy’s hand lunged for the filter end of the cigarette and he threw it through the open window. Then he beat out the still-spreading ring in the newspaper against his dashboard, tiny wisps of smoke fogging up the windshield. He was about to throw the paper through the window too, but halfway through the arcing motion of his toss, a small heading caught his eye:
LOST: ONE PARAKEET

His name is Davy Crockett. He whistles the theme song to the Andy Griffith Show. He flew out of my car near Hardee’s on Bernard Grainger Road. He is green and he is my only friend in the world. Reward money if found. Haley. 704-866-1866. 198 Cedar Lane.

“Damn, that’s a shame,” Jimmy said out loud to himself. “That poor lady.”

His hand slid the key into the ignition and the starter kicked a few times before the engine caught. He drove to the edge of the parking lot and waited as a jogger panted by.


“He whistles the Andy Griffith song…that’s pretty neat,” he said. “I wish I had a bird that could do that.”


He came to the intersection and found, a little surprised, that he wasn’t in the turning lane to go back to his house, but was instead shooting through the green light toward downtown Cotton Station.


“I wish I had a woman with a bird that could do that,” he said.


*
*
*


At the pet store, the round-faced man behind the counter watched Jimmy with an indiscreetly suspicious eye. For reasons the clerk couldn’t figure, Jimmy had been parked outside waiting for the store to open, and followed him in as soon as he’d unlocked the door. That had been 20 minutes ago, and now Jimmy was pacing around the store with his hands in his pockets staring intensely at the birds in their cages. The clerk was sure that Jimmy had a gun in one of those pockets or tucked down his pants leg, and was just waiting for the proper segue to begin the armed robbery.


“We don’t keep a lot of cash here,” the clerk said loud enough for Jimmy to hear. “And none of these animals is really worth jack-shit. So if you’re thinking about shooting me, you might as well go find someplace else to rob.”


Jimmy turned his attention away from the birds and paced to the front of the store.


“I need to know about parakeets,” he said.

The clerk giggled. “Well hell, man, I thought you was gonna rob me. You should’ve let me know otherwise.”

Jimmy flopped the half-burned classified page on the counter and pointed to the ad about the missing bird.


“I read about this woman who lost her bird in this in the morning’s Herald-News,” he said. “I thought that I might try to find it for her.”

“For the money?”


“No, not for the money. It says here that the bird’s her only friend in the world, and I just thought it was a shame he went missing, that’s all.”


“’Cause I was just gonna say, don’t expect too much money for a damn parakeet. It ain’t that expensive to just go out and buy another one.”


Jimmy turned back to scan his eyes across the cages of birds. “What’s a parakeet look like?”

The clerk extended a chubby finger toward the cages in the front.


“It’s them blue ones there with the spots on their wings, but I wouldn’t even bother with trying that. This here ad says she lost a green one.”


Jimmy walked over to the cage where the sky blue birds hopped around and looked up at him, tilting their heads with curiosity.


“I just need to know what they look like so I can look for the one that’s missing,” he said.


“Well, I guess it looks like them blue ones, except for it’s green,” the clerk said. “But if you ask me, this ol’ girl might be better off without that bird. She comes off sounding a little bit desperate, don’t you think?”


Jimmy poked his hand through the metal wires of the cage and the birds hopped over to nibble at his fingertips.

“What’s a matter, ain’t you ever been lonely?” he asked.


“When I get lonesome, I got myself to keep me company,” the clerk said.

“Then you ain’t never really been lonely,” Jimmy said. 

“Be careful with that cage,” the clerk said. “It’s expensive. Handcrafted. We make our own. It’s worth more than the birds inside it.”


“I bet she’s pretty,” Jimmy said, after a minute of poking at the birds.

“The parakeet?”


“The woman,” Jimmy said. “Who lost her parakeet.”


“Well, if her only friend in the world is a damn bird, I bet she’s plum ugly.”

*
*
*


Jimmy left the store with a book about parakeets, a small cage that he lined with one of the day’s leftover USA Todays and a strong desire to give the clerk a good one on the nose. At every stop sign and redlight between the pet store and Bernard Grainger, he skimmed the book on parakeets looking for anything that might be useful in his search. While driving, he wondered out loud about the owner of the parakeet.

“What kind of woman would name her parakeet Davy Crockett?” Then a full minute later: “I used to watch Davy Crockett every week, eatin’ a bowl of peanut butter and corn syrup.” Another minute: “I wonder if parakeets eat peanut butter?” He made a mental note to check the book at the next light.


The Hardee’s was full of people stopping off to eat before going to work at 9 and senior citizens who had nothing better to do than sit around and drink coffee. Jimmy waited in line and when he reached the cashier, asked to speak to the manager. He stepped off to the side and waited for the man, short and balding in a denim shirt and burgundy tie, to come out from the back office.

“What can I do for you sir?” The man’s nametag read, “Ted Harrison.”


“Good morning, Ted,” Jimmy said. “I’ve come to ask you about a parakeet.”


The tips of Ted’s eyebrows wrinkled the skin above his nose. “Izzis some kinda joke?” he asked.


Jimmy pulled the newspaper from under his arm and showed the manager the missing bird listing.


“The only bird I’ve seen around here is the chicken on our biscuits,” Ted said. “I’ll ask around to our employees, but I ain’t heard nothing about a parakeet. Give me a second or two.”


Jimmy got back in the dwindling line, ordered a cup of coffee, and sat down at a table near the window. He scanned the parking lot for signs of the green bird, but had started to realize how dumb it was to think the bird might still be here. Bird’s got wings, he thought. It’s done flown far from here.

Jimmy turned to an older man sitting at a table behind him who was also sipping coffee and staring out the window.

“Hey old-timer,” Jimmy said. “You haven’t seen a little green parakeet hopping around out there, have you?”


“Parakeet…parakeet…,” the old man said. “My wife had a parakeet before we got married. Got loose in the house once, had to knock it down with a broomstick. It never was the same after that. The bird. Or the marriage.” He went back to sipping his coffee.


A younger Hardee’s employee came to Jimmy’s table and sat in front of him.

“You the guy looking for the bird?” he asked.


“Yeah,” said Jimmy.


“Well, Ted said to tell you what I told him. And what I told him is that there’s a guy with a bird coop on the roof of those apartments across the street. I know because his birds are always shitting on my murfuckin’ car. He might have your bird up there.”


Jimmy stood up with his coffee and thanked the boy.


“If you talk to that sumnabitch, you tell him to stop letting his birds shit all over my murfuckin’ car,” the boy said.

*
*
*


Jimmy stood fiddling with the electronic box beside the door, putting in random numbers for the passkey to see if he could get lucky. After awhile, he worried that someone on the inside might see him and call the cops, so he decided to improvise. He walked around to the back of the apartment building, dragged over some old crates he found there and jumped up to the fire escape. From there, it was a stealthy climb—he didn’t want anyone to look out the window and freak out, not when he felt he was so close to finding the bird.


He got to the roof by dragging himself up with his upper body from the last flight of the fire escape. He could feel the sun all over him up there, the white reflective material of the roof casting up warmth through his clothes. It occurred to him that this was the longest he’d been out during the day in a long time. He’d almost forgotten the world that everyone else lived in, bathed in sunshine. He’d almost forgotten what it was like to talk to people that weren’t nurses or doctors or cops or other deliverymen. He crossed quietly to the coop, tracking his shoes through white and grey feathers that blew like tumbleweeds across the roof. Inside the coop, the feathers were the same—lots of doves, but no parakeets. Jimmy sank down on the roof and rested his back against the coop, exhaling a long sigh and letting his head roll back on his shoulders, his eyes heavy in the comfort of the sun.

*
*
*


“These are my birds,” a voice proclaimed. Jimmy opened his eyes and saw a tall lanky black man stroking a goatee and looking down with wide eyes. “What are you doing with my birds?”


Jimmy was still groggy, and didn’t answer right away. He also didn’t react quickly enough when the man picked up a small piece of wood and chucked it at him. It hit Jimmy above his eyebrow and it made him feel groggier yet. All the while, the man continued saying, his voice getting louder and louder, “What are you doing with my birds?”

Jimmy saw the second piece of wood, bigger than the first, flying toward him, and managed to sweep it away with his hand. He tried to speak, but words wouldn’t come. The man was now yelling, “These are my birds!”


Jimmy got to his feet and ran for the fire escape, jumping off the roof onto the top flight and sprinting the rest of the way down, now not caring who saw him. He stopped for breath at the bottom, sitting on the crates he’d dragged over. The man on the roof had stopped yelling, apparently satisfied that his territory was protected. Jimmy waited until he’d regulated his breathing and began the walk back to his car. Screw the bird, and screw the woman, and screw the chances of me ever finding someone.

He stopped at the curb to wait for a break in traffic, leaning against a telephone pole. His shoulder crinkled the mass of flyers and handbills tacked up there. The cars cleared and he took a step out into the street, looking left and then right. His eye caught something on one of the flyers and he retreated back to the curb. Where his elbow had been propped, there was a yellowish piece of paper that read:
FOUND: GREEN PARAKEET

…And that was all. There was no phone number, no address, no other information. Just a declaration that the green parakeet was found. He ripped it down from the telephone pole, stared at it incredulously for a moment. He re-read it, and it still gave him nothing but the hint that someone else had found the bird.


Jimmy sat in his car for awhile not looking at the flyer, but staring at the sunlight glaring off of his windshield and taking long, slow drags off of the last cigarette in his pack. He thought about the woman—her name was Haley, he remembered—sitting in her home without her only friend, the parakeet. In his mind’s eye, she was around his age, with stringy blonde hair, attractive, but not gorgeous. And just desperate enough to love him. He wondered how long she’d miss the bird before moving on. He wondered what she’d think of him if he brought her friend back to her. He wondered what he’d say then—could he ask her out for dinner? Coffee? Would she invite him to come inside? He thought about the flyer…what if she already had the bird back?

He remembered a cop movie he’d seen once where they identified a place a call was being made from by listening to the sounds in the background. Jimmy held the paper under his nose and smelled. It smelled like paper. He ran his hand across its wrinkled surface. It felt like paper. He held it up to the sun. It looked like paper…but…words showed through from the back. He turned the paper over and could just make out the faded letters of a help wanted sign for a barbecue restaurant across town.
*
*
*


Joe’s Ribcage smelled like a grease pit, but it was the sort of place where Jimmy felt comfortable. He sat at the diner counter with the flyer laid out in front of him and a stout fellow with a stained apron and a hairnet came out to see him.

“I’m Joe,” he said. “You here about the job?”


“The job?” Jimmy asked.


“Yeah, the job. Is this not my help wanted notice?” Joe looked down at the piece of paper. “Oh.” He turned his back to the counter, cupped his hand to his mouth and yelled, “JOAAAAAAAANNNNE!”


A short woman with her brown hair piled into a hairnet shuffled out of the back wiping her hands on a towel.

“What the hell are you yelling at Joe? You about made me stick my hand in the deep fryer.”


“This guy here wants to see you about your bird,” Joe said, then, behind his hand: “When you’re done, try to talk him into taking the job.”


Joanne sidled over to the counter and leaned against it.

“Is that your bird I found, mister?” she asked.


“Not exactly,” Jimmy said. “I’ve been working on trying to find it for someone else.”

“Are you some sort of...,” she paused. “Bird detective?”

Jimmy laughed. “No, not quite. But I have done my fair share of dirty work this morning. There’s a listing in the classifieds this morning. Lost bird. Thought I’d try to find it for whoever lost it.”

“That’s awful nice of you,” Joanne said. “I tell you what. Since you’ve done all of that dirty work, like you said, why don’t I let you turn the bird in? Is there a reward?”


“There is,” Jimmy said, “But I’d let you keep it all if you wanted it. That’s not what I’m in it for.”


“Don’t bother, honey. All I did was scoop the thing in my car to keep it from getting run over in the parking lot. It’s at home now, in my bathroom. Why don’t you come by around six or so after my shift ends, and I’ll let you turn it over to its rightful owners?”

Jimmy agreed and Joanne wrote down her address and phone number for him. On the way out, Joe yelled at him, “Hey, it ain’t so bad working here. The hours are shit but you can’t beat the food.”


Jimmy drove home in the meantime and tried to sleep, but he was too excited about returning the bird to Haley. He imagined her hugging him with gratitude, her dark hair spilling over his shoulders, her soft cheek brushing his. He bought another pack of cigarettes and had them all smoked by the time he left his house to pick up the bird.
*
*
*


Joanne met him at the door smiling. He held up the open cage that he’d bought at the pet store that morning and said, “Let me at ‘im.”


She led him inside her house, to her bathroom, where he met Davy Crockett, the bird that she’d been calling Remo for the past day. The little green parakeet was hopping back and forth on the sink and, indeed, whistling the theme song to the Andy Griffith Show. He continued to hop for the next 30 minutes, flapping his wings wildly whenever Jimmy approached him with the cage. Joanne finally came up with the idea of putting some bread inside the cage, leaving the door of the cage open and leaving Davy alone for a bit. They took turns watching through the barely cracked door of the bathroom, until Joanne finally exclaimed, “He’s in! He’s in!” and Jimmy ran inside to slam the door of the cage shut.

With parakeet in tow, Jimmy set out for 198 Cedar Lane, promising Joanne that he would come by the Ribcage the next day to tell her how things went.
*
*
*


He rang the doorbell and she came to the door, more beautiful than he had imagined her. She had short blonde hair, swept back stylishly, and wide blue eyes. Jimmy resisted the urge to look her up and down.

“Yes?” she said.


“I’ve brought your bird,” he said.


“Oh shit,” she said.


“Oh shit?”


“Look,” she said. “I’ll pay you twenty bucks reward money if you’ll just take it and get out of here.”


“But Haley…I don’t understand….”


“Haley? Haley’s my daughter,” she said. She grabbed the cage from him suddenly and pushed it into the bushes beside the door. Beside her in the doorway appeared a little girl, Jimmy guessed a 4- or 5-year old, in pigtails and pajamas. The woman glared at Jimmy then recast her face in a motherly gaze on her daughter.


“Mama, Phillip took the remote and changed the channel and now he won’t give it back even though I told that I was…I told him I was going to come tell on him,” she said.

“Not now, Haley. Mommy has to talk to this gentleman about something. Why don’t you go play for a little bit, then I’ll come see about the TV.” The little girl did as her mother said and disappeared back inside the house. The mother watched until she was out of earshot and told Jimmy, “We thought he was dead, so we bought her another one. We can’t let her see this one, or she might figure out what happened. So let me run and get my checkbook….”


“Doesn’t she know?” Jimmy asked. “This one whistles Andy Griffith.”


The mother put her hand to her chest as her laughter dwindled. “I’d have a harder time finding a parakeet that couldn’t whistle Andy Griffith.”


Jimmy looked down at the bird in the cage. Then at the mother. “Keep your reward money,” he said. “I’ll keep the bird.”

*
*
*


Jimmy drove hard and fast down the road home with the parakeet riding shotgun beside him. He was angry, to be sure, but he wasn’t sure who he should be angry at. Himself, probably, for the whole day wasted on a stupid bird. But as the parakeet kept whistling, Jimmy found himself whistling along, until he and the bird were in harmony. Jimmy laid the bird in its cage down gingerly on his front porch when he got home and opened the tiny door. The bird crawled through and out onto the porch railing where he sat bobbing its head to and fro, still singing the same tune.


Jimmy bobbed and danced with him and they sat in the cool evening air reciting Andy Griffith until there was a flutter of wings and a streak of green toward the dusky sky. Jimmy closed the door to the cage and went inside to wait for the evening papers.
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