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Early Morning Through a Sparrow s Eyes

The sparrow opened its eyes and knew something was wrong at once. White leaked
into the nest; dawn came too early and too cold. It squeezed out, and the wire it

landed on had grown a size thicker — the wire was wrapped in snow.

It did not recognize this yard. The top of the wall was as flat as freshly risen
dough, so flat it dared not land, afraid of sinking in. The woodpile had sunk a
notch, round-topped. The strangest thing was the jujube tree: it knew every branch,
bare all through the night, and now every thin twig was drawn in white, the whole
tree as if someone had regrown it, grown it on white paper. It landed on its old
perch; the moment its claws touched the branch, snow rustled down and shook all over
it. It fluttered lower, and snow shook all over it again. Annoyed, it landed at the

foot of the wall, where the snow was softest, one hole per step.
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Finding food came first. It hopped into the middle of the yard. Yesterday there
had been a patch of husks here; today there was nothing, all of it covered by the
quilt of snow. It scratched, raking forward with its claws, opening one layer of snow
— snow underneath; raking another layer, a bit of soil appeared, but the husks had
long been softened by the snow, past recognition. It looked up at the window. The
glass was hazy white; it could not see inside. It tilted its head, then tilted it
again. It remembered that this family usually scattered a handful of millet at this
hour, right on the windowsill, and the iron dustpan would knock three times, knock,
knock, knock — the dinner bell.

Today the bell did not ring, but the window pushed open. A child lay on the
windowsill, first pressing hands into the snow, making two holes — it did not know
what that was called. Then the child s arm moved, and a handful of something flew out
- millet, grain by grain, landing on the windowsill, on the snow, golden yellow. It
did not land at first; it hopped closer, hopped away, looked again. The child stopped
moving and watched it from the window. It finally dropped down, pecked once — the
millet was dry, good. It fluttered up to the wire and called into the yard, urgent

and loud, and in a blink a row landed on the wire, three, four under the windowsill.

The child’ s mother got up and swept the path, swish, swish, opening a black line
of earth. The sparrow hopped onto the path and sniffed — no millet — and hopped back
to the windowsill. It ate two pecks, flew off, came back for two more. The millet on

the sill was running low; it was not worried. It knew this family would scatter more.

The sun came out, and the snow on the jujube tree began to drop, clump after
clump, thumping onto the ground. The sparrow, full, fluffed its feathers and set off
from the wire, skimming low over the yard on one round. Below, the yard was newly
white, the path newly black, the footprints new row by row. It thought: this yard has
been freshly risen today, like that layer of dough on the wall, new enough to make it

want to land.
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