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“That’s all right, bub,” the blind man said. “Hey, listen. T hope you don't
mind my asking you. Can I ask you something? Let me ask you a simple ques-
tion, yes or no. I'm just curious and there’s no offense. You're my host. But Jet
me ask if you are in any way religious? You don’t mind my asking?”

I'shook my head. He couldn’t see that, though. A wink is the same as a nod
to a blind man. “I guess I don't believe in it. In anything. Sometimes its hard.
You know what I'm saying?”

“Sure I do,” he said.

“Right)” I said. ~ :

The Englishman was still holding forth. My wife sighed in her sleep. She
drew a long breath and went on with her sleeping. \

“You'll have to forgive me,” I said. “But I can’t tell you what a cathedral
looks like. It just isn't in me to do it. I can’t do any more than I've done”

The blind man sat very still, his head down, as he listened to me.

I said, “The truth is, cathedrals don't mean anything special to me. Nothing,
Cathedrals. They're something to look at on late-night TV. That’ all they art”

It was then that the blind man cleared his throat. He brought something
up. He tock a handkerchief from his back pocket. Then he said, “I get it, bub.
It's olay. It happens. Don't worry about it)” he said. “Hey, listen to me, Will you
do me a favor? I got an idea. Why don’t you find us some heavy paper? And
a pen. We'll do something. We'll draw one together. Get us a pen and some
heavy paper. Go on, bub, get the stuff;” he said.

So I went upstairs, My legs felt like they didn't have any strength in them.
They felt like they did after I'd done some running. In my wife’s room, I looked
around. 1 found some ballpoints in a little basket on her table. And then I tried
to think where to look for the kind of paper he was talking about.

Downstairs, in the kitcheny! found a shopping bag with onion skins in the
bottom of the bag. T emptied the bag and shook it. I brought it into the living
room and sat down with it near his legs. I moved some things, smoothed the
wrinkles from the bag, spread it out on the coffee table.

The blind man got down from the sofa and sat next to me on the carpet.

He ran his fingers over the paper. He went up and down the sides of the
paper. The edges, even the edges. He fingered the corners.

“Al right,” he said. “All right, let’s do her”

He found my hand, the hand with the pen. He closed his hand over my
hand. “Go ahead, bub, draw;” he said. “Draw. You'll see. I'll follow along with
you. It'll be okay. Just begin now like I'm telling you. You'll see. Draw;” the blind
man said. '

So I began. First I drew a box that Jooked like a house. It could have been
the house I lived in. Then I put a roof on it. At either end of the roof, I drew
spires. Crazy.

“Swell,” he said. “Terrific. You're doing fine,” he said.

“Never thought anything like this could happen in your lifetime, did you,
bub? Well, it's a strange life, we all know that. Go on now. Keep it up”

I put in windows with arches. I drew flying buttresses. I hung great doors.
couldn’t stop. The TV station went off the air. I put down the pen and closed and

opened my fingers. The blind man felt round over the paper. He moved the tips
of his fingers over the paper, all over what I had drawn, and he nodded.
“Doing fine;” the blind rman said. o -
I took up the pen again, and he found my hand. I kept at it. I'm no artist.
But 1 kept drawing just the same. ]
My wife opened up her eyes and gazed at us. She sat up on the sofa, her

robe hanging open. She said, “What are you doing? Tell me, T want to koow.”

I didn't answer her. A ‘
The blind man said, “We're drawing a cathedral. Me and him are working

on it. Press hard}” he said to me. “That’s right. That’s good” he sai)d. “Sl{l,’& Yﬁ)u
got it, bub. I can tell. You didn't think you counld. But }:ou can, can't you? You're
cooking with gas now. You know what P'm sayingj’ We re going to really have us
something here in a minute. How’s the old arm? he said. “Put some people in
there now. What's a cathedral without people?” ' )
My wife said, “What’s going on? Robert, what are you doing? What's
A
gmr‘l‘%:’;) Zli right;” he said to her. “Close your eyes now,” the blind man said to me.
I did it. 1 closed them just like he said.
“Are they closed?” he said. “Don't fudge’”
“They're closed,” I said.- . -
“Keep them that way,” he said. He said, “Dorn’t stop now. Draw. .
So we kept on with it. His ﬁngerslr?de my fingers as my hand went over the
 was like nothing else in my life up to now.
pap%;;“his ila}id, “I thiEK that’s it?,I think you got it,” he said. “Take a look.
u think?” '
Whla;u(tkpfad my eyes closed. I thought I'd keep them that way for a little
longer. I thought it was something T ought to do.
“Well?” he said. ‘Are you looking?”
My eyes were still closed. I was in my
like T was inside anything.
“Its really something,’ I said.

house. I knew that. But T didn’t feel

A Small, Good Thing o

1983

SATURDAY AFTERNOON SHE DROVE to the bakery in the shopping center.
After looking through a loose-leaf binder W-it}i photongraphs of cak}cis t?ped
onto the pages, she ordered chocolate, the child’s favorite. The. calﬁe she ¢ 1ho.se
was decorated with a space ship and Jaunching pad undera sgrmk]mg of white
stars, and a planet made of red frosting at the other end. His name, SCOTTY,
~would be in green letters beneath the planet. The baker, who was an oldf_:r man
with a thick neck, listened without saying anything when she told him the
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child would be eight years old next Monday. The baker wore a white apron that
looked like a smock. Straps cut under his arms, went around in back and then
to the front again, where they were secured under his heavy waist. He wiped
his hands on his apron as he listened to her. He kept his eyes down on the pho-
tographs and let her talk. He let her take her time. Hed just come to work and
hed be there all night, baking, and he was in no real hurry.

She gave the baker her name, Ann Weiss, and her telephone number, The
cake would be ready on Monday morning, just out of the oven, in plenty of
time for the child’s party that afternoon. The baker was not jolly. There were no
pleasantries between them, just the minimum exchange of words, the neces-
sary information. He made her feel uncomfortable, and she didn't like that.
While he was bent over the counter with the pencil in his hand, she studied
his coarse features and wondered if hed ever done anything else with his life
besides be a baker. She was a mother and thirty-three years old, and it seemed
to her that everyone, especially someone the baker’s age —a man old enough
to be her father — must have children whod gone through this special time of
cakes and birthday parties. There must be that between them, she thought. But
he was abrupt with her—not rude, just abrupt. She gave up trying to make
friends with him. She looked into the back of the bakery and could see a long,
heavy wooden table with aluminum pie pans stacked at one end; and beside
the table a metal container filled with empty racks. There was an enormous
oven. A radio was playing country-Western music.

The baker finished printing the information on the special order card
and closed up the binder. He looked at her and said, “Monday morning.” She
thanked him and drove home.

On Monday morning, the @irthdayboy was walking to school with another
boy. They were passing a bag of potato chips back and forth and the birthday
boy was trying to find out what his friend intended to give him for his birthday
that afternoon. Without looking, the birthday boy stepped off the curb at an
intersection and was immediately knocked down by a car. He fell on his side
with his head in the gutter and his legs out in the road. His eyes were closed,
but his legs moved back and forth as if he were trying to climb over something,
His friend dropped the potato chips and started to cry. The car had gone 2
hundred feet or so and stopped in the middle of the road. The man in the driv-
er’s seat looked back over his shoulder. He waited until the boy got unsteadily
to his feet. The boy wobbled a little. He Jooked dazed, but okay. The driver put
the car into gear and drove away.

The birthday boy didn’t cry, but he didn’t have anything to say about any-
thing either. He wouldn't answer when his friend asked him what it felt like to
be hit by a car. He walked home, and his friend went on to school. But after the
birthday boy was inside his house and was telling his mother about it —she
sitting beside him on the sofa, holding his hands in her lap, saying, “Scotty,
honey, are you sure you feel all right; baby?” thinking she would call the doc-
tor anyway — he suddenly lay back on the sofa, closed his eyes, and went limp:
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When she couldn’t wake him up, she hurried to the telephone and called her
husband at work. Howard told her to remain calm, remain calm, and then he
called an ambulance for the child and left for the hospital himself.

Of course, the birthday party was canceled. The child was in the hospital
with a mild concussion and suffering from shock. Thered been vomiting, and
his lungs had taken in fluid which needed pumping out that afternoon. Now he
simply seemed to be in a very deep sleep— but no coma, Dr. Francis had empha-
sized, no coma, when he saw the alarm in the parents’ eyes. At eleven oclock that
night, when the boy seemed to be resting comfortably enough after the many
X-rays and the lab work, and it was just a matter of his waking up and coming
around, Howard left the hospital. He and Ann had been at the hospital with the
child since that afternoon, and he was going home for a short while to bathe and
change clothes. “Tll be back in an hour;” he said. She nodded. “If’s fine;” she said.
“P1l be right here?” He kissed her on the forehead, and they touched hands. She
sat in the chair beside the bed and looked at the child. She was waiting for him to
wake up and be all right. Then she could begin to relax.

Howard drove home from the hospital. He took the wet, dark streets
very fast, then caught himself and slowed down. Until now, his life had gone
smoothly and to his satisfaction — college, marriage, another year of college
for the advanced degree in business, a junior pértnership in an investment
firm. Fatherhood. He was happy and, so far, lucky — he knew that. His parents
were still living, his brothers and his sister were established, his friends from
college had gone out to take their places in the world. So far, he had kept away
from any real harm, from those forces he knew existed and that could cripple
or bring down a man if the luck went bad, if things suddenly turned. He pulled
into the driveway and parked. His left leg began to tremble. He sat in the car
for a minute and tried to deal with the present situation in a rational manner.
Scotty had been hit by a car and was in the hospital, but he was going to be all
right. Howard closed his eyes and ran his hand over his face. He got out of the
car and went up to the front door. The dog was barking inside the house. The
telephone rang and rang while he unlocked the door and fumbled for the light
switch. He shouldr’t have left the hospital, he shouldn’t have. “Goddamn it?”
he said. He picked up the receiver and said, “T just walked in the door!”

“There’s a cake here that wasn't picked up;” the voice on the other end of the
line said. :

“What are you saying?” Howard asked.

“A cake” the voice said. “A sixteen-dollar cake”

Howard held the receiver against his ear, trying to understand. “I don’t
know anything about a cake,” he said. “Jesus, what are you talking about?”

“Don’t hand me that;” the voice said.

Howard hung up the telephone. He went into the kitchen and poured him-
self some whiskey. He called the hospital. But the childs condition remained
the same; he was still sleeping and nothing had changed there. While water
poured into the tub, Howard Jathered his face and shaved. Hed just stretched
 out ini the tub and closed his eyes when the telephone rang again. He hauled

 himself out, grabbed a towel, and hurried through the house, saying, “Stupid,
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stupid?” for having left the hospital. But when he picked up the receiver and
shouted, “Hello!” there was no sound at the other end of the line. Then the
caller hung up.

He arrived back at the hospital a little after midnight. Ann still sat in the
chair beside the bed. She looked up at Howard, and then she looked back at the
child. The child’s eyes stayed closed, the head was still wrapped in bandages.
His breathing was quiet and regular. From an apparatus over the bed hung a
bottle of glucose with a tube running from the bottle to the boy’s arm.

“How is he?” Howard said. “What's all this?” waving at the glucose and the
tube. :

“Dr. Francis’s orders”” she said. “He needs nourishment. He needs to keep
up his strerigth. Why doesn’t he wake up, Howard? I don’t understand, if hes
all right”

Howard put his hand against the back of her head. He ran his fingers
through her hair. “He’s going to be all right. He'll wake up in a little while.
Dr. Francis knows what’s what”

After a time, he said, “Maybe you should go home and get some rest. I'll stay
here. Just dont put up with this creep who keeps calling. Hang up right away.

“Who's calling?” she asked.

“I don’t know who, just somebody with nothing better to do than call up
people. You go on now”’ :

She shook her head. “No; she said, “I'm fine”

“Really;” he said. “Go home for a while, and then come back and spell me in
the morning. 11l be all right. What did Dr. Francis say? He said Scotty’s going
to be all right. We don’t have%o worry. Hes just sleeping now, that’s all”

A nurse pushed the door 6pen. She nodded at them as she went to the bed-
side. She took the left arm out from under the covers and put her fingers on the
wrist, found the pulse, then consulted her watch. In a little while, she put the
arm back under the covers and moved to the foot of the bed, where she wrote
something on a clipboard attached to the bed.

“How is he?” Ann said. Howard’s hand was a weight on her shoulder. She
was aware of the pressure from his fingers. ‘

“He's stable”” the nurse said. Then she said, “Doctor will be in again shortly:
Doctor’s back in the hospital. He's making rounds right now.” '

“I was saying maybe shed want to go home and get a little rest,” Howard
said. “After the doctor comes,” he said. :

“She could do that” the nurse said. “I think you should both feel free to do
that, if you wish”” The nurse was a big Scandinavian woman with blond hair.
There was the trace of an accent in her speech.

“We'll see what the doctor says,” Ann said. “I want to talk to the doctor. I
dor’t think he should keep sleeping like this. I dor't think that's a good sign.”
She brought her hand up to her eyes and let her head come forward a little,
Howard’s grip tightened on her shoulder, and then his hand moved up to her
neck, where his fingers began to knead the muscles there. :
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“Dr. Francis will be here in a few minutes,” the nurse said. Then she left the
room.

Howard gazed at his son for a time, the small chest quietly rising and fall-
ing under the covers. For the first time since the terrible minutes after Ann's
telephone call to him at his office, he felt a genuine fear starting in his limbs.
He began shaking his head. Scotty was fine, but instead of sleeping at home
in his own bed, he was in a hospital bed with bandages around his head and a

" tube in his arm. But this help was what he needed right now.

Dr. Francis came in and shook hands with Howard, though they'd just seen
each other a few hours before, Ann got up from the chair. “Doctor?”

“Ann,” he said and nodded. “Let’s just first see how he’s doing,” the doc-
tor said. He moved to the side of the bed and took the boy’s pulse. He peeled
back one eyelid and then the other. Howard and Ann stood beside the doctor
and watched. Then the doctor turned back the covers and listened to the boy’s
heart and lungs with bis stethoscope. He pressed his fingers here and there on
the abdomen. When he was finished, he went to the end of the bed and stud-
ied the chart. He noted the time, scribbled something on the chart, and then
looked at Howard and Ann.

“Doctor, how is he?” Howard said. “What's the matter with him exactly?”

“Why doesn’t he wake up?” Ann said. ’

The doctor was a handsome, big-shouldered man with a tanned face. He
wore a three-piece blue suit, a striped tie, and ivory cufflinks. His gray hair was
combed along the sides of his head, and he looked as if he had just come from
a concert. “He’s all right)” the doctor said. “Nothing to shout about, he could be
better, I think. But he’s all right. Still, I wish hed wake up. He should wake up
pretty soon” The doctor looked at the boy again. “We’ll know some more in
a couple of hours, after the results of a few more tests are in. But he’s all right,
believe me, except for the hairline fracture of the skull. He does have that”

“Oh, no,” Ann said. -

“And a bit of a concussion, as I said before. Of course, you know he’s in
shock” the doctor said. “Sometimes you see this in shock cases. This sleeping.”

“But he’s out of any real danger?” Howard said. “You said before he’s not
in a coma. You wouldn’t call this a coma, then — would you, doctor?” Howard
waited. He looked at the doctor.

“No, I don’t want to call it a coma,” the doctor said and glanced over at the
boy once more. “He’s just in a very deep sleep. It's a restorative measure the
body is taking on its own. He's out of any real danger, I'd say that for certain,
yes. But we'll know more when he wakes up and the other tests are in,” the doc-
tor said.

“It’s a coma,” Ann said. “Of sorts”

“It’s not a coma yet, not exactly,” the doctor said. “I wouldn’t want to call it
coma. Not yet, anyway. He's suffered shock. In shock cases, this kind of reac-
tion is common enough; it’s a temporary reaction to bodily trauma. Coma.
Well, coma is a deep, prolonged unconsciousness, something that could go on

. for days, or weeks even. Scotty’s not in that area, not as far as we can tell. 'm

certain his condition will show improvement by morning. I'm betting that it
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will. We'll know more when he wakes up, which shouldn’t be long now. Of
course, you may do as you like, stay here or go home for a time. But by all
means feel free to leave the hospital for a while if you want. This is not easy, 1

know” The doctor gazed at the boy again, watching him, and then he turped-

to Ann and said, “You try not to worry, little mother. Believe me, we're doing
all that can be done. It’s just a question of a little more time now.” He nodded at
her, shook hands with Howard again, and then he left the room.

Ann put her hand over the child’s forehead. “At least he doesn’t have a
fever” she said. Then she said, “My God, he feels so cold, though. Howard? Is
he supposed to feel like this? Feel his head?”

Howard touched the child’s temples. His own breathing had slowed. “I
think he's supposed to feel this way right now;” he said. “He’s in shock, remem-
ber? That's what the doctor said. The doctor was just in here. He would have
said something if Scotty wasn’t okay”

Ann stood there a while longer, working her lip with her teeth. Then she
moved over to her chair and sat down. :

Howard sat in the chair next to her chait. They looked at each other. He
wanted to say something else and reassure her, but he was afraid, too. He took
her hand and put it in his lap, and this made him feel better, her hand being
there. He picked up her hand and squeezed it. Then he just held her hand. They
sat like that for a while, watching the boy and not talking. From time to time,
he squeezed her hand. Finally, she took her hand away.

“I've been praying,” she said. '

He nodded.

She said, “I almost thought I'd forgotten how, but it came back to me. All
1had to do was close my eyes and say, ‘Please God, help us— help Scotty; and
then the rest was easy. The wor%]§ were right there. Maybe if you prayed, too,”
she said to him.

“Pve already prayed, he said. “I prayed this afrernoon — yesterday after-
noon, I mean —after you called, while I was driving to the hospital. 've been
praying,” he said. :

“That’s good, she said. For the first time, she felt they were together in if,
this trouble. She realized with a start that, until now, it had only been happen-
ing to her and to Scotty. She hadr’t let Howard into it, though he was there and
needed all along. She felt glad to be his wife.

The same nurse came in and took the boy’s pulse again and checked the

flow from the bottle hanging above the bed.
In an hour, another doctor came in. He said his name was Parsons, from

Radiology. He had a bushy mustache. He was wearing loafers, a Western shirt,

and a pair of jeans. .
“We're going to take him downstairs for more pictures,” he told them. “We

need to do some more pictures, and we want to doa scan.”
“What's that?” Ann said. “A scan?” She stood between this new doctor and

the bed. “I thought youd already taken all your X-rays.”
“Prn afraid we need some more,” he said. “Nothing to be alarmed about.

We just need some more pictures, and we want to do a brain scan on him.”
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“My God,” Ann said,

“It’s perfectly normal procedure in cases like this,” this new doctor said.
“We just need to find out for sure why he isn't back awake yet. It’s normal med-
ical procedure, and nothing to be alarmed about. We'll be taking him down in
a few minutes;” this doctor said.

In a little while, two orderlies came into the room with a gurney. They were
black-haired, dark-complexioned men in white uniforms, and they said a few
words to each other in a foreign tongue as they unhooked the boy from the
tube and moved him from his bed to the gurney. Then they wheeled him from
the room. Howard and Ann got on the same elevator. Ann gazed at the child.
She closed her eyes as the elevator began its descent. The orderlies stood at
either end of the gurney without saying anything, though once one of the men
made a comment to the other in their own language, and the other man nod-
ded slowly in response. : ,

Later that morning, just as the sun was beginning to lighten the windows
in the waiting room outside the X-ray department, they brought the boy out
and moved him back up to his room. Howard and Ann rode up on the elevator
with him once more, and once more they took up their places beside the bed.

They waited all day, but still the boy did not wake up. Occasionally, one of
them would leave the room to go downstairs to the cafeteria to drink coffee
and then, as if suddenly remembering and feeling guilty, get up from the table
and hurry back to the room. Dr. Francis came again that afternoon and exam-
ined the boy once more and then left after telling them he was coming along
and could wake up at any minute now. Nurses, different nurses from the night
before, came in from time to time. Then a young woman from the lab knocked
and entered the room. She wore white slacks and a white blouse and carried a
little tray of things which she put on the stand beside the bed. Without a word
to them, she took blood from the boy’s arm. Howard closed his eyes as the
woman found the right place on the boy’s arm and pushed the needle in.

“I don't understand this;” Ann said to the woman.

“Doctor’s orders,” the young woman said. “I do what I'm told. They say draw
that one, T draw. What's wrong with him, anyway?” she said. “He’s a sweetie”

“He was hit by a car}” Howard said. “A hit-and-run””

The young woman shook her head and looked again at the boy. Then she
took her tray and left theroom.

“Why won't he wake up?” Ann said. “Howard? I want some answers from
these-people?

Howard didn’t say anything. He sat down again in the chair and crossed
one leg over the other. He rubbed his face. He looked at his son and then he
settled back in the chair, closed his eyes, and went to sleep.

Ann walked to the window and looked out at the parking lot. It was night,
and cars were driving into and out of the parking lot with their lights on. She
stood at the window with her hands gripping the sill, and knew in her heart
that they were into something now, something hard. She was afraid, and her
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teeth began to chatter until she tightened her jaws. She saw a big car stop in
front of the hospital and someone, a woman in a long coat, get into the car. She
wished she were that woman and somebody, anybody, was driving her away

from here to somewhere else, a place where she would find:Scotty waiting for

her when she stepped out of the car, ready to say Mom and let her gather him
in her arms.

In a little while, Howard wolke up. He looked at the boy again. Then he got
up from the chait, stretched, and went over to stand beside her at the win-
dow. They both stared out at the parking lot. They didn’t say anything. But they
seemed to feel each other’s insides now, as though the worry had made them
transparent in a perfectly natural way.

The door opened and Dr. Francis came in. He was wearing a different suit
and tie this time, His gray hair was combed along the sides of his head, and he
Jooked as if he had just shaved. He went straight to the bed and examined the
boy. “He ought to have come around by now. Theres just no good reason for
this” he said. “But I can tell you we're all convinced hé’s out of any danger. We'll
just feel better when he wakes up. Theré’s no reason, absolutely none, why he
shoulds’t come around. Very soon. Oh, he'll have himself a dilly of a headache
when he does, you can count on that. But all of his signs are fine. They're as
normal as can be.”

“It is a coma, then?” Ann said. ' -

The doctor rubbed his smooth cheek. “We'll call it that for the time being,
until he wakes up. But you must be worn out. This is hard. T know this is hard.
Feel free to go out for a bite;” he said. “It would do you good. I'll put a nurse in
here while you're gone if you'll feel better about going. Go and have yourselves
something to eat” L : .

“ couldn't eat anything,” Ani%‘said.

“Do what you need to do, of course” the doctor said. “Anyway, I wanted to
tell you that all the signs are good, the tests are negative, nothing showed up at
all, and just as soon as he wakes up he'll be over the hill”

“Thank you, doctor” Howard said. He shook hands with the doctor again.
The doctor patted Howard's shoulder and went out.

“[ suppose one of us should go home and check on things,” Howard said.
“Slug needs to be fed, for one thing” :

“Call one of the neighbors?” Ann said. “Call the Morgans. Anyone will feed
a dog if you ask them to”

“All right,” Howard said. After a while, he said, “Honey, why don’t you do
it? Why dor’t you go home and check on things, and then come back? Wil do
you good. I'll be right here with him. Seriously,” he said. “We need to keep up
our strength on this. We'll want to be here for a while even after he wakes up”

“Why don't you go?” she said. “Feed Slug. Feed yourself”

“I already went,” he said. “I was gone for exactly an hour and fifteen min-
utes. You go home for an hour and freshen up. Then come back” .

She tried to think about it, but she was too tired. She closed her eyes and
tried to think about it again. After a time, she said, “Maybe I will go home for a
few minutes. Maybe if I'm not just sitting right here watching him every second,

he'll wake up and be all right. You know? Maybe he'll wake up if 'm not here. T'll
go home and take a bath and put on clean clothes. Ill feed Slug. Then I'll come
back”

“Pll be right here]” he said. “You go on home, honey. I'll keep an eye on
things here” His eyes were bloodshot and small, as if hed been drinking for
a long time. His clothes were rumpled. His beard had come out again. She
touched his face; and then she took her hand back. She understood he wanted
to be by himself for a while, not have to talk or share his worry for a time. She
picked her purse up from the nightstand, and he helped her into her coat.

“] wor't be gone long,” she said. .

“Just sit and rest for a little while when you get home,” he said. “Eat some-
thing. Take a bath. After you get out of the bath, just sit for a while and rest. Itll
do you a world of good, you'll see. Then come back;” he said. “Let’s try not to
worry. You heard what Dr. Francis said”

She stood in her coat for a minute trying to recall the doctor’s exact words,
Jooking for any nuances, any hint of something behind his words other than
what he had said. She tried to remember if his expression had changed any
when he bent over to examine the child. She remembered the way his features
had composed themselves as he rolled back the child’s eyelids and then lis-
tened to his breathing. » .

She went to the door, where.she turned and looked back. She looked at the
child, and then she looked at the father. Howard nodded. She stepped out of
the room and pulled the door closed behind her.

She went past the nurses’ station and down to the end of the corridor, look-
ing for the elevator. At the end of the corridor, she turned to her right and
entered a little waiting room where a Negro family sat in wicker chairs. There
was a middle-aged man in a khaki shirt and pants, a baseball cap pushed back
on his head. A large woman wearing 2 housedress and slippers was slumped in
one of the chairs. A teenaged gitl in jeans, hair done in dozens of little braids,
lay stretched out in one of the chairs smoking a cigarette, her legs crossed at
the ankles. The family swung their eyes to Ann as she entered the room. The
little table was littered with hamburger wrappers and Styrofoam cups.

“Branklin’ the large woman said as she roused herself. “Is it about Frank-
lin?” Her eyes widened. “Tell me now, lady” the woman said. “Is it about
Eranklin?” She was trying to rise from her chair, but the man had closed his
hand over her arm.

“Here, here.” he said. “Evelyn.”

“Pm sorry,’ Ann said. “P'm looking for the elevator. My son is in the hospi-
tal, and pow I can't find the elevator”

“Flevator is down that way, turn left,” the man said as he aimed a finger.

The girl drew on her cigarette and stared at Ann. Her eyes were narrowed
to slits, and her broad lips parted slowly as she Jet the smoke escape. The Negro
woman let her head fall on her shoulder and looked away from Ann, no longer
interested. :

“My son was hit by a car} Ann said to the man. She seemed to need to
explain herself. “He has a concussion and a little skull fracture, but he’s going
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to be all right. Hes in shock now, but it might be some kind of coma, too. That's
what really worries us, the coma part. I'm going out for a little while, but my
husband is with him. Maybe he'll wake up while 'm gone”

“That's too bad.” the man said and shifted in the chair. He shook his head:
He looked down at the table, and then he looked back at Ann. She was still
standing there. He said, “Our Franklin, he’s on the operating table. Somebody
cut him. Tried to kill him. There was a fight where he was at. At this party. They
say he was just standing and watching. Not bothering nobody. But that don't
mean nothing these days. Now he’s on the operating table. We're just hoping
and praying, that’s all we can do now.” He gazed at her steadily.

Ann looked at the girl again, who was still watching ber, and at-the older
woman, who kept her head down, but whose eyes were now closed. Ann saw
the lips moving silently, making words. She-had an urge to ask what those
words were. She wanted to talk more with these people who were in the same
kind of waiting she was in. She was afraid, and they were afraid. They had
that in common. She would have liked to have said something else about the
accident, told them more about Scotty, that it had happened on the day of his
birthday, Monday, and that he was still unconscious. Yet she didn't know how
to begin. She stood looking at them without saying anything more. -

She went down the corridor the man had indicated and found the eleva-
tor. She waited a minute in front of the closed doors, still wondering if she was
doing the right thing. Then sheput out her finger and touched the button.

She pulled into the driveway and cut the engine. She closed her eyes and
leaned her head against the wheel for a minute. She listened to the ticking
sounds the engine made as it began to cool. Then she got out of the car. She
could hear the dog barking inside the house. She went to the front door, which
was unlocked. She went inside and turned on lightsand puton a kettle of water
for tea. She opened some dogfood and fed Slug on the back porch. The dog
ate in hungry little smacks. It kept running into the kitchen to see that she was
going to stay. As she sat down on the sofa with her tea, the telephone rang,

“Yes!” she said as she answered. “Hello!”

“Mrs. Weiss” a man’s voice said. It was five oclockin the morning, and she
thought she could hear machinery or equipment of some kind in the back-
ground.

“Yes, ves! What is it
please?” She listened to
Christ’s sake?”

“Scotty] the man's voice

2” she said. “This is Mrs. Weiss. This is she. What is it,
whatever it was in the background. “Is it Scotty, for

said. “Ifs about Scotty, yes. It has to do with Scotty, that
problem. Have you forgotten about Scotty?” the man said. Then he hung up.

She dialed the hospital’s number and asked for the third floor. She demanded
information about her son from the nurse who answered the telephone. Then
she asked to speak to her husband. It was, she said, an emergency.

She waited, turning the telephone cord in her fingers. She closed her eyes
and felt sick at her stomach. She would have to make herself eat. Slug came in
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from the back porch and lay d
! : y down near her feet. He wagged his tail, 1
at hlg ear while he licked her fingers. Howard was on thgegline o Shepuled
“Somebody just called here]” she said. She twist . “
said it was about Scotty,” she cried. pted the elephone cord. “He
. Scot%hys fine” Howard tqld her. “I mean, hes still sleeping. There’s been no
change. The nurse has been in twice since you've been gone. A nurse or el
doctor. He's all right” . e
“I’}Elhls man called. He said it was about Scotty]” she told him
oney, you rest for a little while, you need the rest. It . be t
caller T had. Just forget it. Come back ’do tve resen, Thon st
ot it wn here aft ’ ’
have breakfast or something” e Ym'l verested Thenwe'l
‘ greallzfast,” she said. “I don’t want any brealkfast”
“You know what I mean.” he said. “Juice, somethin ; [ ¢
: ; . s g. I dox’t know. I don’t
ﬁnoy anﬁhlng, Ann. Jesus, I'm not hungry, either. Ann, it's hard to talk now.
m .st‘andmg,here. at the desk. Dr. Francis is coming again at eight oclock this
n?ommg.’Hes going to have something to telf us then, something more defi-
mte.?’fhats what one of the nurses said. She didn’t know any more than that
{;\;21( .hHonEy,fmaybe }\;ve’ll know something more then. At eight oclock. .Come:
ere before eight. Meanwhile, I'm rj ’ i ’
e e e e S v right here and Scotty’s all right, He’s
-“T'was drinking 2 cup of tea,” she said, “when the
‘ , ) telephone rang. They said
it was about Scotty. There was a noise in the background. Was ther%: a no)i,se in
the background on that call you had, Howard?”
“I don’t remember)” he said. “Maybe i
? . ybe the driver of the car, maybe he’s a psy-
ghopath and fou.nd out about Scotty somehow. But I'm here withyhhn. }ustPre)srt
like you were going to do. Take a bath and come back by seven or so, and we'll
;alk to tl;etﬁoctor t(;gether when he gets here. It’s going to be all right, honey. I'm
ere, and there are doctors and nurses around. They say hi dition i le”
“Pm scared to death,” she said. ysayhiscondifions stable
She ran water, undressed, and i
. ter, , got into the tub. She washed and dried
quickly, not taking the time to wash her hair. She put on clean underwear, wool
slacks, and a sweater. She went into the living room, where the dog looked up
at her anq let its tail thump once against the floor. It was just starting to get
light outside when she went out to the car. ;
She drove into the parking lot of the hospital and found a space close to
the front door. She felt she was in some obscure way responsible for what had
happened to the child. She Jet her thoughts move to the Negro family. She
remembered the name Franklin and the table that was covered with ham-
}‘)Brge;i gapers},l ﬁgd the teenaged girl staring at her as she drew on her cigarette
on't have children,” she told the girl’s image as she entered the f :
the hospital. “For God’s sake, don’t” s et doér o

- She took the elevator up to the third floor with two nurses who were just
going on duty. It was Wednesday morning, a few minutes before seven. There
was a page for a Dr. Madison as the elevator doors slid open on the third floor.
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She got off behind the nurses, who turned in the other direction and continued
the conversation she had interrupted when shed gotten into the elevator. She
walked down the corridor to the little alcove where the Negro family had been
waiting, They were gone now, but the chairs were scattered in such a way that
it looked as if people had just jumped up from them the minute before. The
tabletop was cluttered with the same cups and papers, the ashtray was filled

with cigarette butts. )
She stopped at the nurses’ station. A nurse was standing behind the coun-

ter, brushing her hair and yawning, _

“There was a Negro boy in surgery last night Ann said. “Franklin was his
name. His family was in the waiting room. Td like to inquire about his condition.”

A nurse who was sitting at a desk behind the counter looked up from a
chart in front of her. The telephone buzzed and she picked up the receiver, but
she kept her eyes on Ang. »

“He passed away, said the nurse at the counter. The nurse held the hair-
brush and kept looking at her. “Are youa friend of the family or what?”

“I met the family last night,” Ann said. “My own son is in the hospital. 1
guess he's in shock. We dor't know for sure what's wrong. Ljust wondered about
Franklin, that's all. Thank you” She moved down the corridor. Elevator doors
the same color as the walls slid open and a gaunt, bald man in white pants and
white canvas shoes pulled a heavy cart off the elevator. She hadn't noticed these
“doors last night. The man wheeled the cart out into the corridor and stopped
in front of the room nearest the elevator and consulted a clipboard. Then he
reached down and slid a tray out of the cart. He rapped lightly on the door
and entered the room. She could smell the unpleasant odors of warm food as
she passed the cart. She hurried t%n without looking at any of the nurses and
pushed open the door to the child’s room.

Howard was standing at the window with his ha
turned around as she came in.

“How is he?” she said. She went over to the bed. She dropped her purse on
the floor beside the nightstand. It seemed to her she had been gone along time.
She touched the child’s face. “Howard?”

“Dr. Francis was here a little while ago, Howard said. She looked at him
closely and thought his shoulders were bunched a little.

“I thought he wasn't coming until eight oclock this morning] she said quickly.

“[here was another doctor with him. & neurologist”

“A neurologist,” she said.

Howard nodded. His shoulders were bunching, she could see that. “Whatd
they say, Howard? For Christ’s sake, what'd they say? What is it?”

“They said they're going to take him down and run more tests on him, Ann.
They think they're going to operate, honey. Honey, they are going to operate.
They can't figure out why he wor't wake up. T¥'s more than just shock or con-

cussion, they know that much now. It's in his skull, the fracture, it has some-
thing, something to do with that, they think. So they’re going to operate. I tried
to call you, but I guess youd already left the house”

“Oh, God?” she said. “Oh, please, Howard, please;” she said, taking his arms.

nds behind his back. He
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“Look!” Howard said. “Scotty! Look, Ann!” He turned her toward the bed

The boy had opened his eyes, then closed them. He opened them a aix‘l
now. The eyes stared straight ahead for a minute, then moved slow} inghi
heac‘l until they rested on Howard and Ann, then traveled away again. ’ :

“Scotty;” his mother said, moving to the bed. e

“Hey, Scott;” his father said. “Hey, son.”

They leaned over the bed. Howard took the childs hand in his hands and
began to pat and squeeze the hand. Ann bent over the boy and kissed his fore-
head again and again. She put her hands on either side of his face. “Scott
honey, it's Mommy and Daddy;” she said. “Scotty?” ‘ - g

The boy looked at them, but without any sign of recognition. Then his
n_logth opened, his eyes scrunched closed, and he howled until he ha'd 10 more
?}1’1’ in hibs lungs. His face seemed to relax and sofien then. His lips parted as
dl:n:}slte drt:tt}é.was puffed through his throat and exhaled gently through the

. The doctors called it a hidden occlusion and said i i
' ita it was a one-in-a-milli
cn‘cumstanc‘e. Maﬂ)e if it could have been detected somehow and ’surg;(;r;f
;mdertaken m}x}medxatﬁi}f, they could have saved him. But more than likely not
n any case, what would they have been looking for? i in
e oraye. y king for? Nothing had shown up in
Dr. Francis was shaken. “I cant telt feel. I
, . shaken. you how badly 1 feel. I'm so very sorry, I
can't te.H you, he s.axd as he led them into the doctors’ lounge. There sz a dg’;~
tor sittingina challr with his legs hooked over the back of another chair, watch-
ing an early-morning TV show. He was wearing a green delivery-room outfit
loose green pants and green blouse, and a green cap that covered his hair. He;
looked at Howard and Ann and then looked at Dr. Francis. He got to his feet
and turned off the set and went out of the room. Dr. Francis guided Ann to the
sofa, sat down beside her, and began to talk in a Jow, consoling voice. At one
point, he lean¢'c1 over and embraced her. She could feel his chest rising and fall-
ing evenly against her shoulder, She kept her eyes open and let him hold her.
Howard’ went into the bathroom, but he left the door open. After a violent fit
of weeping, he ran water and washed his face. Then he came out and sat down
z:lt t1.1§. little liabvle t(};at held a telephone. He looked at the telephone as thougﬁ
eciding what to do first. He made some calls. i ranci
e e e calls. After a time, Dr. Francis used
I‘is therg a;xytl’llcing else I can do for the moment?” he asked them
oward shook his head. A i isas i .
o onard sho nn stared at Dr. Francis as if unable to compre-
The doctor walked them to the hospital’

: < pital’s front door. People were enterin,
and kavmg the hospital. It was eleven oclock in the morning. Ann was awlarg
of hov‘v slowly, ah}qost reluctantly, she moved her feet. It seemed to ‘her that Dr.
granas was mgkmg §h6m leave when she felt they should stay, when it would
};3 more the right thing to do to stay. She gazed out into the parking lot and
then turned around and looked back at the front of the hospital. She began
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shaking her head. “No, no? she said. “I can’t leave him here, no.” She heard
herself say that and thought how unfair it was that the only words that came
out were the sort of words used on TV shows where people were stunned by
violent or sudden deaths. She wanted her words to be her own. “No;” she said,
and for some reason the memory of the Negro woman’s head lolling on the
woman's shoulder came to her. “No?” she said again.’
«[l be talking to you later in the day,” the doctor was saying to Howard.
. «Ihere are still some things that have to be done, things that have to be cleared
up to our satisfaction. Some things that need explaining”
“An autopsy, Howard said.
Dr. Francis nodded.
«f understand,” Howard said. Then he said, “Oh, Jesus. No, 1 dog’t under-
stand, doctor. I can’t, I can't. 1 just can't” _
Dr. Francis put his arm around Howard’s shoulders. “Pm sorry. God, how
T'm sorry” He let go of Howards shoulders and held out his hand. Howard
looked at the hand, and then he took it. Dr. Francis put his arms around Ann
once more. He seemed full of some goodness she didrt understand. She let
her head rest on his shoulder, but her eyes stayed open. She kept locking at the
hospital. As they drove out of the parking lot, she {ooked back at the hospital.

U .

At home, she sat on the sofa with her hands in her coat pockets. Howard
closed the door to the child’s room. He got the coffee-maker going and then he
found an empty box. He had thought to pick up some of the childs things that
were scattered around the living rooi- But instead he sat down beside her on the
sofa, pushed the box to one side, and leaned forward, arms between his knees.
He began to weep. She pulld his head over into her lap and patted his shoulder.
“Hes gone, she said. She kept patting his shoulder. Over his sobs, she could hear
the coffee-maker hissing in the Kitchen. “There, there;” she said tenderly. “How-
ard, he’s gone. He's gone and now we 1l have to get used to that. To being alone”

In a little while, Howard got up and began moving aimlessly around the

room with the box, not putting anything into it, but collecting some things

together on the floor at one end of the sofa. She continued to sit with her hands

in hex coat pockets. Howard put the box down and brought coffee into the liv-
ing room. Later, Ann made calls to relatives. After each call had been placed
and the party had answered, Ann would blurt out few words and cry for a

* minute. Then she would quietly explain, in 2 measured voice, what had hap-

pened and tell them about arrangements. Howard took the box out to the
garage, where he saw the child’s bicycle. He dropped the box. and sat down on
the pavement beside the bicycle. He took hold of the bicycle awlkwardly so that

it leaned against his che
He gave the wheel a turn.
Ann hung up the telephone after talking to b
another number when the telephone rang. She picked it up on the first ring.
“Hello? she said, and she heard something in the background, a humming noise.
“ellof” she said. “For Gods sake;’ she said. “Who is this? What is it you want?” .

st. He held it, the rubber pedal sticking into his chest. -

er sister. She was looking up

/oS, NwUUY iy

Your SCOtt},I ()thlm Iead)’ i()l y()u the mans voice Sald. l)ld y u f 1
» 3 &
g v " h C (9] Orge

Jou evd bﬂstal d. She Shouted into t]le receiver. IIOW can yO\l d() thls, you

“Scotty;” the man said. “H
g o o e ave you fo?gotten about Scotty?” Then the man
Howard heard the shouting and came in to find her with her head on her

arms over the tabl i i :
tone. able, weeping. He picked up the receiver and listened to the dial

.

Much later, 'usf before midni ; i
leplas e ja . midnight, after they had dealt with many things, the

You answer it;” she said. “Howard, it's him, I know” They were sjtting at

. the kitchen table with coffee in front of them. Howard had a small glass of

whifllf{e)hbes}i]de his cup. He answered on the third ring
ello,” he said. “Who is this? Hello! Hello!” 1 “He ht
up;” Howard said. “Whoever it was”” of Theline went dead. THehung
“It was him,” she said. “That bastard. Id li i
. ; . . Tdlike t im,” id. “Td li
shoi)t him and watch him kick,” she said. ’ 0 Killhim”she sad. T e o
‘Ann, my God,” he said.
“Could you hear an hing?” she said. ¢
sty et hummigg?” g?” she said. “In the background? A noise, machin-
“Nothing, really. Nothing li y i
. s . g like that” he said. “There ; i
think there was some radjo music. Ye: . el T ouid
: . Yes, there was a radio gof £
tell.SIhdont know what in God’s name is going on,” he.slzig?mg’ thatsalltcontd
e Sehs;n{()r(l)k herhhefid. “If 1 could, could get my hands on him.” It came to her
the C.h ohe :;vf :\; r: tx}tl wtasb 1Scotzy, the cake, the telephone number. She pushed
n the table and got up. “Dri i
e o got up. “Drive me down to the shopping cen-

“}INhhat are you saying?”
“The shopping center. I know who it is who's calli '

. s who's calling. I know who it is. It
ghe t}t)a’ki:: the son~of~?-b1tching baker, Howard. I hag him b:k::v 3061:122- I%i
;101 ¥'s 1rthday. That's who's calling. That's who has the number and keeps
calling us. To harass us about that cake. The baker, that bastard” .

ot 1}:2;?32, d;;/gnt;o the shgp;};ling center. The sky was clear and stars were
. ey ran the heater in the car. The ked i :
bakery. All of the sho e g B
; ps and stores were closed, but the
end of the lot in front of the movie theate ’ e ol bt
r. The bakery window:
when they looked through the ) o
ou glass they could see a light in the back
;nﬁ; n%zv andhthﬁn, a big man in an apron moving in and out of the white r(e)\cr)emn
ght. Through the glass, she could see the display cases and some little ’tables

~ with chairs. She tried the door. She rapped on the glass. But if the baker heard

them, he gave no sign. He didn’t look in their direction.



PYAU VIR Y L ALY et

They drove around behind the bakery and parked. They got out of the car.
There was a lighted window too high up for them to see inside. A sign near the
back door said THE PANTRY BAKERY, SPECIAL ORDERS. She could hear faintly
a radio playing inside and something creak —an oven door as it was pulled
down? She knocked on the door and waited. Then she knocked again, louder.
The radio was turned down and there was a scraping sound now, the distinct
sound of something, a drawer, being pulled open and then closed.

Someone unlocked the door and opened it. The baker stood in the light
and peered out at them. “I'm closed for business,” he said. “What do you want
at this hour? Its midnight. Are you drunk or something?”

She stepped into the light that fell through the open door. He blinked his
heavy eyelids as he recognized her. “Is you,” he said.

“It's me;” she said. “Scotty’s mother. This is Scotty’s father. Wed like to come in?

The baker said. “I'm busy now. I have work to do.” ‘ '

She had stepped inside the doorway anyway. Howard came in behind her.
The baker moved back. “It smells like a bakery in here. Doesn't it smell like 2
bakery in here, Howard?”

“What do you want?” the baker said. “Maybe you want your cake? That's it,
you decided you want your cake. You ordered a cake, dido’t you?”

“You're pretty smart for a baker,” she said. “Howard, this is the man who's
been calling us”” She clenched her fists. She stared at him fiercely. There was a
deep burning inside her, an anger that made her feel larger than herself, larger
than either of these men. '

“Just 2 minute here;’ the baker said. “You want to pick up your three-day-old
cake? That it? T don’t want to argue with you, lady. There it sits over there, getting
stale. T'll give it to you for half of what I quoted you. No. You want it? You can
have it. It's no good to me, fip good to anyone now. It cost me time and money
to make that cake. If you want it, okay, if you don't, that’s okay, too. I have to get
back to work” He looked at them and rolled his tongue behind his teeth.

“More cakes.” she said. She knew she was in control of it, of what was increas-
ing in her. She was calm.

“Lady, 1 work sixteen hours a day in this place to earn a living,” the baker

said. He wiped his hands on his apron. “I work night and day in here, trying
to make ends meet” A look crossed Ann’s face that made the baker move back
and say, “No trouble, now.” He reached to the counter and picked up 2 rolling
pin with his right hand and began to tap it against the palm of his other hand.
“vou want the cake or not? I have to get back to work. Bakers work at night) he

said again. His eyes were small, mean-looking, she thought, nearly lost in the -

bristly flesh around his cheeks. His neck was thick with fat.

“f know bakers work at night,” Ann said. “They make phone calls at night,
t00. You bastard,” she said. '

The baker continued to tap the rolling pin against his hand. He gla
Howard. “Careful, careful,” he said to Howard.

“My son’s dead,” she said with a cold, even finality.
day morning. We've been waiting with him until he died. But, of course, yol

couldr’tbe expected to know that, could you? Bakers carftknow everything —can

nced’ at

“He was hit by a car Mon-
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they, Mr Baker? But he's dead. He’s dead, you bastard!”
welled in her, the anger dwindled, gave way to someti i
nausea. She leaned against the wooden tahle that ;
‘}ger’ hands over her face, and began to cr shoulde
It A:Isgﬁ fair(,; she said. “Ttisn’t, isn’t fair” >
«.. Ttoward put his hand at th ‘
Shame on you,” Howard said toehsirrg.aySgixng’ béd( o Jooked atthe baler

Just as suddenly as it had
ng else, a dizzy feeling of
sprinkled with flour, put
ber shoulders rocking back and forP;K.

He pul : held pa receipt
ding machine, and a telephone directory. “Please sit Solv):rii eklids;ie;e‘l‘ll),ts’
. id. " Let

me get you a chair,” he said to H “Si

: ] oward. “Sit dow g

ne get yo n now please” The b

ot front of the shop and returned with two little wrought-i o it
ease sit down, you people” osgniron chate

Ann wiped her eyes and look “ ‘
Twanted 1o dead.»y ooked at the baker. “I wanted to kill you? she said.
The b
e geb;)k(e)i é];((ii sl:?;c; isglafg for tlliem at the table. He shoved the adding
side, he stacks of notepaper and recej
i}; nte:}:gaémne directory onto the floor, where it laxfdfd with ar :ﬁgg tsI-‘IHe plCIIShed
o own arlld pulled their chairs up to the table. The baker sat.doaxa: -
“God alO;r:ae kslay how sorry I an?,” the baker said, putting his elbows on ﬂ;e (;O}')l
e v 1ogvs how sorry. Listen to me. I'm Justabaker. I don't claim to be any
o g) ¢ o&ena¥de once, maybe years ago, I was a different kind of human b:‘ o
s bik ue 'fh on't l)mow for sure. But 'm not any longer, if I ever was Nowlf’}g.
Jotab fo.r at don't excuse my doing what I did, I know. But Pm dee. ly so "
- ;}It ° );;ur sgn, and sorry for my part in this” the baker said. He spr)gadﬁfiy
fands o myrszeﬁesta Ile and t;zmed them over to reveal his palms, I don’tgave an;
: » 50 1 can only imagine what you must be feeh'n.
}I;?;l}n(l)vg ‘;Isl )Ehte;f lt11:1 sorry. l?orgive me, if you can;” the baker :saig. ‘{;}riqle;n aixa Y\fi(;
What, 1 o di) . Nof evil, lfke you said on the phone. You got to mldera;t:nd
e s wn £o js | dcn‘qt know how to act anymore, it would seem, Please”
mens iv et me ask you if you can find it in your hearts to forgive me'?” e
o s Y aII:Im ;lnixde the bakery. Howard stood up from the table ar;d took
of his and.th ¢ helped Ann from her coat. The baker looked at them for
e and ! H::n nqdded and got up-from the table. He went to the oven arxfi1
g off s I—Ieespfttzh:as;ti{e f?und cups and poured coffee from an electric
e . n of cream on the table, and a bow] of
Somng? rg;osgfi}él?seeg toheat something,” the baker said, “I hopseu ffiﬁ’ﬂ eat
) . You have t i ing i
i in s e Hhe e T2V 0 eat and keep going. Eating is a small, good

He se i ‘
rved them warm cinnamon rolls Just out of the oven, the icing still

| ;(I)(lfra S:(fnd(f)wn ar_th the table with them. He waited. He waited until they each
rom the platter and began to eat. “If’s good to eat somethirirg” he

s We g M .
Sald atC]ll]l thﬁ]]L Ihel €S more, Eat up Eat a” you want. IhEI €S aﬂ the
f’ ! V



he m“s wetd
o rolls and drank coffee. Ang was suddenly hungrys and r
warjr;]xlz}x;?ltsvrveet. She ate three of them,h th;liCh pleai;i (tik;entéa;e; "g;?;xhhtehlz;:’gﬁag
They listened carefully. Although they were ,

:2523(3 wlzlat the baker had to say. They nodded wben the baker began‘ tohs'pea;ii
of loneliness, and of the sense of doubt and limitation t.hat had come to unTO
his middle years. He told them what it was like to be childless all these yearfs. ¢
repeat the days with the ovens endlessly fulland endlessly empty. The party O(i ,
the celebrations hed worked over. Icing knuckle-deep. The tiny wedding couples

o cakes, Hundreds of them, no, thousands by now. Birthdays. Tust imag-

stuck int
‘#e all those candles burning. He had a necessary trade. He wasa baker. He was

glad he wasn'ta forist. It was better to be feeding people. This was 2 better smell

i n flowers.
anyf‘lglnfetllﬁhis,” the baker said, breaking open a dark loaf. “It's a heavy bread,
but rich” They smelled it, then he had them taste it. It had the taste of xréolar\[s}fes
and coarse grains. They listened to him. They ate what they could. e);
swallowed the dark bread. It was Jike daylight un@er the fluorescent trays ﬂ?
light. They talked on into the early morning, the high, pale cast of light in the
windows, and they did not think of leaving.
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‘MY FRIEND MEL MCGINNlS%vas talking. Mel McGinnisis a cardiologist, and
imetimes that gives him the right. o ‘
” The four of Es were sitting around his Kitchen table drinking gin. Sunhghdt
flled the kitchen from the big window behind the sink. There were Mel an
me and his second wife, Teresa— Terri, we called her—and my wife, Laura.
We lived in Albuquerque then. But we were all from somewhere else. .
There was an ice bucket on the table. The gin and the tonic water kept going
around, and we somehow got on the subject of love. Mel thought real love was
nothiné Jess than spiritual love. He said hed spent five years in 2 seminary
before quitting to go to medical school. He said he st'x’ll lf)oked back on those
years in the seminary as the most important years in @s life.
Terri said the man she lived with before she lived with
around the living room by my ankles. He kept saying, T love you, 1 love you, you
bitch’ He went on dragging m
on things. Terti looked aroun:
She was a bone-thin woma
that hung down her back. She liked necklaces mad

pendant earrings.

e of turquoise, and long

Mel loved her so much -
he tried to kill her. Then Terri said, “He beat me up one night. He dragged me
e around the living room. My head kept knocking -

dthe table. “What do you do with love like that?”. E
1 with a pretty face, dark eyes, and brown hair
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“M @od, dourt be silly That's not love, and you know it,” Mel said. “I don’t
; | , |

ko vihat youl ca“i‘()‘m{. el Mw _ i

“Say what you want to, but I know it was Terri said. “It may sound crazy
to you, but it’s true just the same. People are different, Mel. Sure, sometimes he
may have acted crazy. Okay. But he loved me. In his own way maybe, but he
loved me. There was love there, Mel. Don’t say there wasn't” '

Mel let out his breath. He held his glass and turned to Laura and me. “The
man threatened to kill me?” Mel said. He finished his drink and reached for

“the gin bottle. “Terris a romantic. Terris of the kick-me-so-Tll-know-you-
1ove-me school. Terri, hon, don't look that way.” Mel reached across the table
and touched Terri’s cheek with his fingers. He grinned at her.

“Now he wants to make up,” Terri said.

“Make up what?” Mel said. “What is there to make up? T know what { know.
Thatsall” . '

“How'd we get started on this subject, anyway?” Terri said. She raised her
glass and drank from it. “Mel always has love on his mind]” she said. “Don’t
you, honey?” She smiled, and I thought that was the last of it.

“T just wouldn’t call Ed’s behavior love. That's all I'm saying, honey,” Mel
said. “What about you guys?” Mel said to Laura and me. “Does that sound like
love to you?” o : S

. “Pm the wrong person to ask;” I said. “I didn’t even know the man. I've only
heard his name mentioned in passing. I wouldn’t know. You'd have to know the
particulars. But I think what you're saying is that love is an absolute”

Mel said, “The kind of love I'm talking about is. The kind of love I'm talking
about, you don't try to kill people.” .

Laura said, “I dor’t know anything about Ed, or anything about the situa-
tion. But who can judge anyone elses situation?”

I touched the back of Laura’s hand. She gave me a quick smile. I picked up
Laura's hand., Tt was warm, the nails polished, perfectly manicured. I encircled
the broad wrist with my fingers, and I held her. :

“When I left, he drank rat poison,” Terri said. She clasped her arms with
her hands. “They took him to the hospital in Sante Fe. That’s where we lived
then, about ten miles out. They saved his life. But his gums went crazy from
it. | mean they pulled away from his teeth. After that, his teeth stood out like
fangs. My God,” Terri said. She waited a minute, then let go of her arms and
picked up her glass. ‘

“What people won't do!” Laura said.
~ “Hes out of the action now;’ Mel said. “He’s dead”

‘Mel handed me the saucer of limes. I took a section, squeezed it over my

. drink; 4nd stirred the ice cubes with my finger.

~ “It gets worse,” Terri said. “Ie shot himself in the mouth, But he bungled that
too. Poor Ed” she said. Terri shook her head.

“Poor Bd nothing,” Mel said. “He was dangerous”

~ Mel was forty-five years old. He was tall and rangy with curly soft hair. His
face and arms were brown from the tennis he played. When he was sober, his
gestures, all his movements, were precise, very careful.



