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private time-warp-and he became aware of the faltering, the constriction’ of-mus-
cles, the tiny tossings of the bird’s head; and his own pulse began to pound more
fiercely, as if trying to compensate. “Aubade,” he-called weakly, “he’s dyihg.” The
girl, flowing and rapt, crossed the hothouse to gaze down at Callisto’s hands: The
twé remained like that, poised, for one minute, and two, while the heartbeat ticked
a graceful diminuendo down at last into stillness. Callisto raised his head slowly. “1
held him,” he protested, impotent with the wonder of it, “to give him the warmth
of my body. Almost ds if I weré communicating life to hiin, ora‘sense of life. Whit
has happened? Has the transfer of heat ceased to work? s there no miore . . 7 He did
. “Twas just at the window,” she said. He sank back, terrified; She stood a moment
more, irresolute; she had sensed his obsession long ago, realized somehow that that
constant 37 was now decisive. Suddenly then, as if seeing the single and unavoida-
ble conclusion to all this she moved swiftly to the window before Callisto could
speak; tore away the drapes and smashed out the glass with two exquisite hands
which came away bleeding and glistening with splinters; and turned to face the man
on the bed and wait with him until the moment of equilibrium was reached, when
37 degrees Fahrenheit should prevail both outside and inside; and forever; and the
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hovetirlg, curious dominant of their separate lives should, resolve into a- tonic of

dé{ri{ﬂéﬁ&j:iﬂd the final absence of all motion, ... -
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More even than some other writers of his
generation,. Raymond Carver: seems- a
child of the Great Depression. Born at its
tail end in Clatskanie, Oregon, he was the
son of a father who had earlier headed
northwest from Arkansas seeking a part of

the prosperity expected to follow from the

federal money flowing into the Columbia

Basin Project. When Carver was three, his -
family ‘moved to Yakima, Washington, -

where his father forind mill work and
where he grew up to marry at nineteen and

himself father two chiildren by she time he
was twenty. A reader of the men’s maga- -
zines of the 19505 {Argosy, True, Outdoor -
Life, Sports Afield}, and of popular fiction

by Zane Grey and Edgar Rice Burrcughs;

he wanted to become a writer, but found

and to keep a family together.
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- In1958, he'moved to Paradise, Califor-
nig, took a night job, and énrolled 4t
Chico State College, where the following
year he studied writing with John Gard-
ner, whose insistence on close attention to
detail and on the moral importance of fic-
tion:strongly influenced his work. Trans-
ferring to Humboldt State College in
1960, he graduated as an English major in
1963 and began graduate work af the Uni-

 versity of Towa Writers Workshop, but did

not complete the year. Back in California,

“he worked for thie tiext few yéars at odd
‘jobs; and, after 1967, as an'editor of text-

Books. Meanwhilé he was publishing sto-

- ries and poems. By the eatly 1970s: he had

sufficient reputation to obtain a series of

‘appointmients at' universities, including
the process slow and painful as-he sfrug=- -
gled to work, to attend school, to write,

the University of California at Santa Cruz,
Stanford;.and lowa. A serious. alcoholic,
hospitalized at times, he managed a more
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stable life after quitting drinking in 1977. .

From 1980 to-1983 he was a professor of
English at Syracuse University. Among his
awards are a Guggenheim Fellowship and
a Strauss Living Award, ... .~

. Carver's ._first_publicatioﬁ outside ',o':f

magazines was a collection of poems, Near

Klamath (1968), issued by the English

Club "of Sacramento State College.
Within the next eight years, two books of
Ppoetry and one of fiction. were published
bysmall presses before Will You Please Be
Quiet, Please? (1976) collected the stories
of a dozen years o bririg him national af-

tention. What We Talk About When We

Talk About Love (1981) incréased his rep-
utation with‘a group of sparse tales of

ries in which drained -and empty charac-
ters. manage, sometimes, {o reach out to
one another,

" Curver's people inhabit the world he
passed through on the way to his success.
Undereducated working-class inhabitants
of California, Oregon, or Washington,
they are often unemployed, trapped in de-
pressed small towns, shut away from the
glamorous cities and suburbs and from
the coastal and mountain beauties of the
postcard, West, Drinking,.they contem-

plate the failure of their marriages, the
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losses of their jobs, the futility of their ex-

“pectations, the emptiness and silences in
their lives that suggest few better times to
come. As a storyteller, he has an uncann

ability to find the few words that describe
best this overall sense of loss. It is a con-
vineing .werld of - alienation, described

. with a care. that suggests that, after all,

these are human lives that matter. Living
with and encouraged by the poet Tess
Gallagher from 1977 onwards, he married

‘her not long before his death from Tung

cancer in 1988, Told much earlier that he
had but a few months to live, he found
those Tast years, he wrote in a posthu-
mously published poem, “Pure gravy. And

“don'tforget it
failed communications, and - Cathedral: - - = = %

(1983} extended it still further with sto- =~ = - S .
. .- Where I'm Calling From: New and Selected Sto-

ries, 1988, collects thirty stories from eariier

volumes and adds seven new ones. Fires:Essays,

Poems, Stories, 1983, collects works in various
genres, and includes, in the English edition only, a
memoir, “My Father's Life.” Fyrious Seasons and
Other Stories, 1977, includes some earlier versions
of stories revised in What We Tailk About. Collec-
tions of verse include Winter Insomnia, 1976; At
Night the Salmon Move, 1976; Where Water Comes

Together with Qther Water, 1985; and Ultramarine,

i987. No Hervics, Please: Uncollected Whritings,
1992, included a “Foreword” by Carver’s widow,
Tess Gallagher.

Studies include Arthur Saltzmasn, Understanding
Raymond Carver, 1988; and Conversations ‘with
Raymond Carver, edited by Marshall Bruce Gentry
and William L, Stult, 1990. . . . . . ..
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_ Saturday afternoon she drove to the bakery in the shopping center. After looking
through a loose-leaf binder with photographs of cakes taped onto the pages, she
ordered chocolate, the child’s favorite. The cake she chose was decorated with a
space ship and Jaunching pad under a sprinkling of white stars, and a planet made
of red frosting at the other end. His name, scoTTY, would be in green letters be-
neath the planet. The baker, who was an older man with a thick neck, listened
without saying anything when she told him the 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
hiseyes down on the photographs and let her talk. He Jet her take her time. He'djust
come to work and he’d be there all night, baking, and he was in no real huiry. -
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-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 necessary 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 won-
dered if he’d ever done anything else with his life besides be.a baker. She vas a
‘mother and thirty-three yedrs 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
who'd gone through this special time of cakes and birthday parties. There must be
that between them, she thought. But he was abrupt with her—mnot rude, just
abrupt. She gave up trying to make friends with him. Shelooked 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 specmi order card and dlosed
up the binder. Helooked at her and said, Monday morning. She thanked hn‘n and

drove home.

On Mo,n_day moming, t_hf:? birthday boy was walking to' school with another boy.
They were passing a bag of potato chips back and forth dnd the birthday boy was
trying to find out what his friend intended to give him for his birthday that after-
noon. 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 a hundred feet or so and stopped invthe
middle of the road. The man in-the driver’s seat looked back over his shoulder. He
waited until the boy got unsteadily to his feet. The boy wobbled a little. He looked
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 anythmg
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 sitfing 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 doctor anyway—he siddenly lay back
on the sofa, closed his eyes, and went limp. 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 hospltal w1th a
mild concussion and suffering from shack. There’d been vomiting, and his hings
had taken in fluid which needed pumping out that afterncon. Now he simply
seemed to be in a very deep sleep—but no coma, Dr. Francis had emphasized, no
coma, when he saw the alarm in the parents’ eyes. At eleven o’clock 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 mattér of his waking up and coming around, Howard left the
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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. “I'll be back
inan hour,” he said. She nodded. “It’s fine,” she said. “I'll be right here.” He kissed
heronthe forchead, 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 begintorelax.. . . oo v o
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 satisfactions=college, marriage, another year of college for the advanced degreé
in business; a junior partnership 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 tuned. 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
ina 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 fang while he unlocked the door and fumbled for the light
switch. He shouldn’t have left the hospital, he shouldn’t have. “Goddamn it!” he
said. He picked up the receiver and said, “I'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. o e = e ‘
“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. R : o
Howard hung up the telephone. He went into the kitchen and poured himself
some whiskey, He called the hospital. But the child’s condition remained the same;
he was still sleeping and nothing-had changed there. While water poured into'the
tub, Howard lathered his face and shaved. He'd just stretched out in 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, stupid,” for having left the
hospitadl. 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. Shelooked up at Howard, and then she looked back at the ¢hild. 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 2
tube running from the bottle to the boy’s arm. = o :
“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 needsto keep uphis
strength. Why doesn’t he wake up, Howard? I don’t understand, if he’s all right.”
Howard put his hand against the back of her head. He ran his fingers through her
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hair. “He’s gomg to be all right. He'll wake. up in a little whlle Dr. Francis knows
what’s what.”

Aftera time, he said,* Maybe you should g0 home and get somerest. | H stay here
Just don’t put up with this creep who keeps cal]mg Hang up nght away

“Who's calling?” she asked. : '

“Idon’t know who ;ust sorﬁebody with nothmg better to do than call up people
You go on now.’ . T

She shook her head. “No ¥ she said, “I'm fine.” - . - R

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

A nurse pushed the door open. She nodded at them as she went to the beds;de
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 afm back
under the covers and moved to the foot of the bed, where she wrote somethmg on
a clipboard attached to.the bed.

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

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

“I was saying maybe she d want to go homeand-get a little rest Howard said
“After the doctor comes,” he said, -~ .

“She could do that,” the nurse said. “I thmk you should both feei free to dc that
if you wish.” The nurse was a big Scandinavian woman with blond hatr 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 don t
think he should keep sleeping like this. I.don’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.

“Dr. Francis will be here in a few minutes,” the nurse said. Then she left the
room.

Howard gazed at his son fora time, the small chest quletly rismg and fallmg 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 hisarm. But th:s heip 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 domg,” the doctor sald
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 his
stethoscope. He pressed his fingers here and there on the abdémen. Whén he was
finished, he went to the end of the bed and studied 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?”
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“Why doesn’t he wake up?” Anin said. - '

The doctor was a handsome, blg—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, 1
think: But he’s all right. Still, I wish he’d 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, beheve me, except for
the: halrhne fracture of the skull He does have that e :

« “Oh, no,” Ann said. Co R

“And a bit of a conciission; as I saxd before Of course, you know he’s in shock "
the doctor'said: “Somretimes you see this in shock-cases. This sleeping.”

i+ “But he’s out of any real danger?” Howard said. “You said before hé’s not ina
coma. You wouldn’t call this a coma, then——wou]cf you doctor7 Howard walted
Hedooked at-the doctor. -

“No, I don’t want to call it a coma, the cioc’cor satd 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 tha‘et for certain; yes. But we'll
know more when ke wakes up and the other tests are’in,” the doctor said. -

“It’s a coma,” Ann said. “Of sorts.” 0o o
~+#It’s not.a coma yet, not exactly,” the. doctor sa1ci “I wou]dn £ want to caﬂ it
coma. Not yet, anyway. He’s sutfered shock. In shock cases; this kind of reaction is
common enough; it'sa temporary reaction to bodily trauma. Coma. Well, coma is
a deep, prolonged unconisciousness, something that could go on for days, or weeks
even. Scotty’s not in that area, not as far as we can'tell. I'm certain his-condition will
show improvement by morning. I'm betting that it witt: 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
youwant. This is not easy, | know.” The doctor gazed at the boy again, watching
him, and then he tumned to Ann and said, “Youw try not to worry, little mother.
Believe me, we're doing all that can be done. 1t'sjust 2 question of a little more time
now.” He nodded at her, shook hands Wlth Howard agam and then he left the
room. |

Ann put her hand over the chlid $ forehead “At least He doesn t have a fever *shé
said. Then shesaid, “My God, he feels s0- coId though Howard? Is he supposed to
feel like this? Feel his head.” -

“Howard touched the child’s temples HIS own brcathmg had slowed. “I thmk hc 5
supposed to feel this way right now,” he said. “He’s in shock, remember? That’s
what the doctor said. The doctor was just-in here He would have salci somethmg if
Scotty wasn’t okay.” -

‘Ann stood there a whx]e Iongef workmg her hp w1th hcr teeth Then she moved
overto her chdir and sat down..

-Howard sat ini the chair next to her chair, They looked at each other He wanted
to say somethingelse and reassure her, but he was afraid, too. He took herhand and
put it in:his lap, and this made him feel better, her hand being there. He picked up
herhand 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 squee:r'ed her hand Fl-
nally, she took her hand away. B ‘
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“I've been praying,’ she said.

He nodded.

She said, “1 almost thought rd forgotten how, but it came back tome: AH I had
to do was close my eyes and say, ‘Please God, help us—help Scotty,” and then the
rest was easy. The words were right there. Maybe if you prayed, too,” she said to him.

“Pve already praved,” he said. “1 prayed this afterncon—yesterday afternoon, }
mean—atter you called, whde [ was énvmg to the hespltal I've been praymg, "he
said,

“That’s good,” she said. For the first t;me she feit they were together in 1t this
trouble. She realized with a start that, until now, it had only been happening to her
and to Scotty. She hadn’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 puise agam 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 Radiol-
ogy. He had a bushy mustache. He was weanng 1oafers a Western shirt, and a pair
of jeans. .

. “We're going to take him downstairs formore plctures o he told therri “We need
to do some more pictures, and we want to doa scan.””

- “What's that?” Ann said. “A séan?” She stood between thls new doctor zmd the
bed. “I thought you’d already taken all your K-rays.”

“Pm afraid wé need some more,” hé said. “Nothing'to be alarmed abc_)ut We just
need some more pictures, and we wanttodoa bram scan on h;m o

“My God,” Ann said. ‘ o

“It’s perfectly normal procedure in'¢ases Tike thls thls new doctor‘sald “We just
nieed to find out for sure why he isn’t back awake yet. It’s normal medical procedure
and nothing to be alarmed about We libe takmg him down ina few mmutes th1s
doctor said.

In a little while, two orderlies came into the oo w;th a gurney They were
black-haired, dark-compiexmned men in white uniforms, and they said a few words
to each othier in a foreign tonigue as they unhooked the boy from the tube and
moved him from his bed to the gumey. Thén they wheeléd him from the room.
Howard and Ann got on the same élevator. Ann gazed at the child. She closed her
eyes as the elevator began its descent. The orderlies stood 4t either end of the
gumey without saying anything, though once one of the méen'made a commient to
the other in theirown language, and the'othér man nodded slowly in résponse.
" Later that morning, just as the sun was beginning tolighten 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 hun once
more, and once more they took up the:r piaces hes;de the bed '

They walted all day, but still the boy did not wake up: Occasmnaﬂy, one of them
wouild 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 examined 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 fromtime to
time. Then a young woman from the lab knocked and entered the room. She wore
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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 bay’s
arm. Howard closed his eyes as the woman found the nght piace on the boy s arm
and pushed the needle in. ' ; ST

I don’t understand this,” Ann said to the WOman. e

-“Dottor’s orders,” the young woman said. “I do what I'm told They say draw that
one, I 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.”

* Theyoing woman shook her head ard iooked agam at the boy Then she took her
tray and left the room.
¥ Why won't'he wake up? Ann said. ¢ Howard? I'want some ahiswers from these
people

‘Howard'didn’t say anything: He sat down again in the chair and crossed one Eeg
over the other. He rubbed his face. He looked at his son and then he settled back n
the cliair, closed his eyes, and went to sIeep

""Ann walked to the windowand looked out at the parkmg Tot. It was mght and éar
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 kitew in her heart that they were into
something now, somethmg hard. She was afraid, dnd her teeth began to chatter
until she tlghtened her Jiws, She saw a big cat stop in front of the hospital and
someone, a woman inalong coat, get into the car. She wished she were that woman
and somebody, drybody, was dnvmg her away from here to somewhere else, a  place
where she would find Scotty waatmg for her when she stepped out of Ehc caf ready
to say Mom and let her gatherhim in her arms.

o alittle whil¢, Howard woke up. He looked at thj,boy agam Then he got up
from the chair, stretched .and went over to stand beside her at the window. ‘They
both stared out at the parkmg lot. They didn’t say anything. But they scemed to feel
each other’s insides now, as though the worry had made them transparent in a
perfectly natural i way.

. The door opened and Dr Francm came in. He was wearmg a different suit and tie
this time. His gray hair was:combed along the sides of his head, and he looked as if
he had ;ust shaved. He went straight to the bed and examined the boy. “He ought
to have come around by now. There’s just no good reason for this,” he said. “But |
can teEl you, we re all convxnccd he’s out of any danger. We just feel better when
he wakes up.. There’s no reason, absolutely none, why ke shouldn’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- 31gns are fine: They're as normal as can be.” L

_“It is a coma, then?” Ann said.

The doctor rubbed his smooth- cheek “We’ﬂ ca]I it that for the tlme bemg, Unt1§
he wakes up. But you must be worn out. This is hard. I 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 regone 1f you H feel better about gomg Go and have yourse}ves somethmg to
eat” . ao
| couldn t eat anythmg, Ann sald

- “Do-what you need to.do, of course, the doctor sald Anyway, I wanted to teB
you that-all the signs.are good the tests are negative, nothing showecf up at all and
just as soon as-he wakes up he'll be'over the hill.” :
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“Thank you, doctor,” Howard said. He shook hands w1th the doctor agam The
doctor patted Howard’s shoulder and went out:

“I suppose one of us should go home 3nd check on thmgs i Howard sa!d “S]ug
needs to be fed, for one'thing.”

“Call one of the ne1ghi:ors " Ann sa:d CaH the Morgans Anyone wx]i feed a dog
if you ask them to.”

“Alltight,” Howard said. Af!:er d whlie he- sald ‘Honey, whydon’tyou do it? Why
dor’t you go home and check on thmgs and then come back? It’ 1tdo ygu good. T'l
be right here 'with him. Seriously,” he said. “We riced fo keep up our strength on
this. We'll want to be here for a while’even after he wakés { apt o

““Why don’t you go?" she'said. “Feed Shug. ‘Feed yourself.”. R
“T'already went,” e said. “T was gone for exactly an hour and’ flfteen mmutes_
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'e eyes and tr:eci to
thinkabout ;t again. Aftera time, she said, “Maybe [will go home fora few mmutes :
Maybe if I'm not just sitting r;ght here watchmg hin every second ‘he’ Tlwake | up
and be all right. You know? Maybe he'll wake up if I'm not here. Pl go, home and
take a bath and put on clean clothes. I'll feed Slug, Then I'll come back” "

“I'll be right here,” he said. “You goon horne honey: I'll kéep an ¢ye on thmgs"
here.” His eyes were bloodshot and small, as if he’d been drinkmg 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 | hlmseif for a whﬁe
not have to talk or share his WorTy. fora time. She picked her purse up from the
mghtstand and he helped her into her coat.’, L .

_ “Iwon’t be gone long,” she said.. o i

“Just sit and rest for a little while when you get home he ‘sa:d Eat somethmg
Take a bath. After you get out of the bath, just sit for a wh;le and gest. Il do you
aworld of good, you'll see. Then come back,” ' he said, “Lef® 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
looking for any nuances, any, hint of something behind his words othef 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 relled backithe child’s eyelids and then listened to his breathing.

- She went to the.door, where she turned and looked back, She looked at the child;
aﬂd then she looked at the father. Howatrd nod&ed She stepped outof the room and
pulled the door closed behind he.; SR

~She went past the nurses’ station and down to the end of the com&or Eookmg Eor
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 ir: a khaki shirt and pants, a baseball cap pushed back on his head: A large
woman wearing a 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 éyes to Ann as she entered the‘room. T'he httle table was httered w;th ham~
burger wrappers and Styrofoam cups. - -

“Franklin,” the large woman said as she roused herself “Is it about Franklm?”
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Her eyes widened. “Tell me now, lady,” the woman said. “‘Is it-about Franklin?” She
was trying to rise from her chalr but the man had closed his hand over her arm.

. “Here, here he said. “Evelyn.”

“I'm sorry, "Annsaid. “I'm lookmg for the elevator My son s in the hospltaE and
now | can’t find the elevator.” - ., ..

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

_The girl drew.on her cigarette and stareci at Ann. Her eyes were narrowed to slits,
and her broad lips parted slowly as she let 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 to be all right.
He’s in shock now, but it rmght be some kind of coma, too. That’s what really
worties us, the coma part I'm going out for a little while, but my husband is W1th
him. Maybe he'll wake up whﬂe I'mgone.”

“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 I"rankhn he’s on the operating table. Somebody cut him.
Tried to kill hirn. There was a frght wherc he was at. At this party. They say he was
just standmg and watchmg Not bothering nobody. But that don’t mean nothing
these days. Now he s on the operating table. We're just hopmg and praylng, that’s
all we can donow.” He gazed at her steadily.

“Ann looked at the gifl again, who was still watchxng her, and at the older woman,
whokept hier héad 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. Stie
was afraid, and they were afraid. They had that in'common. She would have liked
to have said somethirig else about the dccident, told them more about Scotty, that
it Had happeried on the day of his birthday, Monday, -and that he was still uncon-
scious. Yet she didn’t know how o begin. She stood Tooking at them without saying
anything more.

- She went down the cortidor the man had indicated and found the elevator. She
waited a minute iri front of the closed doors, still wondering if she was doing | the‘
right thmg Then she put out her fmger and touched the button. -

She pu]led into the drweway and cut the engine. She c]osed her eyesand 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 onlights and put-on a kettle of water for tea. She opened some dogfood
and fed Shug on the back porch. The dog ate in hungry little smacks. It kept running
into the kitchen to see that she was gomg to stay As she saf down on the sofa w1th'
her tea, the telephone rang. :

- “Yes!” she said as she answered. “Heliof” S
+"Mrs. Weiss,” a man’s voice said. It was five o’clock in the morning, and she
thought she could hear machmery of equipment of some kind in the backgmund

“Yes, yes!. What is it7” she said. “This-is Mrs. Weiss. This is she. What is it,
please?” She hstened to whatever it was in the background “Is it Scotty, for Christ’s
sake?” : :
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“Scotty,” the man’s voice said. “It’s about Scotty, yes. It has to do with!Scotty;’
that problem: Have you forgotten about Scotty?” the man said. Therthe hung upy

- She dialed the hospital’s number and asked for the third floot. She demanded
informatiorvabout her son from the nurse who answered the. telephone Then she
askedto speak to'her husband. It was; she said, an emergency.~

- She waited, turning the telephone cord in her fingets. She closed her eyes and Eeltf
s1ck at her stomach. She would haveto make herself cat: Slug camne in from the back
porch and lay down near her feet. He wagged his tail, She puﬂed at hls edr’ whlle he-
licked her fingers. Howard was on the hine: =7 -

“Somebody just called heré,” she said. She twasted the telephone cord He said
it was about Scotty,” she cried. ‘

“Scotty’s fine,” Howard told her. “f mean, he’s still sleepmg There 3 been no
change. The nutse has been in twice simice you 've been gone A nurse or else a
doctor. He's all right.” ‘ '

“This man called. He said it was about Scotty,” she teid by, o

“Honey, you rest for a little while, you need the rest. It must be that same “caller
[ had. Just forget it. Come back down ’nere after you ve rested Then we 1] have
breakfast or somethmg :

“Breakfast,” she said. “T don t want any breakfast.”

“You know what I mean,” he said. “Juice, somethmg [dow’ { know 1 den t know
anythmg, Ann. Jesus, 'm not hungry, either. Ann, it'shard to taik now, I'm stanc{mg_
hete at the ‘desk. Dr. Francis is coming again at eight o’clock this morning. He's
going to have something to tell us then, something more definite. That’s what one
of the nurses sajd. She didn’t know any more than that. Ann? Honey, maybe we'll
know something more then. At eight o’clock, Come back here before eight. Mean-.
while, I'm right here and Seotty s all nght He’s still the same,” he added. "

* “Iwas drinking a cup of tea,” she said, “when the telephone rang. They said it was'
about Scotty. There was a noise in the background. Was tlaere amoise in the back-
ground on that call you had, Howard?”

“] don’t remember,” he said. “Maybe the driver of the car, ‘maybe he’sa psycho—
path and found out about Scotty somehow. But 'm here with him. Just rest like you
were going to do. Take a bath and come back by seven or s, and'we'll talk to the
doctor together when he gets here. If’s going to be all right, honey. P'm here, and
there are doctors and nurses around. They say his eondmon is stable.”

“P'm scared to death,” she said.

She ran water, undressed and got into the tub She washed and dned qulckiy, 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 and let its
tail thump once against the floor. It was }ust startmg to get hght outside when she
went out to the car. .-

+-She drove into the pariung fot of the hospltal and found a space close to the frent
door. She felt she was in some obscure way responsible for what had happened to
the child. She let her thoughts move to the Negio family: She remembered the
name Franklin and-the table that was covered with hamburger papers, and the
teenaged girl staring at her as she drew on her cigarette. “Don’t have children;” she.
told the girl’s i mmge as she entered the frent door of the hosp1t31 “For Cod g sake
don’t.” : P cn i :
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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. She got off behind
the nurses, who tumned in the other direction and continued the conversation she
had interrupted when she’d 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, S
She stopped at the nurses’ station. A nurse was standing behind the counter,
brushing her hair and yawning, o - Y
- “There was a Negro boy in surgery last night,” Ann said. “Franklin was his name.
His family was in the waiting room. I'd 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
eyesonAnn. - .. . -
“He passed away,” said the nurse at the counter. The nurse held the hairbrush
and kept looking at her. “Are you a friend of the family or what?” h L
“Imet the family last night,” Ann said. “My own son is in the hospital. I guess he’s
in shock. We don’t know for sure what's wrong. I just wondéred about Franklin,
that's all. Thank you.” SBe moved down the corridor. Elevator doors the same color
as the walls slid open arid a gaunt, bald man in white pants and white canvyas 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 élevator 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 on without
looking at any of the nurses and pushed open the door to the child’s foom.
- Howard was standing at the window with his hands behind his back. He turned
around as she came in. ‘ _ Y Ce
““How is he?” she said.‘She went over to the bed. She dropped her purse on'the
floor beside the nightstand, Tt seemed to her she had been gone 2 long time. She
touched the child’s face. “Howard?” _ S '
“Dr. Francis was here alittle while ago,” Howard said. She looked at him closely
and thought his shoulders weré bunched a little. o
“I thought he wasn’t coming until eight o’clock this moming,” she said quickly.
“There was another doctor with him. A neurologist.” ' L
“Amneurologist,” she said. ~~ S S
- Howard nodded. His shoulders were bunching, she could see that. “What'd 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 won't wake up. It’s more than just shock or concussion, they know
that much now. 1t’s i his skull, the fracture, it has something, something to do with
that, they think. So they're going to-operate. I tried to call you, but | guess you'd
already left the house.” T ' S
““Oh, God,” she said. “Oh, please, Howard, please,” she said, taking his arms.
“Look!” Howard said. “Scotty! Look, Ann!” He turned her toward the bed.
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The boy had opened his eyes, then closed them. He opened them againnow. The
eyes stared straight ahead for 2 minute, then moved slowly in his head untﬁ they
rested on Howard and Ann, then traveled away again.

“Scotty,” his mother sa;d moving to the bed.

“Hey, Scott,” his father sa;d ‘Hey, son.”

They leaned over the bed. Howard took the child’s hand in hzs hands and began
to pat and squeeze the hand. Ann bent over the boy and kissed his forehead again
and again. She put her hands on either side of his face. * Scotty, honey, it's Mommy
and Daddy,” she said. “Scotty?”

‘The boy looked at them, but without any sign of recogmtmn Then his mouth
opened, his eyes scrunched closed, and he howled until he had no more airin his
lungs. His face seemed to relax and soften then. His lips parted as his last breath was
puffed through his throat and exhaled gently through the clenched teeth.

The doctors called ita hldden occ]usmn and sald it was a one-in-z-million circum-
stance. Maybe if it could have been detected somehow and- surgery undertaken
immediately, they could have saved him. But more than likely not. In any case, what
would: they have been looking for? Nothmg had shown: up in the tests or in the
Xerays, .

Dr. Francis was shaken.“T can’t teH you how badiy I feel. Pm so very sorry, lcan’t
tell you,” he said as heled them into the doctors’ lounge. There was a doctof sitting
in a chair with his legs hooked over the back of another chair, watching an early-
morning TV show. He was wearitig 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 gmded Ann to the sofa, sat down beside her, and
began to talk in a low, consoling voice. At one point, he leaned over and embraced.
her. She could feel his chest rising and falling evenly against her shoulder. She kept
her eyes open and let him hold her, Howard went inta the bathtoom, 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 at the little table that held a telephone. He looked at the
telephone as though deciding what to do first. He made some-calls. After atime, Dr

Francis used the telephone. R

“Is there anything else I can do for the moment?” he asked them

Howard shook his head Ann stared at Dr. Francis as if unable to comprehend hls
words.

The doctor walked them to the hospltal $ front door People were entermg and
leaving the hospital. It was eleven o’clock in the morning. Ann was aware of how
slowly, almost reluctantly, she moved her feet. It seemed to her that Dr. Francis was
making them leave when she felt they should stay, when.it- would be 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 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.. D

“I'll be talking to you later in the day,” the doctor was saying to Howard. “There
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are still some things that have to be done, thmgs that have 1 to be cieared up to our
satisfaction. Some things that need expia;mng :

“An autopsy,” Howard said.

Dr. Francis nodded. ‘

“Tunderstand,” Howard said. Thcn hc sald "Oh ]esus No, Idon t understand
doctor. I can’t, L.can’t. 1 just can’t.”

“Dir. Francis put ‘his arm around Howard 5 s’noul&ers “I'm sorry God how I'm
sorry.” He let go of Howard’s 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 didn’t understand. She let her head rest on his
shoulder, but her eyes stayed open. She kept looking at the hosplta] As they d{ove'
out of the parkmg lot she looked back at the hosp1ta] ‘

At home, she sat on the sofa with her hands in her coat pocicets Howard closed the
door to the child’s room. He got the coffee-maker going and then he founid an’
empty box. He had thought to pick up somi of the child’s things that were scattered
around the living room. 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
pulled his head over into her lap and patted his shoulder. “He’s gone,” she said. She
kept patting his shouldes, Over his sobs, she could hear the coffee-maker hissing in
the kitchen. “There, there,” she said tenderly. “Howard, he s gone He's gone and
now we'll have to get used to' that. To being alone.” - *
In g little while, Howard got up and began moving a1m1ess§y around the 00
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 her coat
pockets. Howard put the box down and brought coffee-into the living room. Later;”
Ann‘made calls to relatives. After each call had been placed and the party: had'
answered, Ann would blust out a few words and cry for a minute. Then she would
quietly explam in a measured voice, what had happened and teil them about ar-
rangenients. Howard took the box out to the garage, where he saw the child’s bicy--
cle. He dropped the box and sat down on the pavement beside the bicycle. He took
hold of the bicycle awkwardly so that it leaned against his chest. He heid it, the
rubber pedal sticking into his chest. He gave the wheel a turn. Do
Ann hung up the telephone after talking to her sister. She was lookmg up another
number when the telephone rang. She picked it up on the first ring. :
“Hello,” she said, and she heard somethmg in the background, a humming noise.”
“Hello!l she said. “For God's sake,” she said. “Who is this? What is it you want?”
““Your Scotty, I got hlm ready for you ” the man’s voice said. “Did you forgeti
hlm?” e
“Youevil bastard' she shoated into the receiver. “How can you do thls you ewl
son of a bitch?”
“Scotty,” the man said. “Have you forgotten about Scotty?” Then tbe man hung
uponher.’ -
Howard heard the shoutmg and came in to find her with her heaci on her arms
over the F:able weeping. He pxcked up the receiver and ltsteneci to the dzai tone.™

Much later ]ust before rmdmght after they had dealt wrth many things, the te]e~’ -
phone rang again.
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“You answer it,” she said, “Howard,it’s him, 1 know.” They were sitting at the
kitchen table with coffee in front of them. Howard hid a-small glass-of whlskey'
beside his cup. He answered on the third ring. ’

“Hello,” he said. “Who is th1s? Hellot IIeHoi” The line went dead He hung up,
Howard said. “Whoever it was.’

“It was him,” she said. “That bastard. I’d hke to kill h1m ” she sald “I d llke to
shoot him and watch him kick,” she szud

“Ann, my God,” he said. ' o B

“Could you hear anythmg?” she s:ud In the backgrouné? A noise, machlne;y,-
something humming?”

“Nothirig, really. Nothmg like that,” he sald “There wasn’t much tirme. I think
there was some radio music. Yes, there was a radio gomg, that sal T coufd te]i 1
don’t know what in God's name is going on,” he said.

She shook her head. “If1 could, could get my hands on hlm ? It came to her then.
She knew who it was. Scotty, the cake; the telephone number. She pushed the chair
away from the table and got up. “Drive rire down 0 the shopp;ng center she sa1d ‘
“Howard.”

* “What are you saying?” '

“The shopping center. [ know who it is who's caﬂmg 1 know who it is. b s the
baker, the son-of-a-bitching baker, Howard. I had him bake 4 cake for Scotty $
birthday. That's who’s calling. That’s who has the nurn_ber and keeps calli mg us. To
harass us about that cake. Thmbalcer that bastard.”

They drove down to the shoppmg center. The sky was clear and stars were out. It was
cold, and they ran the heater in the car. They parked in front of the bakery. All of the
shops and stores were closed, but there were cars at the far end of the lot in front of
the movie theater. The bakery windows were dark, but when they looked through
the glass they could see alight in the back room and, now anfl then, a big man in an
apron moving in and out of the white, even light. Thmugh 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 the;r
direction. :

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 dzst;nct sound of somethmg, a drawer
being pulled open and then closed. :

Someone unlocked the door and. opened i, The baker stood in the hghf: and
peered out at them. “I'm closed for business;” he said. ¢ What do you ‘want at this
hour? It’s midnight. Are you drunk or something?” - . .-

- She stepped into the light that fell through the open door He blmked his heavy‘
eyelids as he recogmzcd her. “It’s you,” he said. '

“It’s me,” she sa:d ‘Scotty’s mother. Tins is Scotty $ father We'd hke to come
in.” e
The baker said, “I m busy now. I have work to do.”
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:'She had stepped inside the doorway'anyway Howard came in behind her. The
baker moved back: “It smells like a bakery invhere. Doesn it smeﬂ like a bakery in
here, Howard?” '

" “What do you want?” the baker said Maybe you want your caice? That st you
decided you want your cake. You ordered a cake, didn’t you?” . -~

“You're pretty smart forabaker,” she said. “Howard, this is the.man, who's been
cal]:ng us.” She clenched her fists. She stared at him fiercely. There was a deep.
burning inside her, an anger that made her Eeei Iarger tkan herself, larger than e:ther
ofthese.men. . - .

“Just a minute here the baker satd You want to pxck up your three day-old,
cake? That it? I.don’t want to argue with you, lady. There it sits over there, getting
stale. Il] give it to you for half of what I quoted you. No. Youwant it? You can have
it. It’s no good to me, no good to anyone now. It cost.me time and money to make
thatcake. 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 im control of it, of what was. mcreasmg
in her. She was calm.

“Lady, I work sixteen hours a day in this place to earn aliving,” the baker said. He
wxped his hands on his apron. “I work night and day in here, trying to make ends
meet.” A’ Iook crossed Ann’s face that made the baker move back and say, “No
ttouble, now.” He reacheé to the counter and picked up a roilmg pin 3 with his right
hand and bégan to'tap it against the palm of his other hand. “You want the cake or
not? | have to get back to work. Bakers work at night,” he said again. His eyes were
stnall, mean-looking, she thought, nearly lost in the bristly ﬂesh around his checks
His néck was thick with fat. ~

] know bakers work at mght " Ann sa:d They make phone caﬂs at n:ght too.
You bastard,” she said.

"The baker contifiued totap the rolling pin agamst h:s hand. He glanced at How-
ard. “Careful, careful,” he said to Howard. ©

My son's dead she said with a cold; éven finality © IIe was hit by a caf Monday
mioming, We've been waiting with hitn until he died: But, of course, you couldn’t
Be expected to kiiow that, could you? Bakers can’t know everythmg—can they, Mr.
Baker? But he’s dead. He's dead, you bastard!” Just as suddenly as it had welled in
her, the angér dwindled, gave way to something else, a dizzj feeling of nausea. She
leaned against the wooden table that was sprinkled with flour, put het hands over
het face, and began to cry, her shoulders rockmg "back and forth “Itisn’t fair,” she
said. “Itisi’tyisn’t fair” : '

Howard put his hand at the Small of her back and looked at the baker “Shame on'
you,” Howard said to him: “Shame.” .

The baker put the rolling pin back on the counter. He undtd his apron and threw
iton the counter. Helooked at them, and then he shook his head slowly. He pulled
a'chair out from under the card table that held papers and rece1pts an adding
machine, and a telephone chrectory “Please sit down,” he said. “Let me get you a
chair,” he said to Howard. “Sit down now, please.’ *The baker went into the frorit of
the shop and returned w1th two httle wrought~1r0n cha:rs “Please sit down, you
people.” R J

Ann w;ped her eyes and lookeci at the baker ! wanted to kill you,” she said. “1
wanted you dead.” . '
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The'baker had cleared a space for them at the table, He shoved the adding ma-
chine to one side, along with the stacks of notepaper and receipts. He pushed the
telephone directory onto the floor, where it landed with athud. Howard and Ann sat
down and pulled their chairs up to the table. The baker sat down, too.

“Let me say how sorry I am,” the baker said, putting his elbows on the table. “God
alone knows how sorry. Listén to me. I'm just'a baker. I don’t'claim to be anything
else. Maybe once, maybe years ago; [ was a different kind of human being; P've
forgotten, I don’t know for'sure. But P'm not any longer, if I ever was. Now I'm jist
4 baker. That don’t excitse my doing what I did, I kriow. But I'm deeply sorry. P'm
sorty for your son, and sorry for my part in this,” the baker said. He spread his hands
out on the table and furned them over to reveal his palms. “I dor’t have any children

myself, so I can only imagine what you must be feeling. All I can say to you now is

that I'm sorry. Forgive me, if you can,” the baker said. “I'm not an evil man, I don’t
think. Not evil, like you said on the phone. You got to understand what it comes
down to is I don’t know how to act anymore, it would seém. Please,” the man said,
“let me ask you if you ean find it in your hearts to forgive me?” ... .

. It was warm inside the bakery. Howard stood,up from the table and took offhis
coat: He helped Ann from her coat. The bakerlooked at them fora minute and then
nodded-and got up from the table. He went to the oven and turned off some
switthes. He found cups and poured coffee from an electric coffee-maker. He put
4 carton of cream on the table, and a bowl of sugar. © il e

- “You probably need to eat something,” the baker said“I hope you'lt eat'sorive of
My hot rolls. You have to eat and keep going. Eating is a small, good thing it a time
like this,” ke said, _ : B IO SR TR
" He served them warm cinnamon rolls just out of the' oven: the icing still runny,
He put butter on the table and knives to spread the butter. Then thebakersat down
at the table with them. He waited. He waited until they eaich took a'roll from the
platter and began to eat. “It’s good to eat sormething,” he said® watching them.
“There’s more. Eat up. Eat all you want. There’s all the rolls in the world in here.”

- They ate 1olls and drank coffee. Ann was suddenly hungty, and the rolls were

years. He told them what it was Iike to be childless all these years. To répéat the c'lé'ys'
with the ovens endlessly full and endlessly empty. The party food, the celebrations
he’d worked over. Icing knuckle-deep. The tiny wedding couples stuck into cakes.

burning. He had a necessary trade. He was a baker. He was glad he wasn'’t a florist;
- It was better to be feeding people. This was a better smell anytime than flowers:
- “Smell this,” the baker said, breaking open a dark loaf. “It’s 4 heavy bread, but
- tich.” They smelled it, then he had them taste it. It had the taste of molasses arid
coarse grains. They listened to him. They ate what they could. They swallowed the
dark bread. It was like daylight under the fluorescent trays of light. They talked on
- itito the early morning, the high, 'pale cast of light in the windows, and they did not

: thi!_ik dfleaving. : _
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