A Small, Good Thing

S ATURDAY afternoon she drove to the little bakery in th
shopping center. After looking through a loose-leaf Bt e
with photographs of cakes taped onto the pages, she order e;
chocolate, his favorite. The cake she chose was decorateq Wiih
a spaceship and launching pad under a sprinkling of whjte Star
at one end of the cake, and a planet made of red frosting at thz
other end. His name, SCOTTY, would be in raised green
letters beneath the planet. The baker, who was an older man
with a thick neck, listened without saying anything whep she
told him Scotty would be eight years old next Monday. The
baker wore a white apron that looked like a smock. Straps cy;
under his arms, went around in back and then back in fropnt
again where they were secured under his big waist. He wiped
his hands on the front of the apron as he listened to her. He
kept his eyes down on the photographs and let her talk. He let
her take her time. He’d just come to work and he’d be there
all night, baking, and he was in no real hurry:.

She decided on the space cake, and then 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 Scotty’s party that afternoon. The baker was not
jolly. There were no pleasantries between them, just the mini-
mum exchange of words, the necessary information. He made
Ecr feel uncomfortable, and she didn’t like that. While he was
h;nt Ovcrfthc counter with the pencil in his hand, she studied

. tlioli'r >¢ Ieatures and wondered if he’d ever done anything else
with his life besides .be a baker. She was a mother and thirty-

a bag of potato ch;
e fquh an.d SCOtt}.’ Was trying to find OIilt Whact LP;

mediately 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 began to move 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 in the middle of the road. A man in the driver’s
seat looked back over his shoulder. He waited until the boy
got unsteadily to his feet. They boy wobbled a little. He
looked dazed, but okay. The driver put the car into gear and
drove away.

Scotty didn’t cry, but he didn’t have anything to say about
anything, either. He wouldn’t answer when his friend asked
him what it felt like to be hit by a car. He walked straight to his
front door, where his friend left him and ran home. But after
Scotty went inside and was telling his mother about it, she sit-
ting beside him on the sofa, holding his hands in her lap and
saying, “Scotty, honey, are you sure you feel all right, baby?”
and thinking she would call the doctor anyway, he suddenly lay
back on the sofa, closed his eyes, and went limp. When she
couldn’t wake him up, she hurried to the telephone and callffd
her husband at work. Howard told her to remain calm, remain
calm, and then he called an ambulance for Scotty and left for

the hospital himself.
Of course, the birthday party was ¢ |
the hospital with a mild concussion and suffering from sho.ck.

There’d been vomiting, and his lungs had t

A SMALL, Goop THING
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B rable a metal container filled with empty racks Th :
a » : e
1 EnOFMOUS EZEIL. A ra(po Was playing country-western fsuw'as
The baker finished printing the Information on the S e:;j |
et card and close.d up the binder. He looked at hgr ':nc-i
’ g e |

to be in a very deep slee
phaSlZed; no coma, when
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At eleven o’clock that Monday night when the boy S€emeq ¢,
be resting comfortably enough after the many X-r ys and t},,.
lab work, and it was now just a matter of his waking up ang
coming around, Howard left thC.hOSPItal- He and Anp had
been at the hospital with Scotty since that afternoon, ang he
was going home for a short while to bathe and to Change
clothes. “I’ll be back in an hour,” he said. She nodded. “Tts
fine,” she said. “I’ll be right here.” He kissed her on the fop,.
head, and they touched hands. She sat in a chair beside t},
bed, looking at Scotty. She kept 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 faster than he should have, then caught himself and
slowed down. Until now, his life had gone smoothly and to hjs
satistacion—college, marriage, another year of college for the
advanced degree in business, a junior partnership in an invest-
ment 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 had begun to tremble. He sat in the car for a minute
and tried to deal with the present situation in a rational man-
ner. Scotty had been hit by a car and was in the hospital, but he
was going to be all right. He closed his eyes and ran his hand
over his face. In a minute, he got out of the car and went up to
the front door. The dog, Slug, was barking inside the house.
The telephone kept ringing while he unlocked the door and
fumbled for the light switch. He shouldn’t have left the hosp!-
tal, he shouldn’t have, he cursed himself. He picked up the re-
cewver and said, “I just walked in the door! Hello!”

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

:What? Y,Vhat arc you saying?” Ho;Jvard asked.
A cake,” the voice said. “A sixteen-dollar cake.”

Howard held the receiver against his ear, trying to under”

stand. “I don’t know anyth; . 1 «TasllS
‘ ‘ ab 7 d. ¢)esu>
what are you ¢ alking abo):ltg’ng out a cake,” he said. “J

“Don,t giVC mec that,” the voice said.

D THING

b and closed his cyes when the telephone began ringing
again. He hauled h1ms§lf out, grabbed a towel, and hurried
through the house, saying, “Stupid, 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 Scotty. The boy’s eyes stayed
closed, his head was still wrapped in the bandages. His breathing
was quiet and regular. From an apparatus over the bed hung a
bottle of glucose with a tube distending from the bottle to the

boy’s right arm. I2 1’5ok
“How is he?” Howard said. “What’s all this?” waving at the

the tube.
ghic()sc s 1S’ » she said. “He needs nourishment.
Dr. Francis’s orders,” she said.

Dr. Francis said he needs to keep up his strength. Why doczsn’t
he wake up, Howard?” she said. “I don’t understand, if he’s all
right.” .
gHoward put his hand at the back of her hee}d :mc}i1 ran hJ;I 111,111
gers through the hair. “He’s going to be all r1ght,, Oﬁi’-”
wake up in a little while. Dr. Francis knows what’s Whon.le s
In a little while he said, “Maybe you shouldt %i(;n’t i
get a little rest for yourself. T'll stay here. Jus

with this creep who keeps calling. Hang up Kightiaivaly

44 ), l- ?‘)) Shc askcd. . : 0
“‘I/V;lsnitcla;lnglv%, who, just somebody with nothing better

ad now.”
dO than Call up PCOPlC. You %Osﬁlgcsaid, “T’m ﬁne.”

She shook her head. “No, tor a while, if you want, and

“Really,” he said. “Go hom¢ ng. 1Pl be all right.
> ' morning. -
then come back and spell me 1nthSiottY’S going to be all right.

Vhat did Dr., Francis say? He sa! - that’s all.”
" A nurse pushed the door 0pet
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went to the bedside. She took the left arm out from unde;, the

covers and put her fingers on the WriSF> found the pulse. and
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 sha
wrote something on a clipboard attached to the bed.

«How is he?” Ann said. Howard’s hand was a weight on |,

shoulder. She was aware of pressure in his fingers.
«“He’s stable,” the nurse said. Then she said, “Doctor wi]] p,

in again shortly. Doctor’s back in the hospital. He’s making
rounds right now.”

“] was saying maybe she’d want to go home and get a little
rest,” Howard said. “After the doctor comes,” he added.

“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 Scandi-
navian woman with blond hair, and heavy breasts that filled
the front of her uniform. There was a trace of an accent in her
speech.

“We’ll see what the doctor says,” Ann said. “I want to talk
to him. 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 leaned her head forward a little. Howard’s grip tightened
on her shoulder, and then his hand moved 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 for a time, the small chest quietly
rising ar.1d then falling under the covers. For the first time since
the terrible minutes after Ann’s telephone call at the office, he

felt a genuine fear starting in his limbs. He began shaking his

head, trying to keep it away. Scotty was fine, except 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 it was
what he ncc.dcd right now, this help.

Dr. Francis came in and shook hands with Howard, though

they’d just seen each other
a few h ) got Up
from the chair. “Doctor?” ol e ¢

Ann, who were waiting.

«poctor, 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 tan
face. He wore a three-piece blue suit, a striped tie, and ivory
cuff links. His gray hair was combed, and he looked as if he
could have just come from a concert. “He’s all right,” the doc-
tor said. “Nothing to shout about, he could be better, I think.
But he’s all right. Still, T 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, believe me, except for that

hairline fracture of the skull. He does have that.”
“Oh, no,” Ann said.

- “And a bit of a concussion, as I said before. Ot course, you
know he’s in shock,” the doctor said. «Sometimes you see this

in shock cases.”

“But he’s out of any real danger?”

D,
before he’s not in a coma. You wouldn the doctor

“No. I don’t want to call 1t 2 coma,” the d(?ctor said and
glance(’j the boy once morc. “He’s just 10 a VCIy deep
L S the body is taking on ItS

sleep. It’s a restorative, a measurc
own. He’s out of any real danger,
But we’ll know more when he wakes up an
In. Don’t worry,” the doctor said. .
“It’s a coma,” Ann said.
chta s not a coma yet) not CX&CtlY, He
want to call it coma. Not yetb, g%nyw.ay.

¢ call this a coma then,

®mporary reaction to deﬂY
deep, prolonged unconsclousness
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’ ' rea, not as far
weeks even. Scotty’s not in that area, as we can tell

anyway. I’m just certain his cc.)ndi.tion will show impro\,-ement
by morning. I'm betting that it will, anyway. 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 50 hqme for a while bué
by all means feel free to leave for a while if you want. This is
not easy, I know.” The doctor gazed at the boy again, watchjp,

him, and then he turned to Ann and said, “You try not t(g)
worry, little mother. Believe me, we’re doing all that cap .
done. It’s just a question of a little more time now.” He ped.
ded at her, shook hands with Howard again, and left the room

Ann put her hand on Scotty’s forehead and kept it there fo;
a while. “At least he doesn’t have a fever,” she said. Then she
said, “My God, he feels so cold, though. Howard? Is he sup-
posed to feel like this? Feel his head.”

Howard put his hand on the boy’s forehead. His own
breathing slowed. “I think he’s 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 said
something if Scotty wasn’t okay.”

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

Howard sat in the chair beside her. They looked at each
other. He wanted to say something else and reassure her, but
hc. was afraid to. He took her hand and put it in his lap, and
this made him feel better, her hand being there. He picked up
her hanq and squeezed it, then just held it. They sat like that
f9f a while, watching the boy and not talking. From time to
time he squeezed her hand. Finally, she took her hand away
and rubbed her temples.

“I’ve been praying.” she said.
He nodded.
i Sll(lc said, “I almost thought I’d forgotten how, but it came
acK to me. All T had to do was close my eyes and say, Pleas¢,

God, help us—help Scotty; and then the rest was easy. 1D

words | . .
hin:. WEere rlght thCrC. MaYbC if you praycd tOO,” she Sald to

“I've already prayed » -
, yed,” he said. “I prayed this afternoon™
yesterday afternoon, after you called, \n[f)hﬂ}c,: I was driving to the

ghe felt glad to be his wife.
The same nurse came in later 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 moustache. He was
wearing loafers and a white smock over 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 do a scan.” |
«What’s that?” Ann said. “A scan?” She stood between this

sew doctor and the bed. “I thought you’d already taken all
your X-rays.” P |

“I’m 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.”
“My God,” Ann said.
“It’s perfectly normal p
doctor said. “We just nee
back awake yet. It’s normal med:
be alarmed about. We’ll be taking
utes,” the doctor said.
In a little while two |
gurney. They were black-hqlr
White uniforms, and they said
foreign tongue as they unhoo
moved him from his bed to the
him from the room. Howard and

. . i
rocedure in cases like this, the new

d to find out for sure why he isn’t
dical procedure, and nothing to

him down 1n few min-

| b e
orderlies came 10tO the room thhin
ed, dark-complexioned men

COmment to the other 10
Man nodded slowly in respons™
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Later that morning, just as the sun was beginning tq lighg
Cn

the windows in the waiting room outside the X-ray o

ment, they brought the boy out and moved him back up t[())a}r;-
room. Howard and Ann rode up on the elevator with hi i
once more, and once more they took up their places besjq, t}f;

bed.
They waited all day, but still the boy did not wake up. Oces

sionally one of them would leave the room to go downstajys t
the cafeteria to drink coffee or fruit juice and then, as if Sudo
denly remembering and feeling guilty, jump up from the tabl~
and hurry back to the room. Dr. Francis came again e
afternoon and examined the boy once more and then left aﬁ:t
te!ling them he was coming along and could wake up anr
minute Now. Nurses, different nurses than the night beforey
came in from time to time. Then a young woman from the lal;
knocked and came into the room. She wore white slacks and 4
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 e))fes 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
tc?ld to do. They say draw that one, I draw. What’s wrong with
h.lI‘I‘I, anyway?” she said. “He’s a sweetie ” A

THc was hit by a car,” Howard said. “A hit-and-run.”

he young woman shook her head and looked again at the

boy. Then she took her tray and left the room.

“Why won’

WO ‘ °
y won't he wake up?” Ann said. “Howard? I want some
answers from these people.”

an(Ii-I(C);:’;IS'dddld_n’t saY afl}’thlng Hc sat “dOWn againin thC chair
. CAad oOne leg OVCEr thC OthCI', HC rubbcd his faCC, HC

looked at his son and th . |
his eyes, and went to sle:;)l. .he settled back in the chair, closed

other’s insides now, as though the worry had made them
transparent in a pertectly natural way.

The door opened and Dr. Francis came in. He was wearing
1 different suit and tie this time, but his hair was the same and
he looked as if he had just shaved. He went straight to the bed
and examined the boy once more. “He ought to have come
around by now. There’s just no good reason for this,” he said.
“But I can tell you we’re all convinced he’s out of any danger,
we’ll just feel much better when he wakes up. There’s no rea-
son, absolutely none, why he shouldn’t come around and soon
now. 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.”

“Is it a coma, then?” Ann asked. .
The doctor rubbed his smooth cheek. «We’ll call it that for

the time being, until he wakes up. But you must bF: \\;orn
out. This is hard to wait out. Feel free to go out for a bite,” he

said. “It would do you good. I'll put a nursc in here while
you’re gone, if you’ll feel better about going. Go and have

yourselves something to eat.”
“I couldn’t eat,” Ann said.
“Do what you need to do, of
“AHYWay, I wanted to tell you that &
tests are positive, nothing at all ,negat“’c’
I hciline over The o d said. He <hook hands with

~ “Thank you, Doctor,” g0 ted his
1 again, and the doctor pat

out

“I suppose one of us
Howard said. “Slug nee

by
«]’m not hungry. .
course,” the doctor said.

.1l the signs are g0od, the
and just as 00N aS he
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«Call one of the neighbors,” Ann said. :Call the Moy Pt
Anyone will feed a dog if you ask them tq. |

“All right,” Howard said. After a while he said, “Honey)
why don’t you do it? Why don’t you go home and check o
things, and then come back? It’ll do you good. I’ll be oht
here with him. Seriously,” he said. “We need to keep up oyr
strength on this. We may want to be here for a while evep 4 ::

he wakes up.” |
“Why don’t you go?” she said. “Feed Slug. Feed yourse|f »

“I already went,” he said. “I was gone for exactly an hour apg
fifteen minutes. You go home for an hour or so and freshen
up, and then come back. I’ll stay here.”

She tried to think about it, but she was too tired. She cloged
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 pot
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. I’ll go home and take a bath and put on clean clothes. I’]]
feed Slug. Then I’ll come back.”

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

“I won’t be gone long,” she said.

“Just sit and rest for a little while when you get home,” he
said. “Eat something. After you get out of the bath, just sit for
a while and rest. I’ll do you a world of good, you’ll see. Then
come back down here.” he said. “Let’s try not to worry our”
selves sick. You heard what Dr. Francis said.”

S,hc stood in her coat for a minute trying to recall the doc-

elids and then listened to his breathip
ghe went to the door and turped

|ooked at the boy, and then she lookeg at the father. Ho.ward
jodded. She stepped out of the room and pulled the door
-Josed behind her.

She went past the nurses’ station and down to the end of the
corridor, looking f(?r the elevator. At the end of the corridor
she turned to her right where she found a [ittle waiting room
with a Negro family sitting 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 a house dress and slippers
was slumped 1n one of the chairs. A teenaged girl in jeans, hair
done in dozens of little braids, lay stretched out in one of the
chairs smoking a cigarette, legs crossed at the ankles. The fam-
ily swung their eyes to her as she entered the room. The little

table was littered with hamburger wrappers and Styrofoam

cups.
“Nelson,” the large woman said as she roused herselt. “Is
. P,
about Nelson?” Her eyes widened. “Tell me now, lady, the
woman said. “Is about Nelson?” She was trying to rise from

her chair, but the man had closed his hand over her arm.

“Here, here,” he said. “Evelyn.”
“P’m sorry,” Ann said. “I’m looking for the elevator. My son

1S 1 : or.”
is in the hospital, and now I can’t find thc”clfgat e
“Elevator is down that way, turn left,” the m

aimed a finger down another corridor.
: ° d at Ann. Her eyes
R smsion icx citr e o arted slowly as she

aid and

Interested. p 5

“My son was hit by a car, Ann sl 3
t0 need to explain herself. “He haSl A h
Skull fracture, but he’s going tO hdasme That’s what really
dut it might, be some kind of coma, toO. |

. ttle while, but
' I’m gom I »
Worries us, the coma part.

3 ak up W . :
my husband is with him. Maybe hc llvc‘l’ lflﬁgd in the chair. He
“That’s too bad,” the man said anc 3

o the man. She seemed
oncussion and a little
¢ He’s in shock now,
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shook his head. He looked down at.the table, and then p,
looked back at Ann. She was still standing there. He sajd_ “Ows
Nelson, he’s on the operating table. Somebody cut him Tried
‘o kill him. There was a fight where he was at. At this party
They say he was just standing a_nd watching. Not bOthering
nobody. But that don’t mean nothln.g these daYS-.NOW he’s op
the operating table. We're just hoplng. and praying; that’s all
we can do now.” He gazed at her steadily and then tugged th,
bill of his cap.

Ann looked at the girl again, who was still watching her, ang
at the older woman, who kept her head down on her shouldey
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, that he was still unconscious. Yet she
didn’t know how to begin and so only stood there looking at
them without saying anything more.

She went down the corridor the man had indicated and
found the elevator. She stood for a minute in front of the
closed doors, still wondering if she was doing the right thing.
Then she put out her finger and touched the button.

She pulled into the driveway and cut the engine. Slug ran
around from behind the house. In his excitement he began to
bark at the car, then ran in circles on the grass. 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 picked up the little dog;
Scotty’s dog, and went to the front door, which was unlocked:
She turned on lights and put on a kettle of water for tea. Sh¢
ppcned some dog food and fed Slug on the back porch. He ate
in hungry little smacks, between running back and forth to ¢

that she was going to stay. As she sat down on the sofa K"
her tea, the telephone rang,

(4 '” ° »
Yes!” she said as she answered. “Hello!”

ment s .
«Yes, yes, whatisit?” she said carefully into the receiver, “Thys

. MTs. Weiss. Tlons 1s she. What is it, please?” She listened to
whatever 1t was in the background. “Is it Scotty, for Christ’s

: 1k e

«Scotty,  the man’s voice said. “It’s about Scotty, yes. It has
o do with Scotty, that problem. Have you forgotten about
gcotty?” 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 from the back porch and lay
down near her feet. He wagged his tail. She pulled his ear

while he licked her fingers. Howard was on the hine.
“Somebody just called here,” she said. She twis.ted the L:elc.-
phone cord and it kinked back into itself. “He said, he said it
was about Scotty,” she cried. e
“Scotty’s fine,” Howard was telling her. “I mean he’s still
sleeping. There’s been no change. The nurse has b.een in twice
since you’ve been gone. They’re in here every thirty minutes
or s0. A nurse or a doctor, one. He’s all right, : $
“Somebody called, he said it was about Scotty,” she szuTl.len
“Honey, you rest for a little while, you need the rest.

come back down here. It must be that sa}me C e sl
forget it. Come back down here afteryQuiveTestte

. 2
have breakfast or something. B aanyihin ”
*B 2 id. “I couldn't €4 FHhine:
said. . )
reakfast,” she > e said. “Juice, 2 muffin, some

“You know what 1 mean, 1o Ann. Jesus, I'm

thin : . I don’t know any
8> I don’t know g hard o talk I.lO
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A N ght o’clock e
know something more then, at.elght o’clock. Come back here
before cight. Meanwhile, I'm right here and Scotty’s all right

He’s still the same,” he added. o0
“T was drinking a cup of tea,” she said, “when the telephone

rang. They said 1t was about Scotty. There was a noise in ¢,
background. Was there 2 noise in the background on that ¢y

you had, Howard?” iy
“I honestly don’t remember,” he said. “It must have beey ,
drunk or somebody calling, though God knows I don’t undey.

stand. Maybe the driver of the car, maybe he’s a psychopath,
-nd found out about Scotty somehow. But I’m here with hjm,,

Just rest a little like you were going to do. Take a bath apg
come back here by seven or so, and we’ll talk to the doctor to-

gether when he gets here. It’s going to be all right, honey. I'm
here, and there are doctors and nurses around. They say his

condition is stable.”
“I’m scared to death,” she said.
She ran water, undressed, and 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 Slug looked up at her and let his tail
thump once against the floor. It was just starting to get light
outside when she went out to the car. Driving back to the hos-
pital on the damp, deserted streets, she thought back to the
rainy Sunday afternoon nearly two years ago when Scotty had
been lost and they’d been afraid he’d drowned.

The sky had darkened that afternoon and rain had begun to
fa.ll, and still he hadn’t come home. They’d called all hs
friends, who were at home and safe., She and Howard had
gone to look for him at his board-and-rock fort at the far end

———————
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~ewhere the water .01led and could take anything unde ci
. ran

he must even now be lodged somewhere inside the culvert

The thought was monstrous, so unfair and overwhelming that
she couldn’t hold it in her mind. But she felt it was true. that
he was in there, in the culvert, and knew too it was some)thing
that would have to be borne and lived with from here on, a life
without Scotty in it. But how to act in the face of this, the fact
of the loss, was more than she could comprehend. The horror of
the men and equipment working at the mouth of the culvert
through the night, that was what she did not know if she could
endure, that waiting while the men worked under powertul
lights. She would have to somehow get past that to the limit-
less sweep of emptiness she knew stretched beyond. She was
ashamed to know it, but she thought she could live with that.
Later, much later, maybe then she would be able to come to
terms with that emptiness, after the presence of Scotty had
gone out of their lives—then perhaps, she would learn to han-
dle that loss, and the awful absence—she would have to, that’s
all—but now she did not know how she could get through the

waiting part to that other part. .
She dropped to her knees. She stared into the current and

said that if He would let them have Scotty back, if he could h,z,we
somehow miraculously—she said it out loud, “nnracul?usly _}
escaped the water and the culvert, <he knew he hadn’t, but1

he had, if He could only let them have Scotty b§Ck, somclzﬁw
not let him be wedged in the culvert, she promised then that
she and Howard would change their Ives, change everyt}néflf,
80 back to the small town where they had come from, aou};
from this suburban place that could ruthlessly snatch away'y

: , when she heard
o Yiehild, S.he had still been OF i k;laiisc from across the

een them
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once. “I was so glad to sec him I couldn’t begin tq Punigy

him. He’d made a shelter. He’d fixed himse.lf up a place unde
the overpass, in those bushes. He’d made hk.e 4 nest for himf
self,” he said. The two of them werc still coming toward her o
she got to her feet. She doubled her fists. “‘Forts leak ’ the
little nut said. He was dry as a bone when I found him_ damy,
his hide,” Howard said, the tears breaking. Then Ann vy on
Scotty, slapping him on the head and face with a wilgd fury
“You little devil, you devil you,” she shouted as she Slappeci
him. “Ann, stop it,” Howard said, grabbing for her Armg
“He’s all right, that’s the main thing. He’s all right.” She’d
picked the boy up while he was still crying and she’d held hip
She’d held him. Their clothes soaked, shoes squishing with
water, the three of them had begun the walk home. She carried
the boy for a while, his arms around her neck; his chest heaving
against her breasts. Howard walked beside them saying, “Jesus,
what a scare. God almighty, what a fright.” She knew Howard
had been scared and was now relieved, but he hadn’t glimpsed
what she had, he couldn’t know. The quickness of how she
had gone into the death and beyond it had made her suspect
herself, that she hadn’t loved enough. If she had, she would
not have thought the worst so quickly. She shook her head
back and forth at this craziness. She grew tired and had to stop
and put Scotty down. They walked the rest of the way to-
gether, Scotty in the middle, holding hands, the three of them
walking home. .

But they hadn’t moved away and they’d never talked about
that afternoon again. From time to time she’d thought about
her promise, the prayers she’d offered up, and for a while she’d
felt vaguely uneasy, but they had continued to live as they had
l?cen hYmg—a comfortably busy life, not a bad or a dishonest
life, d life, in fact, with many satisfactions and small pleasurcs:
Nothing more was ever said about that afternoon, and 1n Fm,lc
she had stopped thinking about it. Now here they were still 10

some other town, and listening o

She drove into the parking lot of the hospital and found

space clos.c to th.e front door. She felt no Inclination to pra 11110\;1
he felt like a llar. caught out, guilty and false. a5 if shg wer.
somehow responsible for what had now happen)cd, She felt sh::
was 1n some Obscu.re way responsible. She let her thoughts move
to the Negro family, and she remembered the name “Nelson”
and the table that was covered with hamburger papers, and the

ceenaged girl staring at her as she drew on her cigarette.
«Don’t have children,” she told the girl’s image as she entered

the front door of the hospital. “For God’s sake, don’t.”

Howard read to them_

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 turned in the other direction and con-
tinued the conversation she had interrupted when she’d got-
ten onto the elevator. She walked down the corridor to the
little side room 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 from them the
minute before. She thought the chairs might still be warm.
The tabletop was cluttered with the same cups and papers, the

ashtray filled with cigarette butts.

“Nelson something was his name. R
room. I’d like to inquire about his con aon.

A nurse who was sitting at a
up from a chart in front of her. Th

hind the counter looked
e buzzed and she

the same city and it was tw ain 10
‘ WO years later, and Scotty was agd™ - . kept

! : S S Picked iver. but she Kep
P cr,ﬂ> an awtul peril, and she began to see this circumstance; i | “H o thz s +1id the nurse at the counter. The nurse
: qn’t she ¢ passed away, king at her. Are you 2

- 0 1
nd g0 | held the hairbrush and kept on 0
forget triend of the family or what!
‘ “I met the family last night,

her eyes on Ann.

7 Aﬂn Sajd
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the hospital. 1 gues

S <
¢ he’s in shock. We don’t know fo Stire

what’s wrong. I just wondered about Mr. Nelson, thay Al
Thank you.” She went on down the corridor. Elevator dOOré
‘he same color as the walls slid open and a gaunt, bald my;, s
white pants and white canvas shoes pulled a heavy cart off the
elevator. She hadn’t noticed these doors last night. The Mmap
wheeled the cart out into the corridor and stopped in fropt o
the room nearest the elevator and consulted a clipboard. Thep
he reached down and slid a tray out of the cart, rapped lightly
on the door, and entered the room. She could smell the yj,.
pleasant odors of warm food as she passed the cart. She hy.
ried past the other station without looking at any of the nurge;
and pushed open the door to Scotty’s room.

Howard was standing at the window with his hands to.
gether behind his back. He 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. She seemed to
have been gone a long time. She touched the covers around

Scotty’s neck. “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 o’clock this
morning,” she said quickly.

“There was another doctor with him. A neurologist.”

“A neurologist,” she said.

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, well, they’re going to take him down and run
more tests on him, Ann. They think they’re going to op¢! A
honey. Honey, they are going to operate. They can’t figure il
why he won’t wake up. It’s more than just shock or conct™
sion, they k{low that much now. It’s in his skull, the fractur¢, It
oo i el 5
alrc);dy igc(i):tmt%let (;125:; ifﬁ I tried to call you, but I guess YO

;" she said. “Op, please, Howard, pleas¢;

7 ShC
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“LOO - owar Sal then. “S
urned her toward the bed. cotty! Look, Ann!” He

The boy had opened his eyes, then clo
chem again now. The eyes stared straig
chen moved slowly in his head unti] ¢
and Ann, then traveled away again.

«Scotty,” his mother said, moving to the bed.
«Hey, Scott,” his father said. “Hey, Son.”

They leaned over the bed. Howard took Scotty’s left hand
in his 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 again, though without any sign of
recognition or comprehension. Then his eyes scrunched closed,
his mouth opened, and he howled until he had no more air in

his lungs. His face seemed to relax and soften then. His lips
parted as his last breath was puffed through his throat and ex-

haled gently through the clenched teeth.

)

hey rested on Howard

The doctors called it a hidden occlusion and said it was a one-
in-a-million circumstance. Maybe if it could have been de-
tected somehow and surgery undertaken immediately, it could
have saved him, but more than likely not. In any casc, what
would they have been looking for? Nothing had slzown ?p In
the tests or in the X-rays. Dr. Francis was shaken. “I can t”tell
you how badly I feel. ’'m so very SOITY, I can’t tell you,” he
said as he led them into the doctors’ lounge. There was a doc-
tor sitting in a chair with his legs hochd over the glck of
another chair, watching an early morning Vb shoWsILLE WS
wearing a green delivery room outfit,

that covered his hat
green blouse, and a green cap looked at Dr. Francis. He got to

nd went out of the room. Dr.

Francis guided Ann to the sofa, sat down bcs.idc ﬁlccxi;nnci (li)cogvi?
to talk in a low, consoling voice. At one point:

and embraced her. She could foel his chest rising 4o

evenly against her shoulder. She
hold her, Howard went into t
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open. After a violent fit of weeping, N¢ ran water and Washeq

his face. Then he came out and sat down ata little table thy held
oked at the telephone as though deci dling

what to do first. He made some calls. After a time, Dr. F; -

used the telephone.
«Is there anything else I can do for the moment?” he asked

them.
Howard shook his head. Ann stared at Dr. Francis as if .

able to comprehend his words.

The doctor walked them to the hospital’s front door. People
were entering and leaving the hospital. It was eleven o’clock iy
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 somehow felt they should stay, when it
would be more the right thing to do, to stay. She gazed oyt
into the parking lot and then looked back at the front of the
hospital from the sidewalk. She began shaking her head. “No
no,” she said. “Thisisn’t happening. I can’t leave him here, no.”
She heard herself and thought how unfair it was that the only
words that came out were the sorts of words on the TV shows
where people were stunned by violent or sudden deaths. She

. knees. He began t
She pulled his head over into her lap and pattedghis sf(l)o\glecffr:

«He’s gOﬂC,” she said. She kept patting his shoulder. Over his
sobs she could hear the coffeemaker hissing, out 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 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 on the floor at one end of the sofa.
She continued to sit with her hands in her 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 blurt out a few
words and cry for a minute. Then she would quietly explain, in
a measured voice, what had happened and tell them about
arrangements. Howard took the box out to the garage where

he saw Scotty’s bicycle. He dropped the box and sat down on

wanted her words to be her own. “No,” she said, and for some
the pavement beside the bicycle. He took hold of the bicycle

reason the memory of the Negro woman’s head lolling on her

shoulder came to her. “No,” she said again.

“I’ll be talking to you later in the day,” the doctor was saying
to Howard. “There are still some things that have to be done,
things that have to be cleared up to our satisfaction. Some things
that need explaining.” 303

“An autopsy,” Howard said.

Dr. Francis nodded. »

“I understand,” Howard said. £@hsiJesus>:Noy 1 don’t
understand, Doctor. | can’t, I can’t. I just can’t.”

Dr. Francis put his arm around Howard’s shoulders. “I'm
sorry. God, how I’'m sorry.” Then he let go and held out his
hand. Howard looked at the hand, and then he took it. D
Francis put his arms around Ann once more. He seemed full 0
some goodness she didn’t understand. She let her head rest o

his shoulder, but her eyes were open. She kept looking at the

ospital. As they drove out of the parking lot, she looked back

at the hospital once more.

f

awkwardly, so that it leaned against his chest. He held it, the
rubber pedal sticking into his chest and turning the wheel

across his trouser leg a little way. |
Ann hung up the telephone after talking to her sister. She

was looking up another number, when the telephone rang.

She picked it up on the first ring. B
“Hello,” she said, and again she heard something 1n the

background, a humming noise. “Hel ot
God’s sake.” she said. “Who is this? What is it you want? 5ay
SOmething 9 , . |
: e said.
 “Your Scotty, I got him ready for you, ! the man-s voi€
((D. ; 2
1d you forget him? SR
' er. “How can
it ' 1” she shouted into the recety
Y>’0ch(l)cl>l 51\,1131 bi)sltlaés{l sf)lrll of a bitch?” &
g ou forgotten about Scotty:

¢ . ¢C
‘Scotty,” the man said. “Have'y

Then the man hung up on her.

. d her with her
Howard heard the shouting an it

d came

,,,
......
.....
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head on her arms over the table, weeping. He picked up the

receiver and listened to the d.ial Fonc.
Much later, just before midnight, after they had deaj; Wit

many things, the telephone rang again.. -

“Xyou answer it,” she said. “Howtard, 1T°S hlf}% I know,” They
were sitting at the kitchen table with cofffte 1n .front of then
Howard had a small glass of whiskey beside his cup. He i

swered on the third ring.

“Hello,” he said. “Who is this Hello! Hello!” The i,
went dead. “He hung up,” Howard said. “Whoever it wag »

“It was him,” she said. “That bastard. I'd like to kill himy »
she said. “I’d like to shoot him and watch him kick,” she sai(’i,

“Ann, my God,” he said.

“Could you hear anything?” she said. “In the background
A noise, machinery, something humming:?”

“Nothing, really. Nothing like that,” he said. “There wasn’t
much time. I think there was some radio music. Yes, there was
a radio going, that’s all I could tell. I don’t know what in
God’s name is going on,” he said.

She shook her head. “If I could, could get, my hands, on
him.” It came to her then. She knew who 1t was. Scotty, the
cake, the telephone number. She pushed the chair away from
the table and got up. “Drive me down to the shopping cen-
ter,” she said. “Howard.”

“What are you saying?”

“The shopping center. I know who it is who’s calling now. 1
know who it is. It’s the baker, the son-of-a-bitching baker,
Howard. I had him bake a cake for Scotty’s birthday. That’s

who’s calling, that’s who has the number and keeps calling us.

. rA SMALL, GOOD THING
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Eiienshe tricd the door. She rapped o ¢ ok

baka hcard them he Z4aVEe no Sign, He id:

them to see inside. A sign near the back door sud. o
pantry Bakery, special Orders.” She could hear faintly’a radlilce)

ing inside and something— ' -
playing 1nsl g—an oven door!—creakin t
was pulled down. She knocked on the door and waited.gTakieln

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. ’
The door was unlocked and opened. 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? It’s midnight. Are you

drunk or something?”

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

“It’s me,” she said. “Scotty’s mother. This is Scotty’s father.

We’d like to come 1n.”

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 had moved back. “It smells like a bak-
ery in here. Doesn’t it smell like a bakery in here, Howard?”

“What do you want?” the baker said. “Maybe you wantyour
cake? That’s it, you decided you wanted your cake. You did

order a cake, didn’t you?”

“You’re pretty smart for a baker,
the man who’s been calling us. This 1s the
clenched her fists. She stared at him fiercely. There was a deep
burning inside her, an anger that made her feel larger than her-

self larger than either of these men. . ick u
B 2 fninute hére,” the baker said. “You want to pick up

your three-day-old cake? That it? 1 Jon’t want to argue with

- ] give 1t to you
E etting stale. I’ll givel
you, lady. There it sits over there, gettins i3 You can have

wan
for QI iizodiquotscyol I\I)O;g;(;lnc now. It cost me tme

~ If you want It
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it and go. I h i
don’t, that’s okay too. Just L i N T B I

to work.” He looked at them and rolled his tongue behipg hid

teeth. .
“More cakes,” she said. She knew she was 1n contro] of it, of

what was increasing her. She was cglm. |

“Lady, I work sixteen hours a day in this placetoearna 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 trqy.
ble, now.” He reached to the counter and picked up a rolling
pin with his right hand and began to tap-tap 1t against the
palm of his other hand. “You want the cake or not? I have tq
eet 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 around the collar of his T-shirt
was thick with fat.

“We know bakers work at night,” Ann said. “They make
phone calls at night too. You bastard,” she said.

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

“My boy’s dead,” she said with a cold, even finality. “He was
hit by a car Monday afternoon. We’ve been waiting with him
until he died. But, of course, you couldn’t be expected to know
that, could you? Bakers can’t know everything. Can they, Mr.
Baker? But he’s dead. Dead, you bastard.” Just as suddenly as
it had welled in her the anger dwindled, gave way to some-
thing else, a dizzy feeling of nausea. She leaned against the
wooden table that was sprinkled with flour, put her hands over
her face and began to cry, her shoulders rocking back and
forth. “It isn’t fair,” she said. “It 1sn’t, isn’t fair.”

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

. The baker put the rolling pin back on the counter. He undid
hys S nd threyv it on the counter. He stood a mint®

an adding machine. an 8 ’ it
down,” he said, “Iet Iﬁdga telephone  directory. “Plea®”

| d
8 et you a chair,” he said to HOW?'
SIt down now, please.” The baker went into the front of i

of notepaper and r eceipts. He pushed the telephone directory
onto the floor, where it landed with a thud. Howard and Ann
sat down and pulled their chairs up to the table. The baker sat
down tOO.

«I don’t blame you,” the baker said, putting his elbows on
‘he table and shaking his head slowly. “First. Let me say how
sorry I am. God alone knows how sorry. Listen to me. I’'m just
1 baker. I don’t claim to be anything else. Maybe once, maybe
years ago [ was a different kind of human being, I’ve forgot-
ten, I don’t know for sure. But I'm not any longer, if I ever
was. Now I’m just a baker. That don’t excuse my offense, I
know. But I’m deeply sorry. ’m sorry for your son, and I'm
sorry for my part in this. Sweet, sweet Jesus,” the baker said.
He spread his hands out on the table and turned them over to
reveal his palms. “I don’t have any children myself, so I can
only imagine what you must be feeling. All 1 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 must understand that what it comes down”to 1S
I don’t know how to act anymore, it would seem. Please,” the
man said, “let me ask you if you can find it in your hearts to

forgive me?”

d then nodded and got

up from the table. He went to the oven and rurned off some

switches. He found cups and poured them COffi; frfartl)ll :ﬂ aizcé
B i aker: Eleipur a:carton-of cream O T 0

bowl of sugar. » the baker said. “I

B brobably nced fo < Somahmg,have to eat and keep

hope you’ll eat some of my hot rolls. You e like this,” he

going. Eating is a small,
said.
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He served them warm cinnamon rolls just out of the (E Tell th
the icing still runny. He put butter on the table and Knives % eLl tne Women Were GOing
spread the butter. Then the baker sat down at the tab]e with
' them. He waited. He waited until thegif each took a ro]] from
the platter and began to eat. “It’s good to eat something » 1L JAMISON had always bee '
There’s all the rolls in the world 1n here.” | or ounds, went through grade school and L e ¢ old fair-
A o . igh together,
They ate rolls and drank coftee. s suddenly hungry and then on to Eisenhower where they took as many of th
and the rolls were warm and sweet. She ate three of them same classes and teachers as they could manage vx?gr: }el
which pleased the baker. Then he began to talk. They listeneq other’s shirts and sweaters and pegged pants and date::iacor
L carefully. Although they were tired and 1n anguish, they |js- ganged the same girl—whichever came up as an;atter of course:
| tened to what the baker had to say. They nodded when the Summers they took jobs together—swamping peaches
baker began to speak of loneliness, and the sense of doubt ang picking cherries, stringing hops, anything they could do that
limitation that had come to him in his middle years. He tolq paid a little money to see them through to fall, something
them what it was like to be childless all these years. To repeat where they didn’t have to worry about a boss breathing down
the days with the ovens endlessly full and endlessly empty. The their necks every five minutes. Jerry didn’t like to be told what
party food, the celebrations he’d worked over. Icing knuckle- to do. Bill didn’t mind; he liked it that Jerry was the sort of
deep. The wedding couples stuck to each other’s arms, hun- take-charge guy he was. The summer just before their senior
dreds of them, no, thousands by now. Birthdays. Just the year, they chipped in and bought a red ’s4 Plymouth for $32s.
candles from all those cakes if you thought you could see them Jerry would keep it a week at a time, then Bill. They were used
all burning at once. He had a necessary trade. He was a baker. to sharing things, and it worked out fine for a while.
He was glad not to be a florist. It was better to be feeding But Jerry got married before the end of the first semester,
b people. Not giving them something that sat around for a while kept the car, and dropped out of school to go to work steady
until it was thrown out. This was a better smell than flowers. w at Robby’s Market. That was the only time there was a strain in
“Here, smell this,” the baker said, breaking open a dark loat. their relationship. Bill liked Carol Henderson—he’d known
“It’s a heavy bread, but rich.” They smelled it, then he had her a couple of years, almost as long as Jerry had—but after
them taste it. It had the taste of molasses and coarse grains. Jerry and she got married, things were just never the same
They listened to him. They ate what they could. They swal- between the two friends. He was over there a lot, esp cclallyfat
lowed the dark bread. It was like daylight under the fluores- first—it made him feel older, having mmned fm:-:nds——l Or
cent trays of light. They talked on into the early morning, the lunch or dinner, or else late evenings to listen to Elvis Prii c(})}
high pale cast of light in the windows, and they did not think | and Bill Haley and the Comets, 2 LRl werg g ;;25 him
of leaving. 3R [ Fats Domino records he liked, but it always €mbars

d near making out 11l
cuse himself and take 1
me Coke because %
1 hideaway that

when Carol and Jerry started issinepas
front of him. Sometimes he’d have T X
d walk to Dezorn’s service statigﬁ to gt(:lzgt
there was only the one bed in the apat , e
let down righ}; in the middle of the hYmg rlOOm- S;Eflgging
]erry e C&I’Ol WOU.ld slmPlY hcad offm ac umt;}; kitChCn and
BRI oo bathroom.and Bill would move to
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