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Caleb Vance sat in the lounge of the hospital 's Short Stay Unit

u'ait ing fbr sorneone on the staff to col11e out and tell him his

il, i fb had rcturned from recovery. Actually he sat on a hard,

backlcss scat in the hospital foyer that was adjacent to the lounge

and tbrmcd with it an L around the offices and treattnent rooms

of the SSU. The foyer section of the L was an atrium of steel and

glass, reflecting that scraped-out look of contemporary office

architecturc and decor.

For several minutes Caleb had been listening to the prattle

of two srnall children and two adults-country people. One was

a ta l i  nrarr  wi th a dappled beard draping hrs b lue and whi te

checked shirt. He wore jeans and gray lumberjack socks with red

rings sunk in layers over his ankles and bulging inside brown

suede Hush Ptppy slippers. 
-fhe 

man kept talking to one of the

two chi ldren,  a l i t t le  boy about  four  years o ld who kept

wandering away from the adults. The man said, "Bubby, get over

here. That one extra step's going to get your l i tt le hiney set on

fire." The boy came back, grinning. When he came close to the

man. the man winked at him.



( ) . 1 ' l 'hc'l 'welfth Year. and Other Times

' l l r e  
o t l r e r . r r t l u l t  u ' i r s  l  l u t  won tau  w i th  s t r i ngy  b lack  l l r i r  l r r t r l

l l r r r r t :  S l r t '  r i r r s  t l r cssc t l  i r r  p i nk  pan ts  and  a  wh i t e  b lousc  a r r c l  i r

r r l r r t r '  : u r ' r r l t ' r .  I l t ' r ' b l r r e  l e r rn i s  s l t oes  i ve re  d i r t y ,  and  the  t l csh  o l '

I r t ' r  ; r n k l r ' l r o r r t ' s  s l r i r r c t l  l i k e  l i l t l c  l i { h t  b L r l b s  a b o v e  h e r  s o c k s .

l ' i t ' l r r r ' r ' r r  I r e r  l l t  t l r r g l r s  s l oo r l  t l t c  scco t t t l  ch i l d .  a  g i r l  abou t  two

t l r csse  r l  r r  ; r  b r rg l r l  l ) i l r k  s \ \ ' c l r l  s t u t  t l i l r t  sh ined  aga ins t  t he

c l r r  l l r r c s s  o l  t l r c  \ \ ( ) n u u l  s  p i r r k  p l r n t s .  
' l - l i c  

c h i l d  g u r g l e d

incessant ly ,  nrost  o l ' thc t i rnc w' i t l r  hcr  thurnb in hcr  nrouth.  and

the woman ta lked back to her  in  sweet  toncs aud no$ and then

rviped saliva from the child's chin with a waddcd tissr"re she had

drawn tiom her swcater pocket.

At icr  i r  whi le  anot l icr  wonlan came i r r  carry ing st i l l  another

c l r i l t l .  l l r c  nc \ \ '  \ \ , on ) l u l  s l r i d  hc l l o  t o  t hc  o the rs  t hen  t c l ok  a  sea t

bc l r i ec r r  l l r e r r r  r r r r t l  ( ' r r l c [ r .  Shc  p r r t  l r  heu rv  bag  c loun  on  thc  sca l

i r r t r l  t l r c r r  s t t l opc r l  t o  p i c l i  u  c l i i l c l ' s  b l unkc t  o l ' t ' t he  1 loo r .  C la l cb

had not iccd thc b lankct  bcforc but  hadn' t  thought  much about  i ts

being there.  Thc new woman looked at  the other  oue and asked.
" ls  th is  yours?"

"No,"  the f i rs t  wontan said.
"Wel l .  I  gr :css st lnrcbody . just  c l ropl tcd i t  hcrc then."  She

Ioo l<c t l  l r t  ( ' l r l cb  l r s  i l ' shc  n r i gh t  usk  i l ' t hc  l r l ankc t  wc rc  h i s .  ou t  o l -

p r r r e  p o l i t c r r c s s .  b r r l  l r p p r r r c n t l v  s h c  r l c c i d c d . c r , ' c r r  l t o l i t c n c s s
t l r t l r r ' l  e l r l l  l i r r  l r n_v t l r i r r g  so  r i c l i cu lous .  so  she  l a i d  t l t e  b lanke t

i tc l . ( )ss r r  b lc l i lcss sc i r t  bcs idc hcr  and ther . r  out  her  l i t t le  g i r i  on

I t c r ' l i r r ec .
"Shc hcrc to have tubes out in her ears?" the fat wontan

askcd
"To have them taken out," the new wornan said.
"Taken out',)" said the bearded man. FIc seentccl conrnlctclr,

ball led by this rcvcrsal of logic.
"She's had a lo t  of  ear  in fect ions la tc ly .  ancl  thc doctor

wants to take them out  to  see i f  that 's  w,hat 's  causing them.

They'vc bcen in there since she was thrcc."
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"How oid is she now?" the fat wortan asked.

"She's five and a halt."

"Looks l ike they 'd have come out  on thei r  own by now.

This one's going to have them put in." The fat wonan nodded

toward thc boy.
" lmagine that , "  sa id the new woman. "One having them in

and one having them or- t t .  I t 's  a l l  hard to keep up wi th

sometil-nes. isn't it ' ]"

"Well, i f this don't work I 'm going to rent hitn out to sotne

loggers." the man said. "He sounds like two chain saws a going

nights."

The nerv woman laughed politely.

Caleb fe l t  keenly the d i f ferences between h imsel f  and a l l

thcse people.  He was wcar ing one of  h is  several  expcnsive sui ts ,

expecting to go into the office later, provided his wit 'e was okay,

of  course.  She was in for  a D & C.  the f i rs t  h int  of  t -ernale

t rouble.  They were themselves wel l  past  the stagc of  in f -ected

cars. Their own son \.\ 'as a\\ 'ay at school in Maryland, and though

their daughter was in only the seventh grade, Caleb kner,r' they

had passed that  unrecrossable br idge between chi ldhood and

adolescence, which was a matter of a change in the structure of

love as rnuch as anything else. It seemed to him suddenly that

they were past  a lo t  of  th ings wi th which fhese very d i f ferent

people here in this common room were grappling.

The country family, their voices, their male angularity and

female unkempt roundness, their country accents and country

humor, their clothes-these were the marks of their difference;

and Caleb couldn't help but rvonder how they were paying for

the boy's operation. Oh, they were just courltry people, people

with bad grammar and bad personal habits who votcd against

their ou,n best interests in every election because they never

understood what their own best interests were.



gtr The Twelfth Year, and Other Times

The recept ionis t  came to the window and starer l  oLr t  r r r lo  l l re

atr ium. "Al ts , "  she said,  and then,  "Plemmons."  Sat is l lc t l  shc hrr t i

identif led the right people, she said, "You can cor.r.rc on bircl '

ttow."

Thc new woman rose wi th her  chi ld  and her  large bag and

s t r r r t c t l  i r n rnc t l i l t c l y  f b r  t he  w ide  b rown  doo r  bes ide  the

r ( ( ( ' l ) l r ( ) n r \ l ' s  r v i r r t l ou .  Thc  l a t  wo lnan  gave  the  l i t t l e  g i r l  t o  t he
l ' , , r r t l t , l  n ) , n l  . r r ( l  t o o k  l l r c  b r r v  b v  t h c  h l r n d .  

- f h e  
m a n  r o s e  a n d

r ' . t t l r r ' t ,  r l  . r  r  l , ' l l t  l ' . t t ,  . r t t t l  l t r p  l t p 1 1 k s  l r  l l i l l l c  l r l l C l  a  t h i C k  b O O k

l l r , r l  l r r o k , ' , 1  l , '  l ) ( ' ( r n ( ' o l  l l r o s t ' l l t l r l r ' t o t t t t t t t ' t t l l t t t c s .  " \ ' o t t  u l t t . t t  t 0

l ; t l ' t ' l l t t ' : t '  l l t r ' t r r . r t r  r r s k r ' r l  l l r t ' l r r l  r t o r r r ; r n  S l r r ' r e l r t l t e t l  l i r r - t l r c

b a g  l r r t t l  s u i r l .  " \ ' o t r  l t o l t l  o r r  l o  l l t o s e . "  n ) e i u l n l r l  l l r e  l r o o k s .  l l r c

r n a n  r e a c h e d  d o w ' n  a n c l  s c o o l t e c l  u p  t h c  l i t t l c  g i r l ,  r i h o  w a s . j u s t

dart ing away, and the woman carr ied the boy through thc bror '" 'n

door. The man sat back down, thrust forward his long thin legs,

th rew one ank le  over  the  o ther ,  then s l ipped the  l i t t le  g i r l

be twccn h is  legs  l t kc  a  p icce  o f  c lo th  t l r roug l t  sc issors .

l : o r  l r  r v l r i l e  t l t c n  ( ' l r l c h  l i r r t o l  l r l t o r r t  t l r c s c  l t c o l t l c  l r n t l

(  o i l \  (  n l t ; t l ( ' ( l  ( ) n  r r l r r  l r r '  I r r r r r : t ' l l  r r l r s  l l r t ' r t ' .  I l e  l r ' l l  s 0 r ' r ' l  l i r r  l t i s

\  t l (  t l t  l r . r r  r r r l '  l r r  , ' o  l l r r o r r r ' l r  l l t r :  . . \ l t l r o r r L l l t  l r e  l r t r t l  t l i s c o r c t ' c r l

l l r , r l  . r | ) | , r r r ' r r l l r  r l  \ \ i l \  n o l  r o  t u l u r l l l r l .  c s l l e e  l i l l v  r t r l t  I i r r  a  \ v O l I i . u l

I o r l l  q ' 1 , ' 1 1 1 .  t l r e  r r l r o l c  o r t l c i r l  h a r l  l t u t  I t i n r  i n  a  p . e c u l i a r  m o o d .  H e

l i rL r r r t l  h is  thoughts  wander ing ,  and even t r ro re  unusua l ly  and

worse .  suddeu burs ts  o f  emot ion  had come upon h im.  I t  hard l ; -

seemed poss ib le  tha t  she  cou ld  be  tha t  o ld .  The i rs  had bccn a

good l i fe ,  in  so tne  ways ,  bu t  he  had u lw 'uys  k r row ' r r  th l r t  s l re  h i r r l

I r e v c r  b c e t r  t r u l v  l t a p p y .  I l c  l r l r t l  k n ( ) \ \ ' n  r i  l r . ' t r  l r t '  r r l i r r r c t l  l r c t  t l l r t

s l t c  r v l t s  t l c c p l l  s e l  i r r  l r e  r '  l : r r r r r l r ' r  L ( ) l l t l t r \  \ \ i l \ s .  l l r e y '  l t a d  g o n e

l o  l r r r ' l r  s r ' l r o o l  : r r r t l  l l r t . r r  l o  r ' r r l l t ' l t ' l t r s r ' 1 l 1 . ,  l r r r t l  t l t c n  h e  l t a d  g o n e

o n  l r '  r , t , r r l r r . r l L  . , ,  l r o , r l .  ; r l l r ' r  ; r  r t . l t r  r r l ' u , J r i c l r  t h e y  r n a r r i e d .  S h e
r r r r r k t  r l  . r l  , r  r  l t ' r r r ' r r l  l o l r  l o r  l r  t l r u t t  c o l l p a n y  w h i l e  h e  f i n i s h e d

, ,  1 r , , , ' 1 .  , r r ( l  l l ) ( ' n  l l r c l  r r r o v c t l  a r v a y  f i o m  b o t h  t h e i r  f a m i l i e s  s o  h c
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could take a job teaching accounting and financc at a small state

col lege in North Carol ina.

It was while they were there that the dit ' tercnce betwcen

them was lnade unmistakably clear, the difference that would

keep them fbrever split in some ways. At a party at the honre of

h is  dcpartment  chai r ,  h is  wi fe had fumbled badly through

cclnr ' 'ersat ions wi th several  members of  the tacul ty  and thei r

more sophist icated spouses.  Af ter  one or  two of  these verbal

embarrassments, Caleb had begun to keep his distance tiom her.

Somet imes he would look back on that  n ight  and chast ise

himsel f .  I f  on ly  he had stuck by her ,  i f  on ly  l re had come

between her  and those damned socia l  vu l tures.  But  he had

instcad dcnied any interest in her by remaining aloof-. Toward

he r  f an r i l y  and  h i s  own ,  t oward  the r r  backwardness ,  t he i r

sameness in the backwardness. the nasal accents i ind ":rin't" and
"hain't" and "I seen it." he had never felt hatred cxactly, just the

sarnc cold contempt one feels toward the unfortunate member of

any farn i lv .  Oh,  Judy had not  been that  inept .  just  of f  guard

cnough to say "youns" a couple of  t imes.  And at  one point

during the evening, while passing an open bedroom door, Caleb

had overheard Professor James Townsend saying to a couple of

ladies, "Have you heard her talk about how they're trying to get

the bank to loan them money to buy a house. To loon it to them.

Jcsus.  I  th ink i f  I  hear  i t  one more t ime I 'm going to have to te l l

t lre woman the verb is lend'. loan is a noun." Jarnes Towrrsend.

Then he was a tall, forty-five-year-old bachelor u,hose classes
were very popular among f'errrale English majors. but no one
could hold anyth ing l ike a two-way conversat ion wi th h im.

Caleb wondered if he was sti l l  alive. He hoped he was. He hoped
tlrat at that very montent Prot'essor Emeritus James Townsend
was a l ive somewhere suf f 'er ing horr ib le c i r rhot ic  pain,  the
bastard. The whole damned world used loan as a verb.

' i
, i;,t



9lJ l ' l r t " l  r v t ' l I t l r  Y t ' r r r ' .  r r r r t l  (  ) l l r t ' r " l  i n r t ' s

Ca leb  d id  no t  k l t ow  i l ' h i s  r i i l L '  c r c l '  bcca rnc  aware  o f  t he

spo r t  she  had  p rov idcd  tha t  r t r g l r t .  S l re  r r r r s .  r r l l c r  l l l .  and  desp i t e
hav ing  gone  to  co l l ege ,  s t i l l  a  r ca l  c ( ) r . l n t r . \ ,  l ) a i s l ' r n  t hosc  days .
She had known noth ing about  hor ,v  to cst inur tc  i r  s( )ur  f  ucc or  a
ra ised eyebrow. But  she must  have known sornct l t ing.  tbr
thereaf ler  whenevel  they were inv i ted to par t ies.  a luays thc-
c lcpur t r lenta l  par t ies,  never  srnal ler ,  more in t imate gather ings,  i t
rv l rs  s l tc  rvho l ' i rs t  suggcstcd a reason thcy should decl ine the
r) \  r l i t l t ( )n.  , , \ r r t i  l rc  u l r ' , 'ays u{rccd.  Somet i rnes he steeled h imsel f
. r1 i i i i l l \ l  l r rs  r 'o l l t ' l t r lUcs '  n( | l -s( ) -sccrct  1-r i ty  by h is  secret  knowledgc '
r r l  l r t ' r  ex ln ro r t l r r l u , v  l r b i l i t i c s  t r r  l r c r l .  [ t u t  i n  t r uc r  l l o l l t cn t s  hc  had
Io  r t r l r r r i t  t l r a t  s l r c  was  no t  so  cx tn ro r r l i n l r r v  cc r ta in l v  adcqua te .
and c lu ick tc l  lcarr r  ar . rd per lbrnr  rvhal  shc lca lncd.  [ ] r r t .  nc l .  not

extraordinary.

Except for the holidays, when they wcnt back to Kentucky,
they spent most o1'that year alone in a small house they rented in
an o ldcr .  c lccayi r t r :  neishborhood.  Convinced that  i t  was t ime to
s l l r r . l  l r g l r i r r .  l l r c  r re r t , vc l r r  ( ' l r l e t t  r cs igncc l  h i s  pos i t i t t n .  bo r ro r i ' ec1
n l ( )nL ' \ ' .  l r r r t l  e  r r l e  re t l  l t r r i  s c l t oo l .  . l r r dv  u ' o l kc r l  l r  n t r rn [ - r c r  o f '  j obs  t t i
p r r l  l r r o l l  o r r  t l r e  l r r b l c  i r r r t l  g r r r e  b i r . t l t  t o  t l r c i r  s o n .  l l t i n g s  u , , c r c
, l t : r t r ! r t t . ! .

' l  
l rc  t loors o l  thc hospi ta l  s l id  open and 4 r , 'oung wornal l .

pcrhaps a g i r l ,  rca i ly ,  entered.  She was a wel l -made g i r l ,  b londe.
tight-jcans, f irm thighs, nice chest, but a face too hard for a girl.
and too nuch nrade up the way country g i r ls  do to t rv  to sot tcn
the hardness.  She had e i ther  been ntarr icd or  had ( )nc or  ntorc
steady lovers, Caleb guessed.

"Why lookic  l - rerc."  thc bc l rdcd rn i rn said.  " - fo ld you Aunt
S r r z i c  u ' i r s  co r r r i r r s . " ' l ' l r c  l i t t l c  g i r l  l ookcd  up  a t  A r rn t  Suz ie  and
sl r l rc l icr l  : r r r t l  s l r . t rgglc t l  to  csc l rpc thc bcardcd l .nan's  sc issors hold
orr  l rer '  l l re  r r l r r r  rc lcuscr l  her .  arrd shc fc l l  immcdiatc lv  in to Aunt
S t t z te  

' s  
l t t ' t r t s .
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"They already went back?" Aunt Suzie asked the bearded

man as she put  the l i t t le  g i r l  over  her  shoulder .  Caleb winced at

the rock-hardness of  the words corn ing out  of  hcr  f inn l i t t le

r.nouth.

"Yeah, they went back just a few minutes ago," thc man

sard.  Hc rvas r is ing.  p ick ing up the Bib le and the book of  Bib le

colnmentary,  i f  that 's  what  i t  was.  " l 'm going to go check on

them and take these back there."  The man star ted st ro l l ing

toward the brown door, tucking the books under his anns school-

g i r l  fashion and st r id ing l ike Abe L incoln across thc t i le  f loor .

He would be a shouter in church, Caleb was sure of it. In a f 'ew

minutes he might have every nurse, patient, and doctor in the

SSU down on their knees blessing the tubes that 'uvere about to

go into the l i t t le  boy 's  ears.  Jesus,  they even cal led l r iu l  Bubba,

like a bad hick joke.

Caleb r.vas a mountain tnan's name.

Just  as the bearded man went  through thc brown door a

\!ornau came out of it and imrnediately began looking arourrd fbr

sor leth ing.  She spied the chi ld 's  b lanket  that  thc other  woman

had picked up off the f-loor and laid across the seat not f-ar fiorn

Caleb.  She came toward i t .  srn i l ing at  Caleb.  "There i t  is , "  she

said.  "Got  to have that .  Secur i ty ,  you know."  Caleb sni led back

at her politely. Iror the first t ime he thought about that blanket lbr

what  i t  real ly  was.  Secur i ty ,  the woman had said.  Caleb had

thought the other woman had picked up the blanket only because

someone had paid money for  i t .  But  now he bel icved she had

picked it up because she knew something he didn't about the

importance of blankets.

This new and apparently more sophisticated rvoman picked

up the blanket and carried it with her back through the brown

door. Caleb needed to go to the bathroom, but he was afiaid they

would come and tell him that his wife had come back from

recovery. It was important, he thought, for him to be right there



l  l r l  I  r r , ' l l l l r  \ ' , ' . r r .  . r r r , l  (  ) l l r r . r " l  i r r r r , s

a n d  r c a d y .  c \ c r )  l l ) ( ) u u J r  ) r r ' l r ; r t l  r ; r l k t ' r J  l ,  r J r u  t i o c t u r  I c s s  t h a n  a n
hour bcfbrc ant l  l tccrr  l rssrr |c t l  l l t : r l  t l r t '  i l r ' \ \  \  \ \ ' l ls  a l l  good.  The
doc to r  was  a  f l - i cnd  o l ' t l r c i . s  l r . r r r  r ' l r r r r t l r  l l t '  i r r r t l  (  l r l cb  se r \ , ed
on  t l r e  chu rch  t reasu ry  boa ld  l o l c thc r . . . \ l l r , r  l r t .  l r l r r l  i ' i n i shed
expla in ing to caleb everyt l - r ing hc had ( lonc lo  lus r r r l t ' r rn t l  * .hat
she shouldn ' t  do for  the next  day or  two and thcrr  r ' l r r r t  s l rc
shouldn ' t  do fbr  the ncxt  week or  two,  he rv inkcd at  ( ' , lcb r r r r t r
s . ic i .  "You' l l  probably want  to wai t  outs ide in  the lounge.  A l . t
, ,1  i  l r r l r l rcr r  arc l l rv i r rg tLrbes put  in  thei r  ears th is  rnorn ing and
l l  .  1 ' 1 1 1 1 1 1 ,  l ( )  l ) ( . t ) ( ) t \ \ ' l r l t C k  l t C t - C . "

(  , r l r ' l r  l r r r t l  r ' ( ) r r ( ' ( ) ' r  . l  l l r c  r r r e c t i l l {  r o o l r  t h c n .  l { e  h a d  g o n e
r l t t r ' r  l l r  I o  l l 1 , '  1 ' , , r , ' r l ; r l  t l r l r . l t . r  l r  l p r  : r  C r r l t  g l ' C 9 l ' l e e  a l C l  t l f C l
r r ' l l l l n r ' ( l  l r t ' r t ' l .  s r l  t r r r  l l r r s  r r r r t o r n l i r l l ; r b l e  s e r r l  i r r  l l r i s  r r u l i r l l - r ,
c x l . l o s e d  a t f l u l l l  i l r r r l  r v a i t  l i t r  t l r c r r r  t ( )  c o n l c  r r r r d  t e l l  l r i r t r  l r i s  r i , i l c
was bzrck f}our recovery. He began to rcal izc norv that he and the
pcople he had been rvatching that moming rvere l ike f igures on
d isp lay  fb r  anyone coming in ro  the  hosp i ta l .  They ,he  f -e l t .  cou ld
scc  thc  d i lTcrcnce.  a l l  o f  thcm- t l ie  wh i te -coated  techn ic ians  and
: t t t l t t l l t  t l t t ' s s r ' t l  t ' l c r i r ' l r l  \ \ ( ) p ) e p  c l r r . r v i l g  c 6 r p 1 - t t r l c r  l t r g g l t t p s  l t t t c l
t t t , t t t t t , t l :  r r l r o  I l i l r : r ' r l  l r r s t  l r t . r 0 r r t l  l l r e r r r  l o  s l i t l c  l l t e i r  l t o s t t i t i r l  I l )
(  u r l . ,  l l l t o r r l ' l r  l l r t .  r . l r . r . l r o r u t .  l r r r r e  t . l o t . [  | l t e  t e  r r c r c  l t l s o  r  i s i t o r s
r t  l t , r  | , 1 , 1 q ' 1 1  l l t ( ' i l t  l ( )  l ( )  ( l ( r ' l ) r ' t  i l l l o  l l l g  l r o s l l r l l r l  t l r i r r r  f  l t C  S S U  f b r
\ ( ) l n ( '  n l ( ) t ( .  \ ( . t  l o l l \  l r r r s r r r e  s s .  l t t t t l  t l t c  \ \  c l l f v  ( ) t t c s  r v l - t o  r v e r e
(  r r r i l r i l i ,  ( ) u t  , r l l ( . r  : r r r  l r l l  r r r 1 - l l r l  r  i r l i l ,  p c r . h a p s  a t  t h e  b e d s r d e  o f  a
l (  l l l l l l l . t l  \ ; t \ ( '

\ . , r r  (  r r lcb r ' , ' ld  have to return to Kentucky to keep such
,r  r  rgr l  r r t  rhc bcdside of  h is  widowed lather ,  whom he sarv thrce
.r  l i rur  t i rncs a ycar .  a th in o ld 'nan wi th bad teeth and a crookct l
back who walked one year  wi th a oane,  the next  rv i rh u *r r lker . .
and now vn 'as spcnding h is  last  months in  a nurs ing l r . r r re bc inr . r .
pushed around in a wheelchai r  by the paid hurr t ls  . l  i r  \ r r i r rser .
what  was the name of  that  sweet  young \ \ ' ( ) r ) i ' l  l re  hucl  rnet
dur ing h is  v is i t  last  spr ing? Margaret .  Mlr rs . r 'e  r  l r r r t l  l recrr  pushine
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his father around and talkrng to him as if he were a l itt le child.

She had shown Caleb around the place. Judy hadn't conre with

him. Margaret took her time. as if there wasn't anything else in
thc rvorld she needed to do. Women like Margaret worked to

earn enough money to feed their kids, or to put their husbands
through college. It suddenly struck Caleb how long it had been
since last spring. Had he taken too much comfort in Margaret?
Could you iet  a woman l ike Margaret  do everyth ing for
you-even f-eel-just because she needed your moncy'/ But, no,
Margaret was Margaret.

She was not l ike Judy, not l ike she was now anyway. His
rvife worked for a florist now, arranging flowers and hand
painting vases and pen stands and paperweights. Earlier that year
Caleb had looked at her while he was working on their 1040 and
said, "Why the heli do you keep u,orkingi It 's just rn<,rre taxes."

"l work to keep up with who I am," she had said.
"Well. just who the hell are you?" Caleb had said.
He regretted saying it. There was much he wished he had

not  said and done over  the years.  or  fa i led to say or  c1o.  He
wished that he had not gotten into the seemingly unbreakable
habi t  years ago of  making h imsel f  a  h ighbal l  each evening and
retirin-e to his study to read while his wife read the newspaper in
the l iving room and their daughter went to her rool.n to do her
homervork or talk to her friends on the phone. In reccnt years his
wife hacl taken to brandy in the evenings. startine befbre tl inner
and drinking well into the evening. drinking into an ever deeper,
profound,  and grammarless s i lence.  He wished that  every
Wednesday evening when h is  wi fe cal led thc i r  son up in
Maryland that he had more to say to him than how are your
classes and how is your money. He wished that their i ives had
not sone the way they had, but, Christ, would it have been better
to have stayed up there in Kentucky and have what those people
thcrc had and what these people here this moming having fubes

)
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l )u l  r n l ( )  t he i r  ch i l r l r c l r ' s  ea rs  had ,  and  to  t a l k  t hc  way  they  d id?

\ \  o r r l t l  r t  I r l r r e  bec r r  be t t c r  t o  have  spen t  t he i r  l i ves  i n  a l l  t ha t

l ) \ ) \  r ' r l \ .  r r l l  l l r ; r t  rgnonulcc ' . )  
' l ' rvo 

u 'ccks ago at  church thei r  f i iend

l i r c  t l oc lo l  r i l r o  I u r t l  j r r s t  r r  l i t t l c r - ca r l i e r  sc raped  ou t  h i s  w i f e ' s

ins i r les to nurkc hc l  rcgrr l l r r  l r l la in  had taught  a Sunday school

lesson t ry ing to r r rakc i r l l  t l rc i r  l< int l  lcc l  sorry for  themselves for

the way they 'd lost  thc i r  rura l  vu lucs.  l ikc i t  u . 'as the 
"vor ld 's  

f -aul t

or  something.  He hadn' t  douc i t ,  l ru t  ( 'u lcb kcpt  rvant ing to say

Why don' t  you g ive up that  two-hundred ancl  sc" 'cnty thor . rsand

clo l lar  house and take your  chi ldren out  of  that  school  and chuck

vorrr  s i r -d ig i t  incoure and head on back to the i r i l ls '?
' l l r ey  

r r r r r c l c  h in t  s i ck  peop le  who  though t  rough ing  i t

n ) c i r n t  l i r i ng  i n  l l ( )wn  r v i t hou t  a  ma l l  t ha t  boas ted  fou r  ma jo r

r lcpar t r r rcnt  s torcs.  
- l 'hcrc 

r . r 'as noth ing about  s laughtcr ing hogs

that  was good lbr  thc soul ,  thcre rvas noth ing in  ignorance that

bred goodncss, and thcre was nothing in poverty that made you

indepcndent .  That  was a l l  a  lo t  of  t rash.  Caleb.  having been one

when i t  was st i l l  possib le to real ly  be one.  knew that  country

pcople were no better than other pcople .

I lu t  thcn hc thought  i f  thc pcoplc passint - r  hrnr  ancl  thc ot l tcrs

in th is  ut r i r r rn r r r lu .  c t lu lc l  scc vu 'hat  was at  lhat  l turs i t rg I tontc in

I r . c r r t r r e  k l .  t l r e  1 ,  r r r i gh t  bc  l css  su rc  o l '  t hc  r l r  1 ' l c r cnccs .  
' l ' l t c  

su i t .

t l r c  shocs .  c \ c l r  t l r c  l ) os lu rc .  n r i gh t  no t  adequa tc l y  concea l  t hc

p r r s t .  \ \ i l r l r t  i l ' so r r r co r r c  he  had  knowr r  i n  boyhood  shou ld  come

l l r rorrs l r  thosc s l i t l ing doors and recognize h im' /

l l u l  no th ing  l i ke  t ha t  was  go ing  to  happen .  o f  cou rse .

l r rs teacl  the f 'a t  woman came back throush the brorvn door

snr i l ing at  Aunt  Suzie and the l i t t le  g i r l .

"He's  just  a having a good t ime wai t ing for  thcnt  to  cot lc

and get him," the fat woman said. She took the l itt lc _qirl. ancl the

younger woman went through the brown door. That rvas odd,

Caleb thought .  Why would Bubba's mothcr  s tay out  hcre w'h i le

another  woman went  back in to the SSU to bc * ' i th  h im? But
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maybe the fat woman wasn't really Bubba's mothcr as he had

assumed.  That  was another  th ing about  country people,  you

could never be sure how old they were or how they were related.

For them it wasn't a problem most of the time because they all

knew' each other up in those narrow, country hollows, but you

might assume a man was a grandpa to his wil-e if you didn't

knou' them.

The fat woman started gurgling sweetly with the l itt le girl

all over again. bouncing the child on her round thighs all the

whi le.

Shortly, another fat woman, accompanied by a chubby litt le

boy about  ten years o ld,  came through the hospi ta l  doors.

"Looky," the woman with the l itt le girl said. She held the l itt le

girl up to face the new fat woman and the chubby litt le boy. The

litt le girl cooed, and the woman and the l itt le boy made identical

faces of mock surprise. The new fat woman was holding a plastic

shopping bag toward the other  woman. "Brought  you some

doughnuts," she said.

Suddenly a child began screaming behind the brown door, a

s i ren- l ike scream that  s t rangely reminded Caleb of  the cry h is

cousin Teddy had made one afternoon over forty vears ago when

Caleb had knocked him down and gone after his tecth with a pair

of hoof nippers. The litt le girl in pink thrust her saliva-slick hand

toward the brown door. "Bubba," she said. "Bubba." She looked

from one fat woman to the other. "Bubba," she said again, and

she pointed again to the door.
"No. that's not Bubba. honey," the first fat won.ran said.

"Bubba, Bubba," the child repeated insistently.

"No, baby, that's not Bubba," the fat woman said again, and

both the women laughed at the l itt le girl.

Then the fat woman took the proffered doughnuts, just as

the younger woman came out through the brown door again. The
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chubby l i t t le  boy saw her  and said,  "There 's  Suzie."  Suzic wrrs

apparently a f-avorite among the children.

The three women talked in a circle fbr a few minutes abour

what was going on with Bubba, but not exclusively about Bubba

fbr Caleb heard a few details about their plans for Thanksgiving.

Thanksgiving was the following week. Caleb had hardly given it
a thought.

Whi le Judy 's  parentF st i l l  l ived,  Caleb 's  faur i ly  had dr iven

to Kcntucky c\,cry year for Thanksgiving. There rvere forty or
l i l iy  rc lat ivcs to vrs i t  r l r , 'c r  lhc coursc of  thrce days,  a l l  seemingly
j o l l r . ' pcop l c  r i l r o  t l r l k c r l  a t rou t  no th ing  cxccp t  pcop le  t hev  knew
: r r r t l  l l r e  j obs  t hcv  l r l r t l . ' l ' h cy  a l so  v i s i t cd  u i t h  C 'a l cb ' s  pcop l c .  bu t
r t  (  : r l ch ' s  l ) i r r c l l t s '  housc  thc rc  was  l i t t l c  o f  such  j o l l i t y .  Thc rc

r ' , r rs  i r rs tcr r t l  r r  r lLr ic t  and desperate wish fbr  the v is i t  to  end.  And
t l rcn ( 'a lcb 's  u iother  d icd and then h is  wi fe 's  father  and then h is
wi le 's  mother .  They hadn' t  been to Kentucky for  the hol idays in

seven or eight years. Caleb wondered if the next t ime he sar.l '  his

father the old man would know who he was.

Suddenly,  the l i t t le  g i r l  broke away I ' rorn the c i rc lc  o l '
wor len and went  f ly ing toward t l te  brun 'n c loor .  TI te chubbir  boy
rvc r r l  r o l l i ng  a l j c r  he r .  "No .  ( ' hc l sca .  no . '  I t c  r vas  say ine .  He
co r r l r l  b r r . c l v  spc l k  l i r r  l l r ugh in r .  " [ ] ubba .  Bubba . "  t hc  l i t t l e  g i r l

\ \  l t 5  s e  I  e  i i l  l l  i l l 1 ] .

l l r e  bov  e l r t r s l i t  hc r  j us t  a t  t he  doo r ,  r vh i ch  she  cou ld  no t
I r r re o l . rcncd unyway,  and turned her  by her  shoulders back
loward  the  g rownups .  The  boy ' s  f - ace  g leamed  r v i t h  t he
cxci tenrent  of  f i r rn i l ia l  gui l t ,  as i f  they were a l l  impl icated by the
l i t t le  g i r l 's  mischief .  Strangely,  Caleb fe l t  a  wicked rush o l '

responsib i l i ty  h imsel f - ,  as i f  he par t ic ipated in  thc scandal  - just
because had been sitt ing among them so long now.

After a mornent the two fat women headctl l irr thc brou,r.r

door together. The chubby boy starled aficr thcrrr. lrrrt thc youug
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wornan. Suzie, who had taken the l itt le girl and sat down, said,

"No, Man,in. Can't but fwo be back there at a titne."

"Well. Ralph's back there," Marvin protested.

"He'11 be coming out soon as they get back therc. Anyway,

children ain' t allowed."

Marvin's face fell, but it wasn't long befbre the bearded

man came out and went directly to him and gave him a noogie.

That seemed to restore the boy's disposition, and Caleb found

himself mildly happy fbr that.

Caleb wondered why it was taking so long for them to come

to tell him his wife was back from recovery, but when he looked

at his watch, he saw that only forty minutes had passed. The

doctor had told him it would probably be an hour. He was going

to have to teach h imsel f  pat ience.  He thought  br ie f ly  of

something relating to the Frazier case, took a cell phone from his

inner coat pocket, and called Janet at his office to leave some

instructions. He had been impatient all his i i f 'e. Impatient with

people and impat ient  wi th systems.  He had taught  h imsel f  to

read French because he was too impat ient  to  take rnother  fore ign

language after f inishing Latin in college. His children were l ike

him that way. Each had been and sti l l  was an ea-eer learner. But

his impatience had cost him their love. Their indiflerence pained

him no'uv. Normally he didn't think about it too rnuch, but his trip

to the hospital made it necessary to think about such things. God,

h is  l i t t le  g i r l  rare ly  said goodbye to h im anymore when he

dropped her off at school in the mornings. He thought of how'

only a few years ago when she got out of the car in the momings

she always said goodbye. And his son before her had gotten out

of the car each morning and said, "Bye Daddy I love you." Had

said it without pauses, with automatic love. His impatience had

made it impossible for that automatic love to become the more

mature kind of love. Patience is what he had to teach himself. He

had to learn to wait for other people. He had to learn to watch
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th ings,  l ike that  b lanket  on thc 1 ' l ( )or .  I ' i r t ic t tcc rvoulc l  have helped

h iu r  t c l  r ca l l y . scc  i t .  He  had  bccn  i n l p i l t i c t r t  r r l l  h i s  l i t e  and  a l l  i t

had cver  got teu h im was the habi t  o f  in lpat icncc.  a l tc l  I l lo t lev.

T r v t o l i v c r v i t h o u t i t . h e c o r r e c t e c l | r i r l l s c l | . B t r t i t w a s

harclcr ancl hardcr each year to keep the incolltc u1.1. its thcrc wcre'

rutorc ancl nrgre l irwyers in town. Drivctt, burrting. sharll. clcat'-

cyed r r ren.  arrd rvonrcn too now. who adverr ised wlr l -Mlr t  p | iccs

as i f  the i r  serv ices werer  Barbie dol ls  or  arr t i t ieezc Pat lc l lcc

would become a neccssity; he couldn't keep up with thcrn'

The fat woll lan who had brought the doughnuts came out

agaln.
" ( ' l r r r  I  go l lack t l iere t lo l r ' .  Mama?' '  Man' tn asked hcr

r  r r  r  r t t e t i  i  l t l c  I  l ' .
' 'N0."  l l tc  \ \ ' ( ) l l l l t r t  l rnsr" ,crcd l rs  shc s lung hcr  l l t l rsc ( )vcI  a l1

anl l l lc  s l loLt l t lc t .  "we ' rc  
g() t  to  gct  ( ) l l  to  voLl r  cvc appt l rnt r l lc l l t  "

Marv in said noth iug.  thcn a l icr  a l l lo l l lc l l t  hc turr tcd t t l  the

others and chcerfully told them goodbye. The adults exchanged a

few words and then as the woman and Marvin were leaving, the

bearded rnan called after then, "Be sure and conle ready to eat."

caleb a lmost  laughed a loud at  thc idc-r r  ot ' i r ls t ruct i r l {  thosc

two  to  l l l ' c l l l r r e  t hcn tsc l vcs  I o  c l l t .  I I c  i r l l l r g i l l c c l  t hc i r  t ab l c .  t l l c

sk i r r r t v  bc r t t t l c t l  l t t i t t l .  l l t c  goo t l - l ook l t t g  \ \ ' o r l l - ou t  )  oL I l l q  w ( ) l l l l t l l '

I r r r t l  se  r  e  r1 l  I l r t  s i s te  I  S  sc r t t t l c f t c t l  l t r t l t t t l d  : . r  t a t r l c  i r l  ; . r  s t l l a l l .

t l rs0r . t ler .et l  k i tc l rerr ,  ar tc l  a t  thc hcad,  l laybe an o ld tnan.  bro lv t r .

gr . izz lcr l .  r r r rd suunt .  As the lzrughter  rose ins ide caleb i t  ho l lowed

out. For the first t ime he felt angry with these people. Something

hardened l-rirn against them.

He wasn' t  able to feel  b i t ter  long,  for  a ta l l  woman \ \L-ar i t ls

enonnous glasscs camc swift ly through the brorvn dotlr atrt l. lr ltcl '

f i rs t  near ly  passing caleb,  turned on h im suddcnlv sr l r i l i r rg  as i l

she rvcrc fbol ish uot  to  recognize who he was.  " \ 'p t t ' rc  l terc 
" r " i th

Mrs.  Vance,  aren ' t  You?"
"Yes."
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"You can colre on back now "

The rvoman directed Caleb through a dozcn or so people'

parents ri ' i th the children mainly, including Bubba and the fat

woman, unti l at last she pointed to a curtained cubicle'

W h e n C a l e b e n t e r e d h e d i d n o t a t f i r s t r e c o g n i z e t h e w o t n a n

on the bed for  h is  wi fe.  He had expected her  to be a ler t '

practicall,v ready to dress and leave. Nothing the doctor had said

prepared him for this sight. She rvas asleep; one thin arrn was

thrown dramatically over her forehead' She was pale, and the

apparit ion that she made suggested exposure and helplessness'

Even the stubble in her armpit made him feel sick rvith pity'

The nurse came in behind hirn. "She'l l be in and out for a

while. but she's fine," she said. "Let me know when she wants

her things. I ' l i  check on her later."
' 'Okay, thank You."
caleb rnoved to h is  wiJe 's  bedside.  His nearness seetncd to

wake her. She opened her eyes briefly then closed thcm again

Weakly she said,  "Hi , "  and she lowered her  r ight  ar t r  unt i l  the

hand lay palm upward on the beri 's retaining rail. claleb believed

he f.new rvhat she wanted, and he put his own hand ovcr hcrs' It

was a smal l  and cold hand.  He held i t .  He wishcd th ings were

different. He wished somebody ioved her.

I
i
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