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Caleb Vance sat in the lounge of the hospital’s Short Stay Unit
waiting for someone on the staff to come out and tell him his
wife had returned from recovery. Actually he sat on a hard,
backless seat in the hospital foyer that was adjacent to the lounge
and formed with it an L around the offices and treatment 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
architecture and décor.

For several minutes Caleb had been listening to the prattle
of two small children and two adults—country people. One was
a tall man with a dappled beard draping his blue and white
checked shirt. He wore jeans and gray lumberjack socks with red
rings sunk in layers over his ankles and bulging inside brown
suede Hush Puppy slippers. The man kept talking to one of the
two children, a littie boy about four years old who kept
wandering away from the adults. The man said, “Bubby, get over
here. That one extra step’s going to get your little hiney set on
fire.” The boy came back, grinning. When he came close to the
man, the man winked at him.
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The other adult was a tat woman with stringy black hair and
slasses She was dressed i pink pants and a white blouse and a

white sweater, Her blue tennis shoes were dirty, and the ftlesh of

her ankle bones shined hike Tittle Tight bulbs above her socks.
Between her Tat thighs stood the second child, a girl about two
dressed ma bright pink sweat suit that shined against the
dullness of the woman’'s pink pants. The child gurgled
incessantly, most of the tune with her thumb in her mouth, and
the woman talked back to her in sweet tones and now and then
wiped saliva from the child’s chin with a wadded tissue she had
drawn from her sweater pocket.

After a while another woman came in carrying still another
child. The new woman said hello to the others then took a seat
between them and Caleb. She put a heavy bag down on the seat
and then stooped o pick a child’s blanket oft the floor. Caleb
had noticed the blanket before but hadn't thought much about its
being there. The new woman looked at the other one and asked.
“Is this yours?”

“No,” the first woman said.

“Wetll, I guess somebody just dropped it here then.” She

looked at Caleb as if she might ask if the blanket were his. out of

pure politeness. but apparently she decided _even politeness
didn’t call for anything so ndiculous. so she laid the blanket
across a backless scat beside her and then put her little girl on
her knee.

“She here to have tubes put in her ears?” the fat woman
asked.

“To have them taken out,” the new woman said.

“Taken out?” said the bearded man. He seemed completely
battled by this reversal of logic.

“She’s had a lot of ear infections lately, and the doctor
wants to take them out to see if that's what's causing them.
They’ve been in there since she was three.™
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“How old is she now?" the fat woman asked.

“She’s five and a halt.”

“Looks like they’d have come out on their own by now.
This one’s going to have them put in.” The fat woman nodded
toward the boy.

“Imagine that,” said the new woman. “One having them in
and one having them out. It’s all hard to keep up with
sometimes, 1sn’t it?”’

“Well, if this don’t work I’m going to rent him out to some
loggers,” the man said. “He sounds like two chain saws a going
nights.”

The new woman laughed politely.

Caleb felt keenly the differences between himselt and all
these people. He was wearing one of his several expensive suits,
expecting to go into the office later, provided his wife was okay,
of course. She was in for a D & C, the first hint of female
trouble. They were themselves well past the stage of infected
cars. Their own son was away at school in Maryland, and though
their daughter was in only the seventh grade, Caleb knew they
had passed that unrecrossable bridge between childhood and
adolescence, which was a matter of a change in the structure of
love as much as anything e¢lse. It seemed to him suddenly that
they were past a lot of things with which these very different
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 wonder how they were paying for
the boy’s operation. Oh, they were just country people, people
with bad grammar and bad personal habits who voted against
their own best interests in every election because they never
understood what their own best interests were.
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The receptionist came to the window and starcd out mto the
atrium. “Alts,” she said, and then, “Plemmons.” Satistied she had
identified the right people, she said, “You can comce on back
now.”

The new woman rose with her child and her large bag and
started immediately for the wide brown door beside the
receptionist’s window, The fat woman gave the little girl to the

bearded man and 1ook the bov by the hand. The man rose and
cathered o cloth bape and two hooks  a Bible and a thick book
that Tooked 1o be one of those Bible commentaries. “You want to
tahe these? the man ashed the Bt woman. She reached for the

bag and sard, “You hold on o those.” meanmyg the books. The
man reached down and scooped up the little girl, who was just
darting away, and the woman carried the boy through the brown
door. The man sat back down, thrust forward his long thin legs,
threw one ankle over the other, then slipped the little girl
between his legs ke a piece of cloth through scissors.

For a while then Caleb forgot about these people and
concenttated onowhy he himselt was there, He telt sorry for his
il tor havimye tooeo throueh this Adthougeh he had discovered
that apparently iswas not so unusual, espectally not for a woman

torty-crght. the whole ordeal had put him in a pgculiar mood. He
found his thoughts wandering, and even more unusually and
worse, sudden bursts of emotion had come upon him. It hardly
seemed possible that she could be that old. Theirs had been a
good life, in some ways, but he had always known that she had
never been truly happy. He had known when he married her that

she was deeply set mher fannly's conntry ways, They had gone
to high school and then to collepe together and then he had gone
on to praduate schooll atter o vear of which they married. She
worked at o clerweal job for a drug company while he finished

«hool and then they moved away from both their families so he
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could take a job teaching accounting and finance at a small state
college in North Carolina.

[t was while they were there that the ditfercnce betwecen
them was made unmistakably clear, the difference that would
keep them forever split in some ways. At a party at the home of
his department chair, his wife had fumbled badly through
conversations with several members of the faculty and their
more sophisticated spouses. After one or two of these verbal
embarrassments, Caleb had begun to keep his distance from her.
Sometimes he would look back on that night and chastise
himself. If only he had stuck by her, if only he had come
between her and those damned social vultures. But he had
mstcad denied any interest in her by remaining aloof. Toward
her family and his own, toward their backwardness, their
sameness in the backwardness, the nasal accents and “ain’t” and
“hain’t” and “I seen it,” he had never felt hatred cxactly, just the
same cold contempt one feels toward the unfortunate member of
any family. Oh, Judy had not been that inept. just off guard
enough to say “youns” a couple of times. 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 /oan them money to buy a house. To /oan it to them.
Jesus, I think if I hear it one more time [’m going to have to tell
the woman the verb is lend; loan is a noun.” James Townsend.
Then he was a tall, forty-five-year-old bachelor whose classes
were very popular among female English majors, but no one
could hold anything like a two-way conversation with him.
Caleb wondered if he was still alive. He hoped he was. He hoped
that at that very moment Professor Emeritus James Townsend
was alive somewhere suffering horrible cirrhotic pain, the
bastard. The whole damned world used /oan as a verb.
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Caleb did not know 1l his wite cver became aware of the
sport she had provided that might. She was. after all. and despite
having gone to coltege, still a rcal country Daisy m thosc days.
She had known nothing about how to estimate a sour face or a
raised eyebrow. But she must have known somecthing, for
thereafter whenever they were invited to parties, always the
departmental parties, never smaller, more intimate gatherings, it
was she who first suggested a reason they should decline the

mvitation. And he always agreed. Sometimes he steeled himself

aeanst lus calleagues™ not-so-seeret pity by his secret knowledge
ot her extraordimary abilities  bed. but in truer moments he had
to admit that she was not so extraordinary — certainly adequate.
and quick to lcarn and perform what she learned. But, no. not
extraordinary.

Except for the holidays, when they went back to Kentucky,
they spent most of that year alone in a small house they rented in
an older. decaymyg neighborhood. Convinced that it was time to
start agaim, the next vear Caleb resigned his position. borrowed
moneyand entered Taw school. Judy waorked a number of jobs 10
put food on the table and gave birth to their son. Things were
changing. '

The doors ol the hospital slid open and g yvoung woman.
perhaps a girl, really, entered. She was a well-made girl, blonde,
tight jeans, firm thighs, nice chest, but a face too hard for a girl,
and too much made up the way country girls do to try to soften
the hardness. She had either been married or had one or more
steady lovers, Caleb guessed.

“Why lookie here,” the bearded man said. “Told you Aunt
Suzie was coming.” The hittle girl fooked up at Aunt Suzie and
shricked and struggled to escape the bearded man’s scissors hold
on hers The man released her. and she fell immediately into Aunt

Suzie’s arms.
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“They already went back?” Aunt Suzie asked the bearded
man as she put the little girl over her shoulder. Caleb winced at
the rock-hardness of the words coming out of her firm little
mouth.

“Yeah, they went back just a few minutes ago,” the man
said. He was rising, picking up the Bible and the book of Bible
commentary, if that’s what it was. “['m going to go check on
them and take these back there.” The man started strolling
toward the brown door, tucking the books under his arms school-
girl fashion and striding like Abe Lincoln across the tile floor.
He would be a shouter in church, Caleb was sure of it. In a few
minutes he might have every nurse, patient, and doctor in the
SSU down on their knees blessing the tubes that were about to
go into the little boy’s ears. Jesus, they even called hin Bubba,
like a bad hick joke.

Caleb was a mountain man’s name.

Just as the bearded man went through the brown door a
woman came out of it and immediately began looking around for
something. She spied the child’s blanket that the other woman
had picked up off the floor and laid across the seat not far from
Caleb. She came toward it, smiling at Caleb. “There it is,” she
said. “Got to have that. Security, you know.” Caleb smiled back
at her politely. For the first ime he thought about that blanket for
what it really was. Security, the woman had said. Caleb had
thought the other woman had picked up the blanket only because
someone had paid money for it. But now he believed she had
picked it up because she knew something he didn’t about the
importance of blankets.

This new and apparently more sophisticated woman picked
up the blanket and carried it with her back through the brown
door. Caleb needed to go to the bathroom, but he was afraid they
would come and tell him that his wife had come back from
recovery. [t was important, he thought, for him to be right there
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and ready. even though he had falked 1o the doctor less than an
hour before and been assured that the news was all good. The
doctor was a friend of theirs from church. e and Caleb served
on the church treasury board together. Afier he had finished
explaining to Caleb everything he had done to his wile and what
she shouldn’t do for the next day or two and then what she
shouldn’t do for the next week or two, he winked at Caleb and
said, “You'll probably want to wait outside in the lounge. A lot
ol children are having tubes put in their ears this morning and
s o to be noisy back here.”

Caleb had come out of the meeting room then. He had gone
duedthv o the hospual cateteria for acup ot coftee and then
returned here toosit on this uncomfortable seat in this awfully
exposed atrium and wait for them o come and tell him his wife
was back from recovery. He began to realize now that he and the
people he had been watching that morning were like figures on
display for anyone coming into the hospital. They, he felt. could
see the difference, all of them—the white-coated technicians and
smarthv dressed elerical women carrying computer programs and

maneads who paused just bevond them o shide their hospital 1D

cands througeh the electrome tme clock. There were also visitors
who passed them o o deeper imto the hospital than the SSU for
some more serous busmess. and the weary ones who were
coming out alter anall-mght vigil, perhaps at the bedside of a
el case

Soon Caleb would have to return to Kentucky to keep such
a vl at the bedside of his widowed tfather, whom he saw three
or four times a year, a thin old man with bad teeth and a crooked
back who walked one year with a cane, the next with a walker.
and now was spending his last months in a nursing home being
pushed around in a wheelchair by the paid hands of « stranger.
What was the name of that sweet young woman he had met
during his visit last spring? Margaret. Margaret had been pushing

-
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his father around and talking to him as if he were a little child.
She had shown Caleb around the place. Judy hadn’t come with
him. Margaret took her time, as if there wasn’t anything else in
the world 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 let a woman like Margaret do everything for
you—even feel—just because she needed your money? But, no,
Margaret was Margaret.

She was not like Judy, not like she was now anyway. His
wife 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 hell do you keep working? It’s just more taxes.”

“I 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 failed to say or do. He
wished that he had not gotten into the seemingly unbreakable
habit years ago of making himself a highball each evening and
retiring to his study to read while his wife read the newspaper in
the living room and their daughter went to her room to do her
homework or talk to her friends on the phone. In recent years his
wife had taken to brandy in the evenings, starting before dinner
and drinking well into the evening, drinking into an ever deeper,
profound, and grammarless silence. He wished that every
Wednesday evening when his wife called their 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 lives had
not gone the way they had, but, Christ, would it have been better
to have stayed up there in Kentucky and have what those people
there had and what these people here this morning having tubes
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put mto thew children’s ears had, and to talk the way they did?
Would o have been better to have spent their lives in all that
poverty,all that ienorance” Two weeks ago at church their friend
the doctor who had just a hittler carlier scraped out his wife’s
mmsides o make her regular agaim had taught a Sunday school
lesson trymng to make all their kind fecl sorry for themselves for
the way they’d lost their rural values. like it was the world’s fault
or something. He hadn’t done it, but Caleb kept wanting to say
Why don’t you give up that two-hundred and seventy thousand
dollar house and take your children out of that school and chuck
vour six-digit income and head on back to the hills?

They made him sick—people who thought roughing it
meant living in a town without a mall that boasted four major
departmient stores. There was nothing about slaughtering hogs
that was good for the soul, there was nothing in ignorance that
bred goodness, and there was nothing in poverty that made you
independent. That was all a lot of trash. Caleb, having been one
when it was still possible to really be one, knew that country
people were no better than other people.

But then he thought if the people passing him and the others
in this atrium now could see what was at that nursing home in
Kentucky, they might be less sure of the differences. The suit,
the shoes, even the posture, might not adequately conceal the
past. What 1f someone he had known in boyhood should come
through those shiding doors and recognize him?

But nothing like that was going to happen, ot course.
Instead the fat woman came back through the brown door
smiling at Aunt Suzie and the httle girl.

“He’s just a having a good time waiting for them to come
and get him,” the fat woman said. She took the little girl, and the
younger woman went through the brown door. That was odd,
Caleb thought. Why would Bubba’s mother stay out here while
another woman went back into the SSU to be with him? But
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maybe the fat woman wasn’t really Bubba’s mother as he had
assumed. That was another thing 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 wife if you didn’t
know them.

The fat woman started gurgling sweetly with the little girl
all over again, bouncing the child on her round thighs all the
while.

Shortly, another fat woman, accompanied by a chubby little
boy about ten years old, came through the hospital doors.
“Looky,” the woman with the little girl said. She held the little
girl up to face the new fat woman and the chubby little boy. The
little girl cooed, and the woman and the little 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
siren-like scream that strangely reminded Caleb of the cry his
cousin Teddy had made one afternoon over forty years ago when
Caleb had knocked him down and gone after his tecth with a pair
of hoof nippers. The little 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 woman 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 little 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 little boy saw her and said, “There’s Suzie.” Suzic was
apparently a favorite among the children.

The three women talked in a circle for a few minutes about
what was going on with Bubba, but not exclusively about Bubba
for Caleb heard a few details about their plans for Thanksgiving.
Thanksgiving was the following week. Caleb had hardly given it
a thought.

While Judy’s parentg still lived, Caleb’s family had driven
to Kentucky cvery year for Thanksgiving. There were forty or
fifty rclatives to visit over the course of three days, all seemingly
jolly people who talked about nothing except people they knew
and the jobs they had. They also visited with Caleb’s people, but
at Culeb™s parents™ house there was little of such jollity. There
was instead a quict and desperate wish for the visit to end. And
then Caleb’s mother died and then his wife’s father and then his
wite’s mother. They hadn’t been to Kentucky for the holidays in
seven or eight years. Caleb wondered if the next time he saw his
father the old man would know who he was.

Suddenly, the little girl broke away from the circle of
women and went flying toward the brown door. The chubby boy
went rolling after her. “No. Chelsea, no.” he was saying. He
could barely speak for laughing. “Bubba. Bubba,™ the little girl
WIS SCICHITINY. ~

Ihe boy caught her just at the door, which she could not
have opened anyway, and turned her by her shoulders back
toward the grownups. The boy’s face gleamed with the
excitement of familial guilt, as if they were all implicated by the
little girl’s mischief. Strangely, Caleb felt a wicked rush of
responsibility himself, as if he participated in the scandal just
because had been sitting among them so long now.

After a moment the two fat women headed for the brown
door together. The chubby boy started after them. but the young
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woman, Suzie, who had taken the little girl and sat down, said,
“No, Marvin. Can’t but two be back there at a time.”

“Well. Ralph’s back there,” Marvin protested.

“He’ll be coming out soon as they get back there. Anyway,
children ain’t allowed.”

Marvin’s face fell, but it wasn’t long before 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 for 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 himself patience. He thought briefly 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 life. [mpatient with
people and impatient with systems. He had taught himself to
read French because he was too impatient to take another foreign
language after finishing Latin in college. His children were like
him that way. Each had been and still was an eager learner. But
his impatience had cost him their love. Their indifference pained
him now. Normally he didn’t think about it too much, but his trip
to the hospital made it necessary to think about such things. God,
his little girl rarely said goodbye to him 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 mornings
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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things, like that blanket on the floor. Paticnce would have helped
him to really see it. He had been impatient all his life and all 1t
had cver gotten him was the habit of impatience, and money.

Try to live without it, he corrected himsclf. But it was
harder and harder each year to keep the income up. as there were
more and more lawyers in town. Driven, burning. sharp. clear-
eyed men, and women too now, who advertised Wal-Mart prices
as if their services were, Barbie dolls or antifreeze. Patience
would become a necessity; he couldn’t keep up with them.

The fat woman who had brought the doughnuts came out
again.

“Can [ go back there now., Mama?” Marvin asked her
mmmediately.

“No." the woman answered as she slung her purse over an
ample shoulder. "WeTve got to geton to your eye appointment.”

Marvin said nothing. then afier a moment he turned to the
others and cheerfully told them goodbye. The adults exchanged a
few words and then as the woman and Marvin were leaving, the
bearded man called after them, “Be sure and come ready to eat.”

Caleb almost taughed aloud at the idea of instructing those
two to prepare themselves to cat. He imagined their table, the
skinny bearded man, the good-looking worn-out young woman.
and several fat sisters serunched around a table in a small.
disordered kitehen, and at the head, maybe an old man, brown.
urizzled. and gaunt. As the laughter rose inside Caleb it hollowed
out. For the first time he felt angry with these people. Something
hardened him against them.

He wasn’t able to feel bitter long, for a tall woman wearing
enormous glasses came swiftly through the brown door and. after

first nearly passing Caleb, turned on him suddenly smiling as it

she were foolish not to recognize who he was. “You're here with
Mrs. Vance, aren’t you?”
“Yes.”
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“You can come on back now.”

The woman directed Caleb through a dozen or so people,
parents with the children mainly, including Bubba and the fat
woman, until at last she pointed to a curtained cubicle.

When Caleb entered he did not at first recognize the woman
on the bed for his wife. He had expected her to be alert,
practically ready to dress and leave. Nothing the doctor had said
prepared him for this sight. She was asleep; one thin arm was
thrown dramatically over her forehead. She was pale, and the
apparition that she made suggested exposure and helplessness.
Even the stubble in her armpit made him feel sick with pity.

The nurse came in behind him. “She’ll be in and out for a
while, but she’s fine,” she said. “Let me know when she wants
her things. I'll check on her later.”

“Qkay, thank you.”

Caleb moved to his wife’s bedside. His nearness seemed to
wake her. She opened her eyes briefly then closed them again.
Weakly she said, “Hi,” and she lowered her right arm until the
hand lay palm upward on the bed’s retaining rail. Caleb believed
he knew what she wanted, and he put his own hand over hers. it
was a small and cold hand. He held it. He wished things were
different. He wished somebody loved her.



