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LAST GIFTS 

They were gathered in the room next to the kitchen, where he 
had his hospital bed cranked up. A writer he had published 
brought him a long red boa and draped it around his neck; he 
looked like someone drowning, a small head floating on feathery 
waves. Someone else brought a pillow stitched with a picture of 
Elvis, with the words "King of Rock and Roll" across the top. 
There were red splotches on his arms, and his hand shook slightiy 
when he poured water into the glass on his tray. A poet took a 
book off the crowded shelves, sat on the edge of the bed and read 
to him for a while. Someone accidentally stood on the oxygen 
hose; no one noticed until he began to cough, and there was some 
consternation, and then relieved laughter and joking. The party 
grew more animated; people refilled their drinks, and everyone 
started talking at once. The poet flirted with a pretty red-haired 
graduate student, the wife went to the kitchen and brought back a 
big silver bowl of buttered popcorn and passed it around. For a 
few moments it seemed as though they had forgotten him. Then 
someone finished a story, someone else paused to think of the 
right word, and a silence opened and spread through the brightly 
lit room. The guests looked at each other; some had tears in their 
eyes. They turned to the bed, where the sick man sat smiling at 
them in his red boa, and he knew this was what it would be like 
when he was gone. And then he was. 

 

—for Al  
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