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Robert stared at the rack of magazines. The titles glazed 
as he considered whether to call. She’d said some-
thing bride magazine. Bride something magazine. She 

was adamant. Get the bride something magazine first, then the 
stuff from the wine shop. Cabernet from the reds aisle, and a cold 
chardonnay from the cooler behind the cash register. Remember 
that, she’d said, because the white has to be cold by the time Jay 
and Linda arrive.

Jay and Linda don’t like to drop a cube in a warm glass of chardon-
nay. Not like last time. Remember that, Robert. And don’t dilly-dally. 
Robert was sure he had it, except for the bride something mag-
azine. Something bride.

The rack had six brides. All smiling. All in white. He’d have 
to call. No question about it. Georgia Bride, Atlanta Bride, Bride 
2016, Bride Beautiful, Bridal Fashion and Bride. He was relieved 
that he could eliminate Bride, because she’d said something 
bride, bride something, but definitely something. Still, there 
were five. He briefly considered buying all five, but the balance 
in the checking account worried him, and the credit card was 
maxed. He’d have to call.

But it was raining and the cell phone was in the car, and Jay 
and Linda would be there at eight. She wanted him back soon 
enough to change his sweater because he wore it two weeks 
ago at Kara Mortensen’s party, and Linda had been there even 
though Jay was out of town.
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Yes, Jay was out of town, she’d said. Sometimes his work 
took him out of town, but then again if it didn’t he wouldn’t be 
driving that Lexus, Robert.

He could not bring back the wrong something bride. He 
considered asking the girl behind the counter which bride 
magazine was best, but she had both hands busy preparing 
her red hair for the barrette that stuck like a cigarette from the 
left side of her mouth. He would have to call, but it was rain-
ing harder than when he came in, and he’d parked the Subaru 
around the corner in front of the wine shop.

She wouldn’t like it one bit if he came back with wet hair, 
especially if Jay and Linda were early and he couldn’t change 
his sweater.

Robert decided to ask the girl behind the counter if he could 
please make a local call, but the sound of his name stopped him.

“Bobby? Bobby Canton?”
He turned to find an elderly man grinning at him. The man, 

easily in his seventies, stood crookedly as if it were painful 
to stand without movement. He brushed water from the left 
shoulder of his tan trenchcoat.

“You’re Bobby Canton, aren’t you?”
For a moment, the old man looked familiar, but eight o’clock 

loomed. She would not be pleased if Linda saw him in this 
sweater twice in a row.

“Yes?”
“My gosh, Bobby, what’s it been? Thirteen years or so? 

You’ve really grown up, sure have.”
“Excuse me, but I— Oh, my God. Mr. Burris?” It was defi-

nitely Mr. Burris, but she would never buy a yarn about run-
ning into one of his old teachers. No way.

The old man extended a weathered hand. Robert shook it, 
and was surprised by Mr. Burris’s strength. He had to be sev-
enty-five by now.



The Errand

“You look wonderful, Bobby. Tell me what you’re doing with 
yourself these days.”

Robert glanced at the bride something magazines. “Well, Mr. 
Burris, I’m teaching history at Helton Prep, but I think—”

“No kidding? Good school, Helton. Hell of a school.”
“Um, sure is. But I think—”
“Teaching at Helton, eh? You know, Bobby, when you were 

a student at DeBerry, we were always afraid we might lose 
you to Helton. When you were a sophomore, I think it was, 
we were all nervous that Helton might try to steal you with 
one of those famous Helton basketball scholarships.” The 
old man chuckled raspily. “Your dad sure would’ve liked 
that, wouldn’t he?”

Robert was sure that Mr. Burris was senile. Robert hadn’t 
been near as good a player as Dad wanted him to be, as far as 
he could remember. Dad had always said he had no left hand. 
That’s why you won’t play in college. Real players have a left hand. 
Shooters like you? A dime a dozen.

“I suppose he would’ve, yes. He died six years ago.” As 
soon as the words escaped his mouth, Robert was aware that 
he would never say something so abrupt to his students — and 
certainly not to her.

Mr. Burris’s smile disappeared. “Oh, I’m so sorry, Bobby. So 
sorry, son.”

Robert thought that the silence that followed was awkward, 
so he told his old teacher about her.

“I’m, ah, I’m getting married in a few months. Love to have 
you come, Mr. Burris.”

The smile came home. “Well, that’s wonderful news, Bobby! 
Who’s the lucky girl?”

“She works at First National.”
Mr. Burris stood as if waiting for something else. Instead of 

her name, Robert offered a sheepish grin. Mr. Burris cleared 
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his throat.
“First National. That right? Well, that’s terrific, Bobby. I’m 

happy for you. I’ll expect my invitation. Wouldn’t miss it for 
the world.”

The silence mounted again. Robert couldn’t think of some-
thing to say. He was relieved when Mr. Burris opened his 
mouth to speak. Robert decided to answer one more question 
politely, and then go ahead and get his hair wet so he could 
change his sweater in time for Jay and Linda.

“Bet you’re coaching at Helton, eh? I don’t get to the games 
much anymore, but I’ll bet you love the heat. Nothing like high 
school basketball, eh?”

“No, sir. I mean, yes, it’s great, and I did it for awhile, but 
I gave it up last year. No time.” Robert spread his hands in a 
‘what-can-you-do?’ gesture. “Unfortunately,” he added with 
what he hoped was a rueful grin.  

He almost laughed aloud, imagining her sitting in the 
stands at eight o’clock at night. Two years ago, the night she 
actually came to his sectional playoff game against South-
east Atlanta, he had looked up from his squat in the coach’s 
box during the second quarter and seen her check her watch. 
Fourth row, midcourt. He never knew why, in the middle of 
a fast break by his boys, he looked up at her. And he never 
quite understood why her checking her watch had seemed to 
happen in slow motion. 

They’d been dating for seven pretty-good months, and 
he’d thought that if she could just see one of his games, just 
one, she might catch the fever. What a beautiful, intense, 
passionate sport. And she was a beautiful, intense, passion-
ate woman. She couldn’t help but love it. Who could resist 
it, if they gave it a real chance? She might even forget what 
she’d said about his salary being smaller than that midget on 
“Fantasy Island”. But halfway through the third quarter, the 
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trainer passed him a note written on a First National memo 
sheet. She had some errands to run, and would meet him at 
Tino’s Restaurant at ten-thirty.

They had eventually won by two, on a three-point buzz-
er-beater by Scott Perry, the reluctant junior Robert had tu-
tored endlessly for three years. The kid did it. He really, finally 
did it. He was sure she would have been moved. After the 
game, Robert and Scott were mobbed by reporters on the way 
to joining the jubilant lockerroom celebration.

At Tino’s, she replied that that was nice, and then ordered 
the seafood lasagna to go with her Merlot. 

Two months later, over spinach salad with sliced peaches 
on the side, she offered her opinion that it would be nice if he 
would grow up a little bit and show some ambition. Perhaps he 
could quit that coaching silliness.

“Bobby?”
Robert was jolted from his reverie. For a moment, he 

thought he was back at DeBerry, caught not paying attention 
to his teacher.

Mr. Burris had a puzzled look on his wrinkled face. Rob-
ert was uncomfortably certain that the old man was going 
to say something preachy about the coaching, just like the 
headmaster had done nearly two years ago. Something 
about the importance of impact and following our natural 
direction. But Mr. Burris just studied Robert’s eyes for a few 
seconds.

“I’m terribly sorry to hear that, Bobby. Sure am.”
Robert could not have this conversation. Not now. 
He re-focused on the task at hand. She’d be mighty irked 

if she knew he was wasting time talking to Mr. Burris when 
he still didn’t know which bride something she wanted. He 
was tempted to tell Mr. Burris about the job he’d accepted at 
the stock brokerage, but he hadn’t told the headmaster about 
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it yet, and Robert believed strongly in courtesy. She wanted 
him to tell the headmaster right away, to commit himself, 
but it was only January and contract time was in April. So 
he’d kept it quiet so that the kids wouldn’t find out and be so 
upset, like they were when he dropped basketball last year. 
In fact, Scott Perry didn’t speak to him for weeks after the 
announcement. But that was okay, Robert thought now. Af-
ter all, Scott was at Princeton, living his dream of playing 
college basketball.

No, he wouldn’t tell Mr. Burris about the stock brokerage. 
Not right this minute. Besides, she would be the first to point 
out that Mr. Burris probably didn’t have any stocks anyway, 
just like Robert. As a matter of fact, just this morning she had 
said that if Robert had some of the stocks that Jay had, maybe 
he could feel better about only being a teacher.

Mr. Burris wouldn’t want to hear about that. And that phone 
call wasn’t going to happen by itself. Enough of this awkward-
ness. Time to get going.

“Well, Mr. Burris, it’s— it’s great seeing you. I have to finish a 
couple of errands here. You know. I’ll be in the proverbial dog-
house if I don’t.”

Robert tried to cap the remark with a casual laugh, but it 
emerged as an absurd croak.

Mr. Burris gripped Robert by the wrist and wished him well, 
and hurried off down the aisle. Robert felt disconcerted by the 
departing look on Mr. Burris’s face. The poor man seemed sad. 
School was probably all the old man had, sort of like a twen-
ty-first-century Mr. Chips.

As Robert passed the red-haired girl and opened the shop’s 
front door to brave the rain and discover the something he 
needed to know, a wave of compassion washed over him. If 
it was okay with her, he would invite Mr. Burris for dinner 
one night. They could talk about school, and kids, and how 



some things never change, and enjoy some Bass ales togeth-
er. Maybe on a Wednesday night or something.

Then maybe Mr. Burris could stick around and talk some bas-
ketball. Anything to ease the sadness old people must feel, just 
waiting without a purpose anymore, their dreams limping be-
hind them like old dogs.
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