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The Cake Stand Tilts
Sofia Nellan
In a bakery that smells of butter, lemon peel, and warm wood, Lina guards a midsummer cake with a chipped spoon, a bent stand leg, and a stack of small jobs she doesn't want to hand over. Across the square, chairs, apricots, and children crowd the afternoon while Otis keeps asking for a turn.
ProseHub


    
The First Tilt
The cake leaned on the board. Lina put two fingers under the edge and nudged it level. The board answered with a small click. Good. The roses on top stayed where they were, pink and round, and the sugar edge held its shape for another breath. The chipped spoon lay beside the bowl, its handle worn smooth where Gran’s thumb always rested. Lina used that spoon to sweep flour off the table and to mark the middle of each layer when she stacked them. It lived there now, under her hand, because jobs needed to stay where she put them. If Otis picked it up, he would wave it around and leave a streak in the icing. If anyone else touched the cake, even for a second, one smear would turn into two, and then Gran would have to start over while the butter went soft and the roses sagged. Careful now. She kept the spoon close. Otis edged near the table, one shoulder higher than the other from carrying baskets too many times. His fingers opened and closed on the air. "I can bring the napkins," he said. "You can bring the napkins," Lina said. "Not the spoon." Gran stood at the far side of the room, her right thumb stiff against the bowl as she turned the cream with the side of her hand. The kitchen smelled of warm butter and lemon peel. The little bottle of iodine waited in the drawer for cuts. Outside the bakery window, the square sat under dust and sun, with chairs stacked under the elm and the checked cloth still folded in its basket. Lina bent over the cake again. One smooth top. One clean edge. That was all it needed.
The stand sat on the table with one back leg bent inward, a little like a dog that had slept on a paw too long. Lina set the cake board above it and kept her hands under the edge until the wobble stopped. The metal foot gave a tiny tap on the wood. Tap. Tap. Otis leaned in. "I can hold it." "You can hold the towel," Lina said. The towel was folded under Gran’s arm, blue checks, one end damp from a rinse. Otis reached anyway, and Lina moved the spoon between his fingers and the bowl. Not that. Gran made a sound with her tongue and slid the bowl closer to her. Her thumb stayed stiff. It always did on hot days. The kitchen was hotter now, the stove still alive from the sponge cakes, and the windows had gone milky with flour dust. Lina dragged the spoon through the frosting and smoothed a ridge that had risen near the edge. The ridge vanished. Good. She ran the spoon in a circle around the base and left a neat line, the kind she liked. The cake looked steady if nobody breathed near it. If nobody bumped the table. If the leg held. The stand leg gave another small tap. Otis stepped back. He had sticky flour on the side of his neck. "I only wanted to help," he said. "Then hold that basket of apricots," Gran said, and pointed with her stiff thumb. He went to the crate by the sink. Lina kept the pink top in front of her. Too much helping made a mess. A mess turned into laughter. Laughter made her cheeks hot, and she did not want that in front of Gran. No. She did not want it at all. So she pressed the spoon down and made the frosting flat where it had risen, one careful sweep at a time.
Gran lifted the spoon from Lina’s hand and turned it once, as if testing a pencil. The chip near its tip caught a line of icing. "Still your spoon," she said. "It knows the table." Lina did not answer. A spoon was a spoon, and a cake was a cake, and both stayed better when one pair of hands kept them straight. Gran added a leaf to the rose border, one clean swipe, and the flower at the corner lifted like it had been waiting for that line all morning. Lina passed the towel over the edge. Otis, from the crate by the sink, made a face at the apricots and rolled one with his thumb. Small jobs. Fine. Let him have the small ones. The whole room carried the smell of sugar and warm butter. The little bottle of iodine waited in the drawer for cuts. Gran clicked her tongue and tipped her stiff thumb toward the back door. "We are moving that cake to the cooler step," she said. "Not here, not with this heat." Lina kept her hand on the board. The cake had only just settled. One rose petal had slipped half a finger width, but she pressed it back with the spoon and left it where it belonged. Not yet. One more minute. One more careful minute and the top would hold.
The stand leg tapped again when Lina shifted the board. Tap, tap. The sound moved through the wood and into her wrist. She moved the spoon under the leg, trying to stop it, but the leg kept its wrong angle, and the whole stand gave a tiny lean toward the sink. Otis put the folded towel on the table edge. "Here," he said. "Under the leg." "I can do it." Lina slid the towel away before the cake settled on it. Gran’s mouth made a flat line. Her thumb pressed the side of the bowl, then let go. "Hands off the cake, both of you," she said. "We do this in order." Order was good. Order kept the roses in a row and the crust from breaking. Lina put the spoon back in the bowl and smoothed the nearest rose until it looked like a shell. The stand stood still for one brief second. Then the bent leg shifted and touched the table with a dry scrape. There. The sound did it. The wrong leg was wrong all the way through. The board held, but the stand did not trust the floor. Lina moved her feet and placed both palms flat on the tablecloth, as if the cloth could pin the whole thing down. Otis stepped close again. She pushed the towel toward him. "Apricots," she said. "There is a job." He took the basket, but not with a grin this time. His higher shoulder rose, then sank. The room turned small around the cake. Even the stove seemed to hold still, waiting for Lina to make the next move alone.
Gran set the bowl aside and wiped her hands on her apron. The apron had a burn mark shaped like a comma. She set one palm on the back of the stand and tested it with the weight of her stiff thumb. "That leg is not going to learn manners on its own," she said. "Lina, get the blue towel. Otis, take the apricots to the side bench." Lina brought the towel. She folded it once, then again, into a square thick enough to make the low corner of the stand rise a little. The cake shivered on top of the board. The roses kept their shape. Good. The towel belonged under the stand, not under anyone’s fingers. Lina slid it in herself. The stand stood straighter. A little. Enough. Otis came back with the apricots in both hands, careful for once, and set them down without a bump. His hair stuck to his temple where flour had gone damp. "Still need me?" he asked. "For apricots," Gran said. "For apricots only." Lina kept the spoon near the rim and scraped one last line clean along the side. The frosting edge came smooth under the chipped tip, but the bend in the stand sat there like a secret nobody could hide. One more shift and it would rock again. One more bump and the whole thing would tilt into the tea tins. She put her palm on the board and waited for the room to settle. The back door was open now, and a cooler line of air moved over her ankles.
The blue towel changed hands three times before Lina left it in Otis’s. He held the far end while she lifted the near end, and the cake moved a hair’s breadth without the stand leg scraping. That was useful. More useful than a lecture. Gran did not say so. She only slid the apricot basket farther from the stove and opened the back door with her stiff thumb hooked under the latch. Cool air came in from the yard. Not cold. Just cooler, with the dry smell of beans and dust from the step outside. Lina paused at the doorway. The square waited on the other side of the wall, with chairs under the elm and the checked cloth in its basket and people already laying forks beside plates. She could not see them from here, but the afternoon had that waiting shape. Otis stood close enough to brush her elbow. He did not reach for the spoon this time. He held the towel. "Like this?" he said. Lina nodded once. The cake was still her job. It had to be. But the towel under Otis’s hand made the stand stop twitching, and the board settled into one line, and that line was better than the one she could make alone. She moved the spoon along the last pink rose and left the petal pointed up. "Don’t breathe on it," she said. "I know," Otis said. He made his mouth small and quiet. Gran lifted the bowl with one good hand and her stiff thumb pressed against the rim. The kitchen door stood open. The back step was just outside, rough wood, two worn patches where pails always sat. That would do. Maybe. If the leg behaved.
The cake moved one careful step at a time. Lina held the board on one side, Otis held the towel on the other, and Gran kept her stiff thumb against the back corner as if she could pin the wobble with one small joint. The stand leg made a dry scrape each time they crossed a floorboard seam. Scrape. Stop. Scrape. Stop. Lina counted the seams with her feet. Not because she liked counting. Because if she did not count, the cake might become the thing everyone stared at, and that would make her hands go wrong. Otis matched her pace without asking what came next. Good. He had a way of being too much when he got excited, but right now he was all elbows and careful fingers, and that was almost a different boy. Gran opened the back door wider with her hip, and the yard smell came in, dry earth and bean vines. The soap bucket sat by the step. The blue towel pulled a little under Otis’s hand. Lina adjusted her grip and kept the board flat. The roses did not slide. One corner of icing had a soft line from the warm room, but the cake still sat upright. Upright. That was the whole job. She should have let him hold the spoon days ago when the jam jars came in, when the bread pans were hot, when every small job in the shop turned into a battle over who could carry what. She kept it behind her teeth. The cake reached the back threshold, and the stand leg gave one louder click against the wood, a click that asked for better ground.
The back step was rougher than the kitchen floor, and the stand leg found the crack at once. It tipped into it with a small, ugly thunk. Lina’s fingers tightened around the board. Otis put the towel under the low side before she could stop him. The move was quick and neat. The cake leaned a little, then settled. "Leave it," Gran said. "That will hold." Lina kept one hand on the board and one on the side of the stand while Otis folded the towel again, thicker this time, and slid the bundle under the bent leg. The leg rose a finger’s width. Not much. Enough. The cake stopped rocking. Her tongue tasted of metal from where she had pressed it against her teeth. She did not wipe her hands. She did not pull away. Otis looked up at her from under his dark hair. He had flour on the tip of his nose. His left shoe was untied. Tiny things. Ordinary things. The cake still stood. "There," he said. Lina nodded once. The word sat between them without bumping into anything. Gran took the apricots from the bench and set them beside the cake, one by one, each with a soft tap. Tap. Tap. The kitchen behind them had gone dimmer now that the sun had shifted off the window. The cake held its shape in the cooler air. The towel was there, and the crate, and the two hands she had tried not to need.
The cake stood on the board with the towel under its foot and the apron shadow over its side. Gran brushed one crumb from the table with the back of her hand. Otis lined up the apricots in two rows, then stopped when Lina looked at him. He left them there. Good enough. Lina lifted the spoon and scraped the last smear from the board. The chipped tip moved in a thin arc, leaving the wood clean except for one pale streak where the butter had soaked in. That streak would stay. Fine. Gran took the spoon from her and set it beside the bowl. "You can stop watching it now," she said. Lina kept watching anyway. The cake did not rock. The stand leg sat quiet in the towel. Outside, a cart wheel rattled once over the stones in the square, then went away. The children would be on the grass soon, with sticky fingers and plates that never stayed in piles for long, and the cake would need to go with them, because that was what cakes did when they were made for a crowd. Otis reached for the crate under the wall, then stopped and looked at Gran. "This one?" he asked. Gran nodded. He carried the crate to the door. Lina touched the board one more time. Smooth. Cool. Ready enough.
The kitchen had gone quiet in the way a room does when the job is almost done and nobody wants to touch the last thing. Lina wiped her palms on her skirt. Otis had the crate at his hip. Gran stood with one hand on the door and the other on the bowl, her stiff thumb braced against the rim. The cake sat in the middle of the table, pink roses high, edges clean, one back leg of the stand still wrong enough to make the whole thing twitch if someone bumped the wood. Lina kept her fingers on the board. The towel under the low leg held the stand in place, but only just. One more minute inside this hot room and the frosting would go soft again. Another minute and the cake would start to slide, and then all of this carefulness would turn into a mess on the floorboards. Gran gave the board a light tap with her knuckle, the kind that meant she had done enough waiting. Otis pulled the door wide. Dust lifted from the step outside. Lina put both hands on the board, one at each side of the chip in the spoon, and held steady while Gran nodded once toward the back door. "Move it to the back step," she said. "Now."

    
Across the Square
How many hands did a cake need? Three, if it wanted to stay whole. Lina kept one under the board. Otis held the towel. Gran kept her stiff thumb on the back corner while the cake edged out of the bakery yard and into the lane, where the stones had been patched with fresh mortar that still carried a chalk smell. The tea towel bulged in Gran's apron pocket, folded into a blue square that looked too small to matter until Gran's fingers went to it without looking. Good tools always hid that way. The apron had a burn mark shaped like a comma, and the pocket sagged there as if it had spent years learning flour, cloth, and heat. The back leg of the stand dragged over the step. Scrape. Little teeth. Lina tightened her grip and kept her shoulders level. The sound went up her arms and straight into the place where she kept rules. If she let go once, the roses might slide, and if the roses slid, Gran would have to start over with the cream that was already soft from the stove heat. 'I can carry the apricots,' Otis said. 'You can carry the apricots,' Lina said. 'Not the cake.' He made his mouth flat, took the crate instead, and followed with his elbow tucked in so he would not bump her. Gran glanced at the board, then at the lane. 'Toward the wall,' she said. 'Keep the low side in.' Lina moved the board closer to her ribs and stepped out. The brass bell over the back door gave two clear taps behind them as it shut, which was odd, because the bell did that every time the cake left the shop and nobody had ever explained why. The square waited past the bean rows, bright and full of chairs folded like sleeping birds.
Too many stones. The lane dropped into the square with a line of patched holes where the roadmen had lifted the old cobbles and packed them back with pale grit. The fresh grit made the place smell faintly of wet chalk and dust, and the edges of the patches bit at the soles of Lina's shoes every time she changed weight. From the bakery door the square had looked flat. Up close it had bumps hidden under the skin, little hills that sent the stand leg into its ugly tick-tick against the board. A milk cart had sunk near the fountain yesterday, Otis said, because Nell at the sweet stall told him and Nell knew everything before noon. 'Who told you?' Lina asked. 'Nell,' Otis said. 'She also said the cart left a rut deep enough to hide a mouse.' That part did not help. Gran kept to the wall side, her apron pulled tight, her thumb steady against the bowl, the folded tea towel shifting once in the pocket when she stepped over a patch. Lina wanted to push it back in place. Instead she counted the stones by sound, scrape to scrape, and kept the cake board flat enough that the roses did not lean. A boy rolled a hoop across the far side of the square. The hoop knocked a patched stone and made a gimlet little rattle that ran straight through the stand. The cake answered with one tiny tilt. No. Not that. Lina pressed harder and set it level again.
The square had the look of a dish after jam, broad in the middle and scratched at the rim, with plates stacked on the table, a basket of cloths by one leg, and shoes everywhere, all pointed toward the same patch of grass. Lina did not like how many chances there were for a cake to meet an elbow in a place like that. Chairs were folding open under the elm, and the elm roots pushed the stones up in thin ribs that caught at soles and crate bottoms both. One bent root made Otis hop. He kept the apricots level anyway, which was decent of him, given the way he usually carried fruit as if it had a secret plan. 'Careful,' he said, which was rich. 'I am being careful,' Lina said. 'You are making a face,' he said. 'That is different.' Gran made a quiet snort through her nose and took the lead again, slow as a cart that knows the road better than the horse. The square opened wider past the fountain, where the water ran in a thin bright line and left the stones slick at the edges. Lina kept the board close to her shirt and counted the steps by sound, stone to stone, scrape to scrape, while the noise of people moved around her. Plates clinked nearby. A reed pipe called from somewhere by the fountain. There were more children than chairs. Fine. Let them have the chairs. The cake only needed a table. Then a man in a red vest rolled a second cart across the far side of the square, and the bodies there shifted at once, making a lane where none had been a moment before. The lane was not made for cakes. It was made for a tray of buns, a pair of shoes, a girl with a ribboned hat, and a dog with one white ear.
That lane was narrower than it looked. The cart wheel sat in one of the patched holes and tugged hard enough to twist the man's wrist, and every body in the square turned with him, which gave Lina one clean chance and then took it away again when the girl with the ribboned hat stepped backward right into the route. Otis moved first. He put the apricot crate against his hip and used the folded blue towel to keep the board from kissing her shoulder. The towel had been in Gran's pocket a moment ago. Now it was a small square of help, and Lina's mouth went tight around the oddness of that. Gran gave Otis a look that said he had better not drop anything, and he did not. The cake slid a thumb's width and stopped. One pink rose brushed the dust on the board edge and left a grey smear where the icing caught dirt. Lina's tongue tasted of metal. 'Keep moving,' Gran said. The woman in the ribboned hat backed away, napkins crumpled in one hand. The dog with the white ear nosed toward the apricots, and Otis lifted the crate just high enough to save them. Small jobs. Big mouths. Everyone in the square seemed to have both. Lina moved past the cart wheel and the patched stone and the girl and the dog, and the cake stayed upright, though one side now wore a dirty stripe like a hand dragged through flour.
Gran reached into her apron pocket and took out the tea towel, still folded into its blue square, and for a second Lina thought she meant to wipe the board, but Gran only tucked one corner under the low side of the stand and let Otis hold the other. 'This end,' she said. Otis took it with both hands, careful and solemn as if the towel were a plate of eggs. Lina nearly told him to move left. She did not. The stand stopped making its ugly tick. The bent leg rode on the cloth and kept quiet. Good. The square had one less sound in it now. They crossed the patch by the fountain in six steps and one pause, because the stones there had a lip that grabbed shoe soles. The water smell mixed with apricot skins and hot dust. One little girl clapped at the cake, which made no sense at all, and her brother put a finger to his mouth and grinned without showing teeth. Lina kept the board level and did not look at them for long. Looking at people made people look back, and then the cake became a thing to inspect. No. Better to let it pass like a cart. Gran moved at the front, her stiff thumb against the bowl. Otis matched Lina's pace so well that she only caught the odd scrape of his shoe when he stepped on a loose stone. The blue towel stayed flat between the stand and his hands, and that looked strange and right at once.
By the time they reached the middle of the square, the path had split around two benches. A flower tub blocked one side, and a knot of children with sticky fingers blocked the other. One child held a paper fan that slapped his cheek every time he ran. Another had a sticky bun on a string. Lina would not have asked how. Some things were safer left alone. 'Left side,' Gran said. 'The flatter one.' 'The square has those?' Otis asked. 'It has the side that behaves best,' Gran said. That almost made Lina smile, but the cake needed both her hands, so the face stayed as it was. The bent leg scraped again when they turned around a bench foot, and the sound ran straight up her arms. Tiny wheel. Wrong wheel. The towel under it held the line just enough. The square's repair patch by the fountain had a thin seam of fresh sand, and the sand had been pushed back by feet into little crescents. That was why the stones turned tricky here. Not the whole square, only this part, the part people crossed without looking down because they had plates in their hands and children on their heels. Lina looked down anyway. The cake board sat over the paving like a pale raft over water. She had carried sacks of flour across the back room on rainy days, but sacks had edges. Cakes had nerves. That was silly. Also true. They passed the flower tub. Someone had tied a strip of red cloth to its handle, and the cloth flicked at Lina's elbow, nothing more than a touch, but it made her shift the board and Otis shift with her. He did not complain. He just tightened his hold on the towel and kept pace.
The first half of the square was behind them by the time Gran stopped to let a man with a tray of buns cross in front of the cake. The man gave them a nod and moved like he owned the ground under his boots. Lina did not care who owned what. She cared that his tray did not swing. It did not. Good. Then the crowd thinned in one clean strip and they could see the picnic table under the elm, still empty, still waiting for its cloth and plates. The table leg nearest them was shorter than the others. Of course it was. The square did not give up its trouble all at once. It saved some for the middle. Otis shifted the crate from one hip to the other and asked, 'You want me on the front?' 'I want you where the towel is,' Lina said. 'That sounds like work,' he said. 'It is work,' Gran said, and the corner of her mouth moved as if the word had a crumb in it. Lina took that as a joke, which was the nearest thing to mercy Gran usually spent. They moved again. The board stayed level. The roses kept their shape. One side of the frosting had gone dull from dust, but the pink still showed through, and the smell of cream and lemon reached Lina every time the board tipped into the air for a step. She could not make the square flat. She could make the cake cross it. That was enough for now.
A child with a blue balloon ran too near the bench line, and Gran put one hand out without stopping. The child swerved. The balloon stayed up. The cake did not even rock, which was almost rude after all that trouble. Then a loose stone rolled under Lina's left shoe, and for one mean step the board pitched toward the fountain. Otis shoved the towel higher under the low side before Lina could pull away. She did not pull away. The cake came back level under both their hands, and the bent leg gave one sharp scrape that stopped at once because the cloth held it. Otis's face went plain and tight, the way it did when he carried eggs from the pantry. 'Hold here,' Lina said. He did. There was dust on his knuckles now, and a strip of blue cloth pinched between them, and the whole setup looked odd and right, like a hat worn backwards for no reason except that it fit. The girl with the ribboned hat glanced back, then grinned at Otis's serious face and kept walking. No one laughed. That was fine. The square had plates to keep and spoons to pass. It did not need laughter. The board settled again, and Lina left her hand where it was instead of snatching at the towel. One hand on wood. One on cloth. Better.
The table by the elm tipped toward the low side, one leg sunk in a root dip and another foot chipped flat. A board on that table would lean if a sparrow blinked at it. Gran pointed with the bowl. 'Set the cloth first,' she said. The tea towel came out of her apron pocket and opened into a blue square in Otis's hands. Lina slid the stand near the edge, and the cloth made a small hill under the bent leg. The leg stopped scraping. Good. The cake still leaned a hair toward the tree, but the cloth took the bad angle and the board kept its line. The smell under the elm was grass and bark, plus the sweet steam from the kettle at the next table. Children were already gathering around the plates, their shoes dusty, their fingers bare and ready. One boy put both hands behind his back as if that would keep them clean. It would not. It would not. Lina almost smiled again. Then the table wobbled under the cake, and Otis shifted at once, shoulder higher, towel tighter, and the wobble went away without any fuss at all. The square had given the job back to her family. Fine. It could keep the rest of the afternoon.
Gran laid the board down and slid the kettle toward her own side of the table, which left the cake standing on the towel like a little house with one wall built higher than the rest. Otis kept one hand on the cloth. Lina kept one hand on the board. For one second nobody moved. Then the first piece of icing slid a thumb's width and stopped. The grey stripe on the side stayed where it was, plain enough for Lina to name if she wanted to, but she did not want to. 'Hold that,' she said. Otis did. Plates clattered. Chairs opened. Someone called for napkins. A spoon ticked against glass. Lina shifted left and gave him more room, just enough so his shoulder could come under the board edge without bumping her elbow. He fit there. The cake stayed up. The towel stayed flat. The bent leg stayed quiet. The first child stepped up to the table with both hands held ready, as serious as a clerk with a stamp. Lina let her own hand move off the cloth and left the blue end in Otis's grip.

    
The Table Holds
The cake was already on the table, and the table had one bad leg. Too many hands. Lina kept her fingers under the board and let the chipped spoon rest against the icing while Otis hovered with the blue towel folded twice in his fist. The low leg slid toward the crack in the paving with a dry click every time Lina shifted her weight, and the whole thing gave that small, ugly shudder that meant trouble if anyone leaned on the edge. Gran stood at the far end with her stiff thumb braced against the bowl, apron pocket bulging with the same blue towel she had used at the back door, the one that had once held hot pans and now held a bent leg in place like a hand under a chin. The striped umbrella by the sweet stall opened and shut in the slack air, making a little flapping noise that did nothing useful at all. Children ringed the elm in dusty shoes, all elbows and waiting mouths, and the first plate stack sat by the jam jar with its rims clicking together as a girl tapped them against one another. Lina set the board down on the cloth. The stand answered with a scrape. Then a second scrape. Not good.
Gran had brought the crate because the elm roots pushed that table up every summer and let it sink again in the same place, so the board never sat flat there unless somebody put something under the short leg. Same crack. Same year. The little bell at the bakery door had given its two taps behind them and stayed quiet now. Lina moved the board half an inch left and the stand stopped its ugly tick for one breath, then the root in the paving pushed back through the leg and made the board shiver again. Otis drew in beside her, shoulder higher than the other, eyes on the cloth, and kept his hands ready without grabbing. That was better. Not perfect. Better. The cakes at the sweet stall were not watching, though the children were, and the children had a way of leaning with their whole bodies toward anything with frosting on top. Gran set the bowl on the edge of the cloth and used her stiff thumb to pull the towel from her pocket. 'Under it,' she said. 'The short leg.' Lina took the towel before Otis could, folded it into a thick square, and slid it under the foot. The stand rose a finger's width. The cake stopped complaining. Good.
A boy in a blue cap leaned on the table edge, and the short leg dropped hard into the crack. Lina drove her hip against the board, and Otis slid the folded towel under the foot before the cake could pitch sideways, his mouth shut tight and his left shoulder riding high as ever. 'Hold here,' Lina said. He did. She put the spoon in his hand and kept one palm flat on the board while Gran shoved the crate under the low side with the heel of her shoe. The crate scraped once, then sat. The cake came level again with a soft, damp sigh from the cloth, and the roses on top stayed where they were, pink and round and a little dusty now from the lane. The boy in the blue cap stepped back. Nobody laughed. Good. Lina moved the spoon from Otis's hand to the rim of the board and scraped a smear of icing back into shape, leaving one clean line where the tip had cut through the cream. The stand stayed quiet. The table still had one bad leg, but the towel and crate took the strain like they had been waiting for it all week. Lina kept her hand on the board for one more breath, then another, and the cake did not slip.
'Can I carry the plates?' Otis said. His fingers were white at the tips from the towel, and the blue cloth had left a damp square across his palm. Lina gave him the spoon again and then the plate stack, both at once, because one clean hand held the board and the other one did the rest. He took them without bumping the knife. That was new enough to matter. 'Keep the edge flat,' Gran said. 'I know,' Otis said, and his voice had that plain, careful shape he used when he wanted the job to stay with him. Lina sliced the first wedge through the cream. The chip on the spoon bit a pale curve through the pink roses, and the slice came free in one piece, soft in the middle and neat at the edge where the spoon had cut. She handed it to Otis before the cream could slump. He set it on a plate, then another, and the second one carried the corner with the rose petal intact. Lina left the spoon in his hand for the next cut. She did not take it back. The line at the table moved without her having to call it forward, and that was odd in a pleasant way, like finding a chair already pulled out. One child asked for the end piece. Another wanted the bit with the most icing. Otis kept the plates level and did not look at her for help. Gran clicked her tongue once, which on her meant enough and good in the same breath.
After the first round, the line grew tidier. Children took their turns without climbing the bench, the girl with the ribboned hat kept both hands under her plate, and the boy in the blue cap held his bun so close to his chest that the sugar stuck to his shirt anyway. The striped umbrella by the sweet stall flapped on its pole, bright and useless, while nobody under it got any shade worth naming. Lina passed napkins to Otis. Otis passed forks to Lina. The job moved around the table the way a bucket moves around a well, one hand to the next, and every hand knew where to stop before the edge. Gran set the apricots beside the cake and let them go in rows across the cloth. 'Same root,' she said, tipping her head toward the crack in the paving. 'Same table.' That was all. No one needed more. Lina had thought the table was just awkward. It had been awkward for years, and Gran had been bringing the crate to this spot every midsummer because the elm root pushed the leg down there and the crack in the paving held it like a trap. The table had not failed by surprise. It had only done what it always did. The crate by the leg and the towel under the foot had been the answer all along, plain as a spoon in a bowl. Lina gave Otis the plate stack again and this time he carried it toward the wash tub without a wobble in his shoulders.
Gran opened the little tin of sugar and tipped a spoonful over the last slice, then another, because the sun had gone flat on the cake and the frosting needed one clean shine on top. 'Hands first,' she said, and Otis gave a short nod as if that was a rule he had known from the start. Lina set the chipped spoon down on the cloth for a moment and used both hands to lift the board while Otis slid a plate underneath the corner piece. The spoon made a pale line through the cream, then lay still in the bowl of icing again. Good. The cake did not move. The table did not move. Even the children had gone quieter in the line, which happened sometimes when the food was almost there and nobody wanted to spoil the last inch by talking too much. A little girl with a red ribbon asked for the piece with the tallest rose. Lina gave it to her. Another child asked for the edge with the grey stripe. Lina gave that one too. The spoon kept cutting clean curves through the pink top, and the slices came away in squares and wedges, all of them neat enough to keep their shape on the plates. Otis took the next stack from Gran without waiting for a prompt. Lina handed him the spoon, and he held it the right way round, thumb on the chip, while she took the empty plate from his other hand.
The square had time in it now, but not much. Ten plates went out, then six more, and the cake shrank by slow clean steps until the roses sat close together like shells left after tide water, though there was no tide and never had been. The little bell at the bakery door gave its two taps again when someone went back for more napkins, and nobody turned toward it because the table needed forks and the plates were running low and a child in a paper hat had just dropped a spoon into the grass. Lina bent to fetch it, and Otis reached first. He brushed the grass off on his trouser leg, gave the spoon back, and did not wait for praise. That was useful. Better than useful. Gran slid a cloth under the bowl of apricots and said, 'This end,' to Otis, who turned at once and moved the bowl to the cooler side of the table without knocking the crate. The same square towel, the same bent leg, the same little jobs, but now the jobs kept moving instead of piling up in one pair of hands. Lina took the last clean plate from the stack and passed it along without looking down to make sure Otis had caught it. He had. Of course he had. The striped umbrella flapped once and threw a stripe over the apricot bowl, then went back to doing nothing useful.
By the time the cake was down to three fat pieces, the table had gone quiet enough to hear the plates ring when they touched the wood. Gran eased herself onto the bench, her stiff thumb resting beside the bowl, and Otis set the empty stacks in a square by her knee. 'Can I carry the forks now?' he said. 'Yes,' Lina said. He took them in both hands, and the clink of metal on metal sounded like the cleanest part of the afternoon. The short leg stayed in its folded towel and the crate held the lean without needing anyone's palm on the board. Lina did not keep one hand there. She set the spoon across the bowl, wiped the pink from the tip on the cloth, and passed the last wide slice to a child with flour on one cheek and jam on the cuff. The child took it without wobbling it. A small thing. Still. Gran lifted one apricot, bit into it, and set the stone on the plate edge. 'You made a line of it,' she said to Lina. Lina shrugged one shoulder and reached for the next fork. The line had already moved on. Children licked sugar from their knuckles. Someone asked for water. Otis, with the forks, headed to the wash tub and did not bump the chair leg this time.
The table kept its shape under the crate and towel while the plates emptied and the crumbs collected in one pale drift on the cloth. A chair scraped back. Another followed. The square had started to loosen at the edges, the way a knot loosens when the last pull comes free, and the children drifted toward the fountain with sticky fingers and red mouths, leaving the cake stand with only a few sugar marks on the board and one rose petal on the edge of a plate. Lina scraped the last line of cream from the spoon into the bowl and left the spoon there for a breath while Otis carried the forks back in a neat fist. The striped umbrella still flapped by the sweet stall, bright cloth with no job at all, and nobody went to it. Gran tapped the bowl once with her stiff thumb. 'That will do,' she said. Lina took the empty plate from the child in the paper hat, then another from the boy with the blue cap, and set them in the wash stack without asking anyone to hold her place. The bent leg stayed quiet in the towel. The crate kept the angle. The board did not shift when the last child leaned in for a crumb.
Lina scraped the final pink streak from the board, set the chipped spoon across the empty bowl, and left the blue towel under the short leg where it would stay until the plates were all washed. The spoon lay clean beside the bowl.
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