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Rudy stared at the dead baby in his trash can and could form no coherent thought more elaborate than What the fuck!?

There he stood in the freezing night air with a full bag of garbage in one hand, and the mysteriously weighted supposed-to-be-empty trash can in the other, and he couldn't make himself figure out what to do next.  Put the trash down and go inside?  Or take the trash with him?  Should he haul the can inside, too, or leave it out here?  Was the thing inside even real?

The weather decided for him and Rudy turned back to the house, set the can just outside the back door, and went inside again.  The heavy plastic bag was set on the floor with the rattle of empty cans and the rustle of hollow boxes inside and Rudy dug his phone from his pocket and dialed 911.

Patty sat in the living room and the sound of the television mingled in Rudy's head with the ringing on the other end.  When a shiver ran through his body, he didn't know if it was the cold outside, or the dead baby lying twisted at the bottom of the big gray barrel.  He shook it off, then spoke into the phone when the operator answered.

"I need the police."

He hung up a few minutes later, then shuffled into the living room.

Patty was watching a Seinfeld re-run, but when she laughed and he didn't, she glanced over at him.  His silence and his expression were enough for his wife.

"What?" she asked.

He started to tell her about it, but nothing came out as he tried to figure out how you told someone about a thing like this.  Then he realized he'd done it with the police, all he had to do was repeat what he'd told them.

"I was taking the trash out," he said, "and when I took the lid off the can and was about to toss the bag in, I glanced in and there was, uh . . ."  He took a breath and forced out the rest of the words.  "There was a dead baby in the bottom of the can."

He wasn't sure what reaction he expected from her.

"Oh my God.  What?  Are you sure it wasn't a doll someone tossed in there?"

"No, it wasn't," he said.  "I picked up the can, I brought it into the back porch light and looked.  It's a dead baby down there, so help me God.  I don't know who or why or what the hell, but I swear on my life, Patty, there's a dead fucking baby in our trash can outside.  The police are on their way."

"Oh my God," Patty said again.  "Are you positive it was a baby?  It wasn't a dead animal or something?  Are you sure?"

"It doesn't take a long look to tell the difference between a dead cat and a dead baby."

"Maybe it was a dog?"

"No."

"Oh my God," she said for the third time.

When the police came, the baby was bagged and taken away and Rudy was questioned.

No, he didn't know anything about it.  No, he didn't know anyone who might know anything about it.  No, he hadn't touched it.  Yes, he'd be glad to help in any way he could.  Yes, he would be available to answer any questions they might have.

It took a very long time for them to leave.  There were prints taken from the trash can and lid, from the gate at the back of the fence.  There were pictures taken.  And more and more questions asked as the night wore on.

By the time the police left, Rudy and Patty were exhausted, yet both of them lay awake most of the night.  After a couple hours of tossing and sighing, they sought their comfort in each other the only way they knew how, but even afterward they both had a hard time falling asleep.

In the morning, the world, unfortunately, had not undergone a magical transformation and become a good place to be again.  The first thought to cross Rudy's mind as he stood in the bathroom trying to empty his bladder was one of irony.  He and Patty had waited three years to start trying to have children, and here someone’s gone and thrown it out like garbage, literally.

He looked down into the bowl and wondered where was the justice in the world.  Three years they waited, sure, but when they finally decided they were stable enough to take on a baby, every test they took came out with the same result.  Patty couldn't have children.  There was some line the doctor'd given them about Patty being incompatible with Rudy.  What was that all about?  They were both people, weren't they?  How much more compatible did they have to be?  Rudy didn't understand, and right now, he decided, wasn't the time or place to get worked up over it.  The facts remained the same.  He and Patty couldn't conceive, while someone who could and did, cared enough about their child to dump it into the Butlers' trash.

He wanted to call the police and see if they'd found out anything.

When he got into the kitchen, Patty was already at the table, her head in her hands, staring down at the surface of the table.  He imagined she felt pretty much the same as he did.

"You okay?" he asked.

"I just can't believe this," she said.

"I know."

He ran his hand across her back as he passed her.

Patty got up and left the room.  He heard a door close, but couldn't tell if it had been the bedroom or bathroom.

The officer who'd questioned him last night had left a card and Rudy dialed the number while he stood at the back door, staring out at the snow-covered yard.  The phone was answered, but all they could tell him was the officer Rudy was calling was off and wouldn't be in until that night.  He hung up and stared at the empty spot in his backyard where the trash can should be.  The police had taken it.  The garbage bag he'd been taking out last night sat on the back stoop just outside the door.  One of the neighborhood animals had torn it open in the night and the corner of an empty frozen fish stick box stuck out of the hole.

He wanted to call in that day, but the last thing he really wanted was to be stuck here with nothing to do but think about the baby.

* * *
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RUDY WAS "PAYROLL MAN" for a local company that ground and processed chickens for dog and cat food companies in the area.  While his official title was Accountant, most of the guys just called him "payroll man" because that was the only function he performed that they cared about.

The place always stank from the chicken blood, but he could close his door and muffle that a little.  Not much, though, and definitely not enough.

At lunch, he got as far as the Arby’s menu board before seeing the naked flaps of roast beef draped over buns and covered in red sauce.  His stomach did a flip and he had to pull out of line and go back to work empty-handed.

As he sat in the lot while the other guys filed back into the building carrying their sacks, Richard, the assistant manager and part-time salesman, stopped by to ask, "Not eating today?"

"Not today, man," Rudy said.

"Sick?"

"No, just some crazy shit going down last night.  Can't even go into it right now."

"You alright?"

Rudy shook his head, then said, "I'll tell you about it later.  I just gotta get some fresh air before I go back in there."

"Fresh air?  It's got to be twenty degrees out here.  Just give it a few years," Richard said, "you won't even notice the smell."

I don't plan on being here in a few years, Rudy thought.  Richard went inside, leaving Rudy to his fresh air and the steering wheel his fingers held like grim death.

He sat there thinking about two things: the baby he and Patty couldn't have, and the dead one he'd found.  He couldn't imagine what it must take for someone to do a thing like that, but there was also nothing he could imagine that would justify someone doing it, especially when he and Patty would have been more than happy to take the baby as their own.  And how was Patty taking all this?  She'd seemed detached this morning, like she was walking through life without really experiencing what she was doing.  If it was hitting Rudy this hard, was it worse for her?  After all, she was the one who couldn't conceive.  Did that make this harder on her, or was she thinking about the dead baby itself, and nothing of their own situation?  That was
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