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            Tombstone for my pillow,

            Fairground for my bed.

         

         
            —Robert Pete Williams
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               Let us agree that one of man’s most beautiful postures is that of Saint Sebastian.

               —Federico García Lorca

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            One

         

         IN VIRGINIA, three days later, Henry Garrett finally saw it all on TV. He stopped at a motel on Route 29 somewhere north of Lynchburg, the dim outline of the Blue Ridge Mountains rising behind the motel’s dusty gray-brick walls, and the short round Indian woman behind the counter, her painted fingernails adorned with glitter, took a look at the address Henry had printed on the registration card, pushed back toward him the three crumpled twenty-dollar bills he’d placed on the counter, and said, “You will stay here with our compliments, Mr. Garrett. You will stay as long as you would like to stay. You have lost everything, yes?”

         “Just tonight,” Henry said. “Tomorrow—” But the woman reached across the counter and touched his arm. Her fingernails, a pale blue beneath the glitter, gently grazed his skin as she took her hand away.

         “With our compliments, Mr. Garrett,” she said. “Tonight, tomorrow. As long as you would like to be our guest. We cannot do so much, but this we can do. You have lost everything, yes?”

         Everything? Henry thought; he considered the word. Had he lost everything?

         Again, though, the woman didn’t wait for Henry. She swept around the counter, confidently hoisted his canvas bag, and led him out the office door, her red and orange sari glowing like a torch in the dim light of the parking lot. The motel appeared to be empty—Unoccupied, Henry thought, as if it were a foreign land—but she led him down the line of rooms to the last one. “Two windows, front and side,” she said. “Much nicer for you than the others.”

         Inside the room, the woman switched on the light, pointed out the coffeepot on the bathroom’s vanity, and turned on the television. “Some company,” she said, “but it is like the old ones, I do not know why. It requires a few minutes to warm.”

         She stood there scowling at the television as though it were a disobedient child, so Henry took his bag from her, set it on the bed, and looked around the room. On the wall above the headboard was a painting of what seemed to be a bearded child sailing through the night sky. One of the child’s outstretched hands held a feather, apparently plucked from the red swan flying beside him. The other hand clutched a wooden stick, or maybe a flute. Below the painting, on a wicker nightstand, stood a small black lamp with a paper shade depicting a potbellied Ganesh. Henry switched on the lamp, and the figure lit up. He studied the bejeweled crown, the great floppy ears and elephant’s trunk. Ganesh was a king of sorts, some kind of Hindu god, Henry knew—but that was all he knew, really. He leaned closer and saw that Ganesh was squatting on a rat, one with an absurdly long tail wrapped twice around Ganesh’s corpulent waist. The exact same lamp, Henry now realized, had been on the motel’s office counter. Beneath it had been a bowl of green-striped mints and a stack of brochures for someplace named the Lucky Caverns.

         Henry stepped back toward the woman, but she hadn’t moved. The television still had not come on—the screen was black except for a small circle of gray light at the center—so Henry told her not to worry, that he would be fine without it. “Really,” he said, “I’ll be fine,” which made him want to laugh. He would not be fine.

         “Well, I am Latangi,” she said, and she began to spell out the name, though she did so in a sort of nonsense singsong verse: “L as in library, a as in love, t as in telegraph lines flowering above.”

         “I’m sorry?” Henry said. “A as in love? There’s no—”

         “Yes, yes.” The woman raised her hand, smiling. “Latangi,” she said again. “Its meaning is ‘slim girl.’” She laughed. “My father was hopeful, yes, but not wise.” Her shoulders swung side to side as if she were about to dance.

         Henry tried to smile. The woman reached out and handed him the room key, but he suddenly felt a bit dizzy—dehydrated, perhaps—and he dropped the key. When he bent down to retrieve it, he saw that the worn and faded carpet covering the room was printed with an almost invisible purple-and-black-paisley design and that on her feet, beneath her sari, the woman was wearing gold sandals, her toenails painted the same pale glittery blue as her fingernails.

         “Thank you so much,” Henry said, standing, a bit off balance. The woman reached toward him, gently touched his arm, but then Henry felt her grip tighten. “Oh,” the woman gasped. “Oh, oh.” Henry followed her eyes to the television.

         On the screen, a mangy dog stood on a dresser floating in the middle of a flooded street, the houses submerged to the rooflines, the water’s surface oily, dappled pink and green. The shot zoomed in so close that Henry could see the dog shaking, struggling to keep its balance on the dresser. Then the images flashed by in a rapid-fire montage of ruin and desperation: a man’s body floating facedown in the water, his shirt billowing out around him; two children hoisted in a yellow bucket from a rooftop to a helicopter; a shirtless old man with a scarred chest and long gray beard squatting on the concrete steps of a house that lay in a heap behind him; a man wading through waist-deep water with a bone-thin old woman cradled in his arms, the woman’s hands and feet dangling in the water. The volume on the television was turned down, but Henry felt as though he could hear the dramatic music that must be accompanying these images—the martial drumbeats, the groaning strings, the staccato burst of horns. When the red CNN logo swirled onto the screen, Henry turned to look at the woman, and he saw that she was weeping.

         “I am terribly, terribly sorry, Mr. Garrett. Your home, yes? You are raised there?” The woman continued crying. “Everything,” she said. “Everything.”

         Henry wanted to tell her that he was fine. He wanted somehow to comfort her.

         “Latangi?” he said, trying to pronounce the name just as the woman had pronounced it.

         “Latangi, yes,” she said.

         “Latangi, I—” But he couldn’t think of a way to say it, to explain that he had already managed, before the hurricane, to lose everything. “Yes, it’s my home. I’ve lived there my whole life. But—”

         Now he reached out to touch her arm. As if his hand had somehow set her in motion, though, she began to drift toward the door. Henry thought of the child in the painting with the plucked swan’s feather. “You will sleep tonight, yes, Mr. Garrett,” Latangi said, her head turned away as if she were afraid that Henry had already begun undressing. “If there is anything at all—” she said, but she gently closed the door before she completed the sentence.

         Henry sat down on the bed and stared at the television. He leaned forward and tried to turn up the volume, but there was still no sound. On-screen, a white-haired reporter—Henry knew his name but couldn’t remember it right then—stood atop a highway overpass rising out of the water like an amusement-park ride. He pointed behind him and shook his head, flames and black smoke pouring from the roof of a building in the distance, all but its top two floors submerged in water. Henry knew that this was New Orleans, that this was what he had left behind, what had happened these past three days, but he had not imagined, could not have imagined when he left, that it would be so bad. Yes, people had been talking about the hurricane, how it might be more powerful than Betsy or Camille, but he had decided to leave only when he saw, by late afternoon, that Magazine Street was completely empty, as if it were the morning after Mardi Gras and everyone in the city was hung over and sleeping in. Then the police cars had started passing, flashing their blue lights and announcing over a loudspeaker that the city was closed, that everyone had to be gone by dark. Can you close a city? Henry had wondered. How do you close a city? He’d left without any real sense of panic, feeling a bit like a daydreaming first-grader during a fire drill, dutifully falling into the long line of children shuffling out through the elementary school’s heavy double doors.

         He’d inched forward for five hours in the traffic until he was finally able to get off the interstate. He found a gas station in Mississippi that was still open, and he waited in line there for another hour to fill up his tank. After that he drove aimlessly along back roads that cut through farmland and pine woods, returning every now and then to the interstate but getting off again when the traffic slowed to a crawl. From time to time he checked the road atlas to make sure he was headed more or less north. He ate fast food, washed his hands and face in the restaurants’ grimy bathrooms. He spent the first night at a rest stop because all the motels he’d passed were full, the parking lots jammed with boats and trailers and overstuffed station wagons. All he’d brought was a canvas bag into which he’d thrown some underwear and shirts and a couple pairs of jeans. He no longer owned much else.

         Throughout the drive he kept hearing in his head the absurd lyrics of a song some concave-chested, acne-scarred teenager with a tongue stud had played for him a few days ago at the store. A few days ago—before everything was like this, before what he was watching on the TV. The song was by a band called the Mountain Goats, though it wasn’t really a band, the kid had carefully explained, each flash of metal in his mouth leaving Henry a bit woozy, as if it were his own tongue that had been impaled. The band was really just one guy, the teenager said, a guy who’d been a psychiatric nurse hopped up on amphetamines, though he was now completely clean, a vegan even, maybe a Buddhist or something too, and Henry had listened to the singer’s nasally voice and his badly tuned guitar, the song apparently recorded onto a cassette tape in a boom box in this Mountain Goat Man’s Portland or Seattle bathroom: I hope when you think of me years down the line, you can’t find one good thing to say, and I’d hope that if I found the strength to walk out, you’d stay the hell out of my way.

         “Ah, a love song,” Henry had joked, and the boy had nodded, his head frenetically bobbing up and down.

         “You got it,” the boy said. “You most definitely have got it.”

         Henry listened. Everything about the song should have been perfectly awful, but it wasn’t—or, rather, it was. It was both perfect and awful. It was, indeed, a love song, a swirling mixture of bitterness and bile and desperate longing: I am drowning, the singer screamed at the end, which must have been why the song had wound up in Henry’s head, that image of water and drowning, the bitterness and desperation, as he drove away from the storm. I am drowning. There is no sign of land. You are coming down with me, hand in unlovable hand. And I hope you die. I hope we both die.

         Of course. I hope you die. I hope we both die. Oh boy.

         Henry couldn’t explain, even to himself, why he liked such music. He just did. He liked the off-key, the unbalanced, the anguished, the forlorn: the guttural rumblings of Tom Waits, Dylan’s scratch and claw, Skip James’s cracking falsetto, Lou Reed’s drone, Johnny Cash’s hoarse whisper, Billie Holiday near the end, when her voice was gone and every word she sang seemed tormented, shot through with pain, doomed. Actually, it wasn’t that he liked these voices, exactly, or that he thought the lyrics in these songs—in any songs, really—were communicating anything profound. But there was something there, something imperfect, something sharp and bent and rusty, that tore into him somehow, that made him believe the human condition was one great and mournful but still achingly beautiful cry.

         Maybe the explanation was as simple as what Amy had said again and again, with ever-diminishing affection: that he was, deep down, still just a dopey adolescent kid, as absurd as that tongue-studded teenager, forever filled with longing, forever admiring all the bruises and black eyes and jagged scars he’d accumulated through the years. But Amy, his wife—Once his wife? Still his wife? No longer his wife?—Amy was not a kid. She was anything but a kid. Had that been the problem—that even at forty-one, he was still a child, and she was not?

         By Henry’s second day of driving, the drowning song had evaporated, drummed out of his head by the sheer monotony of the road, by the trees and utility poles and mile markers and billboards he shot past. He had no idea where he was going. He wound up somewhere in southern Georgia. He bought some fruit at a roadside stand, and as the old man there put the plums and peaches into a plastic bag, he said something about the storm and about rice fields growing best under a foot or more of water, but the old man’s speech was so garbled, his accent so thick, that Henry couldn’t really understand him.

         “Thank you,” Henry said, nodding, when the man handed him the plastic bag.

         “Ya bedder schubederee blaterik maneshkin, ike tallin ya,” the man called out when Henry reached his car.

         “Yes, yes, good-bye,” Henry said, nodding again and waving as if he understood perfectly what the man had said.

         More and more, Henry had realized as he drove away, that was happening to him. People spoke in ways that he didn’t understand; their accents, their words, the language that they used—all of it seemed to reach him as if it were being transmitted through tin cans and string.

         That night he’d simply turned onto a gravel road and parked next to an overgrown baseball field, the red lights of the scoreboard mysteriously switched on. Go Spartans! the scoreboard said, though the home team had been down 3–0 in the sixth.

         By the third day—Was it really the third day? Henry wondered—he had no idea where he was. He’d heard a few things on the car radio—reports of a breached levee, of the Superdome crowded with those who’d stayed behind, of Mayor Nagin angrily pleading for help—but he hadn’t wanted to hear it, hadn’t wanted to know. He no longer wanted information, the endless stream of disjointed facts that his mind took in but somehow couldn’t process, as if his brain were a sponge left soaking too long in dirty water. As a kid he’d been proud of his mental acuity, his ability to memorize minute details: baseball players’ batting averages and long geometry equations, song titles and the dialogue from TV shows and nearly all the capital cities in the world, from Addis Ababa to Yerevan. He’d come to understand, though, with a kind of sullen relief—no longer would he have to bear the prodigy’s awful burden—that he was exactly the opposite of brilliant, the opposite of someone who could, with just a few pertinent facts, solve the most complex of problems. He could memorize an encyclopedia’s worth of information and still be able to figure out nothing.

         Sometimes, before he’d left his job and everything else behind, when he was teaching his eleventh-grade American lit class—expounding on, say, the narrative tricks and turns that Faulkner is up to in As I Lay Dying—he’d step away from the blackboard and realize that he’d scribbled so much there that not one word of it was legible, that he had produced a kind of portrait in black and white of his own addled mind. No wonder his students often seemed shell-shocked, mouths open, pens frozen above their spiral notebooks. How could they possibly figure out what they were supposed to remember?

         Instead of listening to the news reports, then, he’d quickly scanned through the radio stations until he wound up tuned to the frenzied sermon of some evangelical preacher. When he moved beyond the reach of that Christian station, he easily found another—and then another after that. He didn’t exactly listen to what these preachers were shouting, but he found himself transfixed, just as he had been as a child, by the eerie, discordant music of their voices, by the rising and falling intonation and the congregations’ dark murmurings of assent, Hammond B3 organs punctuating the complex rhythms of hand claps and foot stomps and shouts, the rapid-fire ricochet of call-and-response.

         Sit at His feet and be blessed! one of these preachers shouted, and a hundred voices, maybe a thousand, answered straightaway: Amen.

         Keep my mind stayed on Thee! And the voices replied: Amen.

         Expect to be landed upon the shore! Meet me over in the city that’s not made by hand! They tell me that city is made four-square. I want to go there! Gates upon the north and south! Gates upon the east and west! I want to go there! I’m clamoring to go there!

         Lord, make a way out of no way!

         Amen, Henry had silently chimed in. The cavernous echo of these broadcasts made them sound to him like indecipherable but urgent transmissions from another realm. He thought, of course, about his father, who’d been a professor at Tulane, an anthropologist who’d begun, long before Henry was born, frequenting such churches throughout Louisiana and Mississippi, recording and transcribing the sermons and hymns. Henry’s father had written his dissertation on sorrow songs throughout the world, examining the shared thematic strains of Gypsy cantatas, Portuguese fados, black spirituals, and Delta blues. Henry had once heard someone describe his father as a “song catcher,” and he remembered as a young child picturing him wearing khaki fatigues and holding a giant net, swinging it in wide circles as if he might somehow sweep these songs from the air the way a scientist would capture butterflies in a field of wildflowers. He remembered his father once telling someone—a colleague? a student? Henry himself or Mary, his sister?—that the only thing he was an absolute expert at was longing and loss.

         And now Henry had become an expert on that as well. He had lost everything, yes, just as Latangi had said, but as he’d tried to tell her, it hadn’t been the hurricane that had done it. He’d lost everything months ago—nearly a year now, in fact.

         Everything, Henry thought, hearing Latangi’s lilting voice as he sat on the motel-room bed, still transfixed by the images on the TV.

         He had squandered not only his job and his marriage but his entire life, reinventing himself by means of erasure, summoning thin air, as it were, from substance. He’d had everything and then, poof, in a magician’s cloud of manufactured smoke, he had nothing. He hadn’t exactly understood at first that this was what he was up to, couldn’t have explained it even to himself. But the hurricane had merely completed the job, had hurled him forward so that finally, lo and behold, he no longer recognized a single thing about his life.

         Lone behold, one of his students had once written in a paper, and Henry had loved the mistake. Lone behold. He’d added it to the list of delightful errors he kept on an index card in his desk drawer, a list he no longer had because he hadn’t bothered to return to pick up anything from school when he quit. Quit or was fired? Well, it didn’t matter. Lone behold, hammy-downs, boneified, tale-gating, butt naked, asp burger, peach-tree dish, udder silence. He remembered all of that, remembered precisely where the index card was in the drawer, remembered which kid had made which mistake, remembered whether or not he had cringed or winced or laughed or felt a profound compassion for all that was good and kind and true and dumb in this world.

         Udder silence. That’s what he needed. For a long time now—he couldn’t remember how long—there’d been a strange clatter in his head; he felt as though his brain had been scrambled, pithed, the way he’d been forced to do to the frogs in his high-school biology class when Father Ferguson, skeletal and arthritic, his vestments reeking of formaldehyde and cherry pipe smoke, rattled from table to table to make sure none of the boys were engaged in extracurricular acts of torture. “Your problem, Garrett,” Father Ferguson had once scolded him, knocking his pipe against Henry’s desk, “is that you can’t think straight.”

         It was true, Henry knew. And it was still true. He could not think straight. He had never been able to. But now it was worse. Now, in addition to his own crooked, winding, aimless thoughts, he heard, not voices exactly, but clatter—he didn’t have a better word for it; he’d tried but couldn’t come up with anything else that accurately captured the sensation. It wasn’t static or interference or noise; it wasn’t feedback or reverb or echoing; it was clatter. He was besieged by snatches of song lyrics, by lines from poems, by commercial jingles, by actors’ stentorian recitations, by bits of conversation from years ago, from childhood, all of it looped and overlapping, endlessly repeated until, for no reason he understood, it suddenly stopped, his brain going quiet.

         The clatter, despite the annoyance of it, despite the cacophony, made Henry feel oddly ecstatic, transported, brilliantly alive, as if his brain were finally letting go, bit by bit, of all the useless information he had acquired his whole life. He had never remembered his dreams until the clatter began, but now he woke up with long, intricately convoluted stories spilling through his thoughts, unable to distinguish sometimes what he had simply imagined from what he had actually seen or heard or done. The world—the very fact of his being alive in the world—seemed in these moments incredible to Henry, as if any minute now light would burst forth from his fingertips.

         Then the clatter—the ecstasy of the clatter—disappeared, and he was left feeling despondent, shaken, utterly and unalterably alone. His right eye—just the one eye, not the other—began watering for no reason, as if half of his face, half of him, had set about weeping.

         Amy, of course, had told him to get help, to talk to someone about what was going on—she’d told him this from the very beginning, in fact, from the first dream he’d had about his father—but Henry hadn’t listened. Why should he listen? He already knew what was happening. He was merely following in his father’s footsteps. He was gradually but inexorably losing his mind.

         Going crazy, as Amy knew, as he’d told her a hundred times, was the most distinctive and persistent of the Garrett traits, the deep dark cleft in their familial chin. He’d explained it to her when they first met—not a warning exactly but, well, information, he’d said, just something he figured she ought to know. He’d made it sound as though he were joking. He hadn’t been, of course. He’d described for her the generations of Garretts who had made the ascent to the rickety, toppling edge of sanity only to peer down into the great abyss below. Most of the stories were mundanely sad ones, stories of quiet disappearances and grim sanatoriums and lonely suicides. Some were so strange, though, that they were almost funny. Before the turn of the century, in the 1880s or 1890s, one of Henry’s paternal ancestors had famously leaped from a bank building on Canal Street, his pockets stuffed with cash. Snooks Eaglin, a local musician, a blind man, had written a song about the incident, a song Henry once heard him sing at the Mid-City bowling alley where he performed on Thursday nights, the crowd shouting out requests while dancing on the waxed wooden floor in bowling shoes or sock feet, the thump and rumble of the balls and the crack and echo of the tumbling pins creating the sensation that a mighty thunderstorm was raging outside.

         Angel’s left his wings behind, Eaglin sang in a comical stage whisper, as if he were imparting a secret he was worried might be overheard. He leaned near the microphone and flashed a smile directly to a young woman in the audience as if he could see her, as if he weren’t really blind.

         
            Angel’s left his wings behind.

            Figures he’ll put them to use some other time.

            Standing at the edge of that windowsill,

            he’s betting heaven’s got change for them hundred-dollar bills.

         

         Henry had meant to approach Eaglin sometime and ask where he’d heard the story and when exactly he’d written the song, but he never did. He lacked his father’s fervor for historical detail. All around, in every way, Henry knew, what he lacked was fervor. Instead he possessed torpor; he embraced turbidity; he welcomed languor. He was a woolgatherer. A coward. A squanderer. A louse.

         Oh, the sweet, sad lamentations of one Henry Archer Garrett, he heard in the radio preacher’s singsong voice, the woeful likes of which this world might be well and goodly blessed to never see hide nor hair of again.

         Amen.

         Henry had also told Amy how as a child he’d watched as his great-uncle William Rainey Garrett, his grandfather’s only brother, became completely undone.

         “Undone?” Amy had said.

         “You know what I mean,” Henry had answered.

         “You mean crazy?” Amy said, and he’d nodded, but what seemed more interesting to Henry was the manner in which that craziness expressed itself. His great-uncle had been a municipal court judge who, after his wife died from breast cancer, began handing down increasingly bizarre sentences to defendants. He’d ordered a landlord convicted of beating up tenants late with the rent to leave the state and not return until he’d gotten Willie Mays’s signature on a baseball glove, and he’d told a French Quarter stripper convicted on morals charges that she had to adopt three dogs from the SPCA by the end of the week or he’d send her to jail. Finally, his great-uncle ordered a man who’d been convicted of stealing a few hundred dollars and a Doberge cake from Gambino’s Bakery to scale the Robert E. Lee monument and scrub the pigeon droppings from the Confederate general’s hat; the monument was sixty feet high, and while drunkenly attempting to comply with the order, the man had fallen, breaking his left arm and cracking his hip. He’d made it only about five feet up the column. At that point, Judge Garrett had been quietly removed from the bench.

         It had all begun, Henry told Amy, with his great-uncle’s wife’s death. So maybe it had been sorrow that fueled the madness.

         “At least sparked it,” Amy said.

         “At least sparked it,” Henry agreed.

         Henry had gone with his father to visit his great-uncle a few months before the old man died. The navy-blue Lincoln Town Car in his garage had four flat tires, and Henry and his father listened as his great-uncle, sitting at the kitchen table, repeated the same story over and over—how he’d once stood with his wife, Maudellena, at the top of Mount McKinley when the wind was so strong it blew pebbles across their feet until they were covered up to their ankles.

         “You already told us that one, Uncle Will,” Henry’s father said each time the story was done, smiling conspiratorially at Henry and patting the old man’s arm.

         “Did I?” he said, shaking his head, a strange vacant look of horror imprinted on his face, as if each moment contained for the old man some component of recognition of the clarity and reason that had been stolen from him.

         Henry’s father, before he disappeared, had told Henry, though Henry was too young to understand exactly what his father meant, that this penchant for madness was like a fascinating but exquisitely grotesque family heirloom, one that remained tucked away inside a drawer for years and years until it was finally pulled out for inspection on some appropriately dire occasion.

         “No matter how badly you want to see it, don’t go looking for it,” his father had told him. “Maybe you won’t stumble upon it.”

         Henry had just nodded, thoroughly confused. Who would want to go looking for madness? And what should he be doing, what should he be looking for instead?

         It was as if his father were talking to himself, though, rather than his son, and yet his father had indeed stumbled upon this grotesque family heirloom. “Carried off by the blues,” his mother had once said of his father’s disappearance, as if it were something charmingly romantic, deserving of its own musical homage. She had never once acknowledged, despite Henry’s and Mary’s anguish and confusion, that their father had—cruelly, unforgivably—abandoned them, had simply left behind everything, the only apparent clue to his disappearance the words scribbled on a sheet of paper on his office desk at Tulane. They were, Henry eventually learned, the first three lines of a Charley Patton song:

         
            I’m goin’ away, to a world unknown

            I’m goin’ away, to a world unknown

            I’m worried now, but I won’t be worried long…

         

         His father probably hadn’t meant anything by writing out these words and leaving them on his desk. They probably were not a suicide note or a final cryptic fuck-you flourish. His father was always scribbling lyrics in the black notebook he kept in his pocket. When he was little, Henry hadn’t understood that his father wasn’t making up these words, that he was simply transcribing what he’d heard.

         Now Henry had done exactly what his father had done. He had disappeared. He had driven aimlessly until he wound up precisely in the middle of nowhere, in a motel with lampshades printed with the image of Ganesh, the Hindus’ crazy deity, a royal elephant astride a rat. Wasn’t there anywhere else he could have gone, any friends who would have welcomed him, who would have embraced him and offered a meal and a bed?

         Friends. They were already part of the everything that he had managed to lose. Wife, home, job, friends.

         The art of losing. That was part of the first line of a poem he used to teach, a poet losing door keys, handkerchiefs. Even a continent, she said. A lover? A father? Had she lost a father? He couldn’t remember. So many things, the poem had asserted, seem filled with the intent to be lost.

         He had lost them all, lost everything. He had swallowed ruin and wreckage and despair. He was alone, fully alone, and he could not even bring himself to weep, could not summon that awful cry of loss and longing and regret that would at least announce that he was alive.

         Well, he needed to sleep. But he could not stop watching, in silence, the devastation on TV. Even the commercials that interrupted the news—the shiny cars and complicated exercise equipment and scowling attorneys—seemed part of the whole ordeal, a scripted morality play whose message, like that of the hysterical preachers on the radio, was inscrutable to Henry. At first he tried to guess what the reporters must be saying as they stood on wet and dark French Quarter corners—at St. Peter and Royal, at Chartres and St. Louis—or rode through the flooded streets in narrow boats with outboard motors, but as the hours passed he realized that, to counteract the silence, to fend off his exhaustion, he had begun making up their words. They mouthed the lyrics to Bob Dylan’s “Don’t Fall Apart on Me Tonight,” which he’d once proposed to Amy they adopt as their theme song, a suggestion for which she’d only half jokingly slapped him, hard enough to sting. The reporters recited ingredients that Amy used to read aloud to him from the recipes she’d concocted. They counted to one hundred in French and then Spanish—Henry had memorized these words as a kid without bothering to learn the languages—and they sang “The Star-Spangled Banner” in Latangi’s lilting Indian accent. He saw the masses huddled outside the Superdome and the convention center, some of them shouting angrily at the cameras, most merely hanging their heads, defeated and grim, and he heard in his head the swelling strings of that endless Gavin Bryars composition, the one that for nearly an hour looped the sad, sweet voice of a bum in a London tube station, the bum singing over and over: Jesus’s blood never failed me yet.

         Udder silence. Lone behold. None of this can be real, Henry told himself, and it was as if he were constructing for his students some complex exercise in grammar and mechanics: none of this can be, could be, will be, has been, has ever been, will ever be, will ever have been real.

         But it was real, Henry knew. He knew that much, at least. He was not that far gone. He kept recognizing the neighborhoods and buildings that popped up on the screen: an antiques store on Royal Street where he once bought Amy a mirror, the plywood covering the store’s windows ripped away, the glass shattered; Lawrence’s Bakery on the corner of Filmore and Elysian Fields, its metal roof twisted grotesquely, like the recently shed skin of a giant snake; the Robert E. Lee theater, the floodwaters nearly reaching its marquee; the Bucktown shrimp boats pitched up against the side of an elementary-school gym like broken and abandoned toys. In high school Henry had dated a girl from Bucktown, a Mount Carmel Academy girl named Lacey Gaudet whose father had single-handedly built a new house in the backyard of their old one, transferring the bricks one by one from the old house to the new. When he was just about done, Henry had asked him what he planned to do with the foundation of the old house, and Mr. Gaudet said he was going to turn it into a giant indoor swimming pool, each room a different pool but all of them connected by narrow channels of water. “Just like the bayous,” he’d told Henry, smiling. “What do you think?”

         Henry had believed him, hadn’t realized that Mr. Gaudet was pulling his leg. But then he had slapped Henry on the back and said, with a bitterness that caught Henry by surprise, “It’s all coming down, son. It’s good for nothing.”

         Henry had liked Mr. Gaudet. He had been a riverboat pilot but retired early when his wife died. Lacey had once proposed setting up her father and Henry’s mother. When Henry said he didn’t think so, Lacey said, “It might be cool, you know. He’s kind of lonely.”

         “My mother doesn’t go out on dates,” Henry told her. “You’ve met her. She doesn’t go anywhere.”

         “Well, maybe she would,” Lacey said. “Maybe if he called her and asked her.”

         “No,” Henry said, uncomfortable. How could he explain to Lacey without hurting her feelings that her father and his mother inhabited separate worlds, that they were about as different as two people could possibly be? His mother was—what? An intellectual? An artist? A bohemian? What word would she have used? An eccentric? A recluse? A hermit? A loon?

         Henry could still hear his mother’s voice, the silly wordplay in which she and Henry’s sister had engaged, a kind of game requiring the construction of nonsensical phrases: Unilateral eclipse. Ecclesiastical ellipsis. Liturgical itinerancy. Truncated vice. There were rules, but Henry hadn’t understood them. He’d sensed that they didn’t want him to understand.

         When he and Lacey had first started dating, Henry had offered to help her father with the house. “What can you do, Henry?” Mr. Gaudet had asked. “Masonry? Roofing? Tile work?” Henry had been forced to admit that he didn’t know how to do anything. Mr. Gaudet had wrapped his arm around Henry’s shoulder as if to suggest that he felt bad that Henry didn’t have a father to teach him such skills. But Henry’s father, of course, hadn’t known how to do any of those things either. He was a professor, Henry had wanted to say, figuring that would provide sufficient explanation. Even before his father left, nothing in their house—leaking faucets, broken tiles, warped window screens, peeling plaster—had ever gotten fixed.

         Breaking things. Breaking down. Those, too, like losing, were the arts that Henry—and so many Garretts before him—had mastered.

         Lacey was the one, though, who had broken up with Henry. It was during senior year, after a dance at Mount Carmel, one in which they’d argued the whole time about something—he couldn’t remember what—the two of them sitting at the top of the gym’s bleachers and shouting at each other over the music.

         “This isn’t exactly what I’d call fun,” Lacey had told him once they’d finally gone outside, and she’d left him there, leaning against his car, an old mud-colored Chevy Impala with torn red vinyl seats, a car that still smelled, a year later, of the skunk he’d run over one night on Pontchartrain Boulevard. After that night Lacey had made a face every single time she got into the car, but Henry had grown to like the smell, the strange acrid sweetness of it.

         It had been the very night he’d hit the skunk—in fact, precisely because he’d hit the skunk—that Henry and Lacey had first had sex, in a thick grove of magnolia trees in a small park near the lakefront. Earlier, they’d stopped at the 7-Eleven near Lacey’s house, and they’d poured a pint of rum into Coca-Cola Icees, their usual concoction. They were driving around listening to the radio and trying to finish their drinks before heading to a party. But when they hit the skunk—they’d thought for a second that it was a squirrel, which was awful enough, but then they were instantly assaulted by the smell, their eyes watering, Lacey suddenly coughing and gagging—Henry pulled over as soon as he could. They scrambled from the car into the magnolia grove only to discover that the smell was still there, that it was on their clothes. So they peeled off their shirts and jeans, but Lacey smelled her hair and then her hands and started gagging again. She started cursing in a way he’d never heard her curse, using the foulest of language, choking it out—Jesus motherfucking Christ! Goddamned motherfucking sonofamotherfuckingbitch!—but she was laughing even as she cursed, and Henry was laughing too but also worried someone would hear Lacey, would come running and think he was assaulting her, so he tried to put his hand over her mouth. She snapped at his fingers as if she meant to bite him, but then she licked his palm and said, Ugh, I can taste it, I can, I swear it’s fucking everywhere, so he started licking her hand and then her arm and then her neck, just to tease her, to make her laugh, and he kept saying I like it or Mmmm or something stupid like that, and that’s how they’d wound up actually doing it, both of them a little drunk, or at least tipsy enough to fend off the shyness and the cringing embarrassment and the ignorance and fear. And it was okay; it was. They both felt fine about it and in the months that followed they got a bit better and managed a kind of patient, fumbling grace, but they never quite overcame the new weight that somehow descended upon their time together, and it was probably that weight, the drag of it, more than any big argument or suspected infidelity, that finally caused Lacey to break up with him.

         He wondered now what had happened to Lacey Gaudet. She’d gone off to LSU, he knew, but then he’d never seen her again, never come across her name in the Times-Picayune, never heard from someone who knew someone that she’d gotten married or had had a baby or had wound up divorced. How could it happen that people simply disappeared from your life? And her father—was he still alive? Was he still living in that house? Then it occurred to Henry that even if Mr. Gaudet was alive and still living in Bucktown, the house he’d built with his own hands was certainly now gone. Henry closed his eyes and tried to imagine it, tried to envision not just the Gaudet house but every house in the city underwater: his mother’s house, Amy’s. He imagined water rushing street to street, climbing walls, bursting through windows. Oh God. Was it really possible? Even though he was seeing it on the TV, he couldn’t do it, couldn’t really create a convincing picture in his head.

         Henry stared at the screen until dawn, until he noticed the line of light at the edge of the room’s heavy curtains, then he turned off the television and stepped outside, out onto the parking lot, the asphalt glistening, the few cars and pickup trucks there shining with dew. Where was he? How had he wound up here? There was no one, not a single person on this earth, who knew where he was, what had become of him.

         No, there was this one person, a complete stranger: Latangi. L as in library, a as in love. A as in love? T as in flowering telegraph lines?

         Nothing made sense anymore.

         Henry looked beyond the motel’s gray walls and flat roof to the mountains, but the air was misty, and the mountains seemed to have disappeared overnight, seemed as though they had simply been erased.

         He stepped back into his room, lay down on the bed in his dirty clothes, closed his eyes, and slept.

      

   


   
      
         
            Two

         

         AS USUAL, his sleep was fitful, littered with the fragments of dreams, each with the same absurd, entirely predictable theme—that he was lost, that the world lay in ruins around him. In each he appeared as a sort of shadowy figure, a phantom or nomad. Or worse: a tourist who had misread his guidebook and had wandered into a neighborhood or across a border where he wasn’t supposed to stray.

         One moment he shuffled unnoticed through a bustling, dusty market somewhere in Senegal; in the next he bent above a legless Armenian beggar to hear the plaintive strains of a reeded duduk. At a Shinto shrine in Nara, the ancient Japanese capital—a place he’d actually visited with Amy—he knelt on a carpet of cherry blossoms before a mural depicting the sun goddess’s brother Susano, the god of storms, brandishing his sword above the roiling waves to slay an eight-headed dragon.

         Like a portentous National Geographic Channel special, these fragments of dreams were accompanied by an interminable narration, a relentless litany of woes intoned in a weary, measured cadence. The world is irreparably in thrall to violence, the voice declared. Everywhere soldiers flash their rifles and spit curses. Men, women, and children cower in the street. Villages burn, cities collapse, cars explode into blossoms of bright shrapnel and black flames. Somalia. Yemen. Sierra Leone. Iraq. All is chaos, misrule. All is fury and vanity and desire.

         How is it, the narrator pondered, that this man who would throw away his life has survived? Why hasn’t he been shot or captured and held for ransom or beheaded? This man who no longer believes in luck, in providence, in blessedness or good fortune? This squanderer? This coward? This louse?

         The dreams went on, a turgid and wearying documentary, inexpertly spliced, the narrator’s voice a caricature of Henry’s own, his baritone deepened to a bottomless bass. Henry watched himself shoving his way through teeming streets, past young girls twirling in the last tatters of taffeta dresses, past boys who bared their scrawny chests and flexed their withered arms as though their bodies were made of steel. Henry saw himself crossing deserts and traversing mountains, braving listing buses and smoke-spewing trains. He had no idea where, in these dreams, he was trying to get to, where it was he thought he was going. He was lost. He was always lost. He didn’t need these dreams to tell him that.

         And then the girl appeared, as she always did now, and Henry was struck once again by the sheer desolation of his desire. The downy swell of her abdomen, the torturous landscape of still-ripening breasts and thighs. Her delicate hands, the nails jagged, gnawed, unpainted. The melancholy smile, the schoolgirl shrug of her shoulders, the clack of a peppermint, the sweetly indecipherable scent of her skin. The images descended into the obscene, a jumbled litany of erotic enumeration: lithe folds of labia, dark areolae of breasts, ass and calf and snatch—all of it tawdry and overwrought, as if the words had been stolen from some slathering poet: the pouting berry of lips, the jaunty cock of hips, the sinuous stretch and spread and coiling whip of ecstatic release, song of the demonic, protrusion of nipple, juice and sweat, blossom and blossom and ache.

         Oh God. And now, for the first time in all of these dreams, the girl had acquired a name: Clarissa Nash.

         Clarissa Nash. Henry had no idea where this name had come from, who the girl might be. She was not one of his former high-school students, thank God, at least not one he could remember. And why—and how?—would he remember someone he didn’t remember? He tried to persuade himself that she must be simply a character from a book, but he knew that this too could not be true. She was far too real, far too—absurd as it might sound—detailed. How old was she? Nineteen or twenty, Henry guessed, maybe a bit older. Not a child. At least not that. Even so, he was forty-one. His desire was unyielding, sublime, pathetic, absurd. Whether or not she actually existed seemed, in a way, the least of his concerns. He just wanted her, wanted these dreams, to leave him alone.

         The girl, unnamed then, had begun to appear in his dreams three months ago—in May, when Amy had finally given up on him and left New Orleans. She hadn’t cried when she told him she was leaving; she’d been resolute, abrupt, unflinching. He’d asked her to stay, to give him time; he’d explained that he was doing better, that he was figuring things out.

         “You’re living in a grocery store, Henry,” she’d told him. “What is it exactly you think you’re figuring out?”

         It was true. Nine months earlier he’d moved out. He’d taken everything he owned to the empty grocery store, which he’d bought with his share of the money from his mother’s estate. It was a vast, fluorescent-lit aluminum-and-glass building on Magazine Street a few blocks from their house on Prytania—Amy’s house, actually, a beautifully renovated shotgun he’d simply moved into when they got married. Everything about the grocery store was tired and sad and downtrodden, the front windows smeared with grease and dotted with the taped corners of old advertisements, the aluminum shelves sagging and bent, the red-tiled floors cracked. Fresh and Friendly had been the grocery’s name when it was still operating, though Amy had dubbed it the Stale and Surly. She’d refused to shop there, pointing out that the canned goods were always covered with dust, that the floor was always sticky, that the one shelf reserved for international foods included, as if they were exotic delicacies, anchovies and Vienna sausages. She’d said that Melvin the butcher, in his white shirt and thin black tie and bloody apron, constantly complained about the weather and about foreigners and about children’s grimy fingers on the glass of the meat case.

         Amy had nearly killed Henry, of course, when he told her he’d used his mother’s money, his only inheritance, to buy the building.

         She’d shaken her head, disgusted. “You’ve fucking lost it, Henry,” she’d said. “This time you’ve really fucking lost it.”

         He’d tried to explain it to her, had begged her to understand. Now, though, to be honest, he couldn’t really remember what he’d been thinking or what he’d said to Amy in his defense. He had just felt—he had known—that he couldn’t keep the money from his mother’s estate, that he didn’t want it. And when the store had been put up for sale, he’d bought it. It was crazy. He’d known it was crazy. But it had been necessary. That was one of the words he’d used with Amy. Necessary.

         “Necessary?” Amy had said, incredulous, irate, packing her bags for a trip to Central America, to Guatemala and Honduras and Belize. Hunting the Palm’s Heart: A Hundred Recipes, her next book was to be called. She’d told him the names of the different trees: the cohune, the waree, the jipijapa, the pokenoboy. She’d told him that each had a different heart. The names had spun in his head; he’d imagined the spiked leaves, the towering trunks. He hadn’t been able to respond, to think clearly, to explain what he meant.

         “You’re going to open a business, Henry?” Amy had said, and he’d known from the way she’d said the word business precisely what she meant—that he was not equipped to run a business, to run anything: a lawn mower, a vacuum, a blender. He’d tried to think of something he could say that he planned to do with the building—open a bookstore, maybe, or perhaps a concert hall or coffee shop.

         “You could have a restaurant there,” he’d told her instead. “I bet you could do it.”

         “If I’d wanted a restaurant, Henry,” Amy had responded, “don’t you think I’d have mentioned it by now?”

         She’d looked at him, fuming, waiting to hear what on fucking God’s green earth he might say next. God’s green earth. That was one of her favorite expressions. He’d said nothing, so Amy had zipped her luggage shut, looked at him again, and sighed. “I don’t know what’s wrong with you,” she’d said, her voice quiet now. “I understand something’s wrong, but I can’t tell you what it is or how to fix it. I wish I could. Believe me, I wish I could. But you’re going to have to do it on your own. You’re going to have to find someone, Henry. I’ve thought about this a lot. Before this. Before now. While I’m gone, you’re going to have to find someone. You hear me? You understand what I’m saying?”

         “Yes,” he’d said, “I understand.” And she had just left him there.

         No. First she had put her arms around him, told him she loved him, told him that he was the kindest man, the most generous and loving man, she’d ever known. She told him he’d get through this, that she knew he would, but that he needed to figure out how. “You need to,” she’d said, but he hadn’t been sure if that was a plea or a threat. Then she’d left.

         He’d stood there in the bedroom, waited, then sat down on the bed. He’d wanted to call out to her, tell her that he had lied, that he did not understand anything, that he was—his mind was—addled. Disordered.

         Then he’d heard the door close, heard Amy leaving. He understood what he was losing, what he had lost, but he couldn’t help himself.

         Find someone, she had said. He’d known exactly what she meant: Find a doctor, a therapist, a shrink. Talk to him or her. Take whatever pills were prescribed. Get better. Get himself unaddled, unclattered, de-pithed, unbent.

         Instead he had simply moved out of their house and into the store. This, too, he had decided, was necessary, was something he needed to do even though he could hear Amy’s voice in his head, even though he knew what she would say, the very words she would use.

         Crazy.

         Idiot.

         Disaster.

         Unforgivable.

         Too much.

         The end.

         He’d thought about his father’s disappearance—home and then not home, here and then gone. Now and now and now and finally then. These words took on a flavor in his mouth, a certain metallic bitterness. They acquired colors and shades, even shapes. He saw them in the late-afternoon light spilling through the grimy storefront windows and in the dust his feet kicked up off the red-tiled floor.

         So unremarkable had been his father’s departure that he had no memory of the final words that had passed between them, a final glance or touch. Here. Gone. Now. Then.

         
              

         

         With Amy still in Central America, unaware of what he’d done, he’d settled in. He slept on a mattress in the nook of the elevated customer-service counter, all of his possessions—his books and records and CDs and fountain pens and photographs, his clothes and his collection of old inlaid wooden boxes, his father’s double bass and beat-up guitars and banjo, a kora from Mali, congas from Cuba, a few of his mother’s strange, garish paintings—all of it spread out across the grocery-store shelves as though he meant to sell them. He didn’t know why he was there, didn’t know what he was doing, what he would tell Amy when she returned. His mind wasn’t right—that was about the only thing he knew. He felt sometimes as though his eyes wouldn’t quite focus, as if his pupils were dilated and taking in too much light. His thoughts wandered like a dog endlessly tracking a phantom scent, like random musical notes on a staff that, when played, produced something that vaguely resembled a melody but was not, was simply noise. When people started peering through the windows and knocking on the glass doors, asking what he wanted for this or that, he let them in, told them to pay whatever they thought was a fair price. It was usually more than he would have thought to ask for.

         He figured that, soon enough, everything would be gone and he would be released from his life, but then at night or early in the morning, people began leaving their own stuff, their own unwanted possessions, outside the door: bags of clothes and toys, toaster ovens and boom boxes and ice skates and prom dresses and bow ties and bicycles and picture books and paperback novels and ceramic vases and dog crates and infant car seats and shoe boxes stuffed with photographs and postcards and letters. Henry hauled everything inside and put it all out on the shelves, and before long there were teenagers with spiked hair and young couples holding hands and old women and antiques dealers spending hours rooting through the junk, homeless men coming inside for the coffee he made in one of the half a dozen drip machines—two Mr. Coffees, two Black and Deckers, a Krups, a Braun—that had been left at the store, men who couldn’t manage more than a few words of conversation but liked to pick up his father’s banjo or one of the old guitars and pretend they could play, mumbling the lyrics to songs they hadn’t heard in years, songs that reminded them, Henry guessed, of women they’d known before their lives had fallen apart.
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