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Praise for Corpus Christi



‘A gorgeous, accomplished debut’


—DAVID MITCHELL,
‘Books of the Year’, The Independent


‘Stunning and complex … It’s hurricane country, and Johnston’s exquisitely drawn men and women are riders on the storm, coping with an iffy emotional landscape that mirrors Corpus Christi’s own, where the past is too easily washed away and the ocean has no memory’


—Los Angeles Times Book Review


‘Hard-eyed, life-affirming … These stories are relentlessly sober, large-hearted, and intense. In their pathos, to quote C. S. Lewis on Chaucer, “every fluctuation of gnawing hope, every pitiful subterfuge of the flattering imagination, is held up to our eyes without mercy” (The Allegory of Love); and yet their effect is spiritually bracing. We are human to the last’


—Boston Sunday Globe


‘Fans of Raymond Carver’s spare, carefully crafted stories will rejoice. … [Johnston has] a pitch-perfect ear for dialogue and a dead-on eye for conjuring an entire universe with one simple detail. … His 10 stories are individual gems. … Johnston’s genius lies in weaving a web of optimism around a series of difficult topics … If [these stories] are read as they seem destined to be—obsessively, in one sitting—their rapt audience will turn the last page with a profound sense of calm’


—San Francisco Chronicle


‘In the mold of Denis Johnson, Ian McEwan, and Barry Gifford, Johnston is a writer of stories that peel away the soul of a man, sometimes with quaking fingers, other times with a hunting knife. The stories are sometimes spastically violent, other times uncommonly delicate, but always memorable’


—Pages


‘A good story induces a polite nod; a great story can hurt your feelings. These stories can make a reader’s blood ache’


—Texas Books in Review


‘[Bret Anthony Johnston is] a fresh young writer from Texas who writes as if he’s a wise old man from the hard cities of the heart. His honesty is a beacon to the soul’


—CHRIS OFFUTT, Tin House


‘Ordinary people in ordinary circumstances are the catalysts for extraordinary fiction in this impressive debut collection of short stories’


—The Dallas Morning News


‘A beautiful and auspicious debut, Corpus Christi points to a bright future both for the short story genre and for Johnston as a writer. If Corpus Christi is any indication, we can expect great things from both in years to come’


—Arkansas Times


‘Taut, tender … acutely observed, true-to-life stories wrung completely of sentiment … Johnston has a long career ahead of him’


—San Antonio Express-News


‘Simplistic and brisk on the surface, Johnston’s debut collection of short stories is actually intense and lyrical … achingly beautiful’


—LA Weekly


‘Devastating’


—Austin Chronicle


‘The world that Johnston brings us into is at once familiar and oddly surreal, for the author writes with great attention to detail and nuance’


—Kirkus Reviews
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Waterwalkers


AS HURRICANE ALICIA DRIFTED NORTH-NORTHWEST up the Gulf Coast from Veracruz, Mexico, Sonny Atwill stood outside McCoy’s Lumber hanging NO PLYWOOD signs in the windows. A gray, blurring rain blew over the parking lot, diffusing the headlights of cars waiting for empty spaces. Horns blared and bleated. In addition to the plywood being gone, the store was low on batteries, masking tape, flashlights, kerosene lanterns, bottled water, sandbags and propane. Originally the Hurricane Center had predicted that Baffin Bay, Texas, would bear the brunt, but revised reports had it heading for Corpus Christi, making landfall that evening. Sonny believed the storm would veer south, go in around Laredo; he’d projected its course with a grease pencil on his laminated hurricane map.


When he came back inside the store, a woman was sitting at the bottom of a rolling ladder in the cabinet fixtures aisle, crying. She had her face cupped in her hands. He thought to sidestep the hassle and let someone else explain that the store was sold out of everything she would need. This was what he’d learned over the years: Stay out of it. He was fifty-nine, retired from Coastal Oil Refinery, working ten hours a week at McCoy’s because his doctor wanted him to exercise. Usually he was off on Friday, but when the shipment had unexpectedly arrived last night, the manager had ponied up ten sheets of plywood for Sonny himself to use, plus regular pay, if he would clock in this morning. The woman kept her back to him as she stood. Leave her be, he thought once more—let the husband come. Yet he was drawn to her, reluctantly compelled to suggest other lumberyards and offer the possibility that the storm would spare them. Then, hurriedly, she turned and their eyes met. “Sonny,” she said. He took a single unintentional step backward, emptied and suspended.


“My sister,” Nora finally said, but then she fell to weeping again. She wore a white scoop neck blouse, faded jeans. In twelve years, she’d lost ten, maybe twenty pounds; her ring finger was naked. Sonny knelt beside her, vaguely hearing the announcement that McCoy’s would close in fifteen minutes. Whenever his son had been excited, he’d said butterflies were tickling his palms, and now that seemed the perfect description for the way Sonny felt. Nora wiped her eyes and said, “My sister has huge windows.”


FOR YEARS, HE HAD THROWN HURRICANE PARTIES. Named storms hit four and five times a season, and he would clean out the garage and fry flounder and invite people from the oil refinery. They sat in frayed lawn chairs and drank Schlitz, watching a storm’s edge cut off the horizon like a charcoal sheet and playing cards—Mexican Sweat, Texas Hold’em, Stud—until the wind howled. Then they slipped into plastic ponchos and danced. He’d mounted a battery-powered radio over the workbench (to hear the Oilers lose while he fiddled with the lawn mower), and they listened to tapes—Anne Murray, George Jones, Johnny Rodriguez. Once, a Kmart sign had cartwheeled through the yard. A man from the refinery had brought Janice Steele to the party, then she’d borrowed Sonny’s phone to call her sister and invite her. When the storm broke up and the others left, Nora stayed.


That was 1972, the year he was named supervisor of an eight-man crew. He was thirty-one, Nora twenty-six. She shelved books at the library while attending the community college at night; she aimed to earn her teaching certificate. They had been together a few months when he bought the house he’d been renting on Shamrock Street. She moved in, filling the rooms with her expensive, honeyed shampoos, hanging ivies and matted photographs. Each Sunday they drove to an open-air restaurant on the Laguna Madre and ate baskets of shrimp and hush puppies. One night she said, “Take all away from me, but leave me Ecstasy.”


Her voice was so low and cool that his heart stuttered. He asked, “Does that mean you want another beer?”


“It means I want you to marry me.”


The wind lifted a corner of the red-checked tablecloth, raising it gently from the slatted table then dropping it again; waves sloshed heavily against pylons; the smell of batter and fish and salt-splashed cedar; the divine heat in his chest, like a ray of light refracted in a jewel.


THE WEATHER SLACKED OFF AFTER MCCOY’S CLOSED. Sonny followed Nora to her sister’s on Del Mar Street. The talk-radio station he liked was overrun with storm coverage: Authorities had taken down traffic lights around the harbor and were evacuating boats from the bay; Alicia’s sustained winds topped 115 miles per hour; the Navy was tying down vessels in mooring systems and deploying others to sea; ferry service had been halted, and soon rising tides would close off Padre and Mustang Islands. Residents were advised to bring in pets, stock up on canned goods, caulk bathtub drains and fill the tubs with water.


She drove slowly, her brake lights blinking like Morse code. Traffic was bottlenecked at the freeway; shoe-polished windshields read HELP US JESUS and GO AWAY ALICIA! The city’s south side was flooding. Corpus seemed transformed, like a dream version of itself from which a somnolent atmosphere had been cast off; wind made street signs tremble. What he felt behind the wheel was a long-dormant vulnerability. When he had offered Nora his plywood—it lay in his truck bed, under the camper—she had accepted by saying, “So here we go again.”


Del Mar was a wide, palm-lined street, a quarter mile from the bay. The house was a five-bedroom with a French garden and greenhouse that Sonny had helped build; Janice grew orchids. She was summering in Italy—“with some Guido,” as Nora put it—so she was house-sitting. Janice was an attorney who had never married, and whenever Sonny had passed the house in intervening years, he thought a place so large would depress you to live alone in. Years before, he’d moved into an all-utilities-paid duplex and put the money from the Shamrock house in mutual funds. He wondered if Nora had avoided Shamrock since she’d been back, or if she’d seen the newly painted trim, the garden trellis and oak saplings, the lush elephant ears she’d never been able to grow.


He backed into the gravel driveway, doubting he could finish boarding up before the sky opened again. The house looked larger, the windows higher. Nora had calmed; maybe she’d taken a tranquilizer. She greeted him now with a familiar distractedness, an improbable air of casual lightness, as if she’d just returned from shopping and needed to get some milk into the icebox. Her rejuvenation disappointed him, as did how quickly she disappeared inside. He’d hoped she might ask his opinion on Alicia, maybe even tear up again. He buckled his tool belt and switched out the bit in the cordless drill he’d borrowed from McCoy’s. He hoisted each sheet of plywood onto his thigh, held it to the house with his left hand, then screwed the sides, corners, top, bottom. Twice the drill twisted and caught the flesh between his thumb and finger. He took breathers between gusts and each breath felt like a spear in his ribs. Hammers banged on nearby streets; a circular saw whined; a woman started calling for a pet named Scooter. Sonny tried not to stomp the snapdragons and budding hydrangeas, but that proved impossible.


And not unexpectedly he heard Max—the memory of his voice still strong and clear, like a good radio signal. They could’ve been sitting in the Shamrock kitchen, the boy’s elbows propped on the newly laid-in countertop, an evening when they studied for the merit badge test. He was eight, fawn-skinned and sharp-cheeked like Nora, fascinated by windmills and in the habit of climbing into their bed after they’d gone to sleep. Recently he’d been prone to lying, was in fact currently grounded for it. The restriction opened up the after-supper hours to tie knots and practice splinting broken limbs and to review the history of the Karankawa Indians, the first inhabitants of South Texas: Members of the tribe stood over six feet tall, wore no clothes and were known cannibals; they slept on dried palms, tattooed themselves from head to foot and smeared the inside of their leaky pottery with asphaltum that had washed ashore. Sonny asked Max for the translation of the tribe’s name.


The boy filled his cheeks with air, pouting, stalling, then he exhaled. He said, “Waterwalkers.”


“No,” Sonny said. “Dog-raisers.”


“But also Waterwalkers,” he said. “They can also be called Waterwalkers.”


At Janice’s, the drill twisted again, and Nora said, “Guess you didn’t need help.”


Her voice made him feel cornered, ashamed. She had changed into a loose sweater, a fisherman’s hat and old sneakers. He’d liked her in the scoop neck and wished she hadn’t taken it off, though maybe that was precisely why she had.


“Small potatoes,” he said. It was not something he’d said before, and he had no idea where it had come from. His heart was still pumping hard. His face felt raddled, his mind dull; he regretted that he hadn’t shaved before work, that he’d worn such a wrinkled shirt.


“That one would’ve been a bugger,” he said.


The front of the two-story house across the street was more glass than brick.


“Architects,” she said. “Remember? The Christmas party.”


“That’s all a blur for me. The old noggin mixes things up lately.”


“I doubt that. But if you’re serious, at least you held out longer than I did.”


He returned to the plywood, cranking down already tight screws. He wanted to shy away from solemn conversations.


“The first storm of the season, in August, and it just turned Category Four.”


“Welcome home,” he said, but the words sounded laden, riven with an inappropriate, boastful enthusiasm. He said, “We’ll get some wind, but she’ll spare us. There’ll be a good haul of shrimp behind the weather.”


“Alicia. They always pick pretty names for the first ones.”


She had believed this since he’d known her and had always cited the first storms—Ayla, Antonio, Amelia—to evidence her point. That she still observed it pleased him.


A kettle whistled inside Janice’s kitchen, a room where he’d carved beef for holidays, Super Bowls, the funeral. The night of the architects’ party, he’d crossed the street for more gin and spied Janice bent over the butcher-block table, an architect biting her neck and groping her breasts.


A stiff breeze riffled the palms near the street. Across Ocean Drive, the sky faded downward by degrees, violet to lavender to oyster silver, until at last it softened into a seam of sallow light on the horizon.


Nora said, “I boiled water. I thought some tea might take our mind off things.”


ONCE, HE’D SEEN JANICE IN THE CLUBHOUSE OF Oso Municipal Golf Course. She’d played nine holes with partners from the law firm and sat at the bar drinking screwdrivers. Raking her fingers through her hair and leaning back to expel plumes of smoke, she resembled Nora. The men around her burst into laughter at a joke she made while fishing through her purse. One of them said, “That is a hole in one,” as she started for the door. Sonny thought he’d escaped her, then she shuffled over to his booth. He was finishing a Reuben—gratis, like his rounds, because he maintained the course’s carts and sprinklers on weekends—and he was reading about Karankawas.


He said, “These fellas used to slather themselves with mud and shark grease.”


“Injun Old Spice,” said Janice. Her eyes were red-rimmed, her lips slow.


“Repelled mosquitoes,” he said. “They also talked—communicated—with their mouths closed.”


“So do those lawyers.” She pointed at them with her chin.


Her hair was cropped, highlighted white and gold. Not a style Nora would ever wear, so having confused the resemblance irritated him. He’d intended to carry on about the Karankawas, explain how they would tie lanterns to a mule’s neck and lead it in circles on darkened beaches to attract vessels at sea. A captain would read the distant light as a buoy and steer his boat toward the harbor he assumed it marked. By the time he realized his mistake, he’d have struck the outer sandbar and the naked Indians would emerge with spears. But now all of that seemed trivial and Sonny explained nothing. He heard himself say, “I haven’t gotten a word in a while.”


Immediately he wished he’d not mentioned Nora, and at the same time he wanted Janice to spill what she knew. For a while, he’d received postcards and late-night weepy calls. He told her that he’d not contested when Coastal proposed the early retirement; she said she missed hearing surf reports on the radio, missed good chalupas. He resisted the urge to call her Honey or Love or No-No. They never spoke of Max. Then the communications dwindled, and a blankness set in, as if not reporting his actions to Nora, not even planning to report them, stripped them of any significance. She had lived in Michigan, Arizona, Nebraska and North Dakota, locales untouched by the ocean, and he knew she would never return to Corpus. His days were incurably wide and ponderous, and at night he fought phantom jealousies of other men.


After the retirement, he’d moved through life like a fugitive, trepidatious and worried that he would meet someone from the old times. If he glimpsed an acquaintance in the supermarket, he lingered in a far-off aisle or abandoned a full cart of groceries and fled to his truck. If someone caught him, at McCoy’s or Oso or a pre-dawn bait stand, his veins surged with dreadful eagerness. Those mundane encounters left him utterly unsure of his identity. No longer a father, no longer a husband. And though he felt on the verge of some old, indolent connection—maybe they felt that, too—he’d erected such sturdy walls, perfected such inconspicuous deflections that the conversations passed without even the slightest revelation. The men told him about the refinery hub, which plants were producing more barrels per day, who had passed on and who was stealing compressors to sell out of his garage; they avoided mention of families. Sonny spoke of golf and fishing; he told them he was living the life he’d always worked for.


At the clubhouse Janice had run her tongue between her teeth and lips. She was older than Nora by five years, but people had always thought her younger.


“She’s working at a bakery. In Ann Arbor,” she said. “But that’s yesterday’s sad tune. I want to hear about good old Sonny.”


He said, “I put one foot in front of the other, like a good soldier.”


“And the ladies? Still need a stick to keep them away?”


He washed down the last of his Reuben and wiped his mouth with a napkin. Lois Whipple was at her house, slow-cooking a roast, vacuuming, and curling her hair for tonight. He’d been seeing her for two months, but already he smelled the relationship rotting on the vine.


“No,” he said. “Mostly they stay away on their own.”


That same afternoon his shoulder numbed. On the sixth green, he recognized the tingling in his fingers and sharp punches in his chest with an almost grateful, razorlike clarity. In his mind was the image of a fist squeezing an aorta, of a child clenching a water balloon, dreading and courting the moment it bursts. He replaced his putter, sat down and waited.


GUSTS STARTED BREAKING BRANCHES OFF TREES, Del Mar was pooling. Tallow leaves eddied in tight circles above the gutters. No doubt boats had been pulled from the marina, trailered into parking lots and vacated streets. An early, slatey dusk descended. If Sonny waited much longer, he’d be marooned through the storm.


“I never got my degree,” Nora said cheerfully. “Never transferred my credits. I just enrolled willy-nilly.”


They sat at the butcher-block table, opposite each other on wicker stools. She had brought in Janice’s grill, the redwood patio furniture and potted plants—azaleas, macho ferns, a bromeliad. The grill smelled of sodden ash. Six jugs of water sat on the counter, beside a new fire extinguisher.


“Nursing classes mostly,” she said. Her eyes went to the abrasions on his thumb, which immediately started throbbing. “We’re not wired to remember what hurts us. Our bodies have no memory for pain.”


Then she winked. “Biology 101.”


“You’d make a keen nurse. Or will make. You’ll finish soon enough.” Then because he couldn’t stop himself, he added, “The college just expanded its nursing program here.”


“The hospital was the first place I went when I got back. Isn’t that typical? The place still smells the same. What did we used to say?”


“Iodine and clover.”


“And that hideous mural, Jesus and the Jackass.”


A clap of thunder rattled the windows. Nora had always closed her eyes during heavy thunder, as if it saddened her. Opening them, she looked embarrassed. He thought she might be wearing contacts; maybe her vision had deteriorated over the years. How did he look to her now? Had Janice described him from Oso? As a shell, a ghost, a man who’d lost his religion? Or did she afford him that cruelest kindness—he’s holding up fine. Nora had coped with the events one way and he’d done it another. While he burrowed, she fled.


Yet here they were. The wind straining against the house, rain like pebbles on the plywood. Holding her gaze was impossible, but he stole glances. With one, he noticed the silken line of her neck; with another, the cleft of her lips; another, the creases on her knuckles. Over the years her speech had hastened, her words had acquired the occasional unfamiliar diphthong—she pronounced “about” like a Canadian now. He stayed guarded, flexed against whatever else had changed, ready to absorb how her presence would dissolve his memories, like water on sugar. Still, an anticipation buoyed him. He liked being in the room with her.


A flow of memory rushed just beneath the waking world, like a frozen-over stream; if he wanted, he could punch through the ice and let the current drag him under. Max had stayed here once, sometimes twice, a month, and his aunt ordered pizza, rented movies Nora wouldn’t allow at home. He’d always adored Janice, behaved best for her. She had opened her house after the funeral—men and women from the refinery had crowded the stark halls. Many of the artifacts Sonny had discussed with relieving, unprecedented thoroughness still lined Janice’s shelves—a framed scrimshaw and wooden giraffe from Kenya, an antique clock from Paris, a bronze statuette from Athens. Commanding one wall was an enormous chiaroscuro of a policeman studying his reflection in a parking meter: Max’s favorite.


Nora had started talking about the hurricane again. Sonny said, “I think she’ll miss us.”


She smiled, then peered into her mug. “You’re that same man.”


“Same old Sonny.”


“Still chasing storms on your little map?” She laughed a small, breathless laugh. A chinaberry’s soaked limbs whipped the house, a metal trash can rolled across the street. He paced to the front door, daring himself to imagine a more unlikely, more longed-for night. What else, he wondered, do you remember? What else do you want to know? Probably she wondered if he still searched out information on the Karankawas, but she kept such questions to herself. Had they been in his duplex, the various Karankawa books stacked in his breakfast nook and around his bed would have prickled his flesh with shame. She stood behind him briefly, touched his shoulder like a woman in a crowd, then returned to the kitchen. Soupy brown water was inching up the yard. His truck, reversed in, was up to its headlights. The weight of her hand lingered, an imprint in drying cement.


NORA HADN’T WANTED MAX TO GO TO CAMP Karankawa; he’d never been away from home for anything close to a week, and a tropical storm was brewing in the Gulf. Meteorologists predicted it would turn and head out into the ocean, but she had undertaken a benign, halfhearted campaign to discourage the trip. (“You could go next year,” she said. “You’ll be older.”) Still, she allowed herself to be convinced that if other scouts were going, if the camp opened despite the weather, then he should go, too. He wanted his merit badge, and he’d been grounded for the last week, so the trip must have seemed a beacon. He’s just at Janice’s, she began telling herself, trying to dismantle his absence into manageable increments. But nothing—not work or cleaning or sleep or conversation—could fill the void; nothing could deliver the nights swiftly enough. She tried distracting herself, her mind and body—restaurants with tasseled menus, candlelit baths, ice cream, letter writing, aerobics. Most of the ideas paled, though, and those that didn’t—soaking baths and mint chocolate chip—invigorated rather than relaxed her. Both letters she wrote were to Max.


So she felt relieved and vindicated, Sonny had described her as “plucky,” when three days later Max called for them to fetch him. His stomach hurt; he didn’t like the beds; mosquitoes bit him at night; he’d pulled a deer tick from his shoulder. The Scoutmaster said Max had a slight fever, but mostly his interest in the camp seemed to have waned after he’d earned his Karankawa patch. Then the homecoming became a double relief because the storm—now Hurricane Fay—had stalled, organized, and was churning back toward the coast. Forecasts anticipated that storm surges would bring tides fifteen feet higher than normal; rain up to an inch every hour. She’d told herself not to throw a fit, not to demand that they drive up and abscond with their embarrassed son, but now that he wanted to come home, she knew she’d been right all along.


Or so Sonny had imagined.


The doctors diagnosed the boy with a flu that was making the rounds; Nora had taken him the day after his return. Sonny intended to meet them there, but a fire had started in the heater of the refinery’s No. 4 platformer, then the boss ordered a weekend shutdown because of Fay. When Sonny arrived home that afternoon, Max said, “They didn’t give me a shot.” And Sonny said, “No? Well, we’ll have to go back.”


That night, the wind squalled. Max was asleep on the couch, his fever rising with the evening. Now that he was home, Nora wanted, ironically, inappropriately, to make love. She liked sex during storms, always had, but Sonny also knew that Max’s being back had returned Nora to herself, and whole again, her body was yearning. And didn’t being parents sweeten intimacy anyway? Didn’t their lovemaking benefit from the pleasure of escaping accumulated responsibility? Rain in her hair, vodka on her lips, the lovely, briny smell of her sweaty neck, they were nearing that moment when they would forget mortgages and storms and summer colds for a few seconds, the moment when they’d be brilliantly freed from their senses, but she paused and said she wanted to move the boy into his room. “Stay here,” she said, the words slow as honey.


What a time for Sonny to recall the raffle tickets: Max wears a dress shirt, creased slacks, loafers that blister his ankles—church clothes. White sunlight dapples the street, a thick wind stirs leaves as he walks; maybe he rehearses his speech. He carries a notebook to record the donations and raps on neighbors’ doors. The pitch is that someone’s name will be drawn at the end of the fund drive—Frasier Elementary needs money for a new gymnasium, playground equipment, fish tanks and fish—and the winner and two guests will fly, with the top-selling student, to AstroWorld in Houston. He relays the information with the eager, distracted seriousness of a boy whose feet do not yet touch the linoleum under the chair. He accepts cookies and Cokes, kisses on the cheek and handshakes along with the cash; he does not accept checks. He wads the money in his pocket, then proceeds down the block, trying to meet his goal before his father gets home for supper.


What did Nora’s screaming sound like as Sonny waited in their bed—how to describe that voice that ripped through the reverie and made his heart knot and turn over in his chest? A barbed, hoarse gasping, like a woman being choked? A wounded wild animal? Are there no words for such afflicted noise?


Max wouldn’t wake. In Sonny’s memory, time had warped; by the moment he’d kneeled beside the boy, his mind processing the limp arms, the awful surprising weight of an unmuscled, unconscious child, Nora had already been told that ambulances were caught in the weather. She argued irrationally, or hyperrationally, with the dispatcher, but Sonny had slipped into chinos and bolted outside to start the truck, struggling to shut out the sudden overpowering fear that it wouldn’t crank. Despite himself, he noticed the mailbox gaping open; a cedar plank in the fence had sunk inches below the rest; their welcome mat floated down the street. There was the consideration of whether to cover Max with something—a garbage bag?—to shield him from the rain, then the decision instead to take a towel and pat him dry in the truck. After Nora situated herself in the passenger seat, he scooped Max from the couch, keeping him swaddled in the blue afghan, and cradled him out into the storm. Ducking outside, Sonny thought: Breathing, he’s breathing. He did not think to put on his shoes.


A constant sluice of water, the harsh, labored squeak of worn-down wipers. Wind slammed the truck like waves. Nora talked: Daddy’s getting us there. His foot slipped from the accelerator, his forearms and wrists burned from fighting the steering wheel, water dripped from his hair into his eyes, mouth. Are you cold? Want more blanket? The wiper blades wouldn’t clear fast enough, each sheet of water replaced by another. He drove in second gear, shifted to third, then back to second. Rain skidded over the pavement, made it appear clean, soft. Pretend we’re on a boat, a ferry. The engine bogging, bogging, almost choking out under the water. Remember the ferry? The jumping fish? Remember the Flippers? Sure you do. He deliberated everything at once; what to do if the engine quits; which streets to take; alternate routes if necessary; what to tell the doctor; in what order. You’re the good one. You’re okay. We love you. I’m sorry. I’m sorry.


Had he opened his eyes? Nora said she thought he had for a second, but she’d turned away, believing they’d missed a turn. Max’s face seemed trapped in the glow of streetlamps—a jaundiced gray. They hit deep, hidden puddles and new potholes that jarred the truck and bounced each of them hard on the bench seat. Sonny wanted to slow down, wanted to speed up. Each minute squeezed in around them; they were at the bottom of a well, losing oxygen. Palm trees bowed. The hospital seemed impossibly far; each intersection left him panicked, sick with indecision. Though he retraced their course in his mind and found no mistake, he convinced himself he had taken a wrong turn. The city looked foreign, a maze of Möbius streets that disappeared behind the truck and led nowhere. He had no idea where he was, where he’d taken his fraught, desperate family, but just as he started to confess, the hospital towers came into view, each distant window ablaze with a promising amber light.


THE OPPORTUNITY TO LEAVE JANICE’S PASSED LIKE a secret. Curtains of rain slapped the north side of the house; the metal garbage can clattered at the top of a driveway; wind slipped between the plywood and the windows, whistling, threatening to pry them apart.


She remembered the hurricane parties differently. No radio, no dancing in the garage, no lawn chairs or slickers. She placed the same friends not in the garage but around the kitchen table, playing dominoes. She had come with Janice, not after. A sign had sailed across the yard, but she recalled it coming from a nearby gas station—called Kum and Go—not Kmart across town. She told him this sitting in the front room, on a sofa upholstered in Italian silk. Waves of uneasiness rolled over Sonny; he fought back discouragement, a stubborn disbelief. For years he’d thought—fantasized, really—of meeting her again, of happening upon her in an airport or catching her eye in a dark restaurant. He heard himself deliver beautifully aged, devastating orations. He’d had nightmares, too; in one, he stood beside her bathtub and threw a plugged-in television into the water and watched her convulse. Now his words got tangled before he spoke them, his thoughts jettisoned down regrettable tangents.


“I should admit I remarried,” she said. “A groundskeeper at a cemetery. I was snapping pictures of headstones for a photography class. He was pulling weeds and called me maudlin.”


“I needed that word for a crossword puzzle last Sunday,” he said. This was true, but more than anything, he wanted not to hear about this man. He checked her fingers again, expecting a ring to have appeared. Nor did he want to tell about the women he’d dated—a divorced waitress, a pacemaker programmer, a veterinary technician—each more familiar than the last, each another version of the same woman.


Nora said, “We’ve not spoken in two years, the grounds-keeper and I. He believes I used him. His term is ‘emotional tampon.’”


She laughed, then he did.


Outside, the wind picked up the garbage can and hurled it against Janice’s garage door. They both startled at the sound, then recovered, as if someone had unexpectedly entered and left the room. She said, “Still think it’s going to miss us?”


A gentle lilt had crept into her voice, a beseeching tone fringed with playfulness, as though this would become their private joke.


SONNY HAD TAKEN SOLACE IN THE COMPLETENESS of her grief. Her devastation reassured him; he thought, This makes sense. She cried and wailed, accepted sympathy and acted alternately hostile and distracted. Then once the obligations were completed, family and friends delivered back to their jobs and homes, she locked herself in Max’s room and refused to leave.


He set trays of food outside the door—she wouldn’t retrieve them until he showed himself through Max’s back window. When the phone rang, she picked up the extension in the room; she used his bathroom, dried herself with his towels, squeezed into his T-shirts. She detailed these things through the door—the wood still plastered with superhero decals and postcards from Janice’s travels—while Sonny waited for all of this to end, trusting that something would snap and they’d be liberated from such desolation. But sustaining her became his new project. Her despair so steeled him that he was afraid to upset that balance, and he savored the comfort of again counting on something. The worst feeling, far worse than he could have anticipated, was that tending to her distracted him from Max’s absence, that he toiled to sustain her because he’d failed their son; in his darkest moments, he accused himself of employing her hopelessness to pull himself out of the sludge. Or he believed, as never before, that people incurred punishments of the soul.


On the third day she said, “I found a notebook under his bed.” Then, after a moment: “He had a little girlfriend. Janie Palmer. She has a pony named Sprinkles.”


He knew her immediately. “Blonde. From the assembly.”


“Right.”


He imagined Nora clutching the notebook against her breasts, gazing up to recall Janie Palmer beside Max, swaying and singing “Home on the Range.” He’d worn a cowboy vest fashioned from a paper bag, decorated with crayon zigzags and a tinfoil sheriff’s star. He was pigeon-toed and off-key and so beautiful Sonny had to squeeze his eyes closed.


Nora said, “She’s a looker! Our little heartbreaker.”


And what became clear hearing her voice, bubbling and proud and hopeful for that which would never be, was that he had already lost her. When they had heard the word meningitis—they were standing before the hospital’s surreal, childlike mural of Christ feeding a donkey on a plain of blond sand—Sonny sensed that a grotesque race had begun and that he was suddenly responsible for their outrunning a catastrophe. A thing like this either bound people together or drove them apart, but now he knew she was gone. Maybe he’d leave lunch outside her door—already it had become her door, her room—and she’d never answer; maybe tomorrow he’d wake to find her car and clothes gone; maybe in an hour she’d waltz out and they would live together another ten years without exchanging an unkind or meaningful word; maybe she’d cinch Max’s paisley tie around her neck and kick his desk chair out from under her.


“Hungry?” he asked.


“Ravenous,” she said, still bright. “Is there more cereal?”


“For supper?”


“Doesn’t it sound delicious? I have a real taste for sugar lately.”


In the kitchen he mashed enough sleeping pills to knock her out and sifted them into the bowl. Within the hour he lifted the door off its hinges, loaded her into the truck, and returned to the hospital.


HE TRIED BRINGING HER BACK, WITH KINDNESS AND romance, with promises and memories and plans and pleas, but she always seemed just beyond reach. Nora seemed to think he wanted her to recover—wanted them to recover—and that galled her. But he’d abandoned that dream as he’d abandoned the refinery; when he left for work, he drove to the National Seashore and passed the hours among the mud flats and saltwater marshes. When he returned in the evenings, still under the pretense of a completed shift, she ranted and collapsed, threw accusations and insults and skillets, while all along he was becoming too severe in an unanswerable resistance. No, recovery was not what he wanted; he wanted them to go down together—man, woman, child. But life at home lurched and creaked; love turned into a cross-threaded bolt. He proposed moving from Corpus, and finally that’s what she did, alone. The divorce was swift; she wanted nothing except for the marriage to end.


He carted their furniture and housewares, the clothes she’d left and even a few of Max’s long-discarded toys onto the lawn and sold them to neighbors and strangers. (After the first plastic tractor sold, he rescued the other toys.) When only piles of blouses and skirts lay on the lawn, he sold the lot for eight dollars. Crystal and antiques went to an auction, yielding more than he’d expected; he sold the Shamrock house after a year in the duplex. Then a deadly void opened—a steep, widening channel across which he still heard her voice and saw her visage—but trying to ford the space would kill him sure as cancer. Days came when he could feel Nora’s presence, as if she’d arrived in Corpus for a visit but hadn’t yet called. Sometimes he heard her saying his name, others he glimpsed her zipping by in traffic. Once he saw her at the cemetery, kneeling beside the headstone. He made his way to her, thinking how fittingly peculiar the scene was, right from a movie. Maybe they’d have an innocuous conversation to counter the melodrama; maybe they’d try vainly to recover their old selves by racing to bed; maybe they would speak of him, laugh about the raffle tickets.


Janice, not Nora. He felt stifled, shot through with frustration. She said, “Would you believe I haven’t been here since the service?”


His mind hadn’t indulged such optimistic murmurs when he approached her in McCoy’s. She didn’t look familiar enough to start his gut’s swirl of exquisite agony, yet once he recognized her, he couldn’t blot out the feeling that the boy was with her, hiding behind the discounted shower stalls, waiting.
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