







Praise for Duane’s Depressed

“Duane’s Depressed abounds with wonderfully funny characters, all lovingly graced with the lighthearted compassion that is McMurtry’s trademark. . . . Beneath all the humor, however, McMurtry has fashioned a poignant meditation on mortality.”

—Judith Wynn, Boston Herald

“The best thing McMurtry’s written since Lonesome Dove.”

—Alan Dumas, Rocky Mountain News

“Ultimately one of his most moving [books] . . . In the end, it achieves something like wisdom.”

—Kevin Bicknell, The Atlanta Journal-
Constitution

“Duane’s Depressed is a rumination on aging, grief, love, the purpose of life, and the redemptive power of art. That might sound like heavy going, but Mr. McMurtry’s touch is always light and humorous, even when dispensing sharp insights into the crisis of middle age.”

—Bob Hughes, The Wall Street Journal

“Duane’s Depressed has some moments that shed such light on the relationships between men and women that it soothes your soul to read how someone so closely understands the mismatched matches we are. . . . McMurtry talks the talk. His dialogue is Thalia, Texas. And it has meaning and depth and makes his characters people you’re glad to know.”

—Catherine W. Downing, The Anniston Star

“The reader is moved by the inconclusive journey of a man who knows that he must change his life but doesn’t know why or how.”

—The New Yorker

“The kind of book for which the adjective bittersweet might have been invented. It’s also the best contemporary novel McMurtry has written in years.”

—Nancy Pate, The Orlando Sentinel

“Engaging [and] affecting.”

—Ben Greenman, Time Out

“Duane’s Depressed may be McMurtry’s strongest writing effort since Terms of Endearment and among the most thoughtful and evocative novels he has produced since The Last Picture Show. . . . Fresh and crisp as a cold north wind, the novel sweeps away standard expectations so many readers have come to have of McMurtry. It offers instead a cogent, thoughtful, sometimes profound examination of the human condition and the human spirit.”

—Clay Reynolds, Houston Chronicle

“A celebration of life and the basic instinct to survive. It is a master working at peak form.”

—Curt Schleier, Milwaukee Journal Sentinel

“Duane may be depressed, but readers won’t be. . . . McMurtry . . . is the sort of double-jointed writer who can stretch toward tragedy and comedy.”

—Ron Charles, The Christian Science Monitor

“A charming yet bittersweet novel that cuts right to the quick of the human condition . . . [McMurtry has] a writing style that alternately evokes chuckles and probing introspection. . . . It’s with a profound sense of satisfaction that one closes the last page on this trilogy, tinged only by a bit of sadness that the page has indeed been closed.”

—Dale Jones, Cedar Rapids Gazette

“A funny, bittersweet, quintessential McMurtry novel—with sharply drawn characters, a lyrical love of McMurtry’s native Texas plains, and wildly funny moments of comic flair . . . moving and mirthful.”

—Polly Paddock Gossett, The Hartford Courant

“As welcome as a letter from home, a sad and funny one. . . . McMurtry is a dust bowl Salinger, making his characters our friends, their crises our own, in bare and beautiful prose.”

—People

“Marvelous . . . gentle and bittersweet.”

—Adam Woog, The Seattle Times

“Alternately funny, bittersweet, and sad, a mix of emotions that McMurtry has all but patented. . . .”

—William Porter, The Denver Post
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BOOK ONE
The Walker and His Family
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TWO YEARS INTO HIS SIXTIES, Duane Moore—a man who had driven pickups for as long as he had been licensed to drive—parked his pickup in his own carport one day and began to walk wherever he went.

The carport was a spacious affair, built to house six cars in the days when cars still had some size; now that cars had been miniaturized—as had horses—the carport could accommodate ten vehicles and might have accommodated as many as a dozen if the vehicles had been parked with some care; but care, defined as a capacity for attention to such things as order and propriety, was not something that most members of Duane’s large family had proven to be capable of or interested in—not so far, at least. In the Moore carport cars tended to stack up behind one another, so that the person who had parked in front could rarely get his or her car out without a bitter quarrel, sometimes involving fisticuffs, with the person or persons whose car or cars were parked behind theirs.

In fact—and it was a fact that had vexed Duane for years—the spacious carport mainly housed a collection of junk: welding tools, old golf clubs, fishing equipment, baby carriages whose tires had been flat for several years, couches and chairs that had stalled, somehow, on their way to the upholsterer, and towering pyramids of objects acquired by Karla or one of the girls at garage sales, department stores, swap meets, or discount malls—objects that had evidently fallen in their purchasers’ esteem before they could even get into the house—though the house too contained comparable pyramids of objects that had made it through the doors but not much farther.

Contemplation of his own misused carport was one of the reasons Duane parked his pickup one day and began to walk, but it was not the only reason, or necessarily the most important. He had spent almost fifty years of his life in the cab of a pickup, racing through the vast oil patch that extended over much of West Texas, hurrying from one oil-soaked lease to another; but now he was sixty-two and the oil game had lost its thrill, the chase its flavor. He didn’t want to be in the cab of a pickup anymore, because being in the cab of a pickup suddenly made him wonder what had happened to his life. It occurred to him one day—not in a flash, but through a process of seepage, a kind of gas leak into his consciousness—that most of his memories, from first courtship to the lip of old age, involved the cabs of pickups. His long marriage to Karla, their four children, their nine grandchildren, his booms and his busts, his friendships and his few love affairs had somehow all happened in the few brief periods when he hadn’t been in the cab of a pickup, somewhere in the Texas oil patch.

So, one day in February, with a blue norther cutting through the pastures of dead mesquite like a saw, Duane parked his pickup in the southernmost parking spot in the carport and hid the keys in a chipped coffee cup on the top shelf in the kitchen cabinet. Nobody used that coffee cup anymore—it had sat untouched on the top shelf for years. All Duane hoped was that the keys could be hidden in it for a year or two—that way none of the grandkids could steal his pickup until they grew adept enough to hot-wire it, which ought to be a while.

Then, pleased with his decision and even rather enjoying the crisp cut of the norther, Duane took the first walk of his new life, a short one of some three-quarters of a mile along a dirt road to his office. His departure was observed only by Willy, the grandson Julie had presented them with only a few days prior to her seventeenth birthday; now Willy was nine. The prospect of great-grandchildren was never far from Duane’s thoughts—or Karla’s either. Willy sat in front of the living room TV, playing a video game called Extreme Rampage—he was merely resting his fingers for a moment when he saw his grandfather walk off down the dusty road. The sight struck Willy as being slightly odd, but he loved Extreme Rampage too much to allow anything to distract him from it for long. He forgot all about his grandfather until his grandmother came into the living room a few minutes later, looking puzzled.

“Willy, have you seen Pa-Pa?” she asked. “I thought sure I heard his pickup drive up, and his gloves are in the kitchen, but I can’t find him anywhere.”

“Pa-Pa walked off,” Willy said, his fingers dancing expertly on the buttons of the video game.

“What?” Karla asked, supposing she had heard wrong.

“Pa-Pa walked off down that road—that road right out there,” Willy insisted. He didn’t point—matters on the screen were critical—indeed, domination of the world was at stake. He couldn’t spare a hand.

“Willy, I’ve told you not to lie to me,” Karla said. “Just because your little sister lies to me constantly don’t mean you have to start.”

“It wasn’t a lie!” Willy protested indignantly. Unfortunately the brief shift in his attention proved fatal: the Ninja Master kicked him off the cliff.

“Oh no!” Willy said. “I was winning and now I’m dead.”

His grandmother was unmoved.

“I’m gonna talk to your mother about you, young man,” she said. “I think you spend too much time playing those dumb video games. They’re screwing up your cognition or something. Pa-Pa’s never walked anywhere in his life, much less on a day when there’s a norther.”

Willy saw no point in arguing with his grandmother. Grownups who were that old could never be convinced of anything anyway—indeed, all grown-ups had a tendency to deny the plainest facts. One of the few things he and his sister, Bubbles, agreed on was that grown-ups were weird.

Just as his grandmother was about to leave the room the phone rang and she picked it up.

“Maybe it’s Pa-Pa—he might be on the cell phone,” she said, but instead it was Julie, mother of Willy and Bubbles. Julie was just returning from visiting her boyfriend, Darren, who was in jail in Lawton, Oklahoma, awaiting trial on a charge of armed robbery and aggravated assault, a charge Julie was convinced was unjust. Julie was making the call from the edge of her parents’ driveway; she was not about to rush into the house without making a few inquiries, not after what she had just seen.

“Did you and Daddy just have a big fight?” Julie asked. “If you did I’m going back to Wichita Falls and spend the night in a motel.”

Karla was too surprised to answer right away. She had just put in a peaceful morning watching the international table tennis championships on cable—it was amazing how fast a little Ping-Pong ball could travel if someone from China whopped it.

“It’s bad enough seeing Darren in custody just because he hit some old fart with a wrench,” Julie said. “I shouldn’t have to come home and be a witness to parental violence.”

“Julie, Darren was robbing the old man he hit with the wrench,” Karla reminded her. “Darren’s a criminal. That’s why he’s in custody.”

“I don’t want to talk about that—I want to talk about you and Daddy,” Julie insisted. She was close enough to the house to be able to see into the kitchen, but was not close enough to be able to tell whether there was blood on the walls.

“Honey, your father and I haven’t been violent in years, and then it was just me throwing things,” Karla told her. “Bubbles is watching Barney and Willy is right here playing video games.”

“Then why is Daddy walking down the road?” Julie asked.

Karla threw Willy a quick, slightly guilty glance, but Willy was in space, trying to keep aliens from destroying planet Earth.

“Duane’s walking down the road?” she said. “Are you sure it’s him—a lot of men look alike from the back.”

“I guess I know my own daddy; he’s been my daddy my whole life,” Julie said.

“I told you Pa-Pa was walking down the road,” Willy said, without taking his eyes from the TV screen. “You should apologize for calling me a liar.”

“I do apologize for calling you a liar,” Karla said. “I just hope I don’t have to call your mother something worse. There’s all kinds of dope available in those Oklahoma jails. I don’t think your mother’s lying but she could be hallucinating.”

“Momma, all I took was a little speed so I wouldn’t fall asleep driving and leave my children without a mother,” Julie said. “I’m not hallucinating! My daddy is walking down the road! Get it?”

“Then oil prices must have really tanked, or else some-body’s died,” Karla said, suddenly convinced. “There’d be no other reason why Duane would get out of his pickup and go walking down a road.”

“Momma, I wish you’d just ask him,” Julie said. “He hasn’t gone very far.”

“Oh, I mean to ask him,” Karla said. “What does he think he’s doing, scaring us this way?”
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BEFORE LEAVING TO GO CHASE DOWN HER HUSBAND, Karla put in a call to Mildred-Jean Ennis at the beauty parlor—Mildred-Jean was the person to check with about sudden fatalities in the community, the reason being that her beauty parlor was right across the street from where they parked the local ambulance. Karla was so upset by the thought of Duane walking around in a norther that she felt a panic attack coming on—calling Mildred-Jean might be a way to keep herself on an even keel until she found out what lay behind her husband’s strange behavior. When it came to local disturbances Mildred-Jean was at least as reliable as the Weather Channel was about the weather. It didn’t take ambulance-level emergencies to prompt her interest, either. She was a solid source of information about adulteries, and even mild flirtations seldom escaped her notice.

“My antennae are always out; that’s what antennae are for,” Mildred-Jean liked to say; besides that she was a psychic, who sometimes gave card readings when she wasn’t styling hair. Mildred-Jean hailed from Enid, Oklahoma, a garden spot by comparison with Thalia, in her opinion, but, unfortunately, she had ended up in Texas when her passionate romance with a crop duster named Woody suddenly lost altitude and deposited her on a dusty corner by Highway 79.

“Well, I just thought somebody might have died this morning,” Karla said. “Most people seem to die in the morning rather than the afternoon—I don’t know why that is.”

“Nope, nobody died—not that there ain’t two or three ignorant sons-of-bitches around here who deserve to have their asses killed.” She was thinking particularly of Woody, who lived a few blocks away with a redhead he had formed an unseemly relationship with.

“Well, I just wondered. Bye,” Karla said, and hung up. She didn’t want to give Mildred-Jean an opportunity to start in about Woody—hearing about other men’s treachery was not likely to help quell her panic attack, not while her husband, a male himself, was wandering the streets.

“Maybe aliens came down in a spaceship and took possession of Pa-Pa’s mind,” Willy offered, helpfully. He was resting his fingers again.

“It could be aliens but I bet it’s oil,” Karla said. She raced into her bedroom and shot the TV by her bed all the way up the cable to the Financial Channel, convinced that the Saudis had opened the floodgates at last, producing a tidal wave of oil that would drop the price of West Texas crude to around two dollars a barrel, ruining everybody in Texas, or at least everybody in Thalia. Anxiety about the Saudi tidal wave had been a constant in the oil patch for years; nobody knew when it would come but everyone agreed that once it did come, ruin would be complete: no more platinum AmEx cards, no more frequent-flier miles, no more fun trips to Las Vegas or Bossier City.

Apparently, though, the tidal wave still hadn’t come. The commentators on the Financial Channel evinced no sign of panic.

If it’s not death and it’s not oil I guess he wants a divorce, Karla thought. No sooner had the notion entered her head than the last few barricades separating reason from panic were swept aside. He wanted a divorce: she knew it, should have known it immediately. There wasn’t anything wrong with Duane: he just wanted a divorce and was too chicken to come in the house and spit it out.

Julie was in the kitchen making herself and Bubbles bacon sandwiches when Karla wandered in, looking for her car keys. Now that she knew what the truth was she was in no special hurry to go chase her husband down.

“Bacon sandwiches, I love ’em,” Bubbles said. “I wish they’d kill every pig in the world so there’d always be plenty of bacon sandwiches.”

Bubbles, eight, had frizzy blonde hair and a blue-eyed gaze that melted the hardest hearts.

“I don’t think the world needs to lose a whole species of animal just so you can stuff yourself with grease, Miss Bubbles,” Karla said.

Bubbles regarded her grandmother coolly. They did not always see eye to eye.

“You shut up that talk or I’ll never hug your wrinkled old neck again,” Bubbles said, although without rancor. She was dipping a table knife into a big jar of Miracle Whip and licking the Miracle Whip off the knife blade.

“Thanks a lot. Who bought you that stupid purple dinosaur you sleep with?” Karla said, as she stood in the door. She glanced at Julie, hoping her daughter would offer Bubbles a word or two of correction, but Julie was gazing absently out the window, wondering what she was going to do for fun until Darren Connor got out of jail.

“If she’s this rude at eight, what’s she going to be like at fifteen?” Karla asked. “You need to be thinking about things like that, Julie, instead of just wasting your life on violent criminals.”

“Bacon and Miracle Whip and Barney are the three best things in the whole world,” Bubbles said airily, waving the knife around as if it were a wand.

Julie was wishing her mother would leave, so she could pop an upper—handling her kids in the morning was really tiring work.

Once in her little white BMW, Karla found that her panic attack was subsiding a little. Duane’s sudden desire for a divorce was annoying, but it probably wasn’t the end of the world. She whirled out of her driveway in a cloud of dust, as usual, but then sat with the driver’s-side window down, smelling the dust and feeling the cut of the norther, wondering why he suddenly wanted a divorce. He hadn’t been especially restless lately—Karla was even reasonably sure he didn’t have a girlfriend. One of her many spies would have immediately alerted her to any romantic development. He must already be in his office; there was no sign of him on the road. She had known Duane for much of her life and had been married to him just over forty years. They had never in their lives been strangers to each other, she and Duane; but, once she thought about it a few more minutes, sitting in her car with the motor idling, she realized that the part about them not being strangers wasn’t quite true. Living with Duane had become sort of like living with a stranger: a pleasant stranger, to be sure, and an attractive stranger, but not a person she could truthfully say she knew very much about. They still lived in the same house, ate at the same table, talked about the same kids, worried about the same crises, even slept in the same bed, but what did they know of each other now, really? Not much, it seemed to Karla, a thought that aroused only a faint sadness in her. Somehow forty years of constant intimacy had betrayed them finally, in some sly way. The very fact of being together so long had imperceptibly swirled them farther and farther apart. If such a realization had come to her sooner, she might have been the one to act, the one to ask for a divorce.

Coming out of a panic attack was not much different from awakening from a nightmare. Once you woke up and realized you were really lost or dead, then the things of the earth slowly settled back into place. By the time Karla had made the short drive to Duane’s office she had begun to feel a little like a fool. Duane might not even want a divorce. He might just have been low on gas and walked back to the office to get something he had forgotten. He might have sneaked off on foot so as not to stir up the grandkids, who were pretty demanding where their Pa-Pa was concerned. Reassured, Karla gave her hair a lick or two with a comb before going into the office.

Ruth Popper, the old secretary whom Duane refused to push into retirement, sat in a chair in one corner of the office, peering through a big magnifying glass at a book of crossword puzzles. Ruth had a dictionary balanced on one knee and a pencil between her teeth. The big magnifying glass was attached to the chair Ruth sat in. The whole office staff and even a few of the roughnecks had chipped in to buy Ruth the big magnifying glass, but it soon became apparent that they had wasted their philanthropy.

“Hell, she couldn’t see a crossword puzzle if she was looking at it through the Mount Palomar telescope,” Bobby Lee said, putting the matter caustically. A year or two back, testicular cancer had forced Bobby Lee to surrender one ball, a circumstance that had rendered him notably testy. Bobby Lee, the drilling company, and to a degree everyone in Thalia were almost as anxious about the other testicle as they were about the coming tidal wave of Saudi oil. If the cancer should come back and force him to surrender the other ball, the general view was that Bobby Lee would get two or three young women pregnant just prior to the operation and then buy an assault rifle and shoot down everybody he had ever quarreled with, which was, in essence, the whole population of Thalia.

“If he sees he’s gonna lose that other ball I expect him to fuck up a storm and then get seven or eight guns and take us all out,” Rusty Aitken told Duane. Rusty was the local drug dealer, though officially he just ran a body shop on the west edge of town. Karla didn’t like Rusty Aitken, largely because her own children had done their best to make him a rich man, and had largely succeeded.

Bobby Lee was right about Ruth and the magnifying glass, though. All she could see when she held the crossword puzzle book under the glass was an occasional wavy line.

“It’s all right,” Duane invariably said, when some busybody pointed out that he was employing a blind woman who sat in a corner all day pretending to do crossword puzzles. “Moving the magnifying glass back and forth gives her a little something to do.” A young secretary named Earlene did all the actual secretarying. Earlene and Ruth did not have a harmonious relationship, mainly because Ruth would sneak over during Earlene’s lunch break and hide whatever lease orders Earlene had been working on when she left for lunch.

“I’m just testing her,” Ruth said, when Duane chided her about this habit. “A good secretary ought to be able to find anything in this office in three minutes, hidden or not.”

“Even if you hid it in your car?” Duane asked—though almost blind, Ruth still drove herself to work, making use of a tortuous network of back alleys and avoiding all contact with what she called the “big roads.” The worst she had done so far was knock down a row of garbage cans.

“Well, if it’s in my car I guess it’s stuff I need to work on myself, in the peace of my home,” Ruth informed him. She did not enjoy having her methods questioned—she never had.

“Where’s Duane?” Karla asked, peeking into the office.

Earlene was typing and Ruth was swiveling her magnifying glass back and forth. She had just caught a glimpse of the word “Mississippi,” an excellent word, and she wanted to count the letters and see if she could fit it into her puzzle anyplace. Karla’s sudden entry caused her dictionary to fall off her knee.

“Ain’t here; he just stuck his head in the door and said he was going to the cabin,” Earlene said, without lifting her eyes from the lease contract she was typing.

The cabin was just a frame shack Duane had built a few years ago, when all their kids and grandkids were temporarily living at home. Nellie, Dickie, and Julie were all in the process of quarrelsome divorces, and Jack—Julie’s twin—was serving a twelve-month probation for possession of a controlled substance, in this case four thousand methamphetamine tablets. All the grandchildren liked living in their grandparents’ big house, though Nellie’s two oldest, Barbette and Little Mike, preferred living in a commune in Oregon, where they had been for the last three years. The children themselves hated living at home and were constantly at one another’s throats. Karla, who was auditing a few courses at Midwestern University at the time, audited one in art history and came home one day eager to explain a few new concepts to Duane.

“Now Baroque came along in real old-timey times,” she explained one morning, after an evening when they had both underestimated the force of some tequila they were drinking, with the stereo in their bedroom turned up high enough to drown out the sounds of Nellie screaming at T.C., her boyfriend of the moment.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Duane said. He didn’t mind Karla auditing courses—in fact, he encouraged it—but he did mind having to audit her auditings, particularly when he had a hangover.

“Baroque, Duane—Baroque,” Karla said. It always pleased her to learn a complicated new word that no one else in Thalia knew the meaning of.

“I heard you. What does it mean?” he asked.

“Well, it kinda means ‘too much,’ you know?” Karla said, thinking that was probably the simplest way to explain it to someone like Duane, who had never given ten seconds’ thought to art of any kind, unless it was just pictures of cowboys loping around in the snow or something.

“Okay, too much,” Duane said. He was slightly addicted to antihistamine nose sprays at the time—he quickly squirted some nose spray into his nose before Karla could stop him.

“‘Too much’ is like our family,” he said. “Would it be fair to say our family is Baroque?”

“Duane, of course not, our family is perfectly normal,” Karla said. “They might have a few too many hormones or something but otherwise they’re perfectly normal.”

“Nope, if ‘Baroque’ really means ‘too much,’ then our family is Baroque and I’m leaving,” he informed her.

Ten days later he and Bobby Lee hammered the cabin together, on the edge of a rocky hill on some property Duane owned a few miles out of town. It was built in a place with no shade and lots of rattlesnakes, so many that none of the grandkids were permitted anywhere near it, at least not in the warm months. Karla had only set foot in it twice, and the only satisfaction she got on either visit was to confiscate two or three containers of nose spray.

Rough and lonely as it was—or perhaps because it was rough and lonely—Duane loved the cabin and spent many weekends in it. The only regular visitor was Bobby Lee, and he only became a regular visitor after the trouble developed with his testicle, when he became so depressed and in need of company that Duane didn’t have the heart to turn him out.

The existence of the cabin had always made Karla a little uneasy, though—it still did.

“I’d just like to know what you find to do out there all by yourself,” she asked, several times.

“I don’t do anything,” Duane explained.

“Duane, that’s worrisome to me,” Karla said. “It’s not normal for a healthy man to sit off on a hill and not do anything.

“You could at least get a telephone,” she said later.

“I don’t want a telephone,” Duane said. “I’ve got a radio, though.” He thought he might throw his wife that small crumb of normality, a quality she had come to put a great deal of stock in, now that she was plunging on through middle age.

“Big deal,” Karla said. “What if I need you quick? What do I do?”

“Call the radio station and have them page me,” he suggested.

“Duane, don’t be perverse,” Karla said, the perverse being a concept she had learned about in a psychology class she had audited.

“Now you made me drop my dictionary and lose my place,” Ruth Popper complained, while Karla was snooping around the office seeing what she could find.

“I’m sorry, Ruth—what word were you looking up?” Karla said, picking up the dictionary.

“I was looking up ‘Nepal,’” Ruth said. She always had a few good words like “Nepal” ready when busybodies asked her how she was coming along with her puzzles.

Karla opened the dictionary to the Ns but before she could find the word “Nepal” her sense of something not being quite right returned. It wasn’t a full-scale panic attack, just a sense that a gear had slipped, somewhere in her life.

“If Duane went to the cabin what did he drive?” she asked.

Earlene stopped typing—she looked blank.

“Why, his pickup, I guess,” she said.

“No, his pickup is parked in the carport,” Karla said. “Could he have taken one of the trucks?”

Earlene shook her head.

“The trucks are where the rigs are,” she said.

“He didn’t take a truck; he’s walking it,” Ruth said.

“Ruth, he couldn’t be walking it,” Karla said. “The cabin is six miles out of town and there’s a norther blowing.”

“Don’t care—he’s walking it,” Ruth said, wishing everybody would leave her alone so she could start counting the letters in “Mississippi.”

“Maybe he borrowed your car,” Karla suggested to Earlene.

Earlene shook her head. Her car keys were right there by the ashtray on her desk. Nonetheless she got up and ran over to peek out the door, just to make absolutely sure her blue Toyota was still there. If there was one thing Earlene couldn’t tolerate it was the thought of being afoot.

“He’s walking it,” Ruth said again. “If you don’t believe me go down the road and you’ll see.”

“Oh lord, I guess he does want a divorce,” Karla said, thinking out loud. Her first instinct had been right; the situation was now crystal clear.

Her remark proved to be an immediate showstopper. Ruth Popper forgot about Nepal and Mississippi. Earlene ceased typing. Her fingers were still poised above the keys, but she wasn’t moving a muscle. Earlene had long had a crush on Duane—perhaps, at last, there was a chance. Wild hope sprang up in her heart.

“Oh well, I’m surprised it lasted this long,” Ruth said. “You two never did have a thing in common.”

“Nothing in common—what about those nine grandkids?” Karla asked. For a moment she felt like strangling Ruth Popper. Maybe after the murder she could plead temporary insanity and be put on probation like her son Jack.

Heartened as Earlene was by the news that Duane was finally divorcing Karla, she didn’t believe for a minute that he was actually walking around in the street.

“We forgot about the toolshed,” she said. “He’s probably out there playing with wrenches or something. I’ll go look.”

“I’ll go with you,” Karla said. She was well aware that Earlene had a crush on Duane.

But the toolshed proved to be cold, oily, and empty. There were plenty of wrenches on the workbench, but Duane wasn’t playing with any of them. Earlene had convinced herself that Duane—for the moment her boss, but soon, possibly, her beau—must be in the toolshed. Now that it was clear that he wasn’t, she didn’t know what to think. Only three cars had been parked at the office that day: her Toyota, Ruth Popper’s Volkswagen Bug, and Karla’s BMW. All three were still there. The unpleasant possibility that Ruth was right and that Duane actually was walking to his cabin had to be faced.

“I guess the divorce must have really got that man torn up,” she said.

“I don’t know, Earlene,” Karla said. “People get divorced every day, I guess.”

“I know it—I even got divorced,” Earlene said. “And I’m Church of Christ, too.”

“If you ask me, a simple divorce is no excuse for doing something crazy, like walking six miles in a norther,” Karla said.

The thought that Duane, her favorite boss of all time, might be crazy was not a thought Earlene really wanted to entertain. Karla didn’t want to entertain it either, but the fact was, Duane was gone and the cars weren’t. What else were they to think?

The two women, who had rushed out to the toolshed eager and hopeful, convinced that they would find Duane in it, trudged back to the office depressed and uncertain, while the cold wind blew dust against their legs.
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DUANE, MEANWHILE, was walking briskly along the dirt road toward his cabin, the collar of his Levi’s jacket turned up against the norther. He had skirted the downtown area, such as it was, slipping through some of the same alleys that Ruth Popper used on her way to and from work. He was well aware that the fact that he was walking would attract attention, so he chose an obscure route out of town—a route along which there would be little attention to attract.

Even so, by the time he reached the city limits, a dozen passing motorists had stopped to ask if his pickup was broken down. All twelve offered him a ride.

“No thanks,” Duane said, twelve times. “I’m just out for a walk.”

“Out for a what?” Johnny Ringo asked—Johnny was a wheat farmer who owned a fine patch of cropland in the Onion Creek bottoms.

“A walk, Johnny,” Duane repeated.

Johnny Ringo was a tough old bird who took little interest in the doings of his fellowman. Of the twelve people who stopped to offer Duane a ride, he was the least disturbed by the notion of pedestrianism.

“Well, a walk’s something I never tried,” he said. And then he drove off.

Duane knew that it would take a while to accustom the citizens of the county to the notion that he was tired of driving pickups and just wanted to walk around for a few years. By his reckoning there were fewer committed pedestrians in the county than there were followers of Islam. Pedestrians, by his count, numbered one—himself—whereas two lonely and diminutive Muslims had somehow washed up in the nearby town of Megargel, where they worked in a feed store. Anyone who cared to visit Megargel could see them struggling with huge sacks of grain, their turbans covered with the dust of oats and wheat.

Duane walked on into the dun countryside, obligingly stopping every half mile or so to explain to a passing cowboy, or pickup full of roughnecks, that no, his pickup hadn’t broken down, he was just walking out to his cabin, enjoying the February breeze. Although annoyed to have to explain himself to every single car that passed, he was not surprised and took care to preserve his amiability. The county had slowly come to accept C-SPAN and computers—in a few months they could probably be brought to accept a walker, too. Then his walks would get easier, more pure. A day would finally come when none of the roughnecks or the hunters would stop at the sight of him walking—not unless he waved them down. He could walk in peace, think, be alone.

Even now, on what was essentially the first solitary walk of his life, there were pleasant stretches when the road ahead was empty, free of pickups and trucks coming and going from the oil fields or the ranches. There was just the cold blue winter sky, and the whip of the wind, so strong when it gusted that the weeds by the fences rattled against the barbed wire. He could walk along, keeping a lookout for deer, or coveys of quail, or wild turkeys or wild pigs, all of which he and his son Dickie occasionally liked to hunt.

He had passed through much of his life paying only the most casual attention to the natural world, noting only whether it was cold or wet or hot, an obstruction to his business or otherwise. He had not delved much into nature’s particularities, knew the names of only a few trees, a few birds, some insects, and the common animals. The thought of his own ignorance made him feel a little guilty. He knew scarcely a thing about botany, could identify only a few of the plants he was passing as he walked. He thought he might purchase a book about weeds and flowers, and maybe a book about birds; he could at least educate himself to the point where he recognized the plants he was passing, as he walked here and there.

Rounding a bend in the road, at about the halfway point between his cabin and the town, he happened to notice a coyote, standing only twenty yards away in the pasture. The coyote, unalarmed, was watching him intently, its head cocked to one side.

“No, my pickup ain’t broke down,” Duane said. “I’m just out for a walk, if you don’t mind.”

He walked a little farther and then glanced back. The coyote was still standing there, looking at him.
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ONCE SHE LEFT THE OFFICE Karla headed for the post office, meaning to see if any interesting catalogues had come in the mail.

Halfway there, she realized she didn’t care. If there was anything she wasn’t in the mood for just then it was one more J. Crew catalogue. Why bother to buy anything, if her husband wanted a divorce?

Nonetheless, from force of habit, she drifted on toward the post office. But when she got a block from it she noticed that seven or eight miscellaneous citizens were standing out in the wind, talking, as they might if there had been a bad accident on the highway. As soon as one of them noticed the BMW coming, eight faces looked her way, a sure indication, in her opinion, that they had spotted Duane walking and knew about the divorce. For a moment it pissed her off: half the town already knew her husband wanted to divorce her and the son-of-a-bitch hadn’t even bothered to mention it to her!

A second later she decided it might be a good day to skip the post office; J. Crew could definitely wait. She didn’t feel up to trying to explain to half the people in town why her husband was walking down the road. Explaining why he was leaving her would be easier: any two people who had been together forty years might one day just elect to say, “Enough!”

Karla blazed on past the post office, to the considerable disappointment of several people who had been hoping to ask her a few questions—discreet questions, of course. When and if it came to a showdown of some kind between herself and Duane, she was not really sure that the good citizens of Thalia would come down on her side. Duane was outrageously popular, always had been. He was president of the school board at the time, and vice president of the Chamber of Commerce. Karla, by her own admission, had had a few years when she could fairly have been described as wild and unruly. Quite a few of the people who had known her then, many of them just as wild, had paid for their wildness and were dead and gone; but some of them were still alive and they had long memories.

Of course, most of the women in Thalia had always hoped Duane would divorce her, so they could marry him themselves, or at least sleep with him without violating the Seventh Commandment—or whichever Commandment it was that forbade adultery. The fact that most of these women were now long in the tooth didn’t mean that they had entirely abandoned these hopes. Even chubby little Earlene, back at the office, had hardly been able to conceal her excitement at the thought that Duane might soon be an eligible divorcé.

Annoyed as she was by Duane’s sudden bad behavior, Karla’s view of that matter was that the women who allowed themselves to think along those lines were in for a big disappointment. Duane wasn’t by nature much of a womanizer—so far as she knew he hadn’t had a fling in years, and the few that had occurred in earlier days had mainly been forced upon him.

“You don’t dodge quick enough, Duane—that’s the whole story of you and women,” Karla had told him, years before, when dodging or not dodging had been a constant part of both their lives.

She started to drive out the road toward the cabin and have it out with him then and there; all her life she had been a confronter, and this was certainly an issue that needed confronting, but for some reason her instincts had gotten in a scrambled state. It was just possible that something physical had gone wrong with Duane; it might be that what was occurring had nothing to do with any sudden desire for a divorce. He could have had a small stroke, causing Alzheimer’s to come on him so suddenly that he had forgotten how to drive; he might even have forgotten where they lived. Maybe the divorce theory, which had seemed reasonable at first, wasn’t reasonable at all. Maybe Duane had just had a stroke and lost his mind, in which case she was going to need help when she brought him home. Dickie, their older son, was back in rehab, trying to overcome his cocaine problem, and Jack, the younger boy, was off in the next county, trapping wild pigs, a profession that suited him perfectly. Jack baited horse trailers with acorns and sold whatever pigs he trapped for five dollars a pound to someone who shipped them to Germany or somewhere.

That left Bobby Lee as the likeliest male who might have some influence with Duane in his deranged state. Karla zipped back to the office and soon had Bobby Lee on the CB.

“Bobby Lee, what are you doing?” she asked.

“Oh, not much. I just shot my little toe off,” Bobby Lee said, deadpan as ever.

“Drop everything then and come to the office,” Karla said. “I need some help with Duane.”

“What’d he do, beat you up?” Bobby Lee inquired.

“I’d rather not talk about it on the CB. Could you please just come on to the office?” Karla asked.

She assumed the part about shooting his toe off was one of Bobby Lee’s little weird jokes, but when his pickup bounced up to the office ten minutes later he was holding the driver’s door open with one hand and dangling a bloody foot out the door.

“Oh my God, what has that stupid little idjit done now?” Earlene said, whereupon she fainted, falling face forward onto her electric typewriter, which immediately emitted a wild keening sound.

“It’s all right, it was just my little toe,” Bobby Lee said, when Karla came running out. “I guess Duane didn’t beat you too bad, you don’t have no black eyes, or else if you do you’re using real good makeup.”

“I never said he beat me,” Karla said. “Now Earlene’s fainted right on her typewriter—I bet she’s ruined that whole contract.”

“Well, big deal, I ruined my whole foot,” Bobby Lee said. “And a foot’s more important than a contract. There’s a hose hooked to that faucet there by the corner of the office—if you’ll just turn it on and hand it to me I’ll sluice off some of this blood and we’ll be on our way.”

“On our way where?” Karla asked. “I never said we were going anywhere.”

One of the reasons Bobby Lee was so hard to communicate with was that he never removed his sunglasses, no matter how light or how dark it was. Once long ago a woman he was madly in love with called him a cross-eyed runt. Despite the fact that, in the years since the insult had been delivered, hundreds of people had assured him that he wasn’t cross-eyed—a fact he could see for himself, in the privacy of his own bathroom, every morning when he shaved—Bobby Lee had refused to take any chances. He kept his dark glasses on at all times, in case crosseyedness struck unexpectedly.

“Oh, come on, Karla,” he said. “Everybody knows Duane has left you. The CB’s been cracklin’ all mornin’, about him walking off. Ten or twelve people have offered him rides, but he won’t get in no car. You two must have had the fight of a lifetime, for him to take it into his head to walk six miles.”

“Nope, no fight. I haven’t even seen him since breakfast,” Karla said. “He just parked his pickup and walked off.”

“Well, that’s not what they’re saying on the CB,” Bobby Lee assured her. “Are you going to bring me that hose, or not? I don’t want to get blood on my pickup.”

Karla brought him the hose, but declined to watch him wash his mangled toe.

“What were you aiming at that you hit your little toe?” she asked.

“A bug,” Bobby Lee said. “I was so fucking bored I tried to shoot a bug and hit my toe.”

“I guess I better go wet a washrag and see if I can bring Earlene back to life,” Karla said.

“If it don’t work I guess I could always give her mouth-to-mouth,” Bobby Lee said. He found Earlene appealing—who cared if she was a little chubby?

“I guess you would, you lech,” Karla said. “I expect I can revive her without any help from a man so stupid he would try to shoot a bug.”

But reviving Earlene proved more difficult than she had expected. Even when Earlene regained a measure of consciousness she was far from out of the woods.

“I’m all right, I’m all right, I just need a little air. Everybody stand back,” Earlene said. Her voice was wobbly but not as wobbly as her legs. When she attempted to walk across the room and get what she referred to euphemistically as her “nerve medicine”—it was actually Paxil, a fact Karla had determined long ago by sneaking a look in Earlene’s purse one day when she was in the bathroom—she began to list heavily to the left. Before anyone could grab her and set her back on course she flopped into the watercooler, knocking it over. The water bottle, which had just been refilled that morning, went rolling across the floor, gurgling as it went, and gushing nice fresh springwater freely onto the rug.

Ruth Popper, who had been deep in a nap and unaware of any commotion, woke up from her nap with the conviction that her feet were wet, which they were, the rolling bottle of water having come to rest against her chair.

“I’m soaked—what’s going on here? Has everybody in this office gone crazy?” she asked.

“No, but I guess you could say we’ve had a few setbacks,” Karla admitted. Earlene’s head had hit the corner of the watercooler when she fell, opening a gash that took nine stitches to close. Karla left Bobby Lee in charge of the office while she ran the hysterical Earlene down to the clinic.

“It’s gonna take plastic surgery, I know it is,” Earlene sobbed. “No man will ever look at me again if I have a big ugly scar.”

“Earlene, you just bumped your head on the watercooler. Calm down,” Karla said. “A little cut like that will heal up perfectly fine.”

“Will you pray for me—I figure prayer’s my best hope,” Earlene begged.

“You’ve got pretty good health insurance—I expect that’s all you’ll need,” Karla said. She did not want to commit herself to praying for a little cut on Earlene Gholson’s head. Her own husband might be wandering around the country with Alzheimer’s, for all she knew; what little credit she might have with the higher powers had best be saved for members of her own immediate family, she believed.

Once Earlene finally got her stitches, screaming all the while as if she were being tortured by Comanches, Karla took her back to the office, to discover that Bobby Lee and Ruth were at each other’s throats. Bobby Lee, sulking because his own injury had been neglected in favor of Earlene’s, had refused to accept any responsibility for Ruth’s wet feet and at some point in the discussion had told her to go to hell.

“If I do go to hell there you’ll be, roasting on a spit,” Ruth told him.

“That’s probably true, and it could happen in the next few days if I get gangrene from this injured toe,” Bobby Lee countered.

“You can’t get gangrene from your toe because your toe’s not there,” Karla pointed out, but her logic, however impeccable, was lost on Bobby Lee when he was in one of his sulky moods.

Karla, knowing she would never hear the end of it if she didn’t offer Bobby Lee at least as much attention as she had offered Earlene, took him to the clinic too. The young doctor, who had just moved to Thalia and didn’t really know the local ways, was annoyed with Bobby Lee because he had made no attempt to find the shot-off toe and bring it with him.

“If you’d just brought it with you I’m sure I could have sewed it back on,” the doctor said testily. “Frankly, I would have liked the practice.”

“Then shoot your own toe off and practice on it, you dumb fuck,” Bobby Lee said, after which the doctor’s ministrations grew noticeably perfunctory.

“Bobby, why would you insult a doctor when he was trying to help you?” Karla asked, as they were driving away from the clinic, Bobby Lee sporting a nice clean bandage.

“It’s a doctor’s duty to heal the sick, no matter how rude they are,” Bobby Lee replied.

“Yes, but people don’t always do their duty,” Karla reminded him—the sentiment prompted her to remember Duane, her sick-in-the-head husband, who must have long since walked to wherever he was going.

“Will you just ride out with me to the cabin, so I can see if Duane’s there?” Karla asked. Bobby Lee, now that he was cured, had a familiar, selfish look on his face, the look that meant he was seriously considering parking himself in a beer joint and drinking beer for a day or two.

“It’s kind of late,” he said. “I’m sure Duane will show back up when he gets good and ready to.”

“Does that mean yes, or no?” Karla asked. “I sure hope for your sake it means yes.”

“Why for my sake?” Bobby Lee asked. “It’s for my sake that I’m trying to be a little careful. Getting in the middle between a husband and a wife can be dangerous, you know.”

“Yes, but not as dangerous as refusing me on one of the rare occasions when I work up to asking you a favor,” Karla said.

“That sounds like a threat,” Bobby Lee said.

“Bobby, it is a threat,” Karla assured him. “If you’re too selfish to help me in my hour of need I’m going to wait until you’re drunk or looking off and then I’m going to kick you as hard as I can right in your one good ball.”

“Oops, let’s go right now,” Bobby Lee said, and without any more discussion, they went.
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THEY HAD JUST ROUNDED the first curve going out of Thalia when they saw a man walking toward them, backlit by the orange winter sunset.

“That’s Duane, I know his walk,” Karla said.

“You’re right,” Bobby Lee admitted. “I didn’t really believe it until now. Duane’s about the last person you’d expect to see walking along the road.”

Karla had always been a confident woman, secure in her convictions and sure of her powers, but for some reason the mere sight of her husband walking down a country road right at sunset threw everything she had ever felt and believed into question. It stripped her of all confidence, and made her feel alone and confused.

“I think you ought to be the one to ask him if he’ll get in the car, Bobby Lee,” she said.

“Me, uh-uh, no way,” Bobby Lee said. “I done lost a toe today—I don’t need to lose a job too.”

“Why would he fire you just for asking a question?” she asked.

Bobby Lee was silent for a while. He too was nervous about whatever was about to happen.

“A man that would get out of a perfectly good pickup and just go walking off is not in his right mind,” Bobby Lee said. “He might fire me over nothing.”

Duane had already spotted his wife’s BMW in the road ahead. Its appearance did not surprise him; what surprised him was that Karla had waited until almost sundown to show up. Karla usually jumped on a problem immediately; she had rarely been known to hesitate. The fact that she had waited nearly half a day to come looking for him probably meant one of two things: either she hadn’t actually missed him until a few minutes ago, or she had missed him but hadn’t been able to get away sooner because of one or more calamitous events. With all the grandkids living at the big house, calamitous events were not rare; two or three a day was about the norm. Duane’s guess was that his wife had had such a hectic day that she was just now getting around to him. Several cowboys and a couple of hunters had offered him rides on his walk back from the cabin, all of which he had amiably declined. He knew that the cowboys and the hunters would have spread the word that Duane Moore, president of the school board and vice president of the Chamber of Commerce, had lost his mind and was walking around on foot. That was the sort of news that spread quick.

The BMW had stopped in the road, a few hundred yards ahead, which just meant that Karla didn’t know what to make of the sight of him walking. If a grandkid had swallowed a fishhook or something equally awkward to extract she would have known exactly what to do, but this new development was more complicated, and there was no precedent for it—not unless you counted a few tennis lessons he had invested in long ago, during the heady days of the boom—it was a time when many members of the West Texas oil community briefly convinced themselves they had risen into the leisure class, when in fact they hadn’t.

Duane walked on toward the waiting car. Though he had only been walking a few hours, he had already developed a good deal of confidence in his pace. Given a few days in which to time himself from location to location, he felt sure he would arrive wherever he was supposed to be pretty much exactly when he was supposed to be there—at least he could if he didn’t overreach and make an appointment in Olney or somewhere. Olney was eighteen miles down the road; it might be a month or so before he was ready for the eighteen-milers.

By the time Duane came even with the car, Karla was in such a state of nerves that she could not sustain the icy demeanor with which she usually greeted her husband when she was mad at him. Instead she rolled the window down and blurted out the fear that was uppermost in her mind.

“Duane, if you wanted a divorce why didn’t you just say so?” she asked, when he stopped. “Why did you have to scare us all this way?”

“What are you talking about, honey?” he asked. “I don’t want a divorce.”

Karla was flooded with relief. Her husband seemed to be perfectly sane, and he didn’t want a divorce. But that fact, once she took a moment to consider it, made his behavior all the more puzzling.

Duane leaned down and looked in the car. Bobby Lee, inscrutable behind his sunglasses, sat in the passenger seat, staring straight ahead.

“What are you doing here?” Duane asked. “I thought you had a job.”

“I do, but I shot my toe off,” Bobby Lee remarked, adding no details.

“Uh-oh,” Duane said. “Target practice at bugs again?”

Bobby Lee just nodded.

“Duane, could you please get in, I’ve had a hectic day,” Karla said. “Earlene fainted at the sight of Bobby’s toe and when she came to she fell and split her head open on the watercooler, and then Ruth got her feet wet and so on.”

She paused. “Just get in and let’s go home,” she said.

“But I am nearly home,” Duane said. He glanced at his watch. “I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.”

“Duane, I wish you wouldn’t be stubborn over this,” Karla said. “Just get in the car. You’ve already embarrassed me enough, walking around all day.”

“I don’t want to get in,” Duane said pleasantly. “I’m enjoying my walk.”

“Well, good for you, nobody else is enjoying themselves much today,” Karla said. “Get in just this once and we’ll talk about it later.”

“I don’t think there’s much to talk about,” Duane said. “Walking is a normal activity—anybody with two good legs can do it. It’s also good for your health—lowers the risk of heart attacks and strokes.”

“It doesn’t lower the risk for me,” Karla pointed out. “I could get a stroke right now just from being mad at you.”

“Why would you be mad at me for taking steps to improve my health?” Duane asked. “Isn’t this better than having me keel over in the cab of a pickup somewhere?”

Karla considered those remarks for a while.

“It’s just like you to try and make something unreasonable sound reasonable,” she said.

“I’m not the only person in the world who walks,” Duane reminded her. “I’m not even the only person in Thalia. There’s probably four or five women down at the track right now, taking their walks.

“What I’m doing is a lot healthier than shooting at bugs,” he added, with a glance at Bobby Lee.

Karla was growing more and more irritated, as she often did when Duane got in one of his reasonable moods. At such times he always seemed able to make what he wanted to do seem completely rational, something everybody else would be doing if they had just thought of it themselves. It was true, for example, that several town women, and even one or two men, could be seen walking in the early mornings, before the day’s work started. But the women who walked were mostly just housewives or secretaries or else retired. Probably the only reason most of them were walking was because they were too tight to buy StairMasters or other machines that would allow them to exercise in their homes. Karla owned several exercise machines herself and would have been happy to buy a few for Duane if he had given her any indication that he felt the need for exercise.

“Duane, there’s plenty of ways you could exercise at home without upsetting everybody and making them think you’ve lost your mind,” Karla said, but when she looked up to see what response he would make she discovered that she was just floating words out an open window; Duane had continued on down the road—she could see his retreating back in her rearview mirror.

“What do you think of that, the son-of-a-bitch didn’t even hear me out,” Karla said, turning to Bobby Lee.

“Can’t we just go home—my toe hurts,” he said.

“I don’t want to go home,” Karla said. “I want Duane to get in the car. If we don’t nip this development in the bud there’s no telling where we’ll end up.”

“It’s not a crime to walk,” Bobby Lee pointed out.

“If he went all the way to the cabin and now nearly all the way back, that’s twelve miles he’s walked today!” Karla said, to emphasize her point.

Bobby Lee had to admit that she had come up with an impressive calculation—twelve miles was farther than anyone in Thalia had walked in living memory, at least as far as he was aware. He himself had once had to walk nearly two miles when he got his pickup stuck while duck hunting one morning. Twelve miles, by his rough calculation, was six times as far as two miles.

“Just thinking about all them miles makes my feet hurt,” he admitted.

“But it’s still not a crime,” he added. “And it don’t necessarily mean he’s crazy.”

“I don’t like it that you’re weakening,” Karla said.

“It’s because my toe hurts,” Bobby Lee assured her.

Karla slowly turned the BMW around in the narrow country road.

“You didn’t even ask him to get in,” she said to Bobby Lee. “He never does anything I ask him to do but he might get in if you asked him.”

“Doubtful,” Bobby Lee said.

“Won’t you even try?” she asked.

Bobby Lee was silent, a response Karla took to mean no. Disgusted, she shoved the pedal to the metal. By the time she passed her husband she was going eighty-six. If her husband was determined to refuse her perfectly polite offer of a ride, then she wanted to see that he ate a little dust.

“Slow down, there’s a bridge; we’ll be airborne if you hit it going this fast,” Bobby Lee said, regretting, once again, that he had allowed himself to be drawn into a controversy between a husband and a wife.

Duane tucked his chin into his jacket when his wife went roaring by. The dusty cloud she raised was still hanging over the road when he crossed the pavement. What was left of the sunset showed yellow through the drifting dust.
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WHEN DUANE STEPPED INTO HIS HOUSE the kitchen was a maelstrom, as it usually was when dinnertime approached. Little Bascom, Nellie’s two-year-old, had managed to claw his way up on the kitchen counter and was cramming one fist into a big jar of peanut butter and then proceeded to lick it off, an activity which evidently enjoyed the approval of Rag, the elderly cook, who was frying round steak and making what she liked to refer to as her “signature cream gravy,” all only a foot or two south of Little Bascom.

“Why are you letting him do this?” Duane asked, immediately setting Little Bascom back on the floor where he belonged. Then he spun off some paper towels and managed to get the little boy’s fist more or less free of peanut butter.

“Because he was whining, that’s why,” Rag said, without looking up from her task. “I can’t cook my gourmet food with whiny kids underfoot.”

“Then you’ve taken the wrong job,” Duane informed her. “We’ve got a large surplus of whiny kids around here.”

“Little Bascom was starving, that’s my analysis,” Rag assured him. “Nellie drifts around listening to her Walkman all day and lets her kids fend for themselves.”

“I didn’t say she was a perfect mother,” Duane countered. “Just make him a peanut butter sandwich next time, okay? Who knows what else he’s had his fist in.”

“I know, the poo-poo,” Bubbles said.

“Shut up, you snitch!” Willy said. The two of them were already at table, waiting politely for the food to be served.

“Hi, kids,” Duane said. Not only were his grandkids beautiful; they had healthy appetites as well.

“I’m mad at you, Pa-Pa,” Bubbles said. “I didn’t want you to go crazy.”

“Shut up, he doesn’t look crazy to me,” Willy said.

“It’s not polite to say ‘shut up’ to a person,” Bubbles informed her brother.

Rag emitted a sound that was somewhere between a laugh and a bellow.

“Polite. I ain’t seen much of that since I took this job,” she said. Rag’s main problem as a gourmet cook was that she was almost too short to see over the stove.

“You could try setting an example,” Duane told her. “Be a role model, you know? Someone the kids could look up to.”

“They only look up to me while I’m cooking,” Rag said. “They know that if it weren’t for me they’d starve. But once that food’s on the table it’s dog-eat-dog.”

“What makes you think I’m crazy, honey?” Duane asked, sitting down by Bubbles.

“Because you walked,” Bubbles said. Personally she didn’t see anything wrong with Pa-Pa taking a walk, but her grandmother was in her room sobbing so there must be a bad element to it that no one had explained to her.

“Grandma’s cryin’,” she said.

“That’s too bad, unless they’re crocodile tears,” Duane said, easing off his new walking shoes. They were first-rate walking shoes, but, even so, his feet had not quite been ready to do twelve miles. They hurt.

“It’s hormones,” Rag volunteered. “You taking it into your head to go walking around all day has set off a hormone storm. There’s no telling where this will end.”

“Hormone storms are just part of life,” Duane said, massaging his left foot.

“Female life, you mean,” Rag said. “Males only got one hormone to worry about and once it’s dribbled out that’s the end of that story.”

“What story, Raggedy?” Willy asked. Rag was always making remarks like that and then never explaining them.

“Never mind, it’s a song you’ll be singing soon enough,” Rag told him.

“I thought you said it was a story,” Willy reminded her. “Now you say it’s a song.”

“Grandma’s cryin’,” Bubbles said again, in case her grandfather had somehow missed this vital piece of information.

“Well, maybe she just needs to cry,” Duane said. “Let’s eat supper.”

He was determined not to let Karla overdramatize his decision to become a walker. He knew she would immediately try to enlist the kids and the grandkids in her effort to get him back in the cab of a pickup, but he meant to meet whatever campaign she launched with reasonableness and calm. He would explain that walking was a particularly good exercise for a man his age—it was something that would help keep him in good health. He didn’t intend to let Karla stampede the household into believing that the simple act of walking was tantamount to insanity—though he had no doubt she would do just that and had probably already started.

“Don’t you even care that Grandma’s cryin’?” Bubbles asked. She was extremely curious about her grandpa and her grandma. If her grandpa really didn’t even care that her grandma was crying, then that was a significant clue.

“Oh sure, I care a bunch,” Duane said, easing off the other shoe and massaging the other sore foot.

“Then why don’t you go kiss her and make her well?” Bubbles asked.

“I doubt she wants me to kiss her, honey,” Duane said.

“That’s right, she don’t,” Karla said, marching into the room with Baby Paul in her arms—he was Nellie’s youngest, seven months old, almost. Baby Paul grinned at the sight of his grandfather, exposing his new tooth. He loved his grandfather and held out his arms, indicating that he would welcome a transfer, but Karla walked him around Duane and popped him into his high chair so briskly that his happy look turned to one of dismay.

“Sit there and deal with it,” Karla told him, when he looked as if he might cry.

“Mean,” Little Bascom said, to the table at large.

“No comments out of you, unless you want me to spank your little butt,” Karla said.

“My tasty gourmet food is almost ready,” Rag informed them cheerfully. She always tried to be extra cheerful when she felt domestic tension building; and she certainly felt it building just at that point.

“I just don’t want to rush my signature gravy,” she continued, when no one responded to her first cheerful remark.

“Take your time,” Duane said. “We’ve got lots of it.”

“Speak for yourself, Duane,” Karla told him. “If I have to spend my declining years dealing with a crazy husband, then I doubt I have much time to spare.”

Before he could answer, Julie wandered in, wearing the sleepy look she wore when she was smoking dope rather than the wired look she sported when she was taking speed. The fact that her own brother, Dickie, was in rehab for the third time, leaving his own three children to the tender mercies of his spaced-out wife, Annette, was not enough to discourage Julie from sampling a wide range of drugs.

“I wish you all weren’t so mean to Annette,” she said. “It’s a lot jollier around here when Annette and those kids come to supper.”

Annette, at the moment, was living in a trailer house at the far west end of the property—the trailer house had been bought for Rag to stay in, but Rag—who had once made the mistake of telling her sister that she felt like Raggedy Ann and had been called Rag ever since—soon decided that she would survive in her job longer if she lived a little farther from work. That way she wouldn’t be available if Jack showed up drunk or stoned at three in the morning, under the delusion that it was breakfast time.

“We’re not mean to Annette,” Duane said. “I like Annette a lot.”

“I like her too but it’s hard to give your full approval to a daughter-in-law who makes her living robbing convenience stores,” Karla said.

Annette did in fact have two convictions for armed robbery, but she was so appealing that the judge’s heart had melted both times, causing her to pile up twice as much probation time as Jack; but the good part was she had only served three or four nights in jail.

“Why do you always have to bring that up?” Julie asked. “She just took the petty cash, both times. Can’t I just ask her if she and the kids would like to come in and eat? I hate to think of the four of them sitting out in that trailer house eating junk food.”

“Bring ’em in, they can have gourmet cooking,” Rag said.

“Annette’s part of the family,” Duane said. “Of course you can go invite her to dinner.”

“But if she doesn’t want to come you hurry on back,” Karla said. “I don’t want you sitting out there half the night, smoking dope and watching porn.”

“Mom, we don’t watch porn,” Julie protested. “It’s just that on cable sometimes people are naked.”

“Naked,” Little Bascom said. His vocabulary was growing by leaps and bounds.

“Do you want a drink, Duane?” Karla asked. Annoyed as she was, it was hard to stay totally mad when Duane was sitting around with his grandkids, looking sweet.

“A splash of bourbon might taste good,” Duane said. “Little Bascom was poking his fist in the peanut butter when I got home.”

“That’s your fault, for not taking the ride I offered,” Karla said.

Duane let the remark float by. He was determined not to be goaded into some hasty retort that would just raise Karla’s temperature. He decided to wait for Annette and her kids to show up before making a statement announcing his intention to become a walker. He would explain calmly that at his age he needed lots of exercise and fresh air. Walking, by definition, was a beneficial activity that would keep him outdoors and reduce his desire to smoke cigarettes or pursue any of the unhealthy desires that could overcome a man who spent too much time in the cab of a pickup. He wasn’t naive enough to suppose that his reasonableness would sway Karla, who was rarely swayable once she took a position. But he thought he could probably get most of the grandkids on his side, creating a lobbying force that would keep it from being such a him-against-them kind of thing.

While he sipped his bourbon, rehearsing in his mind a few of the points he meant to cover in his statement, Julie came back, trailed closely by Annette and the three kids she and Dickie had produced in ten years of an off-again, on-again union: Loni, Barbi, and Sami, it being Annette’s desire that all her kids’ names end with i. Loni was nine, Barbi six, and Sami four. Annette was a willowy brunette, the tallest woman in Thalia; she went through life wearing a dreamy smile that reflected her good nature, and also the fact that she smoked a lot of dope. Even the convenience store managers that Annette had robbed reported that she had continued to smile pleasantly and remain perfectly courteous while holding them at gunpoint.

Of the children, Loni and Sami were as good-natured as their mother, but Barbi, a dark midge of a child, was the opposite in all respects of the doll she had been named after. All the other grandkids thought Barbi was a witch, and the older three had only just been prevented from burning her at the stake. The UPS man, who was at the house virtually every day, delivering things Karla had ordered from various catalogues, noticed that something weird was going on and raced over and stopped it just before Bubbles and Willy could get the kindling to light. Barbi, silent and malevolent, had been tied to a fence post.

“Hi, Annette,” Duane said, when the group walked in. “Why, there’s my Sami.”

“And there’s my Loni and my Barbi,” Karla said. Grandparental favoritism, where Dickie’s children were concerned, had divided along the lines of gender.

“I think it’s stupid that that old rehab center won’t even let Dickie make a phone call,” Annette said. “I just miss him to pieces. What could one little phone call hurt?”

“Plenty, because he’d make it to the drug dealer, not to his loving wife,” Karla reminded her. “That’s what he did last time he was in, remember?”

“Shut up talking about dope—here comes my gourmet cooking,” Rag informed them. Soon the large kitchen table was covered with all the things Rag liked to cook: platters of round steak for the masses, bowls of her signature cream gravy, hominy, black-eyed peas, sauerkraut—a personal passion of Rag’s not shared with much intensity by the people she fed—okra, a mound of baked potatoes, grilled onions, and hot rolls.

“Sit down and eat with us, Rag,” Duane said. “I hate to eat when somebody’s working.”

He said it every night; asking Rag to eat with them was a prelude to every meal, as grace had once been, but Rag had no interest in eating her gourmet cooking. Instead, she repaired to the little pantry, where she smoked and watched I Love Lucy reruns on a small TV, occasionally popping back in to pile more food on the table or check on the cobbler she held in readiness for dessert.

“In my day the help didn’t eat with the family,” she said, when Duane asked her to sit down and eat.

“What if we adopt you, would you eat with us then?” he once asked, out of curiosity.

“No, because if I start eating my gourmet cooking I’ll get fat and lose my figure,” Rag replied. The truth was that she preferred to stop by the Dairy Queen and pick up a cheeseburger and a few tacos to munch while watching the midnight reruns, her favorite being The Mary Tyler Moore Show, all one hundred and sixty-eight episodes of which she had seen at least once; she could recite whole episodes almost verbatim, and would, if asked. She could do passable imitations of Mary, Phyllis, Lou Grant, Rhoda, Ted, Georgette, and Murray. All the grandkids listened attentively but the one most won by Rag’s performances was Little Bascom, who would roll on the floor laughing hysterically, although he had never seen The Mary Tyler Moore Show and had no idea what Rag was doing.

Although both Julie and Annette were professing vegetarianism at the time, they each forgot their vows and ate several pieces of round steak, washing it down with beer.

“If either of you are pregnant you oughtn’t to be drinking that beer,” Karla informed them sternly. “We have enough addicts in this family without producing any little alcoholic fetuses.”

“Mom, don’t talk about things like that, it’s creepy,” Julie said. “I don’t even want my kids to know what a fetus is—they’re too young.”

“We already know. Don’t you ever watch the Discovery Channel?” Willy asked.

“A fetus grows in the uterus,” Barbi said, in her dark way. “And it’s sperm that makes them and sperm lives in the balls of the male.”
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