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SOFT THUNDER

No one knows who slept with her first. Besides, sleep isn’t the right word. What we did: pressed lips to closed lips, tried to slip in some tongue; buried her beneath us on carpeted floors and futon mattresses; fumbled for buckles; felt her dry skin against our sweat-wet hands; said, “Don’t cry”; wiped tears with our T-shirts; kept on because she said, “Don’t stop.”

I met Kendra at Norm’s, the retro-chic diner where I worked weekends bussing tables. This was the end of junior year. Norm’s had a jukebox straight from SkyMall that played the same golden oldies all shift long, and a special sauce— mayo plus Tabasco—you could add on for a dollar, get your fill of fat and spice. The manager’s name was Wyatt but he went by Madonna. Around close he’d unplug the juke, turn up the kitchen stereo, and lip-sync “Like a Virgin” with a mop for a mic, while the rest of us hustled to count out and clean.

 
Wyatt was the first out gay I ever met, a tube-tanned blond who both smoked cigarettes and chewed Nicorette. He took personal calls on the takeout phone, ducking behind the counter to answer, whispering to what I imagined was a variety of lovers, the covert homosexuals hiding out in my hometown. The markings of a clandestine existence were enough to make him my hero. Plus, he bought me beer and smokes without double charging like Tim Qwan from school, who had a fake ID and a sense of enterprise.

“Big Daddy,” Wyatt called me in his lispy southern drawl. “Big Daddy, baby, unplug that juke for me, old man.”

“Yes, boss,” I said, and saluted. “Right away, captain, boss man, sir.”

It was early to close, but Norm’s was pretty empty. Just a couple in the corner drinking decaf, dreading home. Wyatt slipped me some Nicorette. I was new to tobacco, and the gum gave me a low buzz, like an ice cream headache that sinks down to your stomach in a sickly, nasal drip. Wyatt’s mixtape came over the PA: drum machine and synths, Michael Jackson in falsetto. Wyatt pogoed the serving floor. He slapped Claire, the lifer waitress, on a veiny, muscled thigh.

“The way you make me feel!” Wyatt sang.

“Old.” Claire said. “You make me feel old, Ms. Madonna.”

“Hush, now,” Wyatt said. “You’re as young as the last boy you opened your legs for.”

“Then I must be getting on sixty,” Claire deadpanned.

“Bless your heart,” Wyatt said. “Bless your generous heart, Clarice.”

 
“Jesus Christ,” Claire said, and touched the cross around her neck. She was among the last of our town’s Italian Catholics. They lived on the north side, by the lake. They had their own unofficial mayor, Alessandro d’Ambrosio, a nose-broke man of late middle age with half a dozen daughters and supposed ties to the North End mob. D’Ambrosio was always in the local paper, posing at christenings, serving sausage to kids on Columbus Day.

“But what you really need, Clarice, is a young stud like old man Big Daddy Benjamino here,” Wyatt said, and pointed at me.

I must have been blushing ketchup red. Ernesto, the Costa Rican cook, caught a case of the giggles. The cooks were half-cocked by this hour, hoisting rum-punched plastic Coke bottles. Wyatt was grinning. He always was.

“If she’s lucky,” I said.

“Maybe if he puts on some weight,” Claire said. “Benny, why don’t you join a gym, hon? Muscle up for my obsolescence?”

I was a scrawny seventeen, shoulderless, sporting the wispy premonition of an oncoming goatee. My hair was a mop of floppy bangs, Bic-singed at the tips. Claire struck me as someone who had never been young, who from birth had been fading from unknown, prenatal glory. Wyatt himself must have been pushing forty. I didn’t know how he’d landed in these suburbs, far from home, a lifer like Claire: partnerless, all but partied out.

Madonna swooped over, swept me off my feet. He pulled me onto his imaginary dance floor, roped me with an air lasso, spun me, dipped me like a lessoned bride. For a moment I felt weightless, safe in Wyatt’s ropy arms. Then I saw her.

My first impression was that Kendra looked like a doll. Her face seemed sculpted, porcelain pale, with large glassy eyes and perfect pink circles painted over her cheeks. Matte black hair hung nearly to her waist in a puff of voluminous waves. The hair probably accounted for a third of her weight. She was skinny, barely a body, just accumulated clothing on a stingy set of bones.

At seventeen we all craved D cups, skin we could sink into to take refuge from our own unmanly selves. But Kendra had a different appeal. She reminded me of the chicks on MTV who thrashed among the boys, snarling jaw-clenched from the throat. Her outfit added to the image: steel-toe boots; jeans with holes in the knees; some kind of gothic, lacy bodice, a costume perhaps forged with sewing machine from an older sister’s lingerie. Kendra had the expression down too, that punky sideways stare: pupils tipped to corners, mouth ambiguously pursed.

Her parents, on the other hand, were dressed in clothes too hot for June, and too formal for Norm’s: woolen eveningwear, the remnants of a cross-continental journey, possibly by steamboat. They looked like the peasants on the covers of the Russian novels I’d been skimming for English.

“Hello?” her father sang out in a basso-Balkan growl. “Is anybody working in here?”

It occurred to me that I was still in Wyatt’s dippy embrace. He rubbed my nipple through my shirt and made a kissy face. The kitchen staff was in hysterics. Kendra looked at me and winked.

“Wyatt,” I whispered.

 
“I don’t answer to that name.”

“Madonna, fine.”

“Sing it to me tender, Daddy,” Wyatt said, and kept on rubbing.

“Customers,” I said.

She took timid bites of pancakes, a couple sips of soda. Pushed fork around plate, rolling it in syrup and then licking the tines. Her parents were animated, upset, ravenous. Her father waved his arms, stuffed a sandwich in his mouth, exclaimed something in another language. He was crying. “We’ll get through this,” her father kept saying. “It will all be okay.”

Kendra excused herself from the table. She walked right past me on the way to the bathroom, slipped something in my pocket, and pecked me quick against the cheek. She smelled like maple syrup and a scent I couldn’t place, cleaning products maybe, the faint whiff of chemical lemon.

The note said: “Leave twenty-five dollars in my locker and I won’t tell anyone at school that you’re a faggot. Kisses, Kendra.”

Sam lived in one of the beastly mansions—built by my uncle Marion—that were uglying our town. The mansions were arranged in ovular cul-de-sacs, like linemen in huddle, lording over their lawns. The style was some kind of pseudo-Roman abomination, columned and pillared, moon white in the moonlight.

Inside, there were all the sleazy signifiers: hot tub, steam room, ten-headed shower. Sam’s house had a fully stocked bar. His dad had run off with a supermarket magnate six months prior. The magnate was older, with a bleached mustache in blond relief against her upper lip. Sam’s mom mostly stayed upstairs, her






 










 





















 
















 







 


























 





















 









 




































 







 









If you enjoyed this excerpt, click here to order your copy of Adam Wilson’s new short story collection

More About What’s Important Is Feeling

Available February 25 in trade paperback and e-book
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The twelve stories in What’s Important Is Feeling follow the through-line of contemporary American coming-of-age: from the ravings of teenage lust, to the soul-deep debauchery of college, and to the stunning loneliness of de facto adulthood—in lovably demented yet incisive prose.

In “Soft Thunder,” the members of a high school garage band fall for the same girl and then keep falling. In “The Porchies,” students on summer break struggle to escape the strange gravity of an off-campus house. And in the title story, selected for Best American Short Stories 2012, the success of a Texan film shoot, in a turn worthy of Nathaniel West, depends on the performance of a cat.

What’s Important Is Feeling marks the latest from a young literary writer “[whose] prose is original and arresting ... [and] approaches, in his loftier moments, the tortured grace of George Saunders” (Daily Beast).
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Adam holds a BA from Tufts University and an MFA from Columbia University. A former employee of Brooklyn’s famous BookCourt bookstore, he now teaches creative writing at NYU and The Sackett Street Writer’s Workshop. He lives in Brooklyn with his cat.
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Also by Adam Wilson

Flatscreen

Available in trade paperback and as an e-book
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Flatscreen tells the story of Eli Schwartz as he endures the loss of his home, the indifference of his parents, the success of his older brother, and the cruel and frequent dismissal of the opposite sex. He is a loser par excellence—pasty, soft, and high—who struggles to become a new person in a world where nothing is new.

Into this scene of apathy rolls Seymour J. Kahn. Former star of the small screen and current paraplegic sex addict, Kahn has purchased Eli’s old family home. The two begin a dangerous friendship, one that distracts from their circumstances but speeds their descent into utter debasement and, inevitably, YouTube stardom.

By story’s end, through unlikely acts of courage and kindness, roles will be reversed, reputations resurrected, and charges (hopefully) dropped. Adam Wilson writes mischief that moves the heart, and Flatscreen marks the wondrous debut of a truth-telling comic voice.
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Excerpted from What’s Important Is Feeling.
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