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1

Wilson Wigham dressed like lightning and drove like the wind, on the way enjoying neither his crusty brown morning muffin nor the golden shimmer of Lake Michigan’s western waters. You can get away with a lot of things in live television, but first you have to show up. You can’t get away with anything if you don’t show up.

And Wilson knew he had gotten away with a couple of things. He had been late before and had gotten away with it. That was one thing. It’s just a one-time thing, he had said, which sounded reasonable and so he had gotten away with it. The other thing was a more permanent thing, and the station had overlooked it from the very beginning.

See, Wilson had a middle name. It wasn’t the kind of middle name that a mother gives you, but the kind that your classmates in grade school bestow upon you. Wilson’s middle name was The Walrus. Wilson “The Walrus” Wigham. This had nothing to do with Lewis Carroll or John Lennon, and had everything to do with the simple fact that Wilson sort of looked like a walrus. He had girth that competed with his height, and two front teeth that could pass for short blunt tusks. The goatee he had grown during his days at the University of Wisconsin suited him, but hadn’t escaped the notice of his hometown crowd when he returned to Sheboygan to take the job as daytime weatherman for KWQT, Sheboygan’s only independent television station.

Of course, it said something about the Keller family that Wilson had landed the job. It was not so much a protest against modern American media’s insistence that television reporters have personal trainers and good dentists, but more like a lack of protest to Kathryn Keller’s insistence that Wilson get the job.

Kathryn and Wilson had been together since the beginning. Even before the beginning, if you consider puberty to be the beginning. They had dated all the way through school, and after they both got accepted to college in Madison, to the University of Wisconsin’s flagship campus, they had been together for most of the four-to-six years of that phase of life.

But when you’re with someone from the beginning, or really, from before the beginning, then it’s hard to know if you’ve ever been in love with them or simply just been with them. And at some point during that four-to-six-year phase, Wilson and Kathryn had started to ask themselves, and each other, that very question: How do we know if we’re in love (or have ever been in love) with each other? Shouldn’t we be comparing it to something? Shouldn’t we be comparing each other to some other? Wouldn’t it only be then that we’d know?

Madison is a smart and self-conscious city with a lot of very bright young and old people packed together in a wonderfully isolated space in what is very much the center, in every sense of the word, of the United States of America. And these smart questions of self-consciousness seemed appropriately central to Wilson and Kathryn during that wonderfully isolated four-to-six year phase of life.

And so they split up, all the while remaining friends, all the while talking about their experiences with others, all the while assuring each other and themselves that they were doing the appropriately smart and responsible and adult thing, all the while believing that love was exactly what they had suspected it was but feared it wasn’t.

Of course, they were wrong. Love is a funny thing that isn’t always the same thing at the same time, even for the same people. And so Kathryn married a Keller and became Kathryn Keller, and Wilson shrugged and sat on the bride’s side at the wedding and grew a goatee.

Wilson wasn’t broken or angry or sad, but Kathryn assumed he was all those things, and so even though they hadn’t been in close contact since the wedding, when she heard he was looking for a job in television broadcasting, she made him a job by insisting that KWQT needed more than one person reporting on the weather. And so began the mildly popular morning segment The Walrus on the Weather.

But now the Walrus was late again. What made it worse was that they probably wouldn’t even yell at him, let alone threaten to fire him. This was Sheboygan, after all. Everyone remembered Kathryn and the Walrus. Their past wasn’t a secret, and no one thought it should be. The arrangement wasn’t inappropriate, and no one thought it to be. The husband Keller had known Wilson since the beginning, even though they hadn’t swum in the same circles. The husband Keller had also known about Kathryn and the Walrus, and it was no big deal, not least because it seemed to be no big deal to either Kathryn or Wilson.

And it wasn’t a big deal. Kathryn rarely came to the studio, and certainly not at sunrise, which was when The Walrus on the Weather broadcast. She did watch the segment though, and often sent Wilson her thoughts and suggestions. Her feedback was always positive, not so much out of niceness or guilt, but because, well, because Wilson was really quite good. To have even a mildly successful pre-dawn weather segment these days means something. After all, anyone who cares about the weather that early in the morning already knows what the weather is going to be like at that time. No, people weren’t tuning in to learn about the weather, they were tuning in to see the Walrus.

Girth, tusks, and goatee notwithstanding, Wilson wasn’t an unpleasant sight. They say that others will eventually see you in the way you see yourself, and Wilson saw himself as somewhat of a hero. Not a hero in the obvious way, but a hero in a personal way, a hero to himself. He took his work very seriously, but with the kind of seriousness that emerged as comical excessiveness. It harmonized well with his physical excessiveness, and the resulting package was in effect quite interesting.

Wilson knew this, and he used this. He knew his weather reports should never be about the weather. In fact, Wilson didn’t know very much about the weather, and he didn’t waste a lot of time worrying about it. He had of course read about meteorology, and he had also audited a couple of classes at Madison during his sixth year there, which was why he didn’t waste a lot of time worrying about actually forecasting the weather. Wilson had quickly understood that predicting the weather was all about probabilities, which meant that weather was inherently and necessarily unpredictable. After all, if over a twenty-four hour period the average weather report has only a fifty percent chance of being one hundred percent accurate, then why bother?

Which is not to say that Wilson didn’t bother. He did. He did it for the farmers, he would say. This was Wisconsin, and there were still farms and farmers in Wisconsin. His parents weren’t farmers, and Wilson didn’t actually know any farmers, but still, everyone knows that Wisconsin has farms, farms have farmers, and farmers worry about the weather. Of course, no one at KWQT, not even Wilson, thought that Wisconsin’s farmers relied on the Walrus for their farming plans.

And this was exactly why Wilson focused his segment on farms, farmers, and farming. The common knowledge that no farmer cared about what the Walrus had to say was what gave the show its life. It also allowed Wilson to simply make up everything. Some of what Wilson said made sense, but only by coincidence. Once, when no one was expecting hail, he spoke at length about the impact of hail on the blueberry crop before stating that no hail was to be expected. He was known for advocating the replacement of potato crops with garlic fields for no other reason than his clearly stated belief that it was the only way to ensure the continuation of Wisconsin’s recent history of voting Democrat.

Wilson was in fact serious about voting Democrat. Not because he was particularly opposed to Republicans (he wasn’t), and not because he had majored in political science at Madison (he had), but because he had been named after Woodrow Wilson (a Democrat), his mother’s favorite president. Wilson (our Wilson, not the president) had often asked Mother Wigham about this, but she couldn’t remember why Woodrow was the favorite. He just was. It was a Wigham family tradition, and it was not to be questioned. Wilson’s best guess was that the truth lay somewhere between three facts: the Wighams were of English descent; Wisconsin was predominantly German; Woodrow Wilson took the United States into World War I. Given America’s history of anti-German sentiment around that time, Wilson (our Wilson, not the president), thought it best to let the truth lie where it lay.

But right now the only truth that mattered to Wilson was his looming lateness. It worried him a lot, and it upset him greatly. Remember, Wilson took himself seriously. He saw himself as a hero in some small little way. He knew he could take advantage of his standing as the Walrus, as Kathryn’s Walrus, to get away with being late, and that’s why it pained him to appear to be doing so.

And so he drove like lightning and his car screeched like the wind as he spun the little blue Honda hatchback into the television station’s parking lot. He tumbled out of the car and hurtled in through the red double-doors of KWQT’s façade. When inside, he stopped for just an instant and touched his goatee and straightened his 1950s-style eyeglasses and wrapped his brownish-green trenchcoat about him like a cape. Then he sprang back into purposeful motion and burst into the studio’s interior room.

“Shit, I’m sorry, Diane. I don’t know what to say. I hate putting you guys in this position.” Wilson spoke fast but clearly, like a television reporter who took his job and his deadlines seriously.

Diane was a producer. The producer, actually. KWQT was a small outfit, and it only needed one producer. One producer, and two weathermen. Two weathermen. That really did say something about the Keller family, and Kathryn’s place in it.

“Meh. No biggie,” said Diane. She meant it.

“Did you play a rerun?” This was what Diane had done the one other time Wilson had been late.

“No. We put through an old segment on hurricanes. We had it cheap for unlimited recasts from the Weather Channel.”

“Hurricanes?”

“Yes. People like hurricanes.”

“People like hurricanes?”

“Yes.” Diane nodded. She meant it.

Wilson understood, but he didn’t like it. People shouldn’t like hurricanes, he thought. But he understood, and so he said nothing. Instead he just looked at Diane and rubbed his goatee. As the skin on his chin moved up and down, a short blunt tusk showed itself, and this made Diane smile.

“Go home, Wilson. Don’t worry about today. It’s no biggie.” Diane smiled meaningfully.
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The next morning Wilson was up before the sun. His little room was dark, but still bright in a way. Wilson smiled at the ceiling and quickly took to the floor, moving across it like a large creature sliding effortlessly over a correspondingly large and reasonably slippery surface. Arriving at the bathroom, the Walrus cleaned and groomed, and soon he was in the feeding area carefully unwrapping his freshly microwaved brown muffin. The crust was hot and delicious, and Wilson almost laughed as he gleefully checked his goatee for crumbs.

Wilson lived alone in a little apartment on the east side of Sheboygan. The apartment was in a little building made up of many little apartments, most of which were unoccupied. His parents were alive and well, but were doing their living in a southern state which offered warm unchanging weather and low stable home prices. They had sold their Sheboygan home before leaving for that state. All of this had simply saved Wilson the awkwardness of telling his parents (whom he loved) that he loved them but still wanted to live alone in a little apartment on Sheboygan’s east side. All in all, it had worked out very well indeed.

And so Wilson felt nice and whole as he entered his little blue Honda hatchback and turned it out into the dark morning. He drove from the east to the north, all the while hugging the banks of Lake Michigan, which was changing color in response to the approaching dawn. Soon he was at the television station and, since he was not late, he walked in slow and smooth, taking care to use only one of the red double-doors of the station’s façade. His cape was flowing ever so gently behind him as he entered, and a little chill of raging excitement and anticipation burned up along his back until he could feel the tingle in every follicle on his thick walrus-like head. Today is special, he thought. Something starts today.

Diane started over to him and stopped a few centimeters away from his left tusk.

“It’s Saturday,” she said.

Wilson knew she meant it, and immediately he felt the tingles leave his follicles, each little spark scrambling over the next in a mad rush to descend back into the depths of its origin.

“Oh,” he said.

“Wait for fourteen minutes,” she said. “Then I’ll buy you some breakfast.”

“I ate a muffin earlier.”

“Then wait for fourteen minutes and come watch me eat.”

“Okay.”

Wilson waited, all the while standing, for fourteen minutes while Diane ran the morning production meeting. Saturdays were slow at the station, and Sundays were dead. Weekend television is all about live sports on the big channels, and the Kellers had wisely decided to fill those hours with cheap fillers. There was no KWQT original programming on the weekends. No Walrus on the Weather on Saturday or Sunday.

Wilson was troubled by his two recent mistakes, but not too much. This second one was not so bad a mistake, and if two data points could form a pattern (they can’t), the pattern would only suggest that things were getting better.

Seventeen minutes later, Wilson and Diane walked across the street and into the almost-empty parking lot of Perkins. The place was almost empty, but it smelled full, and Wilson thought maybe he could eat another muffin.

Now Wilson, girth and middle name notwithstanding, was not a particularly big eater. He had never been a big eater, a fact that surprised anyone who ate with him. There was really no explanation for his girth, except, perhaps, his middle name. After all, despite its girth, you can’t call a walrus fat.

Wilson ordered a brown muffin and Diane asked for several pancakes. The muffin came almost immediately, and Wilson immediately sent it back to be microwaved and then brought out along with the pancakes. All this was done in an exceedingly polite yet informal manner. Wilson had a way with such things and such people, and his excessive yet genuine manner coupled nicely with his excessive but not unpleasant appearance to create an altogether interesting and acceptable overall situation.

Diane smiled at Wilson as they looked at each other across the table. This was not a romantic occasion for either of them, and neither the smile nor the looks were construed as such by either party. It was, however, mildly unusual for Wilson and Diane to be looking at each other from opposite sides of a table at Perkins while Saturday’s sun came up over Lake Michigan. At first Wilson chalked up the strangeness to it being Saturday, but then, as Diane’s smile changed form, he wondered which way the wind would blow.

“Hurricanes,” she said with a smile.

“Yes,” said Wilson. “I’ve heard of them.”

“People like them.”

“Yes. I’ve heard that.”

“Can you do a segment on hurricanes next week?”

Wilson thought for a moment, but then remembered one of his rules: if you have to think about it, the answer’s probably yes.

“Yes,” he said.

“Great.” Diane smiled again.

The pancakes arrived and the muffin was delivered alongside. Everyone smiled, and breakfast was on. They buttered, poured, cut, and crumbled, and soon the neat little Perkins table looked like a disaster area.

“Actually,” said Diane, “what I meant was, can you do hurricanes for all of next week?”

“Five days of hurricanes?”

“Yes. Five.”

Wilson drew a deep breath, taking a single strand of goatee hair into his mouth. He let his tongue play with the tiny hair for just a little while, and then he swallowed it (the hair).

“Is that okay? Will you do it?”

“Five days of hurricanes?”

“Yes, five.”

“Would that get a little old?”

Diane shrugged. “People like hurricanes. People wrote to us after yesterday’s Weather Channel filler. They said they liked hurricanes. All the e-mails said that.”

“Yes, well, but wouldn’t only the people who like hurricanes write and say that? I mean, if you didn’t care much for hurricanes, or maybe even just found them mildly interesting, you wouldn’t write in to say so, would you?”

“I suppose not.”

The table was now clear, and Wilson and Diane rose up and approached the cashier’s station. The cashier was also the waitress, and they had to wait for her.

“But will you do it?”

“I’m afraid it’ll get old. Five days is a lot.”

“Well, the idea is you’d do five different hurricanes.”

“The idea?”

“Yes.”

“Whose idea?”

“Ms. Keller’s. It was Ms. Keller’s idea.”

Now this meant something. There were only two living female Kellers. One was Ms. Keller, and the other was Mrs. Keller. The latter was the mother Keller, and the former was Kathryn. So Kathryn had asked Diane to ask Wilson to do five days of hurricanes.

“Five different hurricanes?” said Wilson.

“Yes. One for each day. Will you do it?”

Wilson didn’t stop to think. “Yes,” he said.
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That night Wilson was sad. It was not because of Kathryn or because of his recent mistakes or because he had been asked to do five days of hurricanes because of Kathryn and that recent mistake. No, Wilson was sad because of the hurricanes. Diane had said people liked hurricanes, but it wasn’t as simple as that. People don’t like any old hurricane. They only like the ones that kill people. Fair enough, thought Wilson, you can’t tell people what they should or shouldn’t like. If they liked killer hurricanes, then that’s what the Walrus would serve. And since the Walrus didn’t really know very much about hurricanes, he started to learn about them. Not about all of them, just about the ones that killed people.

Now Wilson’s sadness began to make him feel less sad. See, Wilson saw himself as an entertainer and a hero, and this self-image went well with the tiny bit of sadness he felt as he read about the people killed by hurricanes. After all, a hero is defined by the sacrifices he makes, and so Wilson thought he could stand to feel a little sad if it allowed him to entertain people for five days the following week.

Neither Kathryn nor Diane had imposed any further parameters around Wilson’s hurricane segments. They knew he was good, and so they trusted him. The Walrus had always come through, although this was, to be sure, somewhat of an unusual assignment.

And so Wilson read and thought and watched and listened as he learned about the hurricanes that had killed people. Then he made a list of the five hurricanes that had killed the most people. That seemed logical, he thought. If people were interested in hurricanes that killed people, then people would be most interested in the hurricanes that killed the most people. So he made his list and looked at it and immediately he became worried.

Four of his five had occurred on the eastern side of the Indian subcontinent, around the Bay of Bengal, a salty watering hole bordered on three sides by India, Bangladesh, and Burma. This worried Wilson. Would people in Wisconsin be entertained by four days of banter about hurricanes that killed hundreds of thousands of Indians, Bangladeshis, and Burmese? Wilson’s worry wasn’t focused on the average Wisconsinite’s lack of concern for such peoples—indeed, Wilson had no doubt that the average Wisconsinite was as, and possibly more, concerned about the average Indo-Bangla than the average Burmese was about the regular Sheboyganite. Of course, Wilson didn’t blame the Bengali Indians—after all, if hundreds of thousands of your neighbors were getting blown away by hurricanes every year, why would you care about what was happening on the shores of Lake Michigan? You wouldn’t, and that wouldn’t be your fault.

Still, Wilson’s worry grew until it was a sizable ball of something that could almost be touched. Was there a way out? Should he adjust his logic and do five days of American killer hurricanes? But Katrina, as terrible and deadly as she was, had been done. Wilson knew he couldn’t do Katrina any better than anyone else had done it. There were others, but if you had to do five days of killer hurricanes, was it right to ignore the deadliest of the killers?

And so Wilson dropped his ball of worry somewhere along the shores of Lake Michigan as he stood by and watched some fishermen bring their boats back home. He nodded to himself and began to smile as he felt a surge of heroic energy pulsate through his central girth. He would do it. The worst five in reverse order. The worst, but starting with the best of them.

Sunday came and went and Wilson hardly noticed. He was thinking about howling winds and screaming rain with trees groaning and windows crashing and some people dying and other people not dying. He read something about hot air meeting cold air and low pressure swirling around high pressure, but all that bored him. It didn’t ring true, even though Wilson didn’t think it was a lie. It just seemed like something was missing. If a killer hurricane formed because hot air met cold air and low pressure swirled around high pressure, then what caused the hot air to clash with cold air and low pressure to twirl through high pressure? No. Something was missing.

Wilson stood up and backed away from the little kitchen table which was his home office. He went to the window, but it was shut. Instead of opening it, he went to his bedroom and got under the covers and made a sound that no walrus should ever make. At three in the morning, the Walrus emerged from his cave and went back into the bright little kitchen and simply picked up where he had dropped off.

As he made notes about the killer hurricanes from best of the worst to the worst of the five, he noticed something. If not for his training in political science, he might not have thought it odd. But as things were, he was a well-trained political animal, and he indeed noticed the odd pattern. And so, well before the sun was up, Wilson was out and about, screaming through the black morning in his little blue Honda hatchback. He was ready for the week.
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The week, however, was not so ready for the Walrus. By the time he got to number three (Wednesday), the calls and letters had started to pour in. Diane had ignored the three calls on Monday, shrugged off the eleven Tuesday e-mails, and might have done something similar with the fifty-seven pieces of Wednesday’s correspondence if one of the calls hadn’t been from Ms. Keller.

“Diane,” said Kathryn over the phone.

“Yes, Ms. Keller.”

“Is everything all right?”

“Yes, of course. What do you mean?” Diane knew what Kathryn meant.

“I mean Wilson. Is he all right?”

Diane was silent.

“Diane?”

“Yes?”

“Wilson.”

“Yes . . .”

“Is he all right? Is Wilson all right?”

Diane sighed.

“I’m coming down there,” said Kathryn.

“No,” said Diane. “I can handle it. I’ll handle Wilson.”

“Are you sure? I feel like it’s my fault. I feel responsible, you know?”

“Yes. I mean no. I mean, I know what you mean. Let me handle it.”

“Okay, Diane.”

“Okay then.”

Diane hung up and looked down at the dark studio floor. It was late in the morning, and Wilson was long gone. Just as well, thought Diane. She wasn’t prepared to handle Wilson quite yet. She wasn’t sure what to say to him. But she’d have to say something. Something would have to be said before Thursday morning. But what? She sighed and went to her office and flipped on her private monitor and began to study Wilson’s first three segments.

Monday had been okay. Strange, but okay. Wilson had spent much of his slot talking about the political history of India, of all places. Something about a British trading company doing business in India, and then the company getting so big that it simply took over the country and claimed it as a possession of the King and Queen of England. And then some kind of revolt by Indian soldiers beginning with the soldiers in some place called Bengal. And then a couple of killer hurricanes, also around that place called Bengal. Long-winded and strange and somewhat irrelevant, but okay. Unusual for The Walrus on the Weather, but okay.

Then Tuesday got stranger. It started with another obscure political event in that god-forsaken part of the world, and ended with another killer hurricane in that poor torn-up region of that far-off country. But right before it ended, the Walrus made it quite clear that he thought the turbulence of the times somehow made a difference to the turbulence of the tides and winds. Strange, but still okay. Okay if he had ended it there. But he didn’t. Instead, he went on to say that since it was turbulent times in the United States right now, things could take a turn for the turbulent at any time. And so Wilson had warned of a possible killer hurricane. Strange, and almost not okay, but it was still the Walrus, and he had some leeway.

But Wednesday was the last day of leeway. Wilson had started off the show explaining that his own little private study had yielded the precise warning signs for an onset of a killer hurricane. No, not the same warning signs used by real hurricane-watchers. Wilson’s signs had nothing to do with satellite images and weather stations. Those signs were too late and too complicated to be precise, he had said. To be precise, Wilson had said, you must keep it simple. And so he spent the segment talking about the simplest and most precise part of the weather: temperature. That’s when things went from strange and okay to strange and not okay.

Wilson’s warnings were simple enough: every killer hurricane was preceded by not just turbulent times, but turbulent temperatures as well. He held up a ridiculous hand-drawn chart that Diane had no doubt was made-up. The chart had many colors and was unreadable, but Wilson seemed to think it was quite clear. He pointed to a few of the brightest colors on his little hand-drawn chart, and then proceeded to proclaim that the weeks leading up to a killer hurricane were hot. Very hot, he said, relative to what’s expected. Unusual hotness during turbulent times is almost certainly a sign of a killer hurricane to come.

Simple enough, and given the Walrus’s history of making things up, possibly harmless if not for the fact that Wisconsin, and the Sheboygan area in particular, had been in the midst of a heat wave. The last two weeks had been unusually hot relative to what was expected.

Things still might have been okay if Wilson hadn’t connected the dots. On television, if you don’t draw the conclusion for the audience, you can expect that the conclusion will never be drawn. Wilson knew this, and he had still connected the dots. Perhaps that’s why he had connected the dots. Or maybe there was something else going on with Wilson.

Diane was confused, and she turned off her monitor and put her head down on the desk. Soon she heard the shuffle of padded feet, and she looked up to see two blunt tusks.

“Wilson,” she said.

“Yes. Sorry to wake you.”

Diane smiled, and for a second she thought everything was going to be okay. But then Wilson cleared things up and she knew things were not so okay after all.

“I’d like to do a primetime segment tonight,” said Wilson. He spoke firmly but politely. He wasn’t demanding, but it didn’t seem like he expected Diane to say no.

“No,” said Diane.

“You don’t mean that,” said Wilson.

“Yes, I do. I always say what I mean.”

“Don’t you mean to say that you always mean what you say?”

“You’re trying to confuse me.”

“No.”

“Either way. You can’t have a primetime slot. Dave gets the evening slot. He’s the primetime weatherman.”

“I don’t want Dave’s spot. I want the prime primetime spot. I want the news. I want the headlines.”

“Wilson. No.”

“It’s important.”

“No.”

“Diane!”

“No.”

“Fine. I’ll call Kathryn.”

Diane was quiet. She had said she’d handle Wilson. If Wilson called Ms. Keller, it would mean that Diane hadn’t been able to handle Wilson.

Diane stood up. “What’s going on, Wilson? We’re all worried.”

“Who’s we?”

“You know who.”

“Kathryn?” Wilson suddenly looked worried.

Diane nodded like she meant it.

Wilson sighed. “Fine. Forget primetime.”

Diane smiled a little. “Okay.”

“But at least let me finish out the week? I have two more to go.” Wilson looked up at the bright ceiling of Diane’s office.

Diane sighed and looked down and nodded.

And Wilson whipped around and walked out of the studio, his trenchcoat twirling behind him as if to say he had somehow gotten what he came for.
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