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    1.


    They were headed south in a beat-up minivan. Riley was behind the wheel. The Doors were on the radio. The killer awoke before dawn. He put his boots on. Riley’s mother-in-law, sitting in the passenger seat, rolled her eyes.


    “What is this?” said Alex, his daughter. Formerly she had been his son. “The music you’d listen to before swallowing Windex?”


    “It’s a classic,” said Riley, quietly. “‘This Is the End.’”


    “I don’t like classics,” said six-year old Otis, from the way back. He had the sheet music for Rimsky-Korsakov’s “Flight of the Bumblebee” in his lap.


    “Fine,” said Riley, switching off the music. His duffel bag contained a copy of Heritage Trail: 100 Sites of American Freedom, East Coast and a canister of Celexa, which was an anti-depressant also helpful in anger management. There was a doctor’s order for the chemo, which he had not yet filled.


    In her purse, Mrs. Leary—known as Gammie—carried photographs of her daughter and grandchildren, none of them taken more recently than five years ago. The handbag also held her health-care card from Blue Cross, $50, all in fives, and two different lipsticks—one red, one rose. There was a canister of Lopressor, a type of beta-blocker used to reduce high blood pressure. Mrs. Leary did not have a driver’s license or a debit card or a cell phone or a photograph of her late husband, Finbar.


    Otis’s backpack contained T-shirts and shorts and a LEGO Bionicles figure named Mata Nui. Flung out of his own universe, Mata Nui finds himself on the desert world of Bara Magna. He had also packed two of Mata Nui’s weapons, the Thomax Launcher and the Nynrah Ghost Blaster. There was a pair of well-worn Harry Potter pajamas, by now a size too small and with holes in the knees, but with which he was not yet ready to part. The pajamas were wrapped around a soft plush toy called Hello Kitty. In a side pocket was a book entitled Ten Boys Who Used Their Talents. In a translucent amber canister was a supply of an antianxiety medication called fluvoxamine, or Luvox. Next to the Luvox was a stuffed Pokémon named Pikachu. I choose you, Pikachu!


    In Alex’s suitcase were fishnet stockings, two different pairs of black stilettos, a black pencil skirt, a shimmering blue spandex halter top, gold hoop earrings, a pair of size six Gap jeans, and a miniskirt from Banana Republic. There was a bottle of spironolactone, a diuretic that also acted as an antiandrogen, and another one of Premarin, a form of conjugated estrogen. Alex’s journal, a small leather book with crisp white pages, lay atop her lingerie, along with a Scheaffer cartridge fountain pen filled with ink of peacock blue.


    They passed a large brick building, in front of which a dozen men and women in cook uniforms were smoking cigarettes. It was odd to see so many chefs gathered in one spot.


    “What happened?” the grandmother muttered. “Somebody spoiled the broth?”


    Riley turned the minivan down High Street and drove through the heart of Wesleyan University. Son of a bitch, Riley thought. Same as it ever was, except for the absence of students, which wasn’t a surprise, since it was June. Beyond a row of brownstone buildings to their right was a baseball diamond and a rolling green hill with an observatory at the crest. The campus had the clean, Hollywood-perfect look of a New England college in early summer


    The Sienna was equipped with a talking GPS device nicknamed Captain Kirk. “Prepare to arrive at your destination,” said the Captain.


    Riley pulled over at 61 High Street, a two-story brick building with a wormy porch. There was a sign out front: WESLEYAN UNIVERSITY • MANCHESTER GRADUATE PROGRAM IN CREATIVE WRITING.


    “You have arrived at your destination,” said Captain Kirk. Riley’s 20-year old-self, slouching on the porch, glanced in their direction, then dissipated like pot smoke.


    “Well goddamn,” said Riley. “This used to be Old Chopper’s house.”


    Otis made a whimpering sound. “Who’s Old Chopper, Daddy?”


    “Professor of mine,” said Riley. “Back in the day.”


    “I don’t like Old Chopper,” said Otis. “I’m afraid of Old Chopper!”


    It was Chopper, in fact, who’d first encouraged Riley to enter the law. The old goat had wanted Riley to become a judge, run for Congress. He wouldn’t have liked the way things played out, Riley becoming a law professor at sad, sketchy Jarlsberg College, in Belfast, Maine. Hey Chopper, he wanted to say, you were a law professor. Why was that an acceptable fate for you, but not for me?


    Because you have a gift, growled the old man’s ghost. You toad.


     “He can’t get us, Otis,” said Riley. “He’s dead.”


    “Dead?” said Otis.


    Riley couldn’t even say the word again. He opened the door, then slammed it on his family. He was a bald, heavy-set man in a wrinkled blue Oxford shirt. He limped from the car to the house on his prosthetic leg, and then, clasping the flaking handrail, clumped up the two steps to the listing porch. Vaguely Riley recalled coming over here for lunch, in the spring of 1978. He remembered fleeing the house at luncheon’s end, his heart pounding. Aioghe Moynihan had been waiting for him, right here on the porch. What the fuck? she’d said.


    He knocked. From inside he heard a few distant voices, followed by the thump of someone descending the stairs. Tumblers turned in the lock, and then the door swung open to reveal June, his estranged wife. They’d been married 27 years. A year ago, she’d told Riley that she needed to get away for a while. I need a chance to do something for myself, she said. A chance to write.


    OK, Riley had said. Whatever you need, Junie. It had seemed only fair, after the long months when she’d had to nurse him through the cisplatin and the doxorubicin and the radiation. He remembered lying there in bed in their house in Bar Harbor, his stump wrapped in gauze, and June walking into the room holding a platter of pancakes as she sang a Velvet Underground tune: Despite all the amputation, they could dance to a rock ’n’ roll station, and it was all right.


     Now they stood in Chopper’s old house, the world inverted and strange, as if they were both students again and had wakened from some strange dream of the future. Riley was stunned to see how much she had changed since December— her hair short, a new set of lines now forming around her eyes—but after a single second this new version of June absorbed the old one, and she looked like herself again.


    “Riley,” she said, and they hugged. She pulled back after a second or two.


    The children got out of the car and came into the Manchester Center. Alex hugged her mother enthusiastically. “Wow, you cut your hair!” she said.


    “Hi Mommy,” said Otis, quietly. He was still holding the sheet music for the Rimsky-Korsakov.


    June hugged her children. She hadn’t seen them since Christmas, when she’d come back to Maine for two weeks, before returning to Wesleyan and the MFA program in poetry. That was almost six months ago. She leaned back to take a good look at them. Otis still looked like an orphan out of a Charles Dickens novel: small and pale with round, bereaved eyes. “I’m so glad to see you, honey,” June said, looking at the sheet music. “What’s that you’ve got?”


    “My piece for Vice President Biden,” said Otis. He sounded like he was going to cry. “Flight of the Buh-Bumblebee.”


    June’s eyes now fell upon Alex. “Wow,” she said. “You’re so—”


    “Estrogen,” said Alex. She’d been on it for two years now, but the last four months, the effects had truly kicked in. Alex had bloomed like a lush flower.


    “I know,” said June. “But—” A shadow of melancholy drifted across her face. “You’re practically a woman.”


    “Dr. Spack is really pleased with my progress.”


    “Dr. Spack,” muttered Riley, with the same intonation one might use to say motherfucker.


    “Riley, Alex’s results are not typical,” Alex said in the voice of a television announcer. “Consult your doctor before taking estrogen!”


    “Wow,” said June. “I can’t get over you.”


    “People change when you aren’t there to look at them,” said Riley.


    “People change,” June replied, “whether you look at them or not.”


    She didn’t have much luggage, considering she’d been on the fellowship since the fall. There was a duffel bag full of clothes, a box full of books. On the top of the book box was a bound copy of June’s manuscript. The name of her poetry collection was Heisenberg Variations. Otis and Riley carried her things out to the car.


    Gammie was still sitting there in the front passenger seat. “Well, look who it is,” she said to her daughter. “Emily Dickinson!”


    “Hello, Mother,” said June, kissing her on the cheek.


    Riley started the car. “Everybody ready?” he said.


    “As ready as I’m going to be,” said Gammie. She gazed upon the cleavage of her grandson. “Surrounded by a bunch of escapees from the booby hatch.”


    “Hey, funny,” said Alex.


    Gammie said, “Having bosoms doesn’t make anybody a woman.”


    “What does make someone a woman?” said Alex. “In your opinion?”


    Gammie heaved a weary sigh. “Suffering,” she said.


    Riley looked at his mother-in-law in his rearview mirror. He wanted to tell the old lady that women hadn’t cornered the market on suffering, that if you thought about it, there was plenty of woe to pass around, but he held his tongue. That was the job, as a man— protecting the people you loved by keeping your mouth shut. Soon enough he’d have to tell Junie that the cancer was back; he’d have to tell all of them. But for a little while longer, he could give them all the gift of not knowing. This is what I do, thought Riley. By keeping it all inside I keep them safe.


    The van slowly turned out onto High Street. They passed the brownstone buildings of College Row. By the flagpole was the pedestal for the Douglas Cannon, although the cannon had been missing for years.


    “What’s that smell?” said Alex, waving her hand through the air. “Whoa. What died?”


    June looked toward her husband and had a familiar, sinking feeling. Nothing had changed. He was just as she had left him.


    “He who smelt it,” Gammie said. “Dealt it.”


    “Hey,” said Alex. “She.”


    They were stopped at a red light. Fisk Hall was to their right.


    “Mommy,” said Otis. “You’re coming to my concert?”


    “Of course,” said June. “I’m so proud of you! Winning the Young Prodigies Award! Getting to perform at Ford’s Theatre! You know, being an artist is the most important thing a person can be.”


    Otis looked down at the sheet music for Rimsky-Korsakov in his lap, as if reading the words upon his own headstone.


    “Vice President Biden’s going to be there,” said Alex.


    “Joe Biden,” muttered Gammie. “He’s another one.”


     June cracked her window. “So. Road trip?”


    “Yeah, although they moved Otis’s concert up to Saturday,” said Riley. “So that means New York is out.”


    June blinked. “You’re kidding.”


    “Yeah, sorry. It’s straight on to Gettysburg, then Philly, then DC.”


    “Wait. We’re going to Gettysburg? But not New York City?”


    Riley seemed unconcerned. “We’ve been to New York. Lots of times.”


    June knew it was hopeless, but she couldn’t quite let it drop. “There’s a reason for that,” she said.


    “I told you how much my old man wanted to take me to Gettysburg and Philly. Before he went to Vietnam, he said he’d take us there, when he got back.”


    June smelled more gas. “Right,” she said. “I remember.” She fell silent. Once the conversation had gotten as far as Riley’s martyred father, there was no point in continuing.


    “It’s kind of a way to do one thing for him. I know it’s corny, but he was a hero, and I want the kids to know about him.”


    “Some hero,” muttered Gammie. “Blows himself up with a stove.”


    The light turned green and Riley began to accelerate. Just at that moment, however, three students—two young women and a man—ran in front of the van, and Riley had to jam on his brakes to avoid hitting them. The tires screeched against the road. The three students gave him a dirty look. They flickered like shadows. Riley was just about to yell at them when he saw their faces. There he was again: Riley’s 20-year old self, his arm around Aioghe Moynihan, his college girlfriend. Her friend, 20-year-old June Leary, was at their side. They were carrying instruments—a guitar and a fiddle and an Autoharp.


    Moynihan, a beautiful, ironically wholesome-looking girl with long black hair, gave the 50-year-old Riley the finger. “Will you not fuck off?!” she shouted, in her nearly impenetrable Cork accent. Young June laughed, as if this were funny, and Aioghe ran across the street, loping like a gazelle. But young Riley stared at his older self with a haunted, mournful expression. Then June pulled on his hand and the three young people walked away.


    “Jesus Christ!” said June. “What did you stop for?”


    “Did you see that?” said Riley. He felt his heart pounding. The minivan had stalled after the sudden stop, and Riley had to start the engine again. He was glad the air bags hadn’t gone off.


    “What?” said June..


    “Those three kids,” said Riley. A car behind him honked its horn.


    “What kids?” said June. He had her attention now. “I didn’t see any kids.”


    “Don’t you remember?” said Riley. “When we were students here, sophomore year? There was one day you and me and Aioghe Moynihan were crossing the street? And somebody almost hit us?”


    “Moynihan,” said June.


    “Can we go?” said Alex. The car behind them honked again.


    Riley hit the gas again, and the car moved forward. He looked over at the quad, but there was no one there. The clock on the steeple of Memorial Chapel chimed noon. The alma mater was playing on the carillon in the cupola of South College. O ivied walls, O storied halls, O shrine of long ago. The altar fires our fathers built shall still more brightly glow.



    


    ***



    


    Thirty-five years earlier, he’d been in the living room of Old Chopper’s house listening to the tick of a clock. The pendulum swung to the left and right, first to one extreme and then the other. Chopper’s house was as silent as a mausoleum; the only discernible sound was the tick of that grandmother’s clock, with its moon and stars. Chopper narrowed his eyes, the better to stare into Riley’s soul. The old man had a red complexion and a large, crumpled nose, and his head was almost completely bald. Most of the time he seemed like some kind of hawk or falcon, circling miles above the earth, waiting for the moment he could come screaming down upon you with his talons spread. At other times—like this exact second, for instance—a mischievous, knowing glance flickered in his eyes, evidence of what some students claimed was his “heart of gold.”


    “You’ve got two paths before you, young man,” said Chopper. “This is your last chance!”


    “Paths?” said Riley. He wished he had not lit up that big fat joint before coming over here.


    “Two paths. On one, you use your gifts. On the other—janitor!”


    “Would you like the sherry now?” said Mrs. Chopper, entering the room. Her husband nodded, and she went to a glass cabinet to remove a glass decanter and three crystal goblets. Mrs. Chopper poured an amber potion into each one. Her hands shook violently.


    Chopper raised his glass into the air. “To your future, Mr. Riley,” he said. Riley took a sip from his glass. It was sweet.


    “My future,” Riley said. He felt a softness in his eyes. Through the open window came the sound of someone walking through a pile of fallen leaves. Children were laughing. The Grateful Dead echoed from Foss Hill.


    Riley sat in his chair all stoned, completely weirded out by his ancient professor and his wife. Then it occurred to him—hey, I could just leave!


    It was as simple as standing up. Which he did. “I have to go,” he said. “This has been really—something.”


    “Look at you run,” said Chopper. “Is that what you’re going to do, spend the rest of your life running when you’re afraid?”


    “Maybe,” said Riley.


    Riley went out into the front hallway and got his jacket. He looked over his shoulder at the old couple, standing there in their parlor. The man and woman were holding each other in their arms now, as if they had suffered some terrible loss.


    He shut the door behind him and walked out on the front porch. Moynihan was sitting there with her fiddle and his Autoharp. “Finally,” she said. She saw the odd expression on his face. “What the fuck?”


    “You would not believe the conversation I’ve been having,” said Riley.


    The two of them began to walk up High Street toward Eclectic. “Old Chopper’s known for getting twisted with the drink,” said Moynihan. “Was sherry taken?”


    “He told me I had gifts,” said Riley.


    “That must’ve been one fuck of a lunch, Jonny, if he’s discovered your particular gifts.”


    “He thinks I should go to law school, become a senator or a judge.”


    “A wanker, like.”


    Riley nodded. “That’s it,” he said. “He wants me to become a wanker.”


    She smiled at him with her 800-watt smile. “Good man,” she said. Moynihan was wearing only a thin white cotton T-shirt, and no bra. “Must be nice, Jonny Riley,” she said happily, “to have someone recognize your natural talents.”


    Riley leaned over and kissed her. They made out there for a while, standing on the sidewalks of High Street. Her nipples went boing. The air was full of the smell of autumn leaves, smoke from fraternity fireplaces. From the carillon in the cupola of South College, bells began to ring. Riley didn’t know the song.


    “So what’s on the agenda?” said Riley. “Are we going to this Apocalypse party?”


    “I just left there,” said Moynihan. “All those people from the Argus were standing in a circle with their hands joined Kumbaya-style, listening to Jim Morrison. Speaking of world-class wankers.” She began to sing. “This is the end, beautiful friend.” Riley liked her version better than the Doors’.


    “So what’s Plan B?”


    “We go up to the graveyard and—this is the brilliant part—we fuck our brains out among the headstones.”


    “Again?” said Riley. He was still considerably stoned.


    “I’ve brought the fiddle and the harp,” said Moynihan. “If we pick up a six of Haffenreffers from the packy, the plan will be complete. Perhaps a couple of grinders in case we get famished.”


    Riley licked his lips. “Yeah,” he said. The bells were still ringing.


    “Course, I’m supposed to be writing a paper. For Chopper.”


    Moynihan considered this. “A paper?” she said, as if she had heard rumors of people doing homework once but had never encountered this firsthand. “Well, what happens if you don’t? What happens if you blow it off and spend the day fucking and taking drugs and playing music in a graveyard, then?”


    Riley thought back to his brunch with the Jamesons, the engraved silver and the good china Mrs. Chopper had set out for them. He felt bad that he called them the Choppers behind their backs.


    “I might lose my big chance,” he said. “If I blow off my homework.”


    “What big chance is this?”


    “To be a wanker.”


    “Oh now, don’t you worry,” said Moynihan. “No one can take that away from you, Jonny Riley.”


    A group of guys were playing Frisbee on the big green lawn in front of South College. Their skills were remarkable; watching them was like watching ballet dancers or tumblers or whirling dervishes. He smelled burning leaves.
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