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ACT III: THANKS, CHUCK!

1

The day Marty Anderson saw the billboard was just before the Internet finally went down for good. It had been wobbling for eight months since the first short interruptions. Everyone agreed it was only a matter of time, and everyone agreed they would muddle through somehow once the wired-in world finally went dark – after all, they had managed without it, hadn’t they? Besides, there were other problems, like whole species of birds and fish dying off, and now there was California to think about: going, going, possibly soon to be gone.

Marty was late leaving school, because it was that least favorite day for high school educators, the one set aside for parent-teacher conferences. As this one had played out, Marty had found few parents interested in discussing little Johnny and little Janey’s progress (or lack of it). Mostly they wanted to discuss the probable final failure of the Internet, which would sink their Facebook and Instagram accounts for good. None of them mentioned Pornhub, but Marty suspected many of the parents who showed up – female as well as male – were mourning that site’s impending extinction as well.

Ordinarily, Marty would have driven home by way of the turnpike bypass, zippity-zip, home in a jiff, but that wasn’t possible due to the collapse of the bridge over Otter Creek. That had happened four months ago, and there was no sign of repairs; just orange-striped wooden barriers that already looked dingy and were covered with taggers’ logos.

With the bypass closed, Marty was forced to drive directly through downtown to reach his house on Cedar Court along with everybody else who lived on the east side. Thanks to the conferences, he’d left at five instead of three, at the height of rush hour, and a drive that would have taken twenty minutes in the old days would take at least an hour, probably longer because some of the traffic lights were out, as well. It was stop-and-go all the way, with plenty of horns, screeching brakes, bumper-kisses, and waved middle fingers. He was stopped for ten minutes at the intersection of Main and Market, so had plenty of time to notice the billboard on top of the Midwest Trust building.

Until today, it had advertised one of the airlines, Delta or Southwest, Marty couldn’t remember which. This afternoon the happy crew of arm-in-arm flight attendants had been replaced by a photograph of a moon-faced man with black-framed glasses that matched his black, neatly combed hair. He was sitting at a desk with a pen in his hand, jacketless but with his tie carefully knotted at the collar of his white shirt. On the hand holding the pen there was a crescent-shaped scar that had for some reason not been airbrushed out. To Marty he looked like an accountant. He was smiling cheerfully down at the snarled twilight traffic from his perch high atop the bank building. Above his head, in blue, was CHARLES KRANTZ. Below his desk, in red, was 39 GREAT YEARS! THANKS, CHUCK!

Marty had never heard of Charles ‘Chuck’ Krantz, but supposed he must have been a pretty big bug at Midwest Trust to rate a retirement photo on a spotlit billboard that had to be at least fifteen feet high and fifty feet across. And the photo must be an old one, if he’d put in almost forty years, or his hair would have been white.

‘Or gone,’ Marty said, and brushed at his own thinning thatch. He took a chance at downtown’s main intersection five minutes later, when a momentary hole opened up. He squirted his Prius through it, tensing for a collision and ignoring the shaken fist of a man who squelched to a stop only inches from t-boning him.

There was another tie-up at the top of Main Street, and another close call. By the time he got home he had forgotten all about the billboard. He drove into the garage, pushed the button that lowered the door, and then just sat for a full minute, breathing deeply and trying not to think about having to run the same gauntlet tomorrow morning. With the bypass closed, there was just no other choice. If he wanted to go to work at all, that was, and right then taking a sick day (he had plenty of them stacked up) seemed like a more attractive option.

‘I wouldn’t be the only one,’ he told the empty garage. He knew this to be true. According to the New York Times (which he read on his tablet every morning if the Internet was working), absenteeism was at a worldwide high.

He grabbed his stack of books with one hand and his battered old briefcase with the other. It was heavy with papers that would need correcting. Thus burdened, he struggled out of the car and closed the door with his butt. The sight of his shadow on the wall doing something that looked like a funky dance move made him laugh. The sound startled him; laughter in these difficult days was hard to come by. Then he dropped half of his books on the garage floor, which put an end to any nascent good humor.

He gathered up Introduction to American Literature and Four Short Novels (he was currently teaching The Red Badge of Courage to his sophomores) and went inside. He had barely managed to get everything on the kitchen counter before the phone rang. The landline, of course; there was hardly any cell coverage these days. He sometimes congratulated himself on keeping his landline when so many of his colleagues had given theirs up. Those folks were truly hung, because getting one put in this last year or so … forget about it. You’d be more likely to be using the turnpike bypass again before you got to the top of the waiting list, and even the landlines now had frequent outages.

Caller ID no longer worked, but he was sure enough about who was on the other end to simply pick up the phone and say, ‘Yo, Felicia.’

‘Where have you been?’ his ex-wife asked him. ‘I’ve been trying to reach you for an hour!’

Marty explained about the parent-teacher conferences, and the long trip home.

‘Are you okay?’

‘I will be, as soon as I get something to eat. How are you, Fel?’

‘I’m getting along, but we had six more today.’

Marty didn’t have to ask her six more of what. Felicia was a nurse at City General, where the nursing staff now called itself the Suicide Squad.

‘Sorry to hear that.’

‘Sign of the times.’ He could hear the shrug in her voice, and thought that two years ago – when they’d still been married – six suicides in one day would have left her shaken, heartbroken, and sleepless. But you could get used to anything, it seemed.

‘Are you still taking your ulcer medication, Marty?’ Before he could reply, she hurried on. ‘It’s not nagging, just concern. Divorce doesn’t mean I still don’t care about you, y’know?’

‘I know, and I am.’ This was half a lie, because the doctor-prescribed Carafate was now impossible to get, and he was relying on Prilosec. He told the half-lie because he still cared about her, too. They actually got along better now that they weren’t married anymore. There was even sex, and although it was infrequent, it was pretty damn good. ‘I appreciate you asking.’

‘Really?’

‘Yes, ma’am.’ He opened the fridge. Pickings were slim, but there were hotdogs, a few eggs, and a can of blueberry yogurt he would save for a pre-bedtime snack. Also three cans of Hamm’s.

‘Good. How many parents actually showed up?’

‘More than I expected, far less than a full house. Mostly they wanted to talk about the Internet. They seemed to think I should know why it keeps shitting the bed. I had to keep telling them I’m an English teacher, not an IT guy.’

‘You know about California, right?’ Lowering her voice, as if imparting a great secret.

‘Yes.’ That morning a gigantic earthquake, the third in the last month and by far the worst, had sent another large chunk of the Golden State into the Pacific Ocean. The good news was that most of that part of the state had been evacuated. The bad news was that now hundreds of thousands of refugees were trekking east, turning Nevada into one of the most populous states in the union. Gasoline in Nevada currently cost twenty bucks a gallon. Cash only, and if the station wasn’t tapped out.

Marty grabbed a half-empty quart of milk, sniffed, and drank from the bottle in spite of the faintly suspicious aroma. He needed a real drink, but knew from bitter experience (and sleepless nights) that he had to insulate his stomach first.

He said, ‘It’s interesting to me that the parents who did show up seemed more concerned about the Internet than the California quakes. I suppose because the state’s breadbasket regions are still there.’

‘But for how long? I heard a scientist on NPR say that California is peeling away like old wallpaper. And another Japanese reactor got inundated this afternoon. They’re saying it was shut down, all’s well, but I don’t think I believe that.’

‘Cynic.’

‘We’re living in cynical times, Marty.’ She hesitated. ‘Some people think we’re living in the Last Times. Not just the religious crazies, either. Not anymore. You heard that from a member in good standing of the City General Suicide Squad. We lost six today, true, but there were eighteen more we dragged back. Most with the help of Naloxone. But …’ She lowered her voice again. ‘… supplies of that are getting very thin. I heard the head pharmacist saying we might be completely out by the end of the month.’

‘That sucks,’ Marty said, eyeing his briefcase. All those papers waiting to be processed. All those spelling errors waiting to be corrected. All those dangling subordinate clauses and vague conclusions waiting to be red-inked. Computer crutches like Spellcheck and apps like Grammar Alert didn’t seem to help. Just thinking of it made him tired. ‘Listen, Fel, I ought to go. I have tests to grade and essays on “Mending Wall” to correct.’ The thought of the stacked vapidities in those waiting essays made him feel old.

‘All right,’ Felicia said. ‘Just … you know, touching base.’

‘Roger that.’ Marty opened the cupboard and took down the bourbon. He would wait until she was off the phone to pour it, lest she hear the glugging and know what he was doing. Wives had intuition; ex-wives seemed to develop high-def radar.

‘Could I say I love you?’ she asked.

‘Only if I can say it right back,’ Marty replied, running his finger over the label on the bottle: Early Times. A very good brand, he thought, for these later times.

‘I love you, Marty.’

‘And I love you.’

A good place to end, but she was still there. ‘Marty?’

‘What, hon?’

‘The world is going down the drain, and all we can say is “that sucks.” So maybe we’re going down the drain, too.’

‘Maybe we are,’ he said, ‘but Chuck Krantz is retiring, so I guess there’s a gleam of light in the darkness.’

‘Thirty-nine great years,’ she responded, and it was her turn to laugh.

He put the milk down. ‘You saw the billboard?’

‘No, it was an ad on the radio. That NPR show I was telling you about.’

‘If they’re running ads on NPR, it really is the end of the world,’ Marty said. She laughed again, and the sound made him glad. ‘Tell me, how does Chuck Krantz rate this kind of coverage? He looks like an accountant, and I never heard of him.’

‘No idea. The world is full of mysteries. No hard stuff, Marty. I know you’re thinking of it. Have a beer, instead.’

He didn’t laugh as he ended the call, but he smiled. Ex-wife radar. High-def. He put the Early Times back in the cupboard and grabbed a beer instead. He plopped a couple of hotdogs into water and went into his little study to see if the Internet was up while he waited for the water to boil.

It was, and seemed to be running at slightly better than its usual slow crawl. He went to Netflix, thinking he might re-watch an episode of Breaking Bad or The Wire while he ate his dogs. The welcome screen came up, showing selections that hadn’t changed since last evening (and the stuff on Netflix used to change just about every day, not so long ago), but before he could decide on which bad guy he wanted to watch, Walter White or Stringer Bell, the welcome screen disappeared. SEARCHING appeared, and the little worry circle.

‘Fuck,’ Marty said. ‘Gone for the ni—’

Then the worry circle disappeared and the screen came back. Only it wasn’t the Netflix welcome screen; it was Charles Krantz, sitting at his paper-strewn desk, smiling with his pen in his scarred hand. CHARLES KRANTZ above him; 39 GREAT YEARS! THANKS, CHUCK! below.

‘Who the fuck are you, Chuckie?’ Marty asked. ‘How do you rate?’ And then, as if his breath had blown out the Internet like a birthday candle, the picture disappeared and the words on the screen were CONNECTION LOST.

It did not come back that night. Like half of California (soon to be three quarters), the Internet had vanished.

The first thing Marty noticed the next day as he backed his car out of the garage was the sky. How long had it been since he had seen that clear unblemished blue? A month? Six weeks? The clouds and the rain (sometimes a drizzle, sometimes a torrent) were almost constant now, and on days when the clouds cleared, the sky usually remained bleary from the smoke of fires in the Midwest. They had blackened most of Iowa and Nebraska, and were moving on to Kansas, driven by gale-force winds.

The second thing he noticed was Gus Wilfong trudging up the street with his oversized lunchbox banging against his thigh. Gus was wearing khakis, but with a tie. He was a supervisor at the city’s public works department. Although it was only quarter past seven, he looked tired and out of sorts, as if at the end of a long day instead of just starting one. And if he was just starting one, why was he walking toward his house next door to Marty’s? Also …

Marty powered down his window. ‘Where’s your car?’

Gus’s short laugh was humorless. ‘Parked on the sidewalk halfway down Main Street Hill, along with about a hundred others.’ He blew out his breath. ‘Whoo, I can’t remember the last time I walked three miles. Which probably says more about me than you want to know. If you’re going to school, buddy, you’re going to have to go all the way out Route 11 and then hook back on Route 19. Twenty miles, at least, and there’ll be plenty of traffic there, too. You might arrive in time for lunch, but I wouldn’t count on it.’

‘What happened?’

‘Sinkhole opened up at the intersection of Main and Market. Man, it’s huge. All the rain we’ve been having might have something to do with it, lack of maintenance probably even more. Not my department, thank God. Got to be twenty cars at the bottom of it, maybe thirty, and some of the people in those cars …’ He shook his head. ‘They ain’t coming back.’

‘Jesus,’ Marty said. ‘I was just there last evening. Backed up in traffic.’

‘Be glad you weren’t there this morning. Mind if I get in with you? Sit down for a minute? I’m pooped, and Jenny will have gone back to bed. I don’t want to wake her up, especially with bad news.’

‘Sure.’

Gus got in the car. ‘This is bad, my friend.’

‘It sucks,’ Marty agreed. It was what he’d said to Felicia last night. ‘Just got to grin and bear it, I guess.’

‘I’m not grinning,’ Gus said.

‘Planning to take the day off?’

Gus raised his hands and brought them down on the lunchbox in his lap. ‘I don’t know. Maybe I’ll make some calls, see if someone can pick me up, but I’m not hopeful.’

‘If you do take the day, don’t plan to spend it watching Netflix or YouTube videos. Internet’s down again, and I’ve got a feeling it might be for good this time.’

‘I’m assuming you know about California,’ Gus said.

‘I didn’t turn on the TV this morning. Slept in a bit.’ He paused. ‘Didn’t want to watch it anyway, to tell you the truth. Is there something new?’

‘Yeah. The rest of it went.’ He reconsidered. ‘Well … they’re saying twenty per cent of northern California is still hanging in there, which means probably ten, but the food-producing regions are gone.’

‘That’s terrible.’ It was, of course, but instead of horror and terror and grief, all Marty felt was a kind of benumbed dismay.

‘You could say that,’ Gus agreed. ‘Especially with the Midwest turning to charcoal and the southern half of Florida now basically swampland fit only for alligators. I hope you’ve got a lot of food in your pantry and freezer, because now all the major food-producing regions of this country are gone. The same with Europe. It’s already famine-time in Asia. Millions dead there. Bubonic plague, I’m hearing.’

They sat in Marty’s driveway, watching more people walking back from downtown, many dressed in suits and ties. A woman in a pretty pink suit was trudging along in sneakers, carrying her heels in one hand. Marty thought her name was Andrea something, lived a street or two over. Hadn’t Felicia told him she worked at Midwest Trust?

‘And the bees,’ Gus continued. ‘They were in trouble even ten years ago, but now they’re completely gone, except for a few hives down in South America. No more honey, honey. And without them to pollinate whatever crops might be left …’

‘Excuse me,’ Marty said. He got out of the car and trotted to catch up with the woman in the pink suit. ‘Andrea? Are you Andrea?’

She turned warily, lifting her shoes as if she might have to use one of the heels to ward him off. Marty understood; there were plenty of loosely wrapped people around these days. He stopped five feet away. ‘I’m Felicia Anderson’s husband.’ Ex, actually, but husband sounded less potentially dangerous. ‘I think you and Fel know each other.’

‘We do. And I was on the Neighborhood Watch Committee with her. What can I do for you, Mr Anderson? I’ve had a long walk and my car’s stuck in what appears to be a terminal traffic jam downtown. As for the bank, it’s … leaning.’

‘Leaning,’ Marty repeated. In his mind he saw an image of the Leaning Tower of Pisa. With Chuck Krantz’s retirement photo on top.

‘It’s on the edge of the sinkhole and although it hasn’t fallen in, it looks very unsafe to me. Sure to be condemned. I suppose that’s the end of my job, at least in the downtown branch, but I don’t really care. I just want to go home and put my feet up.’

‘I was curious about the billboard on the bank building. Have you seen it?’

‘How could I miss it?’ she asked. ‘I work there, after all. I’ve also seen the graffiti, which is everywhere – we love you Chuck, Chuck lives, Chuck forever – and the ads on TV.’

‘Really?’ Marty thought of what he’d seen on Netflix last night, just before it went away. At the time he’d dismissed it as a particularly annoying pop-up ad.

‘Well, the local stations, anyway. Maybe it’s different on cable, but we don’t get that anymore. Not since July.’

‘Us, either.’ Now that he had begun the fiction that he was still part of an us, it seemed best to carry on with it. ‘Just channel 8 and channel 10.’

Andrea nodded. ‘No more ads for cars or Eliquis or Bob’s Discount Furniture. Just Charles Krantz, thirty-nine great years, thanks, Chuck. A full minute of that, then back to our regularly scheduled reruns. Very peculiar, but these days, what isn’t? Now I really want to get home.’

‘This Charles Krantz isn’t associated with your bank? Retiring from the bank?’

She paused for just a moment before continuing her homeward trudge, carrying high heels she would not need that day. Perhaps ever again. ‘I don’t know Charles Krantz from Adam. He must have worked in the Omaha headquarters. Although from what I understand, Omaha is just a great big ashtray these days.’

Marty watched her go. So did Gus Wilfong, who had joined him. Gus nodded at the glum parade of returning workers who could no longer get to their jobs – selling, trading, banking, waiting on tables, making deliveries.

‘They look like refugees,’ Gus said.

‘Yeah,’ Marty said. ‘They kind of do. Hey, you remember asking me about my food supplies?’

Gus nodded.

‘I have quite a few cans of soup. Also some basmati and Rice-A-Roni. Cheerios, I believe. As for the freezer, I think I might have six TV dinners and half a pint of Ben & Jerry’s.’

‘You don’t sound concerned.’

Marty shrugged. ‘What good would that do?’

‘But see, it’s interesting,’ Gus said. ‘We were all concerned at first. We wanted answers. People went to Washington and protested. Remember when they knocked over the White House fence and those college kids got shot?’

‘Yeah.’

‘There was the government overthrow in Russia and the Four Day War between India and Pakistan. There’s a volcano in Germany, for Christ’s sake – Germany! We told each other all this would blow over, but that doesn’t seem to be happening, does it?’

‘No,’ Marty agreed. Although he’d just gotten up, he felt tired. Very. ‘Not blowing over, blowing harder.’

‘Then there’s the suicides.’

Marty nodded. ‘Felicia sees them every day.’

‘I think the suicides will slow down,’ Gus said, ‘and people will just wait.’

‘For what?’

‘For the end, pal. The end of everything. We’ve been going through the five stages of grief, don’t you get it? Now we’ve arrived at the last one. Acceptance.’

Marty said nothing. He could think of nothing to say.

‘There’s so little curiosity now. And all this …’ Gus waved an arm. ‘It came out of nowhere. I mean, we knew the environment was going to the dogs – I think even the right-wing nutjobs secretly believed in it – but this is sixty different varieties of shit, all at once.’ He gave Marty a look that was almost pleading. ‘In how long? A year? Fourteen months?’

‘Yes,’ Marty said. ‘Sucks.’ It seemed to be the only word that fit.

Overhead they heard a droning sound and looked up. The big jets flying in and out of the municipal airport were few and far between these days, but this was a small plane, bumbling along in the unusually clear sky and belching a stream of white from its tail. The plane twisted and banked, rose and fell, the smoke (or whatever chemical it was) forming letters.

‘Huh,’ Gus said, craning. ‘Skywriting plane. Haven’t seen one since I was a kid.’

CHARLES, the plane wrote. Then KRANTZ. And then – of course – 39 GREAT YEARS. The name was already starting to fuzz out as the plane wrote THANKS, CHUCK!

‘What the fuck,’ Gus said.

‘My sentiments exactly,’ Marty said.

He had skipped breakfast, so when he went back inside, Marty microwaved one of his frozen dinners – a Marie Callender’s Chicken Pot Pie, quite tasty – and took it into the living room to watch TV. But the only two stations he could pull in were showing the photograph of Charles ‘Chuck’ Krantz sitting at his desk with his pen at the eternal ready. Marty stared at it while he ate his pot pie, then killed the idiot box and went back to bed. It seemed the most sensible thing to do.

He slept for most of the day, and although he didn’t dream of her (at least that he could remember), he woke up thinking of Felicia. He wanted to see her, and when he did he would ask if he could sleep over. Maybe even stay. Sixty different varieties of shit, Gus had said, and all at once. If this really was the end, he didn’t want to face it alone.

Harvest Acres, the tidy little development where Felicia now lived, was three miles away, and Marty had no intention of risking the drive in his car, so he put on his sweatpants and sneakers. It was a beautiful late afternoon for walking, the sky still an unblemished blue, and plenty of people were out and about. A few looked as if they were enjoying the sunshine, but most just looked down at their feet. There was little talk, even among those who were walking in pairs or trios.

On Park Drive, one of the east side’s main thoroughfares, all four lanes were jammed with cars, most of them empty. Marty wove his way between them, and on the other side encountered an elderly man in a tweed suit and matching trilby hat. He was sitting on the curb and knocking his pipe out into the gutter. He saw Marty watching him and smiled.

‘Just taking a rest,’ he said. ‘I walked downtown to look at the sinkhole and take a few pictures with my phone. Thought one of the local television stations might be interested, but they all seem to be off the air. Except for pictures of that fellow Krantz, that is.’

‘Yes,’ Marty said. ‘It’s all Chuck, all the time now. Any idea who—’

‘None. I’ve asked two dozen people, at least. Nobody knows. Our man Krantz appears to be the Oz of the Apocalypse.’

Marty laughed. ‘Where are you heading, sir?’

‘Harvest Acres. Nice little enclave. Off the beaten track.’ He reached into his jacket, produced a pouch of tobacco, and began reloading his pipe.

‘I’m going there myself. My ex lives there. Maybe we could walk together.’

The elderly gent got up with a wince. ‘As long as you don’t rush along.’ He lit his pipe, puffing away. ‘Arthritis. I have pills for it, but the more the arthritis sets in, the less they do.’

‘Sucks,’ Marty said. ‘You set the pace.’

The old guy did. It was a slow one. His name was Samuel Yarbrough. He was owner and chief undertaker of the Yarbrough Funeral Home. ‘But my real interest is meteorology,’ he said. ‘Dreamed of being a television weatherman in my salad days, perhaps even on one of the networks, but they all seem to have a pash for young women with …’ He put his cupped hands in front of his chest. ‘I keep up, though, read the journals, and I can tell you an amazing thing. If you want to hear.’

‘Sure.’

They came to a bus bench. Stenciled on the back was CHARLES ‘CHUCK’ KRANTZ 39 GREAT YEARS! THANKS, CHUCK! Sam Yarbrough took a seat and patted the space next to him. Marty sat. It was downwind of Yarbrough’s pipe, but that was okay. Marty liked the smell.

‘Do you know how people say there’s twenty-four hours in a day?’ Yarbrough asked.

‘And seven days in a week. Everybody knows that, even little kids.’

‘Well, everybody is wrong. There were twenty-three hours and fifty-six minutes in a stellar day. Plus a few odd seconds.’

‘Were?’

‘Correct. Based on my calculations, which I assure you I can back up, there are now twenty-four hours and two minutes in a day. Do you know what that means, Mr Anderson?’

Marty thought it over. ‘Are you telling me the earth’s rotation is slowing down?’

‘Exactly.’ Yarbrough took his pipe out of his mouth and gestured at the people passing them on the sidewalk. Their numbers were thinning now that afternoon had begun to edge into twilight. ‘I’ll bet many of those folks think the multiple disasters we’re facing have a single cause rooted in what we have done to the earth’s environment. It’s not so. I would be the first to admit that we have treated our mother – yes, she’s the mother of us all – very badly, certainly molested her if not outright raped her, but we’re puny compared to the great clock of the universe. Puny. No, whatever is happening is much larger than environmental degradation.’

‘Maybe it’s Chuck Krantz’s fault,’ Marty said.

Yarbrough looked at him in surprise, then laughed. ‘Back to him, eh? Chuck Krantz is retiring and the entire population of earth, not to mention the earth itself, is retiring with him? Is that your thesis?’

‘Got to blame something,’ Marty said, smiling. ‘Or someone.’

Sam Yarbrough stood up, put a hand to the small of his back, stretched and winced. ‘With apologies to Mr Spock, that’s illogical. I suppose thirty-nine years is quite a span in terms of human life – almost half – but the last ice age happened quite a bit longer ago. Not to mention the age of the dinosaurs. Shall we mosey?’

They moseyed, their shadows stretching ahead of them. Marty was mentally scolding himself for having slept away the best part of a beautiful day. Yarbrough was moving ever more slowly. When they finally reached the brick arch marking the entrance to Harvest Acres, the old mortician sat down again.

‘I think I’ll watch the sunset while I wait for the arthritis to settle a bit. Would you care to join me?’

Marty shook his head. ‘Think I’ll go on.’

‘Check the ex,’ Yarbrough said. ‘I understand. It was nice speaking with you, Mr Anderson.’

Marty started beneath the arch, then turned back. ‘Charles Krantz means something,’ he said. ‘I’m sure of it.’

‘You could be right,’ Sam said, puffing on his pipe, ‘but the slowing of the earth’s rotation … nothing’s bigger than that, my friend.’

The central thoroughfare of the Harvest Acres development was a graceful tree-lined parabola from which shorter streets diverged. The streetlights, which looked to Marty like those in illustrated Dickens novels, had come on, casting a moonlight glow. As Marty approached Fern Lane, where Felicia lived, a little girl on roller skates appeared, banking gracefully around the corner. She was wearing baggy red shorts and a sleeveless tee with somebody’s face on it, maybe a rock star or a rapper. Marty guessed her age at ten or eleven, and seeing her cheered him enormously. A little girl on roller skates: what could be more normal in this abnormal day? This abnormal year?

‘Yo,’ he said.

‘Yo,’ she agreed, but turned neatly on her skates, perhaps ready to flee if he turned out to be one of the Chester the Molester types her mother had no doubt warned her about.

‘I’m going to see my ex-wife,’ Marty said, standing where he was. ‘Felicia Anderson. Or maybe she’s back to Gordon now. That was her maiden name. She lives on Fern Lane. Number 19.’

The little girl pivoted on her skates, an effortless move that would have left Marty flat on his ass. ‘Oh yeah, maybe I’ve seen you before. Blue Prius?’

‘That’s me.’

‘If you come to see her, why’s she your ex?’

‘Still like her.’

‘You don’t fight?’

‘We used to. We get along better now that we’re exes.’

‘Miz Gordon gives us ginger snap cookies sometimes. Me and my little brother, Ronnie. I like Oreos better, but …’

‘But that’s the way the cookie crumbles, right?’ Marty said.

‘Nah, ginger snaps don’t crumble. At least not until you crunch em up in your mou—’

At that moment the streetlights went out, turning the main drag into a lagoon of shadows. All the houses went dark at the same time. There had been outages in the city before, some as long as eighteen hours, but the power had always come back. Marty wasn’t sure it would this time. Maybe, but he had a feeling that electricity, which he (and everyone else) had taken for granted all his life, might have gone the way of the Internet.

‘Booger,’ said the little girl.

‘You better go home,’ Marty said. ‘With no streetlights, it’s too dark for skating.’

‘Mister? Is everything going to be all right?’

Although he had no kids of his own, he’d taught them for twenty years and felt that, although you should tell them the truth once they reached the age of sixteen, a kind-hearted lie was often the right way to go when they were as young as this girl. ‘Sure.’

‘But look,’ she said, and pointed.

He followed her trembling finger to the house on the corner of Fern Lane. A face was appearing on the darkened bay window overlooking a small patch of lawn. It appeared in glowing white lines and shadows, like ectoplasm at a séance. Smiling moon face. Black-framed glasses. Pen poised. Over it: CHARLES KRANTZ. Below it: 39 GREAT YEARS! THANKS, CHUCK!

‘It’s happening to all of them,’ she whispered.

She was right. Chuck Krantz was rising on the front windows of every house on Fern Lane. Marty turned and saw an arc of Krantz faces stretching out behind him on the main avenue. Dozens of Chucks, maybe hundreds. Thousands, if this phenomenon was happening all over the city.

‘Go home,’ Marty said, not smiling anymore. ‘Go home to your mom and dad, poppet. Do it right now.’

She skated away, her skates rumbling on the sidewalk and her hair flying out behind her. He could see the red shorts, then she was lost in the thickening shadows.

Marty walked quickly in the direction she had gone, observed by the smiling face of Charles ‘Chuck’ Krantz in every window. Chuck in his white shirt and dark tie. It was like being watched by a horde of ghost-clones. Marty was glad there was no moon; what if Chuck’s face had appeared there? How would he deal with that?

He gave up walking at number 13. He ran the rest of the way to Felicia’s little two-room bungalow, pounded up the front walk, and knocked on the door. He waited, suddenly sure she was still at the hospital, maybe working a double, but then he heard her footsteps. The door opened. She was holding a candle. It underlit her frightened face.

‘Marty, thank God. Do you see them?’

‘Yes.’ The guy was in her front window, too. Chuck. Smiling. Looking like every accountant who ever lived. A man who wouldn’t say boo to a goose.

‘They just started … showing up!’

‘I know. I saw.’

‘Is it just here?’

‘I think it’s everywhere. I think it’s almost—’

Then she was hugging him, pulling him inside, and he was glad she hadn’t given him a chance to say the other two words: the end.
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Douglas Beaton, associate professor of philosophy in Ithaca College’s Department of Philosophy and Religion, sits in a hospital room, waiting for his brother-in-law to die. The only sounds are the steady bip … bip … bip of the heart monitor and Chuck’s slow and increasingly labored breathing. Most of the machinery has been turned off.

‘Unc?’

Doug turns to see Brian in the doorway, still wearing his letter jacket and backpack.

‘You left school early?’ Doug asks.

‘With permission. Mom texted me that she was going to let them turn off the machines. Did they?’

‘Yes.’

‘When?’

‘An hour ago.’

‘Where’s Mom now?’

‘In the chapel on the first floor. She’s praying for his soul.’

And probably praying that she did the right thing, Doug thinks. Because even when the priest tells you yes, it’s fine, let God take care of the rest, it feels wrong somehow.

‘I’m supposed to text her if it looks like he’s …’ Brian’s uncle shrugs.

Brian approaches the bed and looks down at his father’s still white face. With his black-framed glasses put aside, the boy thinks his dad doesn’t look old enough to have a son who’s a freshman in high school. He looks like a high school kid himself. He picks up his father’s hand and plants a brief kiss on the crescent-shaped scar there.

‘Guys as young as him aren’t supposed to die,’ Brian says. He speaks softly, as if his father can hear. ‘Jesus, Uncle Doug, he just turned thirty-nine last winter!’

‘Come sit down,’ Doug says, and pats the empty chair next to him.

‘That’s Mom’s seat.’

‘When she comes back, you can give it to her.’

Brian shucks his backpack and sits down. ‘How long do you think it will be?’

‘The doctors said he could go anytime. Before tomorrow, almost certainly. You know the machines were helping him breathe, right? And there were IVs to feed him. He’s not … Brian, he’s not in any pain. That part is over.’

‘Glioblastoma,’ Brian says bitterly. When he turns to his uncle, he’s crying. ‘Why would God take my dad, Uncle Doug? Explain it to me.’

‘I can’t. God’s ways are a mystery.’

‘Well fuck the mystery,’ the boy says. ‘Mysteries should stay in storybooks, where they belong.’

Uncle Doug nods and puts an arm around Brian’s shoulders. ‘I know it’s hard, kiddo, it’s hard for me, too, but it’s all I got. Life’s a mystery. So is death.’

They fall silent, listening to the steady bip … bip … bip and the rasp as Charles Krantz – Chuck, to his wife and his wife’s brother and his friends – takes one slow breath after another, his body’s last interactions with the world, each inhale and exhale managed (like the beat of his heart) by a failing brain where a few operations still continue. The man who spent his working life in the accounting department of the Midwest Trust is now doing his final tallies: small income, large disbursements.

‘Banks are supposed to be heartless, but they really loved him there,’ Brian says. ‘They sent a ton of flowers. The nurses put them in that solarium thing because he’s not supposed to have flowers. What did they think? That it was going to kick off an allergy attack or something?’

‘He loved working there,’ Doug says. ‘It wasn’t a big deal in the grand scheme of things, I suppose – he was never going to win a Nobel Prize or get a Medal of Freedom from the president – but he did love it.’

‘Dancing, too,’ Brian says. ‘He loved dancing. He was good. So was Mom – they could really cut a rug, she used to say. But she also said he was better.’

Doug laughs. ‘Used to call himself the poor man’s Fred Astaire. And model trains when he was a boy. His zaydee had a set. You know, his granddad?’

‘Yeah,’ Brian says. ‘I know about his zaydee.’

‘He had a good life, Bri.’

‘Not enough of it,’ Brian says. ‘He’ll never get to take the train across Canada like he wanted to. Or visit Australia – he wanted that, too. He’s never going to see me graduate high school. He’s never going to have a retirement party where people make funny speeches and give him a gold …’ He wiped his eyes on the sleeve of his jacket. ‘A gold watch.’

Doug squeezes his nephew’s shoulders.

Brian speaks looking down at his clasped hands. ‘I want to believe in God, Unc, and I sort of do, but I don’t understand why it has to be this way. Why God would let it be this way. It’s a mystery? You’re the hotshot philosophy guy and that’s the best you can do?’

Yes, because death brings philosophy to ruin, Doug thinks.

‘You know what they say, Brian – death takes the best of us and death takes the rest of us.’

Brian tries to smile. ‘If that’s supposed to be comforting, you need to try harder.’

Doug seems not to have heard. He’s looking at his brother-in-law, who is – in Doug’s mind – an actual brother. Who has given his sister a good life. Who helped him get his start in business, and that’s really the least of it. They had some fine times together. Not enough, but it looks like they’ll have to do.

‘The human brain is finite – no more than a sponge of tissue inside a cage of bone – but the mind within the brain is infinite. Its storage capacity is colossal, its imaginative reach beyond our ability to comprehend. I think when a man or woman dies, a whole world falls to ruin – the world that person knew and believed in. Think of that, kiddo – billions of people on earth, and each one of those billions with a world inside. The earth their minds have conceived.’

‘And now my dad’s world is dying.’

‘But not ours,’ Doug says, and gives his nephew another squeeze. ‘Ours will go on a little while longer. And your mother’s. We need to be strong for her, Brian. As strong as we can.’

They fall silent, looking at the dying man in the hospital bed, listening to the bip … bip … bip of the monitor and the slow breaths Chuck Krantz inhales and exhales. Once it stops. His chest remains flat. Brian tenses. Then it rises again with another of those agonal rasps.

‘Text Mom,’ Brian says. ‘Right now.’

Doug already has his phone out. ‘Way ahead of you.’ And types: Better come, sis. Brian is here. I think Chuck is near the end.
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Marty and Felicia went out on the back lawn. They sat in chairs they carried down from the patio. The power was out all over the city now, and the stars were very bright. Brighter than Marty had ever seen them since he was a boy growing up in Nebraska. Back then he’d had a small telescope and conned the universe from his attic window.

‘There’s Aquila,’ he said. ‘The Eagle. There’s Cygnus, the Swan. See it?’

‘Yes. And there’s the North Sta—’ She stopped. ‘Marty? Did you see …’

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘It just went out. And there goes Mars. Goodbye, Red Planet.’

‘Marty, I’m scared.’

Was Gus Wilfong looking up at the sky tonight? Andrea, the woman who’d been on the Neighborhood Watch Committee with Felicia? Samuel Yarbrough, the undertaker? What about the little girl in the red shorts? Star light, star bright, last stars I see tonight.

Marty took her hand. ‘I am, too.’

4

Ginny, Brian, and Doug stand beside Chuck Krantz’s bed, their hands joined. They wait as Chuck – husband, father, accountant, dancer, fan of TV crime shows – takes his last two or three breaths.

‘Thirty-nine years,’ Doug says. ‘Thirty-nine great years. Thanks, Chuck.’

5

Marty and Felicia sat with their faces turned up to the sky, watching the stars go out. First in ones and twos, then by the dozens, then by the hundreds. As the Milky Way rolled away into darkness, Marty turned to his ex-wife.

‘I love—’

Black.


Act II: Buskers

With the help of his friend Mac, who has an old van, Jared Franck sets up his drumkit in his favored spot on Boylston Street between Walgreens and the Apple Store. He has a good feeling about today. It’s Thursday afternoon, the weather is fucking gorgeous, and the streets are thronged with people looking forward to the weekend, which is always better than the weekend itself. For Thursday afternoon people, that anticipation is pure. Friday afternoon people have to put anticipation aside and get to work having fun.

‘All good?’ Mac asks him.

‘Yes. Thanks.’

‘My ten per cent is all the thanks I want, bro.’

Mac heads out, probably to the comics store, maybe to Barnes & Noble, then to the Common to read whatever he’s bought. A big reader is Mac. Jared will call him when it’s time to pack up. Mac will bring his van.

Jared puts down a battered tophat (scuffed velvet, tattered silk grosgrain band) he bought for seventy-five cents in a secondhand shop in Cambridge, then places the sign in front of it that reads THIS IS A MAGIC HAT! GIVE FREELY AND YOUR CONTRIBUTION WILL DOUBLE! He drops in a couple of dollar bills to give people the right idea. The weather is warm for early October, which allows him to dress as he likes for his Boylston gigs – sleeveless tee with FRANCKLY DRUMS on the front, khaki shorts, ratty Converse hightops without socks – but even on chilly days, he usually shucks his coat if he’s wearing one, because when you find the beat, you feel the heat.

Jared unfolds his stool and gives a preparatory paradiddle across the drumheads. A few people glance at him, but most simply sweep on by, lost in their talk of friends, dinner plans, where to get a drink, and the day gone by to the mystery-dump where spent days go.

Meanwhile it’s a long time until eight o’clock, which is when a BPD car usually slides over to the curb with a cop leaning out the passenger window to tell him it’s time to pack it up. Then he’ll call Mac. For now there’s money to be made. He sets up his hi-hat and crash cymbal, then adds the cowbell, because it feels like a cowbell kind of day.

Jared and Mac work part-time at Doctor Records on Newbury Street, but on a good day Jared can make almost as much busking. And busk-drumming on sunny Boylston Street is certainly better than the patchouli atmosphere of the Doc’s, and long conversations with the record nerds looking for Dave Van Ronk on Folkways or Dead rarities on paisley vinyl. Jared always wants to ask them where they were when Tower Records was going under.

He’s a dropout from Juilliard, which he calls – with apologies to Kay Kyser – the Kollege of Musical Knowledge. He lasted three semesters, but in the end it wasn’t for him. They wanted you to think about what you were doing, and as far as Jared is concerned, the beat is your friend and thinking is the enemy. He sits in on the occasional gig, but bands don’t interest him much. Although he never says it (okay, maybe once or twice, while drunk), he thinks maybe music itself is the enemy. He rarely thinks about these issues once he’s in the groove. Once he’s in the groove, music is a ghost. Only the drums matter then. The beat.

He starts warming up, going easy at first, slow tempo, no cowbell, no tom and no rimshots, not minding that Magic Hat stays empty except for his two crumpled dollars and a quarter flipped in (contemptuously) by a kid on a skateboard. There is time. There is a way in. Like anticipating the joys of an autumn weekend in Boston, finding the in is half the fun. Maybe even most of it.

Janice Halliday is on her way home from seven hours at Paper and Page, trudging down Boylston with her head lowered and her purse clasped close. She may walk all the way to Fenway before she starts looking for the nearest T station, because right now walking is what she wants. Her boyfriend of sixteen months just broke up with her. Dumped her, not to put too fine a point on it. Kicked her to the curb. He did it the modern way, by text.

We r just not right for each other. [image: Image Missing]

Then: U will always be in my heart! [image: Image Missing]

Then: Friends 4ever OK? [image: Image Missing]

Not right for each other probably means he met someone and will spend the weekend with her picking apples in New Hampshire and later on fucking in some B&B. He won’t see Janice tonight, or ever, in the smart pink blouse and red wrap skirt she’s wearing unless she texts him a photo with a message reading This is what U R missing, you pile of . [image: Image Missing]

It was totally unexpected, that’s what set her back on her heels, like having a door slammed in your face just as you were getting ready to walk through it. The weekend, which seemed full of possibility this morning, now looks to her like the entrance to a hollow, slowly turning barrel into which she must crawl. She’s not down to work at P&P on Saturday, but maybe she’ll call Maybelline and see if she can pick up Saturday morning, at least. Sunday the store is closed. Sunday best not considered, at least for now.

‘Friends forever my ass.’ She says this to her purse, because she’s looking down. She isn’t in love with him, never even kidded herself that she was, but it’s a dismaying shock, just the same. He was a nice guy (at least she thought so), a pretty good lover, and fun to be with, as they say. Now she’s twenty-two and dumped and it sucks. She supposes she’ll have some wine when she gets home, and cry. Crying might be good. Therapeutic. Maybe she’ll cue up one of her big-band playlists and dance around the room. Dancing with myself, as the Billy Idol song says. She loved to dance in high school, and those Friday night dances were happy times. Maybe she can recapture a little of that happiness.

No, she thinks, those tunes – and those memories – will just make you cry more. High school was a long time ago. This is the real world, where guys break up with you without warning.

Up ahead a couple of blocks, she hears drumming.

Charles Krantz – Chuck, to his friends – makes his way along Boylston Street dressed in the armor of accountancy: gray suit, white shirt, blue tie. His black Samuel Windsor shoes are inexpensive but sturdy. His briefcase swings by his side. He takes no notice of the chattering after-work throngs eddying around him. He’s in Boston attending a week-long conference titled Banking in the Twenty-First Century. He has been sent by his bank, Midwest Trust, all expenses paid. Very nice, not least because he’s never visited Beantown before.

The conference is being held at a hotel that is perfect for accountants, clean and fairly cheap. Chuck has enjoyed the speakers and the panels (he was on one panel and is scheduled to be on another before the conference ends at noon tomorrow), but had no wish to spend his off-duty hours in the company of seventy other accountants. He speaks their language, but likes to think he speaks others, as well. At least he did, although some of the vocabulary is now lost.

Now his sensible Samuel Windsor Oxfords are taking him for an afternoon walk. Not very exciting, but quite pleasant. Quite pleasant is enough these days. His life is narrower than the one he once hoped for, but he’s made his peace with that. He understands that narrowing is the natural order of things. There comes a time when you realize you’re never going to be the President of the United States and settle for being president of the Jaycees instead. And there’s a bright side. He has a wife to whom he is scrupulously faithful, and an intelligent, good-humored son in middle school. He also has only nine months to live, although he doesn’t know it yet. The seeds of his end – the place where life narrows to a final point – are planted deep, where no surgeon’s knife will ever go, and they have lately begun to awaken. Soon they will bear black fruit.

To those passing him – the college girls in their colorful skirts, the college boys with their Red Sox caps turned around, the impeccably dressed Asian Americans from Chinatown, the matrons with their shopping bags, the Vietnam vet holding out a huge ceramic cup with an American flag and the motto THESE COLORS DON’T RUN on its side – Chuck Krantz must surely look like white America personified, buttoned up and tucked in and all about chasing the dollar. He is those things, yes, the industrious ant trundling its preordained path through flocks of pleasure-seeking grasshoppers, but he’s other things as well. Or was.

He’s thinking about the little sister. Was her name Rachel or Regina? Reba? Renee? He can’t remember for sure, only that she was the lead guitarist’s little sister.

During his junior year in high school, long before he became an industrious ant working in that hill known as Midwest Trust, Chuck was the lead singer in a band called the Retros. They called themselves that because they played a lot of stuff from the sixties and seventies, heavy on British groups like the Stones and the Searchers and the Clash, because most of those tunes were simple. They steered clear of the Beatles, where the songs were full of weird chords like modified sevenths.

Chuck got to be the lead singer for two reasons: although he couldn’t play an instrument he could carry a tune, and his grandpa had an old SUV which he allowed Chuck to drive to gigs, as long as they weren’t too far. The Retros were bad to start with, and only mediocre when they broke up at the end of junior year, but they had, as the rhythm guitarist’s father once put it, ‘made that quantum leap to palatability.’ And really, it was hard to do too much damage when you were playing stuff like ‘Bits and Pieces’ (Dave Clark Five) and ‘Rockaway Beach’ (Ramones).

Chuck’s tenor voice was pleasing enough in an unremarkable way, and he wasn’t afraid to scream or go falsetto when the occasion called for it, but what he really liked were the instrumental breaks, because then he could dance and strut his way across the stage like Jagger, sometimes wagging the mike stand between his legs in a way he considered suggestive. He could also moonwalk, which always drew applause.

The Retros were a garage band that sometimes practiced in an actual garage and sometimes in the lead guitarist’s downstairs rec room. On those latter occasions, the lead’s little sister (Ruth? Reagan?) usually came ditty-bopping down the stairs in her Bermuda shorts. She’d station herself between their two Fender amps, waggle her hips and butt in exaggerated fashion, put her fingers in her ears, and stick out her tongue. Once, when they were taking a break, she sidled up to Chuck and whispered, ‘Just between you and me, you sing like old people fuck.’

Charles Krantz, the future accountant, had whispered back, ‘Like you’d know, monkeybutt.’

Little sister ignored this. ‘I like to watch you dance, though. You do it like a white guy, but still.’

Little sister, also white, also liked to dance. Sometimes after practice she would put on one of her homemade cassettes and he’d dance with her while the other guys in the band hooted and made semi-smart remarks, the two of them doing their Michael Jackson moves and laughing like loons.

Chuck’s thinking about teaching little sister (Ramona?) how to moonwalk when he first hears the drums. Some guy is banging a basic rock beat that the Retros might have played back in the days of ‘Hang On Sloopy’ and ‘Brand New Cadillac.’ At first he thinks it’s all in his head, maybe even the start of one of the migraines that have plagued him lately, but then the crowd of pedestrians on the next block clears long enough for him to see a kid in a sleeveless tee, sitting on his little stool and beating out that tasty old-time rhythm.

Chuck thinks, Where’s a little sister to dance with when you need one?

Jared has been on the job for ten minutes now and has nothing to show for it but that one sarcastic quarter flipped into Magic Hat by the skateboard kid. It makes no sense to him; on a pleasant Thursday afternoon like this with the weekend just around the bend, he should have at least five dollars in the hat by now. He doesn’t need the money to keep from starving, but man doesn’t live by food and rent alone. A man has to keep his self-image in order, and drumming here on Boylston is a big part of his. He is onstage. He is performing. Soloing, in fact. What’s in the hat is how he judges who is digging the performance and who is not.

He twirls his sticks between his fingertips, sets himself, and plays the intro to ‘My Sharona,’ but it’s not right. Sounds canned. He sees a Mr Businessman type coming toward him, briefcase swinging like a short pendulum, and something about him – God knows what – makes Jared want to announce his approach. He slips first into a reggae beat, then something slinkier, like a cross between ‘I Heard It Through the Grapevine’ and ‘Susie Q.’

For the first time since running that quick paradiddle to gauge the sound of his kit, Jared feels a spark and understands why he wanted the cowbell today. He begins to whack it on the offbeat, and what he’s drumming morphs into something like that old joint by the Champs, ‘Tequila.’ It’s pretty cool. The groove has arrived, and the groove is like a road you want to follow. He could speed the beat up, get some tom in there, but he’s watching Mr Businessman, and that seems wrong for this dude. Jared has no idea why Mr Businessman has become the groove’s focal point, and doesn’t care. Sometimes it just happens that way. The groove turns into a story. He imagines Mr Businessman on vacation in one of those places where you get a little pink umbrella in your drink. Maybe he’s with his wife, or maybe it’s his personal assistant, an ash blond in a turquoise bikini. And this is what they’re hearing. This is the drummer warming up for the night’s gig, before the tiki torches are lit.

He believes Mr Businessman will just go past on his way to his Mr Businessman hotel, the chances that he’ll feed Magic Hat hovering somewhere between slim and none. When he’s gone, Jared will switch to something else, give the cowbell a rest, but for now this beat is the right one.

But instead of floating on by, Mr Businessman stops. He’s smiling. Jared gives him a grin and nods to the tophat on the pavement, never missing a beat. Mr Businessman doesn’t seem to notice him, and he doesn’t feed the hat. He drops his briefcase between his black Mr Businessman shoes instead and begins moving his hips side to side with the beat. Just hips: everything else stays still. His face is poker. He seems to be looking at a spot directly over Jared’s head.

‘Go, man,’ a young man remarks, and chinks some coins into the hat. For the gently jiving Mr Businessman, not the beat, but that’s okay.

Jared begins working the hi-hat in quick tender strokes, teasing it, almost caressing it. With his other hand he begins knocking the cowbell on the offbeat, using the kick-pedal to add a little bottom. It’s nice. The guy in the gray suit looks like a banker, but that hip-sway is something else. He raises a hand and begins ticking his forefinger to the beat. On the back of the hand is a small crescent-shaped scar.

Chuck hears the beat change, becoming a little more exotic, and for a moment he almost comes back to himself and walks away. Then he thinks, Fuck it, no law against dancing a little on the sidewalk. He steps back from his briefcase so he won’t trip, then puts his hands on his moving hips and does a jivey clockwise turn like an about-face. It’s how he used to do it back in the day, when the band was playing ‘Satisfaction’ or ‘Walking the Dog.’ Someone laughs, someone else applauds, and he goes back the other way with the tail of his coat flying. He’s thinking about dancing with little sister. Little sister was a booger with a dirty mouth, but she could sure get down on it.

Chuck himself hasn’t got down on it – that mystical, satisfying it – in years, but every move feels perfect. He lifts one leg and spins on the other heel. Then he clasps his hands behind his back like a schoolboy called on to recite and moonwalks in place on the pavement in front of his briefcase.

The drummer goes ‘Yow, daddy!’ in surprise and delight. He picks up the pace, now going from the cowbell to the floor tom with his left hand, working the kick-pedal, never losing the metallic sighing from the hi-hat. People are gathering. Money is pouring into Magic Hat: paper as well as metal. Something is happening here.

Two young men in matching berets and Rainbow Coalition tees are at the front of the little crowd. One of them tosses what looks like a five into the hat and yells ‘Go, man, go!’

Chuck doesn’t need the encouragement. He’s into it now. Banking in the twenty-first century has slipped his mind. He frees the button on his suit coat, brushes the coat behind him with the backs of his hands, hooks his thumbs into his belt like a gunslinger, and does a modified split, out and back. He follows with a quick-step and turn. The drummer is laughing and nodding. ‘You the cheese,’ he says. ‘You the cheese, daddy!’

The crowd is growing, the hat is filling, Chuck’s heart isn’t just beating in his chest but thrumming. Good way to have a heart attack, but he doesn’t care. If his wife saw him doing this she’d shit a brick, and he doesn’t care. His son would be embarrassed, but his son isn’t here. He puts his right shoe on his left calf, spins again, and when he comes back front and center, he sees a pretty young woman standing next to the beret guys. She’s wearing a filmy pink blouse and a red wrap skirt. She’s staring at him with wide, fascinated eyes.

Chuck holds his hands out to her, smiling, snapping his fingers. ‘Come on,’ he says. ‘Come on, little sister, dance.’

Jared doesn’t think she will – she looks like the shy type – but she walks slowly toward the man in the gray suit. Maybe Magic Hat really is magic.

‘Dance!’ one of the beret guys says, and others pick it up, clapping along with the beat Jared is laying down: ‘Dance, dance, dance!’

Janice breaks into a what-the-hell smile, tosses her purse down beside Chuck’s briefcase, and takes his hands. Jared drops what he’s been doing and turns into Charlie Watts, hammering like a soldier. Mr Businessman twirls the girl, puts a hand on her trim waist, draws her to him, and quick-steps her past the drumkit, almost to the corner of the Walgreens building. Janice pulls away, waving her finger in a ‘naughty-naughty’ gesture, then comes back and grasps both of Chuck’s hands. As if they had practiced this a hundred times, he does another modified split and she shoots between his legs, a daring move that opens the wrap skirt to the top of one pretty thigh. There are a few gasps as she props herself on one tented hand and then springs back up. She’s laughing.

‘No more,’ Chuck says, patting his chest. ‘I can’t—’

She springs to him and puts her hands on his shoulders and he can after all. He catches her by the waist, turning her on his hip and then setting her neatly on the pavement. He lifts her left hand and she spins beneath it like a hopped-up ballerina. There must be over a hundred people watching now, they crowd the sidewalk and spill into the street. They burst into fresh applause.

Jared runs the drums one time, hits the cymbals, then holds up his sticks triumphantly. There’s another round of applause. Chuck and Janice are looking at each other, both out of breath. Chuck’s hair, just starting to gray, is stuck to his sweaty forehead.

‘What are we doing?’ Janice asks. Now that the drums have stopped, she looks dazed.

‘I don’t know,’ Chuck says, ‘but that’s the best thing that’s happened to me in I don’t know how long.’

Magic Hat is full to overflowing.

‘More!’ someone shouts, and the crowd picks it up. There are many phones being held up, ready to catch the next dance, and the girl looks like she would, but she’s young. Chuck is danced out. He looks at the drummer and shakes his head. The drummer gives him a nod to show he understands. Chuck is wondering how many people were quick enough to video that first dance, and what his wife will think if she sees it. Or his son. And suppose it goes viral? Unlikely, but if it does, if it gets back to the bank, what will they think when they see the man they sent to a conference in Boston shaking his booty on Boylston Street with a woman young enough to be his daughter? Or somebody’s little sister. Just what did he think he was doing?

‘No more, folks,’ the drummer calls. ‘We gotta quit while we’re ahead.’

‘And I need to get home,’ the girl says.

‘Not yet,’ says the drummer. ‘Please.’

Twenty minutes later they’re sitting on a bench facing the duck pond in Boston Common. Jared called Mac. Chuck and Janice helped Jared pack up his kit and load it in the back of the van. A few people hung out, congratulating them, offering high fives, adding a few more bucks to the overflowing hat. When they’re rolling – Chuck and Janice sitting side by side in the back seat, their feet planted among stacks of comic books – Mac says they’ll never find parking next to the Common.

‘We will today,’ Jared says. ‘Today is magic.’ And they do, right across from the Four Seasons.

Jared counts out the cash. Somebody has actually tossed in a fifty, maybe the beret guy mistaking it for a five. There’s over four hundred dollars in all. Jared has never had such a day. Never expected to. He sets aside Mac’s ten per cent (Mac is currently standing at the edge of the pond, feeding the ducks from a package of peanut butter crackers he happened to have in his pocket), then begins to divvy up the rest.

‘Oh, no,’ Janice says when she understands what he’s doing. ‘That’s yours.’

Jared shakes his head. ‘Nope, we split even. By myself I wouldn’t have made half this much even if I drummed until midnight.’ Not that the cops would ever allow such a thing. ‘Sometimes I clear thirty bucks, and that’s on a good day.’

Chuck has the beginnings of one of his headaches and knows it’s apt to be bad by nine o’clock, but the young man’s earnestness makes him laugh just the same. ‘All right. I don’t need it, but I guess I earned it.’ He reaches out and pats Janice’s cheek, just as he sometimes used to pat the cheek of the lead singer’s potty-mouthed little sister. ‘So did you, young lady.’

‘Where did you learn to dance like that?’ Jared asks Chuck.

‘Well, there was an extracurricular called Twirlers and Spinners back in middle school, but it was my grandma who showed me the best moves.’

‘You?’ he asks Janice.

‘Pretty much the same,’ she says, and blushes. ‘High school dances. Where did you learn to drum?’

‘Self-taught. Like you,’ he says to Chuck. ‘You were great by yourself, man, but the chick added a whole extra dimension. We could do this for a living, you know it? I really think we could busk our way to fame and fortune.’

For a mad moment Chuck actually considers it, and sees the girl is, too. Not in a serious way, but in the way you daydream of an alternate life. One where you play pro baseball or climb Mount Everest or duet with Bruce Springsteen at a stadium concert. Then Chuck laughs some more and shakes his head. As the girl tucks her third of the take into her purse, she is also laughing.

‘It was really all you,’ Jared says to Chuck. ‘What made you stop in front of me? And what made you start moving?’

Chuck thinks that over, then shrugs. He could say it was because he was thinking about that old half-assed band, the Retros, and how he liked to dance across the stage during the instrumental breaks, showing off, swinging that mike stand between his legs, but that’s not it. And really, had he ever danced with such elan and freedom even back then, when he had been a teenager, young and limber, with no headaches and nothing to lose?

‘It was magic,’ Janice says. She giggles. She didn’t expect to hear that sound coming from her today. Crying, yes. Giggling, no. ‘Like your hat.’

Mac comes back. ‘Jere, we gotta roll or you’re gonna end up spending your take paying for my parking ticket.’

Jared stands up. ‘Sure you don’t want to change career streams, you two? We could busk this town from Beacon Hill to Roxbury. Make a name for ourselves.’

‘I’ve got a conference to attend tomorrow,’ Chuck says. ‘On Saturday I’m flying home. I’ve got
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