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        A fox will be elected without saying a word,

        Playing the saint in public living on barley bread,

        Afterwards he will very suddenly tyrannize,

        Putting his foot on the greatest ones
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      Seven of us stood in the shadow of Separation Peak. Even though the Peak was twenty miles away, it looked as if we could reach out and touch it. Thunderheads loomed to the west, dark purple laced with lightning. The air was cool despite the higher-than-normal humidity: what had been seventies in Cheyenne was fifties here. Our rusted cars were parked along the side of I-80, nearly hiding the blue plastic Porta-Potty that had somehow survived the decade.

      I never expected to stand here. My grandfather once told me that promises made when a man was young were rarely remembered into his middle age.

      I didn’t know how I would forget.

      The wind from the approaching storm whipped our jackets, pressed our thin shirts against our chests. Margarite’s breasts showed round and firm despite her forty-five years. She shivered and pulled her jacket tight. I longed to press myself against her and steal a bit of her warmth.

      Twenty years. Twenty years and the emotions were as raw as they had been the day we separated.

      “I suppose we should start,” Sven said. His eyes were dark behind his taped and battered glasses. Scratches on the lenses reflected on his pale skin.

      No one looked at me, but I could feel the expectation. Tell us what to do, Devin. Show us how to be. But I wasn’t going to bow to it. This time they were on their own.

      Paolo turned away from me. Chibu kicked a chunk of the interstate. The concrete was shredding under the weight of too many winters. Our cars had broken the weeds in the center, a clear path for any urban tracking guide. Lobo had his back to all of us, the wind teasing his long brown hair. His muscles were still firm, his body still the one I remembered. He and Margarite were almost unchanged. The rest of us had allowed age to sag us, to add lines around our mouths, memory marks beside our eyes.

      Quinlin looked at me. His tanned face had taken a leathery quality. “You started it, Devin. You get to end it.”

      The wind had blown the storm closer. I wasn’t going to dodge it any more than I was going to dodge their expectations.

      “All right,” I said. “Let’s see if he’s still here.”
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      Twenty-five years before, in finals week for fall quarter, we held a vote in our American Government Seminar. To this day, I wonder if Professor Wiggins had been a visionary or merely a man trying to grapple with his own fear. We saw nothing, of course. We were children merely pretending to be adults.

      Professor Wiggins held his seminars in a lounge on the first floor of Baxter Hall. Twenty students sprawled along couches and slouched in easy chairs. The green décor made everyone’s faces sallow, even Paolo and Chibu, whose dark skin would take on a greyish cast.

      Two weeks before, we had been appointed Electoral College delegates for a mythical presidential election. Then we had studied the system. Our final grade was based on our performance in this afternoon’s class.

      “I don’t understand it,” Lobo had whispered to me as we waited for class to begin. “All we do is write our guy’s name on a piece of paper and then leave. What’s so tough about that?”

      I didn’t know but I had a feeling I was going to find out. Even then they looked to me, not just because I was Wiggins’ favorite, but because I was heir apparent to the Culhane political dynasty. My father had been a senator, just as his father had before him. Although my parents had been dead for most of my life, and financial necessity (and a jealous aunt and uncle) had shunted me to this tiny backwater college, everyone here knew that I had the power, the charisma and the political sharpness to reclaim the Culhane family destiny.

      Wiggins was up to something—and we weren’t going to like it.

      He arrived a minute later, carrying a tray of cold sandwiches mounded high and wrapped in plastic carrying a local deli’s logo. Two large thermoses of coffee already waited on the table, as did another of hot water. Soda was on ice in a cooler beneath the window. Quinlin had already scouted that out and confirmed what we all suspected: no beer.

      Obviously we weren’t going to write names on a paper and leave.

      Wiggins set the tray down and leaned against his favorite kelly-green overstuffed chair. “You have just flown in from all parts of the country,” he said, his gravely voice taking on a power it didn’t usually have. “Because of scheduling conflicts, the meetings begin this morning instead of giving you all a day to recover. While some of you were on the red-eye, and the rest of you were sleeping, the president-elect’s plane went down over Indiana, killing all on board. The current president, as we all know, is a lame duck, and his veep has already announced his retirement from public life—”

      “Jeez, just like Kastlebaum,” Sven whispered to me. President Hurley was a lame duck and his vice president, Mark Kastlebaum had announced that he wasn’t going to run in the current election because he had just been diagnosed as HIV-positive.

      “—and so, you, my friends, are entrusted with the fate of the country.”

      “Can’t we just hold another election?” Chibu asked. The rest of the class groaned.

      “Since we haven’t officially started, I will not hold that remark against you,” Wiggins said. “But remember, the popular vote does not choose a president. You do. And as Electoral College members, you may place your state’s votes behind any candidate—”

      “—Or any person,” I said.

      “Very good, Mr. Culhane.” Wiggins smiled. “Any person or any candidate you may like. Are we ready?” The class sighed. He handed me a slip of paper. “Mr. Culhane has my home phone number. You will call me when there is a new president of the United States.”

      I slipped the phone number in my pocket. That part was for show. I had already memorized Wiggins’ home phone. We had spent many a late night talking theory and batting political what-ifs back and forth. We never discussed this one.

      Wiggins left with a half smile on his face, and we fell into it. We argued and screamed and pleaded with each other. We cited case after case, looked up the 12th Amendment to the Constitution which defined the Electoral College’s role, and decided that we didn’t want to throw the vote into the House of Representatives. We examined the hypothetical candidates and their histories. We also toyed with inserting a wild card—a person who had not been on the November ballot—and we even mentioned Milan’s name. In the end, we didn’t choose an outsider, figuring it would be too much work.

      Of course, that was our mistake.

      We ate the sandwiches and drank too much coffee. At 10 p.m., pizza and more soda arrived, courtesy of Wiggins, and still we had made no decision. Finally, at 4 a.m., I called a vote. We did as Lobo predicted and each scrawled a name on a piece of paper. Chibu counted the votes. Twenty people divided between two candidates—evenly—and continued to do so with each vote taken thereafter.

      Wiggins arrived at 8 a.m. with more coffee as well as doughnuts. As he set the doughnuts on the table. He passed around blue books with the doughnut boxes. “It’s January 20th, people,” he said. “Time to inaugurate a president. Write the name in the blue book of the person who will take the oath of office at noon. You have—” he glanced at his watch “—one hour.”

      No sleep and all that wrangling. I wasn’t thinking clearly. I ate four chocolate doughnuts and stared at the empty page in my blue book. Who became president? No one. The vote had to go to the House of Representatives. But the lame duck’s term was over. Someone had to head the state.

      Finally the chocolate hit and with the sugar high came the answer: The vice president-elect. As in all other cases of incapacity of a president, the vice president became president. The vice president would have been voted along the normal course. The Electoral College would have had no trouble with that vote. I scrawled down the vice president-elect’s name, took another doughnut and left the room to get a much-needed shower and sleep.

      When I woke up I learned that I was the only student to ever pass Wiggins’ final.
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      We trudged along the rocky surface of the Divide toward Separation Peak. Losing sight of the Interstate filled me with a dread that seemed irrational now. No one wanted to get lost in the Rocky Mountains, but we weren’t going very far. The Interstate itself was no protection: few people had the resources it took to buy a tank of gas. That we all made it to the reunion spoke of our determination instead of our wealth.

      It also spoke of our fear of Milan.

      By unspoken agreement, Lobo led. His athlete’s muscles could respond to any danger quickly and he seemed to remember the trail that time and weather had dispersed. The wind had died down to an unnatural calm, and in the distance thunder boomed. The air smelled of rain.

      I dug my hands into my pockets, fingers toying with the frayed edges of the holes that had long ago torn through the seams. The jacket wouldn’t provide much protection when the storm broke. Perhaps it would wait until we were done, and I could return to the relative safety of my car. At least my windows were intact. Sven’s weren’t.

      “Here,” Lobo said.

      We fanned out around him. The rocks still formed a cairn—an obvious grave to anyone who was looking. But no one had looked. Not once in twenty years. Even the animals had left the site untouched.

      Nights alone in my small apartment I had envisioned that cairn, top
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