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Chapter 1

 


 

 

It was the summer of quitting—William Casey’s father quit his
job, Kyle Pitch’s  mother quit her marriage and Molly
Kendrick, of the Kendrick sisters, quit being mean to me for a
week, priming me for the ultimate boyhood embarrassment, when she
said I could kiss her, only to laugh and vanish as I leaned in,
eyes closed, my head left sticking out in empty space like some
kind of awkward rock formation. It was also the summer I worked at
Ava’s Ice Cream, and the entire Pioneer Valley chapter of Hell’s
Fury quit smoking cigarettes and took up eating ice cream.

We were minutes away from closing. Steakem, Jimmy Steakem, the
manager, had stepped back to the office to begin wrapping up, which
meant that he was going to call his girlfriend and talk about
nothing, while I mopped the floor and soaked the scoops. Through
the front windows I noticed a growing throng of slightly
overweight, mostly white males, slowing their motorcycles and
moon-walking them into a line in front of the shop.

Slowly they gathered on the sidewalk, patting shoulders,
exchanging hugs, and clasping hands. One man separated himself from
the hum, whipped open our front door, and walked straight up to the
counter.

 “Do you make it yourself?” he asked.


           
“I’m not allowed to make the ice cream yet, but it is homemade,” I
replied.

A smile cracked on his face. He looked over his shoulder, and as
he rolled his head back to me, two of the bikers behind him began
yelling and gesturing toward one another. A minor tussle began, but
they were quickly and clumsily pulled apart.


           
“Listen kid, learn to make the ice cream. Learn a trade. That’s
what my father said to me. He said learn a trade, and you can do
anything you want.”

I stared at him with a blank expression.

“See those twenty guys out there.” He pointed back over his
shoulder with his thumb. “They all just quit smoking, and the only
thing that kills their nicotine cravings is ice cream. We’re sick
of hack job parlors. We’ve heard this place is good. Pit, Crush,
and Tallboy over there, they’ve ridden all the way from Lowell.
Familyman and Kapper, from Springfield. And Steve, well Steve is
from Connecticut—Hartford—but we let him ride with us anyway. My
name’s Ripcord. Let me get a taster of that Butter Pecan. If it’s
any good, you’ll see solid business from us. What’s your name
kid?”


           
Before I knew it, I was answering him and reaching for a tasting
spoon. “My name’s Chance. Here.”

He said thanks and took the utensil. It looked tiny in his hand.
He was fit in an over fiftyish kind of way, with silver hair tucked
under a worn leather biker cap, a bronze tan, and no facial hair.
He wore a sleeveless denim shirt and jeans. Below them, boots. He
held his eyes on me as he lifted the taster to his mouth.

His reaction was immediate.

“Fabulous. We’re on.” He ran over to the door, pushed it open
with right hand and with his left he beckoned the rest of the gang
toward him. “Come on boys. We’ve got ourselves a winner.”

A collective grunt rang out.

As the last biker left, Jimmy came out from the office. They
remained in front, laughing amongst themselves, their giant,
smoke-tarred tongues lapping their various cones.

“What the hell happened?”

“I’m not sure,” I said, holding up a wad of money. “But they
paid in cash and left a tip.”

“Let me see that. I already closed out. Now I’m going to have to
do it again.”

*

A year ago my parents died in a car crash in Vermont. They were
driving home from dinner, when a dog burst from the woods and ran
directly in front of their Nissan Sentra, which they had owned
since the early Nineties. My father swerved, lost control, and
slammed into a tree. My mother must have been reaching for
something in the back because she wasn’t wearing her seat belt.
When the car made impact she was thrown through the windshield and
died instantly. My father had tried to dive in front of her, but
his own seat belt held him back, and the side of his head slammed
against the dashboard. He arrived at the hospital in a coma, but
only lasted a week in intensive care.

In some sick twist of fate, I saw the aftermath. I was riding my
bike home from Stephen O’Rourke’s house, where I was supposed to
sleep over, but at the last moment decided that I wanted to go
home. The flashing lights caught my eye from a good distance and a
sick feeling formed in my stomach. However, I didn’t realize it was
my parent’s car until I was directly passing the scene and saw the
I © NY bumper sticker on the back fender.

I lost it right then and began running toward my parent’s
crumpled car. Luckily one of the cops had gone to high school with
my sister and recognized me. He was one of the younger officers on
the scene, but clearly in charge. He stood bolt upright, barking
orders, and pointing with intention. He was easily six feet tall,
with cropped tight hair. When he saw me try to duck under the
police tape, he stopped directing his men, grabbed me, picked me up
under one arm, and took me aside. “Your Deana Ember’s younger
brother, right?” I nodded my head. “Listen, your father is still
alive. That ambulance right there is about to take him to the
hospital. We’ll follow it, ok?” He had his hands on his knees and
was looking me straight in the eye. I was a crying mess, but I
managed to calm down enough to agree to go with him. Then I asked
about my mother, and he just dropped his head. My chest caved in. I
was fourteen years old.

*

When I got home from work, Deana and Cornia, her girlfriend of
four years, were sitting on the front porch, drinking red wine and
laughing hysterically. 

“Hi Chauncey, how was Ava’s tonight?” Corina said, calling me by
my full name and deliberately drawing out the vowels, which made me
blush.

“Ok. It was quiet until twenty biker’s came in and left a fat
tip. Most of which I am sure Steakem will keep for
himself.” 

“Jimmy’s a good guy, Chance. You’ll get the cash along with your
check. That’s just the way its done. It’s not that often that we
get tips.”

“Just so you know, I think we’re going to be busy. These bikers,
they love our ice cream. Hi Deana.”

“Hi Chance. I didn’t even know there were that many bikers in
this town.”

“They’re not all from here, Deana. They’re Hell’s Fury. They
come from all over. Why are you guys so happy?”

They looked at each for a couple of seconds. Then Deana stood
up, slightly bowed toward Corina and rolled her hand, letting it
come to rest palm up. “Let me introduce you to Dr. Corina
Havermyer.” She said it through her teeth, which were stained red,
and then sat back down. They clinked glasses and fell into the
giggles again, brushing up against one another as they did it.

Corina regained her composure.


           
 “My advisor accepted my thesis today, even though it is
months late. Now, I only have to defend, which he said I could do
at the beginning of the term. Your sister and I are celebrating a
little prematurely.”


           
“Oh. Congratulations. Well, I think my right arm is going to fall
off. I’m gonna head upstairs.”

My sister looked at me and turned her head a bit. “I’ll walk you
up,” she said. When we got to the top of the stairs. She put her
hands on top of shoulders and looked me in the eye. She could get
emotional when she was drunk. “Chance, how are you?” I was
uncomfortable, but I owed her this. She looked after me, and every
once in a while she needed reassurance.

“I’m ok. Really.” I said.

“Does this have anything to do with, what’s her name, the
Kendrick girl?”

Thinking that question didn’t even justify a verbal reply, I
answered her with my eyes.

“You’re sure?”

“Yes.”

“Ok.” She paused for a moment. “Listen, at the end of the week,
Corina and I are heading up to Mom and Dad’s. You know it’s their
year anniversary. I want to visit them.”

“I’ll think about it.”

“Alright.” As she said it, she breathed out and let her hands
slide down off my shoulders and turned to walk downstairs. “There’s
food in the fridge if you’re hungry. Otherwise I’ll see you in the
morning.”

“Thanks.”

I walked down the hall and went into my room and fell onto my
bed. I hadn’t been home since the accident. If I could have sunk
into the mattress, I would have. And that was the last thought I
had before falling asleep—a slow drifting downwards until I
completely disappeared.

*

If my parent’s deaths devastated Deana, she never let it show.
Her friend from school, who I now knew as Sergeant Sims, called her
from my phone as soon as we arrived at the hospital. It was late
and even from a distance I could hear her surprise, as her voice
carried out of my phone, past Sergeant Sims’s mouth and evaporated
into the air.

“Chance?”

“Ah, no. Deana this is Davis. Davis Sims. Yes, from Brattle
High. Long time. Yes. Ah, I’m a cop. Listen, I am hear with Chance
at Brattleboro Memorial. No he’s fine. Your folks were in an
accident.”

Deana made the forty-five minute drive from Northampton to
Brattleboro in half an hour, while I waited on a bench in front of
the Emergency Room entrance with Sergeant Sims. He had turned off
his radio and his phone. No one came in. No one left. He never
pressured me to say anything, and didn’t try to comfort me with
false securities. We just sat there—a great nothing nothingness
sitting over us, the buzz of streetlights and the hum of crickets
the only evidence that the world lived on and that no matter how
badly I wished I could go back to a couple days earlier, when I was
with my parents in the kitchen watching as they teased one another
and prepared lunch, I couldn’t. It was into this realization that
Deana pulled up in her car. As she got out, she ran her hands under
eyes then down the sides of her coat. I instantly started crying
again.

Over the next two weeks, she visited my father everyday,
arranged both of their funerals—because they died just far enough
apart to need two—packed up the house, and told me I would be going
back to Massachusetts with her. Never once did I see her break
down, falter, or stumble.

*

The summer was rolling to a close and my sophomore year of high
school loomed in front of me like a toxic cloud. Thankfully, Hell’s
Fury rumbled in all the time and blew it all away.

I got to know them by their flavors. For Stash it was Rocky
Road. Familyman, Black Raspberry. Ender, Double Chocolate Peanut
Butter Swirl. Capper, Cookie Dough in a cup with crushed Oreos on
top. Pit, Crush, and Tallboy, who seemed to be an inseparable trio,
loved the flavor Deana named after their town, Lowell Crunch, which
was caramel ice cream with brittle toffee pieces and chocolate
covered walnuts. Ripcord, however, was a roamer. He tried—and
seemed to love—everything.


           
He and I became friends.  I didn’t really have very many
others. I told him I lived with my sister. He told me how tough his
guys were, and how eating ice cream was just a front for their
supreme toughness. He had great stories about what the gang had
been through. I was a little skeptical, but his excitement was
contagious. He was all eyes and hands, gesturing wildly while he
described their tangoes, as he called them, with rival gangs.

Connecticut riders were pussies and not even worth mentioning,
aside from Steve, who despite his calm demeanor could “chew a tin
can in two like a ginsu knife.” New Yorkers were solid and loyal,
if you managed to make friends with them, otherwise, they were
deadly. Rollers from Jersey simply weren’t to be trusted. He told
me about a bar fight, where he, Slim, and Archibald “manned up
three on three with these greasy looking Jersey guys.” But before
long, it was three on six, with Hell’s Fury on the short side of
the equation. They won anyway because Archibald tore a street sign
right out of the sidewalk and began swinging it “like a god dam fly
swatter.”

Finally he said real rollers came from the north, from the back
reaches of New England, where people still lived life without a
care. That was where he and his crew where headed for the next
week. Then, almost as an afterthought, he added that a friend of
his would be coming around to check up on me. He said to be sharp
because “this one don’t take shit and don’t like ice cream.”

The next night Cody showed up.

Again it was closing time, but Cody didn’t come to the front
door. Instead, I heard Steakem at the emergency exit trying to
explain that only employees were aloud in the back. He was
practically squealing.


           
“Who am I? I’m Jimmy Steakem. The manager.”


           
There was a short pause.

“Is that Steakem like the processed meat, or Stinkem, which is
pretty self-explanatory? I’m sure you’ve been called both.”


           
Silence.


           
I set the mop down. And walked toward the back. As I pushed my head
around the door, my baseball cap fell off and my hair tumbled down
in front of my face. I brushed it back and saw two searing green
eyes staring back at me. Then she smirked. And finally smiled.


           
“You Chance?”

I nodded.

“You done?”

I looked at Steakem. He actually had a huge smile on his face.
He waved his hand like he was shooing a fly. “Have fun,” he said.
So I nodded again.


           
“Good. Put these on and take a seat.” She handed me a helmet and a
back pack. Then she lifted her chin toward the back of her moped. I
quickly complied. In a matter of seconds we were zipping
away. 

No words were said as to were we were going, but we were clearly
heading out of town. It would have been incredibly awkward for me
to put my hands around her waste, so I grabbed the little metal
ring on the back of the seat and stared at her hair, which was whip
straight and wrapped in long blonde braid. She had on a thread bare
flannel shirt, with a summer dress underneath it and sneakers.
Somewhere in the back of my mind, I thought I had scene her before,
or perhaps she was just a distant memory of utter coolness
materializing in front of my face.

Before we hit the first stop light, I was completely in love
with her, which was ridiculous because I really hadn’t ever been in
love, and I had no idea whether or not she had a boyfriend—which
she must—who in my mind was improbably huge, with tattoos up and
down his arms and a switchblade forever in his back pocket. This
thought only served to accelerate the cage match that was taking
placing in my chest and when we finally did roll to a stop, it all
bubbled up into a nervous explosion, and I blurted out the last
thing that was on my mind: switchblade.

“Did you look in my bag,” she asked quizzically.


           
“Uh, no,” I replied, completely
confused.           

“Ok,” she said, squinting. “Where should we go? My uncle, who
you know as Ripcord, said you needed a friend. If he likes you,
then I know your not dangerous, so I figured we’d go to the
reservoir.”

I played it safe and just said sure.

*

The Quabbin Reservoir begins—like so many things—in a place
where you would never expect, a stream trickles across the Canadian
border into New Hampshire and continues southward through Vermont,
Massachusetts and Connecticut, absorbing countless tributaries
until it becomes the Connecticut River. The reservoir itself is the
result of Boston’s decision to flood the Swift Valley, damming the
Swift River and the Ware River, in order to sate the growing city’s
thirst. Everyone would have to leave. Even the dead, as their
graves would be dug up and moved elsewhere. All homes, industries,
and farms in the valley would be destroyed, submerged like painful
memories. When the water finally came, it wiped out four thriving
towns, and if the sun hits the reservoir’s surface right, you can
still see ghostly outlines of houses, churches, schools, and shops
and imagine the lives that were stolen out of them.

Like me, Cody knew exactly where to park her wheels so that the
cops wouldn’t see it. She also knew the same hole in the fence that
I had climbed through on a number of occasions. She knew, too, the
exact trail that led to the same spot I almost always sat in, which
over looked the dam.

Beneath us vast entrails of water disappeared into the dark and
where lost in the great wash. I was suddenly comfortable.

“You come her often,” I said and realized my mistake instantly.
Surprisingly, she laughed. And then in all seriousness she said
yes. She said she made it point to not come when it was obvious
that someone else was here. Anytime she saw a bike at the bottom of
the trail, or even heard something as she approached, she would
turn around and head elsewhere.

She asked me to toss her backpack, so I threw it over to her,
but failed to notice its main zipper had somehow opened. Out fell
two ginger ale cans and a pearl inlayed switchblade. The cans hit
the rock and rolled off the ledge. Lost forever to the water 
beneath us. The switchblade, however, fell flat on its side, which
triggered its mechanism, so that its blade shot out and pointed
right at me.

We let that sink in for a moment.

“That was incase you were dangerous,” she said, and
grabbed it from the ground, pushing the blade back into the handle,
and placing in her backpack.

“Sorry about the ginger ale.”

“No problem. It was warm and shaken up anyway. It probably would
have exploded all over us and I can’t stand getting sticky.”

There was a brief awkward silence.

“So Ripcord is your uncle?” I asked.

It was a question that made her slightly uncomfortable.

“Sort of, but actually he and I are not related. Also, I don’t
call him Ripcord. To me he is Michael, Michael Silver, my adopted
father. It’s not something I try to hide, but I just can’t call him
Ripcord. It is a new thing this biker gang he has started.”

“But what about the guys—Nowhereman, Plains, and the rest of
them?” I was about to list the others, but she just held up her
hand.

“I hate to be the bearer of bad news, Chance, but none of them
are bikers. Proper bikers, I mean. Don’t get me wrong, they’ve all
been through some tough stuff, but Hell’s Fury is a new thing for
all of them. I mean what kind of name is Hell Fury anyway. Simply
put, Michael is a very wealthy man with a do-. He thinks of himself
as a savior. He adopted me, and now he has tried to raise that
group of men from the walking graves they built for themselves.
Half of them are divorced. Some are former drug addicts. Some are
just alone. He does his best to give their lives meaning. Part of
that meaning lately has been to quit smoking.”

She paused and look at me.

“He told me that you don’t like ice cream.”

“Ha! I love ice cream. I’m just lactose intolerant.” 

I wasn’t sure what that meant, but I nodded my head like I
understood.

We sat in silence and listened to the water. Finally, I
commented on the mosquitoes and said that my sister was probably
wondering why I hadn’t made it home. I stood up and offered her my
hand. She accepted.

Walking back to the moped, I watched as fireflies burst into
green light around us. For a moment it was like the entire forest
was pulsating.

*

When I got home, it was much later than I thought. But Deana was
up and she was crying. I had hardly seen her that week, and I had
never seen her cry before. She had her face planted in her hands
and her entire body was heaving.

There were books scattered on the floor. What looked like a nice
dinner was half eaten on the table. A bottle of wine was empty and
another had just been opened. Apparently, right as their level of
revelry peaked and Deana thought it was time to open another bottle
of wine, Corina hit her with a bomb shell. Iowa had offered her a
teaching gig. It wasn’t much, just a staff position, but it was
enough to make her consider moving there. She thought Deana would
be proud. Instead she exploded.

When Deana saw me, she tried to regain he composure, brushing
the tears out of her eyes and crossing her arms in front of her
chest. I, of course, was elated, practically bursting to tell her
about Cody. But our conversation got off on the wrong foot.

“Are you coming to Mom and Dad’s,” she asked with a look so
serious it frightened me.

I didn’t answer her right away, started to stutter a bit, and
said that I wasn’t sure, which was my great mistake.

She asked me again. This time her voice was raised a bit in
volume. I back peddled. Again she asked. Again.

Finally she screamed “Are you are coming to Mom and Dad’s you
fucking pathetic little idiot. They loved you. They loved you so
much and you have not been back to their grave since the day you
left. You ungrateful little shit. Tomorrow morning I am going. With
or with you and that bitch.”

She broke down and crumpled to the floor. I bolted out the door,
grabbed my bike and pedaled as fast as I could. There was only one
place I could go. I had a key to Ava’s.

*

I thought about texting Cody, but I held off. It seemed like a
lot to drop on someone you just met. Instead, I just sat in the
office and thought about what had just happened with Deana. Had she
given me a second I would have told that I would go back with her.
But I didn’t have a chance.

I had never seen her like that, opposite the person who I would
go with to see my father in intensive care, a place I recall as
being comprised entirety of white and filled with sounds of
machines that keep people alive and distant voices of doctors,
whose professionalism I mistook for lack of compassion. Everyday,
with her hands folded on her lap and in a state of utter
concentration, Deana sat by his bed for the entire visiting
period.

They were incredibly close, in that way only fathers and
daughters can be. I asked her what she was concentrating on, and
she said she was trying to remember everything he ever said to
her.

On his third day there, I was coming back from the bathroom, but
I stopped before Deana could see me. I heard her speaking to him.
Nothing gave our father more pleasure than telling a story, and now
Deana was reciting one of his own to him. It was about the moment
he knew he had to propose to our mother, who would joke, saying
that at this point in their relationship she had no intention of
marrying him. She was just a kid at the time, she would say, but
she was clever.

As my father told it, he was standing on an elevated train
platform in New York. It was January. Everyone was in black, except
him. He had on a burgundy pea coat, a white scarf, and grey slacks.
Steam from hundreds of coffee cups rose and disappeared.

Just as it started to snow, my father began rifling through his
bag for something to read on the train, when he came across a
folded piece of paper. He opened it and found a map drawn in pen.
It was for a city he had never seen, but one he felt he knew
intimately. On top, in my mother’s impeccable handwriting, it said
The City in Which I Love You.

The closer he looked the more things he noticed—a fruit stand, a
street performer, a couple walking arm in arm. Behind the city a
single road snaked toward the horizon, and at its end was a tiny
house, surrounded by woods. An inset in the upper right hand corner
of the map contained a larger drawing of the house. It was a place
he always imagined himself living.

 Four days later Deana was sitting in the same chair, with
the same look on her face, when all the machines connected to my
father started blinking and beeping and hissing. Doctors and nurses
rushed to his side, but it was too late. Whatever energy he had
left had just escaped.

*

In some ways, I guess I deserved the rare pleasure of waking up
to Jimmy Steakem standing over me.

“What are you doing here?” he asked. “Are you here to fill in
for Corina? You know she’s taken the entire weekend off.”

I didn’t say anything.

“What’s a matter? Molly Kendrick break your heart again, or did
that crazy moped girl chew your tongue out?”

“Fuck you Jimmy.” I had never cursed with in fifty feet of
Jimmy, much less at him. It felt great.

“Whoa killer. I was just messing around.” He sat down across
from me and tried to look me in the eye, bending his head into
order to interrupt my unfocused stare at the floor.

“Listen,” he said, “you’re here and I need help. Those biker
friends of yours have nearly eaten us out of stock, and Corina is
off with your sister. So today, my friend, is the big day. Today,
you study with me, the great master, and learn how to make the ice
cream.”

Somehow his hand had gravitated to my shoulder as he said this
and he managed to pull me upright, gently. Finally, we made eye
contact. “Ok? And tell you want, because you normally work the late
shift you can have tonight off. Just give me three hours. I’ll pay
you in cash.”

I never really looked hard at Jimmy. Normally he was just an
opaque figure who shouted orders. But he seemed different now. I
noticed his black square glasses. His jet black hair. His
tee-shirt, plaid shorts, and adidas. Somewhere, I thought, Jimmy
would be considered to have style. I agreed to help him.

We went down to the basement. Jimmy put on an apron and tossed
me one. Then he had me collect numerous eggs, gigantic hunks of
chocolate, walnuts, cashews, vanilla extract, honey, syrups, Oreos,
cookie dough, dried fruits, toffee, and lots of heavy cream. He was
remarkably efficient. For every one task I did—like separate sixty
yolks from sixty egg whites—he accomplished three.

With prep mostly done, he set four giant pots on our gas stove
and poured a measured amount of cream in each. Good, he said to
himself. Then, while I whisked the yolks in a mixing bowl, he
leaned over me and gradually added honey and told me to keep going.
Then he grabbed a mixing bowl for himself and whipped the egg
whites until they were firm. It looked effortless. He was
completely at home. With these crucial steps completed he began
talking. Ava, he said, was his grandmother and this was her place
before it was his: Ava’s Ices, it was called. I had no idea he was
the owner. I instantly felt kind of dumb. But Jimmy didn’t notice.
He just kept moving. Pouring both the egg yolk mix and the egg
white mix into the cream and setting them on a low heat.

“Now comes the fun part,” he said. “Hand me the cookie
dough.”

We were like scientists of sweet things: chipping chocolate,
rolling cookie dough into tiny balls, crushing toffee. He killed
the heat. We flavored each mixture, and before I knew it we were
pouring everything into four huge ice cream makers and closing the
lids. Afterwards, we sat at the workbench eating some left over
pieces of semi-sweet dark chocolate.

“So why were you here this morning?” he asked.

I told him what happened with my sister. What she said and why.
Behind him the sun had started pouring through the ground level
windows and shafts of sunlight were crisscrossing by the stairs. He
took off his apron, gestured for mine, and began folding them.

“Grief effects everyone differently, Chance.” He exhaled. “When
my brother died. I felt almost nothing. A numbness came over me.
Everything became a matter of procedure. I showed up for the
funeral. I hugged his friends and watched my parents suffer unlike
anything I thought imaginable. The entire time I was vacant, almost
empty of feeling. I thought I was a freak. It wasn’t until two
years later, on my own birthday, that the true degree of what had
happened hit me. I locked myself in my room and cried for hours: it
felt like a web of sickness was draining from my veins. I had no
idea it was there. People are good at burying emotion, if we need
to. What most of us fail to recognize is the incident which causes
grief may be negative, but passing through grief is a necessary
thing. You can’t dam it up. I know what happened to your parents.
I’ve known your sister since our freshmen year at college. It
sounds like Deana just got hit by a wave that took a long time to
finally break. Wherever she is right now, you should be with her.
Come upstairs. I’ll pay you your check in cash. Take the rest of
the weekend off an go wherever it is you have to go.”

*

I couldn’t ride my bike to Vermont. The only thing to do was
call Cody. She came over and picked me up. We rode back to her
place and she led me into her garage. “Sometimes having an
independently wealthy adopted father is a good thing,” she said, as
she wheeled he another moped out into the driveway. It’s my old
one, but it’s still awesome.

“Do you remember how to get home?” she asked.

“Yes.”
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