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​Prologue
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NEW YORK WAS A LONELY place.

There was dirt on the street, and in the air, and in finger marks staining our temples, and streaked in our hair and our skin and our blood. Its loudness was deafening, made of hollow whispers and ear-splitting defiance. Our blood boiled under the summer heat, and mingled the scent of our sweat with each others’, making us some of too many that gave their souls to the city and were spit out like bitter bites— unswallowed, unappreciated.

Yes, New York, in all of its grimy greedy glory, was the loneliest town of all.

And when we left New York’s derelict busyness in search of some great undiscovered meaningfulness that might be found in Washington’s waterfalls or California’s sunset or Louisiana’s beignets for all we cared, we began to entertain the possibility of never coming back home.

And so, when we did return, New York seemed to be angry at us for betraying it. The sun stayed hidden behind the skyscrapers, and the city’s coldness seeped into our bones the day we buried him.

He would have liked it that way.

The earth was wet around his casket, and the city wept for him.

The loneliest place was made even lonelier without him in it.
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I USED TO THINK WE were permanent–– Atlas, Eli, Paulie, and me.

A constant, unchanging and immovable, bound together like the margins of a story already written. For all intents and purposes, the four of us practically were–– in our own chaotic, cult-like co-dependency, Muppet coup d'etat, kind of way. 

We were inseparable.

Stitched together at the seams, duct-taped and desperate, as all teenagers are, to linger a little while longer–– in their youth and in the familiar, before the short-lived excitement of newfound adulthood rears its snakeoil head, hiding all of life’s tragedies and disappointments behind a tower of stacked red solo cups. See, I wasn’t so easily swayed by the allure of college frat-party freedom or fake-ID Fireball shots, having neither the desire nor any qualities necessary for Greek life, or really any social activity that might present an opportunity to form those lifelong friendships colleges always promise.

What I had already was enough. More than I could have asked for, really. 

I was grateful for it, and I wanted to keep it, to keep them. 

And that, of course, is what made me the most hopelessly desperate of all.

It was as if I'd glued myself to them, clinging desperately to their side in a futile attempt to savor every dripping second of what felt like an era that was slipping through my fingers to its end. I tried to catch it, palms up, fruitless—fleeting moments spilling, time passing, a drizzle becoming a storm, memories drifting, lost to me in a flood. Dripping past knuckles, down wrists, pooling at my feet, leaving me drenched in the end of something I didn’t notice had already come and gone. 

We were circling the drain of a grueling school year––the last year we would really truly be together–– and strung out on caffeine, index-card vertigo, and existential (seasonal) allergies to change, end-of-year finals coupled with my relentless campaign of delusion to convince myself the ground was not already shifting beneath us, meant that Atlas, Eli, Paulie, and I spent almost every waking hour together, and even still, I never paid enough attention. 

It started with Paulie, of course–– the way most catastrophes do.

Paulie brought up his idea to everyone almost a year before his plan was to be executed, and so no one gave Paulie’s idea much stock. There were more important things to worry about at the time, or so we thought, than Paulie’s madness.

In my mind, Paulie is always a bit like a cut-out from a magazine, glued or pasted onto a different picture, made very obviously to look like he didn’t belong. Paulie was a skinny boy, we all were then, but Paulie was particularly small because he made himself so. He was long-limbed and lanky, a jumble of arms and legs that grew like unpruned branches on a water-starved pine, dry-bristled and sickly. Too tall and too shy to stand up straight, never quite reaching his full height. He wore large glasses that made his eyes bulge, covered himself up in these too-big sweaters, and very often looked as if he was drowning amongst things, like piles of books and scattered papers or stacks of old coffee cups and scattered papers. Come to think of it, I always imagine poor Paulie folded in on himself in one of those old school-desks— surrounded by scattered papers. He was the kind of boy who liked maps and compasses and things, liked to read some obscure latin on the train home while the rest of us napped (because The Aeneid surely took precedence over sleep), and managed to look simultaneously underwhelming and intellectually intimidating.

In the last week of school, Paulie, puffing up his chest with all the mightiness of a sickly kitten, marched into the library and sat himself down in front of us. I was attempting a covert bite of my smuggled-in sandwich, hiding both myself and the wrapped roll behind a propped-up textbook. Atlas was finishing up the cross-hatching of his stubble in his senior self-portrait, and Eli was being himself––a nuisance, his arm wrapped around Analise Blanchett, the most irritating of all of Eli’s feminine conquests. When Paulie sat down, all three of us looked up at him, because he was silent and staring intently the way he did, in a way that meant business.

“Analise, how about I see you later?” Eli said, untangling his fingers from hers and placing a quick peck on her cheek. She looked sufficiently annoyed, as she always did when any of the boys stole Eli away from her, but she got up nonetheless, whispering some tacky sweet nothing into Eli’s ear and nibbling at his lobe for good measure before gathering her things as she swanned away.

“Bye, Analise,” I tried to say through a mouthful of bacon and guacamole. It sounded more like bah-ah-lis, and she gifted me a look that could curdle milk as she strutted her way towards the library exit. I remember rolling my eyes, and I remember that I couldn’t help it.

“I hate her, Eli, I really do,” I said, taking another bite.

“Shut up, Tommy,” Eli retorted, jumping out of his seat to reach across the table and grab at my sandwich, which I held above my head firmly out of his grasp.

“Hey, Paulie,” Atlas said, ignoring Eli and I’s struggle. Atlas was like that, seemingly immune to the static, the kind of person who focused on one thing at a time and focused intently. Atlas didn’t have time for Analise Blanchetts, not when there was art at stake.

Atlas was one of the few people who attended the school and was not really there for the education or for the namesake. The four of us attended an elite (elitist) school nestled in a pocket of downtown Manhattan (obnoxious) that was perpetually haunted by children’s pale and worn-out faces (suicidal), all trapped in a ten-story brick building that looked out above the Hudson River— the best view of any panopticon I’m aware of.

Nearly all of us had been spoonfed the institution since we were toddlers— the majority were handed silver spoons while others, myself included, plastic disposable sporks. Most of the students boasted skills and intelligence that rivaled Harvard grads— Eli was an ivory pounding virtuoso, Paulie was (just nearly) a chess grandmaster at the age of seventeen, and Atlas was Rembrandt reincarnate. I, myself, was exceptionally good at pretending to be good at things. The school was demanding, notorious for suicides because it was so demanding, and by the end of our four years, nearly a fourth of the students had dropped out to pursue lives of leisure at lesser-known high schools, where astrophysics was not required coursework and metaphysics was casual, if discussed at all. 

Atlas Aldrich was above it all; he could do logarithms in his head, recite Greek prose in his dreams, and frequently used 18th century English lit quotes as retorts. With all of that ability, one would have thought Ats would want to be a lawyer or a professor or be granted some other haughty academic epithet. But no, Atlas was completely and insatiably an artist. (And thank God he was rich enough to be allowed to be.) Atlas wasn’t some controversial creator, either; he was equal parts talented and charming, and his art was just the same. Regardless, Atlas attended the school with the rest of us, but breezed through it as if learning was as simple as breathing, leaving swarms of awe-struck and envy-battered students who had been awake for four consecutive days and nights in his devastatingly successful wake.

“What’s up? Finals done?” Atlas asked, putting his pencil down and picking up one of those ridiculous putty erasers that absorbed or stuck to everything they touched. Atlas always carried one in his back-pocket to toss around like a ball as a fidget.

Paulie nodded his head and smiled. “We’re all done, yeah? Now that that’s over, I wanted to talk to you guys about something.”

“Go for it. Eli, would you leave Thomas alone? He didn’t have lunch.”

“Tommy, I just want one bi-”

“Eli!”

Eli sat back down and huffed, looking very sandwich-less and a little red, “Yea, Pauls?”

“Yeah, alright,” Paulie began. “So remember a while back at the beginning of the year, when we were talking about what we’d do for our last summer at Atlas’s?”

“The day Eli sprained his ankle jumping into the pool? What about it?” I said, smirking accusingly even with food in my mouth at Eli, who was growing into a beet-like complexion.

“It was shallower than I expected,” Eli said defensively.

“Paulie’s obviously talking about the Trip,” Atlas said, monotonous and unperturbed.

Paulie’s lips upturned, even as he leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms.

“I am.”

“What trip?”

“THE Trip. I think we should all go someplace,” Paulie stated. “You know, when school ends. We could just, you know.”

“Just what, Pauls?” Eli asked.

“Just go,” he said. And then fainter, “We could just go.”

I remember that specifically, what Paulie had said then–– We could just go. 

I thought it was absurd at the time. To think that ‘just going’ was an option at all. There seemed to be an endless number of things pulling at us to stay in New York, however unreal or frivolous any of them really were in retrospect. Things always seem more important, more dire, when you’re young— grades, sex, teenage rebellion. What I know now to be such small little things, I once imagined as Goliaths to my puny weak-limbed David.

For one, I wanted to finally write My Great Novel, or at least begin it. When I was younger, I was particularly obsessed with the great works of literature that could never be made paler by comparison to an author’s second release, the one-hit wonders of the literary world— the Wildes and Salingers and Brontes. I wanted one book and one book only, and so I figured that if it was going to live up to Dorian Gray, I would have to begin very early, and that meant the summer between high school and college. I knew Atlas had his own artworks to tend to and that Eli was meant to be pursuing some sort of musical accolade. Paulie, of course, was pre-med, and determined to finish college as early as possible, so as not to waste any more time than necessary, what with the lengthy road ahead in a medical career. I’m not sure what persuaded me to leave, other than that the others eventually succumbed.

Eli was enthused from the beginning.

“Yes!” he yelled, standing up to round the table and hug Paulie from behind.

“Yes, Yes, Yes. Thank God one of us has my vision. We need to get out of here, have an adventure. What were you thinking, Paulie? Ibiza? Amsterdam? Vegas?”

“But we can’t just go,” I countered. “We have things to do.”

“Yeah, like what?”

“Like,” I started. “Like Paulie’s chess tournament in August.”

“I can miss that,” Paulie dismissed. “It’s not like they’ll want me there anyway.”

“Give someone else a chance to win, why don’t you, Pauls?” Eli said, rubbing the top of Paulie’s head like an obedient dog and finding his way back to his seat. “I’m with Paulie on this, boys. I need to get away from Old Genevieve for a summer. Won’t even tell her. I’ll pack a bag and stay with Atlas as soon as school ends.”

(Old Genevieve was Eli’s vulgar cow of a mother; she looked like a cross between Nosferatu and Donatella Versace, smelled constantly of cigarettes and Chanel no.5, and was the most vile woman I had ever come across in my eighteen years on Earth.) We didn’t talk much about Old Genevieve, all of us wary about bringing her up. Eli spent his summers interchangeably locked away in a townhouse on the Upper East Side by his mother and hiding away at Atlas’s house with the Aldriches. We spent a lot of time at the Aldrich house, partly because they had the space for us, but mostly because his mother was an angel and seemed to be made happy with the presence of four teenage boys to feed. His father was a nice round man who liked to show us his cars and ramble on about how smart we were and how proud he was. I think Eli saw more of Atlas’s mother and father than his own in those years.

When I was folded into the group in the summer between freshman and sophomore year, Atlas had me sit down with him while his parents barbecued, and Paulie and Eli were busy playing Marco Polo in Atlas's gargantuan pool. When we found ourselves alone, he pulled me in closer and spoke in a hushed tone. He didn’t give me many details, and I’m not certain how much or how little Paulie knew about Old Genevieve then. All I knew for certain was that Atlas had known Eli the longest— that much was made clear by the way they interacted as if brothers separated at birth. And so when Atlas told me that Old Genevieve was a sore subject, I didn’t hesitate to believe him.

The fact of the matter was made painfully obvious later that year, when Eli had been suspended from the school and returned from his three-week long expulsion a mere shell of the boy who had rolled a joint in the boys’ bathroom and proceeded to hotbox it less than a month prior. Eli didn’t say a word for four days, and I swear, poor Paulie was losing hair trying to talk to him. I was concerned too, of course, but Atlas pulled me aside again with some words about spending all that time with Old Genevieve (“What about his dad?” I asked. “He’s been gone,” Atlas responded vaguely), and I left Eli alone to brood.

He came back abruptly, peak Eli at full force, playing Enigma Variations on the school’s grand piano with Atlas at his side. I remember watching them laugh together, feeling a little stitch of jealousy at my side because I knew that the two of them had had a conversation to which I was not, and would not soon, be privy to. 

They were Atlas and Eli; they were two people who were as close as two people could be without tying oneself to the other, and even then sometimes I would look for the rope that bound them so that I could chain myself alongside them and maybe experience the kind of friendship that was as sure and unwavering as existing.

Eli rode up his sleeves to play more comfortably, and I turned away quickly because I knew that what was hidden beneath those sleeves was not something I was supposed to see––that kind of comfort in his skin was reserved exclusively for Atlas to witness–– and that was when I hastened to never speak about Old Genevieve in Eli’s presence.

“Isn’t the International Piano Competition held at Carnegie this year?”

“Fuck it,” Eli scoffed. “I’ll give someone else a chance to win, too. What do you think, Atlas?”

“I think you’ve wanted to win the IPC for about six years,” Atlas said. “And that six years is long enough by far just to wait for a pair of old idiots to tell you you’re the best when we could be on the road with Paulie and Thomas.”

I laughed. “Winning would just blow more helium into that already giant head of yours. It may very well explode, Eli.”

“Egoism is the very essence of a noble soul,” Atlas mumbled to no one in particular. (Case in point— that was 18th C. Nietzsche. I remember looking it up at home an hour later.) “But yes, I agree with Thomas about your giant head, it really is very large, and I agree about The Trip.”

“That’s right!” Eli said, feeling good about himself now that three out of the four of us were on the side he’d put himself on. He turned to me, a wide-eyed puppy lapping at my feet.

I rolled my eyes and looked to Paulie, finally lowering my head in defeat.

Sighed.

“So where the fuck are we going?”



Paulie had, in fact, planned the entire trip already, certain in his conviction that we would agree, and that if we didn’t, that we would come around eventually. We always did tend to come around sooner or later to whatever Paulie wanted to do. 

If you looked at the four of us, you might have guessed that Atlas was the “leader,” the Simon-who-says. He was the most attractive, in a simply scientific, objectively undeniable kind of way, and Atlas was also the most liked. He made friends with nearly everyone and excelled at nearly everything. Atlas was as tall as Paulie, but not so frail around the waist that he looked malnourished. He was the kind of thin that looked deliberate—toned, strong— like his namesake, the Atlas who held up the world. His hair was walnut-brown, almost blonde in the summer, and his eyes were a rainstorm-blue you could drown in— sharp, wide, and inquisitive. But never condescending. He was cherubic, like something out of Raphael’s syrupy fever dreams that never made it to fresco, too pure for the world, too smug for heaven.

If you didn’t think it was Atlas, you might have said it was Eli, who was every bit as talented and charismatic as Atlas, but his talents were tempered usually, always playing second fiddle to his bigger-than-life personality. He was vibrant and loud— too vibrant, too loud––beauty stretched thin over something deeper and far less manageable. Eli was different––he was attractive in a beautiful kind of way, and beautiful in a way that almost felt like a warning. His whole body was made of edges, all sharp angles and pointed corners–– cheekbones that caught the light too easily, collarbones that could fray fabric, shoulders that looked carved instead of grown––all of him jutted out sharply, his bones threatening to tear through his skin as if they were trying to escape. And his silver eyes were smaller, beadier, and apathetic— often silver, but sometimes dulled to gray. It was a scary kind of beauty, the kind that carried its own bruise, accompanied by a sort of pain the way only white can exist with black, like contrast itself was stitched into him.

You wouldn’t have picked me out of the lineup. I was Thomas–– just Thomas. There was nothing “special” about me in comparison to Atlas and Eli; next to them, I think I hardly even registered. And although Paulie was generally ostracized in many ways, he at least was capable of being unique, in that odd and neurotic way of his. Way of his, I repeat, because it is a distinction that he at least owns, that is his, and that I could never imitate. I was liked well enough, and I suppose I was decently smart and tolerably social. I filled space without shaping it, took up room without shifting it. I pressed lightly against the world, leaving no mark, no indentation. In the grand scheme of things, I was always Just Thomas. And that was fine with me, for the most part.

I never could accept (and I think Paulie might have shared this sentiment with me) that I played a role in their lives; they were bigger than us, of a higher-caliber, chosen by the Gods to live breathtaking lives and leave great chasms in the Earth in the place of the footprints they formed as they walked. They were the hazy, opalescent parts of a dream that shimmered so brightly in slumber that when they fade as you rise, you find yourself feeling as if missing a limb, lacking somehow, disappointed beyond belief in the lackluster of your own reality.

But no, it wasn’t them. The real truth is that it was Paulie who led us. Paulie who was quiet and unassuming, who read more books than he spoke words, Paulie who was invisible to all but us and who we all agreed must never be harmed. We always tried to make sure Paulie was okay, because he very often was not. Paulie was a panic-prone individual and would frequently fall into bouts of doom. I used to think they were nonsense, because Paulie always seemed to find a method of death around every corner— terrorism in downtown Manhattan, a raging fire the result of a tossed cigarette on pavement, adult-onset allergy development to soy, and the like. But I later realized that Paulie, for all his oddities, phobias, and neuroses, must live in a perpetual state of fear, and the thought alone of living life catering to death was enough to pacify me. I look back and think that maybe The Trip was for Paulie’s sake, in the end, because we would never have been able to refuse him.

So yes, Paulie had planned the trip, and truthfully, I didn’t really mind where exactly we went. Atlas might have been able to afford going to Europe or Asia, and so could Eli if Old Genevieve would have allowed him to go, but neither Paulie nor I would have been able to secure the funds to leave the country. The journey would be made around the United States, in the back of Atlas’s uncle’s old van, and for now, we had agreed to go to Louisiana, California, and Washington. As time went on and I warmed up to the idea, I must concede that I grew increasingly eager to leave.

To just go, as Paulie had put it.

New York was as hideous as it was astonishing, equal parts wonder and wreckage. Its wounds were built into its concrete, and ours seeped into all the same places—under stairwells, between highrises, in the shadows and gutters where no one looked for us. And a pain was held there for each of us. Pain we never named, never touched, never dared to hold up to the light.

We had always considered each other the best of friends, inseparable now and never to be separated. But the truth came slowly at first, and then all at once, brutally: as much as I thought I knew about the boys, it became clear, painfully so, that I did not know nearly enough.

Or perhaps I just never paid enough attention. 
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THERE WAS A DINER ON the corner of Chambers and Broadway that looked as if it might have been called charming and vintage in the 80’s; now it would be called run-down and decrepit, but to me, and the rest of us, I doubt its charm will ever fade. There wasn’t much of it left anymore. It was obvious that the tables were once an entirely different color, and the booths were so frayed that Paulie once pulled out a handful of polyester stuffing, and Eli stuck it to his chin like a beard: “Hey look, it’s Santa-Pauls! Sir, I was wondering... is there an appeals process for naughty list reconsideration?”

But the coffee was hot, they served you a little bit of toast with a lot of butter, and the diner was usually empty, a fact that made it both well-liked by and well-suited for us. We were loud and excitable young boys who had a penchant for irritating masses and often prone to provoking crowds. Back then, we spent a lot of time at the diner; we’d go right after school and sit there halfheartedly doing homework, nursing root beers and a plate of fries for hours until it became dark out and it felt sufficiently late enough and appropriate to order ourselves real meals (consisting of burgers, pickles, coffees, and another plate of fries to share.) The waitress, a middle aged woman named Martha who might have been pretty thirty years ago, and who hated us severely (although Eli always managed every now and then to get poor old Martha to smile) would bring us our food, and yell at us to hurry up and get out, slamming milkshakes and trays on the table like threats. Eli liked to dip his in a milkshake— I never could tell whether it was because he genuinely enjoyed it or because he knew the rest of us thought it was disgusting.

I was at the diner with Atlas alone, because Eli had dragged Paulie along with him to Canal St., where he frequently sat around waiting for the perfect targets, usually well-off cougars who found him charming, and coaxed them into buying him cigarettes. At the diner, Atlas and I were going over a large map, where we had circled destinations and routes (and maybe drawn the occasional phallic symbol on “So why are we going to Washington of all places? That’s so far,” I complained. “What’s there to red states.) Paulie had procured it from a “map shop” (I wasn’t even aware that such a thing existed) and carried it around with him like a life-line, constantly rolled up and tied with a rubber-band beneath one arm, cosplaying a modern day Lewis and/or Clark. 

Atlas and I were sat at our regular back-booth. I had ordered a Coke and some sides, and Atlas was drinking some strange combination of cherry syrup and Sprite that he insisted was delicious, but the taste of which I found akin to pop-rocks in cough medicine.

do in Washington?”

“Well, it’s not that far,” Atlas pointed out, using the back of a pen to show me a highway. “If we’re coming up from California, it’ll only be a day’s drive maximum. If we choose to stop somewhere along the coast, that’s fine, but it’ll add a day or two, I expect.” He chuckled, “And I guarantee you Eli will want to stop at Venice Beach, Santa Monica Pier, anywhere with drugs and alcohol.”

“Sure, that’s great and all,” I said, picking at a plate of onion rings. “But why?”

Atlas shrugged in response.

“Why not?”

“Because I’d rather stay longer in California than spend a week in Washington, is why. This is meant to be a vacation, isn’t it? Why would we go somewhere so dreary like Washington? We could be surfing! Whale-watching! Kayaking, I don’t know!”

“Washington is renowned for whale-watching and kayaking.”

I rolled my eyes. “Well, is it renowned for being a sunny vacation destination?”

Atlas sighed.

“It’s not just a vacation, Thomas.”

I staggered at that.

“Then what the hell is it?”

Atlas shrugged again; he was prone to shrugging and at times, it infuriated me, his nonchalance. There are moments of my youth I remember of myself miming that shrug in the mirror, attempting to mimic the same air of casual disregard that Atlas always seemed to carry, like he simply understood the inner workings of us all, of it all, had already uncovered every tarot, counted every card in the deck. Whenever I did so, I always found my reflection to be dishearteningly mediocre; the mirror would yell that it was tired of looking at me, embarrassed to watch, until I was forced to turn away.

“Well, it’s not like Eli has anywhere else to go, Thomas,” Atlas said. “And Paulie... I don’t know about Paulie. I think he’s looking for something he won’t find.”

“Looking for something? In Washington?”

“Looking for something anywhere.”

“Alright,” I said, resigning myself not to bother with deciphering whatever vague implication Atlas might have supposed I would understand. I was never as close to Paulie as I was with Atlas––I think everyone was closest with Atlas––but at the time, I had imagined the trip to be a last hurrah, a celebration. If I had thought more, if I had seen the signs, perhaps I would have understood what Atlas meant then, but the truth was that I neither understood nor cared to. 

“And you? What do you want?”

Atlas smiled, bright and white, and somehow gold. “Thomas, I’m going to paint. I’m going to paint it all. Every place, every moment, everything I see that makes me want to. There’s only so many interesting things in New York.”

“That’s not true, every inch of the city is something interesting.”

“No, you’re right. You are,” he smiled then, almost mischievously. “And it’s all been caught already by Diane Arbus and Helen Levitte.”

“Mm,” I tilted my head, considering. “Mapplethorpe.”

“Exactly.”

“Stieglitz.”

“Klein, Abbott, Eisenstaedt— whatever. You get my point, yeah?”

“But those are photographs,” I countered.

“No, those are moments,” Atlas said. “I want new ones, and I want my own.”

That was a good enough reason for me, however little I understood it, especially considering that my very own reason was sorely lacking. I was coming because they were going, just like all manner of reasons for much of what I did; I came because they went, I drew breath because they breathed, and I would leave if they departed.

The diner door’s bell jingled, and we looked up knowingly, in search of our other half. Eli and Paulie strode into the diner, Eli looking extremely pleased with himself and Paulie looking rather annoyed, his eyes already rolling into the back of his head as soon as he spotted us in our regular booth. Eli’s uniform, which should have consisted of a steam-pressed blazer, a neatly tucked button-down, slacks, the juniper green school tie, and our gold emblem broach (Pro Scientia Atque Sapientia: for knowledge and for wisdom) was in complete disarray, as it normally was, much to our dean’s distress. His shirt was unbuttoned, his tie was loosened, and he held his blazer loosely in his hands, the sleeves of which were being dragged on the floor behind him, collecting the grime of the city in its cuffs.

“I got us a whole pack of Reds, Ats,” Eli said smugly, dropping himself down comfortably and sliding into the booth beside Atlas, putting one arm around his shoulders and holding a pack of Marlboro Reds in the other, shaking it in front of us like a first-place medal. Eli liked to smoke, and Atlas and I rarely refused, but Paulie would always scrunch up his nose in distaste and proceed to chastise us on the dangers of carcinogens to our health.

So I’ll die early, Atlas would say.

And I’ll die the next day, Eli would reply.

And I, the next, I would say. And we’ll haunt you until you meet us.

We’re not going to the same place, Paulie would laugh.

Paulie slid in next to me, loosening his own tie, and gave me a look, one I was very familiar with, that meant he’d had just about enough of Eli for the day. “You practically let that woman molest you. She was like, I don’t even know, at least sixty.”

“I did not,” Eli said gravely. “And she looked closer to forty-five to me.”

“She was all over you! I swear, you’d even let her put her wrinkly old fingers around your dick for a pack of cigarettes. And I had to stand there and watch— I don’t even smoke that shit. You can go alone next time, leave me out of it-”

“Let’s go smoke one of those, then,” Atlas interrupted, standing abruptly to leave. From the corner of my eye, I could see Atlas's fingers intertwine in Eli’s, their silver and gold ropes tangled in an unbreakable knot, dragging him to his feet with a swift, but subtle tug. Their eyes locked, Eli nodded, and they left, the chime of the diner’s door jingling behind them as they went. The pack of cigarettes had been left in their booth, and again, I was left to wonder what conversation I was excluded from.

Paulie picked at my plate of onion rings before ordering himself a ginger ale, along with a clam chowder he wouldn’t eat (and I would never dare try), but to snack on half the pack of oyster crackers it came with. He pulled out a biopsychology textbook the size of every Dostoevsky stacked together, and set himself to highlighting the keywords of a dense paragraph on neural synapses and opioid receptors. This was the end of the school year, mind you, and Paulie defended himself, justifying that he needed to get ahead for his first semester of college. We all told him that it was a ridiculous endeavor, but he shrugged it off and told us to mind our own, which we did of course, because no one in their right mind would want to read about GABAergic agonists or membrane-bound enzymes in the blood-brain barrier in the heat of a New York summer. (By the way, if you ever happen to take biopsych, Paulie came up with a great and hilarious heuristic: Salty Banana for sodium and potassium. This revelation came to him in a stroke of genius during a conversation about how skin, and penises in particular, taste slightly of salt from the sweat of good sex.)

“Hey, Paulie,” I chanced. “Why do you want to go on this trip so much?”

He finished highlighting a sentence and looked up at me, confusion made plain on his face. “What do you mean? I thought we all wanted to go.”

“Yeah, no,” I hastily corrected. “No, I do. We do. I just- you planned everything out and all, for months now- it just feels like you really want this.”

Paulie put down his pen and sighed, “Yeah, Thomas, I really fucking do. I want this. I want to leave. You, me, Atlas, Eli. That’s all I want. I want one last summer with my friends, and I want to do it big, out on the road somewhere, just us.”

“But we’ll still see each other, of course; it isn’t that big of a deal, college. We can skip class and come see each other whenever we want. And there’s breaks and summers. It doesn’t mean anything, Pauls. We’ll still be us.”

“I know, I know. It won’t be the same, though. I’ll be far away. Atlas and Eli are going to California together, and you’ll be in Missouri.”

“Columbia’s not far away; it’s in the city, so we’ll all be coming back home to you every break. And besides, we’re just a few flights away. You know Atlas and Eli will visit us and probably pick up the tabs too,” I laughed. “Can you really imagine Eli in California? He’ll come see you every weekend, at least.”

“Just one last time,” Paulie said with a sad smile. “That's all.”

Martha brought Paulie his food, along with her usual disgruntled glare. I held up my own soda to Paulie’s ginger ale.

“To one last time, then,” I smiled.

“One last time.”

We cheered.

And I cry when I think about it now.



I packed my clothes for the trip the night before we were meant to leave. The clothes themselves were not the issue, because I scarcely had any save for the five pairs of uniforms I laundered every Sunday to rewear the following school week. Unlike Atlas and Eli, I commuted to school from the Southernmost part of Queens, where hardly anybody would expect someone who attended the school to come from.

My parents were hard-workers, no doubt, but their fatal flaw, in essence, was being late. They paid rent late, they learned English late, and they arrived to America late, doubtlessly several centuries after Atlas’s or Eli’s ancestors. They were a conservative sort, and when my father died (when I was twelve), my mother turned devoutly and annoyingly religious. Annoying not because she forced me to Sunday mass or because she was patronizingly pontifical, but because Catholicism absolved nearly every sin in the book if you believed it, and I didn’t think she deserved the reprieve that faith gave her.

My mother had doted on me when I was young, and in many ways, I think she wanted me to become my father, if only to replace the vacancy in her that he had left behind. As I grew older and my face began to morph closer to that of her late lover than that of her darling baby son, but my body and self could not seem to embody the beloved features of him she had lost, she realized, again too late, that I would never be a proper substitute— that I could never satisfy that longing in her chest or assuage the grief that threatened every day to suffocate her.

Instead, I was a reminder of someone she had loved, and who she had held and had lost, and for that reason, even to look at me was to feel pain.

So she never looked at me. 

I told her that evening that I would be gone for some time, and she reminded me to restock the Blue Moons before I left. I bought her Bud Lights to spite her (from a local Arab deli man who’d known my mother and I long enough not to bother with carding). But the woman could barely tell the difference between red and white when she drank her wine, much less her beer.

I think I may have packed everything I own, which wasn’t a lot. I brought clothes for all kinds of weather, because much to my avail, we were still going to Washington, and apparently it rains there constantly. I brought other typical camping things: a compass I didn’t quite know what to do with, but felt was aesthetically necessary, a knife I again was not sure I would use, but would rather be prepared with, flasks (one for water, one for liquor), and nearly all the savings I had amassed. I left some money for my mother, which no doubt would be spent at the gas station around the corner, but I wasn’t very concerned about having enough money for the trip. I hadn’t been concerned about money in the last four years, really.

See, by graduation, I did have five pairs of uniforms, but in the beginning, I had only one, and I would wash it every other evening, or at least I tried to. Some time in the start of Sophomore year, in the Fall when the trees were still in the process of growing auburn and shedding their green, but the air was still hot and the sun still burned, our washer broke down, and I neglected to go through the arduous process of soaping an entire wool blazer in our kitchen sink. It went on like that for a week, and I smelled so bad that I cowered from everyone, trying desperately to sink into the shadows where only I would know the stink of myself and could wallow in humiliation. I didn’t want to be smelled, and I didn’t want to be seen.

Eli saw me.

And what Eli saw, he shared with Atlas, their two pairs of eyes each still needing the other’s to really see completely, as if one was their pair of reading glasses left on the nightstand, always within reach.

By the end of the week, Atlas had mistaken my January birthday to be in September and came to school with a present that I “might as well take, now that he’d bought it,” and Eli’s shoulders had apparently grown too broad to fit in his current uniforms, so he gave away his old ones and had new ones tailored. They didn’t ask why or how, or even brought up the fact that I reeked as bad as the homeless kid on the corner of snake-like Broadway, and even as they passed me their clothes, and I thanked them in a hushed whisper, they turned away so that I wouldn’t see the pity in their eyes. They could certainly afford the clothing, but they also afforded me dignity.

The best part was that Eli hadn’t grown even one inch taller, and if anything, always came back after summer breaks thinner than before he’d left, but he really did give away nearly a dozen old uniforms in order to keep up his charade— to me, to Paulie, to any other kid who might have wanted them; on Monday, he sported a t-shirt and jeans because the tailor hadn’t finished yet, was in detention by the end of the day, and by Tuesday, had another dozen pairs of uniform to hide the bruises underneath them.

I told Paulie years later, and he laughed so hard he spit out his food, pulling off his own blazer to show me the tag at its neck that read “E.R.D.” weaved into the fabric. I laughed so hard that I cried and showed him my own, one of the three pairs Eli passed to me under that guise of them no longer fitting, when really it was me who never fit quite right.

I was dressed head to toe in the wardrobe of Elijah Randall Duncan, parading in his skin––and the funniest part of it all is that for all the wealth in the world, I think Eli would have scalped himself raw and crawled bloodily out of his husk if only he could trade it for mine. He hated Elijah, and he hated Duncan more, but as much as he could see me, I knew he was just as grateful that I could see him.

We didn’t see Elijah Randall Duncan.

We saw Just Eli.
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​Chapter 3
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ELI, IN FACT, STAYED at Atlas's as soon as the school year ended every year. He packed, not all of his things of course because that would have required an entire moving truck, but all of the things that were important to him. He packed two luggages full, tied the handle of the luggages to a rope, and slowly descended the heavy baggage from his third floor bedroom window and above the concrete of 88th st. East, where Atlas and I were waiting beneath to lower them without noise to the ground. It was a sturdy pulley system Paulie had designed in sophomore year, when Eli first ran away. He would make sure that his things were downstairs and out of the house, before telling his mother he’d be out on a walk to get coffee, a walk from which he wouldn’t be returning for at least a month or two of the summer, where he stayed in the spare bedroom beside Atlas's at the Aldrich house. We looked absolutely ridiculous, three boys using knotted ropes to lower luggage from a townhouse on the Upper East Side, where upper echelon bystanders eyed us with timid curiosity and an unmistakable judgment found in the slight lift of their too-high brows; ridiculous things did not happen in this part of town and discrete get-aways were certainly not included in the guidebook of proper high society conduct.

Nonetheless, we helped Eli leave every summer, and every summer, Old Genevieve would drag him back eventually, snatching her son in the middle of a perfect August evening with threats of disowning him as a Duncan and revoking his trust. The Aldriches had stepped in a few times, attempting to assure Mrs. Genevieve that her son was welcome to stay, but that evil woman would turn to her son, knowing his allegiance would lie with his family, however plundered and stolen that loyalty was.

And do you want to stay here, Elijah? Mon fils? she would glare. (My son?)

No, Maman, Eli would say. I’ll pack now. Je suis désolé, mère. (I’m sorry, Mom.)

His voice quivered uncharacteristically, searching desperately for somewhere to look so that Old Genevieve’s piercing eyes would not meet his own. I know it to be fact the two shared the same shade of silver-gray eyes, but when I think of Old Genevieve, all I can remember is the darkness beneath hers, an unyielding onyx that was as paralyzing, if not more so, than those of Medusa’s; they turned people, especially her son, into statues of marble, unable to move beneath her striking terror. Old Genevieve knew us mortals could endure neither her wrath nor her stare— Eli, of course, was most vulnerable to her gifts of cruelty.

For all the bravado, the liveliness, and the laughter he exuded, a fragileness was tucked beneath layers of bedrock and hardened aristocracy. There was something delicate about him. I don’t know how much of the world was able to see it.

I overheard Atlas and Mr. and Mrs. Aldrich one night when Mrs. Genevieve had come to take her son, who was packing dutifully upstairs as his mother drank coffee impatiently in the foyer.

“Mom, please. We can’t let him go. You know-”

“Atlas, we can’t keep him here, either. There’s nothing to be done about it,” Mr. Aldrich said.

“But,” Mrs. Aldrich said to her husband, pity dripping from her lips. “Maybe if I just speak to her.”

“It’s not our place, Lisa.” He turned to Ats then, contrite when he spoke to his son, “Eli is always welcome here, you know that. And Paulie, of course. And Thomas. But we can’t separate a mother from her son. Not when there’s no evidence. Not unless you want to report-”

“But there is!” Atlas half-whispered, half-yelled. “He’s told me, he’s shown me, I’ve seen it. Please, Mom, it’s not right. We should report it.”

Mrs. Aldrich held her son in her arms. “I’m sorry, baby. Is that what Eli would want?”

“Oh, this is about what he wants? Because I know he doesn’t want to-”

“Would he lie on a report?”

“No, he’d never-” Atlas sighed. Cursed beneath his breath. “Yeah. Yes.”

“Then what’s the point, Atlas?” Mr. Aldrich said.

“It’s- it’s just not right.”

“I know, I know,” Mrs. Aldrich whispered softly, running her hands through his hair. “There’s really nothing we can do, Jesse? Isn’t it our responsibility? That boy’s safety?”

Mr. Aldrich shook his head solemnly. “Eli will be okay.”

“You don’t know that, Jess,” Mrs. Aldrich said, her voice rising. “Imagine if it was Atlas!”

“I can’t, and I won’t. I could never.”

I tiptoed back up the staircase as quietly as possible, feeling dirty and rat-like for letting myself listen. The second floor of the Aldriches’ home boasted six bedrooms, although only three were typically in use— the Master bedroom, Atlas’s, and Eli’s. Even so, one was dedicated for myself and another for Paulie, although most of the time we spent our nights huddled together in Atlas's room and falling asleep wherever slumber took us— the gardens, the living room, the dining room, once even on the staircase. I knocked on Eli’s door although it was already open, and I entered although he hadn’t said anything.

He was quiet but steady, packing clothes he’d shoved haphazardly into drawers back into a suitcase, flinging sweaters off their hangers, and rolling pairs of socks into balls. He was moving quickly and deliberately, paying no mind to folding neatly or separating his tops from his bottoms; it was as if he was in a rush to leave, and I didn’t understand.

“You need help?” I asked, even as I already began to fold t-shirts and shorts beside him.

“I’m fine, Thomas.”

“I didn’t ask if you were fine.”

“You asked if I needed help,” Eli said tautly. “And I said I’m fucking fine. That means no.”

“Alright,” I nodded.

But I began folding and packing beside him anyway; I didn’t care whether he wanted me to or not. I folded beside him in silence, rhythmically passing him the clothes I’d finished so that he could stuff them into his luggage. We stayed like that, working in unison under a fog of unsaid words, until Atlas came upstairs. When Atlas came, he put a hand on my shoulder, and I left. I closed the door behind me as I went, but in the few seconds before the light of the room vanished, I could see Eli fold in on himself, as if he’d been propped up by strings that were suddenly cut, and I could see Atlas already ready to catch him, knowing, understanding. Atlas existed for Eli in a way that I couldn’t, and for a long time, I felt guilty for that. 



“Faster! Faster! I hear someone coming!” 

“Come on, now, Pauls!” I practically begged, sweat dripping into my eyes. “Pull the goddamn thing!”

“Thomas, shut up! You’re yelling like a lunatic— the bitch is gonna hear us!”

“You shut up!” I whisper-yelled. “Just fucking pull, Pauls!”

“Hey! Don't call my mother a bitch!” Eli said from his window.

“Eli, you call your own mother a bitch!” Atlas retorted.

“Yeah, but— oh shit, that bitch is coming. I need to drop the line!”

“Eli! Eli! No, wait! It’ll fucking fall! Shit!”

Eli’s head disappeared, the third floor window shut with a bang, and the luggage thudded to the floor from the second story of Eli’s townhouse. We scrambled to grab it, all three of us hauling the suitcase as fast as we could around the corner of Central Park East. When we finally made it out of viewing range, I dropped to the floor, damn the dirty streets, hyperventilating from the stress and strain of dragging Eli’s ridiculous baggage across the avenue chased by the thought of Old Genevieve waving a fist at me from behind us. I swear I could feel her hot breath on my back as I ran, tickling my neck and making me shiver even as I sweat.

“Christ, what the hell is in here, Atlas?” Paulie said through heavy inhales, his hands on his knees as he panted.

“How should I know?” Atlas responded.

Paulie eyed him accusingly, and Atlas wiped the sweat off his forehead, relenting.

“Fine, I think it’s a portable piano,” Atlas said. “Eli wants to bring it with us on the road.”

“And he gets two whole luggages in the van? All I’ve got is a duffel!” I said. I was thinking reasonably, logically, rationally of the space. There wouldn’t be any leg room for us all if we had to give up space for the luggage. There had to be room to breathe, or else I feared I might grow restless and chew my own leg off if Eli played Nocturne No. 9 across the I-86.

“He’s not bringing all this, just some of it. The rest is staying at my house,” Atlas paused. “Over the summer.”

Eli came jogging around the corner at a steady not-breathless-or-terrified pace, wearing sunglasses and flip-flops. “Morning boys!”

“You god damn idiot! You dropped the whole line; all your Ralph Lauren polos in that Rimowa could’ve killed us!” Paulie said, exasperated.

“Are you dead, Pauls? Safe, Tommy? A scratch on that head of yours, Ats? Good, yes? Good. Great,” Eli smiled. “And that’s a Goyard, Paulie, please. A Duncan with Rimowa? Have you no shame?”

Paulie fumed, his hands balling into fists. “You dropped a Goyard from your bedroom window, Eli?”

“I, well- Let’s move on! The Third Annual Great Escape has been largely successful, and we have all come out unscathed.”

“Largely successful my ass,” Pauls mumbled.

Eli ignored him, continuing, “Shall we proceed? Or would you all like to linger here, at the scene of the crime?”

“Fine,” I said bitterly, still breathless, eager to get out of the sun and under some shade.

It was our last full day in New York before we would leave in the morning from the Aldriches’. We dragged the Goyards into the park, entering on 86th and walking somewhat aimlessly towards The Great Lawn, where other aimless teenagers sat in circles and passed each other rolled joints, making hollow conversation about their summer plans, comparing Jones Beach to Rockaway, St. Marks to Astoria, the yuppie-like. (I’ll give you the truth— if you’re young, the answer is this: Brighton Beach has bonfires and fireworks, and St. Marks never cards, but if you’re old, skip the childish illegalities and buy cheaper drinks outside of Manhattan; you’ll save yourself the money and that stubborn nagging feeling that you’ve lost your youth. You have.) But not us, no, we were young and raw and unblemished by age. Scarred by other things perhaps, but the coils of mortality had not yet found us.

We sat in the shade of a tree, because I had made a big fuss over the heat, and we opened one of Eli’s luggages, which was half-stocked with bottles of whiskey more expensive than my home, and we drank Macallan in undignified red solo cups and chased it with undignified dollar Arizona, like children first discovering their parents’ liquor cabinet. Damn the price, damn the road, we would drive out of the city hung-over and aching in the morning and leave like men. We laughed and tumbled in the grass, we smoked cigarettes and weed, and picked at Paulie for his obsession with Robin Williams (Mr. Keating, really), claiming he was forcing us “On The Road” because he had a fondness for Kerouac. That was my joke, and it made my heart swell in some kind of warm, delirious way when they all laughed.

“I love that fucking movie!” Paulie slurred.

“O’ Captain, my Captain!” Eli said, standing on his luggage (which made me flinch) and saluting Paulie. “Carpe Diem!”

Atlas and I stood, too, and we stared at Paulie, trying and failing not to laugh, until finally, Paulie relieved us with a wink and an astounding impression of Robin Williams, “Thank you, boys.” And we all fell into hysterics.

The night darkened, and the liquor was running out, turning us solemn and scared. We sat side by side, knees up, our elbows propped on them as we stared out at the city. Lights and lights, windows and windows, people and people. Home.

“Why are we leaving?” I said to no one in particular. The silence was tender and still. The city moved around us as it always did, paying no mind to such trivial and insignificant goings-on as we were. The city didn’t care who left and who stayed; it would survive without us. The tired, the poor, the huddled masses, yearning to breathe free... come all, to be swallowed and spit out on the concrete, stepped on and forgotten, left to decompose, your rotting corpse the mulch for the beautiful city that lured you in, each of us as ultimately inconsequential as a tissue to be used and discarded. But God, it was beautiful; New York’s callousness was exquisite in its apathy. 

I loved it, and I was arrogant.

Eli spoke first. “Because I wish to live deliberately,” he said.

We all understood— Thoreau was required reading (or rather, required nonconsensual listening), a prerequisite to friendship with Atlas. “To front only the essential facts of life, and see if I could not learn what it had to teach, and not, when I came to die, discover that I had not lived,” Atlas continued.

“I did not wish to live what was not life,” Paulie finished.

He stood and finished the bottle, tossing it behind a bush as a mark of our presence, a final present to the city, however small, to remind it we had been here.

“Let’s get going,” Paulie said, and we all stood to follow him, dragging those Goyards behind us again through the woods and back to 5th ave, where the bustle yanked us back from our pensive moods. We sang and danced as we stumbled to the train.

We never finished the Thoreau; that was my fault. I wanted the best line, the last one, but Paulie had cut it off before it got there.

I went to the woods because I wished to live deliberately, 

To front only the essential facts of life, 

and see if I could not learn what it had to teach,

And not, when I came to die, discover that I had not lived.

I did not wish to live what was not life, living is so dear;

Nor did I wish to practice resignation, unless it was quite necessary.

I wanted to live deep and suck out all the marrow of life.​[1]
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​Chapter 4
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“OH GOD, WHO LET ME drink so much?”

“Eli.”

“Yeah, I blame Eli.”

“Can we call the whole thing off?”

“Let’s leave tomorrow instead, I can’t even get up.”

“Don’t be such babies, boys, let’s go. Get the hell up, Ats, we’ve got to start packing the van,” Eli said, nudging and kicking at us.

I was sleeping at the bottom right corner of Atlas's bed, curled into a ball beneath his tucked legs and squashed next to Paulie, whose glasses were hanging precariously from a knob on the bed’s footboard and who was covering his eyes as Eli pulled open the blinds.

“How can you possibly have this much energy?” Paulie said, yawning and scrambling around the bed with his hands for his glasses. I groaned and flung them at him, not bothering to look if he’d caught them.

“Because I’m a man, and I can hold my liquor. Now if we don’t leave right this instant, I’m going to get drunk again, and then we’ll never leave.”

A pillow soared above my head–I think Atlas threw it–and landed on Eli’s face.

A moment of silence and Eli’s shocked face. And then the war began.

Not very long after that, I found myself crouching beneath the side of Atlas’s bed, gripping a pillow in hand like a grenade, lifting my head up ever so slightly above the bed’s comforter every so often to catch glimpses of my targets— a floppy mess of brown-ish hair was peeking out from behind a dresser, the shadow of a tall figure loomed from inside the closet, and I could just make out someone’s elbow in the mirror. Any left-over fatigue I might have felt upon waking vanished immediately, adrenaline coursing through my veins as the fight ensued, and I threw my pillow at the mess of hair I thought must be Atlas. Another pillow soared across the room back at me, missing me by mere inches as I ducked and cried out.

“Fuck,” I whispered, realizing I’d given my position away too easily. I could hear Eli’s wild laughter.

“I know that’s you, Tommy!”

He moved like a cat, pouncing across the bed so fast that neither Atlas nor Paulie had a chance to catch him, and he landed beside me, both of us ducking low and breathing heavily. His breath was cool on my face, like mint and coffee, having woken up earlier than the rest of us and brushed his teeth; my own stank of morning breath, and I breathed through my nose as I panted.

“It’s just you and me, now, Tommy,” Eli whispered, grinning madly. “Atlas thinks he’s so slick hiding in the closet. I got no idea where Paulie is, though. But we’ll get ‘em.”

He winked, and I stifled a quiet laugh, forgetting momentarily all about my hot breath as Eli’s child-like intensity seemed to wash over and into me, his spirit so lively that I occasionally found myself getting lost in it, swimming in the youthful radiance of his eyes.

I found another pillow to hold and whispered back, “Look in the mirror. You can see Paulie’s elbow. I’ll get Atlas and-”

“I’ve got Pauls,” he nodded. “Got it. On three,” he said. “One, two...”

On three, we both jumped to our feet and aimed our shots, warriors in battle, brothers in arms.

Eli let out a yelp of excitement as his pillow collided with Paulie’s shoulder, and my own hit Atlas square in the face as he had just peeked out of the closet. The two of them groaned in disappointment, Paulie rolling his eyes and readjusting his glasses, and I burst out chuckling at the sight of our victory; Eli and I laughed so hard my stomach began to hurt and he was doubled over, crying tears of laughter.

“Fuck the both of you! You can’t team up in pillow fights,” Atlas argued half-heartedly.

“Oh, whatever. Let’s get breakfast and hit the road,” Paulie said, making his way out of the room. As we followed him out and down the stairs, Eli whispered into my ear, still stifling his smile, “Sore losers, the both of them.”

I smiled, and Eli winked at me again— just a little nothing, yet something inside me flickered just so, whispering a truth I ignored.



We ate quickly, like starved men, devouring our last truly home-cooked meal. Mrs. Aldrich prepared an incredible breakfast spread, more food than the four of us could even finish— eggs and bacon, buttered toast and jam, sausages with flakey biscuits, blueberry pancakes drizzled with syrup, trays of fruit tossed with sugar and lemon, and steaming hot coffee. The coffee at the Aldriches’ might have been my favorite part of the whole house. Not the pool or the yard or the enormous flat-screen TV room, no, it was the coffee, the scent of the roast wafting through the rooms and up the stairs made my mouth salivate. Mrs. Aldrich’s coffee, warm and sweet with a splash of caramel creamer, appeared (almost concerningly) frequently in my dreams— even, if not especially, in the bad ones.

Then we packed our bags into the van. It was a shitty old van, but it was big with three sets of seats and a large trunk in the back for our things. It was white with creaking sliding doors, one windshield wiper that didn’t move, and covered with suspicious scrapes plastered with paint on the sides from DIY repairs, but that van held all the history of a library in its withered leather seats and fraying seat belt straps.

I can never look at a white van again without thinking of The Trip; one night years later on my way home from work, when I saw a white van that resembled this one too closely, I was so startled that I slammed on my brakes hard enough to have caused a massive pile-up had there been cars behind me. I had to stop on the side of the highway; it was pitch-black, and there I stood, hyperventilating as memories kept rising and falling through my mind like the headlights of cars that shined and then faded as they passed me by, memories of that shitty old van and all the nostalgia of my youth.

We packed the van with all of our essentials, each of us with only two duffels to our name, a bag for toiletries— things like soap and shampoo and toothpaste, another box entirely of snacks and food— chips, canned goods, microwaveables and tupperware holding meals from Mrs. Aldrich stuffed into a little portable insulated refrigerator, and a secret duffle we’d filled with beer and liquor and covered with socks. We packed into the van, Atlas taking the first shift to drive, Paulie taking shotgun for directions, and Eli and I in the back. We said quick goodbyes to the Aldriches, who were neither the strict nor careful sort in their parenting, and they kissed their son and waved, giving us the usual “Be safe!” and “Call us!” and the unusual “Have fun, boys! Remember to drink water between drinks!”

As we were about to leave, the engine already revving forward down the Aldriches’ driveway, another car sped into the lane, a slick and beautiful black Mercedes. Eli sucked in a tight breath, immediately turning rigid beside me. His hands opened and closed into fists, and Atlas turned around to face him with a concerned look in his eyes, as if asking what to do without speaking.

“Go, go, just go,” Eli said, almost breathless, and Atlas nodded, stepping on the pedal.

“What the hell is going on?” Paulie said, knocking his head into the window and dropping the map he’d unfolded as Atlas made a quick turn out of the driveway. “Not two minutes in, and we’re going to crash the damn van.”

“Shut up, Pauls. Gimme a sec,” Atlas said.

“What did I do?”

“Thomas, take care of it.”

“What?” I said, at the same time as Paulie said, “Take care of WHAT?”

Then I turned to Eli, who was stiff as a board, but still managed to be shaking. He was sweating from his brow, and in a moment, it clicked. Old Genevieve had made quick work of coming to collect her heir this summer.

“Hey,” I whispered, trying to sound calm and putting my arm on Eli’s shoulder, pressing down a bit to stop his shaking. “Dude, we’re good. We’re on the highway now.”

“She might catch up to us,” Eli whispered back, his voice quivering and his eyes glossing over. It scared me a little, to witness Eli scared, like meeting a celebrity and realizing for the first time that they are, in fact, human. His fear became mine, because in some twisted way, if Eli was frightened, I felt I had no right not to be.

“She won’t,” I said. “She won’t.”

I turned behind us to point out the back window. “Look, Eli. We’re good. You’re good.”

He didn’t move, or couldn’t move, and so I tugged at him, pointing again, “Eli, look! You’re good. You’re safe.”

Eli turned around slowly, almost as if he was scared to check, then let out a puff of relief upon the realization that there were, in fact, no luxury cars chasing after us nor his hideous mother in sight. He swiped away the sweat on his forehead and shook himself back, as if quickly changing the mask he wore on his face. It was both impressive and unsettling.

“Shit,” he laughed. “Yeah, we’re good. Fuck. Good going, Ats.”

“What the fuck, fucking idiots,” Paulie muttered to himself, but ignored the entire thing as he focused on his map.

“Thanks,” Eli whispered to me later. I inclined my head and didn’t bring it up again.



I went to sleep for a while, longer than I meant to. And when I woke, I found Eli’s head resting heavy on my shoulder, his mouth parted just slightly enough for a thin line of drool to begin pooling at my sleeve. I smiled because I found it funny— in a gross, poke-fun-later, kind of way. I smiled because it was funny, yes, but the smile lingered for some other reason too— a softer pulse pretending at subtlety, a flutter of a feeling that crept in quietly beneath my skin, under pretenses of ‘funny’ or ‘friendship.’ But I stayed there, didn’t I? Holding my breath, my shoulder sore, my neck gone stiff, my shirt more damp by the minute, and my smile unfaded. So there was nothing subtle about it, really.
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