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Lake Tahoe, California


There’s a strong smell of pine. A thin band of golden light clings to the horizon above the jagged peaks of the Sierra Nevada Mountains to the west. Overhead, the sky is already a deep blue, almost purple. The first stars are visible.


The glass doors of the nearby hotel bar are thrown open, in defiance of the end of the season—the band is playing a Fleetwood Mac cover that carries the inside outside. A few people are down on the beach beside the marina taking photos. Almost all the boats are already out of the water. I snap a photo of the people snapping photos in the dying light and go around to find the gelato shop.


It isn’t an impressive place, containing a lone freezer offering up eight flavors. There are a few metal tables scattered around. The chairs have those wire backs twisted into heart shapes. There’s also a fenced-in patio with plastic flowers stuck into pots beside a few more tables and heart-backed chairs. Other than the teenage girl behind the counter, the shop is deserted. And despite the name of the place claiming otherwise, the gelato isn’t really even gelato. It’s more of a hard ice cream. It doesn’t matter.


I chose this spot because it offered me a twenty-minute walk after dinner and then a twenty-minute walk back to my hotel. I just needed to move my body. I’ve been in the car most of the day—as I have been for weeks and weeks.


I take a seat on one of the heart-backed chairs. It won’t rest flat on the ground and I tip back and forth between front right and back left legs while eating my hazelnut ice cream and considering a second scoop. The bored teenage girl who served me comes out from behind the counter. She carelessly swipes the cloth in her hand across an already clean table and asks where I’m from.


“New York,” I tell her.


“Whoa,” she says. “What are you doing in Tahoe?”


“Passing through. I’ve been traveling to see my friends.”


“That’s cool,” she says, pushing a stray strand of blond hair back behind her ear. She’s maybe seventeen and has one arm in a sling. Her name is Sarah. She’s a local girl.


“What happened to your arm, Sarah?”


“I was on my friend’s shoulders, and he dropped me.” Sarah rolls her eyes. “He was drunk.”


“Friends.” I shrug.


“Yeah,” she says. “You drive the whole way?”


I nod.


“Where else you been?”


“Oh, um,” I begin, almost embarrassed, “I’ve been through twenty-two states, so…”


“Really?”


“I didn’t plan it that way. It just sort of happened.”


“How many miles is that?”


“About ten thousand.”


“Ten thousand?” Sarah sounds incredulous. “How does driving ten thousand miles just sort of happen?”


I try to laugh. “Especially since I hate driving.”


Sarah shakes her head at my seeming folly.


“Not very smart, is it?” I say.


“Not unless you have a good reason.”


“I do,” I say. And anyway, I’m almost there. Tomorrow night I’ll be at the Pacific, having dinner with my friend.


I explain to Sarah that besides reuniting with my friends, I’ve also been talking to other men—cowboys and retired cops, blues musicians and oil rig workers, journalists, recovering junkies, former military, preachers, rootless teens—talking with them about their experience with friendship.


“Really?” Sarah says, simultaneously confused and curious.


“Yeah. It’s been surprising,” I say to Sarah. “And it turns out that a lot of guys have a difficult time with friendship.”


Sarah sinks into one hip and looks at me like I’m an idiot. “Yeah,” she says. “No kidding.”













New York, New York


I was seated at the kitchen table drinking a cup of weak tea. The dog was asleep in the corner. My twenty-one-year-old son sat cross-legged on the floor, messing with his electric guitar, telling me a funny story about a dating disaster involving one of his good friends.


“Rocco’s a fool,” I said with affection when Sam’s tale was done.


“He is,” Sam agreed. “I love him.”


We laughed. Then Sam stopped strumming and looked at me. “You don’t really have any friends, do you, Dad?”


The directness of my son’s comment was typical of him, but Sam didn’t mean it in a hurtful or aggressive way. As far as he knew, it was a fair enough assessment. But as is the case between parents and their children, there’s more to the story of my life than my son is aware. I looked at him.


“I have friends, Sam,” I said. “I just don’t see them, but I know they’re there. And that’s enough.”


Somewhere I must have known that Sam had hit a nerve, because I instantaneously and unconsciously adopted an attitude that spoke from a parental height. My tone was infused with wisdom and understanding, and allowed me to share my insight with my son in a spirit of openness and generosity.


Sam considered me—probably knew I was full of shit (even if I didn’t at the moment)—then graciously accepted my answer with a brief nod. We chatted some more, and he went off to meet his girlfriend.


His comment stayed with me.


What had actually happened to my friendships? Were they still there, as I claimed? Did I even want them? Or need them? What did I get from them, anyway? What did I have to offer them? How did friendship affect my place in the world? What did I value? What mattered?


I sipped my tea—it was cold. My eighteen-year-old daughter, Willow, raced through, late for a dance class. The dog lifted her head at this excitement, stretched, then went back to sleep.


My experience with friendship has not always been straightforward.


Growing up in suburban New Jersey, mine was a typical neighborhood upbringing, now long gone—driveway basketball games and stolen peeks at Playboy magazine in wood-paneled basements. “Be home at six for dinner” was my mother’s afterschool mantra. I was the third of four boys. My older brother Peter was my protector. I was a shy kid with a small circle, yet never wanted for friends.


In my early twenties I became successful in the movies. “Overnight,” my position in the world was forever altered. I was a very unprepared public figure. Someone who was content to slip along the edges, desiring to be special yet not craving overt attention, I was thrust into the center of things. People came at me. I wrapped myself tighter around the friends I had before this burst of notoriety. That I began to drink too much spoke to my innate alcoholism and not to my newfound fortune.


I retreated, then withdrew.


By the time this brush with fame had subsided and my drinking had been arrested, I was nearly thirty, and a more solitary version of who I was began to emerge. I discovered I liked my own company and often sought out time alone.


When eventually I married, I saw that almost all my friendships with women had been based around flirtation and the possibility of our going to bed. That obviously had to change. And with men, I looked up to realize that my several close and longtime friends had moved away. Far away.


On the rare occasion I did form a new connection, the motivation to nurture it was often lacking. Whether a reaction to the hollowness of some insincere friendships made during my early fame, or a fearful nature, or just becoming set in my habits, I found myself uninterested, even unwilling, to reach out to new friends. No matter—I was happy in my own company and with that of my wife and children. And there was always work. Life felt full—at least full enough.


But sitting alone at the kitchen table, dog asleep in the corner, my now-cold tea in hand, I became aware that this was one of those moments that occasionally present themselves and, by the very nature of its almost imperceptible arrival, demand a reckoning.


Something my wife had cautioned me against came back to me—my introspection, my introversion, my avoidance, had begun to chip away at the edges of who I was and narrow my experience, diminish my joy, limit what I had to offer and what I allowed myself to receive. Rather than relax into an uncomplicated enjoyment of others, expand into an attitude of increased curiosity and easily offered generosity that age might ideally encourage, intermittent bouts of bitterness now had to be fought back. Silent disappointments became normalized. My kids had affectionately (?) begun to accuse me of becoming a curmudgeon. If I was really willing to look, the answer was there to see—my self-induced isolation was diminishing my life, making me into a smaller man.


At one point my friends had been instrumental in broadening my horizons, bolstering my courage, providing safe harbor. But were my dearest friendships—as Sam’s question suggested—even still there? There was Seve, a surrogate big brother I met when I was barely twenty. Matthew, a show business confidant I met just a few years later. Eddie, my oldest friend and early role model. And there were two men I’d met in more recent years, John and Don. Dear friends all.


In many ways they were the cornerstones on which so much of my life had been built. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen any of them. On the rare occasions when I spoke with one of these men on the phone, there were easy laughs and some catching up, but was that just the fumes of past glories?


My solo habits had drawn me into a tightening spiral. Could my friends throw me a line and help pull me from my self-willed exile?


My son’s offhand comment had jolted me and yanked down the curtain I had drawn in front of me.


I needed to see my friends.


I picked up my phone. For no reason other than that he was my oldest friend, I called Eddie first. I suggested flying down to Texas for a visit. “For sure,” he said. “We should even take some kind of a road trip, to Vegas or Tahoe or someplace.” Eddie loved a good road trip, especially if it ended at a casino. “But I gotta finish this fucking building first.” Eddie bought and renovated old buildings for a living and was in the middle of a large new project. “Just give me a few months.”


I reached out to Matthew. He was quick to say yes to my coming down to Kentucky. I bought a plane ticket. Then, days before my flight, he called to cancel. “There’s just too much shit going on,” Matthew said. “Work is a mess, and Ev (his son Everett) is in the middle of some stuff.” Perhaps I knew something like this might happen because I had bought a refundable plane ticket—something I never did. We pushed it a few weeks, and I rescheduled my flight. Then he canceled again. “Let’s just do it in the spring,” Matthew said decisively. “Things should calm down by then.” I refunded my plane ticket.


John was mountain climbing in the Himalayas. Don’s email autoreply said that he was in Japan for an extended stay.


When Seve and I finally connected, he was excited by the idea and also suggested we hit the road—“I’ve wanted to head down to the Chesapeake Bay,” Seve said. “It’s just a couple days, but that’s probably all my back can take.” My friend had developed terrible back trouble. Several years ago, he underwent a major operation to address stenosis, a narrowing of the spine. Nerves were being pinched, and the pain had become intolerable. The recovery was long and arduous. I wasn’t there to help or even visit. More important, the operation hadn’t done the trick; his back was worse than ever. Another operation was being recommended. This one would require him to be on the table for eight hours.


I was eager to reconnect.


Then the day before I was headed down to Baltimore, my friend called to cancel, citing a doctor’s appointment. It seemed odd that he didn’t know about the conflict in advance, but I let it pass. We rescheduled. Then, a few weeks later, just as I was walking out the door to see him, my phone rang again.


“I haven’t been entirely honest with you,” Seve began, the strain in his voice palpable.


“Okay,” I said, suddenly aware to keep my tone neutral.


“I’m not in great shape. I can’t really walk very far, and sitting in a car for that long would be brutal on my back.”


“That’s fine. We don’t need to go far.”


“And I’m up and down all night long. My sleep schedule is all turned around. It’s not the right time. Let’s just postpone it a little.”


“All right,” I said reluctantly. “Why don’t I just come down and take you to dinner.”


“I don’t want you to drive all that way.”


“I was gonna do that anyway,” I assured him. “It’s a few hours. It’s nothing.”


“I’m just really not up for it. I really appreciate it, but please hear me.” My friend was imploring me now. “It is not a good time. We’ll do it soon. I promise.”


I could hear the pain, even fear, in Seve’s voice now. “Okay, Seve,” I said. “No sweat. We’ll do it soon.”


I hung up, glanced at my overnight bag by the door, made a cup of weak tea, and took a seat in my customary spot at the kitchen table. The dog came over and nudged me for a pet. I shooed her away.


It was natural that my friends had full and busy lives. While disappointed, I took no offense. I understood—or so I told myself.


And then the longer I sat with that phone call from Seve, the less comfortable I felt about it. My friend sounded in trouble. I had not been there for our relationship for too long. Was it too late? Had I let the friendship atrophy too much? Was it now just going to fade away entirely? Was I being too melodramatic to think that I didn’t want the next time I saw my friend to be at his funeral?


That night I couldn’t sleep. The pain I heard in Seve’s voice—I kept replaying the conversation.


I got in the car.













Seve













Atlantic City, New Jersey


I don’t remember the first time I met Seve. I do know that I was living on the top floor of a six-story walk-up on Bank Street in Greenwich Village in Manhattan. Eddie had gone off on what was supposed to be a six-month trip around the world (he made it as far as Thailand and stayed) and had ensconced me in his apartment. I was a nineteen-year-old kid. My next-door neighbor, Nita, was a grown woman in her late twenties. We had an open-door policy, meaning that Nita could come into my apartment whenever she wanted, while I was free to knock on her door. And one day I met her boyfriend, Seve.


(It should be noted that Seve’s actual name is not Seve, but Stephen. Years ago, our mutual friend Eddie ironically dubbed Stephen Seve, in reference to the beloved, swashbuckling Spanish golfer, Seve Ballesteros. Stephen, for all his athletic ability, lacked any grace on the golf course. I have not called Seve Stephen in nearly forty years).


Unlike his girlfriend, and even though he was a decade older than me, Seve regarded me as an equal. As a young person anxious to be viewed as an adult in the world, this endeared him to me instantly. We began to play tennis together. We’d sometimes grab a burger at the Corner Bistro down the street. On Sunday afternoons we’d often talk on the phone, New York Times travel section on our laps, and plot where we ought to visit someday. Then on a cold Christmas Day I called him up and suggested we get in a taxi, drive to the airport, and actually go somewhere.


“When, now?” Seve asked.


“Now,” I said.


Seve surprised me by picking me up in a cab a half hour later. Soon we were looking up at the departures board at Newark Airport. People’s Express—one of the original and most cut-rate of the cut-rate airlines—had a flight to Puerto Rico leaving in an hour. We bought two tickets. That night we were in a bar in San Juan. A man with a Hemingway beard who spoke English with a Spanish accent sat on the stool beside us. He whispered of an island just off the coast—Vieques. A paradise, he said. The navy frequently shelled the tiny isle for target practice, but we shouldn’t worry about such things, the artillery was well aimed, and besides, it was Christmas, surely the navy would be on a break from the bombing.


We lay in our beds that night and made a mental list of all the things we would need to bring to our primitive paradise. The next morning, we boarded a six-seater plane for the twenty-minute flight. The arrivals terminal was an eight-by-twelve, three-sided cinder block shed with a corrugated metal roof containing a tiny desk beside a large scale and a small bar with three stools. It also doubled as the departures terminal.


A young, effete man with minimal English came by and gestured for us to follow him on foot. He knew a place to stay. The roads were sand or ruptured pavement (torn up from the shelling?). The foliage was scraggly and unkempt. We saw no cars and no people. Such simplicity would be my idea of heaven today, but as a young man, mai tais and swimming pools were more my notion of paradise. My spirits were falling fast. Our escort led us to what he said was the one hotel on the island. A trim man with a mustache behind the reception desk offered us a confidential smile. “We’re glad you’re here,” he purred. Seve and I had a look around. The place was as ragtag as everything else. There were several clusters of men lounging around looking like they had been doped. Seve leaned over to me. “There are no women here,” he said. Women or no women, I told Seve I was returning to the airport.


Back at the cinder block shed/departures lounge we learned the only flight of the day didn’t leave for another six hours. I asked what was in the blue cooler behind the bar. Beer. We pulled up two stools. By the time our flight was to board (Seve and I were its only two passengers), we were well oiled, and I think we both regretted leaving.


The other seats on the tiny plane were crammed with crates and boxes, and the pilot turned to us. “Would you mind if I stop at St. Thomas on the way to drop some things? It’ll save me a trip.”


“I didn’t like San Juan anyway,” I said, and we got off with the cargo.


A dreadlocked Rastafarian was behind the wheel of a cab idling under a tree at the St. Thomas airport. We climbed in the back. “How you doing?” Seve asked.


“Cool and quiet, mon, cool and quiet” came the languid reply.


He knew a hotel, he said, and while en route I asked, “Anywhere we can get some ganja?”


The driver shifted his bloodshot eyes to me in the rearview mirror and made the next left.


“My cousin’s place,” he said as we pulled up in front of a small bar with Jimmy Cliff blaring through the walls. The only two non-Rastafarians in the shack, Seve and I were high from secondhand smoke before we ever met the “cousin.”


Properly stoned, we were deposited at a hotel (with pool) on a hilltop.


“This is more like it,” I said to my friend.


In the middle of the night I woke, itching. I could hear Seve tossing in the other bed. “Fuck,” he shouted. Then came the slap of flesh. “There are bedbugs in here!”


We went out to sit by the swimming pool. The air was close. There were no stars. The only light came from the still illuminated (but unheated) pool. Bathed in an aqua-blue cast, we sat.


“I wish I hadn’t answered the phone when you called,” my friend said.


“You don’t mean that, Seve.”


He grumbled.


“Well,” I said, trying to look on the bright side, “at least it’s not raining.”


Lightning flashed. It began to rain.


Hard.


And we started to laugh.


It was the kind of hysterical laughter over which a lifelong friendship is forged.
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As my brother Peter and I drifted apart through the strains of geography and divergent lives, Seve in many ways became my surrogate big brother. When I started to get successful in the movies, Seve grew protective. Where other people came at me wanting, Seve put his arm around my shoulder. Decades before personal branding was an ideal, Seve urged me to think of myself as a commodity and to strategize. I was too young and felt too precarious about my prospects to act on or even understand his advice. Seve spoke truth to me, and for my part, I spoke it back—not because I felt any strong belief in my opinions, but because in many ways I felt that my words carried such little weight, had so little consequence, that I could speak them readily.


Over the next decade, as I grew up and grew in confidence, Seve and I continued to travel together, and we grew closer. He would visit if I was working—in London, Paris, Spain, Scotland. We took several long and memorable road trips through Ireland, drinking, golfing, getting lost. We drove across the country together from LA to NY.


Seve’s work often took him away. A born salesman, he was a road warrior, handling strategic planning and the marketing of dental products for several large companies. Because he loved motivating people, saw beyond their weaknesses and highlighted their strengths, he inspired loyalty and made interesting what sounded to me like inherently boring work.


When I began to write about travel, Seve joined me on several of my early assignments. Never more himself than when offering up support, Seve was a natural cheerleader and coach. I felt emboldened on the road with Seve by my side. For his part, Seve delighted in my impulsiveness. Although we never discussed it, I knew he took pride in our friendship. It brought us both joy.


And Seve was there when I met my second wife in the west of Ireland. “That’s lightning,” he cautioned me when he first saw Dolores and me together. Seve was my best man at my wedding with Dolores in Dublin.


Work eventually forced Seve to relocate, first to LA (where I still saw him often, since I was frequently there for my own work) then to Denver, and finally back to Baltimore, where he was born. Other than the occasional mention of playing sports in school, and the one time I met his sister and mother for pizza, Seve rarely focused on or filled me in about the story of his youth. So I was surprised one day while visiting him in Baltimore when he drove me out to show me where he grew up.


It was a two-story, redbrick building, part of a lower middle-class suburban apartment complex in a modest neighborhood, across the street from an unkempt field. The humility of the place surprised me. Without realizing it, I had imagined that Seve grew up much as I had in New Jersey, in a more upscale middle-class suburban neighborhood of pleasant houses and tidy lawns. We parked and looked over at the apartment building.


“Those windows on the second floor, that was us,” Seve said, almost in bewilderment.


“Let’s go look,” I said, and got out of the car.


“Wait,” Seve called, trying to stop me.


We crossed the street and approached the building. There was no lock on the front door. I followed Seve up a flight of stairs to a small landing with two opposing doors. He turned to the one on the left.


“This was it,” Seve said.


We stood in silence, and I watched my friend look at the white door, his expression inscrutable. After a long while he chuckled softly, in the “life is crazy” way that I’ve seen Seve do often, and we returned to the car.


“Thanks, Seve,” I said after I closed the door.


He looked past me and nodded toward the scraggly field. “I was in that park every day,” he said softly. And we drove away.









[image: ]












As my family grew, my time felt more constrained. I took solace in knowing that Seve was out there, but it didn’t make up for getting together; if anything, it helped diffuse the urgency to do so. We’d still talk on the phone, but that too seemed to happen with less and less frequency. When we did connect it was—as close friends often say—like no time had passed. And if life for now was calling the shots, we could at least talk about getting together “someday.”


But now that “someday” is today.


At nine thirty on a Thursday morning in late September, I walk out of my Manhattan apartment, get in my car, drive west on Seventy-Seventh Street, turn downtown on West End Avenue, pass the car dealerships, and squeeze into the Lincoln Tunnel. Emerging into the muted light of New Jersey, I’m deposited onto the turnpike—the road named by the Huffington Post as one of “The Top Ten Absolute Worst Places to Drive in the World.”


In my eagerness to see Seve, I’ve left far too early. My friend—whose movements have been largely restricted due to his bad back—has apparently become a night owl, often sleeping the days away while drifting through the wee, wee hours. So, with time to kill, I’m considering a side trip into our mutual past. On our initial call Seve talked about returning to Atlantic City—so that’s where I head first.


Beyond the Exxon Bayway refinery in Linden, I merge onto the Garden State Parkway, and in a few hours, I’m swerving onto the Atlantic City Expressway, past the boarded-up American Star Inn, the deserted Journeys End motel, the dilapidated Goodfellas Pub. A dead raccoon lies by the side of the road. At the causeway over the swamp that separates Atlantic City from the mainland, a billboard boasts a Stevie Nicks concert that took place seven months earlier. Three large wind turbines struggle to turn—they weren’t there the last time I came this way, decades earlier with Seve and Eddie.


Things downtown are not much more hopeful. Running parallel to the Atlantic Ocean is Pacific Avenue. Howard Johnson’s advertises a midweek special of free internet. Across from the Hard Rock Hotel and Casino, Rosa D’Oro promises “CA$H for your gold.” No one is on the street.


In the garage at Caesars, I have my pick of spots to park, then make my way through the ghostly casino to the boardwalk. The Atlantic rolls into a long and deserted beach, save for a lone man sweeping a metal detector back and forth over the gray sand. The sun is a vague orb behind a thick bank of clouds. Across from the shuttered miniature golf course is Atlantic City’s convention hall, where a plaque boasts that in 1977 Governor Brendan T. Byrne signed the Casino Control Act, enabling New Jersey to become only the second state to allow gambling. The detritus of what followed surrounds me.


A small, wiry man, a victim of his own nervous energy, in a bright yellow shirt embroidered with the words “Visitor Services” over the breast pocket, approaches me like a buzzing bee. “That there is where the Trump Plaza used to be.” He points behind me to an empty, weed-filled lot I hadn’t been considering, shaking his small head. “He’s long gone.”


Kenny, a local born and bred, is an “ambassador” for the city.


“What do you do as an ambassador, Kenny?”


“Just this. Make everyone feel welcome. Keep things moving.”


Then the ambassador, with his arms waving about, surprises me with his frankness. “I’ll tell you this much, this town is going under. Another ten years and it’ll all be over.”


“Really?” I say just to say something.


“Oh, yeah. I’m sixty-three years old, so I can remember when Atlantic City was Atlantic City.”


“When was that?” I ask.


“The seventies, eighties.”


“I came here in the eighties with my friends,” I say. Seve, Eddie, and I made impulsive and not infrequent late-night runs down to Atlantic City—ill-advised decisions fueled by youthful stupidity and alcohol.


“Really?” Kenny says, eager that I perhaps share his recollections of those heady days.


“Oh, yeah,” I say, “the place used to jump.”


“Jump? Man, we was on fire in the eighties. But that’s all finished now. This town is over. Everyone’s moved away, ’cept me.”


“You still got some friends here?”


“Friends? Man, I got so many friends, I don’t know what to do with ’em all.” Then Kenny stops twitching and his shoulders and arms slump, like a marionette whose strings have been dropped. “But they all gone now,” he confesses. “Moved away or gone. It’s Lonelyville now.”


An autumn wind blows in off the ocean, and Kenny rallies. “But I got me a nice room. Got a good window and a comfy chair. So, I’m good. But yeah, it’s all over. You know what I’m saying?”


“I do,” I say, stifling the urge to explain to Kenny that this is exactly what I’m doing on the road and why I’ve returned here, to this place my friends and I, in our innocence, used to frequent, a place where we felt so alive, so invincible, so bonded to one another. It was a time when the future was friendly, everything felt possible. And I don’t want it to be, as Kenny says, “all over.”


Back through the cavernous casino, waiting at the elevator, a song catches my attention and sounds like it’s being sung directly to me. I lift my iPhone and ask Siri what’s playing. The tune in question is titled “In a Little While.”


… I feel like something is gone here… the singer laments. Then another line jumps out—… I’ve lost what I’d found.


Feeling exhausted now, my limbs heavy, I make my way through the deserted parking garage, relieved to find that no one’s broken into my car.















Baltimore, Maryland


I’m still a few hours from Baltimore. On the way out of Atlantic City, just past the American Way Check Cashing shop, a billboard reminds me that Christ died for my sins. A right turn puts me onto US Route 40.


You’d be hard-pressed to imagine it now, but from this inauspicious corner, US Route 40 once stretched the length of the country to San Francisco 3,157 miles to the west. Known as “The Main Street of America,” it was a major artery across the nation. But with the advent of the Interstate Highway System in the 1950s, the road lost its relevancy. It terminates now near Salt Lake City, Utah, and while still a fair drive from the Jersey shore, the glory days of US 40—like those of Atlantic City—are, as Kenny lamented, “all over.”


Strip malls, a tuxedo rental shop, a mortuary, then scraggly scrub. Away from the coast the terrain becomes a more rural type of suburbia. No sidewalks line unmanicured streets. Patches of farmland appear.


At the Delaware River I’m funneled back onto the strain of I-95. Two Hyundais race past at high speed on either side. One swerves in front of me to cut the other off in a game of high-stakes chicken. Red taillights flare. I look where I can take up Route 40 again. But there’s little relief as 40 has become eight lanes of stop-and-go lined with Taco Bells, power lines, traffic signals. A giant rooftop sign proclaims “GUNS.” After almost being T-boned by a massive SUV running a red light, I say, “Fuck it,” to the empty car and get back on I-95 all the way to Baltimore.


A few quick turns off the interstate and I’m in the parking lot outside Seve’s condo. It’s nearly empty. The marina he lives on in Baltimore’s Outer Harbor is purportedly under renovation, although there’s no evidence that work has begun. Disoriented and stiff after the drive, I wander around the building looking for an entrance. It’s late in the afternoon now, the day growing tired. A hipster with a wiry dog on a leash comes out a side door, and I reach for the handle before it closes. Down a long hall I find a guard stand being presided over by a large woman with a pleasant but tired manner.


I tell her who I’m looking for.


“Oh?” She seems surprised. “He expecting you?”


“Nope.” I smile.


She sticks out her lower lip, nods slowly, and reaches for the phone. Every movement appears to tax her.


“How’s your day going?” I ask as she dials.


“It’s going,” she says, but she’s clearly more interested in how this call might play out than in any chitchat with me. We wait a long time while the phone rings. “He’s in there,” she tells me.


“Hello?” I hear Seve’s voice loud through the receiver at her ear.


“Hi. I’ve got—” The guard looks up at me.


I give her my name.


“Andrew, down here to see you.”


There’s a long pause on the line.


“Hello?” the guard says into the receiver.


“Down there?” comes the now halting voice on the other end of the phone. “With you?”


“Yes, sir,” the guard says. “Want me to send him up?”


There’s another pause, then, “Uh, okay. Send him up, please.”


The guard disconnects the call and swings around in her chair. “He’s got a few packages. Maybe you can bring them up.”


“Sure.” I follow her into the windowless room behind the podium, where she hands me one box and then another and another and another. My arms overflowing now, the guard holds the door for me.


“You can get the rest later,” she says.


On the sixth floor I turn down a long hall with a vaguely nautical theme and pass one identical blue door after another. I drop a box and, bending to retrieve it, drop another, and then they all go tumbling like in a bad silent movie. Finally, at what I hope is the right apartment, I knock with my elbow.


The door opens a few inches. My friend stands there, incredulous, and cornered. “Dude?” Seve says. The one word contains a mix of dread, suspicion, affection, defensiveness, and warning. He is saying, in essence, “What the fuck are you trying to pull?”


“Man, if you came home drunk in this hallway, you’d never find the right apartment.”


“What are you doing here?”


“I came to see you.” I’m all smiles.


“I can see that.” He’s bent forward from the waist, leaning hard on the door handle, blocking the entrance. He has several days’ growth of beard, is wearing blue warm-ups. His feet are bare.


“I’m coming in, so you might as well just open the door.” I’m still smiling. “And take these fucking packages.”


Seve shakes his head and backs away, a bewildered, embarrassed look on his face, his eyes lowered. The door swings open, and in an instant, I understand why Seve didn’t want to let me in—and how Jeff Bezos became a billionaire. There are delivery boxes of all shapes and sizes. Everywhere. Piled high, tipped over, torn open, torn half open, empty, still sealed. And there are papers. Documents scattered and stacked high and precariously. And there are clothes, folded, thrown, some still in plastic bags. There is a narrow lane for limited movement through the space, but otherwise nothing of the floor is visible. Every surface is covered. The couch, save for one corner stacked strategically with pillows, is under a siege of clutter. I step in as best I can.


“Whoa, dude, you got a lot going on here. Where do you want these?” I say, referring to the boxes in my arms.


“Anywhere.”


I let them drop. They would hit the floor, but there’s so much already there that they just add to the pile.


Taller and bigger than me, Seve is cantilevered forward from the hip in a way I’ve never seen. “How’s that back?” I ask, stepping forward to hug my friend.


“What are you doing here?” he says again, shaking his head.


“I came to see you, to watch the game.” Seve is a Baltimore Orioles fan, and his team is finally making a run at the playoffs after years of futility.


“They’re not playing today.”


“Yeah, I heard that on the radio when I was halfway here.”


Seve tries to laugh, but it gets caught in his throat. Upon entering, I immediately told myself not to try to straighten anything, not to humiliate my friend. But in my nervous energy, excited to reconnect and shocked to witness the state of his apartment, I start to pick up and discard things. Anything.


After only a few minutes we both begin to settle, but a lot of life has happened since our last get-together. And it’s plain to see that a lot of that life has not been kind to my friend.


Over the next few hours, I empty and break down thirty-six cardboard boxes and fill eleven large green trash bags while Seve sits on the lone cleared spot on the couch, extra pillows supporting his back, hardly able to turn or move.


“No, don’t throw that out!” is his frequent lament.


“Seve, what the fuck even is this?” is mine.


In the boxes I find solar-powered phone chargers, car waste baskets, protein powders, outlet adapters, paper towels, clothes, gummies of all sorts, three different clock radios, water, COVID tests, vitamins and more vitamins, coat hangers, cleaning supplies, more clothes, solvents, nuts and seeds, smoke alarms, gloves and hats, a collapsible walking stick. It’s easy to imagine Seve scrolling his sleepless nights away, clicking, “Buy now,” in an effort to fill his frustrating and nearly paralyzed present while imagining a future of movement and possibility. Each purchase is an act of optimism, or at least a desperate hope.


We continue to chat all the while as I work, but I’m too excited, too busy masking my distress for my friend, and for how long he has evidently been suffering in this fashion, to really concentrate on what I’m saying. We call our mutual friend Eddie, and the three of us shout back and forth on the phone for a few minutes while I break down boxes. Eddie suggests Seve and I pick some dates and road trip down to him. We all agree, but I know something now that Eddie doesn’t—a road trip, much less any other kind of excursion, is not on the immediate horizon for our friend Seve. And while Eddie has stayed in closer contact to Seve than I have, talking sports and life, Eddie lives in Dallas. He hasn’t seen our friend in years either.


As the light outside begins to fade, Seve says, “I can get Grubhub to deliver.”


“I’m not eating that shit,” I say, tossing out whatever my hands land on. When I’ve begun to tire, with only a fraction of visible improvement to show for my efforts, Seve relents and agrees to go out to dinner.


He moves quickly down the hall, leaning forward at a precarious angle. Only now do I silently wonder if even this might be too much for my once vital, powerful friend.


“Slow down, Seve,” I say. “Do you have a cane or a walker or something?”


“I don’t need that,” he says and keeps moving. He sits while we wait the thirty seconds for the elevator.


There’s a small Asian fusion restaurant around the side of his building. Seve lowers himself into a booth, and I slip in on the other side. Only one other table in the place is occupied. The food is lousy, and it doesn’t matter. In this neutral spot, away from the evidence of the strain of his life, away from his prison, my friend relaxes. His spirits rise. In sensing this, so do mine.


For the next half hour we fall into a familiar routine. I begin to rail about my life—the humiliations of my work, the intensity of my marriage, the demands of my kids. I don’t really mean any of it too seriously, and while there may be truth in my words, it’s not the truth—only a facet of what’s going on, and one skewed from my obviously warped perspective.


But here with my friend, I’m not constrained by fairness or the need for any kind of mature perspective. A thoughtful, considered, and balanced assessment is not needed. It’s not even the point. I just need to vent and purge, and Seve traditionally gives me a long lead.


There’s no one else to whom I might say such things and feel in no way self-conscious or the need to qualify my litany of complaints—he knows that I am committed to my work, that I adore my wife, that I’m a pushover for my children. But I’m letting rip, and it feels good—it feels like our friendship.


That I didn’t know this tirade was coming or that I needed to let my spleen go to such a degree is the obvious result of me for too long stifling my yearning for such connection. As I talk, I can feel I’m coming home to myself.


Seve is more than relieved to not think of his condition and does what he always does when I go off like this—he laughs in my face.


“No, please,” he says at one point, laughing hard. “Stop. You’re hurting my back.”


Night has long fallen by the time we’re back in Seve’s condo. Only one lamp seems to light. I unpacked light bulbs earlier—I locate them and swap out a few.


“I’m sorry you can’t stay here…” Seve starts.


“Don’t even finish that sentence, Severino,” I tell him. “It’s all good.” I had thought I’d stay the night in Baltimore, at a nearby hotel, but I’m feeling more energized than I normally do at this hour. “I think I’m gonna head home tonight.”


“You sure? It’s late. Let me get you a hotel with my Marriott points.”


But I fill and take out a few more garbage bags. At the door, I hug my friend.


“Thanks for coming down,” Seve says. He means it.


“Thanks for letting me in,” I say, matching his sincerity.


Merging onto I-95, I’m feeling not so much buoyant as I am solid in myself, present—my usual dislike of highway driving has been replaced by a sense of rhythm with the road. After a half hour, Seve calls to thank me again. An hour later he calls to thank me one more time. In another hour, a midnight moon rises golden and nearly round over the refineries, keeping me company as I roll up the ugliest road in America.
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