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For my parents





PROLOGUE


No one calls me Atlas anymore. Lucien gave me that name the first time we met. I haven’t used it since the night he disappeared.


It took me a long time to piece together exactly what happened that night. My own memory is limited to a handful of isolated flashes: Lucien handing me a glass of whiskey, the stench of vomit on my sweatshirt, an argument. I remember being pushed into a taxi. I remember falling—the way the ground rushed up to meet me. I remember the shock of seeing blood on my fingertips.


I remember moments, images, sensations, but no context in which to place them and no sense of the order in which they occurred. Days later, when I woke up in the hospital with two cops at the foot of my bed, I had no idea that Lucien was missing or how I’d ended up there.


I’ve carried this story with me for years without ever telling it to anyone. Not in its entirety. I’ve told bits and pieces of it but never the full story. I’ve kept that to myself—a secret—because I wasn’t prepared to go through it all again. Rather than relive those ups and downs, those triumphs and traumas, it felt easier to sequester the memories behind a padlocked door.


But a secret is an awful burden, and I’m ready to be free of mine.
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CHAPTER 1


We met on the first day of our freshman year at Harvard. It was the summer of 2010, and we were roommates—not by choice but by chance. The housing office assigned us a small two-room suite in Greenough Hall, a quiet three-story brick dorm overlooking Prescott Street. Had we not been paired through the random act of a computer, I very much doubt we would have met.


I arrived late on that first day. We were supposed to check in by twelve, but my bus didn’t pull into South Station until the midafternoon and it was nearly four by the time the Red Line rattled and screeched into Harvard Station, coming to a stop with a long hiss. I stepped off the subway car and onto the platform. The station was a relic of brutalism plucked straight from the 1970s, a subterranean ocean of fossilized concrete. The walls were plastered with rows of yellowed enamel tiles the color of unbrushed teeth and the air tasted warm and stale. I was tired from the journey, and my back ached under the weight of my bags. I found the turnstiles and rode the escalator up two flights, emerging in the center of the Square.


A summer breeze carried with it the lively buzz of a crowd, the gentle grumblings of cars idling in traffic. Hundreds of people coursed through the Square in every direction. To my left stood a stone and brick building, atop which floated red neon letters spelling out CAMBRIDGE SAVINGS BANK. A nearby Starbucks spilled customers out onto the pavement, drinks in hand, and across the street parents and students revolved through the doors of the Harvard Coop.


I’d visited Harvard once before, in the ice-crusted dark of December, when the days shrank down to just a few hours and the street corners puddled high with gray slush. It was a strange trip. I made the mistake of visiting during finals and had left with the impression of an austere and lifeless place, a puritan outpost perched on the very edge of darkness.


But now, in the warm light of a late summer day, the campus felt transformed. Once-barren trees now heaved with rustlings of green and yellow leaves. The red-and-white brick buildings in the Yard soaked up sunshine and beamed color back into the afternoon light. Everyone seemed happy. No one looked down. I wandered through the Square in a kind of daze, swept along by a heady current of newfound possibility. This was my new home.


I found my way to the freshman dean’s office, where I collected my room key and ID card and then lugged my bags the short distance to Greenough Hall. A sap-green Range Rover with dark tinted windows turned onto Prescott Street and double-parked right in front of the dorm. It looked so new, I wondered if it had been driven off the lot that very morning. A family of four climbed out, looking just as neat and perfect. They began unloading the car aided by a pair of nearby volunteers in matching orange T-shirts.


I rested for a moment to watch. The Range Rover appeared to be a kind of Mary Poppins carpet bag on wheels. Out of it came a flat-screen TV, a mini-fridge, a beanbag chair, a microwave, clear plastic tubs holding snacks and goodies, a desk lamp, large white shopping bags from Bed Bath & Beyond stuffed with brand-new linens and towels, a Tempur-Pedic mattress pad, a laundry hamper, and a brown cardboard box marked Xbox. Atop the Range Rover was a mountain bike. That, too, came down and was wheeled to the bike rack at the back of the building. I noticed how the entire street was lined with cars parked bumper-to-bumper, and I felt suddenly self-conscious of the two suitcases by my side packed with everything I owned.


My room was at the end of a long corridor on the first floor. The door was ajar.


Lucien was sitting by the window, reading, legs kicked up on a desk. He glanced over his shoulder. “You’re here! At last,” he said, smiling. “Amazing. I was beginning to worry you might not exist.”


He sprang to his feet and extended a hand. “Lucien,” he said. He was tall and tanned, with long blond hair held back by a pair of sunglasses pushed up on top of his head. He had on skinny blue jeans and a white linen shirt open to the third button, the sleeves rolled up to his elbows. A cigarette was tucked behind one ear, his eyes a stark blue.


“I’m Chris.”


“Ah,” he said, frowning. “So you do go by Chris. Are you sure? It’s a bit dull, isn’t it? Chris.”


I stared at him, confused.


“Oh, no, I’ve offended you! I’m so sorry,” he said. “Dull is too harsh. Common. I meant to say common. It’s rather a common name, don’t you think? You must be the fifth Chris I’ve met today.”


“Really?”


“Yeah, there’s Tennis Team Chris. There was Fat Chris in Annenberg. There are at least two Chrises on the crew team, and I’m fairly certain there’s one more just down the corridor.”


“I guess it is pretty popular,” I said.


“We should think about changing it.”


“Changing what?”


“Your name,” he said, smiling.


I assumed he must be joking. “Yeah, okay,” I said, playing along. “Why not? I’ve only had it my entire life.”


Lucien laughed. “You’re funny. That was good.” He looked directly into my eyes when he spoke. There was something intensely intimate about that blue-eyed gaze. I found myself looking away.


“I think you should do it,” he said. “We can come up with something better than Chris, surely. And now’s the time to do it, too. No one knows you yet. What do you think of Christo? That’s a bit better, isn’t it?”


“You’re serious?”


“No, you’re right. I don’t love it, either. Hmm . . . What’s your middle name?”


“Dude, I can’t change my name.”


“Why not?”


“Because it’s my name.”


“Have you read Nietzsche?”


“Have I read what?”


“You should. He’s excellent. Anyway, do you know what he says about identity? Identity is nothing more than a logical fiction” quoted Lucien. “And in this case, I’m arguing it would be highly logical for you to make a slight edit to that fiction. Nothing major. Just a tweak. So, what’s your middle name?”


I shook my head. “I don’t have one.”


“That’s no good,” Lucien tapped an index finger to his lips. “What about a nickname? Any good nicknames growing up?”


“Not really,” I said.


“Okay. Hang on, I’ll come up with something.” Lucien was silent for a few moments, and then he clapped his hands together. “I’ve got it. What about Atlas?"


“Atlas?"


“Yes,” he said. “Like the chap from Greek myths. Were you ever into those? I used to love them as a kid. I’d fall asleep listening to them on tape every night.”


I searched his eyes for any trace of mischief but found none. He wasn’t kidding. I hesitated, bewildered by the suggestion.


“But why Atlas?”


“Well, number one: it’s a cool fucking name. Girls are going to love it. Two: it’s memorable. I mean, how many people have you ever met called Atlas? And three: you seem quite serious . . . You sort of look like you’re carrying the whole weight of the world on your shoulders,” said Lucien. “You’re not always this serious, are you?”


“Oh. No. I didn’t—”


“Thank God. Otherwise I’d have to call you Eeyore."


I looked at him in horror. “Don’t call me Eeyore,” I said.


“So, what do you think of Atlas?”


“As a nickname?”


“No, as a hat. Yes, as a nickname.”


“It’s better than Eeyore.”


“Agreed.”


“What’s wrong with Chris again?”


“Let’s stick with Atlas,” Lucien said cheerfully. “Trust me, Atlas. This is a good move. The world has enough people named Chris. An unusual name makes you stand out. It makes you seem more interesting, you know? Even if you’re not.” He winked.


Lucien produced a Sharpie and went to the name tags stuck on our door. Without giving me time to protest, he crossed out CHRISTOPHER and wrote ATLAS in bold, black letters. He stood back and admired his work.


“Much better. Right, what’s next?” He snapped his fingers. “The beds. Let’s take the top bunk down and move it into the other room. Bunk beds aren’t going to work. I mean, Christ, we’re not six, are we? Come on, Atlas, give me a hand.”


The next thing I knew I was helping him carry my bed into the smaller of the two rooms. He convinced me the smaller room was the better option because it would be easier to keep tidy. That’s how he was: overpowering in a way that made it impossible to say no to whatever he was suggesting. But he managed to make it feel as if it had been my idea all along.


Lucien was everything I was not. He was charming and sociable, handsome and confident, brilliant, rich, and enviable. He spoke five languages and carried himself with a sophistication and elegance that came from a childhood spent in elite boarding schools. During his first year at Harvard, he was a crew team walk-on and won the prize given to the top freshman student in economics.


He spoke with an accent that was hard to place: not quite British but clearly European and upper-class. It was the kind of accent I knew only from films, having never encountered anyone who spoke that way myself. He told me his father was a diplomat and they had lived all over the world. He had been born in Stockholm but lived there for only a year. They moved first to Paris, then to Pretoria, then to London, and finally to Madrid. They summered at a villa in Tuscany and spent winters in a chalet in Gstaad.


“What’s Gstaad?” I asked.


“It’s in Switzerland. You haven’t heard of it?”


When Lucien was eight he was sent to a Swiss boarding school where his best friend was a Saudi prince. At twelve he was accepted to a boarding school in England called Eton. At Eton, he was captain of the rugby team, a King’s Scholar and Captain of the School, which he said was like student body president but more important. When it came time for university, Lucien’s father had wanted him to go to Oxford. He won a place to read history of art at Christ Church but turned Oxford down to go to Harvard because “it felt less stuffy.”


Where Lucien had four names (Lucien Alexandre Orsini- Conti), I had just two: Christopher Novotny. I was not the only member of my family to have an American name. On arrival to the United States, my father, Frantisek, adopted the name Frank. My mother, Marenka, told people her name was Mary. They saw their new names as a commitment to their new life—a symbol of their determination to assimilate—and so when I was born they gave me the name Christopher, after Christopher Reeve, because he was the most American person they could think of.


After dinner on that first day, there was a short orientation meeting with the other students on our hall. Our proctor had us play an icebreaker. Rather than introducing ourselves to the group, she asked us to introduce our roommates instead. Lucien went first. He stood up and told the whole room that I was Atlas from Baltimore. And that was all it took. From then on everyone knew me as Atlas.


When the meeting ended, Lucien struck up a conversation with a pair of girls while I hovered by the door waiting for him. Sara, a middle-distance runner from San Diego, was tall with long, athletic legs and blond hair that hung to her shoulders. Her roommate, Emily, was shorter, with dark eyes and large white teeth. She had thick dark hair raked backwards into a bushy ponytail and was wearing an oversize T-shirt stamped PHILLIPS EXETER. Emily had been voted “Most likely to live on Mars” by her fellow classmates in their senior class poll. I’d learned this detail during the meeting and spent ten minutes trying to work out if it had been intended as a compliment or a slight. I hadn’t yet decided.


Lucien asked the girls if they wanted to come to a party that night. It was an upperclassmen party, he told them, thrown by his friends on the crew team.


“Perfect,” said Sara, beaming. “Give us an hour.”


I followed Lucien back to our room where he magicked up a bottle of Grey Goose and a stack of red cups. He poured two cups of vodka and thrust one into my hand.


“Right, let’s do this,” he said.


I took the cup. It was a third full.


“Cheers,” he said, raising his own cup.


I hesitated. “Do you have any chasers?”


“You won’t need one. This is top stuff. It goes down like water. Trust me,” he said. He lifted his cup again. “Cheers,” he repeated.


“Cheers.”


We touched our cups together and then I tipped mine back and poured the liquor down my throat. It was a large shot and I wasn’t ready for it. I retched and coughed, spluttering droplets of vodka into the air. Lucien burst out laughing. For a second I thought I would be sick, but it passed.


“You all right, champ?”


I nodded and tried to compose myself, wiping my eyes and clearing my throat.


“Sorry,” I said. “It went down the wrong way.”


“Clearly,” he said, still laughing. “Have you never done a shot before? You should have told me.”


“No, no, I have. Tons of times.”


“It’s all right if you haven’t.”


“It just went down the wrong way, that’s all.”


“Right. Ready for round two?”


I looked up in alarm. “I need a minute.”


“Relax. I was fucking with you.”


“Thank God,” I said, smiling weakly.


“Hang on. I’ll get you something to wash it down with,” said Lucien. He returned with several sodas from the vending machine.


“By the way,” he asked when he returned, “have you come across a guy called Xander something-or-other?”


“Xander? I don’t think so.”


“Hmm, his name keeps popping up,” said Lucien. “City kid. He sounds quite jokes. Apparently, he turned up to school with a suitcase full of drugs.”


“A suitcase?”


“An exaggeration, I assume. But in any case we should try and meet him. He’s probably a good time.”


I hesitated. “That’s not really my scene.”


“Never would have guessed.” Lucien laughed. “Don’t worry. It’s not mine, either. I haven’t touched any of that shit since my druggie phase.”


“When was that?”


“Oh, ages ago. Back at Eton,” he explained. “I was like fifteen or sixteen. My friend and I, we’d sneak out at the weekends and catch a train to London. There were these epic underground parties in Brixton where they’d text you the address a few hours before. We’d get fucked up and stay out all night and get the six a.m. back from Paddington. Our housemaster was fucking ancient and practically senile, so he had no idea what we were doing. Anyway, it all got a bit out of hand. One night I took a bunch of fentanyl, thinking it was K. Ended up in hospital with a bunch of tubes shoved down my throat.”


“Whoa . . .”


“Yeah. I was technically in a coma for a bit. No bueno. Had to leave school for a year. That’s why I’m a year older than you.” He paused. “It was a bit of a wake-up call.”


“Jesus, man,” I said. There was a short silence, and I mumbled something about how I was glad that everything worked out in the end.


“Me too, mate,” said Lucien. He stood up and dragged his chair over to beneath the room’s smoke detector and jumped up and began unscrewing it from the ceiling.


“What are you doing?”


He waved me off. “It’s fine. Ten years in boarding school taught me a thing or two. I know my way around these things.” The smoke detector was now detached from the ceiling and had begun beeping loudly. I looked around nervously. Lucien fiddled with it for a few seconds. The beeping stopped. Lucien looked at me brightly. “You see?”


“What if they notice?”


“It’ll be fine. I’ll just tell them you did it.” He laughed. “Kidding. I’m kidding.” His work complete, he went over and opened the window, kicked back in his chair, pulled out a lighter and a pack of cigarettes, and lit one up. “What were we talking about again . . . oh yeah. My OD. I guess I was just trying to get back at my dad. Original, right? But I’ll tell you: he can be a real fucking dick when he drinks.”


“Oh.”


“He’s been sober for a few years, but it was bad when I was younger. Like, really bad. He broke my arm when I was five. Christ, why am I telling you all this? I mean, we just bloody met.” Lucien let out a breath. “I’m sorry, mate. I’ll shut up now.” He took a long pull from his cigarette and blew a cloud of smoke out the window. “You seem like a good person. Someone I can trust,” he said. “On that note . . . I feel as though I’ve told you nearly everything about me, and yet I still know so little about you.”


“Where should I start?” I asked.


“Hang on,” he said. “Let’s try something. I’ll guess and you tell me if I’m right.”


“You’ll guess?”


“A little party trick I’ve been working on.”


“Okay.”


“You’re an only child.”


“Is it that obvious?”


“Am I right?” he asked.


I nodded.


“One for one,” he said. “Okay, let’s see . . . so Novotny . . . That’s Czech, right? Or Slovakian?”


“Czech. My parents moved here just before I was born.”


“So Czech immigrants. Came over in the late ’80s, early ’90s. Right around the fall of the Iron Curtain. I’m guessing your parents are educated. Intellectual. Put an emphasis on academic achievement.”


I nodded.


“Educated professionals but not motivated by money. I’m guessing public sector. Maybe work for the government. Doctors? Engineers? Teachers?”


“Uh, kinda, yeah. I mean it’s a long story. But you’re not far off.”


“And I’m getting the sense that you’re particularly close with one of your parents.”


“Yeah.”


“Your mother?”


“How’d you know?”


Lucien winked at me. “Call it intuition,” he said.


“It’s been just me and my mom for a while,” I said. “My dad died when I was really little.”


“Oh, shit, man. I’m so sorry. I had no idea.”


“It was a long time ago. I never really knew him.”


“She didn’t remarry, your mother?”


I shook my head. “Never wanted to. That’s what she says, anyway.”


“How about you? How’s your love life? You have a girlfriend. Wait—never mind. No girlfriend, but you want one.”


“I don’t have a girlfriend.”


“Really? A handsome guy like yourself?” he asked. I blushed at the compliment. I’d never been called handsome before. “We’ll change that,” he said. “The girls here are going to love you.”


“I don’t know about that,” I said.


“Are you blushing? You are! You’re blushing!” He pointed, delighted. “It’s all right, mate. You know, you remind me a lot of how I used to be. Shy. Quiet. Lacking a bit of confidence. I think we’re actually a lot more similar than you’d believe.”


“Really?” I asked, surprised.


“Tell me how far off I am here. Ready? Okay. You’re shy but you open up once people get to know you. You’re creative. You’re an independent thinker but sometimes you enjoy having structure in your life. At times you can be very self-conscious and critical of yourself, but you also have a strong belief in your own ability. You’re not good at receiving compliments. You don’t like being the center of attention. You’re thoughtful, loyal to your close friends, and—although this will be hard for you to admit—you’re more sensitive than you let on.”


“Wow,” I said, stunned.


“Pretty good, right?”


“That was amazing,” I said. “How’d you do that? Did you, like, google me before or something?”


Lucien smirked. “Nothing so nefarious. It’s just a trick. It’s called cold reading. It’s what fortune tellers do. I read a few books on it for fun.”


“How does it work, though?”


“Well, some of what I said I just picked up on since meeting you. You’re obviously shy, and shy people tend to be sensitive. You blushed when I called you handsome, so it was easy to guess that you’re not good at taking compliments. But the rest of it was what they call Barnum statements. They seem specific to you but, really, they could apply to just about anyone. You say something like You enjoy freedom, but at other times you like having structure in your life. I mean, who would disagree with that? Or Sometimes you can be creative. Everyone can think of a time when they did something creative. It works the same way as a horoscope.”


“Oh,” I said.


“Good party trick, though, right?” Lucien drained the contents of his drink and waved the empty cup in the air. “Another one?”


“Sure,” I said.


“There we go! He’s loosening up a bit. I love it! I knew you had it in you.” He waited for me to down my drink and then took my cup and refilled it alongside his. He handed it back to me with a broad smile on his face. I couldn’t help but smile back. “This year is going to be epic,” he said. “I can already tell that we’re gonna get on super well. It’s going to be a fun year, man. A really fucking fun year.”


I felt a rush of euphoria. Fun. That magic word—the promise of carefree joy. There’d never been much room in my life to just have fun. High school had been one long, unending grind, a constant barrage of assignments and papers, standardized tests and AP exams. When I wasn’t in school or the library, I was in my studio painting late into the night. My weekends were spent babysitting and teaching art. Fun was something that other people had. I envied them for it, of course. But I told myself it was a worthwhile sacrifice—the price to pay to end up where I wanted to be. But now I was here, and I was ready to have some fun.


We met the girls outside Greenough a little after ten and walked with them to the shuttle stop by Lamont Library. We passed a gaggle of chatty freshmen returning from an excursion with cups of frozen yogurt. I felt the vodka drift through my veins, anesthetizing me with a kind of calmness I wasn’t used to, but I didn’t mind.


We found four empty seats at the back of the shuttle. Right away Lucien made himself the center of attention. He told the girls a story about the time he met the queen of England when she visited Eton and how he had tripped and almost fallen on his face in front of her. The girls bubbled with laughter.


As Lucien put on a show, I felt myself receding into my seat, shrinking smaller and smaller until I was just a speck in the shuttle’s rearview mirror. I wondered how different my life would be if I were more like him.


The shuttle came to a stop outside Pforzheimer House and everyone got off. Lucien led the way with Sara and Emily at his side while I trailed behind like a forgotten balloon tethered to his belt.


We went through a door marked F ENTRYWAY and through another door into a stairwell. Straightaway I could hear the muffled sounds of a party taking place high above us. Somewhere around the third floor we encountered a trio of freshman girls who were on their way out, bickering their way down the stairs. All three were dressed in makeshift togas fashioned from white bedsheets.


“This is so embarrassing.”


“I said I’m sorry! He told me it was a toga party! What do want me to do?”


“You should have checked with someone else.”


“Wait, where’s Harriet?”


“We have to go. The shuttle’s here.”


“I think she wanted to stay.”


“Are you sure?”


“Harriet isn’t coming. Let’s go.”


“Love the togas,” said Lucien as we passed them. “You girls look fantastic.”


The music grew louder as we ascended the stairs. We reached the top floor and stepped out into a well-lit corridor strewn with debris. A trash can had been knocked over, spilling crushed beer cans and empty Solo cups everywhere. Someone had scrawled PFUCK PFORZHEIMER on the wall in orange highlighter.


Lucien knocked on the door. No one answered. He knocked again, louder. The door swung open, releasing a wave of heat and sound. A shirtless Goliath appeared. He had a receding hairline and broad shoulders with the kind of bulging neck muscles that only grow on football players. The Goliath crossed his arms and smirked.


“Who the fuck are you?” he demanded.


“I’m Lucien. Adler said we should come by.”


“Are you on the list?”


“I believe so?”


“These chicks with you?”


“Yeah.”


“Do you have any booze?”


“Were we supposed to bring some?”


Goliath shrugged. “We’re running low.”


“Can we come in?” Lucien asked.


“Maybe,” he said. He disappeared and returned after a moment with a handful of beer-stained pages covered with names. “You said Lucien, right?”


Lucien nodded.


Goliath ran an enormous finger down the list and found Lucien’s name at the bottom of the second sheet.


“Okay, you’re good,” he said. He stood aside and made way for us to enter. Lucien went in first, followed by Sara and then Emily. But when I attempted to enter, Goliath held up a hand and pressed it into my chest.


“You want to come in?”


“Yeah.”


“Are you on the list?”


“I’m with them.”


“That’s not what I asked. Do you even know anyone here?”


“Uh, Adler. I know Adler.”


“Oh really,” he asked, smirking. “What’s his last name?”


“Come on, man. You just let my friends in.”


“How many push-ups can you do?”


I blinked. “What?”


“You heard me. Think you can do twenty?”


“I don’t know. Maybe.”


“How about this: if you do thirty push-ups in a row, I’ll let you in.”


“Right here?”


“Thirty push-ups,” he said. “Let’s go.”


I looked past Goliath, hoping that Lucien would materialize and rescue me, but he didn’t. I got down on the ground and stretched my legs back. The floor was sticky and smelled of stale beer. I lowered myself into a push-up. “One.”


Goliath burst out laughing. “Holy hell. I was kidding,” he said. “You can come in if you’re that fucking desperate.”


I stood up. “Thanks,” I mumbled.


The room was hot and dark, the air dense with sound and the moisture of a hundred sweating, dripping bodies. Piano chords rang out in the darkness as Kid Cudi sang about memories, and a kick-drum bass line shook the floor with every beat.


Condensation formed on a window, crying out to be opened. A lonely strobe light flickered in the corner, lighting up faces in the crowd at random. Over by the beer pong table, duct-taped to the wall, a long, thin UV blacklight glowed a radioactive shade of violet.


I felt a squeeze on my shoulder. It was Lucien. He was with Sara and Emily. He tried to say something, but I couldn’t hear him over the music.


“What?”


“I said we lost you! Where’d you go?”


“I was looking for the keg,” I said.


“It’s tapped.”


“What?”


“The keg. It’s out.”


“Oh. It’s really hot in here.”


“Bloody hot, isn’t it?” Lucien yelled back. “Someone should open that window.”


“What?”


“The window! Someone should open it.”


Sara placed a hand on Lucien’s shoulder and brought her lips close to his ear. She whispered something to him. Lucien nodded. “We’re gonna go dance!”


He took Sara by the hand and disappeared into the crowd, leaving me alone with Emily. I caught her eye and smiled. She looked away. I could tell she wasn’t thrilled to be stuck with me. I tried to think of something to say.


“This party’s pretty wild, huh?”


“What?”


I leaned in and put my mouth closer to her ear. “I said this party—it’s pretty crazy. So many people.”


“Yeah,” she replied. She didn’t look at me when she spoke.


“Do you want to dance?” I asked.


“What?”


“I said do you want to dance? It’s okay. We don’t have to.”


“I’m going to go find a drink,” she said. “But thank you. I think I just saw my friend.”


“Should I come with you?”


“That’s okay. You stay here. Enjoy the party.” She dipped into the crowd and I lost sight of her.


I realized that everyone else was holding a drink. All of a sudden I felt very naked without one. I did a lap of the room and found what remained of the bar. They were out of mixers and almost all out of alcohol, too. I grasped a sticky bottle of vodka and dribbled what little was left into a cup.


I parked myself by the bar, leaning up against the wall with my arms folded, trying my best to look natural. But no one was looking at me. When people glanced in my direction, their eyes skipped right over me like I wasn’t even there.


A figure in a white dress emerged from a dark mass of bodies and approached the bar. As she drew closer, I noticed that the dress was actually a toga. This must be the Harriet who the girls in the stairwell had been referring to. Even with everyone else at the party dressed in normal clothes, she hadn’t been embarrassed into leaving with her friends. There was something kind of cool about that—something I respected.


Harriet floated over to the bar for a second, surveying the wreckage of empty bottles. It was difficult to see her face clearly in the darkness, but from what I could make out she had a slender, graceful figure. For a moment I considered going up to her and introducing myself. She was standing there alone. It would be easy to go over and strike up a conversation. That was what Lucien would do. But then I remembered how Emily’s eyes had flitted around the room, searching for anyone else. What was the point? I watched her for a moment longer and then she pushed back into the crowd and vanished.


A burst of static ripped through the air as the audio cord was snatched out of the speakers.


“Party’s over! Everyone out! That’s your third noise complaint! Time to go home, people!”


The lights came on. The room was filled with startled, blinking faces.


“Atlas! You coming?” It was Lucien, his arm wrapped around Sara’s waist.


“Where’s Emily?” asked Sara. “She with you?”


“I think she went home.”


“Let’s head out,” said Lucien.


We decided to walk back to the Yard, taking our time strolling through the warm night to the sounds of distant laughter. About halfway home we ran into a group of Sara’s friends heading in the opposite direction and she left us momentarily to chat with them.


As we waited on the sidewalk for Sara to return, a mischievous look came over Lucien’s face. “Want to see something?”


“Sure.”


He reached into the pocket of his trousers and pulled out a small orange prescription bottle. “Look what I picked up,” he said, shaking the pills like a box of Tic-Tacs. “Always check the medicine cabinets.”


“What is that?”


“Xanax. Thirty bars.” He held the bottle out like a trophy. “It was just sitting there.”


“Wait, you took that from the party?” I blinked. “Why?”


Lucien shrugged. “Why not? You never know when these things will come in handy. You’ll be thanking me in a couple months when you’re stressed out of your mind with finals.”


I looked at Lucien, puzzled. I didn’t know what to say.


“Besides,” Lucien continued, “it’s no big deal. He can just get a refill. Insurance pays for it anyway.” The pills rattled together as he slipped the bottle back into his pocket, and just like that he moved on. “Come on,” he said. “Let’s get Sara.”


We ended the night, the three of us, by jumping off Weeks Bridge, the old stone footbridge that intersects the Charles River between Leverett and the Business School. It was Lucien’s idea.


Clouds covered the moon. Cast-iron streetlamps stood sentry in pairs at regular intervals along the bridge, giving off a soft orange light. We stripped to our underwear and climbed onto the stone parapet. I looked down at the black river beneath us, some thirty feet below with only the glimmer of the streetlamps’ reflection rippling on the surface. Lucien took Sara’s hand and they jumped together. She screamed. It felt like a long time before I finally heard the two splashes. Lucien surfaced and yelled at me to jump.


I’ve always had a great fear of heights, and had I been up on the bridge sober in the daytime, I never would have been able to bring myself to jump. But because I was drunk, and because I didn’t want to disappoint Lucien, I took a deep breath and stepped off the bridge into the darkness.





CHAPTER 2


My parents were born in a country that no longer exists. They met as university students in Prague, finding each other amid the euphoria and chaos of the Velvet Revolution. They fell in love and within a few months they were engaged. By the time their country split in two, they had already left to pursue a new life in the United States, moving into the basement of my aunt’s house in Baltimore—the same basement where I was born. When my parents arrived in America they spoke only a few words of English. My dad held an advanced degree in mechanical engineering from the Czech Technical University in Prague, but he soon discovered that academic credentials from Eastern Europe held little weight in his new country. He found a job at a movie theater, sweeping up popcorn and discarded cups and candy after the films were over. My mom first worked as a maid at a Super 8 Motel, but when her English improved, she got a job as a waitress at a Czech-owned coffeeshop in Ellicott City called The Bohemian Table. A few months after I was born, my parents moved to a little one-bedroom apartment down the street from my aunt.


My dad died from gastric cancer when I was two, so I don’t really remember him. I guess I do have one memory of him, or at least a fragment of one. But it’s nothing more than a snapshot of a bearded face looking down at me in a dark room. I’ve never known if it is a genuine memory or something I imagined so long ago that I’ve forgotten it was never real. The more I’ve thought about it, the more I’ve come to believe it is the latter: an image put together by my subconscious; a forgery drawn from a composite of old photographs and imagination.


I didn’t realize we were poor because it was all I knew. Everyone around us was the same. I wore secondhand clothes and never had more than two pairs of shoes. It was only when my paintings started selling and I was brought along to events at houses resembling palaces that I found out not everyone lived the way we did.


My mom couldn’t afford day care or after-school programs, so when I wasn’t in school I was usually at the café. That was where I first started drawing, as a toddler with crayons on the backs of paper menus. It was my mom’s way of keeping me entertained in the absence of friends or toys. But soon it was all I wanted to do. It was as if I had discovered a kind of paradise.


That’s what I remember when I think of my childhood: all the time I spent drawing and painting. I had this one videotape called The Mystery of Picasso. It was a French documentary from the fifties showing Picasso live drawing in a studio. The filmmaker used stop-motion photography and a special type of lighting and translucent paper so that you could see the pen and brushstrokes appear on-screen as if by magic. I couldn’t understand the words but I was mesmerized by the images on the screen. It helped that he drew animals and funny-looking faces and things that looked like monsters, but I think the main reason I liked it was the way those thick black lines seemed to draw themselves and the way the picture gradually revealed itself to the viewer. What began as a splash of color and a tangle of looping black lines would suddenly transform into a picture of a dove or a rooster. I must have watched that movie a thousand times. I would sit cross-legged in front of our television with my crayons and a pad of paper and copy what I saw on the screen—over and over and over again.


They say that practice is the root of genius, right? At least, that seems to be the theory: genius is the result of thousands of hours of repetition and practice. I don’t agree with that. I’ve always believed that practice can make someone very, very good, but practice alone will never produce genius. True genius requires something more, something given. Encoded into DNA is an extraordinary talent that, if nurtured, presents an individual with the possibility of achieving the inconceivable. True genius occurs when a person with an extraordinary gift discovers what it is he or she was born to do.


By the time I was eight years old people were calling me a prodigy. At ten I won a citywide contest judged by a panel of faculty members from the Maryland Institute College of Art. My winning caused quite a stir. The contest was for high school students, but my mom had sent in an entry anyway because of the prize: $2,000 toward in-state college tuition. The committee voted to disqualify me once they learned of my age, but one of the judges, a Jamaican-born painter named Marcus Powell, got in touch with my mom to express his disappointment at the decision. He told her he wanted to meet me.


Marcus’s studio was in the old Mount Royal train station, a granite-and-limestone building with terra-cotta roof tiles and a clock tower one hundred fifty feet tall. I remember thinking it looked like a castle. The college had bought the disused station from the B&O Railroad in the 1960s and converted the space into artists’ studios. Marcus met us at reception and we walked to a restaurant around the corner.


After we ordered, Marcus gave me a tote bag stamped with the MICA logo. It was heavy. I took a peek inside. There were paintbrushes, a tin of coloring pencils, pastels, watercolors, sketch pads, and an MICA baseball hat. I looked up at Marcus, confused.


“For me?” I asked.


“If you win the contest, you deserve a prize,” he said. “That’s only fair.”


“Oh, how kind you are,” my mother said. “What do you say, Christopher?”


“Thank you!”


“Let’s have a look,” said Marcus. He reached across the table and into the bag and pulled out a sketchbook and the tin of coloring pencils. He stripped off the plastic wrapping and popped open the tin. “Why don’t you crack on with these while I chat with your mum?”


I caught bits and pieces of their conversation as I played and experimented with my new tools. Marcus had a lot of questions: about where we lived, what school I was going to, and how I’d learned to draw. I heard him ask about my father. He said he’d lost his dad at a young age, too. He was raised by his mother and grandmother until she passed. They didn’t have a lot, but his mother found a job at a private arts college in Kingston that had enabled him to attend for free. He looked at my mom and said she reminded him of his own mother.


And then I realized the questions had stopped, and neither of them were saying anything. I looked up and saw they were both watching me draw.


“Looks like someone’s having a rollicking time,” said Marcus. He pointed to a winged figure in my drawing. “Is that Icarus?”


“Who?”


“Icarus. You know Icarus, don’t you?” he asked. I shook my head. “He flew too close to the sun and the wings melted off his back.”


I screwed up my face into a frown. “But wings don’t melt,” I said. “Anyway, that’s just an angel.”


Marcus laughed. “Ah, an angel. Of course,” he said. “Christopher, how would you like to take some art lessons with me? Not boring lessons. Fun ones. I was speaking with your mum and we agreed you could come here on the weekends. Would you like that?”


That was how it began. Every Sunday for the next five years my mom woke me at seven thirty and put me on the Route 12 bus. It was usually late and in the winter the mornings were cold and dark. Marcus would be at the Howard Street stop, waiting for me when I arrived. We’d walk the five blocks to the MICA campus and I’d spend the rest of the day in his studio. He taught me technical things: how to hatch and blend, about perspective and sources of light. And he taught me how to paint with watercolors and then with oils. He did all of this for free. My mom tried to pay him what we could manage, but he refused to take a cent.


I became somewhat well-known around MICA. I was a favorite of Marcus’s MFA students, who were both impressed and amused by my frequent visits and my rapid progress. A few of them started jokingly referring to me as Doogie Howser, or Pablito— “little Pablo.” Word got around that Marcus Powell had a young prodigy, and it wasn’t long before I started getting attention from the media.


When I was twelve, the local CBS affiliate did a story on me for the evening news. An art dealer in D.C. saw the segment and called my mom to ask if I had representation. He told her all these nice, wonderful things about how talented I was and claimed he could position me as “the next Picasso.” He said he had a lot of wealthy clients who would pay a fortune for my artwork. We said yes even though Marcus warned us that the guy didn’t have a great reputation.


The next year was a blur of interviews and TV appearances. I didn’t paint much that year, but I was featured in The Washington Post and then in a PBS special on child prodigies. The dealer promised Oprah would be next. That never happened, but he did bring me to fancy gatherings at his gallery in Georgetown, where he trotted me out in front of rich people and celebrities I was too young to know. I would later learn that Barbra Streisand bought a painting. So did Pierce Brosnan.


Had I been older, or had my mom been savvier, we might have suspected sooner that the dealer was ripping us off. It turned out that he was selling my paintings for far more than he told us while also charging us for all sorts of bogus expenses, inflated fees, and phantom taxes. It was often months before we saw any money at all, and when the checks finally arrived, the sums seemed impossibly small. He assured us this was all normal. By the time we realized he was lying to us, it was too late. The hype around my talent was dissipating. Each day that passed brought me closer to adolescence. Nobody wanted a painting by a former child prodigy.


When it came time for high school my choices were either the Baltimore School for the Arts or Centennial High School in Ellicott City. Centennial was my local school and also happened to be ranked the second-best high school in Maryland. They offered AP classes and had a “gifted and talented” track. Marcus pushed me to attend Centennial over BSA. Having gone to an art school himself, he thought I would be better served by getting a broader, more general education. I could still work with him one-on-one after school. It was important, he said, not to be too narrow in my focus. He told me that to be a great artist one needed to understand history and philosophy and literature. Technique and skill alone would take me only so far. Great art, he said, required intellectual depth and an understanding of the past. That was what gave it meaning.


I didn’t really fit in at Centennial. I was something of an outsider there—not because I wanted to be; that was just how it was. I had a few friends, but I didn’t have a best friend or a girlfriend or really anyone I was that close to. I wanted those things desperately. I think everyone does.


Part of it was that the other kids didn’t really know what to make of me. A lot of them had grown up together and gone to the same schools or played in the same sports leagues. And here I was, a transplant from the inner city with a different background and an unusual gift. I didn’t fit into one of those clearly defined categories of high school identity. I wasn’t a theater geek or a nerd, but I also wasn’t a jock or a popular kid. I was just different. And different was lonely.
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