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            August 8th, 2003

          

        

      

    

    
      The car cut through the back roads like it had somewhere better to be.

      The 90’s hatchback Honda Civic—tinted windows, a cheap bicycle mirror clipped where it didn’t belong—moved through the thick, wooded veins of a New England town. The air outside hung heavy, humid, the kind that clung to your skin and made time feel slower than it was. Trees pressed in from both sides of the road, tall and indifferent, their shadows flickering across the windshield like a strobe.

      Inside, it was hotter.

      Greg Delaney drove with one hand, loose, casual—like the road belonged to him. His other hand dragged through his hair before settling back on the gear stick. He shifted without thinking, muscle memory, his left leg dipping into the clutch and falling away again. The car hummed beneath them, something between control and chaos.

      John Connolly sat shotgun, flicking a lighter open and closed. Again. Again. Again. The small metallic snap filled the gaps between conversation like a nervous tick.

      In the back, Mark McClaren was cramped behind the driver’s seat, knees pressed forward, shoulders tight. Luke Bosco sat beside him, glancing down at his stainless-steel watch before taking a slow drag from the joint between his fingers. Smoke curled upward, lazy and thick.

      Greg smirked, eyes on the road.

      “Trivia question, can you name the Massachusetts state bird?”

      Luke didn’t hesitate.

      “The chickadee.”

      He passed the joint forward. John took it, already grinning.

      “Very good son. Do you know what other species in the chickadee genus are called?”

      Luke leaned back, satisfied.

      “Tits. You really think I didn’t know that.”

      Greg laughed, shaking his head.

      “And to think I was the only one with all this fowl knowledge! How did you know that Luke?”

      Luke’s grin sharpened.

      “I know everything there is to know about tits.”

      John suddenly shot forward, pointing out the window like he’d seen a ghost.

      “Yo, FIVE-O! FIVE-O!”

      Greg’s foot twitched on instinct. His eyes flicked to the rearview.

      Nothing.

      No cruiser. No lights. Just trees.

      “Cut that shit out man. You are going to give me a heart attack at the wheel.”

      Luke leaned in, merciless.

      “You are dumb. D.U.M. dumb. That spells dumb. You are D.U.M. dumb, kid.”

      Mark chimed in, dry.

      “Stupid dumb.”

      John slumped back, mock wounded.

      “Quit calling me dumb guys. You know I’m sensitive. Hey Delaney, rip this. It’s that good ol’ ancient.”

      He passed the joint to Greg. Greg took it without looking, inhaled deep. The smoke filled his chest, settled there.

      “(exhaling)

      Tastes like a Dave Matthews Band concert. I’m gonna be tripping billies soon.”

      Mark shifted in the backseat, watching Greg.

      “How’s that little honey you have been seeing? What’s her name, Marilyn? Making magic with her yet?”

      Greg smirked, eyes still forward.

      “Greasing the wheels if you know what I mean, but she don’t want to race just yet.”

      John nodded like a coach giving halftime advice.

      “I got you. Keep putting the pedal to the metal, hombre. You better pick up that ‘vroom,’ ‘vroom,’”

      He twisted his wrist like revving a Harley engine.

      “To get her to the finish line, though.”

      Greg laughed under his breath.

      “Thank you Rico Suave for that profound advice. This coming from a man who has never got his dick wet before.”

      Mark shook his head, almost disgusted.

      “I am in a clown car full of amateurs. To think that all three of you have not had one sexual conquest. Pitiable. Can’t believe I associate with you fellas.”

      Luke raised a finger.

      “Two out of the three of us.”

      Greg glanced back, impressed.

      “Look at Bosco rolling into Senior year as big man on campus.”

      Mark leaned forward slightly.

      “He is blossoming into a man. Who was the lucky lady?”

      Luke shrugged, playing it cool.

      “Papa don’t kiss and tell.”

      John turned in his seat, serious now.

      “Naw man. You have no right to withhold on us like this. We all made that pact, and it entails disclosing the namesake of the lucky lady.”

      Greg cut in, already grinning.

      “For McClaren, it was his hussy ex-babysitter, Kristi, eight years his elder, who saw him bench pressing shirtless outside his house and decided to ride him like the pony express.”

      Mark didn’t flinch.

      “She used to spank me when I was naughty. All right Luke enough. John is right about our pact. You must reveal.”

      Luke sighed, theatrically.

      “If you must know I will air my dirty laundry. I will come clean. I won’t brush this under the rug anymore, so you three won’t make any sweeping generalizations.”

      John’s eyes widened.

      “No. You didn’t...”

      Greg didn’t miss a beat.

      “Bosco bagged the cleaning woman.”

      Luke grinned.

      “Damn right I did. Stacy pays her to clean the house once a month, so I am getting some solid practice swings in before college.”

      Mark nodded, approving.

      “Welcome to the big leagues Bosco.”

      They clasped hands in a quick, practiced handshake—something rehearsed, something earned.

      Greg shook his head.

      “Stacy sure knows how to spoil your ass ever since she separated from your old man. I can’t believe she is subsidizing your sex life now.”

      Luke leaned forward, annoyed now.

      “I can’t believe the school is making us attend this mandatory mass for the f’in feast of St. Dominic. I want to tell the administration to screw. It’s summertime folks, my calendar reads Friday August 8th, according to that I’m still on my time. So, quit bogarting that joint Limelight, and pass me the devil’s lettuce.”

      The joint moved again.

      Smoke thickened.

      The car filled with it—slow, suffocating, shared. A hotbox. The windows sealed their little world off from everything else.

      Mark coughed lightly, reaching for the window crank.

      “Damnit guys, you really gotta smoke that in front of me so brazenly? Triple sessions in New Hampshire start up next week.”

      He cranked the window down. Smoke rushed out in a long gray exhale from the lungs of the Honda.

      John leaned back, smirking.

      “Why does the team have to go up to New Hampshire, O Captain, my Captain?”

      Mark didn’t hesitate.

      “Because triple sessions are illegal in Massachusetts, and we gotta go the extra mile up North to win the Conference.”

      Luke nodded, impressed.

      “I guess that’s why our boys are D1’s best!”

      Mark’s voice sharpened.

      “That’s damn right! And Limelight especially shouldn’t be smoking the good old ancient with our season opener coming up.”

      Greg slid on his sunglasses, all show now.

      “Hey, Limelight has got to be who Limelight has got to be, baby. Don’t worry ‘bout a thing McClaren, Limelight will be high-stepping Prime Time all the way to the end zone against Wendover Prep baby.”

      Mark stared forward.

      “You better be. I’ve got scholarships riding on this season brother.”

      For a moment, the car quieted. Just the engine. The road. The weight of something real.

      Greg scanned ahead, squinting through the trees.

      “Wish we didn’t take that ass backwards back-way burn cruise. Hey Connolly pass me the directions.”

      John reached down, grabbing the crumpled map from the dirty floor.

      “You mean these directions?”

      He shook it slightly, teasing.

      “You mean these directions?”

      Greg didn’t smile this time.

      “Just hand the map over man.”

      John grinned, unfolding it.

      “Let me ask Rand McNally if he wants to be fondled by Gregory.”

      The map snapped open⁠—

      —and then vanished.

      A sudden gust ripped it clean out the open window.

      Gone.

      Luke stared.

      “He never ceases to amaze.”

      John blinked.

      “Oh, fuck a duck.”

      Mark leaned back, shaking his head.

      “Like I said in a clown car with Bozo over there as our ringmaster.”

      Greg tightened his grip on the wheel, eyes forward again.

      “We are going to be wicked late now.”

      The car kept moving anyway.

      Deeper into the trees.
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            The Road Gets Longer

          

        

      

    

    
      The road didn’t change.

      That was the problem.

      Same trees. Same narrow stretch of pavement. Same flickering shadows crossing Greg’s face like something trying to interrupt him. If you didn’t know better, you’d think they were driving in a circle.

      But no one said it.

      Not yet.

      The air inside the car had shifted—just slightly. The laughter hadn’t disappeared, but it had thinned out. Like smoke after the window’s been cracked.

      Greg leaned forward in his seat, squinting through the windshield. The sunglasses helped with the glare, but not with direction.

      There was a difference.

      The map was gone. Not misplaced. Not folded wrong. Gone. Somewhere behind them now—caught in the wind, probably pinned against a tree or drifting into a ditch like it didn’t matter.

      But it did.

      Because none of them actually knew where they were going.

      John leaned halfway out the window, looking back like the map might magically reappear on the road behind them.

      It didn’t.

      He pulled himself back in.

      “Well… that’s not ideal.”

      Luke laughed under his breath.

      “Not ideal? You just launched our only lifeline into the wilderness like a goddamn pioneer.”

      John shrugged, defensive.

      “Hey, I didn’t launch it. The wind launched it. Don’t get it twisted.”

      Mark shifted again in the backseat, restless now. His knee bounced—fast, rhythmic. Not nerves exactly. Something closer to pressure.

      Time mattered to him in a way it didn’t to the others.

      It always had.

      Greg tapped the steering wheel twice. Then again. A habit. Thinking.

      “Alright… we just stay straight. Roads like this always connect to something.”

      Luke raised an eyebrow.

      “That your official navigation strategy? ‘Drive and pray?’”

      Greg smirked, but it didn’t fully land.

      “Worked so far.”

      “It hasn’t,” Mark cut in.

      The car went quiet for a beat.

      Mark leaned forward now, elbows on his knees, voice tighter.

      “We’re already pushing it. That mass isn’t optional. Bates sees us walk in late smelling like a fucking reggae festival, we’re done.”

      Greg didn’t look back.

      “Relax, Captain. We’ll make it.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      Greg’s jaw tightened—just slightly.

      “I said we’ll make it.”

      There it was.

      Not anger. Not yet.

      But something underneath it. Something that didn’t like being questioned.

      Luke watched the exchange, eyes moving between them like he was reading a match before it started.

      Then he leaned back, diffusing it.

      “Worst case scenario, we roll in late. Big deal. What are they gonna do, suspend the entire senior class?”

      Mark didn’t laugh.

      “They’ll bench him,” he said, nodding toward Greg. “And when he goes down, everything shifts.”

      Greg let out a quiet breath through his nose.

      “Everything doesn’t shift.”

      “It does and you know it.”

      Another silence.

      This one heavier.

      Outside, the trees opened slightly—just enough to let a wash of sunlight pour across the dashboard. It lit up the smoke still lingering in the car, turning it visible again. Hanging there.

      Luke noticed it.

      “So this is it, huh,” he said. “Senior year. Last ride before everything gets real.”

      John snorted.

      “Speak for yourself. I’ve been real since ’98.”

      Luke ignored him, eyes forward.

      “No, I mean it. Like… this is the last time none of this matters.”

      Mark didn’t respond.

      Greg didn’t either.

      Because both of them knew—that wasn’t true.

      It already mattered.

      It had been mattering for a while.

      The car hit a small bump in the road. Nothing dramatic, but enough to jolt them slightly in their seats.

      A reminder.

      Greg adjusted the wheel.

      “Alright,” he said. “Next turn we see—we take it. Left or right, doesn’t matter. We just need to hit a main road.”

      John nodded like that made sense.

      “Yeah. Yeah, I like that. Decisive. Leadership.”

      Luke shook his head, smiling.

      “We are so screwed.”

      Mark stared straight ahead.

      In the distance, barely visible through the trees, a break in the road began to form.

      An intersection.

      Not big. Not marked well. But it was something.

      Greg leaned forward, eyes narrowing.

      “Alright… here we go.”

      The car slowed slightly.

      For the first time since the map disappeared⁠—

      they had a choice.

      Left.

      Or right.

      And none of them knew which one was worse.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            The Vestibule

          

        

      

    

    
      They barely killed the engine before the doors were open.

      The Civic sat crooked in the lot, one tire nudging the faded yellow line like it didn’t respect it. Heat rose off the pavement in soft waves. The chapel loomed ahead—stone, quiet, immovable. The kind of building that didn’t care how late you were.

      The boys spilled out of the car in pieces—Greg first, then John, then Luke, then Mark—moving fast, not quite running, but close enough. There was no plan anymore. Just damage control.

      No one said it out loud, but they all felt it:

      They were late.

      And not just late.

      Late in the wrong place.

      They pushed through the heavy front doors and into the vestibule.

      Cool air hit them immediately. Marble floors. Echoes. The smell of old wood and incense that never fully left.

      Waiting for them—exactly where you didn’t want him to be—stood Brother Paul Woodward.

      Black robe. Still posture. Eyes that had already made up their mind.

      Beside him hovered Timothy Cochran, too close, too eager—like proximity alone might earn him something.

      They were pacing when the boys entered.

      They stopped.

      Brother Paul’s gaze moved across them slowly, deliberately—taking inventory.

      He saw everything.

      The eyes. The posture. The smell.

      He didn’t need proof.

      “Look at you. Higher than a June Moon. And this one the same. O, the alumni parishioners are going to mean mug you all day if they know that. And Gregory, you are supposed to be up there on that altar today to present the host. Did you forget? Where’s the Visine? Timothy, get the Visine.”

      “Yes, Brother Paul. Yes, right away.”

      Timothy scattered off like he’d been waiting his whole life to be useful.

      The boys stood there—caught in that in-between space. Not inside the church. Not outside it.

      Exposed.

      Brother Paul didn’t raise his voice. He didn’t need to.

      “It goes without saying this is a week of detention for all four of you starting the first day of classes in four weeks.”

      It landed heavier than it sounded.

      A week.

      Mark felt it immediately. Not emotionally—logistically. Practice. Conditioning. Timing. A week wasn’t just a week.

      It was lost ground.

      Timothy returned, breathless, holding the Visine like it was sacred.

      “Here you go ya heathen. All of you no good heathens bringing shame to the good name of Brother Paul.”

      Luke turned, unimpressed.

      “Who are you the self-anointed personal assistant of Brother Paul?”

      Timothy opened his mouth—ready, loaded⁠—

      “That is enough Timothy. I will accost the boys as I see fit.”

      Timothy froze. Swallowed it.

      Brother Paul didn’t look at him again.

      “Now put that Visine in your eyes, and do it discreetly.”

      The boys fumbled with the bottle, trying to be subtle and failing. Quick tilts of the head. Blinking too much. Overcorrecting.

      Except Mark.

      He stood still.

      “Please Brother. I’m clean. You know I’m straight. I can’t miss a whole week of practice because of detention.”

      It wasn’t pleading.

      It was negotiation.

      Brother Paul studied him differently than the others.

      Measured.

      “You get a pass McClaren. Only because I believe you are not as delinquent as these three. But I want to see another state championship trophy in our hall of accolades come this winter. Is that understood?”

      Mark didn’t hesitate.

      “Yes, sir.”

      It wasn’t relief that hit him.

      It was obligation.

      “And you miscreants had best get your act together or you will not be able to call yourselves alumni by the end of the year. I assume your parents would like you all to graduate?”

      “Yes, Brother Paul. Yes.”

      They said it together. Reflex. Conditioned.

      Brother Paul raised his eyebrows, then opened his hands—an almost theatrical gesture—ushering them inward.

      Permission granted.

      Judgment delayed.

      They moved into the church.

      Rows of pews stretched ahead, filled with bodies, murmurs, the low hum of something already in progress. Light filtered through stained glass, cutting the space into colors that didn’t feel entirely real.

      They started down the aisle.

      And then⁠—

      John stuck his foot out.

      Quick. Precise.

      Greg didn’t see it.

      His foot caught.

      Time slowed—not literally, but enough to feel it.

      His body pitched forward into the center aisle, arms reacting too late.

      For a split second, he was suspended there⁠—

      off balance.

      Exposed.

      Falling.
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      He hit the ground harder than he expected.

      Not enough to hurt.

      Enough to humiliate.

      A ripple moved through the church—not loud, not disruptive—but felt. A shift in attention. Heads turning just slightly before snapping back forward, pretending not to look.

      Greg pushed himself up fast, brushing off nothing, because there was nothing to brush off.

      But it mattered anyway.

      Behind him, John was already grinning. Luke trying not to laugh. Mark didn’t react—at least not outwardly—but he clocked it. Filed it.

      Greg stepped into the pew without a word.

      Sat.

      Still.

      Eyes forward.

      But something had tilted.

      Not dramatically. Not enough for anyone else to call out.

      Just enough.

      Limelight doesn’t fall.

      That was the rule.

      And now—he had.

      For the rest of the mass, Greg didn’t hear much.

      Words blurred together. Ritual moved on without him. Stand, sit, kneel—it all happened on instinct, like muscle memory.

      But underneath it⁠—

      something stuck.

      The map flying out the window.

      Mark pressing him.

      Brother Paul calling him out.

      The fall.

      All small.

      All separate.

      But together?

      They started to feel like a pattern.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            5

          

          
            Library

          

        

      

    

    
      The bell.

      Sharp.

      Cutting through everything.

      The library smelled like paper and time.

      Greg moved fast—faster than he needed to—but that was the rhythm now. Always catching up. Always just behind.

      He weaved between tables, backpack half-zipped, papers threatening to spill out.

      The clock on the wall rotated with a soft, mechanical tick.

      Tick.

      Tick.

      Tick.

      “(under his breath)

      All right. Five minutes to get to class, Limelight. You can pull off this pristine free period cram job.”

      He reached the printer.

      Paused.

      Nothing.

      He hit it once.

      Nothing.

      Again.

      Still nothing.

      His jaw tightened. He glanced up at the clock.

      Tick.

      Tick.

      Tick.

      He turned—quick—moving toward the librarian.

      “Mr. Moran, Mr. Moran you gotta help me. The printer seems to be broken.”

      Mr. Moran lowered his newspaper slowly. Pulled down his glasses. Looked at Greg like he’d seen this exact moment a thousand times before.

      He stood.

      Adjusted his suspensors with a slap.

      Walked over at his own pace—deliberate, unhurried.

      “Ya see you got to, you just gotta. You just gotta.”

      Greg shifted his weight, biting his bottom lip. Eyes flicking back to the clock.

      Tick.

      Tick.

      Tick.

      Mr. Moran pulled at the tray. Prodded something inside. Gave the machine a firm, unimpressed bang.

      A pause.

      Then—

      it whirred to life.

      Paper began feeding through.

      Greg exhaled without realizing he’d been holding it.

      “All right. You are all set. Wait. Wait, Greg.”

      Greg froze.

      Mr. Moran lifted the paper, scanning it closer.

      “Just one minute here. You handing this into your staunch football Coach?”

      “Yes, Mr. Moran. Please, I really need to get to class on the other side of the building.”

      Moran didn’t move.

      “Knowing Coach Lorenzo, he ain’t going to look with favor upon this pinko slant that you took. You might just get blacklisted from the roster. You willing to sacrifice your starting job for your literary integrity?”

      Greg didn’t answer the question.

      Not really.

      “Please, Mr. Moran just trying to avoid another tardy here. I gotta get going.”

      A beat.

      Then Moran handed it over.

      “The Trail of Tears: An All-American Crime.”

      “Thank you. Thank you.”

      Greg was already moving.
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